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PREFACE 

In 1982 Ann Russo and Chandra Talpade Mohanty initiated an inter­
national conference called "Common Differences: Third World Women 
and Feminist Perspectives," which was held at the University of Illinois 
at Urbana-Champaign in April 1983. Lourdes Torres was part of the 
central organizing committee, a multiracial, international group of women 
consisting primarily of graduate and undergraduate students at the Uni­
versity of Illinois. This conference was one of the very first occasions for 
women of color and white women in the United States and women from 
third world countries to come together around theirjour "common dif­
ferences" (a term borrowed from a pathbreaking book by Gloria Joseph 
and Jill Lewis-many thanks!). It involved more than 150 speakers and 
drew an audience of 2,000 people. The conference called into question 
the very terms of the definition of feminism and changed our lives in 
fundamental ways. This collection of essays originates from the "Common 
Differences" conference and attempts to maintain the spirit of dialogue, 
conflict, contradiction, and solidarity that April 1983 produced in our lives. 

Seven years later, the collection is no longer principally tied to the 
conference. The "Common Differences" conference was organized 
around three broad themes: Colonization and Resistance, Images and 
Realities, and International Women's Movements. While these themes 
still inform the essays in this collection, time, historical developments in 
third world women's struggles, the production and consolidation of trans­
national corporations and cultures, the institutionalization of discourses 
of pluralism in the U.S. academy, and the Reagan-Bush years have all 
intervened to locate us at a very different historical juncture in 1990. The 
anthology represents our efforts to address these shifts and developments. 
It focuses on the recent debates over the development of feminist theory 
and politics by third world women. 

While the term third world is a much maligned and contested one, we 
use it deliberately, preferring it to postcolonial or developing countries. Third 
world refers to the colonized, neocolonized or decolonized countries (of 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America) whose economic and political structures 
have been deformed within the colonial process, and to black, Asian, 
Latino, and indigenous peoples in North America, Europe, and Australia. 
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Thus, the term does not merely indicate a hierarchical cultural and eco­
nomic relationship between "first" and "third" world countries; it inten­
tionally foregrounds a history of colonization and contemporary rela­
tionships of structural dominance between first and third world peoples. 
In drawing on histories of antiracist, antiimperialist struggles around the 
world, the term third world is also a form of self-empowerment. However, 
the unproblematized use of a term such as third world women could sug­
gest the equation of struggles and experiences of different groups of 
women, thus flattening and depoliticizing all internal· hierarchies. The 
term could also suggest that "third world" cultures or "ethnicity" is the 
primary (or only) basis of the politics of third world women. We intend 
neither. In fact, a number of essays in the collection problematize the 
very terms of the definition of the "third world," thus clarifying the con­
tests over the meaning of this term. 

In this collection, we make no claim to representation of all racial and 
national communities of women, nor do we attempt to achieve any "bal­
ance" of perspectives or ideologies. As it was in· April 1983, the spirit of 
our struggles at the present moment, as we approach the end of a (Chris­
tian) millennium, is still one of deep commitment, contradiction, and 
disagreement in the context of forging networks and coalitions across 
cultures. It is this spirit we have tried to encapsulate, not. a numerical 
accounting of "third world" groups. It is in this spirit that we have worked 
together to produce this anthology, maintaining a consistent dialogue 
amid political and intellectual disagreements among ourselves. And fi­
nally, it is in this spirit that we include essays by each of us, specifically 
soliciting an essay by Ann Russo, which addresses the ways in which 
white U.S. feminists respond to the ongoing challenges of third world 
feminists concerning the race and class contradictions of feminist politics. 
Even so, readers may well identify the absence of particular voices and 
some important conceptual and political gaps in the collection. The ab­
sences and gaps do exist, and we can only hope that this anthology will 
be seen as a contribution to ongoing dialogue, rather than a definitive 
assessment of "third world women and the politics of feminism." 

In 1983 a leading feminist publisher told us (with kindly condescen­
sion) that there was no such field as "third world feminisms." In 1990 
feminists of color are transforming the contours of the academy and the 
polity. Questions of race, class, sexuality, colonialism, and imperialism 
are (and always have been) the ground for political struggles around the 
world, just as they are now constitutive of knowledge production in a 
number of disciplines (not merely ghettoized in marginal fields). In this 
context, we can aim only for provocative, challenging analyses rather 
than comprehensive coverage. This collection maps a political and intel­
lectual field which has gained increasing significance in the last decade. 



PREFACE xi 

These are maps which will of necessity have to be redrawn as our analytic 
and conceptual skills and knowledge, as well as historical shifts (most 
recently in Eastern Europe), transform the way we understand questions 
of history, consciousness, and agency. 

This text thus merely scratches the surface of a vital intellectual and 
political endeavor. It engages debates which have their origins in the 
sexual politics of slavery and territorial colonialism, contemporary con­
figurations of Western political hegemony, multinational capital, and lo­
calized and cross-national modes of political resistance-debates and 
struggles which will carry us forward into envisioning a more just and 
equitable world in the twenty-first century. 

The Editors 



"I Ain't the Right Kind of Feminist" 
Cheryl L. West 

First off I'm too confused 
Secondly you know my blackness envelops me 
Thirdly my articulateness fails me 
When the marching feminists come by 
I walk with them for awhile 
And then I trip over pebbles I didn't see 
My sexist heels are probably too high 
I'm stuck in the sidewalk cracks 

Oh where Oh where has my feminism gone 0 0 0 

Don't you know it's chasing after my 
blackness 

Somewhere in the white sea 

I'm in the movement 
No chile 
I'm not talking about dancing 
I'm in the liberation movement 
Yeah I'm talking about the PLO 
Yeah I'm talking about South Africa and 

apartheid 
No I didn't say you were fit to be tied 

I am a woman 
You are a lady 
We are sisters in the movement 
It's about neapolitan ice cream 
Mixed and oh so sweet 
It's not about white and sterility 

Girl what are you talking about 
I can have kids 
My people have always had kids 
No it's about oppression of all oppressees 
But they never come in peace 
They just got some different labels 
Tell me 

' Is sisterhood the same as the 60's 
brotherhood 

Oh where Oh where has my blackness 
gone 



Don't you know its chasing after Ms. 
feminism 

Somewhere in the white sea 

I belong to a consciousness raising group 
I have rhetoric 
I am a sociologist 
I study race, pride, sex, class, humanity 
I also make mention of all the "isms" 
I am a feminist 

Well I am a sister 
I am fluid in the dozens 
I study us 
I study urban renewal 

Which includes my bathroom roaches 
And my kitchen mice 
And the animals down at Public Aid 
Tell me about the man that has filled my 

belly 
and ten others with babies 

Come share with me sister feminist 
Let us dance in the movement 
Let my blackness catch your feminism 
Let your oppression peek at mine 
After all 
I ain't the right kind of feminist 
I'm just woman 

© 1983 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cartographies of Struggle 
Third World Women and the Politics of 
Feminism 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty 

The US and the USSR are the most 
powerful countries 
in the world 
but only 1/8 of the world's population. 
African people are also 1/8 of the world's 
population. 
of that, 1/4 is Nigerian. 
1/2 of the world's population is Asian. 
1/2 of that is Chinese. 

There are 22 nations in the middle east. 

Most people in the world 
are Yellow, Black, Brown, Poor, Female 
Non-Christian 
and do not speak english. 

By the year 2000 
the 20 largest cities in the world 
will have one thing in common 
none of them will be in Europe 
none in the United States. 

-Audre Lorde, January 1, 19891 

I begin this essay with Audre Lorde's words as a tribute to 
her courage in consistently engaging the very institutional power struc­
tures which define and circumscribe the lives of third world women. The 
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poem also has deep personal significance for me: Lorde read it as part of 
her coqtmencement remarks at Oberlin College, where I teach, in May 
1989. Her words provide a poetic cartography of the historical and po­
litical location of third world peoples and document the urgency of our 
predicament in a Eurocentric world. Lorde's language suggests with a 
precise force and poignancy the contours of the world we occupy in the 
1990s: a world which is definable only in relational terms, a world tra­
versed with intersecting lines of power and resistance, a world which can 
be understood only in terms of its destructive divisions of gender, color, 
class, sexuality, and nation, a world which must be transformed through 
a necessary process of pivoting the center (in Bettina Aptheker's terms), 
for the assumed center (Europe and the United States) will no longer 
hold. But it is also a world with powerful histories of resistance and 
revolution in daily life and as organized liberation movements. And it is · 

these contours which define the complex ground for the emergence and 
consolidation of third world women's feminist politics. (Third world is 
defined through g�ographical location as well as particular sociohistorical 
c_onjunctures. It thus incorporates so-called minority peoples or people of 
color in the U.S.A.) 

In fact, one of the distinctive featur.es of contemporary societies is the 
internationalization of economies and labor forces. In industrial societies, 
the international division of economic production consisted in the geo­
graphical separation of raw-material extraction (in primarily the third 
world) from factory production (in the colonial capitals). With the rise of 
transnational corporations which dominate and organize the contempo­
rary economic system, however, factories have migrated in search of 
cheap labor, and the nation-state is no longer an appropriate socioec;o­
nomic unit for analysis. In addition, the massive migration of ex-colonial 
populations to the industrial metropolises of Europe to fill the need for 
cheap labor has created new kinds of multiethnic and multiracial social 
formations similar to those in the U.S. Contemporary postindustrial so­
cieties, thus, invite cross-national and cross-cultural analyses for expla­
nation of their own internal features and socioe�onomic constitution. 
Moreover, contemporary definitions of the "third world" ;an no longer 
have the same geographical contours and boundaries they had for in­
dustrial societies. In the postindustrial world, systemic socioeconomic and 
ideological processes position the peoples of Africa, Asia, Latin America, 
and the Middle East, as well as "minority" populations (people of color) 
in the United States and Europe, in similar relationships to the state. 

Thus, charting the ground for a series of essays on third world women 
and the politi<;s of feminism is no easy task. First, there are the questions 
of definition:�$ tl!� t_�i!<i.worl(f?)Do third world women make 
up any kind of a constituency? On what basis? Can we assume that third 



INTRODUCTION 3 
world WOJ.lle_n_:_s. political struggles are necessarily "feminist"? How . do_ 
we/they define._temmtsm? And second, there are tfie--qilesHons about -
context: .Which/whoseliistory do we araw on to chart this map of third 
world women's engagement with feminism? How do questions of gender, 
race, and nation intersect in determining feminisms in the third world? 
Who produces knowledge about colonized peoples and from what space/ 
l<;i(ii1i().iiiW'liat.are the poHtics of the production of t�11..!!!�� knowl­
edge? What are the disciplinaryJ>�t:.�l!':���E�_of t���-�.f\<:)�ledge? What are··-. 
the methods used to ''locate and chart third world wo:ni'Em's self and 
agency? Clearly questions of definition and context overlap; in fact, as 
we develop more complex, nuanced modes of asking questions and as 
scholarship in a number of relevant fields begins to address histories of 
colonialism, capitalism, race, and gender as inextricably interrelated, our 
very conceptual maps are redrawn and transformed. How we conceive 
of definitions and contexts, on what basis we foreground �ertain contexts 
over others, and how we understand the ongoing shifts irl·our conceptual 
cartographies-these are all questions of great importance in this particular 
cartography of third world feminisms. 

The essays in this collection engage with the above questions on dif­
ferent levels. I write this introduction as a companion piece to these essays. 
I als� write fro� m� own pa�ticular polit�cal, histo!li-· 1,_�� -�t-�llectual 
location,as-a-third·world fem�ms tramed m the TIS:', teres ted 111 ques� --
tiorishofrulluie k · --ndatlivi in-an-internatiorutl--
context. The maps I draw are necessarily anchored in my own discontin.: 
uous Tocation5:' In this essay, then, I attempt to formulate an initial and 
necessarily noncomprehensive response to the above questions. Thus, this 
introduction offers a very partial conceptual map: it touches upon certain 
contexts and foregrounds particular definitions and strategies. I see this 
as a map which will of necessity have to be redrawn as our analytic and 
conceptual skills and knowledge develop ana· transform the way we un­
derstand questions of history, consciousness, and agency. This essay will 
also suggest significant questions and directions for feminist analysis in 
the 1990s-an analysis which is made possible by the precise challenges 
posed by "race" and postcolonial studies to the second wave of white 
Western feminisms. I believe that these challenges suggest new questions 
for feminist historiography and epistemology, as well as point toward 
necessary reconceptualizations of ideas of resistance, commu_�ty1 and\ 
agency in daily life. , 

Definitions: Thii.�: W�rld Women and Feminism 

Unlike the history of Western (white, middle-class) feminisms, which has 
be�n e.xplored in great detail over the last few decades, histories of third 
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world women's engagement with feminism are in short supply. There is 
a large body of work on "women in developing countries," but this does 
not necessarily engage feminist questions,ithere is now a substantial ' amount of scholarship on women in liberation movements, or on the role 
and status of women in individual cultures. However, this scholarship 
also does not necessarily engage questions of feminist historiography. 
Constructing such histories often requires reading against the grain of a 
number of intersecting progressive discourses (e.g., white feminist, third 
world nationalist, and socialist), as well as the politically regressive racist, 
imperialist, sexist discourses of slavery, colonialism, and contemporary 
capitalism. The very notion of addressing what are often internally con­
flictual histories of third world women's feminisms under a single rubric, 
in one (admittedly introductory) essay, may seem ludicrous-especially 
since the very meaning of the term feminism is continually contested. For, 
it can be argued, there are no simple ways of representing these diverse 
struggles and histories. Just as it is difficult to speak of a singular entity 
called "Western feminism," it is difficult to generalize about "third world 
feminisms." But just as we have chosen to foreground "third world 
women" as an analytical and political category in the title of this collec­
tion, I want to recognize and analytically explore the links among the 
histories and struggles of third world women against racism, sexism, co­
lonialism, imperialism, and monopoly capital. I am suggesting, then, an 

' "imagined community" of third world o�ositional struggles. ('Imagined" 
not because it is not "real" but because i uggests potential alliances and 
collaborations across divisive boundaries, nd "community" because in 
spite of internal hier�rchies within third world contexts, it nevertheless 
suggests a significant, deep commitment to what Benedict Andersop, in 
referring to the idea of the nation, calls "horizontal comradeship.2,f 

The idea of imagined community is useful because it leads us away 
from essentialist notions of third world feminist struggles, suggesting po­
litical rather than biological or cultural bases for alliance. Thus, it is not 
color or sex which constructs the ground for these struggle�ather, it is 
the way }Ne think about race, class, and gender-the political links we 
choose (o make among and between struggleS\,Thus, potentially, women 
of all colors (including white women) cap alikn themselves with and 
participate in these imagined communities.ftHowever, clearly our relation 
to and centrality in particular struggles depend on our different, often 
conflictual, locations and histories. This, then, is what provisionally holds 
the essays in this text on "third world women and the politics of fem­
inism" together: imagined communities of women with divergent his­
tories and social locations, woven together by the political threads of 
opposition to forms of domination that are not only pervasive but also 
systemic. An example of a similar construct is the notion of "communities 
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of resistance," which refers to the broad-based opposition of refugee, 
migrant, and black groups in Britain to the idea of a common nation­
Europe 1992. "Communities of Resistance," like "imagined communi� 
ties," is a political definition, not an essentialist one. It is not based on 
any ahistorical notion of the inherent resistance and resilience of third 
world peoples. It is, however, .based on a historical, material analysis of 
the concrete disenfranchising effects of Europe 1992 on third world com­
munities in Britain, and the necessity of forming "resistant/oppositional" 
communities which fight this. 

In this collection, while some of the essays call into question notions 
of "third world" and of "universal sisterhood," a number of writers 
strongly assert their belief in international coalitions among third world 
women in contemporary capitalist societies, particularly on the basis of 
a socialist-feminist vision (see especially the essays by Mohanty, Harrison, 
Gilliam, and Wong). Others posit the empowerment of third world 
women based on the demystificiation of ideologies of gender and sexuality 
that affect women's daily lives, whether it be in Brazil (Barroso and Brus­
chini), Lebanon (Accad), Iran (Tohidi), China (Chow), Trinidad and To­
bago (Alexander), or the U.S. (Russo, Torres, and Smith). However, while 
sulili imagined communities are historically and geographically concrete, 
their boundaries are necessarily fluid. They have to be, since the operation 
of power is always fluid and changing. Thus, neither the authors in this 
collection nor I posit any homogeneous configuration of third world. 

women who form communities because they share a "gender" or a "race" 
or a "nation." As history (and recent feminist scholarship) teaches us, 
"races" and "nations" haven't been defined on the basis of inherent, 
natural characteristics; nor �;:an we define "gender" in any transhistorical, 
unitary way.3 So where does this leave us? 

Geographically, the nation�states of Latin America, the Caribbean, 
Sub-Saharan Africa, South and Southeast Asia, China, South Africa, and 
Oceania constitute the parameters of the non-European third world. In 
addition, black, Latino, Asian, and indigenous peoples in the U.S., Europe, 
and Australia, some of whom have historic links with the geographically 
defined third world, also refer to themselves as third world peoples. With 
such a broad canvas, racial, sexual, national, economic, and cultural bor­
ders are diffi<;lili.J:_q:OdJ�ID..ID'£-ftl�. shaped.p.oliticall}Las-they·-arein-individual 
and cOITecti; e practice. .-

Third World Women as Social Category 

/ As I argue in my essay ("Under Western Eyes") in this volume, schol­
ars often locate "third world women" in terms of the underdevelopment, 
oppressive traditions, high illiteracy, rural and urban poverty, religious 
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fanaticism, and "overpopulation" of particular Asian, African, Middle 
Eastern, and Latin American countries. Corresponding analyses of "ma­
triarchal" black women on welfare, "illiterate" Chicana farmworkers, and 
"docile" Asian domestic workers also abound in the context of the U.S. aesides being normed on a white, Western (read progressive/modern)/ 

on-Western (read backward/traditional) hierarchy, these analyses freeze J/ hird world women in time, space, and history /For example, in analyzing 
indicators of third world women's status and roles, Momsen and Town­
send (1987) designate the following categories of analysis: life expectancy, 
sex ratio, nutrition, fertility, income-generating activities, education, and 
the new international division of labor. Of these, fertility issues and third 
world women's incorporation into multinational factory employment are 
identified as two of the most significant aspects of "women's worlds" in 
third world countries. 

While such descriptive information is useful and necessary, these pre­
sumably "objective" indicators by no means exhaust the meaning of 
women's day-to-day lives. The everyday, fluid, fundamentally historical 
and dynamic nature of the lives of third world women is here[tollaps�9- \ 
into a few frozen "indicators" of their well-being. Momsen and Townsend 
(1987) state that in fact fertility is the most studied aspect of women's 
lives in the third world. This particular fact speaks volumes about the 
predominant representations of third world women in social-scientific 
knowledge production. � our representations of third world �en 
circumscribe our l.!llderstanding and anal sis of feminism as well as of 
tne da��_!Y"Qgl.en enga� in in these circums a�s. 
-----par instance, compare the analysis of "fertility" offered by Momsen 
and Townsend (as a "social indicator" of women's status) with the anal­
ysis of population policy and discussions on sexuality among poor Bra­
zilian women offered by Barroso and Bruschini in this volume. By ana­
lyzing the politics of family planning in the context of the Brazilian 
women's movement, and examining the way poor women build collective 
knowledge about sex education and sexuality, Barroso and Bruschini link 
state policy and social movements with the politics of everyday life, thus 
presenting us with a dynamic, historically specific view of the struggles 
of Brazilian women in the barrios. I address some of these methodological 
questions in more detail later on. For the present, however, suffice it to 
s� that our definitions, descriptions, and interpretations of third world 

nen's enga ement with feminism must necessarily be simultaneously 
historically specific and dynamic, not rozen m hme in the form o{ a 
s�ctacle. 

--

Thus, if the above "social indicators" are inadequate descriptions/ 
interpretations of women's lives, on what basis do third world women 
form any constituency? First. just as "Western women" or "wkite women" 
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cannot be defined as coherent interest groups, "third world women" also 
do-norconstffiite.any automatic unitary group. Alilances-andruvisions ·or-·----­
class, religion, sexuality, and history, for mstance, are necessarily internal 
to each of the above "groups." Second, ideological differences in under- / 
standings of the social mediate any assumJ!_tion of a "natmal" bond be­
tween women. Afteull, there is no logical and necessary connection 
betWeen bemg female" anaoecom1ng ''Iemmlst."4 ma y, e mng 1r 
worra:· womenln-·teiii:ls-oftne1r7'proEiems"· or their ''achievements" in 
relation to an imagined free white liberal democracy effectively removes 
them (and the "liberal democracy") from history, freezing them in time 
and space. 

A number of scholars in the U.S. have �·uen about the inherently 
political definitio� of the ternt·w�en of color (a term often used inter­
changeably witl(third world 'llf-eme , as I am oing here).5 This is a term 
which designates a political cons tuency, not a biological or even soci­
ological one. It is a sociopolitical designation for people of African, Car­
ibbean, Asian, and Latin American descent, and native peoples of the 
U.S. It also refers to "new immirants" to the U.S. in the last decade­
Arab, Korean, Thai, Laotian, etc., What seems to constitute "women of 
color" or "third world vmmen" as a viable oppositional alliance is a I 

fCoiit"!_Qn context of struggle rather than color or racial identifications,.�Sim­Tiariy, it is tl:i1r wor ' oppositional political relation to sexist, 
racist, and imperialist structures that co,nstitutes our potential common­
ality. Thus, it :is the common context of struggles against specific exploi­
tative structures and systems that determines our potential political al­
liances. {It is this "common contex,t of struggle," both historical and 
contemporary, which the next section attempts to chart and define. 

Lwhy f:_'!_!_�nJ�m? J tDe�V\7'') 
However, before proceeding to suggest the structural, historical pa­

rameters which lead to third world women's particular politics, it is im­
portant to understand how women in different sociocultural and historical 
locations formulate their relation to feminism. The term feminism is itself / 
questioned by many third world women. Feminist movements have been 
chrulenged on the grounds of cultural imperialism, and of shortsighted­
ness in defimng the meaning of gender m terms of middle-class, white 
experiences, and in terms of internal racism, classism, and homophobia. / 
All of these factors, as well as the falsely homogeneous representation of 
the movement by the media, have led to a very real suspicion of "fem­
inism" as a productive ground for struggle. Nevertheless third world 
women have always engaged with feminism, even if the label has been 
rejected in a number of instances. Cheryl Johnson-Odim (in this volume) 



8 Cartographies of Struggle 
extends and develops this discussion of the contested nature of the def­
inition of feminism and the problems involved in setting a common 
agenda for "first" and "third" world feminists. She, too, refuses to give 
up the term feminism, launching her critique of first world feminism by 
distinguishing between a limited, liberal "women's rights" focus and a 
more productive "feminism as philosophy" focus. 

In the introduction to a collection of writings by black and third world 
women in Britain (Charting the Journey, 1988), the editors are careful to 
focus on the contradictions, conflicts, and differences among black 
women, while simultaneously emphasizing that the starting point for all 
contributors has been "the historical link between us of colonialism and 
imperialism" (Grewal et al. 1988, 6). The edit �4iliiiltain t is book, 
the first publication of its kind, is about the 'idea of Blackness" ·n con­
temporary Britain: 

An idea as yet unmatured and inadequately defined, but proceeding along 
its path in both "real" social life and in the collective awareness of many of 
its subjects. Both as an idea and a process it is, inevitably, contradictory. 
Contradictory in its conceptualization because its linguistic expression is de­
fined in terms of colour, yet it is an idea transcendent of colour. Contradictory 
in its material movements because the unity of action, conscious or otherwise, 
of Asians, Latin Americans and Arabs, Caribbeans and Africans, gives political 
expression to a common "colour," even as the State-created fissures of eth­
nicity threaten to engulf and overwhelm us in islands of cultural exclusivity. 
(Grewal et al. 1988, 1) 

This definition of the idea of "Blackness" in,_)Britain, and of "the unity of 
action" as the basis for black and third world women's engagement with 
feminist politics, echoes the idea of a "common context of struggle." 
British colonialism and the migration ofcolonized populations to the­
"home country" form the common historical context for British third 
world women, as do, for instance, contemporary struggles against racist 
immigration and naturalization laws. 6 

The text which corresponds to Charting the Journey in the U.S. context 
was published a few years earlier, in 1981: This Bridge Called My Back: 
Writings by Radical Women of Color.7 In the introduction to this ground­
breaking book, Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua delineate the major 
areas of concern for a broad-based political movement of U.S. third -wofld 
women: 

(t) how visibility /invisibility as women of color forms our radicalism; 2) the 

I. ways in which Third World women derive a feminist political theory spe­
cifically from our racialjcultural background and experience; 3) the destruc­

l..tive and demoralizing effects of racism in the women's movement; 4) the 
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tural, class, and sexuality differences that divide women of color; 5) Third 

orld women's writing as a tool for self-preservation and revolution; and 6) 
e ways and means of a Third World feminist future. (Moraga and Anzaldua 
83, xxiv) 

A number of ideas which are central to third world feminisms emerge 
from these tWo passages. Aida Hurtado in a recent essay (1989) adds a 
further layer. In discussing the significance of the idea "the personal is 
political" to communities of white women and women of color in the 
U.S., she distinguishes between the relevance of the public/private dis­
tinction for American white middle- and upper-class women, and work­
ing-class women and women of color who have always been subject to 
state intervention in their domestic lives: 

Women of Color have not had the benefit of the economic conditions that 
underlie the public/private distinction. Instead th�a� 
women of Cplor stems (ram �areness that the public is person� 
lftiCiiL"Welfare programs and policies have discouraged family life, sterili-

'ZatiOrl programs have restricted reproduction rights, government has drafted 
and armed disproportionate numbers of people of Color to fight its wars 
overseas, and locally, police forces and the criminal justice system arrest and 
incarcerate disproportionate numbers of people of Color. There is no such 
t�g as a pPva�phere for e_eome of Color except that whlc�ge 
to create and protect in an otherWise hostile environment. (Hurtado 1989, 
849) 

Hurtado introduces the contemporary liberal, capitalist state as a major 
actor and focus of activity for women of color in the U.S. Her discussion 
suggests that in fact, th�tics of "persona!JJ!Omay be differently 
defined for middle-class whites and for people of color.8 

Finally, Kumari Jayawardena, in writing about feminist movements in 
Asia in the late nineteenth an tieth centuries, defines feminism 
as "embracing movements for equality within t e curren em and 
significant struggles that have atte�pted to change the system" Gaya­
w. 198"6, 2). She goes on to assert that these movements arose in 
the context o a) the formulation and consolidation of national identities 
which mobilized antiimperialist movements during independence strug­
gles, and (b) the remaking of precapitalist religious and feudal structures 
in attempts to "modernize" third world societies. Here again, the common 
link between political struggles of women in India, Indonesia, and Korea, 
for instance, is the fight against racist, colonialist states and for national 
independence. Nayereh Tohidi's essay in this collection clarifies this link 
by analyzing the history of Iranian women's politicization in the 1979 
national revolution, and the post-1979 domestication of feminist demands 
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through the ideologies of womanhood imposed by an Islamic funda­
mentalist sta:; / l'!o sum 1!£:\third world women's writings on feminism have consis­
tently focused on (1) the idea of the simultaneity of oppressions as fun­

amental to the experience of social and political marginality and the 
rounding of feminist politics in the histories of racism and imperialism; 
2) the crucial role of a hegemonic state in circumscribing their/ our daily 
ves and survival struggles; (3) the significance of memory and writing 

in the creation o�� agen�nd (4) the differences; conflicts, 
and contradictions internal tOlliir(f world women's organizations and 
communities. In addition, they have insisted on the complex interrela­
tionships between feminist, antiracist, and nationalist struggles. In fact, 
the challenge of third world feminisms to white, Western feminisms has 
been prec:;isely this inescapable link between feminist and political lib­
eration movements. In fact, black, white, and other third world women 
have very different histories with respect to the particular inheritance of 
post-fifteenth-century Euro-American hegemony: the inheritance of slav­
ery, enforced migration, plantation and indentured labor, colonialism, 
imperial conquest, and genocide. Thus, third world feminists have argued 
for the rewriting of history based on the specific locations and histories 
of struggle of people of color and postcolonial peoples, and on the day­
to-day strategies of survival utilized by such peoples. 

The urgency of rewriting and rethinking these histories and struggles 
is suggested by A. siv�i�ritiqueohl1eRIEmtity politics 
of the new social movements in Britain, which, he argues, leads to a flight 
from class: 

For [the poor, the black, the unemployed] the distinction between the mailed 
fist and the velvet glove is a stylistic abstraction, the defining limit between 
consent and force a middle-class fabrication. Black youth in the inner cities 
know only the blunt force of the state, those on income support have it 
translated for them in a thousand not so subtle ways. If we are to extend the 
freedoms in civil society through a politics of hegemony, those who stand at 
the intersection of consent and coercion should surely be our first constituency 
and guide-a yardstick to measure our politics by. How do you extend a 
"politics of food" to the hungry, a "politics of the body" to the homeless, a 
"politics of the family" for those without an income? How do any of these 
politics connect up with the third world? . . .  Class cannot just be a matter 
of identjty, it has to be the focus of commitment. (Sivanandan 1990, 18-19) 

In foregrounding the need to build our politics around the struggles of 
the most exploited peoples of the world, and in drawing attention to the 
importance of a materialist definition of class in opposition to identity­
based social movements and discourses, Sivanandan underscores both 
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the significance and the difficulty of rewriting counter hegemonic histories. 
His analysis questions the contemporary identity-based philosophy of 
social movements which define "discourse" as an adequate terrain of 
struggle. While discursive categories �clearly central sites of politi�al 
contestation, tney must be grounded in and informed by the material 
���!�-'- especially th�_daily life struggles for survival of 
poor people-those written out of histot:Y:_ 

But how do we attempt such a history based on our limited knowl­
edges? After all, it is primarily in the last two or three decades that third 
world historians have begun to reexamine and rewrite the history of 
slavery and colonialism from oppositional locations. The next section 
sketches preliminary contexts for feminist analysis within the framework 
of the intersecting histories of race, colonialism, and capitalism. It offers 
methodological suggestions for feminist analysis, without attempting de­
finitive answers or eve_n. a comprehensive accounting of the emergence 
of third world women's struggles. It also addresses, very briefly, issues 
of experience, identity, and agency, focusing especially on the-significance 
of writing for third world feminists-the significance of producing knowl­
edge for ourselves. 

Contexts: History, the State, and Relations of Rule · 

Do third world feminisms share a history? Surely the rise of the post-
1947 women's movement in India is historically different from the emer­
gence of black feminist politics in the U.K. or the U.S.? The major analytic 
difference in the writings on the emergence of white, Western, middle­
class liberal feminism and the feminist politics of women of color in the 
U.S. is the contrast between a singular focus on gender as a basis for 
equal rights, and a focus 0 ender m relation to raceaildlOfClaSi as 
part of a broader liberation strugg e. ten t e smgu ar focus of the former 
takes the form of definitions of femininity and sexuality in relation to 
men (specifically white privileged men). 

Hurtado's (1989) analysis of the effects of the different relationships 
of white middle- and upper-class women and working-class women and 
women of color to privileged white men is relevant here in understanding 
the conditions of possibility of this singular focus on gender. Hurtado 
argues that it is the (familial) closeness of white (heterosexual) women 
to white men, and the corresponding social distance of women of. color 
from white men, that leads to the particular historical focus of white 
women's feminist movements. Sin the rela · hi s of w men of color 
to white men are usuall medi d b stat · 
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ample, in the arena of reproductive rights, because of the race- and class­
based history of population control and sterilization abuse, women of 
color have a clearly ambivalent relation to the "abortion rights" platform. 
For poor women of color, the notion of a "woman's right to choose" to 
bear children has always been mediated by. a coercive, racist state. Thus, 
abortion rights defined as a woman's right vs. men's familial control can 
never be the only basis of feminist coalitions across race and class lines. 
For many women of color, reproductive rights conceived in its broadest 
form, in terms of familial malejfemale relationships, but also, more sig­
nificantly, in terms of institutional relationships and state policies, must 
be the basis for such coalitions. Thus, in this instance, gender defined as 
malejfemale domestic relations cannot be a singular focus for feminists 
of color. However, while Hurtado's suggestion may explain partially the 
exclusive focus on gender relationships in (heterosexual) white women's 
movements, this still does not mean that this unitary conceptualization 
of gender is an adequate ground for struggle for white middle- and upper­
class feminists. 

In fact, in terms of!COnteX't the ��i�n:t .. �<?�. 
different from the h_!ggry o t e feminisms of third world women: all of 
these varied histories emerge tn relation to ot er struggles. Rich, layered 
histories of the second wave of white feminism in the U.S. incorporate 
its origins in the civil rights and new left movements. However, often in 
discussing such origins, feminist historians focus on "gender" as the sole 
basis of struggle (the feminist part) and omit any discussion of the racial 
consolidation of the struggle (the white part). The best histories and anal­
yses of the second wave of U.S. white feminism address the construction 
of whiteness in relation to the construction of a politicized gender con­
sciousness.9 Thus, it is not just third world women who are or should be 
concerned about race, just as feminism is not just the purview of women 
(but of women and men). Ann Russo argues just this point in her essay 
in this collection. Drawing on her own feminist trajectory as a white 
woman, she situates the urgency for white women to react to racism with 
outrage rather than the usual guilt or defensiveness. In other words, Russo 
suggests that racism is as much an issue for white people as for people 
of color, �nd in specifying outrage as the crucial response, she suggests 
how white people are implicated in racial formations, without losing sight 
of the hierarchies of power based on color and race. 

/ Above all, ender and race are relational te : they foreground a 
relationship ( o ten a hierarchy) between races and genders. To define 
feminism purely in gendered terms assumes that our consciousness of 
being "women" has nothing to do with race, class, nation, or sexuality, 
just with gender. But no one "becomes a woman" in Simone de Beau­
voir's sense) urel because she is fema e. I eologies of womanhood have 
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as much to do with class and race as they have to do with se,/ Thus, 
during the period of American slavery, constructions of white woman­
hood as chaste, domesticated, and morally pure had everything to do 
with corresponding constructions of black slave women as promiscuous, 
available plantation workers. It is the intersections of the various s stemic 
networks of class, race, (hetero)sexuality, an nation, then, that position 
us as "women." Herein lies a fundamental challenge for feminist analysis 
once it takes seriously the location and struggles of third world women, 
and this challenge has implications for the rewriting of all hegemonic 
history, not just the history of people of color. 

The notion of an interdependent relationship between theory, history, 
and struggle is not new. What I want to emphas� .howe.Y.ei�gent 
need for us to appreciate and understand the\.CQ!!ll'l��at 
shapes our social and political lives. First and foremost this suggests re­
lations of power, which anchor the ,;common differences" between and 
among the feminist politics of different constituencies of women and men. 
The relations of power I am referring to are not reduCible to binary op­
positions or oppressor/ oppressed relations. I want to suggest that it is 
possible to retain the idea of multiple, fluid structures of domination which 
intersect to locate women di erently at particular 1stoncal conjunctures, 
while at the same time insisting on the dynamic oppositional agency of 
in�ividuals and collectives and their engagement in "daily life." It is this 
focus on dynamic oppositional agency that clarifies the intricate connec­
tion between systemic relationships and the directionality of power. In 
other words, systems of racial, class, and gender domination do not have 
identical effects on women in third world contexts. However, systems of 
domination operate through th�.�etting .. �B-Of-(i�rothy Smith's terms) 
particular, historically specifi�'relations of ruling".(Smith 1987, 2). It is 
at the intersections of these relations of ruling that third world feminist 
struggles are positioned. It is also by understanding these intersections 
that we can attempt to explore questions of consciousness and age:ncy 
without naturalizing either individuals or structures. 

Dorothy Smith (1987) _introduces the concept of relations of ruling 
while arguing for a feminist sociology which challenges the assumed 
coincidence of the standpoint of men and the standpoint of ruling by 
positing "the everyday world as problematic": 

fl". ....... ·· - ..;·-----...c 

"Relations of ruling" is a concept that grasps power, organization, direction, 
and regulation as more pervasively structured than can be expressed in tra­
ditional concepts provided by the discourses of power. I have come to see a 
specific interrelation between the dynamic advance of the distinctive forms 
of organizing and ruling contemporary capitalist society and the patriarchal 
forms of our contemporary experience. 
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When I write of "ruling" in this context I am identifying a complex of 

organized practices, including government, law, business and financial man­
agement, professional organization, and educational institutions as well as 
discourses in texts that interpenetrate the multiple sites of power. (Smith 
1987, 3) 

Although Smith's analysis pertains specifically to Western (white) capi­
talist patriarchies, I find her conceptualization of "relations of ruling" a 
significant theoretical and methodological development which can be 
used to advantage in specifying the relations between the organization 
and experience of sexual politics and the concrete historical and political 
forms of colonialism, imperialism, racism, and capitalism. Smith's concept 
of relations of ruling foregrounds (1) forms of knowledge and (2) orga­
nized practices and institutions, as well as (3) questions of consciousness, 
experience, and agency. Rather than posit any simple relation of colonizer 
and colonized, or capitalist and worker, the concept "relations of ruling" 
posits multiple intersecti� of structure_so£ power and emphasizes th� 
process or form of ruling, not the frozen embodiment of it (as, for instance, 
in the n0t1on of "social indicators',_of women's statuS), as a focus for 
feminist analysis. In fact, I think this concept makes possible an analysis 
which takes seriously the idea of simultaneous and historicized exploi­
tation of third world women without suggesting an arithmetic or even a 
geometric analysis of gender, race, sexuality, and class (which are inad­
equate in the long run). By emphasizing the practices of ruling (or dom­
ination), it makes possible an analysis which examine-s, for instance, the 
very forms of colonialism and racism, rather than one which assumes or 
posits unitary definitions of them. I think this concept could lead us out 
of the binary, often ahistorical binds of gende!,_ race, an<;{class -analyses. 

Thus I use Dorothy Smith's definition of relations of rule to suggest 
multiple contexts for the emergence of contemporary third world feminist 
struggles. I discuss the following socioeconomic, political, and discursive �/! configurations: (1) colonialism, class, gender, (2) the state, citizenship, 
and racial formation, (3) multinational production and social agency, ( 4) 
anthropology and the third world woman as "native," and (5) conscious­
ness, identity, writing. The first three configurations focus on state rule 
at particular historical junctures, identifying historically specific political 
and economic shifts such as decolonization and the rise of national lib­
eration movements, the constitution of white, capitalist states through a 
liberal gender regime and racialized immigration and naturalization laws, 
and the consolidation of a multinational economy as both continuous and 
discontinuous with territorial colonization. I want to suggest that these 
shifts, in part, constitute the conditions of possibility for third world wom­
en's engagement with feminism. Section four identifies one hegemonic 
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mode of discursive colonization of third world women, anthropology, 
and outlines the contours of academic, disciplinary knowledge practices 
as a particular form of rule which scholarly third world feminist praxis 
attempts to understand and take apart. Finally, the last sectionjcontext 
briefly introduces the question of oppositional practice, memory, and writ­
ing as a crucial aspect of the creation of self-knowledges for third world 
feminists. The first two sections are developed in more detail than the 
last three, and all the sections are intentionally provisional.10 � aim is 
to suggest wa s of makin connections nd askin better uesti s rather 
t an o provide a com._Elete theory or histoq[...Qf third world women's 
engagement with feminisms. -. 
.---- -

r..._frolonialism, Class, Gender 

The case might be argued that imperial culture exercised its power not so 
much through physical coercion, which was relatively minimal though always 
a threat, but through its cognitive dimension: its comprehensive symbolic 
order which constituted permissible thinking and action and prevented other 
worlds from emerging. (Callaway 1987, 57) 

The history of feminism in India . . .  is inseparable from the history of anti­
feminism. (Sangari and Vaid 1989, 19) 

Colonial states and imperial cultures in the nineteenth century were con­
solidated through specific relations of ruling involving forms of knowl­
edge, and institutions of sexual, racial, and castejclass regulation-insti­
tutions which, in tum, solicited their own modes of individual and 
collective resistance. Here, I briefly discuss the followi� 

. - aspects of the operation of imperial rule: (1) the ideological construction 
and consolidation of white masculinity as normative and the correspond­
ing racialization and sexualization of colonized peoples; (2) the effects of 
colonial institutions and policies in transforming indigenous patriarchies 
and consolidating hegemonic middle-class cultures in metropolitan and 
colonized areas; and (3) the rise of feminist politics and consciousness in 
this historical context within and against the framework of national lib­
eration movements. I draw on British colonial rule partly because it is 
impossible to make generalizations about all colonial cultures, but mainly 
because I am interested in providing an example of a historically specific 
context for the emergence of feminist politics (in this case, to a large extent, 
I draw on material on India) rather than in claiming a singular history 
for the emergence of feminisms in third world contexts. However, I believe 
this analysis suggests methodological directions for feminist analysis 
which are not limited to the British-Indian context. 

Dorothy Smith describes the ruling apparatus in this way: 
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,., . . .- ,  I The ruling apparatus is that familiar complex of management, government 
administration, professions, and intelligentsia, as well as the textually me­
diated discourses that coordinate and interpenetrate it. Its special capacity is 
the organization of particular places, persons, and events into generalized 
and abstracted modes vested in categorial systems, rules, laws, and conceptual 
practices. The former thereby become subject to an abstracted and univer­
salized system of ruling mediated by texts. (Smith 1987, 108) 

Smith is referring to a capitalist ruling apparatus, but the idea of ab­
stracting particular places, people, and events into generalized categories, 
laws, and policies is fundamental to any form of ruling. It is in this very 
process of abstraction that the colonial state legislates racial, sexual, and 
classjcaste ideologies. For instance, in drawing racial, sexual, and class 
boundaries in terms of social, spatial, and symbolic distance, and actually 
formulating these as integral to the maintenance of colonial rule, the 
British definea authority and legitimacy through the difference rather than 
commonality of rulers and "natives." This, in tum, consolidated a par­
ticular, historically specific notion of the imperial ruler as a white, mas­
culine, self-disciplined protector of women and morals. 

In recent years, feminist scholars have examined the constitution of 
this imperial (white) masculine self in the project of Western colonialism. 
The institutions of direct control of colonial rule-the military, the judi­
ciary, and, most important, the administrative service-have always been 
overwhelmingly masculine. White men in colonial service embodied rule 
by literally and symbolically representing the power of the Empire. There 

• was no work/leisure distinction for colonial officers; they were uniformed 
and "on duty" at all times. As Helen Callaway (1987) states in her study 
of European women in colonial Nigeria, white women did not travel to 
the colonies until much later, and then too they were seen as "subordinate 
and unnecessary appendages/' not as rulers. T�1 �he British colonial 
sta�� -et>!ablished a particularJorm.QL!!!!�t�_!�'!ghJh�re��gatization 
of g��der_and race specifiCally in terms of the ins!!!u�!Qmal_ser­
yl_�e. Th1s parnCuianuttn-g apifar1ttuS1l'taae ceftaiilrelations and behaviors 

· visible, for instance, the boundaries of the relations between white men 
in the colonial bureaucracy and "native" men and women, and the be­
havior of imperial rulers who seemed to "rule without actually exerting 
power."11 �hus, the embodiment of the power of Empire by officers in 
colonial service le o rticu ar re ations of rule andlorms of knowleage. 
This was accomplished through the c 1on of the ' nglish gentleman" 
as the natural and legitimate ruler-a creation based on a belief system 
which drew on social Darwinism, evolutionary anthropology, chivalry 
myths, Christianity, medical and "scientific" treatises, and the literary 
tradition of Empire. 
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Institutionally, colonial rule operated by setting up visible, rigid, and 
hierarchical distinctions between the colonizers and the colonized. The 
physical and symbolic separation of the races was deemed necessary to 
maintain social distance and authority over subject peoples. In effect, the 
physical details (e.g., racial and sexual separation) of colonial settings 
were transmuted to a moral plane: the ideal imperial agent embodied 
authority, discipline, fidelity, devotion, fortitude, and self-sacrifice. This 
def!:�ition of white men as "naturally" born �� grou� 
di!!.�9urse of race and sexuality which necessarily defined colonized 2.eo­
p� ffienamrw0ffien;as-inca5a:bte"'orserr=--oveinmenl'"T�ce 
of � xu a 1a ound ies was thus essential to the distinctions 
wnich were made betw��E_''le�itimate rulers" • .ID:lQ ... '.:clllldl��l�£�·" 
These boundaries were evident in the explicit and implicit regulation 
against the intermingling of the races in colonized countries as well as, 
for instance, in another, very different colonial context, in the miscegen­
ation laws of American plantation slavery. As a matter O'(fact, South 
African apartheid is also founded on the delineation of these kinds of 
boundaries. 

In 1909, a confidential circular was issued by Lord Crewe to.,_colonial 
offi�ers in Africa. This circular, which became known �s th_e "Concubinage 
Circular," stated moral objections to officers' co:nsorti!lg. :with�rrnti_x,!:! 
'Yomen, clai_rning that this practice diminished .the a].lth()x_ity" gLcPlQnig.l_ 
�- in the ey�s of!�e _!l<ltives, J.h!ls)ow�ring Jheir. effec_tive:ness as 
.adrn_inistrCl,tors_JCallaway 12_0: The last copy of this circular was de­
stroyed inl945, but its contents-were nevertheless kept alive as folklore, 
and as unwritten rules of conduct. Here is an excellent example of the 
bureaucratization of gender and race through a particular form of colonial 
rule. The circular constructs and regulates a specific masculinity of rulers­
a masculinity defined in relation to "native women" (forbidden sexuality) 
as well as to "native men" (the real object of British rule). Furthermore, 
it is a masculinity also defined in relation to white women, who, as the 
real consorts of colonial officers, supposedly legitimate and temper service 
officers' authority as administrators (rulers) capable of restraint, and also 
form the basls of the Victorian code of morality. 

The effect of the consolidation of this bureaucratic masculinity was of 
course not necessarily restraint. Sexual encounters between white men 
and native women often took the form of rape. This racialized, violent 
masculini was in fact t underside of t nctioned mo� 
nile. n fact, it is only in the last two decades that racialized sexual violence 
'fiaS emerged as an important paradigm or trope of colonial rule. Jacqui 
Alexander's essay in this collection argues this point in a different post­
colonial context, Trinidad and Tobago. Her analysis of the racialized con­
struction of masculinity, in part through state legislation in the form of 
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the Sexual Offences Bill, substantiates the historical continuity between 
colonial and postcolonial tropes of (hetero)sexuality and conjugal rela­
tions. Similarly, Angela Gilliam's discussion in her essay of rape and the 
issue of sexjcolor lines in Latin America specifies the relation of racialized 
violent masculinity to the class/gender system. 

hus colonial states created racially and sexually differentiated classes 
ducive to a ruling process fundamentally grounded in economic sur­

extraction. And they did this by institutionalizing ideologies and 
wledges which legitimated these practices of ruling. Clearly one such 

form of knowledge fundamental to. colonial rule in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America wasjis the discourse of race and racism.12 Racism in the context 
of colonialism and imperialism takes the form of simultaneous nati1rali­
zation and abstraction. It works by erasing the economic, political, and 
historical exigencies which necessitate the essentialist discourse of r��-e 
as a way to legitimatejmperialism in the first place. The effects of this 
discourse, specifically its enforcement through the coercive institutions of 
colonial rule (e.g., police and legal systems), has been documented by a 
number of third world intellectuals, including Franz Fanon, Albert 
Memmi, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Zora Neale Hurston. But colonial rule did 
not operate purely at the level of discourse. A� 
��cting�d consolidating as well a����-��--� 
!s_!i�Q£WL.il).�quaJiti� In addition to the construction of hegemonic 
masCuliniti�f state rule, the colonial state also transformed 
existing patriarchies and caste/class hierarchies. 

Historians and critics have examined the operation of colonial rule at 
the level of institutional practices, policies, and laws. There are numerous 
studies on the effect of colonial policies on existing sexual divisions of 
labor, or on sexually egalitarian relations.13 One of the best analyses of 
the relation of castejclass hierarchies to patriarchies under British colo­
nialism is offered by KumKum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid in · their intro­
duction to a book of essays on Indian colonial and postcolonial history .14 
Sangari and Vaid begin by stating that patriarchies are not systems which 
are added on to class and caste but are intrinsic to the very formation of 
and transformations within these categories.' In other words, they establish 
a dynamic, necessary relation between understandings of classjcaste and 
patriarchies under British rule. An example of this is a rich analysis of 
colonial regulation of agrarian relations. 

Analysis of agrarian regulations usually focuses on the construction, 
transformation, and management of classjcast� relations. However, by 
drawing on essays whieh analyze British intervention (rules and laws) in 
land settlements as well as in local patriarchal practices, Sangari and Va,iq 
are able to point to the eff�ct of agrarian regulation on the process of the 
restructuring and reconstitution of patriarchies across classjcaste hierar-
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chies. For instance, some of the effects of colonial policies and regulations 
are the reempowering of landholding groups, the granting of property 
rights to men, the exclusion of women from ownership, and the "freezing" 
of patriarchal practices of marriage, succession, and adoption into laws. 
The cumulative effect of these particular institutions of colonial rule is 
thus, at least partially, an aggravation of existing inequalities as well as 
the creation of "new" ones. 

The complex relationship between the economic interests of the co­
lonial state and gender relations in rural Indian society are examined by 
Prem Chowdhry (in Sangari and Vaid, 1989, 302-336). Writing about 
colonial Haryana (then in the province of Punjab), Chowdhry demon­
strates how the "apparent contradiction in the coexistence of indices of 
high status and low status" for Haryanavi peasant women is explainable 
in terms of the agrarian political economy. Peasant women were much 
sought after as partners in agricultural labor, and physically strong women 
were much in demand as brides. Scriptural sanctions against widow re­
marriage were, understandably, generally disregarded; indeed, such re­
marriage was encouraged by custom and folk proverbs. But since widows 
could inherit their husband's property, there was considerable restriction 
placed on whom they could marry. The primary interest was in retaining 
the land in the · family, and thus male elders circumvented the law by 
forcing them to remarry within the family (this practice was known as 
karewa.) 

The colonial state, which had an economic interest in seeing land 
holdings stable (to ensure revenue collection), actively discouraged un­
married widows from partitioning land holdings. It even strengthened 
karewa, ostensibly in the name of the avowed policy of "preserv[ing the] 
v!llage community" and the "cohering [of] tribes." Even when the pa­
triarchaf custom was challenged legally by the widows themselves, the 
colonial state sanctified the custom by depending on a "general code of 
tribal custom." The official British argument was that although this was 
a "system of polyandry[,] . . .  probably the first stage in development of 
a savage people after they have emerged from a mere animal condition 
of promiscuity" (Rohtak District Gazetteer, cited in Chowdhry, p. 317), the 
rural population of Haryana itself did not follow either the Hindu or the 
Muslim law and should therefore be allowed to determine "its" own 
customs. But the catch was that these Cl!stoms were complied with and 
codified (as Chowdhry points out) "in consultation with the village head­
men of each landowning tribe in the district, these being acknowledgedly 
'men of most influential families in the village' " (p. 317). Thus pa�riarchal 
_practices were .shaped to serve the economic interests otboth th-;m­
owning Classes and tile colonial state; even the seemingly progresSive 
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customs such as widow remarriage had their limits determined within 
thls gendered political econom .15 -------·-

-
Another e ect of British colonial rule in India was the consolidation 

of public and private spheres of the Indian middle class in the nineteenth 
century, a process which involved a definite project of sexualization. San­
gari and Vaid (in their introduction, pp. 1-26) draw on the work of Partha 
Chatterjee and Sumanta Banerjee to discuss the creation of the middle­
class "private" sphere of the Bhadralok. The Bhadralok notion of middle­
class Indian womanhood draws on Victorian ideas of the purity and home­
bound nature of women but is specifically constructed in opposition to 
both Western materialism and lower castejclass sexual norms. For in­
stance, the process of the "purification" of the vernacular language in the 
early nineteenth century was seen as simultaneous sanskritization and 
anglicization. Similarly, nineteenth-century versions of female emanci­
pation arose through the construction of middle-class Indian womanhood 
and were inextricably tied to national regeneration. Sangari and Vaid 
maintain that the formation of desired notions of spirituality (caste/class­
related) and of womanhood (gender-related) is part of the formation of 
the middle class itself. 

This, then, is the historical context in which middle-class Indian fem­
inist struggles arise: nationalist struggles against an imperial state, reli­
gious reform and "modernization" of the Indian bourgeoisie, and the 
consolidation of an Indian middle class poised to take over as rulers. In 
fact, it is Indian middle-class men who are key players in the emergence 
of "the woman question" within Indian nationalist struggles. Male-led 
social-reform movements were thus preoccupied with legislating and reg­
ulating the sexuality of middle-class women, and selectively encouraging 
women's entry into the public sphere, by instituting modes of surveillance 
which in turn controlled women's entry into the labor force and into 
politics. This particular configuration also throws up the question of the 
collusion of colonialist and nationalist discourses in constructions of In­
dian middle-class womanhood. Again, Jacqui Alexander's essay (this col­
lection) is instructive here. She provides a provocative reading of the 
Trinidad and Tobagan state engaged in "redrafting morality" through the 
regulation of sexuality within middle-class, conjugal, heterosexual 
bounds. 

The above discussion suggests that the early history of the emergence 
of women's struggles in India encapsulates tensions between progressive 
and conservative ideas and actions. After all, histories of feminism also 
document histories of domination and oppression. No noncontradictory 
or "pure" feminism is possible. In India, the middle-class women's move­
ment essentially attempted to modernize earlier patriarchal regulation of 
women and pave the way for middle-class women to enter the professions 
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and participate in political movements. On the other hand, what Sangari 
and Vaid call "democratizing" women's movements focused on gender 
equality in the home and workplace and questioned both feudal and 
colonial structures, but were nevertheless partially tied to middle-class 
familial ideologies and agendas as well as to feudal patriarchal norms. 
This formulation is of course a partial one and illustrates one mode of 
examining the relations of colonialism, class, and gender as a significant 
context for the emergence of the organized struggles of, in this case, Indian 
women against a racist, paternal, imperial state (Britain) and a paternal, 
middle-class, national liberation movement. 

In outlining the operation of relations of ruling at this historical mo­
ment, I am attempting to suggest a way of understanding and a mode of 
feminist inquiry which is grounded in the relations between gender, race, 
class, and sexuality at a particular historical moment. Feminist struggles 
are waged on at least two simultaneous, interconnecte(flevels: an id�o­
logiCal, discursive level which addresses questions of representation 
(womanhood/femininity), and a material; expenential, daily-life level 
wmdf1ocuses on-ure 1 cs o wor , orne, am1 y, sexua ity, etc. 
COloma-r·re a ons o rule form the backdrop for feminist critiques-at both 
levels, and it is the notion of the practice of ruling which may allow for 
an understanding of the contradictory sex, race, class, and caste posi­
tioning of third world women in relation to the state, and thus may suggest 
a way of formulating historically the location of third world women's 
feminist struggles. 

The State, Citizenship, and Racial Formation 

< . . 

Unlike the colonial state, the gender and racial regimes of contem- /( 
porary liberal capitalist states operate through the ostensibly "unmarked" 
discourses of citizenship and individual rights. In contrast to the visible 
radalized masculinity of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century terri­
torialist imperialism, white capitalist patriarchies institute relations of rule .J.L 
based on a liberal citizenship model wul'i: tts own forms of know1ed e t\'­
ana impersonal ureaucrac1es. !\<;:c()rdiDg to R. W. Connell,.Jhe contem­
PorarY Euro-Ameri<;:an stati!Operates through the setting up o(a "gender 
rt;?gime":  a regime whereby the state is the primary organizer of the power 
relations of gender.16 In other words, the state delimits the boundaries o 
personalfdomestic violence, · protects property, criminalizes "deviant" 
and "stigmatized" sexuality, embodies masculinized hierarchies (e.g., the 
gendered bureaucracy of state personnel), structures collective violence 
in the police force, prisons, and wars, and sometimes allows or even 
invites the countermobilization of power. 

While imperial rule was constructed on the basis of a sharp sexual 
division of labor whereby (white) masculinity was inseparable from social 
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authority and masculine adventure was followed by masculinized rule, 
the notion of citizenship created by bourgeois liberal capitalism is pred­/ icated on an impersonal bureaucracy and a hegemonic masculinity or-·1/ ganized around the themes of rationality, calculation, and orderliness. 
Thus, Connell argues, contemporary liberal notions of citizenship are 
constitutively dependent on and supported by the idea of the patriarchal 
household, and formulated around the notion of a "rationalized" hege­
monic masculinity (in contrast t� the violent masculinity of colonial rule 
or of the military). This r�.tiQ!lii_l_izeama-ssiiimfty·i� evident in the bu­
reaucratic sexual division of labor -of peopte--emplbyed by the state: 80 to 
90 percent of the political elite, civil-service bureaucracy (railways, mar­
itime services, power, and construction), judiciary, and military are"male, 
while women are overwhelmingly employt;!d in the human services (ed­
ucation, nursing, social work, etc.) and sec;r.�tarial arms of the state. 

Besides instituting this particular gender regime, the state also regu­
lates gender and sexual relations by instituting policies pertaining to the 
family, population, labor force and labor management, housing, sexual 
behavior and expression, provision of child care and education, taxation 
and income redistribution, and the creation and use of military forces. 
For instance, Juanita Diaz-Cotto's essay in this collection focuses on one 
particular coercive arm of the state: the construction of a race- and class­
based "woman prisoner," and her treatment in the criminal justice system. 
Through a detailed analysis of the "typical" incarcerated woman in the 
U.S. penal system, Diaz-Cotto provides a way of understanding the in­
herently racialized and class-based discourse of the female criminal in 
feminist as well as patriarchal texts, and its articulation within a coercive 
state-controlled penal system. 

However, to return to Connell, this complex analysis of the gender 
and sexualized regime of the state excludes any discussion of racial for­
mation. Thus, Connell provides at best a partial analysis of citizenship. 
White liberal capitalist patriarchies have always been the focus of feminist 
resistance. �� to fully appreciate and mobilize against the oppressive ru e 
of this state, the re_ at s o rule of the st un erstood nd 
anal zed in terms of gender class se ual well as ra · 1 formation. 
In fact, this is essential if we are to explain why the state is a significant 
nexus for the mobilization of feminist constituencies in overwhelmingly 
racialized cultures. 

A conceptualization of race and racism is thus essential to any con­
temporary discussion of feminist politics in, for instance, the U.S. and 
Britain. In the contemporary U.S. context, Elizabeth Higginbotham (1983) 
defines racism as an ideology within which people of color in the United 
States have to live. It is an ideology that legitimates the exclusion of 
nonwhite people from particular areas of social and economic life, si-
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multaneously promoting a tolerance of these inequities on the part of the 
ruling class. In effect, at the economic level, the definition of labor ("free" 
vs. "slave"), the differential allocation of workers, the composition of the 
"underclass" and "welfare recipients," are all constitutively dependent 
on race as an organizing principle. In addition, race is a primary consid­
eration in the definition of ideas of "citizenship" and the regulation of 
these through immigration and naturalization laws. Drawing on three 
specific contexts, the U.S., Britain, and South Africa, this discussion briefly 
delineates the relations of rule of the state and racial formation through 
immigration and nationality laws. An analysis of historicized ideologies 
of gendered and racialized citizenship in these countries illustrates a par­
ticular form of rule of contemporary (white) capitalist states and, taken 
in conjunction with Connell's discussion of the state as the arbiter of 
patriarchies, simultaneously defines an important context for contem­
porary third world feminist struggles. This discussion is thus an extension 
of the earlier discussion of Connell's argument regarding the gender re­
gime of the state. 

Historically, (white) feminist movements in the West have rarely en­
gaged questions of immigration and nationality (one exception is Britain, 
which has a long history of black feminist organizing around such issues). 
In any event, I would like to suggest that analytically these issues are the 
contemporary metropolitan counterpart of women's struggles against co-

-- lonial occupation in the geographical third world. In effect, the constru�­
tion of immigration and nationality laws, and thus of appropriate racial­
ized, gendered citizenship, illustrates the continuity between relationships 
of colonization and white, masculinist, capitalist state rule. · 

In an important study of U.S. racial trajectories, Michael Omi and 
Howard Winant17 introduce the idea of "racial formation," which "refer[s] 
to the process by which social, economic and political forces determine 
the content and importance of racial categories, and by which they are 
in tum shaped by racial meanings" (Omi and Winant 1986, 61). Omi and 
Winant maintain that in the contemporary United States, race is one of 
the central axes of understanding the world. Particular racial myths and 
stereotypes change, but the underlying presence of a racial meaning sys­
tem seems to be an anchoring point of American culture. While racial 
formation is a matter of the dynamic between individual identities and 
collective social structures, the racial parameters of the U.S. state include 
citizenship and naturalization laws, and social and welfare policies and 
practices which often arise as a response to oppositional movements. 
Historically, citizenship and immigration laws and social policies have 
always been connected to economic agendas, and to the search for cheap 
labor. These state practices are anchored in the institutions of slavery, 
capitalist neocolonialism, and, more recently, monopoly, multinational 
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c:�pitalism. Thus, racism is often the product of a colonial situation, al­
though it is not limited to it. Blacks and Latinos in the U.S., Asians and 
West Indians in Britain, and North Africans in France, all share similarly 
oppressive conditions and the status of second-class citizens. 

A comparison of the history of the immigration of white people and 
of the corresponding history of slavery and indentured labor of people 
of color in the U.S. indicates a clear pattern of racialization tied to the 
ideological and economic exigencies of the state. White men were con­
sidered "free labor" and could take a variety of jobs, At the same time, 
black men and women were used as slave labor to develop the agriculture 
of the South, and Mexican-Americans were paid much lower wages than 
whites for their work in the mines, railroads, lumber camps, oil extraction, 
and agriculture in the Southwest. Tl}�s. relations of ine ualit are th� 
context for the entry of U.S. women'of color into the labor force-UStlally 
in omestic or laun , or slave fabor in the fields. In part it is this 
history o ow-wage, exploitatl��hha�ur-
view of U_,S._thirdworld women which contri s o e racist definitions .  

��� . ··;···- -;;:·-�-------� . ---------------;··_,-<'" tney must endure vts-a-vts a dommant whtte, mtddle-class, professtonal 
CUlture: -

� ---- -- ··· � -··tn effect, then, citizenship and immigration laws are fundamentally 
about defining insiders and outsiders. The U.S. Naturalization Law of 
1790, the state's original attempt to define citizenship, maintained that 
only free, "white" immigrants could qualify. It to.ok the Walter-McCarran 
Act of 1952 to grant Japanese-Americans U.S. citizenship. Racial cate­
gorization has remained very fluid throughout the nineteenth and twen­
tieth centuries, dependent on labor needs. For instance, in the nineteenth 
century there were three racial categories: white, Negro, and Indian. Mex­
icans were legally accorded the status of "free white persons" after the 
1848 treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, while a California Supreme Court 
ruled in 1 854 that the Chinese, who were a major source of cheap labor 
on the West Coast, were to be considered "Indian" (Omi and Winant 
1986, 75). 

The inost extensive work on feminism and racial formation in the U.S. 
concerns black/white relations and history. In fact, the recent historiog­
raphy on slavery and contemporary black feminist thought is one of the 
most exciting, insightful, and well-documented fields in feminist and an­
tiracist scholarship. Historians such as Eugene Genovese (1979), Elizabeth 
Fox-Genovese (1988), John Blassingame (1979), Paula Giddings (1984), 
and Jacqueline Jones (1985) and critics such as bell hooks (1984, 1988), 
Hortense Spillers (1987), Judith Rollins (1987), and Audre Lorde (1984) 
have contributed invaluable analyses of the intersection of racial for­
mations with sexual, class, and economic structures (see also Okihiro 
1986). Instead of summarizing their work, I would like to look closely at 
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a different context of racialization in the U.S.: the history of immigration 
and naturalization, which parallels the process of racialization that has 
occurred through the history of slavery and civil rights (black/white re­
lations). Some of the history of slavery and contemporary racism in the 
U.S. is encapsulated in Barbara Smith's essay in this collection. In ana­
lyzing the representation of black lesbians in the work of Alice Walker, 
Gloria Naylor, and Audre Lorde, Smith reads against the grain of both 
racist, patriarchal texts and the texts of black feminists, discussing in some 
detail historical constructions of black womanhood, specifically the con­
juncture of racist and heterosexist characterizations of black women. 

A chronological listing of the U.S. Exclusion Acts illustrates the in­
tersection of morality and race, class, gender, and sexuality in the con­
struction of Asian peoples as the "yellow peril."18 It was the 1870 hearings 
on Chinese prostitution that led to "An Act to Prevent the Kidnapping 
and Importation of Mongolian, Chinese, and Japanese Females for Crim­
inal and Demoralizing Purposes." This act granted immigration officers�. 
the right to determine if women who chose to emigrate were "persons ; 
of correct habits and good character." It also assumed that all "Oriental · 

women" wanting to emigrate would engage in "criminal and demoral- \ \ 
izing acts." While the general purpose of the exclusion acts is clear-to 
keep Asians (and possibly other non-European "foreigners") out-the 
focus on defining the morality of Asian women as a basis for entry 'into 
the country indicates the (hetero)sexism and racism underlying U.S. im­
migration and naturalization laws. The purpose of the prostitution acts 
may well be different from that of the exclusion acts. However, both are 
fundamentally anchored in definitions of gender, race, and sexuality. The 
ideological definition of women's morality thus has significant material 
effects in this situation. 

The first law explicitly based on nationality was the 1882 Chinese 
Exclusion Act. The 1907 'Gentlemen's Agreement curtailed Japanese and 
Korean immigration, the 1917 Act restricted Asian Indian immigration, 
the 1924 Oriental Exdusion Act terminated all labor immigration from 
mainland Asia, while the 1934 Tydings-McDuffie Act restricted Filipino 
immigration to the U.S. Citizenship through naturalization was denied 
to all Asians from 1924 to 1943. Beginning in 1943, and until the mid-
1960s, when immigration laws were liberalized, the state instituted a 
quota system for Asian immigrants. Quotas were available only for profes­
sionals with postsecondary education, technical trainin , and specialized 
ex · nee. Thus, th acement of the " eliow eril" stereotyp y a 
" odel mino type · linked to a pa · ra-

I<n¥9-WI:UCI�i'e-aft�ME!U in the economic exigencies of the state and 
systemic inequalities. 
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In the contemporary American context, the black/white line is rigidly 

enforced. This is evident even in the recent legal cases on affirmative 
action, where the very basis for affirmative action as a form of collective 
retribution is being challenged on grounds of "reverse discrimination," 
an argument based on individual rather than collective demands. These 
arguments are made and upheld in spite of the ostensibly liberal, pluralist 
claims of the American state.19 On the other hand, racial categorization 
in Brazil varies along a blackjwhite color continuum which signifies status 
and privilege differences. Similarly, in South Africa, Chinese people have 
the same status as Asians (or "coloreds"), while Japanese are referred to 
as "honorary whites." Omi an Winant's notion of racial formation allows 
us to account for the historical determinants of these ideo og1ca defini­
tions of race. 

The most developed discussion of the state's regulation of third world 
peoples through immigration and naturalization laws can be found in the 
U.K. Third world feminists in Britain position the racist state as a primary 
focus of struggle. British nationality and immigration laws define and 
construct "legitimate" citizenship-an idea which is constitutively racial­
ized and gender-based. Beginning in the 1950s, British immigration laws 
were written to prevent black people (commonwealth citizens from Africa, 
Asia, the Far East, Cyprus, and the Caribbean) from entering Britain, thus 
making the idea of citizenship meaningless. '!'!:lese laws are entirely con­
structed around a racist, classist ideology of a patriarchal nuclear family, 
where women are never accorded subject status but are always assumed 
to b� legal appendages of men.2° For instance, the 1968 Commonwealth 
Immigrants Act, in which ancestry was decisive, permitted oniy black 
men with work permits to enter Britain and assumed that men who were 
the "heads of families" could send for their "wives," but not vice versa. 
The focus on familial configurations also indicates the implicit hetero­
sexual assumptions written into these laws. Women can be defined on!Y_ 
(a) in relation to men, and b) thro�he ��al nuclear1ciffiily 
mo e . imilarly, t e 1981 British Nationality Act translated immigration 
ieglsration into nationality law whereby three new kinds of race- and 
gender-specific citizenships were created: British citizenship, dependent 
territories citizenship, and British overseas citizenship. 

The effects of this act on women's citizenship were substantial: it took 
away the automatic right of women married to British men to register as 
citizens; it disenfranchised all children born in Britain who were originally 
entitled to automatic citizenship (children were entitledto citizenship only 
if one of their parents was born or settled in Britain); and it allowed British 
(white) women to pass on citizenship to children born abroad for the first 
time in history. Thus, as the Women, Immigration and Nationality Group 
(WING) argues, immigration and nationality laws in Britain are a feminist 
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issue, as they explicitly reflect the ideology of (white) women as the 
reproducers of the nation. The construction of such legislation thus is a 
central form of state rule and clearly a crucial location for black women's 
struggles. The WING group describes the significance of the laws thus: 

The intermeshed racism and sexism of British immigration legislation affects -
black and immigrant women in all areas of their lives. As wives, they are 
assumed to live wherever their husbands reside and to be dependent on 
them. As mothers, particularly single mothers, they have difficulty in bringing 
their children to join them. As workers, they are forced to leave their families 
behind . . . .  It is this system of immigration control which legitimizes insti­
tutionalized racism in Britain today. It has far-reaching effects not only for 
black and third world people seeking to enter Britain but also for those living 
here who are increasingly subject to internal immigration controls. (WING 
1985, 148) 

Finally, racial formation takes its most visibly violent and repressive 
form in Apartheid South Africa. Here, the very language of apartheid 
(and of course the denial of "citizenship" to black people)-"separate but 
equal development," "White areas vs. Bantustans (less than 13% of the 
land)," black women workers as "superfluous appendages"-encapsulates 
the material force of ideological definitions of race. Working-class soli­
darity across racial lines is impossible because of racialization: 

the racist ideology of South Africa is an explicit, systematic, holistic ideology 
of racial superiority-so explicit that it makes clear that the White working 
class can only maintain its standard of living on the basis of a Black underclass, 
so systematic as to guarantee that the White working class will continue to 
remain a race for itself, so holistic as to ensure that the color line is the power 
line is the poverty line. (Sivanandan 1981, 300) 

This equation of the color line with the"power line with the poverty line21 
encapsulates the contours of racial formation under apartheid, and it is 
this context that determines the particular emergence of the struggles of 
South African women: struggles around racial, political, and economic 
liberation, work, domestic life, housing, food, and land rights. Raci�de­
ology has the hegemonic capacity to define the terms whereby people 
unaerstand themselves and theu world. Ifie proJect ofaecoloniza · 
t us invo ves t e specification o race m po itica , economic, and ideo-
1ogical terms, for the meamngs of race are necessarily s ap mush 
@:ooitective..JUld pe!@!!:�l..£ractice(identttfPolitics s b the state co­
lo.nW or contemporar_��---

The above discussion of immigration, naturalization, and nationality 
laws suggests the relationships between the liberal capitalist state and 
gender and racial formations. By analyzing the discourse and concept of 
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citizenship as constructed through immigration and nationality laws, I 
have attempted a specification of the gender and racial regime of the 
contemporary Euro-American liberal democratic state and its relations of 
.. 
1 rule. The fact that notions of sexuality (morality of women), gender (fam­

ilial configurations), and race ("Oriental") are implicitly written into these 
laws (a) indicates the reason why this particular aspect of the contem­
porary state is a crucial context for third world women's feminist struggles, 

1 and (b) provides a method of feminist analysis which is located at the \ intersections of system.ic gender, race, .cla�s, an� sexual paradigms as �hey 
are regulated by the hberal state. Thts dtscusston suggests the relation-\ ships between the economic exigencies of the state (the original reason 
for migration/immigration) and its gender and racial regimes. 

Multinational Production and Social Agency 

Questions of gender and race take on a new significance in the late 
twentieth century, when, as a consequence of the massive incorporation 
of third world women into a multinational labor force and into domestic 
service, feminist theorists are having to rethink such fundamental con­
cepts as the public/private distinction in explanations of women's oppres­
sion. Indeed, questiona,pertaining to the situation of "third world" women 
(both domestic and international), who are often the most exploited pop­
ulations, are some of the most urgent theoretical challenges facing the 
social and political analysis of gender and race in postindustrial contexts. 
Of · course, no discussion of the contemporary contexts of third world 
women's engagement with feminism could omit a sketch 61rhe massive 
incorporation and proletarianization of these women in multinational fac­
tories. �st_g "social indicator" of third . ..world 
women's economi� and soct�tatus (�o.wnsend1_987)Jl 
i�erminant of_ thunk!:�E.�!ili£-1? of ..®U¥-Ii�. �nd .. se!t 
constructions of E_l�ssive . .!!!l_m!'�!���.rlQ_women._gmpl_oyea m 
Jfi� In fact, the 1960s expansion of multinational export: 
processing labor-intensive industries to the third world and the U.S./ 
Mexican border is the newest pernicious form of economic and ideological 
domination. 

World market factories relocate in search of cheap labor, and find a 
home in countries with unstable (or dependent) political regimes, low 
levels of unionization, and high unemployment. What is significant about 
this particular situation is that it is young third world women who over­
whelmingly constitute the labor force. And it is these women who embody 
and personify the intersection of sexual, class, and racial ideologies. Faye 
Harrison's essay in this volume clarifies some of these intersections of 
multinational capital, work, and third world women's location by ana-
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lyzing women in the urban informal economy in Jamaica. Placing Jamaica 
within the paradigm of "development studies," Harrison suggests a model 
for understanding the sex- and class-based contradictions in the lives of 
poor working women in Kingston slums. 

Numerous feminist scholars have written about the exploitation of 
third world women in multinationals.22 While there are a number of stud­
ies which provide information on the mobilization of racist and (het­
ero)sexist stereotypes in recruiting third world women into this labor 
force, relatively few studies address questions of the social agency of 
women who are subjected to a number of levels of capitalist discipline. 
In other words, few studies have focused on women workers as subjects-ft* 
as agents who make choices, have a critical perspective on their own 
situations, and think and organize collectively against their oppressors. 
Most studies of third world women in multinationals locate them as vic­
tims of multinational capital as well as of their own "traditional" sexist 
cultures. I discuss this "victim-oriented" analysis in some detail in my 
essay "Under Western Eyes," in this volume. 

Aihwa Ong (1987) provides an analysis which goes against the grain 
of constructing third world women workers as pure victims. Ong's anal­
ysis illustrates (1) how the lives of factory women in Malaysia are de­
termined in part by economic and ideological assuh1ptions on an inter­
national scale, (2) the historical links of the colonial (British) and the 
postcolonial state in the construction of a social space for women workers, 
and (3) the construction of third world women's resistance and subjec­
tivities in the context of deep material and structural transformations in 
their lives. 

Tracing the introduction of new relations of production and exchange 
from the days of British colonial administration, Ong analyzes a corre­
sponding construction of Malay identity in relation to subsistence agri­
culture, land, and other social structures. She goes on to delineate the 
role of the contemporary . Malaysian state as the manager of different 
structures of power where multinational corporate investments were in­
corporated into ideological state apparatuses which policed the new Malay 
working-class women: 

[This study] discussed novel power configurations in domains such as the 
family, factory, kampung, and state institutions which reconstructed the mean­
ings of Malay female gender and sexuality. In Japanese factories, the expe­
riences of Malay women workers could be understood in terms of their use , 
as "instruments of labor," as well as reconstitution by discursive practices as 
sexualized subjects. Discipline was exercised not only through work relations 
but also through surveillance and the cooperation of village elders in man­
aging the maidens and their morality. Assailed by public doubts over their 
virtue, village-based factory women internalized these disparate disciplinary 
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schemes, engaging in self- and other-monitoring on the shopfloor, in kampung 
society and within the wider society. (Ong 1987, 220) 

Ong's work illustrates the embodiment of sexist, racist stereotypes in the 
recruitment of young Malay village women into factory work, and delin­
eates factors pertaining to their subjectivities. Thus, Malay women face 
economic exploitation, sexual harassment, and various levels of discipline 
and surveillance as workers. Ong's discussion of their sexuality and mo­
rality recall earlier discussions of the morality of immigrant women in 
the U.S. These particular constructions of moralit to which third world 
women are subjec m orm their notions of se f, their or anizin , an their 
day- o- ay res1 ience. 

fhe counterparts to world market factories in third world countries 
are garment sweatshops in U.S. cities and electronics industries in the 
Silicon Valley in California. These sweatshops operate illegally to avoid 
unemployment insurance, and child labor laws, and regulations. For in­
stance, 90 percent of the garment workers are women, the majority being 
immigrants from the Caribbean, Latin America, and Asia. They have few 
alternatives-as heads of households, mothers without daycare, women 
on welfare-in other words, they are poor third world women. Like the 
Malaysian factory workers, these women are subject to racist and sexist 
stereotypes such as "sewing is a women's job," and "third world women 
are more docile and obedient." Here again, a number of scholars have 
detailed the effects of this particular proletarianization of third world 
women in the U.S. Suffic it to say that constructions of self and a ency 

.,...) in this context too are b<!.�.�<!-��_!nd!�UQ soc1a and 1 eological trans­
! rofn'\ations managed !,"ly the st�tE!.Jn.conjunction with !UU !_!�ati()_!_lal C()r­

po�thin this framework of multinational employment, -�-� 
tf 

ifis through an analysis of the ideological construction of the "third world 
women worker" (the stereotypical [ideal] worker employed by world mar­
ket factories) that we can trace the links of sexist, racist, class-based struc­
tures internationally. !!J�.p_�rticular context and juncture th�t 
suggest a possible coalition among third world women workers.23 

· - -Tlius,an-anatys1s of the employment of third world women workers 
by multinational capital in terms of ideological constructions of race, gen­
der, and sexuality in the very definition of "women's work" has significant 
repercussions for feminist cross-cultural analysis. In fact, questions per­
taining to the social agency of third world women workers may well be 
some of the most challenging questions facing feminist organizing today. 
By analyzing the sexualization and racialization of women's work in mul­
tinational factories, and relating this to women's own ideas of their work 
and daily life, we can attempt a definition of self and collective agency 
which takes apart the idea of "women's work" as a naturalized category. 
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Just as notions of "motherhood" and "domesticity" are historic'a( and 
ideological rather than "natural" constructs, in this particular context, 
ideas of "third world women's work" have their basis in social hierarchies 
stratified by sex/gender, race, and class. Understanding these construc­
tions in relation to the state and the international economy is crucial 
because of the overwhelming employment of third world women in world 
market factories, sweatshops, and home work. Thus, this forms another 
important context for understanding the systemic exploitation of poor 
third world women, and provides a potential space for cross-national 
feminist solidarity and organizing. 

Anthropology and the Third World Woman as "Native" 

One of the most crucial forms of knowledge produced by, indeed born 
of, colonial rule is the discipline of anthropology. While I do not intend 
to offer a comprehensive analysis of the origins of this discipline in the 
racialized and sexualized relations of colonial rule, a brief example of 
these links clarifies my point. I want to suggest that anthropology is an 
important discursive context in this cartography, and that it is an example 
of disciplinary knowledge which signifies the power of naming and � 
contests over meani�definit�n,_�Q_f.!h_� self_ and other. Trinh T. Minh­
ha (1989) formulates the racial and sexual basis of the "object of anthro­
pological study" thus:24 

It seems clear that the favorite object of anthropological study is not just any 
man but a specific kind of man: the Primitive, now elevated to the rank of 
the full yet needy man, the Native. Today, anthropology is said to be "con­
ducted in two ways: in the pure state and in

. 
the diluted state." . . .  The 

"conversation of man with man" is, therefore, mainly a conversation of "us" 
with "us" about "them," of the white man with the white man about the 
primitive-native man. The specificity of these three "man" grammatically 
leads to "men"; a logic reinforced by the modern anthropologist who, while 
aiming at the generic "�an" like all his colleagues, implies elsewhere that 
in this context, man's mentality should be read as men's mentalities. (Trinh 
1989, 64-65) 

The above quote illustrates both the fundamentally gendered and ra­
cial nature of the anthropological project during colonial rule, and the 
centrality of the white, Western masculinity of the anthropologist. A num- . 
her of anthropologists have engaged the discursive and representational 
problems of classical anthropology in recent years. In fact, one of the 
major questions feminist anthropology has had to address is precisely the 
question of both representing third world women in anthropological texts 
(as a corrective to masculinist disciplinary practices) and simultaneously 

' ' 
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speaking for third world women. 25 As Trinh states, we must be concerned 
with the question of third world women: 

"Why do we have to be concerned with the question of Third World women? 
After all it is only one issue among others." Delete "Third World" and the 
sentence immediately unveils its value-loaded cliches. Generally speaking, a 
similar result is obtained through the substitution of words like racist for 
sexist, or vice versa, and the established image of the Third World Woman 
in the context of (pseudo-) feminism readily merges with that of the Native 
in the context of (neo-colonialist) anthropology. The problems are intercon­
nected. (Trinh 1989, 85) 

Here Trinh suggests that there is a continuity between definitions of 
the "Native" (male) and the "Third World Woman." Both draw on sexist 
and racist stereo es to consolidate articular relations of rule. In both 
cases, gen er and race (white men and white women) are central to the 
definition: of superior/inferior. This, then, is an example of the intercon­
nectedness of .the processes of racialization and sexualization in the pro­
duction of knowledge conducive to colonial rule. Anthropology and its 
"nativization" of third world women thus forms a significant context for 
understanding the production of knowledge "about" third world women. 
Know!edge production in literary and social-scientific disciplines is clearly 
an important discursive site for struggle. The practice of scholarship is 
also a form of rule and of resistance, and constitutes an increasingly 
important arena of third world feminism:s. After all, the material effects 
of this knowledge production have ramifications for institutions (e.g., 
laws, policies, educational systems) as wE;ll as the constitution of selves 
and of subjectivities. For instance, Rey Chow, in her essay "Violence in 
the Other Country," addresses such pa·radigms when she suggests that 
Chinese women "disappear" in popular and academic discourses on 
China, only to reappear in "case studies" or in the "culture garden." 
Similarly, in my essay in this volume I discuss the discursive production 
of the "third world woman" in the discourse of intemati'!p.al development 
studies. Questions of definition and self-definition inform the ver core 
of olitical�consciousness in all contexts, and the examination of a dis­
course ant ropo ogy) wh1ch has historically authorized the objectifi�ation 
of third world women remains a crucial context to map third world women 
as subjects of struggle. 

Consciousness, Identity, Writing 

Numerous texts on third world women's political struggles have fo­
cused on their participation in organized movements, whether_ it b� in 
nationalist or antiracist liberation struggles, organized peasant working-
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class movements, middle-class movements pertaining to the legal, polit­
ical, and economic rights of women, or struggles around domestic vio­
lence. In fact, the focus of the three earlier sections detailing historical 
and contextual issues (colonialism, class, gender; citizenship, the state, 
and racial formation; and multinational production and social agency) has 
also been on such macrostructural phenomena and organized movements. 
tfowever, not all feminist struggles can be understood within the frarp.e­
work of " organized" movements. Questions of political cons�iousn�ss 'lnd 
self-identity are a crucial aspect of defining third worid. women's S!n­
gageme�t with feminism. And while these questions have to be addres�ed 
at the level of organized movements, they .also have to be addressed at 
the level of everyday life in times of revolutionary upheaval as well as 
in times of "peace." 

This section foregrounds the interconnections of consciousness, iden­
tity, and writing and S\l ests that uestions of subjectivit are alw S 
multi ly mediated throu h the axes o rae class caste sexualit �nd 
gender. _ o not provide a critique of identity politics here, but I ¥ 
Cilafieilge the notion "I am, therefore I resist!" That is, I challenge the 
idea that simply being a woman, or being poor or black or Latino, is 
sufficient ground to assume a politicized oppositional identity. In other 
words, while uestion f i entit are cruciall im e can never 
be reduced to automatic self-referentia , m ividualist ideas of the o itical 
'{or feminist) su ject. hree of the essays m this volume, Barbara Smith's 
�lack lesbians in contemporary fiction, Lourdes Torres's essay 
on U.S. Latina autobiographies, and Nellie Wong's largely autobiograph­
ical essay on "coming to consciousness" in a classist, heterosexist, racist 
culture, address these questiorts at differing levels. Issues of self and con­
sciousness are central to each of the three essays, and each writer subtly 
emphasizes the importance of writing in the production of self- and col­
lective consciousness. 

This section focuses on life story-oriented written narratives, but this 
is clearly only one, albeit important, context in which to examine the 
development of"Political consciousness. Writing is itself an activity which 
is-marked by class and ethnic position. However, testimonials, life stories, 
and oral histories are a significant mode of remembering and recording 
experience and struggles. Written texts are not produced in a vacuum. In 
fact, .texts which document third world women's life histories owe their 
existence as much to the exigencies of the political and commercial mar­
ketplace as to the knowledge;�skills, motivation, and location of individual 
writ�rs. 

For example, critics have pointed to the recent proliferation of exper­
ien_tiallY. oriented texts by third world women as evidence of "diversity" 
in U.S. feminist circles. Such texts now accompany "novels" by black and 
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third world women in Women's Studies curricula. However, in spite of 
the fact that the growing demand among publishers for culturally diverse 
life (hi)stories indicates a recognition of plural realities and experiences 
as well as a diversification of inherited Eurocentric canons, often this 
demand takes the form of the search for more "exotic" and "different" 
stories in which individual women write as truth-tellers, and authenticate 
"their own oppression," in the tradition of Euro-American women's au­
tobiography. In other words, the mere proliferation of third world wom­
en's texts, in the West at least, owes as much to the relations of the 
marketplace as to the conviction to "testify" or "bear witness." Thus, the 
existence of third world women's narratives in itself is not ev� 
d�erin hegemonic histories and sub"ectivities. lt 1s the way m WIUcK 
t ey are read, understood, and located institutiona_y which is of para� 
mount importance. After alf,lnepoiffffs !lot)uSt"tt record" oneThlstory 
of struggle, or consciousness, but how they are recorded; the way we 
read, receive, and disseminate such imaginative records is immensely 
significant. It is this very question of reading, theorizing, and locating 
these writings that I touch on in the examples below. 

The consolidation and legitimation of testimonials as a form of Latin 
American oral history (history from below) owes as much to the political 
imperatives of the Cuban revolution as to the motivations and desires of 
the intellectuals and revolutionaries who werejare the agents of these 
testimonials. The significance of representing "the people" as subjects of 
struggle is thus encapsulated in the �of�, a genre which, 
unlike traditional autobiography� is constitutively public, and collective 
(for and of the people).26 

Similarly, in the last two decades, numerous publishing houses in 
different countries have published autobiographical, or life story­
oriented, texts by third world feminists. This is a testament to the role of 
publishing houses and university and trade presses in the production, 
reception, and dissemination of feminist work, as well as to the creation 
of a discursive space where (self-)knowledge is produced by and for third 
world women. �eminist analysis has always recognized the centrality of 
rewriting and remembering history. This is a process which is significant 
not merely as a corrective to the gaps, erasures, and misunderstandings 
of hegemonic masculinist history, but because the very practice of re­
membering and rewriting leads to the formation of politicized cons�eiqus­
ness and self-identity. Writing often becomes the context through which 
new-political identities are forged. It becomes a space for struggle and 
contestation about reality itself. If the everyday world is not transparent 
and its relations of rule, its organizations and institutional frameworks, 
work to obscure and make invisible inherent hierarchies of power (Smith 
1987), it becomes imperative that we rethink, remember, and utilize our 
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lived relations as a basis of knowledge. Writing (discursive production) 
is one site for the production of this knowledge and this consciousness. 

Written texts are also the basis of the exercise of power and domi­
nation. This is clear in Barbara Harlow's (1989) delineation of the im­
portance of literary production (narratives of resistance) during the Pal­
estinian Intifada. Harlow argues that the Israeli state has confiscated both 
the land and the childhood of Palestinians, since the word child has not 
been used for twenty years in the official discourse of the Israeli state. 
This language of the state disallows the notion of Palestinian "childhood," 
thus exercising immense military and legal power over Palestinian chil­
dren. In this �on text, Palestinian narratives of childhood can be seen as 
narratives of resistance, which write childhood, and thus selfhood, con­
sciousness, and identity, back into daily life. Harlow's analysis also in­
dicates the significance of written or recorded history as the basis of the 
constitution of memory. In the case of Palestinians, the destruction of all 
archival history, the confiscation of land, and the rewriting of historical 
memory by the Israeli state mean that not only must narratives of re­
sistance undo hegemonic recorded history, but they must also invent new 
forms of encoding resistance, of remembering. 

Honor Ford-Smith,27 in her introduction to a book on "life stories of 
Jamaican women," encapsulates the significance of this writing: 

The tale-telling tradition contains what is most poetically true about our 
struggles. The tales are one of the places where the most subversive elements 
of our history can be safely lodged, for over the years the tale tellers convert 
fact into images which are funny, vulgar, amazing or magically real. These 
tales encode what is overtly threatening to the powerful into covert images 
of resistance so that they can live on in times when overt struggles are im­
possible or build courage in moments when it is. To create such tales is a 
collective process accomplished within a community bound by a particular 
historical purpose . . . .  They suggest an altering or re-defining of the param­
eters of political process and action. They bring to the surface factors which 
would otherwise disappear or at least go very far underground. (Sistren with 
Ford-Smith 1987, 3-4) 

( 
I have quoted this passage at length because it suggests a number of 
crucial elements of the relation of writing, memory, consciousness, and 
political resistance: (a) the codification of covert images of resistance dur 
ing nonrevolutionary times; (b) the ere · of a communal (feminist) 
political consciousness through the ractice of sto _ _ _  leUin and (c) the \ .  
redefinition of the very possibilities of political consCI ness and action 
through the act of writing. One of the most significant aspects of writing 
against the grain in both the Palestinian and the Jamaican contexts is thus 
the invention of sp=ces, texts, and ima es for encoding the history of 

� 
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resistance. Therefore, one of the most significant challenges here is the 
question of decoding these subversive narratives. Thus, history and mem­
ory are woven through numerous genres: fictional texts, oral history, 
poetry, as well as testimonial narratives-not just what counts as scholarly 
or academic ("real?") historiography. An excellent example of the recu­
peration and rewriting of this history of struggle is the 1980s genre of 
U.S. black women's fiction which collectively rewrites and encodes the 
history of American slavery and the oppositional agency of African-Amer­
ican slave women. Toni Morrison's Beloved and Gayle Jones's Corregidora 
are two examples which come to mind. 

Ford-Smith's discussion also suggests an implicit challenge to the fem­
inist individualist subject of much of liberal feminist theory, what Norma 
Alarcon, in a different context, calls "the most popular subject of Anglo­
American feminism. . . . an autonomous, self-making, self-determining 
subject who first proceeds according to the logic of identification with 
regard to the subject of consciousness, a notion usually viewed as the 
purview of man, but now claimed for women" (Alarcon 1989, 3). Alarcon 
goes on to define what she calls, the "plurality of self" of women of color 
as subjects in the text This Bridge Called My Back (1981) in relation to the 
feminist subject of Anglo-American feminism. Both Ford-Smith and Alar­
con s�sibility, indeed the necessity, of conceptualizing no- .. 
tions of collective selves and consciousness as the political practice of 
fii'Storical memory and wr1!mg0y women of cOlor and thud world women. 
This writing/speaking of a multiple consciousness, onelocated at ffie 
juncture of contests over the meanings of racism, colonialism, sexualities, 
and class, is thus a crucial context for delineating third world women's 
engagement with feminisms. This is precisely what Gloria Anzaldua refers 
to as a "mestiza consciousness" (Anzaldua 1987).28 

A mestiza consciousness is a consciousness of the borderlands, a con­
sciousness born of the historical collusion of Anglo and Mexican cultures 
and frames of reference. It is a plural consciousness in that it requires 
understanding multiple, often opposing ideas and knowledges, and ne­
gotiating these knowledges, not just taking a simple counterstance: 

At some point, on our way to a new consciousness, we will have to leave 
the opposite bank, the split between the two mortal combatants somewhat 
healed so that we are on both shores at once, and at once see through the 
serpent and the eagle eyes . . . .  The work of mestiza consciousness is to break , 
down the subject-object duality that keeps her a prisoner and to show in the 
flesh and through the images in her work how duality is transcended: The 
answer to the problem between the white race and the colored, between 
males and females, lies in healing the split that originates in the very foun­
dation of our lives, our culture, our languages, our thoughts. A massive up­
rooting of dualistic thinking in the individual and collective consciousness is 
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the beginning of a long struggle, but one that could, in our best hopes, bring 
us to the end of rape, of violence, of war. (Anzaldua 1987, 78-80) 

This notion of the uprooting of dualistic thinking suggests a concep­
tualization of consciousness, power, and authority which is fundamentally 
based on knowledges which are often contradictory. For Anzaldua, a 
consciousness of the borderlands comes from a recentering of these 
knowledges-from the ability to see ambiguities and contradictions 
clearly, and to act collectively, with moral conviction. Consciousness is 
thus simultaneously singular and plural, located in a theorization of being 
"on the border." Not any border-but a historically specific one: the U.S./ i 
Mexican border. Thus, unlike a Western, postmodernist notion of agency 
and consciousness which often announces the splintering of the subject, 
and privileges multiplicity in the abstract, this is a notion of agency hom 
of history and geography. It is a theorization of the materiality and politics 
of the everyday struggles of Chicanas. 

Some of these questions are also taken up by Lourdes Torres in ner 
essay in this volume on the construction of the self in U.S. Latina au­
tobiographies. Torres speaks of the multiple identities of Latinas and of 
the way particular autobiographical narratives create a space to theorize 
the intersection of language and sexuality, and to examine and define the 
historical and cultural roots of survival in Anglo society. 

Finally, the idea of plural or collective consciousness is evident in some 
of the revolutionary testimonials of Latin American women, speaking from 
wjthin rather than for their communities. Unlike the autobiographical sub­
ject of Anglo-American feminism characterized by Alarcon, testimonials 
are strikingly nonheroic and impersonal. Their primary purpose is to (a) 
document and record the history of popular struggles, (b) foreground 
experiential and historical "truth" which has been erased or rewritten in 
hegemonic, elite, or imperialist history, and (c) bear witness in order to 
change oppressive state rule. Thus, testimonials do not focus on the un­
folding of a singular woman's consciqusness (in the hegemonic tradition 
of European modernist autobiography); rather, their strategy is to speak 
from within a collective, as participants in revolutionary struggles, and to 
speak with the express purpose of bringing about social and political 
change. As Doris Sommer argues, testimonials are written so as to produce 
complicity in the reader. Thus, they are fundamentally about constructing 
relationships between the self and the reader, in order to invite and pre­
cipitate change (revolution). Sommer identifies the "plural" or "colle�:­
tive" self of Latin American women's testimonials as "the possibility to 
get beyond the gap between public and private spheres and beyond the 
often helpless solitude that has plagued Western women even more than 
men since the rise of capitalism" (Sommer 1988, 110). 
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.. ' Alarcon, Ford-Smith, Anzaldua, and Sommer thus together pose a 
I serious challenge to liberal humanist notions of subjectivity and agency. 

In different ways, their analyses foreground questions of memory, ex­
perience, knowledge, history, consciousness, and agency in the creation 
of narratives of the (collective) self. They suggest a conceptualization of 
agency which is multiple and often contradictory but always anchored in 
tne lStory o specl c s ruggles. l on o agency w lch wor s not 
tnro\lgllthe !ogle of identification but through th� of opposiTIOil:") 
This is a complex argument which I want to introduce rather than work 
through here. 

At the furthest limit of the question of oppositional agency is a problem 
addressed by Rosalind O'Hanlon (1988) in her analysis of the work of 
the South Asian subaltern studies group which focuses on the histories 
of peasants, agricultural laborers, factory workers, and tribals. In her ex­
amination of the "history from below" project of Subaltern Studies, O'Han­
lon suggests the crux of the difficulty in defining and understanding the 
subjectivity of the subaltern as outside the purview of liberal humanism. 

In speaking of the presence of the subaltern, we are, of course, referring 
primarily to a presence which is in some sense resistant: which eludes and 
refuses assimilation into the hegemonic, and so provides our grounds for 
rejecting elite historiography's insistence that the hegemonic itself is all that 
exists with the social order. Our question, therefore, must in part be what 
kind of presence, what kind of practice, we would be justified in calling a 
resistant one: what is the best figure for us to cast it in, which will both reflect 
its fundamental alienness, and yet present it in a form which shows some 
part of that presence at least to stand outside and momentarily to escape the 
constructions of dominant discourse. (O'Hanlon 1988, 219) 

O'Hanlon suggests one aspect of the dilemma with which I began this 
section: how do we theorize and locate the links between history, con­
sciousness, identity, and experience in the writings of third world women, 
writings and ·narratives which are constitutively about remembering and 
creating alternative spaces for survival which figure self and political con­
sciousness? If, as I suggested earlier, certain narratives by third world 
women operate not through a logic of identification but through one of 
opposition, how is domination and resistance theorized? Firstly, res�ance 
clearly accompanies all f s of domination. However, it is not alwa s 
identi a e throu h or anized movements; resls ance inheres in the 
gaps, · ssures, and silences ofh_e.gemonic.narratives. Resistance is encoded 
m the practices of remembering, and of writing. Agency is t� 
�minute, day-to-day prachce tru les of third world wom�n. 
Coherence of po l l n of action comes from a soda ity which itseif 
perhaps needs to be rethought. The very practice of remembering against 
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the grain of "public" or hegemonic history, of locating the silences and 
the struggle to assert knowledge which is outside the parameters of the 
dominant, suggests a rethinking of sociality itself. 

Perhaps Dorothy Smith's concept of relations of rule can provide a 
way of linking institutions and structures with the politics of everyday 
life that is the basis of the above formulation of struggle and agency. For 
instance, the notion "the personal is political" must be rethought if we 
take seriously the challenge of collective agency posed by these narratives. 
Similarly, the definition of personal/public life as it has been formulated 
in feminist theoretical work has to undergo a radical reexamination. I 
introduce these questions here in an attempt to suggest that we need to 
renegotiate how we conceive of the relation of self- and collective con­
sciousness and agency; and specifically the connections between this and 
historical and institutional questions. These narratives are thus an essen­
tial context in which to analyze third world women's engagement with 
feminism, especially since they help us understand the epistemological 
issues which arise through the politicization of consciousness, our daily 
practices of survival and resistance. 

To sumn;tarize, this essay on "third world women and the politics of 
feminism" is divided into two parts: questions of definition, and questions 
of context. The first part delineates the urgency and necessity to rethink 
feminist praxis and theory within a cross-cultural, international frame­
work, and discusses (a) the assumption of third world women as a social 
category in feminist work, and (b) definitions and contests over feminism 
among third world women. The second part suggests five provisional 
contexts for understanding third world women's engagement with fem­
inism. The first three chart political and historical junctures: decoloni­
zation and national liberation movements in the third world, the con­
solidation of white, liberal capitalist patriarchies in Euro-America, and 
the operation of multinational capital within a global economy. 

The last two sections focus on discursive .. contexts: first, on anthro­
pology as an example of a discourse of dominance and self-reflexivity, 
and second, on storytelling or autobiography (the practice of writing) as 
a discourse of oppositional consciousness and agency. Again, these are 
necessarily partial contexts meant to be suggestive rather than compre­
hensive-this is, after all, one possible cartography of contemporary strug­
gles. And it is admittedly a cartography which begs numerous questions 
and suggests its own gaps and fissures. However�J�t 
to "pivo�ter of feminist analyses to suggest new be innin s and 
IiliddieS, and to argue or more finel honed historica and context-s ecific 

· emm1st met o s. also write it out o the convic 10n that we must be 
a willing to theorize and engage the feminist politics of third world 
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women, for these are the very understandings we need to respond se­
riously to the challenges of race and our postcolonial condition. 

Organization of the Book 

Cheryl West's poem "I Ain't the Right Kind of Feminist" and this intro­
ductory essay frame this collection on Third World Women and the Politics 
of Feminism. The poem was written as a response to the "Common Dif­
ferences" conference, and problematizes the idea of the "politically cor­
rect'' feminist, or the normative white, liberal feminist for whom gender 
is the primary (and only) ground of struggle. The introduction was written 
as a companion to the essays in this collection. It charts definitional and 
contextual parameters for third world women's engagement with fem­
inisms, and as such attempts to provide provisional frameworks for read­
ing the particular essays in this text. 

Section I, "Power, Representation, and Feminist Critique," includes 
essays by Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Rey Chow, and Barbara Smith 
which focus on questions of theory, culture, and the politics of represen­
tation in scholarly, popular culture/media, and literary texts respectively. 
This section delineates the specifically discursive parameters of the pro­
duction of knowledge about and by third world women. 

Section II, "Public Policy, the State, and Ideologies of Gender," ad­
dresses political, economic, and ideological constructions of racialized 
womanhood in the context of the relations of rule of the state. This section 
contains essays by Jacqui Alexander on the postcolonial state in Trinidad 
and Tobago, and its regulation of black women's sexuality; Carmen Bar­
roso and Cristina Bruschini on the politics of family planning in Brazil, 
and feminist discussions on sexuality in relation to state policy; Faye 
Harrison on poor women's informal economic networks as a crucial aspect 
of the Jamaican urban economy; and Juanita Diaz-Cotto on "women and 
crime" in the U.S., an essay which discusses feminist as well as state 
regulation of the "woman of color as criminal." 

Section III, "National Liberation and Sexual Politics," contains two 
essays which present more or less opposite positions on the relation of 
nationalism and sexuality: Angela Gilliam argues against what she refers 
to as the "sexualism" of certain Western feminist perspectives on women's 
liberation, while Evelyne Accad foregrounds the contradictions inherent 
in national liberation movements which are built on masculinist as­
sumptions about war and sexuality. Accad goes on to argue in favor of 
the recognition of the deeply embedded sexual politics of nationalist strug­
gles. Gilliam and Accad, in part, enact one of the major debates in the 
1983 "Common Differences" conference-a debate around the relative 
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importance of sexuality in third world women's revolutionary struggles. 
Nayereh Tohidi's essay on women in the 1979 Iranian revolution also 
addresses the relation of nationalism and sexuality, this time within the 
framework of Islamic fundamentalism. Tohidi provides a careful analysis 
of women's mass mobilization during the revolution, detailing issues of 
consciousness and identity in relation to class divisions. She goes on to 
address religious ideologies of womanhood, and the recuperation of wom­
en's revolutionary potential by the Islamic state. Section III is thus con­
cerned with aspects of the relation of national liberation and sexual pol­
itics. 

Finally, Section IV, "Race, Identity, and Feminist Struggles," focuses 
on questions of identity and feminist practice. Lourdes Torres, Nellie 
,Wong, and Ann Russo address the constitution of race, class, and sexu­
alized identities in the context of feminist struggles in the U.S., while 
Cheryl Johnson-Odim articulates the complex interrelationships among 
and between the feminisms of third world women from different geo­
graphical locations. This concluding essay picks up on the questi,ons raised 
in the introduction, and extends them. While each section has a certain 
thematic and political coherence, the authors speak from very different, 
sometimes contradictory positions. But this is symptomatic of the issues 
and the territory of third world women's feminist praxis-a praxis which 
engenders more challenges than "solutions" to the world Audre Lorde 
characterizes so deftly and urgently in her poem at the beginning of this 
essay. 

NOTES 

I thank Satya Mohanty and Jacqui Alexander for their thoughtful and incisive 
comments on this essay. I remain indebted to my students at Oberlin College, 
whose enthusiastic engagement with the politics of feminism continually chal­
lenges me to clarify and refine my own thinking about the issues in this intro­
duction. Teaching about these issues has made it possible to write about them. 

1 .  Audre Lorde, unpublished poem, quoted in her commencement address 
to Oberlin College, 29 May 1989. 

2. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism, New York: Verso Books, 1983, especially pp. 1 1-16. 

3. See Joan W. Scott, "Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis," 
American Historical Review 91, no. 5 (1986), pp. 1053-75, and essays in Signs 14, 
no. 4 (1989), special issue entitled "Common Grounds and Crossroads: Race, 
Ethnicity and Class in Women's Lives." 

4. I argue this point in detail in an earlier essay on the politics of experience 
entitled "Feminist Encounters: Locating the Politics of Experience," Copyright 1 
(Fall 1987), pp. 30-44. 
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5. See, for instance, Chela Sandoval's work on the construction of the cat­

egory "Women of Color" in the U.S., and her theorization of oppositional con­
sciousness in "Women Respond to Racism: A Report on the National Women's 
Studies Association Conference, Storrs, Connecticut," Occasional Paper Series, 
Oakland: Center for Third World Organizing, 1983; and her "Towards a Theory 
of Oppositional Consciousness: U.S. Third World Feminism and the U.S. Women's 
Movement," unpublished manuscript, 1988. Norma Alarcon offers an important 
conceptualization of third world women as subjects in her essay "The Theoretical 
Subject(s) of This Bridge Called My Back and Anglo-American Feminism," in Gloria 
Anzaldua, ed., Making Face, Making SouljHaciendo caras: Creative and Critical 
Perspectives by Women of Color, San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1990). See also 
essays in Moraga and Anzaldua, 1983, Trinh T. Minh-Ha, 1989, hooks, 1984, and 
Anzaldua, 1987, for similar conceptualizations. 

6. Shabnam Grewal, Jackie Kay, Liliane Landor, Gail Lewis, and Pratibha 
Parmar, Charting the Journey: Writings by Black and Third World Women, London: 
Sheba Feminist Publishers, 1988, p. 1; see also B. Bryan et al., The Heart of the 
Race, London: Virago, 1985; J. Bhabha et al., Worlds Apart: Women under Immi­
gration and Nationality Law, London: Pluto Press, 1985; and "Many Voices, One 
Chant: Black Feminist Perspectives," special issue of Feminist Review 17 (Autumn 
1984). 

7. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua, eds., This Bridge Called My Back: 
Writings by Radical Women of Color, New York: Kitchen Table: Women of Color 
Press, 1983. 

8. My use of Hurtado's analysis is not meant to suggest that the state does 
not intervene in the "private" sphere of the white middle and upper classes; 
merely that historically, people of color and white people have a differential (and 
hierarchical) relation to state rule. 

9. A number of white feminists have provided valuable analyses of the 
construction of "whiteness" in relation to questions of gender, class, and sexuality 
within feminist scholarship. See especially Biddy Martin's work on lesbian au­
tobiography (1988); Elizabeth Spelman's book Inessential Woman: Problems of Ex­
clusion in Feminist Theory, Boston: Beacon, 1989; Katie King's "Producing Sex, 
Theory and Culture: Gay /Strait ReMappings in Contemporary Feminism," in M. 
Hirsch and E. Fox Keller, eds., Conflicts in Feminism (forthcoming); and Ruth 
Frankenberg's dissertation on the social construction of whiteness. 

10. I develop the theoretical suggestions in these sections in my forthcoming 
book Gender, Race and Cross-Cultural Analysis: Revising Feminist Theory. 

11 .  See S. P. Mohanty's discussion of this in his "Kipling's Children and the 
Colour Line," Race and Class 31, no. 1 (1989), pp. 21-40. 

12. Perhaps a brief intellectual history of "race" as an organizing social con­
struct would be useful here. Consciousness of race and racism is a specifically -
modern phenomenon, arising with post-fifteenth-century territorial colonialism. 
Interpretation and classification of racial differences was a precondition for Eu­
ropean colonialism: human beings (Europeans) had to be differentiated from "na­
tives" to allow for the colonizing practices of slavery and indentured labor, the 
denial of political rights, the expropriation of property, and, of course, the outright 
extermination of the colonized. For racism to be fully operational, "race" had to 
function as a naturalized concept, devoid of all social, economic, and political 
determinations. Race had to be formulated in terms of innate characteristics, skin 
color and physical attributes, andjor in terms of climatic or environmental var­
iables. 
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Richard Popkin identifies the philosophical roots of modern racism in two 
theories developed to justify Christian European superiority over nonwhite and 
non-Christian groups during the Spanish and Portuguese conquest of America 
and colonization of Indians in the sixteenth century, and later during the British 
and British-American institution of slavery in North America (Popkin, 1974). The 
first theory explains the "naturally inferior" state of Indians and Africans as the 
result of a degenerative process caused by climate or environmental conditions, 
isolation from the "civilized" Christian world, or biblical "divine action." The 
second, the polygenetic theory, attributes the inferiority of nonwhite peoples to 
the fact that they were pre-Adamite peoples who were the result of a separate 
and unequal creation. Thus, while the degeneracy theory identifies "common 
origins" and posits that people of color can ostensibly "rise" to the level of Eu­
ropeans by acquiring the "civilization" of white _eeoples (a version of contem­
porary cultural liberalism), pre-Adamite polygenetic theory is the precursor of the 
nineteenth-century "scientific" justification of racism and of slavery in America 
(now a version of South African apartheid). 

13. See essays in R. Reiter, ed., Toward an Anthropology of Women, New York: 
Monthly Review Press, 1975; and in M. Etienne and E. Leacock, eds., Women and 
Colonization, New York: Praeger, 1980. 

14. Recasting Women, 1989, pp. 1-26. See my review (with Satya Mohanty) 
of this book which develops an analysis of gender and colonizer-colonized re­
lations, "Contradictions of Colonialism," The Women's Review of Books, March 
1990, p. 19-21. For analyses of the emergence of women's struggles in the context 
of national liberation in India, see also Joanna Liddle and Rama Joshi, Daughters 
of Independence: Gender, Caste and Class in India, London: Zed Books, 1986; Gail 
Omvedt, We Will Smash This Prison, London: Zed Press, 1980; and Madhu Kishwar 
and Ruth Vanita, eds., In Search of Answers: Indian Women's Voices from Manushi, 
London: Zed Press, 1984. An excellent recent book by the members of Stree Shakti 
Sanghatana documents women's participation in "democratizing" movements, 
specifically the armed peasant struggle in Telangana. See We Were Making History: 
Women and the Telangana Uprising, London: Zed Press, 1990. For documentation 
of the emergence of women's organized resistance in other third world countries, 
see Third WorldjSecond Sex, vols. 1 and 2, compiled by Miranda Davis for Zed 
Press, 1981 and 1987; Kumari Jayawardena, Feminism and Nationalism in the Third 
World, London: Zed Press, 1986, and Slaves of Slaves, by the Latin American and 
Caribbean Women's Collective, London: Zed Press, 1977. Essays by Gilliam, To­
hidi, and Johnson-Odim in this collection also incorporate additional references 
to this aspect of feminist organization. 

15. The two preceding paragraphs are adapted from our "Contradictions of 
Colonialism" (see note 14). 

. 16. R. W. Connell, Gender and Power, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
" 1987, esp. pp. 125-32; and R. W. Connell, "The State in Sexual Politics: Theory 
and Appraisal," unpublished manuscript, 1989. For a radical feminist analysis of 
the state, see Catherine MacKinnon, Towards a Feminist Theory of the State, Cam­
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1989; see also Sylvia Walby, Patriarchy at Work, 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1986; C. Burton, Subordination, Sydney: Allen and Un­
win, 1985; K. E. Ferguson, The Feminist Case against Bureaucracy, Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1984; Sue Ellen M. Charlton et al., Women, the State, 
and Development, Albany: SUNY Press, 1989; F. Anthias and N. Yuval-Davis, 
Women and the State, London: Macmillan, 1990. 

17. M. Omi and H. Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 
1960s to the 1980s, New York and London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986. See 
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also Howard Winant's recent essay "Postmodem Racial Politics: Difference and 
Inequality," in Socialist Review 90, no. 1 (1990), pp. 121-47. For similar discussion 
of racial formation in the British context, see Paul Gilroy, There Ain't No Black in 
the Union Jack, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1987. 

18. This discussion of Asian immigration to the U.S. is based in part on Asian 
Women United of California, ed., Making Waves: An Anthology of Writings by and" 
about Asian American Women, Boston: Beacon Press, 1989. 

19. See Z. Eisenstein, The Female Body and the Law, Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1988, especially chap. 4 for a discussion of the pluralist nature 
of the U.S. state. 

20. Women, Immigration and Nationality Group, Worlds Apart: Women under 
Immigration and Nationality Law, London and Sydney: Pluto Press, 1985. 

21. A. Sivanandan, "Race, Class and Caste in South Africa: An Open Letter 
to No Sizwe," Race and Class 22, no. 3 (1981), pp. 293-301; see also his recent 
essay "All That Melts into Air Is Solid: The Hokum of the New Times," Race and 
Class 31, no. 3 (1990), pp. 1-30. 

22. See especially essays in J. Nash and M. P. Fernandez-Kelly, eds., Women, 
Men and the International Division of Labor; Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1983; see also M. Patricia Fernandez-Kelly, For We Are Sold, I and My People: 
Women and Industry in Mexico's Frontier, Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1983; E. Leacock and H. Safa, eds., Women's Work: Development and the 
Division of Labor by Gender, South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin and Garvey, 1986; Saskia 
Sassen, The Mobility of Labor and Capital, New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1988; and L. Beneria and C. Stimpson, eds., Women, Households and the Economy, 
New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1987. 

23. I have developed this argument in detail in a chapter, "Feminism and the 
Ideology of Women's Work," of my book in progress, Gender, Race and Cross­
Cultural Analysis: Revising Feminist Theory. 

24. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's work also addresses similar questions. See 
especially her book In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural" Politics, New York: Me­
thuen, 1987. 

25. For a comprehensive analysis of these questions, see Henrietta Moore's 
Feminism and Anthropology, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988. Two particularly influ­
ential (self-critical) texts which develop the notion of the politics of interpretation 
and representation in the constitution of anthropol_s>gy as a discipline are George 
Marcus and Michael Fischer's Anthropology as Cultural Critique, ChiCago: Uni­
versity of Chicago Press, 1986, and James Clifford and George Marcus, eds., 
Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1986. For a feminist critique of these texts and their premises, 
see Frances E. Mascia-Less et al., "The Postmodemist Tum in Anthropology: 
Cautions from a Feminist Perspective," Signs 15, no. 1 (Autumn 1989), pp. 7-33. 

26. Doris Sommer makes this point in her excellent essay "Not Just a Personal 
Story: Women's Testimonios and the Plural Self," in Bella Brodzki and Celeste 
Schenck, eds., LifejLines: Theorizing Women's Autobiography, Ithaca: Cornell Uni­
versity Press, 1988, pp. 107-30. My discussion of testimonies draws on Sommer's 
analysis. 

· 

27. Sistren with Honor Ford-Smith, Lionhart Gal: Life Stories of Jamaican 
Women, Toronto: Sister Vision Press, 1987. Another text which raises similar ques­
tions of identity, consciousness, and history is I, Rigoberta Menchu, an Indian 
Woman in Guatemala, London: Verso Books, 1984. 

28. For texts which document the trajectory of third world women's con­
sciousness and politics, see also the recent publications of the following feminist 
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publishers: Firebrand Press, Crossing Press, Spinsters/ Aunt Lute, Zed Press, South 
End Press, Women's Press, and Sheba Feminist Publishers. 
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UNDER 

WESTERN 

EYES 

Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses* 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty 

Any discussion of the intellectual and political construction 
of "third world feminisms" must address itself to two simultaneous proj­
ects: the internal critique of hegemonic "Western" feminisms, and the 
formulation of autonomous, geographically, historically, and culturally 
grounded feminist concerns and strategies. The first project is one of 
deconstructing and dismantling; the second, one of building and con­
structing. While these projects appear to be contradictory, the one working 
negatively and the other positively, unless these two tasks are addressed 
simultaneously, "third world" feminisms run the risk of marginalization 
or ghettoization from both mainstream (right and left) and Western fem­
inist discourses. 

It is to the first project that I address myself. What I wish to analyze 
is specifically the production of the "third world woman" as a singular I 
monolithic subject in some recent (Western) feminist texts. The definition 
of colonization I wish to invoke here is a predominantly discursive one, 
focusing on a certain mode of appropriation and codification of "schol­
arship" and "knowledge" about women in the third world by particular 

*This is an updated and modified version of an essay published in Boundary 2 12, no. 
3/13, no. 1 (SpringjFall 1984), and reprinted in Feminist Review, no. 30 (Autumn 1988). 
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analytic categories employed in specific writings on the subject which 
take as their referent feminist interests as they have been articulated in 
the U.S. and Western Europe. If one of the tasks of formulating and 
understanding the locus of "third world feminisins" is delineating the 
way in which it resists and works against what I am referring to as "West .. 
ern feminist discourse," an analysis of the discursive construction of "third 
world women" in Western feminism is an important first step. 

Clearly Western feminist discourse and political practice is neither 
singular nor homogeneous in its goals, interests, or analyses. However, 
it is possible to trace a coherence of effects resulting from the implicit 
assumption of "the West" (in all its complexities and contradictions) as 
the primary referent in theory and praxis. My reference to "Western fem­
inism" is by no means intended to imply that it is a monolith. Rather, I 
am attempting to draw attention to the similar effects of various textual 
strategies used by writers which codify Others as non-Western and hence 
themselves as (implicitly) Western. It is in this sense that I use the term 
Western feminist. Similar arguments can be made in terms of middle-class 
urban African or Asian scholars producing scholarship on or about their 
rural or working-class sisters which assumes their own middle-class cul­
tures as the norm, and codifies working-class histories and cultures as 
Other. Thus, while this essay focuses specifically on what I refer to as 
"Western feminist" discourse on women in the third world, the critiques 
I offer also pertain to third world scholars writing about their own cultures, 
which employ identical analytic strategies. 

It ought to be of some political significance, at least, that the term 
colonization has come to denote a variety of phenomena in recent feminist 
and left writings in general. From its analytic value as a category of ex­
ploitative economic exchange in both traditional and contemporary Marx­
isms (d. particularly contemporary theorists such as Baran 1 962, Amin 
1977, and Gunder-Frank 1967) to its use by feminist women of color in 

) the U.S. to describe the appropriation of their experiences and struggles 
' by hegemonic white women's movements (cf. especially Moraga and An­
zaldua 1983, Smith 1983, Joseph and Lewis 1981, and Moraga 1984), 
colonization has been used to characterize everything from the most ev­
ident economic and political hierarchies to the production of a particular , 
cultural discourse about what is called the "third world."1 However so­
.Phisticated or problematical its use as an explanatory construct, coloni­
zation almost invariably implies a relation of structural domination, and 
a suppression-often violent-of the heterogeneity of the subject(s) in 
question. 

My concern about such writings derives from my own implication and 
investment in contemporary debates in feminist theory, and the urgent . 
political necessity (especially in the age of Reagan/Bush) of forming stra-
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tegic coalitions across class, race, and national boundaries. The analytic 
principles discussed below serve to distort Western feminist political prac­
tices, and limit the possibility of coalitions among (usually white) Western 
feminists and working-class feminists and feminists of color around the 
world. These limitations are evident in the construction of the (implicitly 
consensual) priority of issues around which apparently all women are 
expected to organize. The necessary and integral connection between 
feminist scholarship and feminist political practice and organizing deter­
mines the significance and status of Western feminist writings on women 
in the third world, for feminist scholarship, like most other kinds of schol­
arship, is not the mere productio.n of knowledge aoout a certain subject. 
It is a directly political and discursive practice in that it is purposeful and 
ideological. It is best seen as a mode of intervention into particular heg­
emonic discourses (for example, traditional anthropology, sociology, lit­
erary criticism, etc.); it is a political praxis which counters and resists the 
totalizing imperative of age-old "legitimate" and "scientific" bodies of 
knowledge. Thus, feminist scholarly practices (whether reading, writing, 
critical, or textual) are inscribed in relations of power-relations which 
they counter, resist, or even perhaps implicitly support. There can, of 
course, be no apolitical scholarship. 

The relationship between "Woman"-a cultural and ideological com­
posite Other constructed through diverse representational discourses (sci­
entific, literary, juridical, linguistic, cinematic, etc.)-and "women"-real, 
material subjects of their collective histories-is one of the central ques­
tions the practice of feminist scholarship seeks to address. This connection 
between women as historical subjects and the re-presentation of Woman 
produced by hegemonic discourses is not a relation of direct identity, or 
a relation of correspondence or simple implication.2 It is an arbitrary 
relation s.et up by particular cultures. I would like to suggest that the 
feminist writings I analyze here discursively colonize the material and 
historical heterogeneities of the lives of women in the third world, thereby 
producing/re-presenting a composite, singular "third world woman" -an 
image which appears arbitrarily constructed, but nevertheless carries with 
it the authorizing signature of Western humanist discourse.3 

I argue that assumptions of privilege and ethnocentric universality, 
on the one hand, and inadequate self-consciousness about the effect of 
Western scholarship on the "third world" in the context of a world system 
dominated by the West, on the other, characterize a sizable extent of 
Western feminist work on women in the third world. An analysis of 
"sexual difference" in the form of a cross-culturally singular, monolithic 
notion of patriarchy or male dominance leads to the construction of a 

. similarly reductive and homogeneous notion of what I call the "third 
world difference" -that stable, ahistorical something that apparently op-
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presses most if not all the women in these countries. And it is in the 
production of this "third world difference" that Western feminisms ap­
propriate and "colonize" the constitutive complexities which characterize 
the lives of women in these countries. It is in this process of discursive 
homogenization and systematization of the oppression of women in the 
third world that power is exercised in much of recent Western feminist 
discourse, and this power needs to be defined and named. 

In the context of the West's hegemonic position today, of what Anouar 
Abdel-Malek (1981) calls a struggle for "control over the orientation, 
regulation and decision of the process of world development on the basis 
of the advanced sector's monopoly of scientific knowledge and ideal cre­
ativity," Western feminist scholarship on the third world must be seen 
and examined precisely in terms of its inscription in these particular re­
lations of power and struggle. There is, it should be evident, no universal 
patriarchal framework which this scholarship attempts to counter and 
resist-unless one posits an international male conspiracy or a monolithic, 
ahistorical power structure. There is, however, a particular world balance 
of power within which any analysis of culture, iqeology, and socioeco­
nomic conditions necessarily has to be situated. Abd�l_-Malek is useful 
here! again, in reminding us about the inherence of politics in the dis­
courses of "culture": , 

Contemporary imperialism is, in a real sense, a hegemonic imperialism, ex­
ercising to a maximum degree a rationalized violence taken to a higher level 
than ever before-through fire and sword, but also through the attempt to 
control hearts and minds, For its content is defined by the combined action 
of the military-industrial complex and the hegemonic cultural centers of the 
West, all of them founded on the advanced levels of development attained 
by monopoly and finance capital, and supported by the benefits of both the 
scientific and technological revolution and the second industrial revolution 
itself. (145-46) 

Western feminist scholarship cannot avoid the challenge of situating 
itself and examining its role in such a global economic and political frame­
work. To do any less would be to ignore the complex interconnections 
between first and third world economies and the profound effect of this 
on the lives of women in all countries. I do not question the descriptive 
and informative value of most Western feminist writings on women in 
the third world. I also do not question the existence of excellent work 
which does not fall into the analytic traps with which I am_ concerned. 
In fact I deal with an example of such . work later on. In the context of 
an overwhelming silence about the experiences of women in these coun­
tries, as well as the need to forge international links between women's 
political struggles, such work is both pathbreaking and absolutely essen-



UNDER WESTERN EYES 55 

tial. However, it is both to the explanatory potential of particular analytic 
strategies employed by such writing, and to their political effect in the 
context of the hegemony of Western scholarship that I want to dra� 
attention here. While feminist writing in the U.S. is still marginalized 
(except from the point of view of women of color addressing privileged 

�white women), Western feminist writing on women in the third world 
must be c�nsidered in the context of the global hegemony of Western 
scholarship-i.e., the production, publication, distribution, and consump­
tion of information and ideas. Marginal or not, this writing has political 
effects and implications beyond the immediate feminist or disciplinary 
audience. One such significant effect of the dominant "representations" 
of Western feminism is its conflation with imperialism in the eyes of 
particular third world women.4 Hence the urgent need to examine the 
political implications of our analytic strategies and principles. 

My critique is . directed at three basic analytic principles which are 
present in (Western) feminist discourse on women in the third world. 
Since I focus primarily on the Zed Press Women in the Third World series, 
my comments on Western feminist discourse are circumscribed by my 
analysis of the _texts in this series.5 This is a way of focusing my critique. 
However, even though I am dealing with feminists who identify them­
selves as culturally- or geographically from the "West," as mentioned 
earlier, what I say about these presuppositions or implicit principles holds 
for anyone who uses these methods, whether third world women in the 
West, or third world women in the third world writing on these issues 
and publishing in the West. Thus, I am not making a culturalist argument 
about ethnocentrism; rather, I am trying to uncover how ethnocentric 
universalism is produced in certain analyses. As a matter of fact, my 
argument holds for any discourse that sets up its own authorial subjects 
as the implicit referent, i.e., the yardstick by which to encode and rep­
resent cultural Others. It is in this move that power is exercised in dis­
course. 

The first analytic presupposition I focus on is involved in the strategic 
location of the category "women" vis-a-vis the context of analysis. The 
assumption of women as an already constituted, coherent group with 
identical interests and desires, regardles� of class, ethnic or racial location, ·or contradictions, implies a notion of gender or sexual difference or even 
patriarchy which can be applied universally and cross-culturally. (The 
context of analysis can be anything from kinship structures and the or­
ganization of labor to media representations.) The second analytical pre­
supposition is evident on the methodological level, in the uncritical way 
"proof" of universality and cross-cultural validity are provided. The third 
is a more specifically political presupposition underlying the methodol­
ogies and the· analytic strategies, i.e., the model of power and struggle 
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they imply and suggest. I argue that as a result of the two modes-or, 
rather, frames-of analysis described above, a homogeneous notion of the 
oppression of women as a group is assumed, which, in tum, produces 
the image of an "average third world woman." This average third world 
woman leads an essentially truncated life based on her feminine gender 
(read: sexually constrained) and her being ,;third world" (read: ignorant, 
poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, 
etc.). This, I suggest, is in contrast to the (implicit) self-representation of 
Western women as educated, as modem, as having control over their own 
bodies and se�ualities, and the freedom to make their own decisions. 

The distinction between Western feminist re-presentation of women 
in the third world and we'stem feminist self-presentation is a distinction 
of the same order as that made by some Marxists between the "mai(t­
tenance" function of the housewife and the real "productive" role of wage 
labor, or the characterization by developme.ntalists of the thirct world as 
being engaged in the lesser production· of "raw material!'(' in contrast to 
the "real" productive activity of the first world. These distinctions are 
made on the basis of the privileging of a particular group as the norm or 
referent. Men involved in wage labor, first world producers, and, I suggest, 
Western feminists who sometimes cast third world women in terms of 
"ourselves undressed" (Michelle .Rosaldo's [1980] term), all construct 
themselves as the normative referent in such a binary analytic. 

"Women" as Category of Analysis, or: We Are All Sisters in Struggle 

/ By women as a category of analysis, I am referring to the crucial 
assumption that all of us of the same gender, across classes and cultures, 
are somehow socially constituted as a homogeneous group identified prior 
to the process of analysis. This is an assumption which characterizes much 
feminist discourse. The homogeneity of women as a group is produced 
not on the basis of biological essentials but rather on the basis of secondary 
sociological and anthropological universals. Thus, for instance, in any 
given piece of feminist analysis, women are characterized as a singular 
group on the basis of a shared oppression. What binds women together 
is a sociological notion of the "sameness" of their oppression. It is at this 
point that an elision takes place between "women" as a discursively 
constructed group and "women" as material subjects of their own history. 6 
T�LJhe discursively consensual homogeneity of "women" as a group 
is mistaken for the historically specific material reality of groups of 
women. This results in an assumption of women as an always already 
constituted group, one which has been labeled "powerless," "exploited," 
"sexually harassed," etc., by feminist scientific, economic, legal, and so­
ciological discourses. (Notice that this is quite similar to sexist discourse 
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labeling women weak, emotional, having math anxiety, etc.) This focus 
is not on uncovering the material and ideological specificities that con­
stitute a particular group of women as "powerless' in a particular context. 
It is, rather, on finding a variety of cases of "powerless" groups of women 
to prove the general point that women as a group are powerless. / 

In this section I focus on five specific ways in which "women" as a 
category of analysis is used in Western feminist discourse on women in 
the third world. Each of · these examples illustrates the construction of 
"third world women" as a homogeneous "powerless" group often located 
as implicit victims of particular socioeconomic systems. I have chosen to 
deal with a variety of writers-from Fran Hosken, who writes primarily 
about female genital mutilation, to writers from the Women in Interna­
tional Dev�lopment school, who write about the effect of development 
policies on third world. women for both Western and third world audi­
ences. _'The .similarity of assumptions about "third world women" in all 
these texts forms the basis of my -discussion. This is not to equate all the 
texts that I analyze, nor is it to equalize their strengths and weaknesses. 
The authors I deal with write with varying degrees of care and complexity; 
however, the effect of their representation of third world women is a 
coherent one. In these texts women are defined as victims of male violence 
(Fran Hosken); victims of the colonialprocess (Maria Cutrufelli); victims 
of the Arab familial system (Juliette Minces); victims of the economic 
development process (Beverley Lindsay and· the [liberal] WID School); 
and finally, victims of the Islamic code (Patricia Jeffery). This mode of 
defining women primarily in terms of their object status (the way in which 
they are affected or not affected by certain institutions and systems) is 
what characterizes this particular form of the use of "women" as a cat­
egory of analysis. In the context of Western women writing/studying 
women in the third world, such objectification (however benevolently 
motivated) needs to be both named and challenged. As Valerie Amos and 
Pratibha Parmar argue quite eloquently, "Feminist theories which ex­
amine our cultural practices as 'feudal residues' or label us 'traditional,' 
also portray us as politically immature women who need to be versed 
and schooled in the ethos of Western feminism. They need to be contin­
ually challenged . . . " (1984, 7). 

Women as Victims of Male Violence 

Fran HoskE!n, in writing about the relationship between human rights 
and female genital mutilation in Africa and the Middle East, bases her 
whole discussion/condemnation of genital mutilation on one privileged 
premise: that the goal of this praetice is "to mutilate the sexual pleasure 
and satisfaction of woman" (1981, 1 1). This, in tum, leads her to claim 
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that woman's sexuality is controlled, as is her reproductive potential. 
According to Hosken, "male sexual politics" in Africa and around the 
world "share the same political goal: to assure female dependence and 
subservience by any and all means" (14). Physical violence against 
women (rape, sexual assault, excision, infibulation, etc.) is thus carried 
out "with an astonishing consensus among men in the world" (14), Here, 
women are defined consistently as the victims of male control-the "sex­
ually oppressed."7 Although it is true that the potential of male violence 
agalrist women circumscribes and elucidates their social position to a 
certain extent, defining women as archetypal victims freezes them into 
"objects-who-defend-themselves," men into "subjects-who-perpetrate­
violence," and (every) society into powerless (read: women) and powerful 
(read: men) groups of people. Male violence must be theorized and in­
terpreted within specific societies, in order both to understand it better 
and to effectively organi:�;e to change it. 8 Sisterhood cannot be assumed 
on the basis of gender; it must be forged in concrete historical and political 
practice and analysis. 

Women as Universal Dependents 

Beverly Lindsay's conclusion to the book Comparative Perspectives of 
Third World Women: The Impact of Race, Sex and Class (1983, 298, 306) 
states: "dependency relationships, based upon race, sex and class, are 
beirig perpetuated through social, educational, and economic institutions. 
These are the linkages among Third World Women." Here, as in other 
places, Lindsay implies that third world women constitute an identifiable 
group purely on the basis of shared dependencies. If shared dependencies 
were all that was needed to bind us together as a group, third world 
women would always be seen as an apolitical group with no subject status. 
Instead, if anything, it is the common context of political struggle against 
class, race, gender, and imperialist hierarchies that may constitute third 
world women as a strategic group at this historical juncture. ·Lindsay also 
states that linguistic and cultural differences exist between Vietnamese 
and black American women, but "both groups are victims of race, sex, 
and class." Again black and Vietnamese women are characterized by their 
victim status. 

Similarly, examine statements such as "My analysis will start by .stat­
ing that all African women are politically and economically dependent" 
(Cutrufelli 1983, 13), "Nevertheless, either overtly or covertly, prostitu­
tion is still the main if not the only source of work for African women" 
(Cutrufelli 1983, 33). All African women are dependent. Prostitution is 
the only work option for African women as a group. Both statements are 
illustrative of generalizations sprinkled liberally through a recent Zed 
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Press publication, Women of Africa: Roots of Oppression, by Maria Rosa 
Cutrufelli, who is described on the cover as an Italian writer, sociologist, 
Marxist, and feminist. In the 1980s, is it possible to imagine writing a 
book entitled Women of Europe: Roots of Oppression? I am not objecting 
to the use of universal groupings for descriptive purposes. Women from 
the continent of Africa can be descriptively characterized as "women of 
Africa." It is when "women of Africa" becomes a l.lomogent;!OUS socio­
logical grouping characterized by common dependencies or powerless­
ness (or even strengths) that problems arise-we say too little and too 
much at the same time. 

This is because descriptive gender differences are transformed into the 
division between men and women. Women are constituted as a group 
via dependency relationships vis-a-vis men, who are implicitly held re­
sponsible for these relationships. When "women of Africa" as a group 
(versus "men of Africa" as a group?) are seen as a group precisely because 
they are generally dependent and oppressed, the analysis of specific his­
torical differences becomes impossible, because reality is always appar­
ently structured by divisions-two mutually exclusive and jointly ex­
haustive groups, the victims and the oppressors. Here the sociological is 
substituted for the biological, in order, however, to create the same-a 
unity of women. Thus, it is not the descriptive potential of gender dif­
ference but the privileged positioning and explanatory potential of gender 
difference as the origin of oppression that I question. In using "women 
of Africa" (as an already constituted group of oppressed peoples) as a 
category of analysis, Cutrufelli denies any historical specificity to the 
location of women as subordinate, powerful, marginal, central, or other­
wise, vis-a-vis particular social and power networks. Women are taken 
as a unified "powerless" group prior to the analysis in question Thus, it 
is then merely a matter of specifying the context after the fact. "Women" 
are now placed in the context of the family, or in the workplace, or within 
religious networks, almost as if these systems existed outside the rel<1;tions 
of women with other women, and women with men. 

The problem with this analytic strategy, let me repeat, is that it as­
sumes men and women are already constituted as sexual-political subjects 
prior to their entry into the arena of social relations. Only if we subscribe 
to this assumption is it possible to undertake analysis which looks at the 
"effects" of kinship structures, colonialism, organization of labor, etc., on 
women, who are defined in advance as a group. The crucial point that is 
forgotten is that women are produced through these very relations as well 
as being implicated in forming these relations. As Michelle Rosaldo ar­
gues, "woman's place in human social life is not in any direct sense a 
pr(J_g!l_�.t of the things she does (or even less, a function of what, biolog­
ica.l.l}l.,-sh.els.).but the meaning her activities acquire through concrete$ocial 
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interactions" (1980, 400). That women mother in a variety of societies is 
not as significant as the value attached to mothering in these societies. 
The distinction between the act of mothering and the status attached to 
it is a very important one-one that needs to be stated and analyzed 
contextually. 

Married Women as Victims of the Colonial Process 

In Levi-Strauss's theory of kinship structure as a system of the ex­
change of women, �hat is significant is that exchange itself is not con­
stitutive of the subordination of women; women are not subordinate be­
cause of the fact of exchange, but because of the modes of exchange 
instituted, and the values attached to these modes. However, in discussing 
the marriage ritual of the Bemba, a Zambian matrilocal, matrilineal people, 
Cutrufelli in Women of Africa focuses on the fact of the marital exchange 
of women before and after Western colonization, rather than the value 

• attached to this exchange in this particular context. This leads to her 
definition of Bemba women as a coherent group affected in a particular 
way by colonization. Here again, Bemba women are constituted rather 
unilaterally as victims of the effects of Western colonization. 

Cutrufelli cites the marriage ritual of the Bemba as a multistage event 
"whereby a young man becomes incorporated into his wife's family group 
as he takes up residence with them and gives his services in return for 
food and maintenance" (43). This ritual extends over many years, and 
the sexual relationship varies according to the degree of the girl's physical 
maturity. It is only after she undergoes an initiation ceremony at puberty 
that intercourse is sanctioned, and the man acquires legal rights over her. 
This initiation ceremony is the more important act of the consecration of 
women's reproductive power, so that the abduction of an uninitiated girl 
is of no consequence, while heavy penalty is levied for the seduction of 
an initiated girl. Cutrufelli asserts that the effect of European colonization 
has changed the whole marriage system. Now the young man is entitled 
to take his wife away from her people in return for money. The implication 
is that Bemba women have now lost the protection of tribal laws. How­
ever, while it is possible to see how the structure of the traditional mar­
riage contract (versus the postcolonial marriage contract) offered women 
a certain amount of control over their marital relations, only an analysis 
of the political significance of the actual practice which privileges an 
initiated girl over an uninitiated one, indicating a shift in female power 
relations as a result of this ceremony, can provide an accurate account of 
whether Bemba women were indeed protected by tribal laws at all times. 

However, it is not possible to talk about Bemba women as a homo­
geneous group within the traditional marriage structure. Bemba women 
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before the initiation are constituted within a different set of social relations 
compared to Bemba women after the initiation. To treat them as a unified 
group characterized by the fact of their "exchange" between male kin is 
to deny the sociohistorical and cultural specificities of their existence, and 
the differential value attached to their exchange before and after their 
initiation. It is to treat the initiation ceremony as a ritual with no political 
implications or effects. It is also to assume that in merely describing the 
structure of the marriage contract, the situation of women is exposed. 
Women as a group are positioned within a given structure, but there is 
no attempt made to trace the effect of the marriage practice in constituting 
women within an obviously changing network of power relations. Thus, 
women ar� assumed to be sexual-political subjects prior to entry into 
kinship structures. 

Women and Familial Systems 

Elizabeth Cowie (1978), in another context, points out the implications 
of this sort of analysis when she emphasizes the specifically political 
nature of kinship structures which must be analyzed as ideological prac­
tices which designate men and women as father, husband, wife, mother, 
sister, etc. Thus, Cowie suggests, women as women are not located within 
the family. Rather, it is in the family, as an effect of kinship structures, 
that women as women are constructed, defined within and by the group. 
Thus, for instance, when Juliette Minces (1980) cites the patriarchal family 
as the basis for "an almost identical vision of women" that Arab and 
Muslim societies have, she falls into this very trap (see especially p. 23). 
Not only is it problematical to speak of a vision of women shared by 
Arab and Muslim societies (i.e., over twenty different countries) without 
addressing the particular historical, material, and ideological power struc­
tures that construct such images, but to speak of the patriarchal family 
or the tribal kinship structure as the origin of the socioeconomic status 
of women is to again assume that women are sexual-political subjects 
prior to their entry into the family. So while on the one hand women 
attain value or status within the family, the assumption of a singular 
patriarchal kinship system (common to all Arab and Muslim societies) is 
what apparently structures women as an oppressed group in these so­
cieties! This singular, coherent kinship system presumably influences an­
other separate and given entity, "women." Thus, all women, regardless 
of class and cultural differences, are affected by this system. Not only are 
q:ll Arab and Muslim women seen to constitute a homogeneous oppressed 
group, but there is no discussion of the specific practices within the family 
which constitute women as mothers, wives, sisters, etc. Arabs and Mus­
lims, it appears, don't change at all. Their patriarchal family is carried 
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over from the times of the prophet Mohammed. They exist, as it were, 
outside history. 

Women and Religious Ideologies 

A further example of the use of "womeri" as a category of analysis is 
found in cross-cultural analyses which subscribe to a certain economic 
reductionism in describing the relationship between the economy and 
factors such as politics and ideology. Here, in reducing the level of com­
parison to the economic relations between "developed and developing" 
countries, any specificity to the question of women is denied. Mina Mo­
dares (1981), in a careful analysis of women and Shi'ism in Iran, focuses 
on this very problem when she criticizes feminist writings which treat 
Islam as an ideology separate from and outside social relations and prac­
tices, rather than a discourse which includes rules for economic, social, 
and power relations within society. Patricia Jeffery's (1979) otherwise 
informative work on Pirzada women in purdah considers Islamic ideology 
a partial explanation for the status of women in that it provides a justi­
fication for the purdah. Here, Islamic ideology is reduced to a set of ideas 
whose internalization by Pirzada women contributes to the stability of 
the system. However, the primary explanation for purdah is located in 
the control that Pirzada men have over economic resources, and the per­
sonal security purdah gives to Pirzada women. 

· 

By taking a specific version of Islam as the Islam, Jeffery attributes a 
singularity and coherence to it. Modares notes, " 'Islamic Theology' then 
becomes imposed on a separate and given entity called 'women.' A further 
unification is reached: Women (meaning all women), regardless of their 
differing positions within societies, come to be affected or not affected by 
Islam. These conceptions provide the right ingredients for an unproble­
matic possibility of a cross-cultural study of women" (63). Mamia Lazreg 
makes a similar argument when she addresses the reductionism inherent 
in scholarship on women in the Middle East and North Africa: 

A ritual is established whereby the writer appeals to religion as the cause of 
gender inequality just as it is made the source of underdevelopment in much 
of modernization theory. In an uncanny way, feminist discourse on women 
from the Middle East and North Africa mirrors that of theologians' own 
interpretation of women in Islam . . . .  

The overall effect of this paradigm is to deprive women of self-presence, 
of being. Because women are subsumed under religion presented in funda­
mental terms, they are inevitably seen as evolving in nonhistorical time. They 
virtually have no history. Any analysis of change is therefore foreclosed. 
(1988, 87) 
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While Jeffery's analysis does not quite succumb to this kind of unitary 
notion of religion (Islam), it does collapse all ideological specificities into 
economic relations, and universalizes on the basis of this comparison. 

Women and the Development Process 

The best examples of universalization on the basis of economic re­
ductionism can be found in the liberal "Women in Development" liter­
ature. Proponents of this school seek to examine the effect of development 
on third world women, sometimes from self-designated feminist per­
spectives. At the very least, there is an evident interest in and commitment 
to improving the lives of women in "developing" countries. Scholars such 
as Irene Tinker artd Michelle Bo Bramsen (1972), Ester Boserup (1970), 
and Perdita Huston (1979) have all written about the effect of develop­
ment policies on women in the third world.9 All three women assume 
"development" is synonymous with "economic development" or "eco­
nomic progress." As in the case of Minces's patriarchal family, Hosken's 
male sexual control, and Cutrufelli's Western colonization, development 
here becomes the all-time equalizer. Women are affected positiv(!ly or 
negatively by economic development policies, and this is the basis for 
cross-cultural comparison. 

For instance, Perdita Huston (1979) states that the purpose of her study 
is to describe the effect of the development process on the "family unit 
and its individual members" in Egypt, Kenya, Sudan, Tunisia, Sri Lanka, 
and Mexico. She states that the "problems" and "needs" expressed by 
rural and urban women in these countries all center around education 
and training, work and wages, access to health and other services, political 
participation, and legal rights. Huston relates all these "needs" to the 
lack of sensitive development policies which exclude women as a group 
or category. For her, the solution is simple: implement improved devel­
opment policies which emphasize trainil:lg for women fieldworkers, use 
women trainees, and women rural development officers, encourage wom­
en's cooperatives, etc. Here again, women are assumed to be a coherent 
group or category prior to their entry into "the development process." 
Huston assumes that all third world women have similar problems and 
needs. Thus, they must have similar interests and goals. However, the 
interests of urban, middle-class, educated Egyptian housewives, to take 
only one instance, could surely not be seen as being the same as those 
of their uneducated, poor maids. Development policies do not affect both 
groups of women in the same way. Practices which characterize women's . 
status and roles vary according to class. Women are constituted as women 
through the complex interaction between class, culture, religion, and other 
ideological institutions and frameworks. They are not "women" -a co-
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herent group-solely on the basis of a particular economic system or 
p�Jicy. Such reductive cross-cultural comparisons result in the coloniza- · 
tion of the specifics of daily existence and the complexities of political 
interests which women of different social classes and cultures represent 
and mobilize. 

Thus, it is revealing that for Perdita Huston, women in the third world 
countries she writes about have "needs" and "problems," but few if any ...., 
have "choices" or the freedom to act. This is an interesting representation 
of women in the third world, one which is significant in suggesting a 
latent self-presentation of Western women which bears looking at. She 
writes, "What surprised and moved me most as I listened to women in 
such very different cultural settings was the striking commonality­
whether they were educated or illiterate, urban or rural-of their most 
basic values: the importance they assign to family, dignity, and service 
to others" (1979, 1 15). Would Huston consider such values unusual for 
women ·in the West? 

What is problematical about this kind of use of "women" as a group, 
as a stable category of analysis, is that it assumes an ahistorical, universal 
unity between women based on a generalized notion--of their subordi­
nation. Instead of analytically demonstrating the production of women as 
socioeconomic political groups within particular local contexts, this an­
alytical move limits the definition of the female subject to gender identity, 
completely bypassing social class and ethnic identities. What characterizes 

. women as a group is their gender (sociologically, not necessarily biolog­
ically, defined) over and above everything else, indicating a monolithic 
notion of sexual difference. Because women are thus constituted as a 
coherent group, sexual difference becomes coterminous with female sub­
ordination, and power is automatically defined in binary terms: people 
who have it (read: men), and people who do not (read: women). Men 
exploit, women are exploited. Such simplistic formulations are historically 
reductive; they are also ineffectual in designing strategies to combat 
oppressions. All they do is reinforce binary divisions between men and 
women. 

· What would an analysis which did not do this look like? Maria Mies's 
work illustrates the strength of Western feminist work on women in the 
third world which does not fall into the traps discussed above. Mies's 
study of the lace makers of Narsapur, India (1982), attempts to carefully 
analyze a substantial household industry in which "housewives" produce 
lace doilies for consumption in the world market. Through a detailed 
analysis of the structure of the lace industry, production and reproduction 
relations, the sexual division of labor, profits and exploitation, and the 
overall consequences of defining women as "non-working housewives" 
and their work as "leisure-time activity." Mies demonstrates the levels 
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of exploitation in this industry and the impact of this production system 
on the work and living conditions of the women involved in it. In addition, 
she is able to analyze the "ideology of the house�ife," the notion of a 
woman sitting in the house, as providing the necessary subjective and 
sociocultural element for the creation and maintenance of a production 
system that contributes to the increasing pauperization of women, and 
keeps them totally atomized and disorganized as workers. Mies's analysis 
shows the effect of a certain historically and culturally specific mode of 
patriarchal organization, an organization constructed on the basis of the 
definition of the lace makers as "non-working housewives" at familial, 
local, regional, statewide, and international levels. The intricacies and the 
.fffects of particular power networks not only are emphasized, but they 
form the basis of Mies's analysis of how this particular group of women 
is situated at the center of a hegemonic, exploitative world market. 

This is a good example of what careful, politically focused, local anal­
yses can accomplish. It illustrates how the category of women is con­
structed in a variety of political contexts that often exist simultaneously 
and overlaid on top of one another. There is no easy generalization in 
the direction of "women" in India, or "women in the third world"; nor 
is there a reduction of the political construction of the exploitation of the 
lace makers to cultural explanations about the passivity or obedience that 
might characterize these women and their situation. Finally, this mode 
of local, political analysis which generates theoretical categories from 
within the situation and context being analyzed, also suggests corre­
sponding effective strategies for organizing against the exploitation faced 
by the lace makers. Narsapur women are not mere victims of the pro­
duction process, be.cause they resist, challenge, and subvert the process 
at various junctures. Here is one instance of how Mies delineates the 
connections between the housewife ideology, the self::.consciousness of 
the lace makers, and their interrelationships as contributing to the latent 
resistances she perceives among the women: 

The persistence of the housewife ideology, the self-perception of the lace 
makers as petty commodity producers rather than as workers, is not only 
upheld by the structure of the industry as such but also by the deliberate 
propagation and reinforcement of reactionary .patriarchal norms and insti­
tutions. Thus, most of the lace makers voiced the same opinion about the 
rules of purdah and seclusion in their communities which were also propa­
gated by the lace exporters. In particular, the Kapu women said that they had 
never gone out of their houses, that women of their community could not 
do any other work than housework and lace work etc. but in spite of the fact 
that most of them still subscribed fully to the patriarchal norms of the gosha 
women, there were also contradictory elements in their consciousness. Thus, 
although they looked down with contempt upon women who were able to 
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work outside the house-like the untouchable Mala and Madiga women or 
women of other lower castes, they could not ignore the fact that these women 
were earning more money precisely because they were not respectable house·­
wives but workers. At one discussion, they even admitted that it would be 
better if they could also go out and do coolie work. And when they were 
asked whether they would be ready to come out of their houses and work 
in one place in some sort of a factory, they said they would do that. This 
shows that the purdah and housewife ideology, although still fully internal­
ized, already had some cracks, because it has been confronted with several 
contradictory realities. (157) 

It is only by understanding the contradictions inherent in women's 
location within various structures that effective political action and chal­
lenges can be devised. Mies's study goes a long way toward offering such 
analysis. While there are now an increasing number of Western feminist 
writings in this tradition,10 there is also, unfortunately, a large block of 
writing which succumbs to the cultural reductionism discussed earlier. 

Methodolpgical Universalisms, or: Women's Oppression Is a Global 
Phenomenon 

Western feminist writings on women in the third world subscribe to 
a variety of methodologies to demonstrate the universal cross-cultural' 
operation of male dominance and female exploitation. I summarize and 
critique three such methods below, moving from the simplest to the most 
complex. 

First, proof of universalism is provided through the use of an arithmetic 
method. The argument goes like this: the greater the number of women 
who wear the veil, the more universal is the sexual segregation and control 
of women (Deardon 1975, 4-5). Similarly, a large number of different, 
fragmented examples from a variety of countries also apparently add up 
to a universal fact. For instance, Muslim women in Saudi Arabia, Iran, 
Pakistan, India, and Egypt all wear some sort of a veil. Hence, this in­
dicates that the sexual control of women is a universal fact in those coun­
tries in which the women are veiled (Deardon 1975, 7, 10). Fran Hosken 
writes, "Rape, forced prostitution, polygamy, genital mutilation, pornog- "' 
raphy, the beating of girls and women, purdah (segregation of women) 
are all violations of basic human rights" (1981, 15). By equating purdah 
with rape, domestic violence, and forced prostitution, Hosken asserts its 
"sexual control" function as the primary explanation for purdah, whatever 
the context. Institutions of purdah are thus denied any cultural and his­
torical specificity, and contradictions and potentially subversive aspects 
are totally ruled out. 

In both these examples, the problem is not in asserting that the practice 
of wearing a veil is widespread. This assertion can be made on the basis 
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of numbers. It is a descriptive generalization. However, it is the analytic 
leap from the practice of veiling to an assertion of its general significance 
in controlling women that must be questioned. While there may be a 
physical similarity in the veils worn by women in Saudi Arabia and Iran, 
the specific meaning attached to this practice varies according to the cul­
tural and ideological context. In addition, the symbolic space occupied 
by the practice of purdah may be similar in certain contexts, but this does 
not automatically indicate that the practices themselves have identical 
significance in the social realm. For example, as is well known, Iranian 
middle-class women veiled themselves during the 1979 revolution to 
indicate solidarity with their veiled working-class sisters, while in con"' 
temporary Iran, mandatory Islamic laws dictate that all Iranian women 
wear veils. While in both these instances, similar reasons might be offered 
for the veil (opposition to the Shah and Western cultural colonization in 
the first case, and the true Islamicization of Iran in the second), the con­
crete meanings attached to Iranian women wearing the veil are clearly 
different in both historical contexts. In the first case, wearing the veil is 
both an oppositional and a revolutionary gesture on the part of Iranian 
middle-class women; in the second case, it is a coercive, institutional 
mandate (see Tabari 1980 for detailed discussion). It is on the basis of 
such context-specific differentiated analysis that effective political strat­
egies can be generated. To assume that the mere practice of veiling women 
in a number of Muslim countries indicates the universal oppression of 
women through sexual segregation not only is analytically reductive, but 
also proves quite useless when it comes to the elaboration of oppositional 
political strategy. 

Second, concepts such as reproduction, the sexual division of labor, 
the family, marriage, household, patriarchy, etc., are often used without 
their specification in local cultural and historical contexts. Feminists use 
these concepts in providing explanations for women's subordination, ap­
p!lrently assuming their universal applicability. For instance, how is it 
possible to refer to "the" sexual division of labor when the content of this 
division changes radically from one environment to the next, and from 
one historical juncture to another? At its most abstract level, it is the fact 
of the differential assignation of tasks according to sex that is significant; 

· however, this is quite different from the meaning or value that the content 
of this sexual division of labor assumes in different contexts. In most cases 
the assigning of tasks on the basis of sex has an ideological origin. There 
is no question that a claim such as "women are concentrated in service­
oriented occupations in a large number of countries around the world" 
is descriptively valid. Descriptively, then, perhaps the existence of a sim­
ilar sexual division of labor (where women work in service occupations 
such as nursing, social work, etc., and men in other kinds of occupations) 
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in a variety of different countries can be asserted. However; the concept 
of the "sexual division of labor" is more than just a descriptive category. 
It indicates the differential value placed on "men's work" versus "wom­
en's work." 

Often the mere existence of a sexual division Of labor is taken to be 
proof of the oppression of women in various societies. This results from 
a confusion between and collapsing together of the descriptive and ex­
planatory potential of the concept of the sexual division of labor. Super­
ficially similar situations may have radically different, historically specific 
explanations, and cannot be treated as identical. For instance, the rise of 
female-headed households in middle-class America might be construed 
as a sign of great independence and feminist progress, whereby women 
are considered to have chosen to be single parents, there are increasing 
numbers of lesbian mothers, etc. However, the recent increase in female­
headed households in Latin America,11 where women might be seen to 
have more decision-making power, is concentrated among the poorest 
strata, where life choices are the most constrained economically. A similar 
argument can be made for the rise of female-headed families among black 
and Chicana women in the U.S. The positive correlation between this 
and the level of poverty among women of color and white working-class 
women in the U.S. has now even acquired a name: the feminization of 
poverty. Thus, while it is possible to state that there is a rise in female­
neaded households in the U.S. and in Latin America, this rise cannot be 
discussed as a universal indicator of women's independence, nor can it 
be discussed as a universal indicator of women's impoverishment. The 
meaning of and explanation for the rise obviously vary according to the 
sociohistorical context. 

Similarly, the existence of a sexual division of labor in most contexts 
cannot be sufficient explanation for the universal subjugation of women 
in the work force. That the sexual division of labor does indicate a de­
valuation of women's work must be shown through analysis of particular 
local contexts. In addition, devaluation of women must also be shown: 
through careful analysis. In other words, the "sexual division of labor" 
and "women" are not commensurate analytical categories. Concepts such 
as the sexual division of labor can 'be useful only if they are generated 
through local, contextual analyses (see Eldhom, Harris, and Young 1977). 
If such concepts are assumed to be universally applicable, the resultant 
homogenization of class, race, religious, and daily material practices of 
women in the third world can create a false sense of the commonality of 
oppressions, interests, and struggles between and among women globally. 
Beyond sisterhood there are still racism, colonialism, and imperialism! ' Finally, some writers confuse the use of gender as a superordinate 
category of organizing analysis with the universalistic proof and instan-

, '\:  
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tiation of this category. In other words, empirical studies of gender dif­
ferences are confused with the analytical organization of cross-cultural 
work. Beverly Brown�s (1983) review of the book Nature, Culture and 
Gender (Strathem and McCormack 1980) best illustrates this point. Brown 
suggests that nature:culture and female:male are superordinate categories 
whiCh organize and locate lesser categories (such as wild/ domestic and 
biology /technology) within their logic. These categories are universal in 
the sense that they organize the universe of a system of representations. 
This relation is totally independent of the universal substantiation of any 
particular category. Her critique hinges on the fact that rather than clarify 
the generalizability of nature:culture : : female:male as subordinate or­
ganization categories, Nature, Culture and Gender construes the univer­
sality of this equation to lie at the level of empirical truth, which can be 
investigated through fieldwork. Thus, the usefulness of the nature:culture 
:: female:male paradigm as a universal mode of the organization of rep­
resentation within any particular sociohistorical system is lost. Here, 
methodological universalism is assumed on the basis of the reduction of 
the nature:culture :: female:male analytic categories to a demand for em­
pirical proof of its existence in different cultures. Discourses of represen­
tation are confused with material realities, and the distinction made earlier 
between "Woman" and "women" is lost. Feminist work which blurs this 
distinction (which is, interestingly enough, often present in certain West­
em feminists' self-representation) eventually ends up constructing mon­
olithic images of "third world women" by ignoring the complex and 
mobile relationships between their historical materiality on the level of 
specific oppressions and political choices, on the one hand, and their 
general discursive representations, on the other. 

To summarize: I have discussed three methodological moves identi­
fiable in feminist (and other academic) cross-cultural work which seeks 
to uncover a universality in women's subordinate position in society. The 
next and final section pulls together the previous sections, attempting to 
outline the political effects of the analytical strategies in the context of 
Western feminist writing on women in the third world. These arguments 
are not against generalization as much as they are for careful, historically 
specific generalizations responsive to complex realities. Nor do these ar­
guments deny the necessity of forming strategic political identities and 
affinities. Thus, while Indian women of different religions, castes, and 
classes might forge a political unity on the basis of organizing against 
police brutality toward women (see Kishwar and Vanita 1984), an analysis 
of police brutality must be contextual. Strategic coalitions which construct 
oppositional political identities for themselves are based on generalization 
and provisional unities, but the analysis of these group identities cannot 
be based on universalistic, ahistorical categories. · 
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The Subject(s) of Power 

This last section returns to an earlier point about the inherently po­
litical nature of feminist scholarship, and attempts to clarify my point 
about the possibility of detecting a colonialist move in the case of a heg­
emonic first-third world connection in scholarship. The nine texts in the 
Zed Press Women in the Third World series that I have discrissed12 focused 
on the following common areas in examining women's "status" within 
various societies: religion, family /kinship structures, the legal system, the 
sexual division of labor, education, and finally, political resistance. A large 
number of Western feminist writings on women in the third world focus 
on these themes. Of course the Zed texts have varying emphases. For 
instance, two of the studies, Women of Palestine (Downing 1982) and 
Indian Women in Struggle (Omvedt 1980), focus explicitly on female mil­
itance and political involvement, while Women in Arab Society (Minces 
1980) deals with Arab women's legal, religious, and familial status. In 
addition, each text evidences a variety of methodologies and degrees of 
care in making generalizations. Interestingly enough, however, almost all 
the texts assume "women" as a category of analysis in. the manner des­
ignated above. 

Clearly this is an analytical strategy which is neither limited to these 
Zed Press publications nor symptomatic of Zed Press publications in gen­
eral. However, each of the particular texts in question assumes "women" 
have a coherent group identity within the different cultures discussed, 
prior to their entry · into social relations. Thus, Omvedt can talk about 
"Indian women" while referring to a particular group of women in the 
State of Maharashtra, Cutrufelli about "women of Africa," and Minces 
about "Arab women" as if these groups of women have some sort of 
obvious cultural coherence, distinct from men in these societies. The "sta­
tus" or "position" of women is assumed to be self-evident, because 
women as an already constituted group are placed within religious, eco­
nomic, familial, and legal structures. However, this focus whereby women 
are seen · as a coherent group across contexts, regardless of class or eth­
nicity, structures the world in ultimately binary, dichotomous terms, 
where women are always seen in opposition to men, patriarchy is always 
necessarily male dominance, and the religious, legal, economic, and fam­
ilial systems are implicitly assumed to be constructed by men. Thus, both 
men and women are always apparently constituted whole populations, 
and relations of dominance and exploitation are also posited in terms of 
whole peoples-wholes coming into exploitative relations. It is only when 
men and women are seen as different categories or groups possessing 
different already constituted categories of experience, cognition, and in­
tereSts as groups that such a simplistic dichotomy is possible. 
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What does this imply about the structure and functioning of power 

relations? The setting up of the commonality of third world women's 
struggles across classes and cultures against a general notion of oppression 
(primarily the group in power-i.e., men) necessitates the assumption of 
what Michel Foucault (1980, 135-45) calls the "juridico-discursive" model 
of power, the principal features of which are "a negative relation" (limit 
and lack), an "insistence on the rule" (which forms a binary system), a 
''cycle of prohibition," the "logic of censorship," and a "uniformity" of 
the apparatus functioning at different levels. Feminist discourse on the 
third world which assumes a homogeneous category-or group-called 
women necessarily operates through the setting up of originary power 
divisions. Power relations are structured in terms of a unilateral and un­
differentiated source of power and a cumulative reaction to power. Op­
position is a generalized phenomenon created as a response to power-
which, in tum, is . possessed by certain groups of pt!ople. · 

The major problem with such a definition of power is that it locks all 
revolutionary struggles into binary structures-possessing power versus 
being powerless. Women are powerless, unified groups. If the struggle 
for a just society is seen in terms of the move from powerless to powerful 
for women as a group, and this is the implication in feminist discourse 
which structures sexual difference in terms of the division between the 
sexes, then the new society would be structurally identical to the existing 
organization of power relations, constituting itself as a simple inversion 
of what exists. If relations of domination and exploitation are defined in 
terms of binary divisions-groups which dominate and groups which are 
dominated-surely the implication is that the accession to power of 
women as a group is sufficient to dismantle the existing organization of 
relations? But women as a group are not in some sense essentially superior 
or infallible. The crux of the problem lies in that initial assumption of 
wcu:nen as a homogeneous group or category ("the oppressed"), a familiar 
assumption in Western radical and liberal feminismsY 

What happens when this assumption of "women as an oppressed 
group" is situated in the context of Western feminist writing about third 
world women? It is here that I locate th�sglgnj.aJ.istmove. By contrasting 
the representation of women in�the third world with what I referred to 
earlier as Western feminisms' self-presentation in the same context, we 
see how Western feminists alone become the true "subjects" of this coun­
terhistory. Third world women, on the other hand, never rise above the 
debilitating generality of their "object" status. 

While radical and liberal feminist assumptions of women as a sex class 
might elucidate (however inadequately) the autonomy of particular wom­
en's struggles in the West, the application of the notion of women as a 
homogeneous category to women in the third world colonizes and ap-
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propriates the pluralities of the simultaneous location of different groups 
of women in social class and ethnic frameworks; in doing so it ultimately 
robs them of their historical and political agency. Similarly, many Zed 
Press authors who ground themselves in the basic analytic strategies of 
traditional Marxism also implicitly create a "unity" of women by substi­
tuting "women's activity" for "labor" as the primary theoretical deter­
minant of women's situation. Here again, women are constituted as a 
coherent group not on the basis of "natural" qualities or needs but on 
the basis of the sociological "unity" of their role in domestic production 
and wage labor (see Haraway 1985, esp. p. 76). In other words, Western 
feminist discourse, by assuming women as a coherent, already constituted 
group which is placed in kinship, legal, and other structures, defines third 
world women as subjects outside social relations, instead of looking at 
the way women are constituted through these very structures. 

Legal, economic, religious, and familial structures are treated as phe­
nomena to be judged by Western standards. It is here that ethnocentric 
universality comes into play. When these structures are defined as "under- ' 
developed" or "developing" and women are placed within them, an im­
plicit image of the "average third world woman" is produced. This is the 
transformation of the (implicitly Western) "oppressed woman" into the 
"oppressed third world woman." While the category of "oppressed 
woman" is generated through an exclusive focus on gender difference, 
"the oppressed third world woman" category has an additional attribute­
the "third world difference!" The "third world difference" includes a 
paternalistic attitude toward women in the third world.14 Since discussions 
of the various themes I identified earlier (kinship, education, religion, etc.) 
are conducted in the context of the relative "underdevelopment" of the 
third world (which is nothing less than unjustifiably confusing devel­
opment with the separate path taken by the West in its development, as 
well as ignoring the directionality of the first-third world power relation­
ship), third world women as a group or category are automatically and 
necessarily defined as religious (read "not progressive"), family-oriented 
(read "traditional"), legal minors (read "they-are-still-not-conscious-of­
their-rights"), illiterate (read "ignorant"), domestic (read "backward"), 
and sometimes revolutionary (read "their-country-is-in-a-state-of-war; 
they-must-fight!") This is how the "third world difference" is produced. 

When the category of "sexually oppressed women" is located within 
particular systems in the third world which are defined on a scale which 
is normed through Eurocentric assumptions, not only are third world 
women defined in a particular way prior to their entry into social relations, 
but since no connections are made between first and third world power 
shifts, the assumption is reinforced that the third world just has not 
evolved to the extent that the West has. This mode of feminist analysis, 
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by homogenizing and systematizing the experiences of different groups 
of women in these countries, erases all marginal and resistant modes and 
experiences.15 It is significant that none of the texts I reviewed in the Zed 
Press series focuses on lesbian politics or the politics of ethnic and reli­
gious marginal organizations in third world women's groups. Resistance 
can thus be defined only as cumulatively reactive, not as something in­
herent in the operation of power. If power, as Michel Foucault has argued 
recently, can really be understood only in the context of resistance,16 this 
misconceptualization is both analytically and strategically problematical. 
It limits theoretical analysis as well as reinforces Western cultural im­
perialism. For in the context of a first/third world balance of power, 
feminist analyses which perpetrate and sustain the hegemony of the idea 
of the superiority of the West produce a corresponding set of universal 
images of the "third world woman," images such as the veiled woman, 
the powerful mother, the chaste virgin, the obedient wife, etc. These 
images exist in universal, ahistorical splendor, setting in motion a colo­
nialist discourse which exercises a very specific power in defining, coding, 
and maintaining existing first/third world connections. 

To conclude, then, let me suggest some disconcerting similarities be­
tween the typically authorizing signature of such Western feminist writ­
ings on women in the third world, and the authorizing signature of the 
project of humanism in general-humanism as a Western ideological and 
political project which involves the necessary recuperation of the "East" 
and "Woman" as Others. Many contemporary thinkers, including Fou­
cault (1978, 1980), Derrida (1974), Kristeva (1980), Deleuze and Guattari 
(1977), and Said (1978), have written at length about the underlying 
anthropomorphism and ethnocentrism which constitute a hegemonic hu­
manistic problematic that repeatedly confirms and legitimates (Western) 
Man's centrality. Feminist theorists such as Luce Irigaray ( 1981), Sarah 
Kofman (see Berg 1982), and Helene Cixous (1981) have also written 
about the recuperation and absence of womanjwomen within Western 
humanism. The focus of the work of all these thinkers can be stated simply 

r as an uncovering of the political interests that underlie the binary logic 
l of humanistic discourse and ideology whereby, as a valuable recent essay 
1 puts it, "the first (majority) term (Identity, Universality, Culture, Disin-
terestedness, Truth, Sanity, Justice, etc.), which is, in fact, secondary and 
derivative (a construction), is privileged over and colonizes the second 
(minority) term (difference, temporality, anarchy, error, interestedness, 
insanity, deviance, etc.), which is in fact, primary and originative" (Spanos 
1984). In other words, it is only insofar as "Woman/Women" and "the 
East" are defined as Others, or as peripheral, that (Western) Man/Hu­
manism can represent him/itself as the center. It is not the center that 
determines the periphery, but the periphery that, in its boundedness, 
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determines the center. Just as feminists such as Kristeva and Cixous de­
construct the latent anthropomorphism in Western discourse, I have sug­
gested a parallel strategy in this essay in uncovering a latent ethnocentrism 
in particular feminist writings on women in the third world.17 

As discussed earlier, a comparison between Western feminist self­
presentation and Western feminist re-presentation of women in the third 
world yields significant results. Universal images of "the third world 
woman" (the veiled woman, chaste virgin, etc.), images constructed from 
adding the "third world difference" to "sexual difference," are predicated 
upon (and hence obviously bring into sharper focus) assumptions about 
Western women as secular, liberated, and having control over their own 
lives. This is not to suggest that Western women are secular, liberated,. 
and in control of their own lives. I am referring to a discursive self-pres­
entation, not necessarily to material reality. If this were a material reality, 
there would be no need for political movements in the West. Similarly, 
only from the vantage point of the West is it possible to define the "third 
world" as underdeveloped and economically dependent. Without the ov­
erdetermined discourse that creates the third world, there would be no 
(singular and privileged) first world. Without the "third world woman," 
the particular self-presentation of Western women mentioned above 
would be problematical. I am suggesting, then, that the one enables and 
sustains the other. This is not to say that the signature of Western feminist 
writings on the third world has the same authority as the project of 
Western humanism. However, in the context of the hegemony of the 
Western scholarly establishment in the production and dissemination of 
texts, and in the context of the legitimating imperative of humanistic and 
scientific discourse, the definition of "the third world woman" as a mon­
olith might well tie into the larger economic and ideological praxis of 
"disinterested" scientific inquiry and pluralism which are the surface man­
ifestations of a latent economic and cultural colonization of the "non­
Western" world. It is time to move beyond the Marx who found it possible 
to say: They cannot represent themselves; they must be represented. 

NOTES 
This essay would not have been possible without S. P. Mohanty's challenging 
and careful reading. I would also like to thank Biddy Martin for our numerous 
discussions about feminist theory and politics. They both helped me think through 
some of the arguments herein. 

1 .  Terms such as third and first world are very problematical both in sug­
gesting oversimplified similarities between and among countries labeled thus, and 
in implicitly reinforcing existing economic, cultural, and ideological hierarchies 
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which are conjured up in using such terminology. I use the term "third world" 
with full awareness of its problems, only because this is the terminology available 
to us at the moment. The use of quotation marks is meant to suggest a continuous 
questioning of the designation. Even when I do not use quotation marks, I mean 
to use the term critically. 

2. I am indebted to Teresa de Lauretis for this particular formulation of the 
project of feminist theorizing. See especially her introduction in de Lauretis, Alice 
Doesn't: Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1984); see also Sylvia Wynter, "The Politics of Domination," unpublished man­
uscript. 

3. This argument is similar to Homi Bhabha's definition of colonial discourse 
as strategically creating a space for a subject people through the productiox:t of 
knowledges and the exercise of power. The full quote reads: "[colonial discourse 
is] an apparatus of power . . . .  an apparatus that turns on the recognition and 
disavowal of racialjculturaljhistorical differences. Its predominant strategic func­
tion is the creation of a space for a subject people through the production of 
knowledges in terms of which surveillance is exercised and a complex form of 
pleasurejunpleasure is incited. It (i.e. colonial discourse) seeks authorization for 
its strategies by the production of knowledges by coloniser and colonised which 
are stereotypical but antithetically evaluated" (1983, 23). 

4. A number of documents and reports on the UN International Conferences 
on Women, Mexico City, 1975, and Copenhagen, 1980, as well as the 1976 Welles­
ley Conference on Women and Development, attest to this. Nawal el Saadawi, 
Fatima Mernissi, and Mallica Vajarathon (1978) characterize this conference as 
"American-planned and organized," situating third world participants as passive 
audiences. They focus especially on the lack of self-consciousness of Western 
women's implication in the effects of imperialism and racism in their assumption 
of an "international sisterhood." A recent essay by Valerie Amos and Pratibha 
Parmar (1984) characterizes as "imperial" Euro-American feminism which seeks 
to establish itself as the only legitimate feminism. 

5. The Zed Press Women in the Third World series is unique in its concep­
tion. I choose to focus on it because it is the only contemporary series I have 
found which assumes that "women in the third world" are a legitimate and 
separate subject of study and research. Since 1985, when this essay was first 
written, numerous new titles have appeared in the Women in the Third World 
series. Thus, I suspect that Zed has come to occupy a rather privileged position 
in the dissemination and construction of discourses by and about third world 
women. A number of the books in this series are excellent, especially those which 
deal directly with women's resistance struggles. In addition, Zed Press consistently 
publishes progressive· femiriist; ·antiracist; and antiimperialist texts. However, a 
number of the texts written by feminist sociologists, anthropologists, and jour­
nalists are symptomatic of the kind of Western feminist work on women in the 
third world that concerns me. Thus, an analysis of a few of these particular works 
in this series can serve as a representative point of entry into the discourse I am 
attempting to locate and define. My focus on these texts is therefore an attempt 
at an internal critique: I simply expect and demand more from this series. Needless 
to say, progressive publishing houses also carry their own authorizing signatures. 

6. Elsewhere I have discussed this particular point in detail in a critique of 
Robin Morgan's construction of "women's herstory" in her introduction to Sis­
terhood Is Global: The International Women's Movement Anthology (New York: An­
chor Press/Doubleday, 1984). See my "Feminist Encounters: Locating the Politics 
of Experience," Copyright 1, "Fin de Siecle 2000," 30-44, especially 35-37. 
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7. Another example of this kind of analysis is Mary Daly's (1978) Gynj 

Ecology. Daly's assumption in this text, that women as a group are sexually vic­
timized, leads to her very problematic comparison between the attitudes toward 
women witches and healers in the West, Chinese footbinding, and the genital 
mutilation of women in Africa. According to Daly, women in Europe, China, and 
Africa constitute a homogeneous group as victims of male power. Not only does 
this label (sexual victims) eradicate the specific historical and material realities 
and contradictions which lead to and perpetuate practices such as witch hunting 
and genital mutilation, but it also obliterates the differences, complexities, and 
heterogeneities of the lives of, for example, women of different classes, religions, 
and nations in Africa. As Audre Lorde (1983) pointed out, women in Africa share 
a long tradition of healers and goddesses that perhaps binds them together more 
appropriately than their victim status. However, both Daly and Lorde fall prey 
to universalistic assumptions about " African women" (both negative and positive). 
What matters is the complex, historical range of power differences, commonalities, 
and resistances that exist among women in Africa which construct African women 
as "subjects" of their own politics. 

8. See Eldhom, Harris, and Young (1977) for a good discussion of the ne­
cessity to theorize male violence within specific societal frameworks, rather than 
assume it as a universal fact. 

9. These views can also be found in differing degrees in collections such as 
Wellesley Editorial Committee, ed., Women and National Development: The Com­
plexities of Change (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977), and Signs, Special 
Issue, "Development and the Sexual Division of Labor," 7, no. 2 (Winter 1981). 
For an excellent introduction of WID issues, see ISIS, Women in Development: A 
Resource Guide for Organization and Action (Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 
1984). For a politically focused discussion of feminism and development and the 
stakes for poor third world women, see Gita Sen and Caren Grown, Development 
Crises and Alternative Visions: Third World Women's Perspectives (New York: 
Monthly Review Press, 1987). 

10. See essays by Vanessa Maher, Diane Elson and Ruth Pearson, and Maila 
Stevens in Kate Young, Carol Walkowitz, and Roslyn McCullagh, eds., Of Marriage , 
and the Market: Women's Subordination in International Perspective (London: CSE 
Books, 1981); and essays by Vivian Mota and Michelle Mattelart in June Nash 
and Helen I. Safa, eds., Sex and Class in Latin America: Women's Perspectives on 
Politics, Economics and the Family in the Third World (South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin 
and Garvey, 1980). For examples of excellent, self-conscious work by feminists 
writing about women in their own historical and geographical locations, see Mar­
nia Lazreg (1988) on Algerian women, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's "A Literary 
Representation of the Subaltern: A Woman's Text from the Third World," in her 
In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New York: Methuen, 1987), 241-68, 
and Lata Mani's essay "Contentious Traditions: The Debate on SATI in Colonial 
India," Cultural Critique 7 (Fall 1987), 1 19-56. 

11.  Olivia Harris, "Latin American Women-An Overview," in Harris, ed., 
Latin American Women (London: Minority Rights Group Report no. 57, 1983), 4-
7. Other MRG Reports include Ann Deardon (1975) and Rounaq Jahan (1980). 

12. List of Zed Press publications: Patricia Jeffery, Frogs in a Well: Indian 
Women in Purdah (1979); Latin American and Caribbean Women's Collective, 
Slaves of Slaves: The Challenge of Latin American Women (1980); Gail Omvedt, We 
Shall Smash This Prison: Indian Women in Struggle (1980); Juliette Minces, The House 
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of Obedience: Women in Arab Society (1980); Bobby Siu, Women of China: Imperialism 
and Women's Resistance, 1900-1949 (1981); Ingela Bendt and James Downing, We 
Shall Return: Women in Palestine (1982); Maria Rosa Cutrufelli, Women of Africa: 
Roots of Oppression (1983); Maria Mies, The Lace Makers of Narsapur: Indian House­
wives Produce for the World Market (1982); Miranda Davis, ed., Third World/Second 
Sex: Women's Struggles and National Liberation (1983). 

13. For succinct discussions of Western radical and liberal feminisms, see 
Hester Eisenstein, Contemporary Feminist Thought (Boston: G. K. Hall & Co., 1983), 
and Zillah Eisenstein, The Radical Future of Liberal Feminism (New York: Longman, 
1981). 

14. Amos and Parmar describe the cultural stereotypes present in Euro-Amer­
ican feminist · thought: "The image is of the passive Asian WQ.man subject to 
oppressive practices within the Asian family with an emphasis on wanting to 
'help' Asian women liberate themselves from their role. Or there is the strong, 
dominant Afro-Caribbean woman, who despite her 'strength' is exploited by the 
'sexism' which is seen as being a strong feature in relationships between Afro­
Caribbean men and women" (9). These images illustrate the extent to which 
paternalism is an essential element of feminist thinking which incorporates the 
above stereotypes, a paternalism which can lead to the definition of priorities for 
women of color by Euro-American feminists. 

15. I discuss the question of theorizing experience in my "Feminist Encoun­
ters" (1987) and in an essay coauthored with Biddy Martin, "Feminist Politics: 
What's Home Got to Do with It?" in Teresa de Lauretis, ed., Feminist Studies/ 
Critical Studies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 191-212. 

16. This is one of M. Foucault's (1978, 1980) central points in his reconcep­
tualization of the strategies and workings of power networks. 

17. For an argument which demands a new conception of humanism in work 
on third world women, see Marnia Lazreg (1988). While Lazreg's position might 
appear to be diametrically opposed to mine, I see it as a provocative and potentially 
positive extension of some of the implications that follow from my arguments. 
In criticizing the feminist rejection of humanism in the name of "essential Man," 
Lazreg points to what she calls an "essentialism of difference" within these very 
feminist projects. She asks: "To what extent can Western feminism dispense with 
an ethics of responsibility when writing about different women? The point is 
neither to subsume other women under one's own experience nor to uphold a 
separate truth for them. Rather, it is to allow them to be while recognizing that 
what they are is just as meaningful, valid, and comprehensible as what we are . . . .  
Indeed, when feminists essentially deny other women the humanity they claim 
for themselves, they dispense with any ethical constraint. They engage in the act 
of splitting the social universe into us and them, subject and objects" (99-100). 

This essay by Lazreg and an essay by S. P. Mohanty (1989) entitled "Us and 
Them: On the Philosophical Bases of Political Criticism" suggest positive direc­
tions for self-conscious cross-cultural analyses, analyses which move beyond the 
deconstructive to a fundamentally productive mode in designating overlapping 
areas for cross-cultural comparison. The latter essay calls not for a "humanism" 
but for a reconsideration of the question of the "human" in a posthumanist con­
text. It argues that (1) there is no necessary "incompatibility between the decon­
struction of Western humanism" and such "a positive elaboration" of the human, 
and moreover that (2) such an elaboration is essential if contemporary political­
critical discourse is to avoid the incoherences and weaknesses of a relativist po­
sition. 
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VIOLENCE IN THE 

OTHER COUNTRY 

China as Crisis, Spectacle, and 
Womon* 

Rey Chow 

On June 4, 1989, after weeks of peaceful demonstrations by 
Chinese civilians for reform and democracy, the Chinese government sent 
troops and tanks to massacre hundreds at Beijing's Tiananmen Square. 
In the following weeks, Chinese armies were ordered to clean up the mess 
they had created; soldiers became so socially constructive that they cut 
civilians' hair on the streets of Beijing. Meanwhile, hundreds were arrested 
and tried, and an unknown number executed.1 

Benedict Anderson (1983, 68), in a footnote in his book Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Spread of Nationalism, says: "So, as .Eu­
ropean imperialism smashed its

. 
insouciant way around the globe, other 

civilizations found themselves traumatically confronted by pluralisms 
which annihilated their sacred genealogies. The Middle Kingdom's mar­
ginalization to the Far East is emblematic of this process." The fact of 
C ina's marginalization in the twengeth-.!*Ut� .�.i§�§!.l!.)s 

mar · at rna es us t ink _ · s the "other country."2 How-v 
ever, Anderson's remar s contain another, equally impo�t, if only 
in passing, in the word traumatically. The trauma faced by Chinese people 
in the whole process of "modernization" has yet to be properly under­
stood. The Tiananmen incident confronts us with this fact. 

*This essay is drawn from the chapter "Violence in the Other Country," in Woman and 
Chinese Modernity: The Politics of Reading between West and East, by Rey Chow (Minneapolis: 
University of Minneapolis Press, 1990). 
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The first point about this trauma is the futility of intellectual discourse 
at the moment of shock. There is nothing subtle, nothing reflexive, about 
a government gunning down its own, or for that matter any, people. This 
experience shocks us out of our assumed categories of thinking. All of a 
sudden, those of us who are academics cannot see the world as scholars, 
but rather become journalists. We become suddenly aware of the pre­
carious, provisional nature of our discourse. The unreliability of conven­
tional sources of information, the limitations of our reasoning instruments, 
the repetitive narratives to which we are subjected-all these raw aspects 
of our representational machinery suddenly become acute, plunging our 
perception into crisis. 

I heard a feminist ask: "How should we read what is going on in 
China in terms of gender?" My immediate response to that question was, 
and is: "We do not, because at the moment of shock Chinese people are 
degendered and become simply "Chinese." To ask how we can use gender 
to "read" a political crisis such as the present one is to insist on the 
universal and timeless sufficiency of an analyticpl category, and to forget 
the historicity that accompanies all categoricat�,xplanatory ppwer. In her 
essay "Explanation and Culture: Marginalia," Gayatri Spivak (1987, 105; 
emphasis in original) writes: 

The will to explain was the symptom of a desire to have a self and a world . . . .  
the possibility of explanation carries the presupposition of an explainable 
(even if not fully) universe and an explaining (even if imperfectly) subject. 
These presuppositions assure our being. Explaining, we exclude the possibility 
of the radically heterogeneous. 

Any analytical discourse on the Chinese situation in terms of a single 
category, when Chinese prodemocracy protesters are being arrested, pun­
ished, or killed for having demonstrated peacefully for freedom, is pres­
umptuous. The problem is not how we should read what is going on in 
China in terms of gender, but rather: what do the events in China tell us 
about gender as a category, especially as it relates to the so-called Third 
World? What are gender's limits, where does it work, and where does it 
not work? How do these events help us recognize the anger often voiced 
by non-Western women about the singular priority that is given to 
"woman" by bourgeois liberal feminism? The roots of this anger do not 
simply lie in the need, neglected by bourgeois liberal feminism's·agenda 
to put the female sex in the forefront of all battles, to pluralize the term 
woman. Women, often used as remedy for that neglect, leaves most prob� 
lems of social inequity intact. If the more trendy women itself is, a�t, 
an unstable category, it is because, as Denise Riley (1988, 5) tells us, "this 
instability has a historical foundation." The anger felt by non-Western 
women is never simply that they have been left out of bourgeois liberal · 
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feminism's account "as women," but, more important, that their expe­
riences as "women" can never be pinned down to the narrowly sexualized 
aspect of that category, as "women" versus "men" only. What is often 
assumed to be the central transaction between women and culture-wom­
en's heterosexual relation to men-has little relevance to the China crisis. 

China Watching 

Rather than a purely analytical discourse on the China situation, I 
want to raise a set of questions that pertain more closely to us in the U.S., 
where most of us participate in "China watching" as TV audiences and 
newspaper readers. China is, in this instance as it has been for the past 
several decades, a spectacle for the West. Our condemnation of the mil­
itary violence tn Beijing must go hand in hand with the understanding 
that the deaths of the thousands of Chinese people were an overdeter­
mined event. In many respects, the media all over the ·world perform the 
function of urging those protesters on; our cameras lie in wait for the next 
"newsworthy" event to unfold before us. When I say "overdetermined," 
therefore, I mean to include the complicity of our technology, which does 
much more than enable us to "see." 

Since the week of June 1 1, 1989, for instance, the focus on the China 
crisis has shifted to how the Chinese government is controlling the dis­
semination of the news and how it is, after the military crackdown, in­
stituting the control of thought and speech through propaganda. The 
Chinese authorities are ruthless in their deployment of camera networks 
and other mass communication channels to track down "dissidents." The 
cn.!dity of their technologies of indoctrination is transparent: they kill, 
and then they lie. But what role do the media play on our side? There 
have been instances in which Chinese people cautioned photographers 
not to take their picture for fear they would be arrested, and what happens 
to them? We see their pictures with their cautioning as "explanation" of 
the "China crisis," either in the form of a silent caption (in the news­
papers) or in the voiced commentary of our reporters (on television). This 
happened even in the same reports that criticized the Chinese government 
for issuing telephone numbers so that people could tum others in. Even 
though some newscasters now take the trouble to obscure the faces of 
the people they interview, in some cases it is too late. Meanwhile, these 
newscasts continue to take us to more remote places such as villages, 
where they continue to film people and try to make them talk. 

To use a familiar narrative from the archives of imperialism, we are 
still locked within the political structure of the movie King Kong (1933), 
with our media always ready to venture out to "make a movie" about 
the unknown jungle with its dark, abominable secrets. Much like Director 
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Denim's film crew, our cameras capture the inhuman monster and present 
it to us in the "civilized" world as a spectacular sight on display. King 
Kong was mounted on a rack for a well-dressed theater audience in New 
York City; China is served to us on the television screen at home. 

Describing what she calls "the civili2;ing power of socialized capital," 
Spivak (1987, 90) says: "The irreducible search for greater production of 
surplus-value (dissimulated as, simply, 'productivity') through techno­
logical advancement; the corresponding necessity to train a consumer who 
will need what is produced and thus help realize surplus-value as 
P!ofit . . . a11 conspire to 'civilize.' " Recast in the realm of ideological pro­
duction alone, Spivak's remarks explain the frantic simulation of infor­
mation/knowledge in what I'd call the King Kong syndrome. This is the 
cross-cultural syndrome in which the "Third World," as the site of the 
"raw" material that is "monstrosity," is produced for the surplus-value 
of spectacle, entertainment, and spiritual enrichment for . the "First 
World." The intensive productivity of the Western newsperson leads to 
the establishment of clear boundaries. Locked behind the bars of our 
television screens, we become repelled by what is happening " over there," 
in a way that confirms the customary view, in the U.S. at least, that 
ideology exists only in the "other" (anti-U.S.) country. 

In King Kong, the white woman, Ann (Fay Wray), is the point of strug­
gle between the film crew and the "natives." Within her society Ann 
occupies the position of the underprivileged. Herself the victim of pa­
triarchal oppression (an oppression that includes her being "lifted" into 
the role of heroine as a result of hunger and thus made part of the profit­
making film industry), the white woman becomes the hinge of the nar­
rative of progress, between enlightened instrumental reason and barba­
rism-lurking-behind-the-Wall. The white woman is what the white man 
"produces" and what the monster falls for. Ifher body is, in filmic lan­
guage, the place of "suture," what it sews together-what it "coheres"­
are the white man's production and the monster's destruction. 

The "King Kong syndrome" surfaces in the China crisis in the way 
the "goddess of liberty" is reproduced across Chinese communities as. a 
defiant emblem of what China "lacks": democracy. The first replica of 
the Goddess of Liberty was constructed at the Beijing Academy of Arts 
at the height of the Tiananmen demonstrations. After the statue was 
mowed down with the protesters on the morning of June 4, Chinese 
groups in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the U.S. produced other replicas in' 
a concerted effort to attack the Chinese communist government's scan­
dalizing acts. King Kong ends with the statement "Beauty killed the Beast." 
In the China crisis this sounds like a prophecy for the future, and Chinese 
people in particular, with little intellectual choice of any kind left, feel 



VIOLENCE IN THE OTHER COUNTRY 85 

obligated to condone the statement's prescriptive as well as descriptive 
meaning. 

In the age of electronic and mechanical reproductions, the Chinese 
government's resort to political repression should make us think not only 
in terms of their current violence, but of the global roots of that violence, 
and the similar gestures of repressive veiling we have already encountered 
in other non-Western countries. What the Western media reenact is the 
whole issue of e?<traterritoriality that has been present in Sino-Western 
relations since the mid-nineteenth century. For those who are not familiar 
with the term, extraterritoriality was one of the many concessions China 
was forced to grant to foreign powers in the "unequal treaties" signed 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It meant that na­
tionals and subjects of the "treaty powers" were subject to the civil and 
criminal laws of their own countries and not to Chinese law. Foreigners 
were_ thus protected for their undertakings on Chinese soil-against the 
Chinese. 

From the days of England's gunboat diplomacy to the present day, 
the question of human rights, when it is raised in China in relation to 
the West, has never been separable from the privilege of extraterritoriality 
demanded by the Western diplomat, trader, or missionary. If you think 
of a person such as Ted Koppel or Tom Brokaw standing on the street 
in Beijing, speaking a language which is not Chinese, condemning the 
Chinese government, and how fantastic a spectacle that is, then the issue 
of "journalistic freedom" that is presented as the grounds for intrusive 
filming and reporting becomes much more problematic than what it pur­
ports to be. This is not the same as criticizing such "freedom" by endorsing 
the Chinese government's facile, misleading charge that the West is "med­
dling with China's internal affairs." What it means is that it forces us to 
question the presuppositions that underlie such "freedom," revealing it 
to be not a basic existential condition to which all are entitled (though 
this is the claim that is made) but a network of demands, negotiations, 
and coercions that are themselves bound by historical determinants con­
structed on slaughter and bloodshed. 

The tragedy of the China crisis lies in the polarization, which is still 
inscribed in nativist and nationalistic terms (the Chinese vis-a-vis the rest 
of the world), between an obsolete cultural isolationism, currently sup­
ported by military violence and the paternalistic ideology of the governing 
regime, and a naive, idealistic clamor for democracy "American style," 
produced from a plethora of discourses ranging from the astrophysicist 
Fang Lizhi, to workers, intellectuals, and students, and to the overseas 
communities, all of which converge on the symbolism of the white­
woman-as-liberty. This polarization leaves everyone little to choose from, 
and that is why the emotional and moral stand taken by Chinese "rep-
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resentations" around the globe, myself included, is unanimously sup­
portive of the "white woman" symbolism. Only a united front, oblivious 
of the differences in class, gender, education, and profession, can cope 
with the violence experienced as ethnic trauma. 

But the polarization between "traditionalism" or what I have called 
cultural isolationism (represented by the Party official line), on the one 
hand, and "democracy," on the other, means that extraterritoriality-the 
exemption from local jurisdiction-becomes itself exempted from the his­
tory of its own role, not in the promotion of freedom and rights but in 
the subjugation of other peoples in the course of colonial conquests. To 
return to the theme of the production of knowledge as surplus-value: the 

. production of knowledge about the non-West was possible, in the past, 
because the producers were exempted from local jurisdiction even as they 
committed crimes on "local territory." Nowadays, instead of guns, the 
most effective instruments that aid in the production of the "Third World" 
are the technologies of the media. It is to these technologies-the bodies 
of the Western journalist and cameraperson, their voices, their images, 
their equipment, and the "reality" that is broadcast in the U.S. and then 
"faxed" back to China-that extraterritoriality is extended, and most of 
all by Chinese communities overseas who must, under the present cir­
cumstances, forget the history of extraterritoriality in Sino-Western re­
lations. 

The fetish of the white woman is a serious one, even though it is not, 
unlike some interpretations of King Kong, about sex. Here woman is not 
the heterosexual opposite of man, but the symbol of "Xhat China is not/ 
does not have. In the eyes of many U.S. leftist intellectuals, it is disturbing 
to see young Chinese students fighting for their cause with this symbol­
ism. Don't they know what atrocities have been committed in the name 
of liberty and democracy? we ask implicitly or explicitly. For instance, 
Ronald Reagan's comments on the current Chinese situation, heard during , 
the week of June 1 1, sound more like an unconscious description of his 
own foreign policies: "They have something elemental to learn: you can­
not massacre an idea; you cannot run tanks on hope . . . .  " 

And couldn't the Chinese students learn about "democracy" from the 
way Margaret Thatcher's British government is treating the citizens of 
Hong Kong? From 1842, when Hong Kong (Island) was, by the Trea9' 
of Nanking, ceded t'61rritain as a result of the Qpiu� )'V.Jr (which British 
1:lish)rians nowadays prefer to call, euphemistically, the "First Anglo­
Chinese War"), to the present, when Hong Kong (the British crown colony 
that includes the Hong Kong Island, the Kowloon Peninsula, and the 
leased New Territories) is an international city, Britain's policy toward its 
colonized peoples has remained untouched by history and motivated by 
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pure self-interests. A century and a half ago, self-interests (monetary profit 
derived from opium, produced in India and sold in China) were justified 
in terms of Chinese people's desire for opium, in the sense of "they asked 
for it"; now, self-interests (the need to protect England from being "col­
onized" by the peoples from its previous and current "dependent terri­
tories") are expressed pointblank by members of the British public in the 
following way: "The thought of three and a half million people coming 
over to the island of Britain is quite horrifying."3 Three and a half million 
is the number of Hong Kong people whose national status is, as their 
passports specify, "British Dependent Territories citizen." 

Such elaborations -of the contradictory nature of the claims of de­
mocracy remain, as yet, inaccessible to the Chinese who grew up on the 
Mainland in the past twenty to thirty years. They have been, precisely 
because of the cultural isolationism implemented by the government at 
different levels, deprived of thE! intellectual space that would allow them 
the kind of critical understanding I am �ugg�sting. An emotional idealism 
which arises from desperation and which.is displaced onto a fetish such 
as the Goddess of Liberty is the closest they could come to a taste of 
freedom. There is as yet no room-no intellectual room, no reflexive mo­
bility-to understand the history in which the ideal of "democracy" de­
constructs itself in the West. Instead of focusing only on the problematic 
nature of their fetishizing (and thereby implicitly sneering at their na­
ivete), it is necessary for us to ask why these students are doing this, what 
their frustrations are, and what the causes of those frustrations are in their 
own as well as world history. 

Because as intellectuals we do the kind of work that is by necessity 
reflexive, more likely to have effects in the long run than in the immediate 
future, responses to these questions can be only preliminary at a moment 
such as this. And yet, as well, we must respond. The image of the Chinese 
intellectual I often have in mind is that of a tiny person weighed down 
with a millstone, much heavier and much older than she is, as she tries 
to fight her way into the "international" arena where, if only perfunctorily, 
she can be heard. This millstone is "China." My choice of the feminine 
pronoun is deliberate. If, as I said, "woman" and "women" become rather 
pointless categories if they refer only to the dominant sexual transaction 
of woman-versus-man, then there are other ways in which the oppressed 
and marginalized. status of the "Third World" woman can be instructive. 
China as a spectacle, as what facilitates the production of surplus-value 
in the politics of knowledge-as-commodity-this China becomes, in its 
relation to the West, "woman": in the sense that it is the "Other" onto 
which the unthinkable, that which breaks the limits of civilized imagi­
nation, is projected. 
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"Woman" in the Other Country 

In an event such as the present one, the Chinese woman, who is 
forever caught between patriarchy and imperialism, disappears as a matter 
of course. Where she appears, she does not appear as "woman" but as 
"Chinese"; this is the message we learn from the twenty-three-year-old 
student leader Chai Ling. The issues that the figure of the Chinese woman 
brings, the issues of gender and sexuality and their enmeshment in politics, 
are here interc�pted and put on hold by the outbreak of military violence­
even though it is precisely these issues that have to be probed in order 
for us to get to the roots of violence in patriarchal Chinese culture. What 
are the links between what is currently happening and a tradition that 
emphasizes order and ha'rmony, but that also consistently crushes the ropenness brought to it by intellectuals, students, and young people? Time 
and again in the past few decades, when things have just begun to be 

,, i open enough for such issues of liberation to come into their own, we see 
V 1 a crackd?wn �f the kind t�at immediately requir�s the postpon�ment �f 

the constderahon of such tssues. As a· result, Chmese women, hke the1r 
counterparts in rriany other patriarchal "Third World" countries, are re­
quired to sacrifice and postpone their needs and their rights again and 
again for the greater cause of nationalism and patriotism. As one of the 
most oppressed sectors of Chinese society, they get short shrift on both 
ends: whenever there is a political crisis, they stop being women; when 
the crisis is over and the culture rebuilds itself, they resume their more 

1 traditional roles as wives and mothers as part of the concerted effort to 
restore order. 

To my mind, it is sexuality and gender, and the challenge to the bases 
of traditional authority they bring, which would provide the genuine 
means for undoing the violence we witness today. This is because this 
violence cannot be understood apart from the long-privileged status that 
is conferred upon paternalistic power among the Chinese, be that power 
exercised in the home, in channels of education, and in civil as well as 
military administration. If this sounds like a contradiction to my opening 
remarks, it is because the very efficacy with which we can use gender 
and sexuality as categories for historical inquiry is itself historical; this 
efficacy is a result of the relative political stability and material well-being 
that are available to us as an intellectual community in North America. 
The battle we fight is thus a different, albeit concurrent, one. 

Closer to home, we see how the challenge to authority posed by gender 
and sexuality is resisted in a field such as sinology, which is much more 
interested in protecting the timeless treasures of the Chinese tradition. In 
the practices of sinology we see not the barbaric but the beautiful China, 
which occupies a highly revered place among world intellectuals as the 
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"Other" that satisfies the longing for exotic ancient civilizations. Alter­
natively, China was also the Other that provided, for Western leftists in 
the 1960s-precisely at the height of what have since then been revealed 
as the horrors of the Cultural Revolution-a hopeful different route to 
communism. Both the specialist and the amateur China admirer have the 
tendency to attribute to "China" absolute differences from the West. In 
this tendency lies a suppression of thought: if, as historians tirelessly tell 
us, modem East Asian history is the history of "Westernization," and if 
"Westernization" is not merely a "theme" but the materiality of daily life 
for modem Asian peoples, then how could it be possible to insist on the 
idealist demarcation between "East" and "West" that we still so often 
encounter? 

"This is Chinese" and "this is not Chinese" are modes of description 
and criticism which we constantly hear, from journalists, to business peo­
ple, to academic "China specialists." Tl�se mode§ of d��.£riRtiqp and 
criticism, w��!,.���P.£B1�.9.-2,1)_!!"te, �ru.,t�g__s�JL?.!���t is 
"C�s�.�on �'S!!ine�e" as a v:ay t2.}�ti��.!�1!!l\.Q.rity ,..­
of tradition and thus exctuae the fllnaamentaf mst�nic 
categQ.ry .. ' e suppresSiOn o .  t ougftttnfou.'g�thoritarianism, even 
when the "authority" of tradition has become, literally, corrupt, is there­
fore not limited to the blatant policies of the Chinese communist gov­
ernment, although at this point that government is making a spectacle of 
what is a long process of cultural trauma and collapse. When we move 
our attention away from the short-term brutality, which we must remem­
ber and condemn, we will see that repressive politics is a general problem 
pertaining to (the understanding of) modem China as a part of the "Third 
World," a problem whose roots cannot be confined to a single incident. 

If the immediate cases of military violence are translatable into the 
paradigm of "King Kong breaks loose," then the problems posed by sin­
ology and China studies find a revealing analysis in a more recent film, 
Gorillas in the Mist (1988).4 In many ways, Gorillas is the antipode to King 
Kong: whereas in the latter movie we see the "Other" world depicted as 
being uncivilized, a condition that leads to its death, in the former we 
see the good and gentle nature of the gorillas in contrast to the brutality 
of those who hunt them down for profit. Thanks to the pioneering work 
of primatologists such as Dian Fossey, the film's ending credits tell us, 
this "Other" worid is allowed to live. Mediating between the civilized 
and uncivilized worlds is once again the white woman, whose bravery 
and foolhardiness "create" the story. This time, instead of King Kong 
holding a screaming Ann in his gigantic paw, we see the Dian Fossey 
character (Sigourney Weaver) responding to Nature's call and holding 
hands with the gorillas. Instead of the gorilla, it is the white woman who 
is killed. The destruction of King Kong affirms civilization; the white 
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woman in Gorillas is seen to have "gone off the deep end" in her battle 
against civilization, a battle which results in her mysterious death. 

In the present context, I propose to recast Gorillas in the logic of 
Edward Said's argument about "Orientalism," even though that logic may 
appear rigid and predictable at times. What the Orientalism argument 
enables us to see is this: the white female primatologist, like the great 
Orientalists, knows the language of the "natives" and speaks tojofjon 
behalf of them with great sympathy. But in her doing so, the "native 
culture" also becomes her possession, the site of her spiritual war against 
the "home" that is the Western world. We are thus confronted with what 
is perhaps the ugliest double bind in the history of imperialism: while 
the kind, personal intent behind many a missionary exploration of the 
"Other" world must be recognized-as a benign humanism extended plu­
ralistically across not only nations and cultures but species-such explo-

. rations are implicated in colonialism and neocolonialism in their romantic 
· insistence that the "wild" stay "alive" in their original, "natural" habitat. 

This double bind is, I believe, the thorniest issue that our progressive 
discourses, in dealing with the "others" as part of a self-consciousness­
raising program, have yet to acknowledge fully. 

China Studies and the Problem of Westernization 

Where do. these ape narratives lead us with regard to modem China 
and Chinese women? "Letting the natives live where they belong," tran­
scribed into a field such as sinology and China studies, becomes another 
way of reaffirming the authority of the Chinese tradition to the exclusion 
of other, "non-Chinese" modes of inquiry. Who gets to defend that au­
thority? Where does it leave the "native"? The answers to this question 
form the remaining part of my argument, which I shall introduce with 
the help of a personal scenario. 

Since one of my primary areas of research is modem Chinese literature, 
I often meet sinologists and China historians, some male and some female, 
who ask me this question directly or indirectly: "Why are you using 
Western theory on Chinese literature?" Since I happen to work with 
questions of femininity in modem Chinese literature, I am also asked 
from time to time, "Why are you using Western feminist theory on 
Chinese women?" 

The contradictions about modem China as a site of the production of 
knowledge-as-surplus-value are revealingly demonstrated in these simple 
interrogations. The questions put to me are clearly based on sets of op­
positions: the West versus the non-West; dominant versus "other" na­
tional or ethnic traditions; dominant theories of women versus "other" 
women; the subjectivities of "Western" versus "non-Western" feminist 
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critics. Although the point that we must not be trapped within dichotomies . 
is a familiar one, many of us, especially those who experience racial, class, , 

or gendered dichotomies from the unprivileged side, are still within the i 
power of dichotomization as an epistemological weapon. The above kind/ 
of interrogation slaps me in the face with the force of a nativist moralism, 
precisely through a hierarchical dichotomy between West and East that , ; 
enables my interrogators to disapprove of my "complicity" with the West. 1 
Such disapproval arises, of course, from a general context in which the 
criticism of the West has become mandatory. However, where does this'--! 
general critical imperative leave those ethnic peoples whose entry intoj 
culture is, precisely because of the history of Western imperialism, already 
"Westernized"? For someone with my educational background, which is 
British colonial and American, the moralistic charge of my being "too 
Westernized" is devastating; it signals an attempt on the part of those 
who are specialists in "my" culture to demolish the only premises on 
which I can speak. 

This personal scenario brings to the fore the cultural predicament that 
faces all of those who have to negotiate their way into dominant channels 
of representation. As my earlier image of the Chinese intellectual suggests, 
the millstone around our necks-"China" and the "Chinese tradition"­
is huge and crippling; as it weighs us down it also gives shape to our 
movements and gestures. Over a long period of time the millstone be­
comes, for many, their only attitude toward the world. On the other hand, 
the Chinese intellectual knows that she must fight her way into the world 
precisely because she is already, in one way or another, "Westernized." 
In what ways can she speak? 

Once again, I pose the question in the feminine form because I think 
in the shifting boundaries implied by the term Chinese women lie the clues 
to the general stakes that are involved for Westernized Chinese intellec­
tuals entering the international "field." The instabilities of the categories 
"Chinese" and "women" are multiplied by their juxtaposition, allowing 
for questions such as: Who are Chinese women? What do they tell us 
about "China"? What do they tell us about "woman" and "women"? 
What does it mean when China historians study them as one entity? What 
are the relations between "Chinese women" and "China studies"? 

Basically, how have the stories of Chinese women been told "inter­
nationally"? I would address this question in the area I know best-aca­
demia. In the wake of interests of "women" across the disciplines, in­
vestigations of Chinese women are quickly establishing themselves, 
through what Chandra Mohanty ("Under Western Eyes," this volume) 
calls "the third world difference" -"that stable, ahistorical something that 
apparently oppresses most if not all the women in these countries" -as 
a viable area of research among historians, anthropologists, sociologists, 
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and film critics, as well as sinologists who specialize in the classical texts.5 
The objects of such investigations vary from female peasants in remote 
Chinese villages to the heroines of premodern as well as modern Chinese 
political history, to the "feminine turn of rhetoric" in literary texts, and 
to female. mystics in less well researched parts of prominent dynasties. 
At the university where I teach this year, for instance, a couple of other 
junior faculty and I were put in charge of a conference sponsored by the 
Department of East Asian Studies when the authorities decided i.t was 
time we had a conference "on women." It is obvious that in the eyes of 
academic administrators, whose roles in the production and circulation 
of "knowledge" cannot be slighted even though many of them have no 
interest in scholarship, "women" is now a profitable theme, on a par with 
such others as "calligraphy," "time," or "water" (in the particular de­
partment concerned). But more alarming is, once again, a homologous 
situation between "woman"-"women" and "First World"-"Third 
World": if "woman" is now a category of inquiry in well-established 
disciplines, then the "other woman" is attached to well-established meth­
odologies of investigation in the so-called non-Western fields. 

To sinology and the mammoth U.S. enterprise of "Chinese history," 
the emergence of "Chinese women" is now a new addition which often 
brings with it the emphases of the "Chinese tradition": the understanding 
of Chinese women must, it is implied; take place within the parameters 
of Chinese texts and Chinese history. Returning the natives to their natural 
habitat, perhaps? We are faced here not with the blatant imperialistic acts 
of capture and murder that describe the King Kong syndrome, but with 
the lofty spiritual ideal, typified by Gorillas in the Mist, of "letting the (: Other live in their place and my love." 

What can be said about the complex meanings that cluster around the 
"white woman" here? "Letting the Other live," when it is cast in terms 
of the relation between white female sinologistsjChina historians arid 
Chinese women, calls forth, first of all, the questions that have been raised 
about the paradigmatic relation between white and nonwhite women as 
"investigator" and "investigatee." Th.��--�]!l.Ji.QlL���ed by 
nonyhite..womeR�ti:n.digna!ion at the universalism of "womannood" as 
stfisested by domin<:nt fe�iJstdl§�ltemyffi:!atse �om­
en's status in the West, liberal femi�S,El, li�lt�ative ideologies 
whl£h:swrfu::f>�"''fr"<>w""ffiosepreVious h;them, s oke on Behalf of all 
W,?..!!l�· TQ_e e!!_or of�iuiiv���.-}.�� in �act that 1 tsgmses a 
more fundamental relatlonoefween white and nonwhite women, which 
is medi different kind: Aner si;-
te��..a.te.. nialism and imE_er��}ism!" (Mohanty, 
th1s volume). 
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Vis-a-vis the non-Western woman, the white woman occupies the 
position, with the white man, as investigator with "the freedom to speak." 
This relation, rather than the one that says "we are all women," is par­
ticularly evident in disciplines such as anthropology and ethnography. 
What has orne is the ��X:�§!�ro.Jgmi.nisJ;n�ir.Rf!98i!S�its 
own intere.sts and methodologies on those who do not inhabit the sa� � 
so��.}![�:���e'l�erT<i7t•s'fareorreiTl��.se 
a�Thts cntlctsm mtorms :Aiiare"tora'e"S'\f9'81}Ta'ffi'ous Open 
Letter to Mary Daly." A similar kind of criticism is voiced_!?,x .. Aihwa�O.ng 
(1988, 80), who puts ·innts

.

'Way: "when ft'!mtfllstSlool< overseas.��
_
ey ( 

fr���tablish their aut on o��m v' 
w��!l��-- . ��Jli!},g_ an ,g_<;>�v,�s" 
(�a ). 

In China studies, where the understanding of China is institutionally 
organized around notions such as "tradition" and "modernity," the spaces 
allocated to Chinese women fall into two large categories. First, among 
historians and social scientists, Chinese women figure prominently in 
"case studies." Ong (1988, 85) puts it succinctly: 

By portraying women in non-Western societies as identical and interchange-\, 
able, and more exploited than women in the dominant capitalist societies, { 
liberal and socialist feminists alike encode a belief in their own cultural su- � 
periority . . . .  For instance, studies on women in post-1949 China inevitably 

· 

discuss how they are doubly exploited by the peasant family and by socialist · 

patriarchy, reflecting the more immediate concerns of American socialist fern- . .._.. 
inists than perhaps of Chinese women themselves. By using China as a "case 
study" of the socialist experiment with women's liberation, these works are f 
part of a whole network of Western academic and policy-making discourses� 
on the backwardness of the non-Western, non-modem world. . 

.._ 

The case study belongs to the rhetoric of instrumental reason. Unlike 
the sinologist, the social scientist may not be fluent in the language, but 
then her project is not exactly that of becoming "submissive" to Chinese 
culture (in the way Fossey learned to be "submissive" to the gorillas). 
Rather, it is to use Chinese women-and the more remote they are from 
Western urban civilization, the better-for the -production of the types of 
explanations that are intelligible (valuable) to feminism in the West, in­
cluding, in particular, those types that. extend pluralism to "woman" 
through "race" and "class." To be sure, documentary films such as Small 
Happiness (by Carma Hinton, who speaks Chinese fluently) help push 
Chinese women into the international field where they would be rec­
ognized as victims. The question is: how would Chinese women be rec­
ognized beyond the victim status? What would a film by Chinese women 
about American female China scholars be like? 
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As Ong goes on to suggest about non-Western women in general, the 

second space in which Chinese women are allowed to appear is-to bor­
row from Johannes Fabian's concept of "coevalness"6-of an absolute 
"other time." This is the time of classical history and literature, which 
renders Chinese women speechless even as they offer innumerable en­
ticements to scholarly study. I have attended lectures by women sinol­
ogists who research well-known classical Chinese texts for their themes 
on women and who recall with great relish the details of those texts as 
if they were the details of an exotic jungle. In this case, like a Fossey, the 
sinologist "submits" to the language of the gorillas. The point, however, 
is this: once Chinese women, like Chinese texts, are confined to the "cul­
ture garden" (Fabian 1983, 47) that is "their past," everything that is said 
about them can be labeled "different" in an absolute sense: they are 
"Chinese" and hence cannot and should not be touched by Western 
methodologies. 

These two main spaces, the case study and the culture garden, that 
are available to Chinese women follow from the institutional division of 
Chinese studies into the modern and the traditional. This division is 
clearly felt in the incompatibility between those who are immersed in the 
labyrinths of classical textual hermeneutics and those who are propelled 
by the post-Enlightenment goals of "knowing" (in this case, a backward 
nation) with rational tools. The problem of modernity, because it is always 
approached by way of such taxonomic divisions, remains caught in them. 
Subsequently, Chinese people, too, are classified according to their prox­
imity to tradition or to modernity. Those from Mainland China are, im­
plicitly, more "authentic," while those from Taiwan and especially those 
from Hong Kong are "contaminated." Even as it is inextricable from the 
daily experience of Asian peoples, the materiality of Westernization as 
an irreducible part of Asian modern self-consciousness remains unrec­
ognized and inarticulate in the paradigms set down by China specialists. 

And yet it is precisely the materiality of this self-consciousness which 
would provide the clues to the protests against the spectacular violence 
that we see breaking out in China today. What are the sources of such 
violence? Great dangers lie ahead if we simply equate it with the present 
regime. What are some of the justifications used by the ultra-conservative 
Party leaders at this point?-that these are China's "internal" affairs; that 
the students are not "patriotic" or "loyal" to the Party; that the soldiers 
were trying to restore "order" in Beijing. These outrageous distortions of 
fact are, ideologically, in keeping with the reverence for established au­
thority and for "tradition" that is required in all Chinese learning. Vio­
lence here is the other side of "culture"; it is what underlies the cherished 
notion of civilization in which China is more than heavily invested. Deal­
ing with this violence means that a different kind of self-consciousness, 
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one that refuses to seek legitimation in terms of facile unities or taxonomic 
divisions, has to be sought for long-term political intervention. This con­
sciousness is, to quote Teresa de Lauretis, the "consciousness of ideolog­
ical complicity." De Lauretis (1988, 136) defines it in specific relation to 
the feminist subject: 

The feminist subject, which was initially defined purely by its status as col­
onized subject or victim of oppression, becomes redefined as much less pure­
and not unified or simply divided between positions of masculinity and fem­
ininity, but multiply organized across positionalities along several axes and 
across mutually contradictory discourses and practices. 

As more and more non-Western women participate in feminist dis­
courses, this "consciousness of ideological complicity" is bound to become 
an unavoidable political as well as theoretical issue, forcing upon each 
of us the following questions: How do I speak? In what capacity and with 
whose proxy? Therefore, while it is important that we continue to ac­
knowledge the necessity of the kind of work that elaborates the unequal 
relationship between Western feminism and non-Western women along 
the lines of "investigator versus investigatee," it is also crucial that we 
recognize the emergence of a different, still marginalized, mode of artic­
ulation-that of the non-Western, but Westernized, feminist subject, 
whose existence epitomizes the stakes involved in this "complicity." A 
productive use of feminism in the non-Western context would imply fem­
inism's capacity to respond to the ways these "other" feminist subjects 
speak. 

Chinese Women andjas the Subject of Feminism 

Because it is "multiply organized," the space of the Westernized, non­
Western feminist subject is an elusive one and as such always runs the 
risk of being elided. The China crisis shows us such an elision: at the 
moment of political shock, Chinese women become degendered, and join 
everyone else as "Chinese." In the long run, however, when the roots of 
violence can be probed more leisurely and analytically, the problems 
embodied by Chinese women with regard to the Chinese tradition and 
China scholarship in the West would serve as focal points through which 
the reverence for authority must be attacked. In a field where such re­
verence is, in the foreseeable future at least, clearly immovable, and where 
investments in heritage are made with strong patriarchal emphases, the 
emergence of Chinese women as feminist subjects (rather than as objects 
of study) is difficult. This is because feminist self-consciousness, even 
when it is recognized, easily becomes the latest support for "heritage" 
and "tradition." 
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Here the work of Ding Ling (1904-1986) is instructive. What I would 

like to point out, as an elaboration of my argument about the relation 
between Western feminism and non-Western women as it surfaces in 
China studies, are some of the ways Ding Ling's works are typically read. 
These readings are, to my mind, problematic because, in a way that reflects 
the larger problems in the field, they partake of the specular political 
structures of "othering" that I have been describing-structures that block 
the emergence of the "other women" as historical subjects. 

In its different stages, Ding Ling's writing career exemplifies contrasts 
that are portrayed in this description of the difference between white and 
nonwhite women: "Verisimilitude, realism, positive images are the de­
mands that women of color make of their own writing as critical and 
political practice; white women demand instead simulation, textual per­
formances, double displacements" (de Lauretis 1986, 17). Although Ding 
Ling is one of the most well known modern Chinese women writers, her 
works from the twenties and early thirties are generally considered to be 
immature; they revolve around themes of sexuality and femininity, and 
the "female subjectivity" that is evident in them is usually fraught with 
contradictions, illusions, and a great sense of despair. Her later works, 
notably The Sun Rises over the Sanggan River (1948) and those produced 
after her punishment and imprisonment during the Cultural Revolution, 
are much more "patriotic," suggesting a conscious repudiation of the 
interests in her more youthful period through a devotion to the Chinese 
tradition and the Chinese people. 

This construction of Ding Ling's development as a writer is the one 
most favored by Chinese communist critics, but it is also popular among 
Ding Ling scholars in the West, especially in the U.S. The gist of it is: 
Ding Ling, as a woman writer, turned from the contamination of being 
"white" to the purity of being colored; from being concerned with "per­
formance" in her youthful years, she became concerned with "realism" 
the way a Chinese (colored) woman writer should be. 

What is interesting is that, when American China scholars who are 
interested in "women" study modern Chinese literature, it is often to a 
Chinese woman writer such as Ding Ling that they turn, in order to gauge 
their measurements of sexuality and gender in what they emphasize as 
a "non-Western" culture. Ding Ling passes the tests of these scholars with 
flying colors. The trajectory of her career fits extremely well with the 
essentializing tendencies that already dominate the field of China studies. 
Her increasingly patriotic leanings make it possible for some to regard 
her work in terms of so-called Chinese feminism. 

The nationalizing, or nativizing, of feminism in this case springs from 
a need to decenter the West, and as such it is a type of critique of the 
hegemony of Western discourse. However, what does it mean when non-
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Western scholars insist on the "Chinese-ness" of Chinese texts and writ­
ers, and with that, the implied judgment of what is "not Chinese"? If 
nativism per se is problematic, then a nativism prescribed by the non­
Chinese scholar on the "native" is even more so. History books tell us 
that modernization in Asia means "Westernization." Why is it that, if 
Chinese texts and writers exhibit "symptoms" (as they well should) of 
having been affected/infected, they are by and large viewed with concern, 
suspicion, and disapproval? 

As in the interrogation of my work that I described earlier, what is 
left out is precisely the material reality of a Westernized subjectivity that 
is indelibly present in the non-Western intellectual's entrance into the 
world. Ding Ling's development, like that of all writers, especially women 
writers, in "Third World" countries, was complex. I do not think it can 
in any way be evaluated teleologically, in terms of progress from "im­
maturity" to "maturity," from being "Westernized" to being "Chinese." 
The "return" to her traditional origins in her later years has to be under­
stood in terms other than those of idealist nativism. (This point neces­
sitates a close reading of her works and can be substantiated only else­
where.) It is highly problematic, then, when feminist China scholars 
simply build on a nationalistic teleological construction by adding to it 
the label of "feminism." Conversely, the attempt to deconstruct the he­
gemony of patriarchal discourses through feminism is itself foreclosed by 
the emphasis on "Chinese" as a mark of absolute difference. 

Paradoxically, then, the "authority" that feminism exercises on non­
white women as they look overseas is evident even when these other 
women are given their "own" national and ethnic identity in the manner 
I just described. The introduction of sinocentrism-what I in the early 
part of this essay described as cultural isolationism-as a way to oppose 
the West is far from being the solution to the problems created by Western 
centrism itself. The attempts to champion a "Chinese feminism" on the 
part of some feminist China scholars do not really create avenues for 
modern Chinese women to come forth on their own terms, but rather 
compound deep-rooted patriarchal thinking to which "woman" is now 
added as the latest proof of, once again, the continuity and persistence 
.of a pure indigenous "tradition." For Chinese women who go through 
the most mundane parts of their lives with the knowledge that it is pre­
cisely this notion of an "originary" Chinese tradition to which they cannot 
cling, the advocacy of a "Chinese feminism" in the nativist sense is ex­
clusionary in nature; what it excludes are their lived relations to Wester­
nization and the role played by these relations, however contradictory, 
in their subject-positions. 

The idealism of those in the West who specialize in "Third World" 
cultures, and the charges they lay against members of those cultures for 
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being "too Westernized" are the twin aspects of the "cultural predica­
ment" that, as I suggest, confronts the Westernized feminist critic. Because 
it is irreversible, this predicament is oppressive. But perhaps this is pre­
cisely where feminism can be best used in a non-Western context. In the 
words of Kamala Visweswaran (1988, 29), the fundamental reconstitutive 
value of feminism and the potential of a feminist ethnography which has 
yet to be expressed consist in that which "locates the self in the experience 
of oppression in order to liberate it." 

The development of any theory typically requires a period in which 
the space which that theory marks off for its own emergence is elaborated 
to the point at which it must give way to its own critique. Western fem­
inism, I think, is at such a point. Its continued relevance to other oppressed 
groups would depend on its understanding of its own historicity: having 
derived much of its strength and sophistication from the basis of women's 
experiences of oppression, it needs to ask itself how it can open up similar 
avenues for others without assuming the "master discourse" position. \These others cannot be responded to simply with words such as pluralism 
and cosmopolitanism. Feminism needs to face up to its own history in the 
West. It belongs to a juncture in time when Western thought's efforts at 
overcoming itself are still, relatively speaking, supported by a high level 
of material well-being, intellectual freedom, and personal mobility. This 
historical juncture at which feminism has come to the fore in every facet 
of Western knowledge is not an accidental one. Even though it often, if 
not always, speaks the language of oppression and victimization, Western 
feminism owes its support to the existence of other populations who 
continue to experience daily exclusions of various kinds, many of which 
are performed at territorial borders. It is the clear demarcation of such 
borders which allows us the comfort and security in which to theorize 
the notion of "exclusion" itself. While some of us enjoy this comfort and 

f security through the accident of birth, others, like myself, do so through 
/ "naturalization," which often means that we speak with "native fluency" 

our oppressor's language. The task of the Westernized feminist is not to 
unlearn that language but to ask that her accented interventions be under­
stood properly, not as an excuse for nativism but as the demand, put to 
feminism, for "a willingness, at times, to shred this 'women' to bits" (Riley 
1988, 1 14)-so that other histories can enter. 

To bring in the non-Western woman and feminist in the manner I 
have done is to append a nexus of problems which is not recognizable 
in the immediate crisis in China. As such, this essay is asymmetrical; my 
end does not fit my beginning. But "other women" speak without good 
manners as a rule. For them, articulation means the crude assembling of 
what is presently and urgently at hand, in order to stockpile provisions 
for the longer fight. 
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1. During this time I was to deliver a paper at a conference called "Nationalisms 
and Sexualities" at Harvard University. I had planned to discuss work of the 
controversial modern Chinese writer Yu Dafu. Watching the events in China 
unfold in the U.S. media, I felt more and more that, at that moment in Chinese 
history, a talk devoted to "sexuality" was out of place. I therefore decided to 
speak about the current events. This essay is, in part, the talk I gave. 

2. "The Other Country" was the title of the panel on which I was speaking. 
3. At a teleconference via satellite entitled "Hong Kong: A Matter of Honor?", 

held between Hong Kong and England during June 1989. 
4. I am grateful to Giuliana Menozzi's Ph.D. dissertation, "Aspects of the 

Discourse of Wildness within Modernity" (Comparative Literature, University of 
Minnesota, 1989). Menozzi's juxtaposition of King Kong and Gorillas in the Mist 
alerts me to the Bakhtinian dialogic nature of their making, even though I am 
using that "dialogue" for a different purpose. 

5. Readers who are interested in having a general view of the critical treatment 
of Chinese women as historical figures, fictional characters, or authors may consult 
the following sources: Margery Wolf and Roxanne Witke, eds., Women in Chinese 
Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1975); Marilyn B. Young, ed., Women 
in China: Studies in Social Change and Feminism (Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese 
Studies, The University of Michigan, 1973); Richard W. Guisso and Stanley Jo­
hannesen, eds., Women in China: Current Directions in Historical Scholarship 
(Youngstown: Philo Press, 1981); Angela Jung Palandri, ed., Women Writers of 
Twentieth-Century China (Asian Studies Program, University of Oregon, 1982); 
Anna Gerstlacher, Ruth Keen, Wolfgang Kubin, Margit Miosga, and Jenny Schon, 
eds., Women and Literature in China (Bochum: Studienverlag Brockmeyer, 1985). 
Significant recent coverage of Chinese women in journals includes Modern Chinese 
Literature, Fall 1988; Camera Obscura, no. 18; Wide Angle 1 1, no. 2. This, of course 
is by no means an exhaustive list. 

6. See Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1983). 
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THE TRUTH 

THAT NEVER 

HURTS 

Black Lesbians in Fiction in the 
1 980s* 

Barbara Smith 

In 1977 when I wrote "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism," 
I wanted to accomplish several goals. The first was simply to point out 
that Black women writers existed, a fact generally ignored by white male, 
Black male, and white female readers, teachers, and critics. Another desire 
was to encourage Black feminist criticism of these writers' work, that is, 
analyses that acknowledged the reality of sexual oppression in the lives 
of Black women. Probably most urgently, I wanted to illuminate the ex­
istence of Black lesbian writers and to show how homophobia ensured 
that we were even more likely to be ignored or attacked than Black women 
writers generally. 

In 1985 the situation of Black women writers is considerably different 
from what it was in 1977. Relatively speaking, Black women's literature 
is much more recognized, even at times by the white male literary es­
tablishment. There are a growing number of Black women critics who 
rely upon various Black feminist critical approaches to studying the lit­
erature. There has been a marked increase in the number of Black women 

*This essay previously appeared in Wild Women in the Whirlwind: The Afra-American 
Women's Literary Renaissance, edited by Joanne Braxton and Andree Nicola-McLaughlin (N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 1989). 
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who are willing to acknowledge that they are feminists, including some 
who write literary criticism. Not surprisingly, Black feminist activism and 
organizing have greatly expanded, a precondition which I cited in 1977 
for the growth of Black feminist criticism. More writing by Black lesbians 
is available, and there has even been some positive response to this writ­
ing from nonlesbian Black readers and· critics. The general conditions 
under which Black women critics and writers work have improved. The 
personal isolation we face and the ignorance and hostility with which 
our work is met have diminished in some quarters, but have by no means 
disappeared. 

One of the most positive changes is that a body of consciously Black 
feminist writing and writing by other feminists of color actually exists. 
The publication of a number of anthologies has greatly increased the 
breadth of writing available by feminists of color. These include Condi­
tions: Five, the Black Women's Issue (1979); This Bridge Called My Back: 
Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981); All the Women Are White, All 
the Blacks Are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave: Black Women's Studies (1982); 
A Gathering of Spirit: North American Indian Women's Issues (1983); Cuen­
tos: Stories by Latinas (1983); Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology (1983); 
Bearing WitnessjSobreviviendo: An Anthology of Native American/Latina 
Art and Literature (1984); and Gathering Ground: New Writing and Art by 
Northwest Women of Color (1984). First books by individual authors have 
also appeared, such as Claiming an Identity They Taught Me to Despise 
(1980) and Abeng (1984) by Michelle Cliff; Narratives: Poems in the Tra­
dition of Black Women ( 1982) by Cheryl Clarke; For Nights Like This One 
(1983) by Becky Birtha; Loving in the War Years: La Que Nunca Paso Par 
Sus Labios (1983) by Cherrie Moraga; The Words of a Woman Who Breathes 
Fire (1983) by Kitty Tsui; and Mohawk Trail (1985) by Beth Brant (De­
gonwadonti). Scholarly works provide extremely useful analytical frame­
works, for example, Common Differences: Conflicts in Black and White Fem­
inist Perspectives (1981) by Gloria I. Joseph and Jill Lewis; Black Women 
Writers at Work (1983), edited by Claudia Tate; When and Where I Enter: 
The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America (1984) by Paula 
Giddings; and Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers 
(1985) by Barbara Christian. 

Significantly, however, "small" or independent, primarily women's 
presses published all but the last four titles cited, and almost all the 
authors and editors of these alternative-press books (although not all of 
the contributors to the anthologies) are lesbians. In his essay "The Sexual 
Mountain and Black Women Writers," critic Calvin Hernton (1985, 7) 
writes, 

The declared and lesbian black feminist writers are pioneering a black feminist 
· ..criticism. This is not to take away from other writers. All are blazing new 
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trails. But especially the declared feminists and lesbian feminists-Barbara 
Smith, Ann Shockley, Cheryl Clarke, Wilmette Brown, and the rest-are at 
the forefront of the critics, scholars, intellectuals, and ideologues of our time. 

Yet Hernton points out that these writers are "subpopular," published as 
they are by nonmainstream· presses. In contrast, nonlesbian Black women 
writers have been published by trade publishers and are · able to reach, 
as Hernton explains, a "wider popular audience." 

In an excellent essay, "No More Buried Lives: The Theme of Lesbi­
anism in Audre Lorde' s Zami, Gloria Naylor's The Women of Brewster Place, 
Ntozake Shange's Sassafras, Cypress and Indigo, and Alice Walker's The 
Color Purple," critic Barbara Christian (1986, 188) makes a similar obser­
vation. She writes: 

Lesbian life, characters, language, values are at present and to some extent 
becoming respectable in American literature, partly because of the pressure 
of women-centered communities, partly because publishers are intensely 
aware of marketing trends . . . .  I say, to some extent, because despite the fact 
that Walker received the Pulitzer for The Color Purple and Naylor the Amer­
ican Book Award for The Women of Brewster Place, I doubt if Home Girls, an 
anthology of black feminist and lesbian writing that was published by Kitchen 
Table Press, would have been published by a mainstream publishing com­
pany. 

Significantly, Christian says that "lesbian life, characters, language, val­
ues" are receiving qualified attention and respectability, but lesbian writ­
ers themselves are not. No doubt this is why she suspects that no trade 
publisher would publish Home Girls, which contains work by women 
who write openly as lesbians and which defines lesbianism politically as 
well as literarily. 

The fact that there is such a clear-cut difference in publishing options 
for out Black lesbian writers (who are published solely by independent 
presses) and for nonlesbian and closeted Black women writers (who have 
access to both trade and alternative publishers) indicates what has not 
changed since 1977. It also introduces the focus of this essay. 1 I am con­
cerned with exploring the treatment of Black lesbian writing_ and Black 
lesbian themes in the context of Black feminist writing and criticism. 

Today, not only are more works by and about Black women's writing 
available, but a body of specifically Black feminist writing exists. Although 
both the general category of Black women's literature and the specific 
category of Black feminist literature can be appropriately analyzed from 
a Black feminist critical perspective, explicitly Black feminist literature has 
a unique set of characteristics and emphases which distinguish it from 
other work. Black feminist writing provides an incisive critical perspectfve 
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on sexual political issues which affect Black women-for example, the 
issue of sexual violence. It generally depicts the significance of Black 
women's relationships with each other as a primary source of support. 
Black feminist writing may also be classified as such because the author 
identifies herself as a feminist and has a demonstrated commitment to 
women's issues and related political conce'ms. An openness in discussing 
lesbian subject matter is perhaps the most obvious earmark of Black fem­
inist writing, and not because feminism and lesbianism are interchange­
able, which of course they are not. 

For historical, political, and ideological reasons, a writer's conscious­
ness about lesbianism bears a direct relationship to her consciousness 
about feminism. It was in the context of the second wave of the contem­
porary feminist movement, influenced by the simultaneous development 
of an autonomous gay liberation movement, that the political content of 
lesbianism and lesbian oppression began to be analyzed and defined. The 
women's liberation movement was the political setting in which antiles­
bian attitudes and actions were initially challenged in the late 1960s and • 

early 1970s and where at least in theory, but more often in fact, homo­
phobia was designated unacceptable, at least in the movement's more 
progressive sectors. 

Barbara Christian (1986, 199-200) also makes the connection between 
feminist consciousness and a willingness to address lesbian themes in 
literature. She writes: 

Some of the important contributions that the emergence of the lesbian theme 
has made to Afro-American women's literature are: the breaking of stereo­
types so that black lesbians are clearly seen as women, the exposure of ho­
mophobia in the black community, and an exploration of how homophobia 
is related to the struggle of all women to be all that they can be-in other 
words to feminism. 

That is not to say that Afro-American women's literature has not always 
included a feminist perspective. The literature of the seventies, for example, 
certainly explored the relationship between sexism and racism and has been 
at the forefront of the development of feminist ideas. One natural outcome 
of this exploration is the lesbian theme, for society's attack on lesbians is the 
cutting edge of the anti-feminist definition of women. 

Black feminist writers, whether lesbian or nonlesbian, have been aware 
of and influenced by the movement's exploring of, struggling over, and 
organizing around lesbian identity and issues. They would be much more 
likely to take Black lesbian experience seriously and perhaps to explore 
Black lesbian themes in their writing, in contrast with authors who either 
have not been. involved in the women's movell)...ent or are antifeminist. 
For example, in her very positive review of Conditions: Five, the Black 
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Women's Issue, originally published in Ms. magazine in 1980, Alice Walker 
(1984, 288-89) writes: 

Like black men and women who refused to be the exceptional "pet" Negro 
for whites, and who instead said they were "niggers" too (the original "crime" 
of "niggers" and lesbians is that they prefer themselves), perhaps black 
women writers and non-writers should say, simply, whenever black lesbians 
are being put down, held up, messed over, and generally told their lives 
should not be encouraged, We are all lesbians. For surely it is better to be 
thought a lesbian, and to say and write your life exactly as you experience 
it, than to be a token "pet" black woman for those whose contempt for our 
autonomous existence makes them a menace to human life. 

Walker's support of her lesbian sisters in real life is not unrelated to her 
ability to write fiction about Black women who are lovers, as in The Color 
Purple. Her feminist consciousness undoubtedly influenced the positive­
ness of her portrayal. In contrast, an author such as Gayle Jones, who 
has not been associated with or seemingly influenced by the feminist 
movement, has portrayed lesbians quite negatively.2 

Just as surely as a Black woman writer's relationship to feminism 
affects the themes she might choose to write about, a Black woman critic's 
relationship to feminism determines the kind of criticism she is willing 
and able to do. The fact that critics are usually also academics, however, 
has often affected Black women critics' approach to feminist issues. If a 
Black woman scholar's only connection to women's issues is via women's 
studies, as presented by white women academics, most of whom are not 
activists, her access to movement analyses and practice will be limited or 
nonexistent. I believe that the most accurate and developed theory, in­
cluding literary theory, comes from practice, from the experience of ac­
tivism. This relationship between theory and practice is crucial when 
inherently political subject matter, such as the condition of women as 
depicted in a writer's work, is being discussed. I do not believe it is possible 
to arrive at fully developed and useful Black feminist criticism by merely 
reading about feminism. Of course every Black woman has her own ex­
periences of sexual political dynamics and oppression to draw upon, and 
referring to these experiences should be an important resource in shaping 
her analyses of a literary work. However, studying feminist texts and 
drawing only upon one's individual experiences of sexism are insufficient. 

I remember the point in my own experience when I no longer was 
involved on a regular basis in organizations such as the Boston Committee 
to End Sterilization Abuse and the Abortion Action Coalition. I was very 
aware that my lack of involvement affected my thinking and writing 
overall. Certain perceptions were simply unavailable to me because I no 
longer was doing that particular kind of ongoing work. And I am referring 
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to missing something much deeper than access to specific information 
about sterilization and reproductive rights. Activism has spurred me to 
write the kinds of theory and criticism I have written and has provided 
the experiences and insights that have shaped the perceptions in my work. 
Many examples of this vital relationship between activism and theory 
exist in the work of thinkers such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett, W. E. B. Du 
Bois, Lillian Smith, Lorraine Hansberry, Frantz Fanon, Barbara Deming, 
Paolo Freire, and Angela Davis. 

A critic's involvement or lack of involvement in activism, specifically 
in the context of the feminist movement, is often signally revealed by the 
approach she takes to lesbianism. If a woman has worked in organizations 
where lesbian issues were raised, where homophobia was unacceptable 
and struggled with, and where she had the opportunity to meet and work 
with a variety of lesbians, her relationship to lesbians and to her own 
homophobia will undoubtedly be affected. The types of political orga­
nizations in which such dialogue occurs are not, of course, exclusively 
lesbian and may focus upon a range of issues, such as women in prison, 
sterilization abuse, reproductive freedom, health care, domestic violence, 
and sexual assault. 

Black feminist critics who are lesbians can usually be counted upon 
to approach Black women's and Black lesbian writing nonhomophobi­
cally. Nonlesbian Black feminist critics are not as dependable in this re­
gard. I even question at times designating Black women-critics and non­
critics alike-as feminist who are actively homophobic in what they write, 
say, or do, or who are passively homophobic because they ignore lesbian 
existence entirely.3 Yet such critics are obviously capable of analyzing 
other sexual and political implications of the literature they scrutinize. 
Political definitions, particularly of feminism, can be difficult to pin down. 
The one upon which I generally rely states: "Feminism is the political 
theory and practice that struggles to free all women: women of color, 
working-class women, poor women, disabled women, lesbians, old 
women-as well as white, economically privileged, heterosexual women. 
Anything less than this vision of total freedom is not feminism, but merely 
female self-aggrandizement" (Smith 1981, 49). 

A Black gay college student recently recounted an incident to me that 
illustrates the kind of consciousness that is grievously lacking among 
nonfeminist Black women scholars about Black lesbian existence. His story 
indicates why a Black feminist approach to literature, criticism, and re­
search in a variety of disciplines is crucial if one is to recognize and 
understand Black lesbian experience. While researching a history project, 
he contacted the archives at a Black institution which has significant hold­
ings on Black women. He spoke to a Black woman archivist and explained 
that he was looking for materials on Black lesbians in the 1940s. Her 
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immediate response was to laugh uproariously and then to say that the 
collection contained very little on women during that period and nothing 
at all on lesbians in any of the periods covered by its holdings. 

Not only was her reaction appallingly homophobic, not to mention 
impolite, but it was also inaccurate. One of the major repositories of 
archival material on Black women in the country of course contains ma­
terial by and about Black lesbians. The material, however, is not identified 
and defined as such and thus remains invisible. This is a classic case of 
"invisibility [becoming) an unnatural disaster," as feminist poet Mitsuye 
Yamada (1981, 35-40) observes. 

I suggested a number of possible resources to the student, and in the 
course of our conversation I told him I could not help but think of Cheryl 
Clarke's (1982, 15) classic poem "Of Althea and Flaxie." It begins: 

In 1943 Althea was a welder 
very dark 
very butch 
and very proud 
loved to cook, sew, and drive a car 
and did not care who knew she kept company with a woman 

The poem depicts a realistic and positive Black lesbian relationship which 
survives Flaxie's pregnancy in 1955, Althea's going to jail for writing 
numbers in 1958, poverty, racism, and, of course, homophobia. If the 
archivist's vision had not been so blocked by homophobia, she would 
have been able to direct this student to documents that corroborate the 
history embodied in Clarke's poem. 

Being divorced from the experience of feminist organizing not only 
makes it more likely that a woman has not been directly challenged to 
examine her homophobia, but it can also result in erroneous approaches 
to Black lesbian literature, if she does decide to talk or write about it. For 
example, some critics, instead of simply accepting that Black lesbians and 
Black lesbian writers exist, view the depiction of lesbianism as a dangerous 
and unacceptable "theme" or "trend" in Black women's writing. Negative 
discussions of "themes" and "trends," which in time may fade, do not 
acknowledge that for survival, Black lesbians, like any oppressed group, 
need to see our faces reflected in myriad cultural forms, including liter­
ature. Some writers go so far as to see the few Black lesbian books in 
existence as a kind of conspiracy, and bemoan that there is "so much" 
of this kind of writing available in print. They put forth the supreme 
untruth that it is actually an advantage to be a Black lesbian writer. 

For each lesbian of color in print there are undoubtedly five dozen 
whose work has never been published and may never be. The publication 
of lesbians of color is a "new" literary development, made possible by 
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alternative, primarily lesbian/feminist presses. The political and aesthetic 
strength of this writing is indicated by its impact having been far greater 
than its actual availability. At times its content has had revolutionary 
implications. But the impact of Black lesbian feminist writing, to · which 
Calvin Hemton refers, should not be confused with access to print, to 
readers, or to the material perks that help a writer survive economically. 

Terms such as heterophobia, used to validate the specious notion that 
"so many" Black women writers are depicting loving and sexual rela­
tionships between women, to the exclusion of focusing on relationships 
with men, arise in the academic vacuum, uninfluenced by political reality. 
"Heterophobia" resembles the concept of "reverse racism." Both are thor­
oughly reactionary and have nothing to do with the actual dominance of 
a heterosexual white power structure. 

Equating lesbianism with separatism is another error in terminology, 
which will probably take a number of years to correct. The title of a 
workshop at a major Black women writers' conference, for example, was 
"Separatist Voices in the New Canon." The workshop examined the work 
of Audre Lorde and Alice Walker, neither of whom defines herself as a 
separatist, either sexually or racially. In his introduction to Confirmation: 
An Anthology of African American Women, coeditor Imamu Baraka is critical 
of feminists who are separatists, but he does not mention that any such 
thing as a lesbian exists. In his ambiguous yet inherently homophobic 
usage, the term separatist is made to seem like a mistaken political ten­
dency, which correct thinking could alter. If "separatist" equals lesbian, 
Baraka is suggesting that we should change our minds and eradicate 
ourselves. In both these instances the fact that lesbians do not have sexual 
relationships with men is thought to be the same as ideological lesbian 
"separatism." Such an equation does not take into account that the ma­
jority of lesbians of color have interactions with men and that those who 
are activists are quite likely to be politically committed to coalition work 
as well. 

Inaccuracy and distortion seem to be particularly frequent pitfalls 
when nonlesbians address Black lesbian experience because of generalized 
homophobia and because the very nature of our oppression may cause 
us to be hidden or "closeted," voluntarily or involuntarily isolated from 
other communities, and as a result unseen and unknown. In her essay 
"A Cultural Legacy Denied and Discovered: Black Lesbians in Fiction by 
Women," Jewelle Gomez (1983, 122) asserts the necessity for realistic 
portrayals of Black lesbians: 

These Black lesbian writers . . .  have seen into the shadows that hide the 
existence of Black Lesbians and understand they have to create a universe/ 
home that rings true on all levels . . . .  The Black Lesbian writer must throw 
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herself into the arms of her culture by acting as student/teacher /participant/ 
observer, absorbing and synthesizing the meanings of our existence as a 
people. She must do this despite the fact that both our culture and our sex­
uality have been severely truncated and distorted. 

Nature abhors a vacuum and there is a distinct gap in the picture where the 
Black Lesbian should be. The Black Lesbian writer must recreate our home, 
unadulterated, unsanitized, specific and not isolated from the generations that 
have nurtured us. 

This is an excellent statement of what usually has been missing from 
portrayals of Black lesbians in fiction. The degree of truthfulness and self­
revelation that Gomez calls for encompasses the essential qualities of 
verisimilitude and authenticity that I look for in depictions of Black les­
bians. By verisimilitude I mean how true to life and realistic a work of 
literature is. By authenticity I mean something even deeper-a charac­
terization which reflects a relationship to self that is genuine, integrated, 
and whole. For a lesbian or a gay man, this kind of emotional and psy­
chological authenticity virtually requires the degree of self-acceptance 
inherent in being out. This is not a dictum but an observation. It is not 
a coincidence, however, that the most vital and useful Black lesbian fem­
inist writing is being written by Black lesbians who are not caught in the 
impossible bind of simultaneously hiding identity yet revealing self 
through their writing. 

Positive and realistic portrayals of Black lesbians are sorely needed, 
portraits which are, as Gomez states, "unadulterated, unsanitized, spe­
cific." By positive I do not mean characters without problems, contradic­
tions, or flaws, mere uplift literature for lesbians, but instead writing that 
is sufficiently sensitive and complex, which places Black lesbian experi­
ence and struggles squarely within the realm of recognizable human ex­
perience and concerns. 

As African Americans, our desire for authentic literary images of Black 
lesbians has particular cultural and historical resonance, since a desire for 
authentic images of ourselves as Black people preceded it long ago. After 
an initial period of racial uplift literature in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, Black artists during the Harlem Renaissance of the 
1920s began to assert the validity of fully Black portrayals in all art forms 
including literature. In his pivotal 1926 essay "The Negro Artist and the 
Racial Mountain," Langston Hughes (1976, 309) asserted: 

We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual 
dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we 
are glad. If they are not, it doesn't matter. We know we are beautiful. And 
ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are 
pleased we are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn't matter either. 
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We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand 
on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.4 

Clearly, it is not always popular or safe with either Black or white 
audiences to depict Black people as we actually are. It still is not. Too 
many contemporary Blacks seem to have forgotten the universally de­
based social-political position Black people have occupied during all the 
centuries we have been here, up until perhaps the civil rights era of the 
1960s. The most racist definition of Black people was that we were not 
human. 

Undoubtedly every epithet now hurled at lesbians and gay men­
"sinful," "sexually depraved," "criminal," "emotionally maladjusted," 
"deviant"-has also been hurled at Black people. When W. E. B. Du Bois 
described life "behind the veil," and Paul Laurence Dunbar (1971, 184) 
wrote: 

We wear the mask that grins and lies, 
It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,­
This debt we pay to human guile; 
With tom and bleeding hearts we smile, 
And mouth with myriad subtleties. 
Why should the world be overwise, 
In counting all our tears and sighs? 
Nay, let them only see us, while 

We wear the mask. . . .  

what were they describing but racial closeting? For those who refuse to 
see the parallels because they view blackness as irreproachably normal, 
but persist in defining same-sex love relationships as unnatural, Black 
lesbian feminist poet Audre Lorde reminds us, "Oh," says a voice from 
the black community, "but being Black is NORMAL!" "Well, I and many 
Black people of my age can remember grimly the days when it didn't 
used to be!" Lorde is not implying that she believes that there was ever 
anything wrong with being Black, but points out how distorted "majority" 
consciousness can cruelly affect an oppressed community's actual treat­
ment and sense of self. The history of slavery, segregation, and racism 
was based upon the assumption by the powers that be that blackness 
was decidedly neither acceptable nor normal. Unfortunately, despite legal 
and social change, large numbers of racist whites still believe the same 
thing to this day. 

The existence of lesbianism and male homosexuality is normal, too, 
traceable throughout history and across cultures. It is a society's response 
to the ongoing historical fact of homosexuality that determines whether 
it goes unremarked as nothing out of the ordinary, as it is in some cultures, 
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or if it is instead greeted with violent repression, as it is in ours. At a time 
when Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), a disease associ­
ated with an already despised sexual minority, is occasioning mass hys­
teria among the heterosexual majority (including calls for firings, evic­
tions, quarantining, imprisonment, and even execution), the way in which 
sexual orientation is viewed is not of mere academic concern. It is mass 
political organizing that has wrought the most significant changes in the 
status of Blacks and other people of color and which has altered society's 
perceptions about us and our images of ourselves. The Black lesbian 
feminist movement simply continues that principled tradition of struggle. 

A Black woman author's relationship to the politics of Black lesbian 
feminism affects how she portrays Black lesbian characters in fiction. In 
1977, in "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism," in order to analyze a Black 
woman's novel with a woman-identified theme, I had to rely upon Toni 
Morrison's Sula (1974), which did not explicitly portray a lesbian rela­
tionship. I sought to demonstrate, however, that because of the emotional 
primacy of Sula and Nel's love for each other, Sula's fierce independence, 
and the author's critical portrayal of heterosexuality, the novel could be 
illuminated by a lesbian feminist reading. Here I will focus upon three 
more recent works-The Women of Brewster Place, The Color Purple, and 
Zami: A New Spelling of My Name-which actually portray Black lesbians, 
but do so with varying degrees of verisimilitude and authenticity, de­
pendent upon the author's relationship to and understanding of the pol­
itics of Black lesbian experience. 

Gloria Naylor's The Women of Brewster Place (1983) is a novel com­
posed of seven connecting stories. In beautifully resonant language, Nay­
lor makes strong sexual political statements about the lives of working 
poor and working-class Black women and does not hesitate to explore 
the often problematic nature of their relationships with Black men-lovers, 
husbands, fathers, sons. Loving and supportive bonds between Black 
women are central to her characters' survival. However, Naylor's por­
trayal of a lesbian relationship in the sixth story, "The Two," runs counter 
to the positive framework of women bonding she has previously estab­
lished. In the context of this novel, a lesbian relationship might well 
embody the culmination of women's capacity to love and be committed 
to each other. Yet both lesbian characters are ultimately victims. Although 
Naylor portrays the community's homophobia toward the lovers as un­
acceptable, the fate that she designs for the two women is the most brutal 
and negative of any in the book. 

Theresa is a strong-willed individualist, while her lover, Lorraine, pas­
sively yearns for social acceptability. Despite their professional jobs, Lor­
raine and Theresa have moved to a dead-end slum block because of 
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Lorraine's fears that the residents of their two other middle-class neigh­
borhoods suspected that they were lesbians. It does not take long for 
suspicions to arise on Brewster Place, and the two women's differing 
reactions to the inevitable homophobia they face are a major tension in 
the work. Theresa accepts the fact that she is an outsider because of her 
lesbianism. She does not like being ostracized, but she faces others' opin­
ions with an attitude of defiance. In contrast, Lorraine is obsessed with 
garnering societal approval and would like nothing more than to blend 
into the straight world, despite her lesbianism. Lorraine befriends Ben, 
the alcoholic building superintendent, because he is the one person on 
the block who does not reject her. The fact that Ben has lost his daughter 
and Lorraine has lost her father, because he refused to accept her lesbi­
anism, cements their friendship. Naylor writes, 

"When I'm with Ben, I don't feel any different from anybody else in the 
world." 
"Then he's doing you an injustice," Theresa snapped, "because we are dif­
ferent. And the sooner you learn that, the better off you'll be." 
"See, there you go again. Tee the teacher and Lorraine the student, who just 
can't get the lesson right. Lorraine who just wants to be a human being-a 
lousy human being who's somebody's daughter or some body's friend or even 
somebody's enemy. But they make me feel like a freak out there, and you 
try to make me feel like one in here. The only place I've found some peace, 
Tee, is in that damp ugly basement, where I'm not different." 
"Lorraine." Theresa shook her head slowly. "You're a lesbian-do you un­
derstand that word?-a butch, a dyke, a lesbo, all those things that kid was 
shouting. Yes, I heard him: And you can run in all the basements in the 
world, and it won't change that, so why don't you accept it?" 
"I have accepted it!" Lorraine shouted. "I've accepted it all my life, and it's 
nothing I'm ashamed of. I lost a father because I refused to be ashamed of 
it-but it doesn't make me any different from anyone else in the world." 
"It makes you damned different!" 

"That's right! There go your precious 'theys' again. They wouldn't under­
stand-not in Detroit, not on Brewster Place, not anywhere! And as long as 
they own the whole damn world, it's them and us, Sister-them and us. And 
that spells different!"5 

Many a lesbian relationship has been threatened or destroyed because 
of how very differently lovers may view their lesbianism-for example, 
how out or closeted one or the other is willing to be. Naylor's discussion 
of difference represents a pressing lesbian concern. As Lorraine and Ther­
esa's argument shows, there are complicated elements of truth in both 
their positions. Lesbians and gay men are objectively different in our 
sexual orientations from heterosexuals. The society raises sanctions 
against our sexuality that range from inconvenient to violent and which 
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render our social status and life experiences different. On the other hand, 
we would like to be recognized and treated as human, to have the basic 
rights enjoyed by heterosexuals, and if the society cannot manage to 
support how we love, we would like to at least be left alone. 

In "The Two," however, Naylor, sets up the women's response to 
their identity as an either for dichotomy. Lorraine's desire for acceptance, 
although completely comprehensible, is based upon assimilation and de­
nial, while Naylor depicts Theresa's healthier defiance as an individual 
stance. In the clearest statement of resistance in the story, Theresa thinks: 

If they practiced that way with each other, then they could tum back to back 
and beat the hell out of the world for trying to invade their territory. But she 
had found no such sparring partner in Lorraine, and the strain of fighting 
alone was beginning to show on her. (P. 136) 

A mediating position between complete assimilation and alienation might 
well evolve from some sense of connection to a lesbian/gay community. 
Involvement with other lesbians and gay men could provide a reference 
point and support that would help diffuse some of the straight world's 
power. Naylor mentions that Theresa socializes with gay men and per­
haps lesbians at a bar, but her interactions with them occur outside the 
action of the story. The author's decision not to portray other lesbians 
and gay men, but only to allude to them, is a significant one. The reader 
is never given an opportunity to view Theresa or Lorraine in a context 
in which she is the norm. Naylor instead presents them as "the two" 
exceptions in an entirely heterosexual world. Both women are isolated, 
and although their relationship is loving, it also feels claustrophobic. Nay­
lor writes: 

Lorraine wanted to be liked by the people around her. She couldn't live the 
way Tee did, with her head stuck in a book all the time. Tee didn't seem to 
need anyone. Lorraine often wondered if she even needed her. 

She never wanted to bother with anyone except those weirdos at the club 
she went to, and Lorraine hated them. They were coarse and bitter, and made 
fun of people who weren't like them. Well, she wasn't like them either. Why 
should she feel different from the people she lived around? Black people were 
all in the same boat-she'd come to realize this even more since they had 
moved to Brewster-and if they didn't row together, they would sink together. 
(P. 142) 

Lorraine's rejection of other lesbians and gay men is excruciating, as is 
the self-hatred that obviously prompts it. It is painfully ironic that she 
considers herself in the same boat with Black people in the story who 
are heterosexual, most of whom ostracize her, but not with Black people 
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who are lesbian and gay. The one time that Lorraine actually decides to 
go to the club by herself, ignoring Theresa's warning that she won't have 
a good time without her, is the night that she is literally destroyed. 

Perhaps the most positive element in "The Two" is how accurately 
Naylor depicts and subtly condemns Black homophobia. Sophie, a neigh­
bor who lives across the airshaft from Lorraine and Theresa, is the "willing 
carrier" of the rumor about them, though not necessarily its initiator. 
Naylor writes, 

Sophie had plenty to report that day. Ben had said it was terrible in there. 
No, she didn't know exactly what he had seen, but you can imagine-and 
they did. Confronted with the difference that had been thrust into their pre­
dictable world, they reached into their imaginations and, using an ancient 
pattern, weaved themselves a reason for its existence. Out of necessity they 
stitched all of their secret fears and lingering childhood nightmares into this 
existence, because even though it was deceptive enough to try and look as 
they looked, talk as they talked, and do as they did, it had to have some 
hidden stain to invalidate it-it was impossible for them both to be right. So 
they leaned back, supported by the sheer weight of their numbers and com­
forted by the woven barrier that kept them protected from the yellow mist 
that enshrouded the two as they came and went on Brewster Place. (P. 132) 

The fact of difference can be particularly volatile among people whose 
options are severely limited by racial, class, and sexual oppression, people 
who are already outsiders themselves. 

A conversation between Mattie Michaels, an older Black woman who 
functions as the work's ethical and spiritual center, and her lifelong friend, 
Etta, further prods the reader to examine her own attitudes about loving 
women. Etta explains, 

"Yeah, but it's different with them." 
"Different how?" 
"Well . . .  " Etta was beginning to feel uncomfortable. 
"They love each other like you'd love a man or a man would love you-I 
guess." 
"But I've loved some women deeper than I ever loved any man," Mattie was 
pondering. "And there been some women who loved me more and did more 
for me than any man ever did." 
"Yeah." Etta thought for a moment. "I can second that but it's still different, 
Mattie. I can't exactly put my finger on it, but . . .  " 
"Maybe it's not so different," Mattie said, almost to herself. "Maybe that's 
why some women get so riled up about it, 'cause they know deep down it's 
not so different after all." She looked at Etta. "It kinda gives you a funny 
feeling when you think about it that way, though." 
"Yeah, it does," Etta said, unable to meet Mattie's eyes. (Pp. 140-41) 
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Whatever their opinions, it is not the women of the neighborhood 
who are directly responsible for Lorraine's destruction, but six actively 
homophobic and woman-hating teenage boys. Earlier that day Lorraine 
and Kiswana Browne had encountered the toughs, who had unleashed 
their sexist and homophobic violence on the two women. Kiswana had 
verbally bested their leader, C. C. Baker, but he was dissuaded from 
physically retaliating because one of the other boys reminded him: 
"'That's Abshu's woman, and that big dude don't mind kickin' ass' " (p. 
163). As a lesbian, Lorraine did not have any kind of "dude" to stand 
between her and the violence of other men. Although she was completely 
silent during the encounter, C. C.'s parting words to her were, " 'I'm 
gonna remember this, Butch!" That night when Lorraine returns from the 
bar alone, she walks into the alley which is the boys' turf. They are waiting 
for her and gang-rape her in one of the most devastating scenes in lit­
erature. Naylor describes the aftermath: 

Lorraine lay pushed up against the wall on the cold ground with her eyes 
staring straight up into the sky. When the sun began to warm the air and 
the horizon brightened, she still lay there, her mouth crammed with paper 
bag, her dress pushed up under her breasts, her bloody pantyhose hanging 
from her thighs. She would have stayed there forever and have simply died 
from starvation or exposure if nothing around her had moved. (P. 171) 

She glimpses Ben sitting on a garbage can at the other end of the alley 
sipping wine. In a bizarre twist of an ending, Lorraine crawls through the 
alley and mauls him with a brick she happens to find as she makes her 
way toward him. Lorraine's supplicating cries of '"Please. Please.' . . .  the 
only word she was fated to utter again and again for the rest of her life," 
conclude the story (p. 173). 

I began thinking about "The Two" because of a conversation I had 
with another Black lesbian who seldom comes into contact with other 
lesbians and who has not been active in the feminist movement. Unlike 
other women with whom I had discussed the work, she was not angry, 
disappointed, or disturbed by it, but instead thought it was an effective 
portrayal of lesbians and homophobia. I was taken aback because I had 
found Naylor's depiction of our lives so completely demoralizing and not 
particularly realistic. I thought about another friend who told me she had 
found the story so upsetting she was never able to finish it. And of another 
who had actually rewritten the ending so that Mattie hears Lorraine's 
screams before she is raped and saves her. In this "revised version," 
Theresa is an undercover cop who also hears her lover's screams, comes 
into the alley with a gun, and blows the boys away. I was so mystified 
and intrigued by the first woman's defense of Naylor's perspective that 
I went back to examine the work. 
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According to the criteria I have suggested, although the lesbian char­

acters in "The Two" lack authenticity, the story possesses a certain level 
of verisimilitude. The generalized homophobia that the women face, 
which culminates in retaliatory rape and near-murderous decimation, is 
quite true to life. Gay and lesbian newspapers provide weekly accounts, 
which sometimes surface in the mainstream media, of the constant vio­
lence leveled at members of our communities. What feels disturbing and 
inauthentic to me is how utterly hopeless Naylor's view of lesbian ex­
istence is. Lorraine and Theresa are classically unhappy homosexuals of 
the type who populated white literature during a much earlier era, when 
the only alternatives for the "deviant" were isolation, loneliness, mental 
illness, suicide, or death. 

In her second novel, Linden Hills (1985), Naylor indicates that Black 
gay men's options are equally grim. In a review of the work, Jewelle 
Gomez (1985, 224) writes: 

One character disavows a liaison with his male lover in order to marry the 
appropriate woman and inherit the coveted Linden Hills home . . . .  We receive 
so little personal information about him that his motivations are obscure. For 
a middle-class, educated gay man to be blind to alternative lifestyles in 1985 
is not inconceivable but it's still hard to accept the melodrama of his arranged 
marriage without screaming " dump the girl and buy a ticket to Grand Rapids!" 
Naylor's earlier novel [The Women of Brewster Place) presented a similar lim­
itation. While she admirably attempts to portray black gays as integral to the 
fabric of black life she seems incapable of imagining black gays functioning 
as healthy, average people. In her fiction, although they are not at fault, gays 
must still be made to pay. This makes her books sound like a return to the 
forties, not a chronicle of the eighties. 

Gomez's response speaks to the problems that many lesbian feminists 
have with Naylor's versions of our lives, her persistent message that 
survival is hardly possible. I do not think we simply want "happy end­
ings" -although some do occur for lesbians both in literature and in life­
but an indication of the spirit of survival and resistance which has made 
the continuance of Black lesbian and gay life possible throughout the 
ages. 

In considering the overall impact of "The Two," I realized that because 
it is critical of homophobia, it is perhaps an effective story for a hetero­
sexual audience. But because its portrayal of lesbianism is so negative, 
its message even to heterosexuals is ambiguous. A semisympathetic 
straight reader's response might well be: "It's a shame something like 
that had to happen, but I guess that's what you get for being queer." The 
general public does not want to know that it is possible to be a lesbian 
of whatever color and not merely survive but thrive. And neither does a 
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heterosexual publishing industry want to provide them with this infor­
mation. 

The impact of the story upon lesbian readers is quite another matter. 
I imagine what might happen if a Black woman who was grappling with 
defining her sexuality and who had never had the opportunity to read 
anything else about lesbians, particularly Black ones, were to read "The 
Two" as a severely cautionary tale. Justifiably, she might go no further 
in her exploration, forever denying her feelings. She might eventually 
have sexual relationships with other women, but remain extremely clos­
eted. Or she might commit suicide. Naylor's dire pessimism about our 
possibilities lies at the crux of the problems I, a Black lesbian reader, have 
with "The Two." 

Alice Walker's portrayal of a lesbian relationship in her novel The 
Color Purple (1982) is as optimistic as Naylor's is despairing. Celie and 
Shug's love, placed at the center of the work and set in a rural southern 
community between the world wars, is unique in the history of African 
American fiction. The fact that a book with a Black lesbian theme by a 
Black woman writer achieved massive critical acclaim, became a bestseller, 
and was made into a major Hollywood film is unprecedented in the 
history of the world. It is The Color Purple to which homophobes and 
antifeminists undoubtedly refer when they talk about how "many" books 
currently have both Black lesbian subject matter and an unsparing critique 
of misogyny in the Black community. For Black lesbians, however, es­
pecially writers, the book has been inspirational. Reading it, we think it 
just may be possible to be a Black lesbian and live to tell about it. It may 
be possible for us to write it down and actually have somebody read it 
as well. 

When I first read The Color Purple in galleys in the spring of 1982, I 
believed it was a classic. I become more convinced every time I read it. 
Besides great storytelling, perfect Black language, killingly subtle Black 
women's humor, and an unequivocal Black feminist stance, it is also a 
deeply philosophical and spiritual work. It is marvelously gratifying to 
read discussions of nature, love, beauty, God, good, evil, and the meaning 
of life in the language of our people. The book is like a jewel. Any way 
you hold it to the light, you will always see something new reflected. 

The facet of the novel under consideration here is Walker's approach 
to lesbianism, but before I go further with that discussion, it is helpful to 
understand that the work is also a fable. The complex simplicity with 
which Walker tells the story, the archetypical and timeless Black southern 
world in which she sets it, the dear-cut conflicts between good and evil, 
the complete transformations undergone by several of the major char­
acters, and the huge capacity of the book to teach are all signs that The 
Color Purple is not merely a novel but a visionary tale. That it is a fable 
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may account partially for the depiction of a lesbian relationship unen­
cumbered by homophobia or fear of it and entirely lacking in self-scrutiny 
about the implications of lesbian identity. 

It may be Walker's conscious decision to deal with her readers' po­
tentially negative reactions by using the disarming strategy of writing as 
if women falling in love with each other were quite ordinary, an average 
occurrence which does not even need to be specifically remarked. In the 
"real world" the complete ease with which Celie and Shug move as lovers 
through a totally heterosexual milieu would be improbable, not to say 
amazing. Their total acceptance is one clue that this is indeed an inspiring 
fable, a picture of what the world could be if only human beings were 
ready to create it. A friend told me about a discussion of the book in a 
Black writers' workshop she conducted. An older Black woman in the 
class asserted: "When that kind of business happens, like happened be­
tween Shug and Celie, you know there's going to be talk." The woman 
was not reacting to Purple as a fable or even as fiction, but as a "real" 
story, applying her knowledge of what would undoubtedly happen in 
real life, where most people just aren't ready to deal with lesbianism and 
don't want to be. 

Because the novel is so truthful, particularly in its descriptions of sexual 
oppression and to a lesser extent racism, the reader understandably might 
question those aspects of the fable which are not as plausible. Even with­
in the story itself, it is conceivable that a creature as mean-spirited as 
Mr. ___ might have something to say about Shug, the love of his life, 
and Celie, his wife, sleeping together in his own house. For those of us 
who experience homophobia on a daily basis and who often live in fear 
of being discovered by the wrong person(s), like the teenage thugs in 
"The Two," we naturally wonder how Celie and Shug, who do not hide 
their relationship, get away with it. 

Another fabulous aspect of Celie's and Shug's relationship is that there 
are no references to how they think about themselves as lesbian lovers 
in a situation where they are the only ones. Although Celie is clearly 
depicted as a woman who at the very least is not attracted to men and 
who is generally repulsed by them, I am somewhat hesitant to designate 
her as a lesbian because it is not a term that she would likely apply to 
herself, and neither, obviously, would the people around her. In a con-
versation with Mr. ___ in the latter part of the book, Celie explains 
how she feels: 

He say, Celie, tell me the truth. You don't like me cause I'm a man? 
I blow my nose. Take off they pants, I say, and men look like frogs to me. 
No matter how you kiss 'em, as far as I'm concern, frogs is what they stay. 
I see, he say.6 
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Shug, on the other hand, is bisexual, another contemporary term that 
does not necessarily apply within the cultural and social context Walker 
has established. There is the implication that this is among her first, if it 
is not her only, sexual relationship with another woman. The only time 
within the novel when Shug and Celie make love, Walker writes: 

She say, I love you, Miss Celie. And then she haul off and kiss me on the 
mouth. 
Um, she say, like she surprise. I kiss her back, say, um, too. Us kiss and kiss 
till us can't hardly kiss no more. Then us touch each other. 
I don't know nothing bout it, I say to Shug. 
I don't know much, she say. (P. 109) 

Despite her statement of inexperience, Shug is a wonderfully sensual 
and attractive woman who takes pleasure in all aspects of living, from 
noticing "the color purple in a field" to making love with whomever. 
When Shug tries to explain to Celie why she has taken up with a.nineteen­
year-old boy, the two women's differing perspectives and sexual orien­
tations are obvious. Walker writes: 

But Celie, she say. I have to make you understand. Look, she say. I'm gitting 
old. I'm fat. Nobody think I'm good looking no more, but you. Or so I thought. 
He's nineteen. A baby. How long can it last? 
He's a man. I write on the paper. 
Yah, she say. He is. And I know how you feel about men. But I don't feel 
that way. I would never be fool enough to take any of them seriously, she 
say, but some mens can be a lots of fun. 
Spare me, I write. (P. 220) 

Eventually Shug comes back to Celie, and Walker implies that they will 
live out their later years together. The recouplings and reunions that occur 
in the novel might also indicate that the story is more fantasy than fact. 
But in Celie and Shug's case, the longevity of their relationship is certainly 
a validation of love between women. 

The day Shug returns, Celie shows her her new bedroom. Walker 
writ�s: 

She go right to the little purple frog on my mantelpiece. 
What this? she ast. 
Oh, I say, a little something Albert carve for me. (P. 248) 

Not only is this wickedly amusing after Celie and Mr. ___ 's discussion 
about "frogs," but Mr. ___ 's tolerance at being described as such to 
the point of his making a joke gift for Celie seems almost too good to be 
true. Indeed, Mr. ___ 's transformation from evil no-account to a sen-
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sitive human being is one of the most miraculous one could find any­
where. Those critics and readers who condemn the work because they 
find the depiction of men so "negative" never seem to focus on how 
nicely most of them tum out in the end. Perhaps these transformations 
go unnoticed because in Walker's woman-centered world, in order to 
change, they must relinquish machismo a:nd violence, the very thought 
of which would be fundamentally disruptive to the nonfeminist reader's 
world view. It is no accident that Walker has Celie, who has become a 
professional seamstress and designer of pants, teach Mr. ___ to sew, 
an ideal way to symbolize just how far he has come. In the real world, 
where former husbands of lesbian mothers take their children away with 
the support of the patriarchal legal system and in some cases beat or even 
murder their former wives, very few men would say what Mr. __ _ 

says to Celie about Shug: "I'm real sorry she left you, Celie. I remembered 
how I felt when she left me" (p. 238)� But in the world of The Color Purple, 
a great deal is possible. 

One of the most beautiful and familiar aspects of the novel is the 
essential and supportive bonds between Black women. The only other 
person Celie loves before she meets Shug is her long-lost sister, Nettie. 
Although neither ever gets an answer, the letters they write to each other 
for decades and Celie's letters to God before she discovers that Nettie is 
alive constitute the entire novel. The work joyously culminates when 
Nettie, accompanied by Celie's children who were taken away from her 
in infancy, returns home. 

Early in the novel Celie "sins against" another woman's spirit and 
painfully bears the consequences. She tells her stepson, Harpo, to beat 
his wife, Sofia, if she doesn't mind him. Soon Celie is so upset about 
what she has done that she is unable to sleep at night. Sofia, one of the 
most exquisitely defiant characters in Black women's fiction, fights Harpo 
right back, and when she finds out Celie's part in Harpo's changed be­
havior, she comes to confront her. When Celie confesses that she advised 
Harpo to beat Sofia because she was jealous of Sofia's ability to stand up 
for herself, the weight is lifted from her soul, the women become fast 
friends, and she "sleeps like a baby." 

When Shug decides that Celie needs to leave Mr. ___ and go with 
her to Memphis, accompanied by Mary Agnes (Squeak), Harpo's lover 
of many years, they make the announcement at a family dinner. Walker 
writes: 

You was all rotten children, I say. You made my life a hell on earth. And 
your daddy here ain't dead horse's shit. 
Mr. --- reach over to slap me. I jab my case knife in his hand. 
You bitch, he say. What will people say, you running off to Memphis like 
you don't have a house to look after? 
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Shug say, Albert. Try to think like you got some sense. 
Why any woman give a shit what people think is a mystery to me. 
Well, say Grady, trying to bring light. A woman can't git a man if peoples 
talk. 
Shug look at me and us giggle. Then us laugh sure nuff. Then Squeak start 
to laugh. Then Sofia. All us laugh and laugh. 
Shug say, Ain't they something? Us say urn hum, and slap the table, wipe 
the water from our eyes. 
Harpo look at Squeak. Shut up Squeak, he say. It bad luck for women to 
laugh at men. 
She say, Okay. She sit up straight, suck in her breath, try to press her face 
together. 
He look at Sofia. She look at him and laugh in his face. I already had my 
bad luck, she say. I had enough to keep me laughing the rest of my life. (P. 
182) 

This marvelously hilarious scene is one of the countless examples in the 
novel of Black women's staunch solidarity. As in The Women of Brewster 
Place, women's caring for each other makes life possible; but in The Color 
Purple Celie and Shug's relationship is accepted as an integral part of the 
continuum of women loving each other, while in the more realistic work, 
Lorraine and Theresa are portrayed as social pariahs. 

If one accepts that The Color Purple is a fable or at the very least has 
fablelike elements, judgments of verisimilitude and authenticity are nec­
essarily affected. Celie and Shug are undeniably authentic as Black women 
characters-complex, solid, and whole-but they are not necessarily au­
thentic as lesbians. Their lack of self-consciousness as lesbians, the lack 
of scrutiny their relationship receives from the outside world, and their 
isolation from other lesbians make The Color Purple's categorization as a 
lesbian novel problematic. It does not appear that it was Walker's intent 
to create a work that could be definitively or solely categorized as such. 

The question of categorization becomes even more interesting when 
one examines critical responses to the work, particularly in the popular 
media. Reviews seldom mention that Celie and Shug are lovers. Some 
critics even go so far as to describe them erroneously as good friends. 
The fact that their relationship is simply "there" in the novel and not 
explicitly called attention to as lesbian might also account for a mass 
heterosexual audience's capacity to accept the work, although the novel 
has of course also been homophobically attacked.7 As a Black lesbian 
feminist reader, I have questions about how accurate it is to identify 
Walker's characters as lesbians per se, at the same time that I am moved 
by the vision of a world, unlike this one, where Black women are not 
forced to lose their families, their community, or their lives because of 
whom they love. 



122 Power, Representation, and Feminist Critique 
A realistic depiction of African American lesbian experience would be 

neither a complete idyll nor a total nightmare. Audre Lorde terms Zami: 
A New Spelling of My Name (1983) a "biomythography," a combination 
of autobiography, history, and myth. I have chosen to discuss it here 
because it is the one extended prose work of which I am aware that 
approaches Black lesbian experience with both verisimilitude and au­
thenticity. Zami is an essentially autobiographical work, but the poet's 
eye, ear, and tongue give the work stylistic richness often associated with 
well-crafted fiction. At least two other Black women critics, Barbara Chris­
tian (1986, 187-210) and Jewelle Gomez (1983, 1 18-19), have included 
Zami in their analyses of Black lesbians in fiction. Because Zami spans 
genres and carves out a unique place in African American literature as 
the first full-length autobiographical work by an established Black lesbian 
writer, it will undoubtedly continue to be grouped with other creative 
prose about Black lesbians. 

The fact that Zami is autobiographical might be assumed to guarantee 
its realism. But even when writing autobiographically, an author can pick 
and choose details, can create a persona which has little or nothing to do 
with her own particular reality, or she might fabricate an artificial persona 
with whom the reader cannot possibly identify. A blatant example of this 
kind of deceptive strategy might be an autobiographical work by a lesbian 
which fails to mention that this is indeed who she is; of course, there are 
other, less extreme omissions and distortions. Undoubtedly, Lorde se­
lected the material she included in the work, and the selectivity of memory 
is also operative. Yet this work is honest, fully rounded, and authentic. 
It is not coincidental that of the three works considered here, Zami has 
the most to tell the reader about the texture of Black lesbian experience, 
and that it was written by an out Black lesbian feminist. The candor and 
specificity with which Lorde approaches her life are qualities that would 
enhance Black lesbian writing in the future. 

Zami is a Carriacou word for "women who work together as friends 
and lovers."8 Just as the title implies, Zami is woman-identified from the 
outset and thoroughly suffused with an eroticism focusing on women. 
Lorde connects her lesbianism to the model her mother, Linda, provided­
her pervasive, often intimidating, strength; her fleeting sensuality when 
her harsh veneer was lifted-and also to her place of origin, the Grenadian 
island of Carriacou, where a word already existed to describe who Linda's 
daughter would become. As in The Color Purple and The Women of Brewster 
Place, in Zami relationships between women are at the center of the work. 
Here they are complex, turbulent, painful, passionate, and essential to 
the author's survival. 

Although Lorde continuously explores the implications of being a 
Black lesbian and she has an overt consciousness about her lesbianism 
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which is missing from Naylor's and Walker's works, she does not define 
lesbianism as a problem in and of itself. Despite homophobia, particularly 
in the left of the McCarthy era; despite isolation from other Black women 
because she is gay; and despite primal loneliness because of her many 
levels of difference, Lorde assumes that her lesbianism, like her blackness, 
is a given, a fact of life which she has to neither justify nor explain. This 
is an extremely strong and open-ended stance from which to write about 
Black lesbian experience, since it enables the writer to deal with the com­
plexity of lesbianism and what being a Black lesbian means in a specific 
time and place. Lorde's position allows Black lesbian experience to be 
revealed from the inside out. The absence of agonized doubts about her 
sexual orientation and the revelation of the actual joys of being a lesbian, 
including lust and recognizable descriptions of physical passion between 
women, make Zami seem consciously written for a lesbian reader. This 
is a significant point, because so little is ever written with us in mind, 
and also because who an author considers her audience to be definitely 
affects her voice and the levels of authenticity she may be able to achieve. 
Writing from an avowedly Black lesbian perspective with Black lesbian 
readers in mind does not mean that a work will be inaccessible or in­
applicable to nonblack and nonlesbian readers. Works such as Zami, 
which are based in the experiences of writers outside the "mainstream," 
provide a vitally different perspective on human experience and may even 
reveal new ways of thinking about supposedly settled questions. Or, as 
Celie puts it in The Color Purple: "If he [God] ever listened to poor colored 
women the world would be a different place, I can tell you" (P. 175). It 
would be more different still if "he" also listened to lesbians. 

The fact that Zami is written from an unequivocally Black lesbian and 
feminist perspective undoubtedly explains why it is the one book of the 
three under discussion that is published by an alternative press, why it 
was turned down by at least a dozen trade publishers, including one that 
specializes in gay titles. The white male editor at that supposedly sym­
pathetic house returned the manuscript saying, "If only you were just 
one," Black or lesbian. The combination is obviously too much for the 
trade publishing establishment to handle. We bring news that others do 
not want to hear. It is unfortunate that the vast majority of the readers 
of The Women of Brewster Place and The Color Purple will never have the 
opportunity to read Zami. 

Lorde' s description of Black "gay-girl" life in the Greenwich Village 
of the 1950s is fascinating, if for no other reason than that it reveals a 
piece of our cultural history. What is even more intriguing is her political 
activist's sense of how the struggles of women during that era helped 
shape our contemporary movement and how many of our current issues, 
especially the desire to build a Black lesbian community, were very much 
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a concern at that time. The author's search for other Black lesbians and 
her lovingly detailed descriptions of the fragments of community she finds 
give this work an atmosphere of reality missing in "The Two" and The 
Color Purple. Unlike Lorraine and Theresa and Celie and Shug, Lorde is 
achingly aware of her need for peers. She writes: 

I remember how being young and Black and gay and lonely felt. A lot of it 
was fine, feeling I had the truth and the light and the key, but a lot of it was 
purely hell. 
There were no mothers, no sisters, no heroes. We had to do it alone, like our 
sister Amazons, the riders on the loneliest outposts of the kingdom of Da­
homey. 

There were not enough of us. But we surely tried. (Pp. 176-77) 

Every Black woman I ever met in the Village in those years had some part 
in my survival, large or small, if only as a figure in the head-count at the 
Bag on a Friday night. 
Black lesbians in the Bagatelle faced a world only slightly less hostile than 
the outer world which we had to deal with every day on the outside-that 
world which defined us as doubly nothing because we were Black and because 
we were Woman-that world which raised our blood pressures and shaped 
our furies and our nightmares. 

All of us who survived these common years have to be a little proud. A lot 
proud. Keeping ourselves together and on our own tracks, however wobbly, 
was like trying to play the Dinizulu War Chant or a Beethoven sonata on a 
tin dog-whistle. (P. 225) 

The humor, tenacity, and vulnerability which Lorde brings to her 
version of being in "the life" are very precious. Here is something to grab 
hold of, a place to see one's face reflected. Despite the daily grind of 
racism, homophobia, sexual and class oppression, compounded by the 
nonsolutions of alcohol, drugs, suicide, and death at an early age, some 
women did indeed make it. · 

Lorde also describes the much more frequent interactions and support 
available from white lesbians, who were in the numerical majority. Just 
as they are now, relationships between Black and white-women in the 
1950s were often undermined by racism, but Lorde documents that some 
women were at least attempting to deal with their differences. She writes: 

How imperfectly, we tried to build a community of sorts where we could, at 
the very least, survive within a world we correctly perceived to be hostile to 
us: we talked endlessly about how best to create that mutual support which 
twenty years later was being discussed in the women's movement as a brand 
new concept. Lesbians were probably the only Black and white women in 
New York City in the fifties who were making any real attempt to com-
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municate with each other; we learned lessons from each other, the values of 
which were not lessened by what we did not learn. (P. 179) 

Lorde approaches the meaning of difference from numerous vantage 
points in Zami. In much of her work prior to Zami she has articulated 
and developed the concept of difference which has gained usage in the 
women's movement as a whole and in the writing of women of color 
specifically. From her early childhood, long before she recognizes herself 
as a lesbian, the question of difference is Zami's subtext, its ever-present 
theme. Lorde writes: "It was in high school that I came to believe that I 
was different from my white classmates, not because I was Black, but because 
I was me" (p. 82). Although Lorde comes of age in an era when little, if 
any, tolerance exists for those who do not conform to white-male he­
gemony, her stance and that of her friends is one of rebellion and creative 
resistance, including political activism, as opposed to conformity and vic­
timization. Zami mediates the versions of lesbianism presented in The 
Women of Brewster Place and The Color Purple. It is not a horror story, 
although it reveals the difficulties of Black lesbian experience. It is not a 
fable, although it reveals the joys of a life committed to women. 

Since much of her quest in Zami is to connect with women who rec­
ognize and share her differences, particularly other Black lesbians, it seems 
fitting that the work closes with her account of a loving relationship with 
another Black woman, Afrekete. Several years before the two women 
become lovers, Lorde meets Kitty at a Black lesbian house party in Queens. 
Lorde writes: 

One of the women I had met at one of these parties was Kitty. 
When I saw Kitty again one night years later in the Swing Rendezvous or 
the Pony Stable or the Page Three-that tour of second-string gay-girl bars 
that I had taken to making alone that sad lonely spring of 1957-it was easy 
to recall the St. Alban's smell of green Queens summer-night and plastic 
couch-covers and liquor and hair oil and women's bodies at the party where 
we had first met. 
In that brick-faced frame house in Queens, the downstairs pine-paneled rec­
reation room was alive and pulsing with loud music, good food, and beautiful 
Black women in all different combinations of dress. (P. 241) 

The women were fifties dyke-chic, ranging from "skinny straight skirts" 
to Bermuda and Jamaica shorts. Just as the clothes, the smells, the song 
lyrics, and food linger in the author's mind, her fully rendered details of 
Black lesbian culture resonate within the reader. I recalled this party scene 
while attending a dinner party at the home of two Black lesbians in the 
Deep South earlier this year. One of the hostesses arrived dressed im­
peccably in white Bermuda shorts, black knee-socks, and loafers. Her hair 
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straightened 1980s-style, much like that of the 1950s, completed my sense 
of deja vu. Contemporary Black lesbians are a part of a cultural tradition 
which we are just beginning to discover through interviews with older 
women such as Mabel Hampton and the writing of authors such as Ann 
Allen Shockley, Anita Cornwell, Pat Parker, and Lorde. 

When she meets Afrekete again, their relationship helps to counteract 
Lorde's loneliness following the breakup of a long-term relationship with 
a white woman. The bond between the women is stunningly erotic, en­
riched by the bond they share as Black women. Lorde writes: 

By the beginning of summer the walls of Afrekete's apartment were always 
warm to the touch from the heat beating down on the roof, and chance breezes 
through her windows rustled her plants in the window and brushed over 
our sweat-smooth bodies, at rest after loving. 
We talked sometimes about what it meant to love women, and what a relief 
it was in the eye of the storm, no matter how often we had to bite our tongues 
and stay silent. 

Once we talked about how Black women had been committed without choice 
to waging our campaigns in the enemies' strongholds, too much and too 
often, and how our psychic landscapes had been plundered and wearied by 
those repeated battles and campaigns. 
"And don't I have the scars to prove it," she signed. "Makes you tough 
though, babe, if you don't go under. And that's what I like about you; you're 
like me. We're both going to make it because we're both too tough and crazy 
not to!" And we held each other and laughed and cried about what we had 
paid for that toughness, and how hard it was to explain to anyone who didn't 
already know it that soft and tough had to be one and the same for either 
to work at all, like our joy and the tears mingling on the one pillow beneath 
our heads. (P. 250) 

The fact that this conversation occurs in 1957 is both amazing and un­
remarkable. Black lesbians have a heritage far older than a few decades, 
a past that dates back to Africa, as Lorde (1984, 45-52) herself documents 
in the essay "Scratching the Surface: Some Notes on Barriers to Women 
and Loving." Lorde's authentic portrayal of one segment of that history 
in Zami enables us to see both our pasts and our futures more clearly. 
Her work provides a vision of possibility for Black lesbians surviving 
whole, despite all, which is the very least we can demand from our 
literature, our activism, and our lives. 

Despite the homophobic exclusion and silencing of Black lesbian writ­
ers, the creation of complex, accurate, and artistically compelling depic­
tions of Black lesbians in literature has been and will continue to be 
essential to the development of African American women's literature as 
a whole. The assertion of Black women's rights to autonomy and freedom, 
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which is inherent in the lives of Black lesbians and which is made po­
litically explicit in Black lesbian feminist theory and practice, has crucial 
implications for all women's potential liberation. Yet far too many non­
lesbian Black women who are actively involved in defining the African 
American women's literary renaissance as critics, teachers, readers, and 
writers completely ignore Black lesbian existence or are actively hostile 
to it. 

Black women's homophobia in literary and nonliterary contexts ne­
gates any claims that they might make to honoring Black feminist prin­
ciples or to respecting the even older tradition of Black women's sister­
hood from which Black feminism springs. Ironically, excluding or 
attacking Black lesbians often marginalizes the very women who have 
built the political and cultural foundations that have made this renaissance 
possible. 

Ultimately, the truth that never hurts is that Black lesbians and spe­
cifically Black lesbian writers are here to stay. In spite of every effort to 
erase us, we are committed to living visibly with integrity and courage 
and to telling our Black women's stories for centuries to come. 

NoTEs 
1. Audre Lorde and Ann Allen Shockley are two exceptions. They have pub­

lished with both commercial and independent publishers. It should be noted that 
Lorde's poetry is currently published by a commercial publisher, but that all of 
her works of prose have been published by independent women's presses. In 
conversation with Lorde I learned that Zami: A New Spelling of My Name was 
rejected by at least a dozen commercial publishers. 

2. In her essay "The Black Lesbian in American Literature: An Overview," 
Ann Allen Shockley summarizes Jones's negative or inadequate treatment of Les­
bian themes in her novels Corregidora and Eva's Man and in two of her short 
stories. Ann Allen Shockley, "The Black Lesbian in American Literature: An Over­
view," in Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology, ed. Barbara Smith (Latham, NY: 
Kitchen Table, 1983), p. 89. 

3. In her essay, "The Failure to Transform: Homophobia in the Black Com­
munity," Cheryl Clarke comments: "The black lesbian is not only absent from 
the pages of black political analysis, her image as a character in literature and her 
role as a writer are blotted out from or trivialized in literary criticism written by 
black women." Clarke also cites examples of such omissions. In Home Girls, ed. 
Smith, pp. 204-205. 

4. It is interesting to note that recent research has revealed that Hughes and 
a number of other major figures of the Harlem Renaissance were gay. See Charles 
Michael Smith, "Bruce Nugent: Bohemian of the Harlem Renaissance," in In the 
Life: A Black Gay Anthology, ed. Joseph F. Beam (Boston: Alyson, 1986), pp. 213-
214, and selections by Langston Hughes in Gay and Lesbian Poetry in Our Time: 
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An Anthology, ed. Carl Morse and Joan Larkin (New York: St. Martin's, 1988), pp. 
204-206. 

5. Gloria Naylor, The Women of Brewster Place (New York: Penguin, 1983), 
pp. 165-166. All subsequent references to this work will be cited in the text. 

6. Alice Walker, The Color Purple (New York: Washington Square, 1982), p. 
224. All subsequent references to this work will be cited in the text. 

7. In his essay "Who's Afraid of Alice Walker?" Calvin Hernton describes the 
"hordes of . . .  black men (and some women)" who condemned both the novel 
and the film The Color Purple all over the country. He singles out journalist Tony 
Brown as a highly visible leader of these attacks. Brown both broadcast television 
shows and wrote columns about a book and movie he admitted to have neither 
read nor seen. Hernton raises the question "Can it be that the homophobic, 
nitpicking screams of denial against The Color Purple are motivated out of envy, 
jealousy and guilt, rather than out of any genuine concern for the well-being of 
black people?" Calvin Hernton, The Sexual Mountain and Black Women Writers 
(New York: Anchor, 1987), pp. 30-36. 

8. Audre Lorde, Zami: A New Spelling of My Name (Freedom, Calif. : Crossing, 
1983), p. 255. All subsequent references to this work will be cited in the text. 
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REDRAFTING MORALITY 

The Postcqlonial State and the Sexual 
Offences Bill of Trinidad and Tobago 

M. ]acqui Alexander 

In the contemporary period, morality has become an impor­
tant mechanism for disciplining an� . regu.lating the social. Its political 
agenda has taken shape in the ideologies of international capital that 
attempt to legitimate the exploitation of a predominantly female Third 
World workforce through symbols of docile and submissive womanhood. 
It manifests itself in the fundamentalist right that has diffused its brand 
of morality in terms of the monogamous conjugal family and has reified 
motherhood at a time when its material base is being dramatically un­
dermined, when it is downright unsafe to be a mother for the majority 
of women in the Third World. It manifests itself also in political parties 
and a wide range of state practices that are visibly linked to the right, 
utilizing legal and bureaucratic apparatuses to legislate norms. Morality 
has become a euphemism for ... s.ex. To be moral is to be asexual, (het­
ero)sexual, or sexual in ways that presumably carry the weight of the 
"natural." The political struggle to redraft morality requires feminist en­
gagement. In this essay, I use the Sexual Offences Bill that was signed 
into law in Trinidad and Tobago in 1986 to suggest certain trajectories 
for such an engagement. The legislation is an important site where the 
struggle to link sexuality with morality was particularly fierce. I suggest 
important markers for the project of historical reconstruction and future 
political organizing. 

Attempts to manage sexuality through morality are not without his­
torical precursors. They are inextricably bound to colonial rule. In fact, 
the very identity and authority of the colonial project rested upon the 
racialization and sexualization of morality. Clearly one aspect of the proj-
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ect was carried out in the overt articulation at both institutional and dis­
cursive levels, but there was also another, perhaps mystified element that 
was expressed as the self-attributing superiority of the colonizer and the 
attribution of inferiority to the colonized. The moves to usurp the con­
sciousness of the colonized by attempts to remake the self, evidenced, 
for instance, in the active suppression of indigenous systems of meta­
physics or in the constant preoccupation with manners and "the Character 
of the Negro" detailed in travelogues and buried deep in the presup­
positions of colonial historiography, were simultaneously aimed at dis­
lodging resistance, reorganizing daily life, reconstituting identity, indeed 
remaking the sexual identity of those subjected to colonial rule.1  This is 
why unmasking these presuppositions forms an important dimension of 
any counterproject. 

In the case of the Caribbean, the embeddedness of the colonial state 
in the slave plantation economy assured state managers a central role in 
managing Black labor, on which the very existence of that economy rested. 
And the management of Black labor within a racially complex class system 
comprising free coloreds, Black slaves, and a white planter class (with 
close links to metropolitan capital and tenuous links to the indigenous 
free coloreds) rested on several simultaneous strategies, each relying upon 
the formal and informal enforcement of certain racialized sexual codes of 
conduct. In a study of the sexual complexities of race and class and the 
curious pattern of morality that developed during the colonial period in 
the Caribbean, Barbara Bush traces the simultaneous construction of 
womanhood through notions of "white ladies, coloured favourites and 
Black wenches," and concludes the following: 

By the mid-eighteenth century, sugar monoculture was consolidated, and 
crucial and damning contrasts between Black and white women reinforced 
a developing racialist ideology. Their economic and sexual roles became 
strongly differentiated. The now leisured white women became the embod­
iment of modesty and respectability, but also the victims of a rigid double­
standard of morality which allowed men full sexual licence. Black concubin­
age became "de rigueur" and white women were artificially elevated as Black 
women were unfairly debased.2 

Conjugal marriage was actively encouraged among slaves but was 
actively discouraged between white men and colored women because it 
interrupted the accumulation of private property and wealth by the white 
father and his "natural" heirs. According to the planter class, "free col­
oreds were acquiring property and wealth by inheriting land from their 
natural white fathers," so activ� measures were put in place to discourage 
it.3 An Elizabethan statute of rape institutionalized and legitimized violent 
colonial masculinity which took the form of rape but criminalized Black 
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masculinity, thereby solidifying the cult of true womanhood and its cor­
relates the white Madonna and the Black whore.4 

This "rigid double-standard" of morality was again applied by the 
planter class during the labor crisis which the official end of slavery pro­
duced (the period often referred to as indentureship). Indian women who 
were recruited from Calcutta and Madras to work on sugar plantations 
and came without conjugal families were defined by colonial state and 
migrant men alike as "prostitutes," "social outcasts," and "prone to im­
moral conduct." According to Rhoda Reddock, who has examined the 
historical construction of the "Indian Woman Problem" in Trinidad and 
Tobago, "it was the historical conflation of interests between migrant 
Indian men, struggling to improve their socio-economic and caste position 
within a new and hostile environment, colonial capital, and the state's 
desire for a stable . . .  self-reproducing and cheap labor force" that worked 
to generate ideologies rooted in particular notions of morality aimed at 
curtailing women's autonomy.5 Although never historically stable, the 
complicity of the state in regulating sex and managing sexuality through 
certain norms of morality is not a new dimension of state practice. 

However, it is difficult to recall in recent years a piece of legislation 
that has generated such intense interest and debate as the Sexual Offences 
Bill: "An Act to Repeal and Replace the Laws of Trinidad and Tobago 
Relating to Sexual Crimes, to the Procuration, Abduction and Prostitution 
of Persons and to Kindred Offences."6 It was not unusual that the reg­
ulation of sex was managed through a juridical framework, for as we saw, 
this was an integral element of state practice from its inception in the 
slave economy. But the Act represents the first time that the coercive arm 
of the postcolonial state had confronted the legacy of its colonial trauma 
and attempted "to bring all laws dealing with sexual offences under one 
heading."7 This gesture of consolidation not only brought different ele­
ments of the state apparatus into direct opposition (the Law Commission 
and central parliamentarians, for example) but engaged the entire array 
of institutional mechanisms that historically had a stake in regulating 
sexuality, particularly women's sexuality, such as the church, the "fam­
ily," the law, and state managers themselves. The Act originated within 
the Law Commission that was formed in 1971 with a mandate from the 
Ministry of Legal Affairs to suggest new areas for legislation. A working 
committee had spent three years examining the sexual laws pf other Com­
monwealth countries. But for our purposes, it will be more useful to read 
the bill not through its origins but in terms of its contextual emergence. 
In this way, one can understand the ways in which state managers came 
to construct the societal imperatives they confronted in terms of prohi­
bitions and punishments regarding certain kinds of sex. 
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Fifteen of the nineteen provisions constituting the legislation had prior 
lives and were being reconsolidated under a different schedule of pun­
ishments. Prohibitions regarding sex within one's family, whether bio­
logical or adopted ("incest"), and against women who exchanged sex for 
money ("prostitutes") and those who aided them, such as brothel keepers, 
or who exploited them, such as pimps, ha:d long been established in the 
emendations to the Offences against the Person Acts-all variants of Brit.: 
ish law. What was new was that the commission moved to criminalize 
new areas of sexual activity. It established prohibitions against employers 
who took sexual advantage of their "minor" employees at the workplace 
and made sex with a girl age fourteen to sixteen a statutory offense. In 
addition, for the first time, rape · within marriage was criminalized: any 
"husband" who had forceful intercourse with his "wife" without her 
consent could be convicted and imprisoned under a new offense called 
"sexual assault." This came to be known popularly as Clause 4. Buggery 
committed in private between consenting adults (two men or husband 
and wife) was decriminalized. 

Clause 4 and the proposal to decriminalize gay sex created such a 
public furor and posed such a dilemma for central parliamentarians that 
under the direction of the deputy prime minister and chief parliamen­
tarian, Kamaluddin Mohammed, the House suspended its customary pro­
cedures of hearing and convened a select committee of all of its members 
to study the bill in private. Proceedings remain, as yet, unavailable for 
public scrutiny, but the redrafted provisions of the final bill bore little 
resemblance to their precursor. As it currently stands, rape in marriage 
can be proven only under certain, very restrictive conditions: only where 
there has been some legal action taken to indicate a "breakdown" of the 
marriage, such as a judicial separation, the initiation of divorce proceed­
ings, or evidence that the couple now live in separate households. Ac­
cording to the legislation, no proceedings shall be instituted except by or 
with the consent of the director of public prosecutions. Homosexual sex 
was recriminalized; and lesbian sex became punishable under a new of­
fense called "serious indecency" if "committed on or towards a person 
sixteen years of age or more." 

But how did state managers come to frame this discourse on sex in 
the ways in which they did? What was at stake that made it necessary 
for some state managers to regulate violent areas of domestic patriarchy? 
What set of conditions prompted legislators to ensnare and to specifically 
control lesbian sex? And why at this historical juncture? 

In a self-generated commentary, the commission stated explicitly that 
the bill's aim was to "bring back morality within the fabric of society."8 
It stated that it wished to grapple with the knotty relationships among 
sexual behaviors, moral rectitude, and the criminal law and posed the 
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central problematic by gauging the extent to which the criminal law ought 
to have reflected the fact that certain kinds of sexual conduct were "com­
monly thought to be morally wrong or an outrage to public standards of 
decency." Avoiding eritirely the question about who constructs facts and 
"common knowledges" about morality, it borrowed its definitions from 
the Wolfenden Committee on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution, 
which convened in Britain in 1954 and established morality as the pres­
ervation of "public order and decency, protection of the young from sexual 
exploitation by adults while at the same time deterring the young from 
indulging in sexual activities, and providing sufficient safeguards against 
[sexual] exploitation and corruption of others, particularly those who are 
specifically vulnerable because they are young, weak in body or mind, 
inexperienced or in a state of special physical, official or economic de­
pendence."9 While this gesture symbolizes the ongoing dependent rela­
tionship between Britain and its former colony, it actually provides no 
clear definitions of morality. 

Central parliamentarians, on the other hand, used data indicating that 
Trinidad and Tobago had the highest incidence of AIDS per capita in the 
Caribbean as the basis for recriminalizing homosexual sex and restoring 
morality. So what initially appeared as a liberal gesture on the part of 
law commissioners to decriminalize gay sex actually converged with the 
final text produced by the parliamentarians as a treatise on morality. What 
Foucault observes about the self-justification of the criminal justice system 
through its "perpetual reference to something other than itself, [and its] 
increasing reinscription in non-juridical systems" is applicable here, for 
the contested terrain of morality is just one such nonjuridical system. 
Morality has become entangled with what he has identified as the "prac­
tice of the power to punish," and in this instance, has been conflated with 
sex and sexuality, thereby obscuring the state's complicity in sexual pol­
itics.10 For state managers, the codification of sexual behaviors lies rooted 
in an ostensibly fledgling morality in a society that has been overtaken 
by all the defining signs of Western decadence: AIDS, promiscuity, pros­
titution, lesbian sex, and overall sexual intemperance. It is unclear whether 
any of the penalties attached to incest, prostitution, or lesbian and gay 
sex would fulfill the promise of moral restoration, but this normative 
stance is less significant here than the desire and ability of state managers 
to construct a productive discourse which draws on certain notions of 
morality and naturalness and ultimately takes its cues from a gendered 
and racialized social order while appearing to have no political interest 
at stake. It is only within the context of the legal framework and a close 
examination of the sexual boundaries it draws and solidifies that one can 
truly grapple with the meanings and definitions of morality that state 
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managers intend. How morality is produced, then, is of crucial analytical 
and ideological import. 

This essay focuses, therefore, on the trajectory of the discursive pro­
duction of morality in the legal text and demonstrates that state managers 
reinscribe sex (albeit forbidden, "amoral," and "unnatural" sex) as the 
basis of relationships between women, between men, between men and 
women, and between adults and "minors" by constructing maleness and 
femaleness in terms of sexualized categories. But this sexual reinscription 
is not based on relationships of equivalency. A hierarchy is established 
within the discourse and manifests itself in two simultaneous gestures, 
one that draws boundaries around licit sex (boundaries that become iso­
morphic with the right morality) and thereby creates a category of illicit 
or criminalized sex to enforce licit sex. The right morality cannot be es­
tablished without what managers construct as illicit. 

Analytically, I will unify two dimensions of the official discourse that 
have been treated separately and held in discrete suspension: the one 
that draws parameters around legitimate heterosexual sex, and the other 
that criminalizes lesbian sex and recriminalizes homosexual sex. They are 
enjoined here not because they are to be conflated politically or ideolog­
ically-eroticized domination in the form of marital rape is not the same 
as sex between lesbians-but because, as I demonstrate later, their location 
and timing within.a singular discursive frame are significant, related, and 
therefore not coincidental. In a curious encounter, they derive from the 
force of a constructed morality that resides in nature, where the only 
sanctioned form of sex is identified as procreative. Biology and procreation 
sanction nature and morality to such an extent that when eroticized vi­
olence threatens to dissolve heterosexual conjugal marriage, a textual 
restoration is enacted by criminalizing lesbian sex and sex among gay 
men-an act of reasserting the conjugal bed. Indeed, the reinscription of 
the conjugal bed occurs precisely because no alternative sexualities are 
permissible; by legally outlawing other alternatives that "reject the ob­
ligation of coitus," the power of marriage is reinscribed, and with it the 
reinforcement of "the obligatory social relationship between 'man' and 
'woman'."11 The heterosexual contract is textually restored by criminal­
izing lesbian sex and sex between men. I follow, therefore, a general 
dialectic approach which, in the case of the criminalizing of lesbian sex, 
brings into stark relief that which state managers define as threatening 
and banish to the underground. 

I am not attempting, however, a methodological move which privi­
leges the authority of the legal text and which might, therefore, mask the 
real material effects discourses engender. The legislation is an act of 
power, but it is also a site for contestation, for the state, while being one 
of the major actors in institutionalizing sexual politics, is not the only 
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actor. Textually, women become the ground upon which certain notions 
of virile masculinity, family, and sexuality are argued, but in contrast to 
other discourses where women's subjectivity is entirely muted, women 
are not missing from or silenced in the public discourse.12 Moreover, the 
definitions of sexuality which "wives" and women construct interrupt 
those definitions of sexualities deployed by state managers, and so they 
will be made central to my analysis. 

In focusing on constructed meaning, one can sever the bond which 
state managers establish between sex and morality, and between morality 
and nature. It will help to shift the terms of interpretation away from a 
narrow focus on the "mechanisms of the power to punish" -the linchpin 
of state strategy-to locate these developments within wider spheres of 
power. If discourses are read as the instruments for the exercise of power 
(and, as Biddy Martin suggests, the "paradigmatic enactments of those 
struggles over meaning"),13 discourses must therefore be situated contex­
tually. In this instance, it is necessary to explode the negotiated and con­
tested meanings about sexuality, and their relation to a racialized class 
field. I want to use the instance of the bill, then, to demonstrate the ways 
in which certain ideologies about sexuality were formed. In the discussion 
that follows, I use the text of the legislation to lay out and foreground 
the construction of m_orality and the conflation of morality with hege­
monic conjugal sexuality. Then, within the public arena I trace the major 
political struggles over the contending meanings and definitions of erotic 
autonomy deployed therein. I end with some questions about future tra­
jectories for feminist inquiry and politics. 

Negotiating and Suspending "Consent": The Law as Moral Arbiter 

A close reading of the constitutive elements of the legal text and its 
interpretations indicates that it took shape within an established hierarchy 
of punishments, stipulations, and injunctions. It is through this schedule 
that state managers establish what they deem to be an appropriate mo­
rality and, correspondingly, the set of practices which fall outside its 
purview and therefore require policing of some kind. But what are the 
ways in which the text functions as moral authority, the definitive moral 
arbiter of sexual practices? 

Textually, morality gets codified through the enactment of three si­
multaneous gestures: (1) the central positioning of legitimate, naturalized 
sex within the conjugal arena, and with it particular notions of procreative 
sex; (2) the establishment of a sexual standoff, as it were, between that 
form of naturalized sex and other forms of amoral, forbidden sex: incest, 
prostitution, sex with "minors," and lesbian and gay sex; and (3) the 
construction of an unnatural underworld of lesbian and gay sex by a 
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textual association with bestiality. These textual strategies must be read 
simultaneously because there is no absolute set of commonly understood 
or accepted principles called "the natural" which can be invoked except 
as they relate to what is labeled "unnatural." Heterosexual sex, even while 
dysfunctional (as in rape in marriage), assumes the power of natural law 
only in relation to sex which is defined in negation to it (what natural 
sexual intercourse is not) and in those instances where desire presumably 
becomes so corrupt that it expresses itself as bestiality. Here is the defi­
nition of sexual intercourse that was attached as a supplementary note 
to the Act: "[The Clauses] do not necessarily define 'sexuar intercourse' 
but give a characteristic of it. 'Sexual intercourse' means natural sexual 
intercourse in the clauses relating to rape and other offences of sexual 
intercourse with women, whereas the clause concerned with buggery 
relates to unnatural sexual intercourse." In other words, heterosexual 
practices carry the weight of the natural only in relational terms and 
ultimately, one might argue, only in its power to designate as amoral and 
unnatural those practices which disrupt marriage and certain hegemonic 
notions of family. What is fundamentally at stake, therefore, in consoli­
dating these moral claims is the institution of marriage and its patriarchal 
correlates: hegemonic masculinity, procreative sex, subordinated femi­
ninity, and vague but powerful notions of "consent." 

In laying out the terms of " serious indecency" that criminalized lesbian 
sex, legislators faced quite a dilemma about language. The first clause 
stated broadly: "a person who commits an act of serious indecency on or 
towards another is guilty of an offence." It is unclear at this point for 
whom the penalties are intended, except that in the second clause it is 
noted that a "husband," a "wife," or a "male" or "female" who is "sixteen 
years of age or more" is exempted. The definition becomes somewhat 
more explicit in the final clause: "an act of serious indecency is an act 
other than sexual intercourse (whether natural or unnatural) by a person 
involving the use of the genital organs for the purpose of arousing sexual 
desire." Clearly the definition of what is natural or unnatural is predicated 
on a heterosexual conjugal contract; by default, an act other than sexual 
intercourse (natural, i.e., between men and women) defines lesbian sex! 
State managers are unable to draw on any widely understood category 
to describe lesbian sex. Instead, they seize upon the body, women's sexual 
organs, which is constructed and essentialized as an autonomous force, 
insensitive to all morality and in single-minded pursuit of arousing and 
gratifying sexual desire.I4 This is what is to be curbed and placed within 
the confines of a prison. So, unlike religious discourse which gives no 
room to experience sexual desire, this discourse acknowledges desire, but 
it is the form of desire and presumably the objectionable ways in which 
it is expressed that defy explanation and must, therefore, be outlawed. 
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"Buggery," "bestiality," and "serious indecency" occupy contiguous 
spaces in the unnatural world of the legal text. The term buggery itself 
supersedes the term sodomy, which evokes the scriptural metaphor in 
which God and nature punish sexual deviation and restore order. In a 
close analysis of ecclesiastical writings, Alan Bray offers a useful reading 
of the textual union between buggery and the unnatural: 

Homosexuality was not part of . . .  the law of nature. It was not part of the 
chain of being, or the harmony of the created world or its universal dance. 
It was not part of the Kingdom of Heaven or its counterpart the Kingdom of 
Hell (although that could unwittingly release it). It was none of these things 
because it was not conceived of as part of the created order at all; it was part 
of its dissolution . . . .  And as such it was not a sexuality in its own right, but 
existed as a potential for confusion and disorder in one undivided sexual­
ity . . . .  What sodomy and buggery represented . . .  was . . .  the disorder in 
sexual relations that, in principle at least, could break out anywhere.15 

Bray is pointing here to the presumed synchrony among order, the natural, 
and the (hetero)sexual. Heterosexuality promotes order while homosex­
uality, its antithesis, promotes chaos or the very dissolution of the natural. 
What is suggested is that some interest might well intervene to establish 
order out of chaos. The state is one such interest, which rules by nor­
malizing chaotic relations, and in this instance does so through a set of 
narrowly crafted notions of morality which inform its gestures. The sig­
nificance here is that it sets the stage for the kind of repressive state rule 
clearly evidenced in this piece of legislation. 

Taken together, the set of practices that were legally defined as sexual 
crimes and kindred offenses are offset by a notion of consent and a sched­
ule of punishments that operate in sometimes unclear, sometimes idio­
syncratic, and even contradictory ways. And even within these spheres 
of consent, hierarchies operate. Certain types of consent are more legit­
imate than others; at times adulthood serves as proxy for consent, while 
at others it is suspended and infantilized, especially when it operates 
within the arena of forbidden sex. Consent was also transferred from the 
domestic to the public sphere, where it was defined as the power of the 
state apparatus to prosecute. Within the legislation, the terrain of consent 
and distributive justice is uneven, and indeed sticky.16 In what follows, 
I examine the contradictory manner in which they operate and intersect 
with the definitions of morality framed earlier. 

The legislative provision on rape draws a distinction between marital 
rape ("sexual assault"), which can be committed only by "husbands" and 
for which the penalty is fifteen years' imprisonment, and real rape, which 
can be committed only by men-ostensible strangers-and for which the 
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pen lty is imprisonment for life. The defining element here is that a 
hus�and "forcefully has sexual intercourse with [his wife] without her 
consent." But if it is the violence attendant with sex and the protection 
of women which state managers insist are the focus of the rape penalty, 
then there is really no compelling reason for them to distinguish between 
marital rape and other forms of rape. In this legal sphere, the horror of 
rape rests not so much in its violence but in a moment where a wife 
withholds her consent. The issue of consent works, therefore, to obscure 
the actuality of violence. In contrast, a woman's consent, which presum­
ably acts to prevent rape within "normal" marital relations, is eclipsed 
when she is actually raped. Thereafter, consent resides in an official of 
the state (the director of public prosecutions), whose authority determines· 
the admissibility of the charge for trial. According to the legislation, no 
proceedings shall be instituted except by or with the consent of the director 
of public prosecutions. 

Further, the state's notion of consent is ideologically bound to the 
enforcement of morality and permissible, procreative sex, and is exem­
plified in the case of prostitution and lesbian and gay sex. In the case of 
the former, the provision reads: " a person who, (a) knowingly lives wholly 
or in part on the earnings of prostitution, or (b) in any place solicits for 
immoral purposes is guilty of an offence and is liable on conviction to 
imprisonment for five years." That an adult woman consents to earn her 
livelihood by exchanging sex for money is defined as "immoral," and 
abrogates her rights to give consent. 

A similar suspension of consent operates in the case of lesbian and 
gay sex, which are simultaneously stigmatized and criminalized. Buggery 
between "consenting" adults carries with it a sentence of ten years. It is 
presumably as serious a sexual infraction as heterosexual incest between 
adults and unconsenting heterosexual sex either with "minors" in the 
workplace or with "mentally subnormal" women. Gay sex between mi­
nors appears more serious than incest between minors and carries with 
it the same five-year penalty as lesbian sex. "Mentally subnormal" women 
and girls are deemed incapable of providing consent. (Ironically, the text 
eroticizes girls from the outside by sexualizing them and constructing 
them as untouchable, but criminalizes them for any expression of sexual 
agency.) In all instances, however, morality acts to regulate consent, and 
in keeping with its position of power within the text can either dispense 
it or revoke it. It acts to penalize women who consent to intercourse with 
anyone except their husbands, to suppress the sexual agency of women 
(particularly prostitutes, lesbians), girls, and gay men who stand outside 
conjugal marriage. And this is what became the primary point of con­
testation within the public arena. I outline the elements of the political 
struggle in what follows. 
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For almost two years, the Sexual Offences Bill remained in the public 
arena while certain popular consciousnesses about domestic violence and 
contending definitions of male power crystallized. The political struggle 
was evidenced in public spaces: the courtroom, the streets, popular cul­
tural forms such as the calypso, a variant of Black working-class men's 
humor called "picong," and various forms of media. Multiple consti­
tuencies emerged: the organized feminist community (the Rape Crisis 
Center, the Caribbean Association for Feminist Research and Action 
[CAFRA), Working Women, Concerned Women for Progress, and the 
Group), which made alliances with feminist activist lawyers; a coalition 
of women in public services and trade unions (the Sexual Offences Bill 
Action Committee); women who appeared not to have an organizational 
base; the Bar Association, the Southern Assembly of Lawyers, and the 
Law Society, invited by state managers to provide formal responses to 
the bill; and a group of several religious organizations in which the Cath­
olic church was the major respondent. In the absence of any record of 
the internal deliberations of state managers, it is important methodolog­
ically to reconstruct the developments that took shape within the public 
arena and to map the broad trajectories defined by these different con­
stituencies. After all, this public contestation will be the only memory of 
this experience to interrupt the official history which presents itself as 
monolithic. 

At this point I will utilize the set of problema tics that framed the public 
debate and developed in the press particularly, because it was through 
this medium that public interpretations of the event were mediated and 
at the same time reinforced in editorials supporting those definitions of 
morality deployed by state managersP I use here verbatim quotations 
from newspaper articles to stage an encounter among the constituencies. 

Apart from religious beliefs, the main reason people get married is to have 
sexual intercourse freely and at their convenience. (Hendrickson Seunath, 
chair of the Southern Assembly of Lawyers) 

There is nothing in the marriage contract that states: "I promise to give my 
husband unlimited rights to intercourse with or without my consent." (Ann 
Holder) 

The [sexual assault] clause will destroy the very essence of marriage. (Lee 
Renwick, columnist, Guardian) 

If allowing a wife to charge her husband with rape is tantamount to destroying 
the very basis of marriage, then, in this vein, the very basis of marriage must 
be rape . . . .  The offence of rape seeks to destroy sexual intercourse without 
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consent. If destroying sexual intercourse without consent is the same as de­
stroying marriage, "the very essence of marriage" then, must be rape. (B. C. 
Pires) 

I am bitterly opposed to this on religious grounds; the law has no place in 
the bedroom. (Kamaluddin Mohammed, deputy prime minister)18 

Taken together, these voices, although differentially located, map 
some clear distinctions between the meanings men and women attach to 
conjugal relations and erotic autonomy within those relations. Women 
foregrounded the notion that a certain kind of masculinized violence had 
found legitimacy within marriage but went beyond the focus on marriage 
to examine the wider sphere of sexual politics. That it was men who 
crafted the discourse, the men with power, was central to their argument; 
and even when women cast their objections in terms that resembled those 
of state managers (in this case the contractual language of consent), they 
displaced the terms of submission and of implied consent inherent in the 
domestic structures in which they live. Male discourse, on the other hand, 
centered on the defense of marriage and an appeal on religious grounds 
to preserve its sanctity and ward off any threats to morality and family 
that might have been posed by legitimizing lesbian and gay sexualities. 
Men wished to retain the "private" character of domestic marital relations 
and, through it, unlimited sexual access to women. 

In this regard, then, this discourse was a gendered one. I do not wish 
to suggest that all men denied the existence of violence in marriage, that 
no men supported Clause 4, and that all women were in favor of the 
Clause, for this would amount to an essentializing move which constructs 
men and women solely in terms of sexual difference. What I suggest, 
however, is that women are able to see themselves as victims of violence, 
if you will, because of an institutionalized history of violence which sanc­
tions their subordination within fundamentally asymmetrical power re­
lationships. It is the location that women occupy and the challenge they 
pose to the ideological obliteration of violence that heighten the very 
moment of contestation. Marriage is less at stake for women, therefore, 
than the ideologies regarding passive, compliant womanhood which such 
a location has inspired. 

For B. C. Pires, as her statement indicates, marriage is often anchored 
in a violent masculinity that expresses itself through coercion -and forced 
sexual dominance. Pires perceives the actual experience of domination and 
substitutes for it the ideology of the sanctity, the solemnity, and inviola­
bility of marriage. It is this experience of domestic violence which feminists · 

placed on the political agenda, challenging the problematic conflation of 
the religious and the secular which state managers and church dogma 
had presented and exposing the ways in which state managers redrafted 
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morality on the basis of partial notions that excluded knowledge about 
sexual violence. For when the sanctity of marriage privileges and defines 
morality, it acts to suppress women's experiences and alternative defi­
nitions of morality. Women came to voice in politicizing their experiences 
of violence. This violence was expressed in one palpably moving story 
in which a woman described the physical and sexual violation her mother 
confronted in a culture of, complicity: "she had no help, no help in a 
culture that says that a man has unlimited access to his woman's 
body . . .  including the right to beat her into submission . . . .  " Her for­
mulation of violence and the veiled reference to autonomous desire differs 
markedly from that of Hendrickson Seunath and later found collective 
expression in the organized mobilization to reinstate Clause 4 after it had 
been hastily withdrawn from public debate by the General Council of 
the ruling party. 

The ironic reinscription of religious metaphors in this secular debate 
requires some scrutiny. Only the Presbyterian and Catholic sects entered 
the political arena, and they did so in official support of Clause 4. But 
buried in the pages of the Catholic News, the publication of the Catholic 
church, one Hugh Cameron argued that the Clause had become a threat­
ening Sword of Damocles and called on the authority of "natural justice" 
and the "Rules of Evidence" which derive therefrom "to preclude the 
taking of Evidence from one spouse against the other partner."19 But 
through which set of beliefs could one come to understand this surpris­
ingly liberal gesture given the church's historical role in regulating wom­
en's desire and its struggles with the state to carve out its own domain 
of influence? The positioning of the body as sacrosanct in ecclesiastical 
teachings provides certain important clues. For the Catholic church, the 
body remains "the temple of the holy spirit," to be used only in the 
service of procreation, in "proper circumstances, i.e., with the context of 
marriage."20 Rape, then, is a violation of that temple, a violation of sacred 
marriage. It is sacrilegious sex and as sacrilege is one of those sins of the 
flesh which ought to be punished by God (or priests whom God has 
designated to mediate earthly punishments and forgiveness on His behalf) 
and in this instance through the courts. The church's objection rests, 
therefore, not in the defense of women's erotic autonomy but in the belief 
that rape is a violation of the only legitimate ground for enacting pro­
creative sex. 

It is in asserting the primacy of procreative sex and the defense of 
marriage and the family that the interests of state managers and church 
pundits intersect. They converge as well because both church and state 
managers continue to exert control over women's sexuality by regulating 
access to the material bases of procreation: to contraception, health-care 
services, and abortion by legislating through secular law and religious 
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dictate the circumstances under which these services are to be distributed, 
if at all. Both understand the power of religious appeal in a context in 
which religion and scripture provide important understandings of the 
social world. When Kamaluddin Mohammed, as the central state player, 
opposes the inclusion of Clause 4 and rests his objection on the cultural 
authority of religion, his claim lies on Somewhat contradictory yet po­
tentially compelling grounds. Unlike other claimants in the discourse, he 
locates this authority not on hegemonic Judeo-Christian claims of mo­
rality, chastity, and submission but on principles of Islam which he leaves 
undefined. In the absence of a formal response from the Muslim com­
munity, however, this gesture might be read as an attempt to link the 
material and constitutive effects of the discourse: mobilizing the Muslim 
community to the very fact of producing a discourse based in Islam. 

It is in this sense that the act of representation is simultaneously an 
exercise of power. Which world is Mohammed representing when he 
states that the law has no place in the bedroom? He is actually articulating 
three worlds but appears to be representing only one. For he speaks as 
a powerful member of state who is able to shift the site and shape the 
terms and trajectories of the discourse. He speaks also as the putative 
representative of Islam; and, thirdly, he speaks as a patriarch residing 
within a particular domestic sphere. While he insists on the privacy of 
domesticity and on the inappropriate influence of public law, he is still 
able to shift the terms of the legal debate publicly. The same can be said 
about Sampat Metha who, as an influential lawyer with formalized links 
to the Law Commission and informal links to state managers, can insist 
on privacy (according to Metha, "any reasonable man or woman would 
not want to go to the police station and report the details of thefr sex . . .  or 
what happened in the privacy of their bedrooms") with appeals to com­
mon sense, rationality, and a notion of egalitarianism which are vastly 
at odds with what B. C. Pires elucidated earlier and which find little 
correspondence in the prevailing cultural codes and practices regarding 
masculine sexualized violence within conjugal relations. 

I have marked the emergence of this gendered discourse, charted not� 
in an essentialized way but grounded within an understanding of wom­
en's differential experience of violence and power within sexual relation­
ships. I have argued that such a location makes the moment of contes­
tation possible: when state managers produce a discourse rooted in 
morality, or based in the defense of marriage and the legitimation of a 
masculinized violence, women assert their sexual agency in order to define 
the terms of female subjectivity. Clearly, contemporary feminist political 
praxis is not as marginal as it appears. It has turned morality into a feminist 
issue and challenged the state on the very ground it has constructed. It 
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faces an ongoing political challenge, however, to contest the criminali­
zation and marginalization of lesbian sex and to politicize the conflation 
of morality with heterosexuality. 

My intent throughout this essay has been to foreground the complicity 
of the state in sexual politics, demonstrating that the state is active in 
sexualizing relations between men and women, in normalizing and reg­
ulating relations within civil society while simultaneously diffusing those 
relations with partial definitions of morality. The state is not the neutral 
or dispassionate interest as it negotiates relationships between itself and 
civil society that pluralists would have us believe, nor is it a neutered 
state as some Marxist analyses suggest. The state actively sexualizes re­
lationships between men and women and has a major stake in promoting 
and defending conjugal masculinity. It also has the capacity to create new 
political constituencies (in this instance, a category called lesbians) and 
has chosen. to exercise power within "the family."21 (So far, there is no 
evidence that the two most significant provisions of the legislation have 
been implemented.) "Wives" can potentially be protected by the state, 
but in a context where marriage is class-specific and the majority of in­
timate relationships are institutionalized outside this domain, women, not 
"wives," are the ones at greater risk of not being protected.22 In the debate 
and in the legal text, morality was cast on narrow conjugal familial 
grounds, and women were incorporated into the debate but only to the 
extent that they are wives, not women who could exercise both political 
and sexual agency. The potentialities of women's agency get collapsed 
into "wives" and ultimately into a subordinated position. The importance, 
therefore, of examining both elements of the discourse on morality (rape 
and marriage and criminalizing lesbian sex) was to demonstrate the com­
plex way in which women's agency is being recast when morality is 
predicated on women as "wives." It is only in their capacity as "wives" 
that women can make certain claims on the state. Nonwives, prostitutes, 
lesbians can make no such claims. 

So whom do state managers believe they are representing by insti­
tutionalizing morality within a racialized class context? Are the political 
appeals directed toward Black middle-class "wives" who have become 
increasingly economically independent in the last decade, and who might 
potentially erode the Black "family" on which the existence of nationalism 
relies? Nationalism has historically defined women as guardians of culture 
whose cultural, even national, responsibility was to bear and raise chil­
dren. 23 But how will East Indian ''wives" and the constructions of their 
femininity figure in these political strategies?24 On what terms will women 
and "wives" of different sexualities express a mutual solidarity and define 
their own subjectivities? 
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The significance of the Sexual Offences Bill is that it moves beyond a 
discrete case study to provide a point of entry to think about the recasting 
of morality and �ts impli�a�ion.s for feminist methodology and political 
praxis. Morality IS a femimst 1ssue not only because women who are 
"wives" become the ground on which some very narrow definitions of 
womanhood are redrawn, but also because the very formulation of mo­
rality is underwritten in fundamentally gendered terms assigning women 
to a subordinated position while invoking some higher religious or natural 
principles in order to do so. The terms are consonant with a mode of 
sexuality that would reproduce labor power and a conjugal heterosexual 
norm. The postcolonial state has moved to suppress women's autonomy 
and women's political organizing by attempting to disrupt the praxis of 
feminist and radical progressive movements that has focused on the pol­
itics of everyday life as a terrain of struggle. By linking morality to sex­
uality, and to conjugal marriage in particular, the postcolonial state is able 
to produce a hegemonic discourse that is strikingly similar to the Victorian 
cult of true womanhood and the moral reform movements of its day, and 
to the religious and secular fundamentalists of the contemporary period. 
Its actions dovetail well with the global diffusion of fundamentalism. 

But the terrain of morality is highly contested terrain, in spite of the 
ability of the state to mobilize its forces of coercion in order to suppress 
feminist popular struggle, and in spite of its insistence on locating the 
structures of cathexis in the private sphere. What this suggests for feminist 
politics and cross-cultural modes of inquiry is the centrality of linking the 
domain of the public and private, and exposing the ways they are ide­
ologically bound. Such linkages pose a threat to the state. Both spheres 
are constituted through productive discourses. One of the major tasks at 
hand is to theorize from the point of view and contexts of marginalized 
women not in terms of a victim status or an essentialized identity but in 
terms that push us to place women's agency, their subjectivities and col­
lective consciousness, at the center of our understandings of power and 
resistance. Moreover, the postcolonial state has had to face the reality of 
women's autonomous organizing in other arenas. Since feminists have 
linked sexual violence to structural economic violence, the struggle to 
redefine sexuality in narrow terms will become more fierce within state 
agencies and the economy, as well as in popular culture.25 Structural 
adjustment policies-the ne� realignments between the International 
Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the postcolonial state organized 
around export-oriented privatized production-have both exacerbated the 
debt and simultaneously increased the burden for women whose unpaid 
labor compensates for retrenchments in health and social services. 26 These 
are the central moral questions which women have politicized and which 
the state works to displace as it attempts to solve the crisis of legitimacy 
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by restricting the range of sexualities that are permissible and by acting 
to limit the kinds of questions which can conceivably fit within a moral 
frame. 
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Thousands of small groups of poor women in the large cities 
of Brazil have been fighting for their most urgent needs. Sex education 
has been one of these needs, in spite of the resistance of the traditional 
political parties-on both the right and the left. In responding to this 
demand, a group of researchers developed a project of action research 
which aimed to construct a collective knowledge about sexuality based 
on the experience of these women. This essay reports on this project 
against the background of the ongoing political and ideological debates 
on family planning and sex education in Brazil. 

The Politics of Family Planning in Brazil 

Population policies have been the subject of heated debate for the 
past three decades. The issue of population control first appeared on the 
political scene during the 1960s when the Kennedy administration tried 
to link its economic aid to Latin America with policies aimed at checking 
the so-called demographic explosion (Gondin and Hackert 1982). The 
policies had a very clear neomalthusian ring: population control was con-

*This essay was previously published in Third World, Second Sex: Women's Struggles and 
National Liberation, Vol. 2, edited by Miranda Davies (London: Zed Press, 1987). 
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ceived as the solution to the problem of poverty and underdevelopment. 
Vice-President Johnson himself stated that "less than 5 dollars invested 
in population control is worth a hundred dollars invested in economic 
growth" (Wiarda and Helzner 1981). 

Population control soon found supporters among the Brazilian elite, 
who were adept at using very conservative political arguments. In 1965, 
for instance, a leading economist argued that population control should 
be the government's main objective and added: "The economic situation 
is due, not to Yankee exploitation but rather to the unwanted child." An 
influential newspaper argued in 1977 that the continuing tendency of the 
proletariat to multiply more rapidly than the middle class would bring 
"somber consequences to the political and social order. In Brazil, as in 
the world as a whole, it is very hard to check the tremendous growth of 
the proletariat. As a result the proletariat is unable to rise to the middle 
class in sufficient numbers, which is fundamental to capitalism," 

In spite of this support by sectors of the conservative elite, the U.S. 
policy of imposing population-control programs was, on the whole, self­
defeating. The fact that it was presented as a requirement for economic 
assistance implied that it was a price to be paid. Its imposition from the 
top down, without consulting Brazilian public opinion, made rightists and 
leftists alike agree that it was a serious threat to national autonomy, and 
that it represented a foreign intrusion into the nation's internal affairs. 
The prevailing idea that the existence of a large population was not a 
problem but rather an important resource, both economically and stra­
tegically, was thereby reinforced. 

Perhaps the most important pressure group against the government 
support of population control was the Catholic church. Although no 
longer linked to the state, Catholicism is still the dominant religion, insofar 
as it is the religion of both the majority and the upper classes. The church 
has attempted to respond to the demands of the antagonistic social classes 
represented in its clientele. Under the influence of liberation theology, 
the church's top hierarchy has identified itself with the interests of the 
lower classes on several different occasions, thus becoming a special target 
of repression by the authoritarian government. At the same time, the 
Brazilian church is highly dependent on the Vatican, and thus it has 
avoided making any statement favorable to birth control for a long time, 
even when European churchmen were doing so. These factors allowed 
for a curious combination of a great tolerance for birth-control practices 
at the individual level and, up until recently (when two influential foreign 
theologians, Charbonneau and Lepargneur, spoke out against the general 
trend), an absolute rejection of any kind of official family-planning policy. 

This rejection is a point of consensus in a church otherwise quite 
divided with regard to political and doctrinal issues; since, as pointed out 
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by Gramsci, unity is a major source of strength for the Catholic church, 
the importance of the issue of family planning is correspondingly inflated 
in order to overshadow disagreements in other areas. Even the progressive 
wing of the church holds conservative views in matters that directly chal­
lenge the church's own authority over personal lives: sexuality, repro­
duction, women's rights. The tolerance at the individual level can also 
be understood within the overall strategy to maintain the church's au­
thority. To assert that birth control is a sin and at the same time to hold 
the monopoly over forgiveness is a powerful way to keep control over 
the "psychology of the masses," as Reich called it. 

The main arguments the church used against government support for 
birth control were: (1) population control is not a solution for the problems 
of underdevelopment and poverty; (2) each couple has the right to choose 
the size of its family, without interference from the state; and (3) Brazil 
should avoid yielding to foreign pressures to limit its population. These 
reasons were all political, rather than religious, arguments. The use of 
political arguments seemed both an authentic concern of the church in 
its "option for the poor" and a strategy to avoid resorting to moral ob­
jections to family planning, known to enjoy little popularity among Bra­
zilians of all classes. 

The Brazilian government showed no sign of willingness to implement 
an official program to curb population growth given the resistance to it 
by diverse constituencies including some members of the military gov­
ernment. As a result, the International Planned Parenthood Federation­
IPPF, an international agency largely financed by the U.S. government­
adopted a different strategy. IPPF created a private institution, Bemfam, 
which provided free family-planning services through "community dis­
tribution of pills" and clinics. Bemfam was created in 1965 with two main 
objectives: (1) to have a "demonstration effect," that is, to be a pilot 
program that showed the feasibility of this kind of service; and more 
important, (2) to act as an advocacy group for an official wide-scale pro­
gram. 

On the one hand, one cannot deny that Bemfam has been partially 
successful in meeting both aims. By the mid-seventies, in spite of strong 
criticism from groups as diverse as c:hurch representatives, the military, 
and nationalists from the right and left, it had established an extensive 
network of services in many states. The first sign of change in the gov­
ernment's opinion appeared during the 1974 Conference on Population 
in Bucharest. Whereas in 1968 the president had sent a strong natalist 
message to the Pope, stating that the country's demographic density was 
compatible with its global needs for development and defense, in 1974 
Brazil's statement at the UN conference, although still favoring population 
growth, recognized the government's responsibility for providing the in-
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formation and means of birth control demanded by low-income families. 
Bemfam claims that this change was largely due to its own efforts. This 
is obviously an exaggeration, but Bemfam did play some role in shaping 
these policies. More important, however, are the social and economic 
changes in Brazilian society which brought about a 24 percent decline in 
the birth rate in the seventies, in spite of the absence of a government 
program (Merrick 1983). 

Rural-urban. migration has kept a steady pace: the percentage of the 
population living in urban areas, which was 45.1 in 1960, reached 67.6 
in 1980. It is well known that in subsistence agriculture the low cost of 
childrearing and children's early participation in production make large 
families a useful survival strategy. In the seventies, the widespread in­
troduction of export crops and sugar cane (used as a substitute for gasoline 
after the oil crisis) expelled small land tenants and turned a large pro­
portion of rural workers into salaried ones, with no access to land for 
food production. For them, as for urban workers, large families became 
less viable. In the urban areas, the expansion of state sector employment 
and the service sector in general resulted in increased participation of 
middle-class women in the labor market, with no corresponding decrease 
of their responsibility for child care: an added incentive for birth control. 
Cultural factors also played a role: although feminism is far from being 
a mass movement, its ideas, albeit diluted or even distorted, have reached 
large portions of the population through the mass media. The number of 
TV sets tripled in the seventies, reaching 75 percent of the urban pop­
ulation. The main thrust of the mass media, of course, has been not the 
dissemination of new women's roles but the stimulus to consumerism, 
which is also incompatible with large families.1 

More recently, Bemfam in its advocacy of family planning has tried 
to use different arguments for different audiences. It has, on occasion, 
even resorted to discourses based on the human right to decide the num­
ber of children, and women's right to control their own bodies, as well 
as relied upon arguments concerning the prevention of public health prob­
lems resulting from uncontrolled fertility, and the separation of sexual 
pleasure from procreation. However, since the 1960s, the main emphasis 
has been neomalthusian, which links the economic problems of the coun­
try with the high birth rate. This· conservative ideology permeates Bern­
faro's educational program. It is designed to increase motivation by con­
vincing poor people that the reason for their poverty is the large number 
of children they have. Bemfam was keen to state "everybody's duty to 
control birth," since women were conceived as irresponsible baby-pro­
ducers who needed to be convinced of the need to avoid large families, 
regardless of what women themselves thought about desired family size. 
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This campaign about duties managed to keep alive the fears of au­
thoritarian programs which established demographic goals with no re­
spect for the individual's autonomy. Poor women's needs and motives 
were largely ignored, and their active participation was discouraged. Al­
though these fears were justified to some extent, both by the example of 
grotesque incentives offered for sterilization in some countries and by the 
compulsory establishment of family size advocated by some of the most 
enthusiastic population-control supporters, the net result was that family 
planning came to be conceived only in terms of coercion and was therefore 
thoroughly rejected by democratic forces. 

In general, progressive forces have not been very progressive with 
regard to birth control. Historical circumstances did not allow for any 
concerted action other than the resistance to attempts to impose birth­
control and population-control programs. The authoritarian government, 
on the one hand, and the private organizations identified with population 
control, on the other, were not to be entrusted with the provision of high­
quality services geared to women's needs. The establishment of self-help 
groups was unthinkable owing to a lack of resources and the threats from 
the repressive regime. The problem was that these objective limits to 
action were not clearly conceptualized and resulted in a sort of all-em­
bracing antimalthusian thinking. The left position became a much broader 
rejection of birth control per se as if it were inherently neomalthusian 
rather than an adequate response to particular historical circumstances. 

This mirror-image thinking is now being revised in some left circles, 
but in the seventies it had 'an absolute hegemony in all progressive cur­
rents. As has been analyzed by Gondin and Hackert (1982), antineo­
malthusianism is not really a theory, it is the negation of an obsolete 
dogma. Much of the literature produced by the left was concerned only 
with the ideology and the underlying motives of the bourgeois thinking 
behind population control. Concrete · consequences of different policies 
and the content of these policies received little attention. The class in­
terests of the proletariat were sometimes defined merely in terms of the 
negation of the interests of the bourgeoisie. The economic advantages of 
large families observed in some contexts were uncritically generalized as 
if they applied to all sectors of the poor, rural and urban alike, and the 
costs of high fertility to women and children were ignored, as if they 
were shared equally among all members of the family. 

In some cases, the left-wing strategy of simply reversing the right's 
argument resulted in equally authoritarian arguments: for national se­
curity reasons, the country's population should grow as fast as possible, 
and therefore legislation prohibiting abortion should be strictly enforced, 
and the distribution of pills banned. The net result of the simplistic rea­
soning of the left was that it did not develop any alternative proposal for 



158 Public Policy, the State, and Ideologies of Gender 
the solution of real problems faced by Brazilian women: the lack of ad­
equate information, the limited access to safe contraception, the brutal 
reality of clandestine abortion. 

The Women's Movement and Birth Control 

In the late seventies, after a long period of demobilization due to the 
repressive military government, grassroots social movements emerged on 
the Brazilian scene. The women's movement has been one of the most 
widespread of these movements, with a wide array of aims and forms. 
In the large cities, thousands of small groups of low-income women have 
been fighting for water, sanitation, daycare centers, and other urgent 
neighborhood needs. 

This process is well described by Schmink (1981), Alvarez (1986), and 
Blay (1985). Working-class women mobilized as women to defend their 
rights as wives and mothers, rights which were affected by the regressive 
wage policies, rises in the costs of living, and the low priority accorded 
to social sectors in state policies. The basis for this politicization of moth­
erhood was provided by a large network of apolitical women's organi­
zations promoted by the Catholic church: the mothers' clubs. Their po­
litical action within an authoritarian regime was made possible by the 
very ideology of this regime: by confining women to motherhood, it made 
it difficult to be openly repressive against mothers, who were exerting 
their legitimate rights to defend their children. 

Initially, the women did not challenge gender power arrangements, 
but contrary to the expectations of the traditional political parties-on 
both the right and the left-soon one of the most frequently voiced needs 
was for sex education and for discussion of the relationships between 
women and men. Given the strong prejudice against the subject, insofar 
as it is considered to be both immoral and nonpolitical, one can attribute 
its emergence only to the deep conflicts women confront when dealing 
with their own sexuality. 

These conflicts have been exacerbated by the social changes that have 
narrowed affective life to couple relationships and have brought sexual 
pleasure to play a central role in what came to be thought of as personal 
fulfillment. The charge of nonpolitical is still frequently voiced by the left, 
although not so unanimously in the last few years. This charge is based 
both on a narrow view of politics which considers irrelevant anything 
that is not directly concerned with the class struggle, or the fight against 
imperialism, and also paradoxically on a fear that a power struggle be­
tween the sexes may override class interests and undermine the fight 
around common causes. 

The importance of the emergence of this demand for sex education 
by poor women was not immediately acknowledged by the feminist 
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movement, which was reemerging within the middle class.2 A whole 
process of social change was transforming the status of women inside 
and outside the family and setting the scenario for new ideas: increased 
participation in the modern sectors of the economy, higher levels of uni­
versity attendance, wider dissemination of feminist ideas coming from 
the North, the legitimacy afforded by the UN International Women's Year, 
and disenchantment with the position of women in leftist parties. Many 
factors helped to create the environment in which feminist groups started 
to grow, initially in the learned middle classes of the large cities. When 
this movement reemerged in 1975, it felt compelled to assert its basic 
solidarity with the newly revived general struggle for democracy. It was 
defined as a struggle for civil liberties and against the high cost of living. 

It was only after a few years that specifically feminist issues began to 
appear, although still in a very timid way. During the 1978 election cam­
paign, five women's organizations and several women scholars from Sao 
Paulo signed a letter of women's rights that included the demand for 
information and access to contraception with medical assistance and for 
the legalization of abortion. In Rio, however, the Brazilian Women's Cen­
ter did not dare to support anything more than "the opening of discussions 
on family planning policies." In 1979, in the final recommendations made 
at the First Congress of Women of Sao Paulo, which was organized by 
a coalition of twelve women's organizations, reproductive rights were 
simply stated in terms of the right to choose to have children, and a 
protest was made against the government's program to prevent high-risk 
pregnancies. The right not to have children was not mentioned, even 
though it was well known that millions of Brazilian women were resorting 
to desperate solutions to avoid the birth of unwanted children.3 

In 1980, the Feminist Front of Sao Paulo published What Is Abortion?, 
a book which presents the case for legal abortion linked with global social 
change. Its tactic is to emphasize the health and welfare problems of 
illegal abortions and to downplay a woman's right to control her own 
body. Only one paragraph is devoted to control over female sexuality. 
The authors felt the need to examine in detail the Catholic arguments 
about the origin of life, and also the left's suspicion of the alleged neo­
malthusian ring attached to the abortion struggle. 

In 1981, when the government was studying a new basic health pro­
gram which included family planning, feminist organizations of Sao Paulo 
put forth a statement called "No to the Government's ambiguous and 
vague proposal." Although the document clearly asserted women's right 
to control their own bodiel) and sexuality, and their decision to fight for 
legal abortions, its main emphasis was against the potential for coercive 
contraception and in favor of better living and working conditions. 
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In that same year, a group of feminist researchers at the Chagas Foun­

dation began a project of action research on women's sexuality. This was 
an attempt to build a collective knowledge of sexuality based on the 
experiences of women living in the poor peripheries of the industrialized 
city of Sao Paulo. This project is described below. 

Building Collective Knowledge of Sexuality in a Nonauthoritarian Way 

The origin of the project was tied to the demand for discussions on 
sex education and gender relations voiced by women in the grassroots 
movements, and to the political contradictions surrounding the history 
of feminism and population policies in Brazil. The aims were to construct 
a collective knowledge about sexuality and to share this knowledge im­
mediately among all the participants. Participant methodology was cho­
sen in order to help small groups of women discuss the meaning of 
sexuality in their intimate relationships, as well as in the broader social 
context. Their discussions served as a basis for a series of booklets to be 
created and used both as discussion guides for similar groups and as a 
reference for all interested women. 

The project was developed by the Chagas researchers in conjunction 
with the Mother's Club of Diadema, whose members are low-income 
housewives, most of them in their twenties and early thirties, some of 
them older, who take care of their homes and small children. Most of 
their husbands are unskilled workers in the neighborhood factories or 
have other manual occupations in the service sector. The club holds 
weekly meetings and offers sewing, painting, and knitting courses. The 
women read and write with great difficulty. They are the recipients of 
free distributions of food provided by government agencies. When asked 
about group discussions of sexuality, the members showed great enthu­
siasm. Although they had had previous experience in group activities ancl. 
courses in infant care, they had not had any experience of the kind sug­
gested. 

TEACHING WHILE LEARNING. In the first meetings they asked many ques­
tions about body functions and anatomy. At times it was difficult not to 
lecture in order to provide all the information requested. One way we 
tried to avoid lecturing was to start from drawings they made in their 
small groups. If the aim was to help critical thought, understanding, and 
reflection·on daily life, the starting point had to be aspects of daily life. 
But we also had to go beyond them to reach the real connections among 
these apparently chaotic elements. Thus, while each person's individual 
experience was valued, we also tried to locate sexuality within the context 
of social relations. 
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Five booklets were created from these discussions. The first booklet 
describes male and female bodies in a simple and direct way. Photographs 
of naked people were used to avoid the coldness of schematic drawings. 
The idea is to link physiology with flesh and blood, in a body that not 
only ovulates, but also desires and is able to feel pleasure. Pictures of 
common people were used to counterfight the dominant esthetic stan­
dards, and help women to accept and love their own figures. 4 The pro­
duction of the first pictures was not easy, for at the beginning, inhibition 
resulted in rigid positions and artificial smiles. Furthermore, in our search 
for nonprofessional models, at first only young, beautiful, and middle­
class friends were willing to be pictured. After a while we found a wider 
range of volunteers, including a middle-aged physician and a black do­
mestic worker. 

The second booklet presents information on birth control and a dis­
cussion of the social and political conditions of childbearing and child­
rearing. The third one is geared to helping mothers accept and respond 
positively to the sexuality of their children, in order to avoid the repro­
duction of ignorance and shame of which they themselves were victims. 
The fourth booklet teaches self-examination of the breasts and genitals, 
and at the same time encourages the fight for the right to good-quality 
public medical services. Similarly, strong criti<;ism of the authoritarianism 
of the medical profession is presented side by side with an acknowledg­
ment of the bad working conditions of doctors in the public system. In 
the last booklet sexual pleasure is integrated with the whole gamut of 
life's pleasures. Issues discussed include the role of fantasy, similarities 
and differences between men and women, and the variability of individual 
preferences and behavior. A concerted attempt is made to avoid the pres­
entation of ready-made recipes, or the imposition of new patterns of right 
and wrong. Rather, the aim is to instill in each woman respect for her 
own experiences and values, and for those that differ from hers. 

Some pages of the leaflets illustrate the general tone. In dealing with 
pleasure, we discussed the difficulty of enjoying sex in situations where 
the whole family lives in a single room or in which the couple is threat­
ened by unemployment (photo 1). At the same time, it was stressed that 
pleasure and sexual fulfillment are threatened not only by material con­
ditions but also by the ignorance, shame, or distaste for their own bodies 
which women have had since early childhood (photo 2). Probl�ms with 
the gynecological exam were discussed in relation to authoritarian atti­
tudes from doctors and our repressive education about our bodies and 
sexuality in general (photo 3). We also discussed how women's subor­
dination within the family reproduces the power structure of society as 
a whole, and thus how the family becomes a mechanism for developing 



Nem sem pre sent i mos desejo ou prazer 
q uando estamos can sad as por ter t rabal hado 
mu ito ou afl itas porq ue a fami l ia  dorme toda 
n u m  s6 q uarto. 

Se estamos preocu padas com d i n heiro, com 
fi l hos, saude, em prego, ou se estamos com 
algum problema emocional ,  talvez f iquemos 
com menos d i sposigao para transar. 

Para que tenhamos mais direito ao prazer, nio precisamos 
lutar para mudar esta sociedade? 

1 .  The banner shown in the picture reads, "Pleasure for all. 
Feminist Collective of Campinas." (Great Pleasure, p. 6) 



Temos d i f icu ldade para 
sent i r  prazer sexual . 

Sent i mos vergon ha de 
algumas partes de nos­
so proprio corpo. 

Temos medo de falar 
de sexo. 

Como fazer para acabar com isso? 

2. At the bottom of the page, a question asks: "How can we end 
all this?" (Understanding Our Bodies, p. 9) 



Nem todos os med icos nos dao a aten9ao 
necessaria. 

M u itos nao ouvem o que q ueremos falar e 
as vezes nem exam i nam d i reito. 

Temos ou nio o dlrelto de aprender a cuidar meJhor 
do nosso corpo? 

3. Deluged by scientific jargon, the woman asks: "Do we have a 
right to learn about our own bodies?" (The Gyn Exam, p. 3) 



Dentro da fami l ia, nos ensi naram somente a 
obedecer, a nao pensar por nos mesmas. 
l sto acontece porq u e  em nossa soci edade al gu­
mas pessoas tomaram para s i  o poder de 
dec i d i r sobre a vida da maioria das pessoas. 

4. (1) The boss asserts his power, rejecting a pay-raise 
request. (2) The husband-employee forbids his wife to 
have a job. (3) The wife-mother tells her son: "I give 
orders; you obey them." (4) The son repeats that to the 
cat. (5) The poor rat has nowhere to go but to escape. 
(When the Children Ask for Certain Things, p. 6) 



Se as mul heres nao se organ izarem para l utar 
por seus d ire itos, as leis nao serao cumpridas. 

Quais sio os direitos da mulher, segundo as leis? 

5. The sign says, "We want daycare." (Do I Want to Be a 
Mother? p. 10) 
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submissive individuals (photo 4) .  The need for women to organize to fight 
for their rights was discussed as well, although in a timid way (photo 5). 

In helping the group to arrive at a critical understanding of their own 
situation, as being part of a structure of social relations, we too were 
learning, and had a chance to change our minds. We were convinced, for 
instance, that contrary to neomalthusian teachings, the most important 
thing about birth control was that it could not be used as a solution to 
economic problems. Although we still believe that the primary cause of 
poverty is structural, the women's resistance to our arguments and their 
daily behavior gradually convinced us that information about and access 
to contraception are also important elements for the improvement of their 
living conditions on a short-term basis. This improvement is clearly quite 
limited, both because the structural causes of poverty may remain un­
changed and because inadequate health care renders high-technology 
contraception particularly risky. However, given these limits, contracep­
tion is seen by them as an immediate need to which they attach great 
priority, and which they do not see as incompatible with the struggle for 
a better health system and against the roots of poverty. What may seem 
obvious from the outside was, in fact, an arduous learning experience for 
us, given the whole history of heated political debate over this issue in 
Latin America. 

Between Indoctrination and Neutrality 

We tried to avoid 
e
false neutrality as well as the authoritarian impo­

sition of our values. Laura, one of the participants, said, "In other courses, 
we remained quiet, listening to the teachers. But you don't come to give 
lectures." Their active participation gave them greater self-confidence to 
speak, because they knew they would be listened to. This does not mean 
that the researchers were romanticizing popular knowledge and experi­
ence or expecting to find a pure absolute truth among the participants. 
These women's discussions reproduced to varying degrees the ideology 
that ensures their domination. 

Since the values of the dominant class are internalized by every class, 
a11d given that there is no pure and entirely autonomous popular culture, 
we had to ask ourselves about our role as participant researchers. When 
they said, for instance, that "a woman is a woman when she becomes a 
mother," "abortion is a crime," or "homosexuality is sickness," it was 
impossible to remain quiet. We felt that they had a right to information 
about what our opinions were, and that attempting to disguise them 
would be neither very effective nor ethically justifiable, since it did not 
seem fair to expect them to be candid while we withheld our own candid 
expressions. In dealing with controversial values, we gradually came to 
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the point where we could state our point of view with no fear of imposing 
our opinions. In the groups we came to respect each other's convictions, 
and agreed that a point of view is nothing more than a point of view: to 
be accepted if it makes sense for us, to be rejected if it does not. 

The most important thing is that the women always felt free to disagree 
with any one of us. While some raised concerns about the preservation 
of lower-class values and the danger of exposing women to middle-class 
feminist values, the women are not at all defenseless, naive beings, ready 
to swallow any new value mentioned, as one would believe from the 
overconcern voiced in some quarters with preservation of lower-class 
values, supposedly endangered by the exposure to middle-class feminist 
values. As long as it was made explicit that we did not cla.im to be the 
guardians of "Truth," and that our opinions were the result of our per­
sonal histories, which differed from theirs, this exchange of ideas seemed 
to increase their autonomy, much more than their previous lack of access 
to knowledge in the area. 

We also found that these women disagree among themselves: for in­
stance, when Ana said she thought it was her duty to have sex any time 
her husband wanted, Suely disagreed immediately, and a heated discus­
sion followed. It did not take long for the naive researchers to discover 
that the mythical "Poor Woman" did not exist. Their shared common 
experiences and opinions did not exhaust the richness of their different 
lives and ideas. 

New Challenges 

After one year in which the Chagas researchers had given a series of 
seminars on the booklets to groups of feminists, grassroots communities, 
and women in left parties, requests started to come from civil servants­
mostly women-in the education, welfare, and health systems. These were 
received mostly from the lower echelons at the local level; for instance, 
nurses at a city health clinic, facing the needs of poor women every day, 
asked for seminars to learn our methodology in order to replicate it with 
their clientele. It soon became clear that women doctors, nurses, teachers, 
and social workers came to the discussion groups with the same histories 
of doubts, fears, hopes, and strengths we found in militant and grassroots 
groups. This "womanity" had difficulty emerging in some groups when 
there was a rigid hierarchy in the workplace or an authoritarian person­
ality in the leadership. But on the whole, it was surprisingly easy for 
women to share their common concerns and intimate experiences. Of 
course, these groups, who took upon themselves the extra responsibility 
of developing activities in sex education with their clientele, are not the 
typical civil servants settled within a system that breeds inertia and gives 



BUILDING PoLmcs FROM PERSONAL LIVEs 169 

no recognition to special efforts. However, such groups are growing in 
number: by June 1984, we had worked with thirty-three of them (as 
compared with thirty-five non-state-related groups). 

The transition to democracy presented new opportunities and new 
risks for Brazilian feminists. A growing crisis of legitimacy and a deep­
ening economic collapse brought a gradual end to the military regime, 
starting with the election of opposition state governors in 1982. The co­
alition now in power is a blend of disparate political forces, including 
some progressive sectors. Some feminists have entered party politics and 
are lobbying from inside for gender-specific issues. Others are very re­
luctant to do so, either because they have joined the other progressive 
party which has remained in the opposition, or because their view of 
feminism attaches no relevance to state policies. Some of the "opposition 
feminists" work in middle-level posts of the government bureaucracy, 
where they have been trying to implement items of a feminist agenda. 
This has been facilitated by the need of the current regime to maintain 
its broad social basis of support, and the resulting courtship of the wom­
en's movement. 

When state policy papers on women's health were drawn up for the 
first time in 1983, the reproductive-rights discourse of the women's move­
ment featured prominently in them. Regardless of that, many feminist 
groups voiced strong opposition to them. This opposition expressed sev­
eral trends: a generalized mistrust of government rhetoric more often used 
to disguise inertia or unpopular policies than to set guidelines for policy 
implementation; an unclear conceptualization of opposition-government 
relationships and the resulting fear that support for any specific policy 
would imply loss of independence and weakening of the opposition; an 
incipient development of the theory of reproductive autonomy and its 
relationship with state provision of sex education and family-planning 
services. 

Continuing discussions and further developments at the institutional 
level dispelled some of these fears. It became clear that, while the post­
authoritarian regime was not immune to rhetoric, this could now be used 
to support popular demands, organized to press the government to live 
up to its lofty declared intentions. Also, feminists became increasingly 
convinced that the crucial differences between population control and 
support for women's reproductive rights lay not in hidden motivations 
of policy makers but in the actual practices of health services. In the 
postauthoritarian regime, the greater threat to women's autonomy lies 
more in the lack of quality health services than in coerciveness. (Under 
the military regime, the proposal for the establishment of population­
control policies constituted a real threat; therefore the fight against them 
went so far as to downplay the other side of women's right to control 
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their own bodies. With "redemocratization," the demand for access to 
birth-control methods came to order.) So the women's health policies 
ended up gaining the support of the women's movement. Our main crit­
icism now is the slow pace of implementation and the low priority ac­
corded to participatory sex education.5 

The programs of the Ministry of Health and two state secretaries of 
health have included in their activities the distribution of a small number 
of Chagas booklets. Although small (20,000), this number is much larger 
than what could be distributed directly through the women's groups. This 
has not occurred without resistance, of course. A conservative deputy has 
made a speech against the leaflets' "immorality," and other similar epi­
sodes have occurred. On the whole, however, they have been well ac­
cepted, and this is largely a result of the replication in its distribution of 
the small group methodology. 

The project is now over. It was funded by the Ford Foundation, which 
has supported many progressive initiatives in Brazil, including some of 
the most radical feminist groups. During the early period of military dic­
tatorship in the sixties, the Ford Foundation established a liberal repu­
tation for supporting professors who had been expelled from the uni­
versities under the accusation of being leftists; in spite of that, in the 
seventies, most feminists were hesitant to approach the foundation, fear­
ing that its interest in the women's movement was motivated by a desire 
to act as an intelligence service or to control, coopt, or neutralize the 
movement. In recent years, these doubts have given way to a more prag­
matic approach. Given the fact that Ford officials have made no attempts 
to intervene in the groups' policies and practices, and that the information 
collected through grants' reports is public anyway, many feminist groups 
feel that there is no reason not to accept foundation support for projects 
that otherwise would not be feasible. In later phases of this project, the 
Pathfinder Fund provided support. 

· 

From the enthusiastic evaluations by participants, we know that the 
discussions have provided women with information and with a forum to 
critically question certain values. The warm contact we maintain with an 
extended network is both worrisome and gratifying. On the one hand, it 
is clear that the participants consider it to have been very positive for 
their personal growth, even if conflicts and contradictions in their daily 
life may have been exacerbated. On the other hand, the degree to which 
this new awareness is translated into commitment to collective efforts for 
change is not clear. 

Nevertheless, some facts are reassuring. First, these women are taking 
the initiative of holding discussion groups all by themselves. Second, the 
booklets generated from the discussion have been shared with thousands 
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of women, assembled in small groups throughout Brazil and other coun­
tries. Third, the asserted interest in sexual politics is part of a movement 
that is spreading throughout Latin America. By 1985, the issues of female 
sexuality and reproductive rights had come out of the closet in Brazil. 
Several groups (SOS Body, Recife, Women's House, Sexuality and Health, 
etc.) have chosen them as their central concern. National meetings have 
developed specific proposals for better health-care systems and methods 
of promoting women's autonomy. The linkages with general social con­
ditions are presented as mutually reinforcing realms of change, not as 
excuses for paralysis. All of this was possible because the women of the 
poor peripheries of the cities asserted their needs, with no respect for the 
hierarchy of needs established by the well-meaning but misguided "bread 
first" school of thought. 

NoTEs 

1 .  There is an extensive literature on fertility decline in Brazil (Paiva 1984; 
Merrick and Berquo 1983; Martine and Camargo 1984). Fertility has declined at 
all income levels, but more so among low-income urban women. As Merrick and 
Berquo stress, given the range of changes in fertility observed at both the regional 
and socioeconomic class levels, it is likely that recent experience reflects a com­
bination of reinforcing factors rather than any single mechanism. 

2. What we refer to as "the feminist movement" is thought of as that part of 
the women's movement which accords greater priority to the fight against gender 
subordination. In the seventies, there were great discussions about the distinction 
between "feminist" and "feminine" groups, which were conceived (by more con­
servative analysis) as contrary to each other. After ten years of coordinated work, 
in spite of recurring tensions among the groups, they are not seen as radical 
opposites. Also, there is not a clear-cut class division among them: although most 
feminist groups had a middle-class origin, there are middle-class groups which 
are not clearly feminist, and there are feminist working-class groups. The Third 
Latin American Feminist Encounter, held in August 1985, had 1 60 participants 
who did not have a college education, 166 who were nonwhite. For a good 
historical analysis of the interclass nature of feminism in Brazil, see Schmink 
(1981). 

3.  Research carried out in nine states of Brazil has shown high percentages 
of undesired pregnancies. In some states, less than half of the most recent preg­
nancies of married women were planned. Even in the most developed states, not 
more than 70 percent of them were planned (Rodrigues et al. 1984). In all like­
lihood the reported pregnancies refer to those carried to term, to which should 
be added those interrupted by abortion. The widespread recourse to abortion is 
reflected in the high number of complications requiring hospitalization: 200,000 
a year, paid by the social security system (Mello 1982). Considering that the 
majority of abortions do not present sequelae requiring hospital care, and that 
data analyzed cover only about 40 percent of hospital care in Brazil, it is estimated 
that more than three million abortions are performed yearly. 
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4. In this we were not entirely successful. For some women, instead of broad­
ening their concept of beauty, they were happy to verify that those pictured were 
"as ugly as we are"! In any case, the identification made learning easier. 

5. See Carta de Itapecirica, a manifesto that came out of a national meeting 
of eighty women's groups in October 1984. 
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WOMEN IN JAMAICA1S 

URBAN INFORMAL 

ECONOMY 

Insights from a Kingston Slum* 

Faye V. Harrison 

The West Indian legacy of colonialism and imperialism is the 
world's oldest and possibly the world's harshest.1 The work, adaptations, 
and struggles of Caribbean women, particularly poor Afro-Creole2 
women, warrant scholarly attention, for these experiences can reveal 
much about the part gender inequality, especially in its intersection with 
race and class oppression, plays in colonial and postcolonial domination 
and in dependent forms of national development. 

Much of the material that exists on gender and on women in Caribbean 
societies can be found embedded in the many studies of lower-class family 
structure and in the works on internal marketing among peasants.3 How­
ever, over the past decade or so, increasing attention has been more 
directly focused on the sociocultural, political, and economic underpin­
nings of women's lives.4 The purpose of this essay is not to provide a 
general framework for analyzing the varying statuses of women across 
class boundaries in West Indian societies, but to offer a perspective on 
the positions occupied and roles played by women within what is some­
times called the "informal economy" of urban Jamaica, specifically the 
Kingston Metropolitan Area.5 Drawing upon ethnographic data from 
"Oceanview," a slum in downtown Kingston, the ensuing discussion at-

*An earlier version of this essay "is currently in press in Niewe West Indische GidsjNew 
West Indian Guide 62, nos. 3 and 4 (1988). Reprinted with permission. 
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tempts to elucidate and provide a context for understanding important 
facets of the everyday lives and struggles of those women who occupy 
the lowest strata of the Jamaican class structure: women who represent 
some of the most marginal segments of the working class and aged de­
pendents, and constitute the largest proportion of their nation's poor. 

A basic premise of this essay is that the problem of sexual inequality 
as it obtains in Jamaica today is integrally related to the broader processes 
of uneven development within the Caribbean periphery of the world 
capitalist system. That is, sexual oppression must be viewed in the na­
tional and international contexts of class and regional disparities which 
condition the specificity of women's everyday lives (Nash and Safa 1980, 
x-xi). The world capitalist system embodies a structure of labor-market 
segmentation wherein workers in peripheral countries receive no more 
than one-sixth of the wages received by their counterparts in the advanced 
industrial center (Amin 1980). Since female workers receive considerably 
less than male labor, Third World women represent a cheaper than cheap 
segment of the international work force (Lim 1983, 80; Nash 1983, 3). 
Capital accumulation and transfer on a world scale is based upol'\ relations 
of superexploitation, the brunt of which Third World women bear. The 
interplay of class and gender is, therefore, integral to capitalist devel­
opment at both national and international levels. 

Patterns of Uneven Development in Jamaica 

Jamaica, formally independent since 1962, has historically been one 
of the most politically and economically important countries in the Car­
ibbean. Its current population is approximately 2.2 million, one-half of 
which is urban and one-third of which is situated in the primary city, 
Kingston (Department of Statistics 1978b, 3). The Jamaican economy is 
marked by uneven development or "underdevelopment," i.e., historically 
constituted processes that distort and subordinate domestic production 
and exchange to the accumulation interests of metropolitan capital (Mam­
dani 1976, 6). Based largely on the production of sugar and bananas, the 
mining and partial refining of bauxite, tourism, and manufacturing, Ja­
maica's economic structure is extroverted in that its dominant enterprises 
and sectors are largely foreign-owned or -controlled and oriented toward 
an export market. The economy is internally disjointed, for there are few 
organic links between domestic sectors (Beckford and Witter 1980, 66, 
81). Instead, the major linkages are vertical; that is, agriculture, bauxite, 
tourism, and branch-plant manufacturing are integrated into North Amer­
ican (and largely U.S.) corporations. Accordingly, all inputs-raw mate­
rials, services, technology, and skilled personnel-are imported, and vir­
tually all outputs from these industries are exported. 
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However, not all of the economy is directly controlled by corporate 
capital. Jamaica's peripheral capitalism encompasses variant forms of pro­
duction and exchange which are subordinate to the dominant capitalist 
pattern. Some of these subordinate economic forms, e.g., subsistence ag­
riculture, have their origins in earlier, noncapitalist modes of production/ 
exchange that have been absorbed into the domestic capitalist system as 
a result of the consolidation and widespread penetration of large-scale 
and primarily foreign capital (cf. Post 1978). Other patterns, such as many 
of those found within the small-scale, unlicensed sphere of the urban 
economy, have developed out of contradictions and complexities endemic 
to peripheral capitalism itself (cf. Kowarick 1979, 83). 

Crisis of the Seventies and Eighties 

During the fifties and sixties foreign investment, principally American, 
propelled a rapid and sustained growth in the economy Gefferson 1972). 
This capital-intensive growth benefited the national bourgeoisie and mid­
dle class while it engendered a rise in unemployment and a decline in 
the poor's share in national income (Girvan and Bernal 1982, 37). In sharp 
contrast to the boom period, the 1970s brought two world recessions, 
quadrupled oil prices, sharp price increases for manufactured imports, 
and acute price and demand instability for Third World exports (National 
Planning Agency 1978, 6). The People's National Party (PNP), the ruling 
party of the 1972-80 period, instituted various reforms to redistribute 
national income and to secure greater "Jamaicanization" or sovereignty 
over the economy. One of the most dramatic actions the government took 
in response to international conditions and pressures from segments of 
the national bourgeoisie was the imposition of a production levy on the 
bauxite companies in 1974. Following the levy and Jamaica's part in the 
formation of the International Bauxite Association, the PNP announced 
its commitment to democratic socialism and to liberating itself from im­
perialism. 

Fearing that Jamaica would move further leftward and expropriate 
investments, foreign and domestic capitalists, largely through the agency 
of the Jamaica Labour Party GLP) opposition, mobilized a destabilization 
campaign to undermine the legitimacy of the PNP administration and 
oust it from office (Keith and Girling 1978, 29). Bauxite companies cut 
back production and filed a litigation suit; the American press �scouraged 
tourism, Jamaica's second-largest foreign-exchange earner; local capital­
ists cut back production and, in many cases, closed down businesses and 
fled the island with their capital; and international commercial banks 
ceased making loans to Jamaica. 

Facing an economic collapse, in 1977 the country was compelled to 
seek foreign exchange from the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
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whose restrictive policies exacerbated the island's economic slump as well 
as its volatile political climate (Girvan and Bernal 1982, 39, 40). In order 
to gain eligibility for IMF loans, the government had to undertake a num­
ber of drastic readjustments, among them cuts in real wages and re­
trenchment in the public sector. Initially the administration resisted the 
IMF strategy, but a severe credit squeeze forced it to reopen negotiations. 
Adhering to the terms of a standby loan, in April 1977 the government 
was forced to devalue its currency by almost 50 percent, impose indirect 
taxes, lift price controls, and limit wage increases. These measures resulted 
in a 35 percent decline in real wages and a 50 percent rise in the price 
level (Girvan and Bernal 1982, 43). After failing fiscal performance tests 
for two consecutive years, in early 1980 the government called for general 
elections in order to determine the nation's economic path. A month later 
the negotiations with the IMF were discontinued. The continuous short­
ages of basic commodities (even food staples}, the rising unemployment 
(35 percent in 1980) especially affecting young adults and women, the 
constant currency devaluations and sharp price increases, and the un­
precedented wave of political violence accompanying the campaign de­
moralized the population and eroded its confidence in the PNP govern­
ment. Within several months the opposition party had electorally ousted 
the PNP as the country's ruling party and returned the economy to the 
orbit of Western banks, transnationals, and the IMF. 

In spite of massive support from the United States government and 
international institutions, principally the IMF and the World Bank, the 
"deliverance" that the current prime minister, Edward Seaga, promised 
Jamaicans has yet to materialize. The balance-of-payments deficit grew 
from $200 million in 1980 to $600 million in 1986-87, and debt repay­
ments have exceeded the inflow of loan funds since the JLP assumed 
power (Headley 1985, 26, 27). For the vast majority of ordinary Jamaicans, 
the current administration's strategy for economic recovery has been dev­
astating. Living standards have fallen below what they were in 1980 as 
a consequence of "cutbacks in public sector employment, reductions in 
health and education expenditures, massive increases in the cost of public 
utilities, and the scaling down of local government services" (Stone 1987, 
29). Although recent government data indicate a growth trend Uamaican 
Daily Gleaner 1987; Jamaican Weekly Gleaner 1987}, this increase in Gross 
National Product has not been converted into a mode of resource distri­
bution favoring the majority of the populace. Similar to trends of the 
1950s and 1960s, this more modest pattern of economic growth is ac­
companied by widening class disparities. 

The Urban Informal Economic Sector 

Since the consolidation of the capitalist mode at the turn of the century, 
Jamaica, like many Third World countries, has been unable to offer secure 
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and stable employment opportunities for most of its working-age pop­
ulation. The chronic problem of "surplus" population, severely aggra­
vated by the balance-of-payments crisis, is manifest in high rates of un­
employment, immeasurably rampant underemployment, and successive 
waves of emigration, and is the consequence of the displacement of labor 
from both subsistence and modem sectors of the national economy. Much 
of the surplus working population-the dislocated peasants, displaced and 
landless wageworkers, and the marginally self-employed-is absorbed 
into the urban informal economic sector, which encompasses income­
producing activities outside formal-sector wages, pensions, and gratuities 
(Partes 1981, 87).6 

Within the urban informal economic sphere are myriad productive, 
marketing, and service activities and enterprises, most of which are un­
licensed, untaxed, and able to circumvent the expenses imposed by state 
safety and sanitary regulations. This petty-scale sector of the economy is 
dependent upon large-scale and capital-intensive industry and comple­
ments it by taking on tasks that the latter generally neglects because of 
unprofitability (Roberts 1978) or illegality. Because of the export orien­
tation of capitalist production in most of the Third World, the dominant 
economic spheres are not organized to satisfy all market demands. 
Whereas the formal, corporate sector meets the demands of the export 
market, the informal sector caters to many of the requirements of the 
domestic market. For example, owing to the gravity of economic condi­
tions during the latter years of the PNP administration (when I collected 
most of my field data), the importation of a wide range of consumer and 
capital goods virtually ceased. A premium was therefore placed on items 
that had become scarce or unobtainable in the formal domestic market. 
The informal economy, particularly its illegal segments, became a major 
source of many goods and services, including such staple foodstuffs as 
rice, milk, flour, and cheese. 

An integral and fairly stable component of Jamaica's illegitimate eco­
nomic sphere is the production of and trade in ganja, or marijuana. While 
the local and national trade is important, the international distribution of 
"herb" is even more economically significant (Lacey 1977). In fact, at the 
height of the balance-of-payments crisis of the seventies, ganja production 
and trade·was "the only healthy [sector] of the Jamaican economy. The 
1 .1  billion dollar business [was] the economic lifeline of Jamaica . . .  after 
traditional segments of the economy failed" (Newsweek 15 Dec., 1980, 
86). This starkly illustrates how integral informal-sector activities often 
are in peripheral capitalist economies. 

While it may be clear that informal economic processes are subordinate 
to and dependent upon formally recognized economic sectors, it is also 
important to realize that capitalist accumulation itself is dependent upon 
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the subsistence-oriented and other petty-scale activities of the informal 
sphere. The largely unlicensed and unregulated small-scale domain plays 
a critical role in subsidizing part of the costs of transnational corporations 
operating in Third World nations, enabling these firms to enforce com­
paratively low wages on their labor (Portes 1978, 37). Moreover, by low­
ering the costs of reproduction, informal · economic activities indirectly 
subsidize workers in core nations, e.g., the United States, and thereby 
help maintain the rate and transfer of profit (Portes 1981, 106). The urban 
informal sector helps reduce labor costs for corporations in two major 
ways: first, by providing relatively cheap and/ or accessible goods and 
services and, hence, reducing some of the costs of subsistence for the 
urban population, particularly wageworkers; and second, by decreasing 
the relative size of the formal labor force with its abundant labor available 
for casual and disguised forms of wagework. 

"Self-employment" or "own-account" work represents a pattern of 
concealed wagework which permits capital to extract surplus labor from 
petty producers and traders. Several scholars, e.g., Portes (1981), Birk­
beck (1979), and Scott (1979), have shown that much informal-sector 
activity is actually work done for the benefit of formal-sector firms. For 
example, the infonnal marketing of formal-sector goods constitutes a well­
organized business ultimately controlled by capitalist firms. Rather than 
invest in retail chains, distributing firms utilize "independent" traders. In 
this case, informal trading represents an efficient and profitable means of 
circulating both national and imported goods in the domestic market. The 
character of this intersectoral linkage is concealed, because capital does 
not intervene directly in the informal labor process, which is generally 
organized around personalized, often familial, relationships. The informal 
labor process, therefore, should be distinguished from the underlying 
social relations of production and appropriation which permit capital to 
superexploit informal labor (cf. Amin 1980, 25).7 

Informal economic relations, which are typically embedded in kinship 
and peer networks, permit the use of free or nominally paid labor and, 
consequently, "an output of goods and services at prices lower than those 
which could be offered under formal productive arrangements" (Portes 
1981, 86). While such a system reduces the costs of reproduction for the 
petty-scale sphere, and therefore permits its viability, ultimately these 
very conditions maximize surplus extraction by reducing the costs that 
the dominant sector must pay to reproduce labor power. 

The "Feminization" of the Informal Economy 

The part the informal sector plays in lowering the general costs of 
reproducing labor power for formal-sector capital is also the role attributed 
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to a reserve army of labor.8 Saffioti (1978) bases her theoretical discourse 
on women in class societies upon the premise that intrinsic to capitalism 
is the existence of a reserve resulting from the exclusion of considerable 
segments of the working population from a secure position in the labor 
market. Under capitalist social conditions, a large proportion of women, 
particularly housewives who have been displaced from what are socially 
defined as productive economic roles, constitute a reserve labor force, 
whose surplus labor power is absorbed into the domestic domain of the 
social economy. 

While women as housewives, working to reproduce their mates' labor 
power without the benefit of wages, may indeed represent an important 
and, in analytic terms, neglected component of the labor reserve, the 
quintessential reserve in peripheral societies such as Jamaica, where 
women constitute a sizeable component (47 percent) of the work force 
as well as of the displaced work force (i.e., informal workers)/ includes 
those women who, as breadwinners and quite often as heads of house­
holds, must operate within the context of an insecure and informal op­
portunity structure to eke out a livelihood for themselves and for their 
young and aged dependents. From these segments of the reserve, middle­
and upper-class housewives recruit and hire their domestic helpers, who 
for pitiably low wages perform most of the functions necessary for main­
taining privileged households. From this informal labor force also come 
many of the female street vendors, called "higglers," who are responsible 
for distributing staple foodstuffs throughout the urban population, par­
ticularly to the poor. 

The rate of formal unemployment for Jamaican women (39 percent) 
is more than twice as high as that for men (16 percent), resulting in more 
than twice as many women (167,900) being unemployed as compared to 
men (79,200) (Department of Statistics 1978b, 26). The relative femini­
zation of unemployment and poverty is manifested in the informal econ­
omy wherein females participate in survival and subsistence activities in 
comparatively larger numbers and proportions. Moreover, in view of the 
pivotal position women occupy within familial and domestic configura­
tions,10 they tend to play principal mobilizational roles in "scuffling" ven­
tures, i.e., small-scale income-generating processes. 

The Sexual Division of Labor in the Informal Sphere 

The urban informal economy consists of an expansive, competitive 
tertiary sector, a small sphere of secondary production or petty manu­
facture, and, in light of the physical constraints of the urban economy, a 
restricted sector of primary production, e.g., gardening and animal hus­
bandry. The principal focus of informal-sector activity in the Kingston 
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Metropolitan Area, therefore, tends to be commodity circulation and ser­
vices rather than production. The latter process is concentrated largely 
within the formal sphere of the urban economy. That is to say that petty 
producers have been substantially displaced by large-scale capital, and 
this displacement has affected women more drastically than men. 

According to government data for the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
approximately 70 percent of all female workers in Jamaica were employed 
in the tertiary sector (i.e., commerce and services), while only about 32-
33 percent of all male workers were active in this sector (Department of 
Statistics 1978b, 27; 1984, 308; Statistical Institute of Jamaica 1984, 10). 
Only 7-8 percent of the female work was in manufacture, whereas on 
average 14 percent of the male work force was concentrated there. 

The respective distributions of female and male workers in the infor­
mal sector of one neighborhood's economic structure (that of Oceanview) 
indicate that both women and men shared exceedingly large concentra­
tions in the tertiary sector of the locality and metropolitan economy. Still, 
the percentage of women workers in this sector exceeded that of men by 
about 1 1  percent.11 Moreover, while a substantial percentage of men 
worked as producers (35 percent), a much lesser percentage of women 
(20 percent) were engaged in productive labor. It seems, therefore, that 
although most informal-sector participants were involved in commercial 
and service activities, the concentration of women's work in this particular 
domain was especially high (88 percent). This evidence suggests that 
compared with women, men tended to have access to income opportun­
ities across a wider range of occupations, activities, and sectors. Further­
more, the income opportunities accessible to men, e.g., those in construc­
tion, provided higher levels of remuneration than female-specific jobs. 
Many of the higher-paying jobs available to males, however, tended to 
be insecure, or available only on a temporary, casual basis. 

Nelson (1979) shows that within the informal economic sector of Nai­
robi, Kenya, women by and large are restricted to marketing skills (e.g., 
preparing beverages, cooking, caring for children, and washing clothes) 
practiced in the home, whereas men market a much wider range of skills 
and services.12 Evidence from Oceanview confirms this kind of sexual 
division of labor. For instance, close to 33 percent of the working women 
in my sample were engaged in some sort of domestic service, while about 
26 percent were employed in general services (e.g., casual streetcleaning, 
hairstyling, and spiritual healing). In contrast, 40 percent of the men in 
the sample were engaged in general services (e.g., taxi driving, vehicle 
repair, and photography). 

Approximately 46 percent of all the women sampled were involved 
in either or both the marketing of domestic services (33 percent) and the 
marketing of domestic or household consumer goods (24 percent), e.g., 
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foodstuffs, cooking utensils, and clothing. Few (3 percent) of the men 
were engaged in services (e.g., baking and cooking) that could be classified 
as domestic; nonetheless, approximately 18 percent were involved in mar­
keting domestic commodities-food, durable domestic goods, and cloth­
ing. It is important to realize that the majority (78 percent) of these female 
marketers were "higglers," i.e., street vendors selling fresh, and therefore 
perishable, vegetables and fruits, and only about 22 percent of the female 
retailers were shopkeepers.13 Conversely, 64 percent of the male retailers 
were proprietors of small grocery shops, stores, or restaurants, while only 
about 36 percent were street vendors. Male retailers were more likely to 
manage larger-scale enterprises. Furthermore, whereas these male pro­
prietors generally benefited from the labor of their spouses and/ or kins­
women, their female counterparts were less inclined to have adult males 
as regular sources of labor. Although perhaps the large higgler category 
may evince salient management and organizational skills among women 
as instrumental actors, these abilities and achievements were not widely 
channeled into other important areas. Men were more likely to hold su­
pervisory positions and to market leadership skills and services, for ex­
ample, as foremen of construction and public works crews and as informal 
labor recruiters and political party brokers. Further, a larger proportion 
of men than women were engaged in productive and service activities 
(e.g., vehicle repair, electrical work, plumbing, carpentry, masonry, weld­
ing, etc.) which demanded some readily recognized degree of technical 
expertise. 

It is also noteworthy that male and female informants had different 
patterns of participation in the small urban primary sector. Women, for 
instance, tended to raise fowl and tree fruits for household and domestic 
subsistence, while men were more inclined to produce for commodity 
exchange. Half of the men involved in primary production were engaged 
in raising pigs or goats for the market. Women's involvement in secondary 
production, viz., petty manufacture, was largely restricted to the produc­
tion of children's and women's clothing, while men produced men's cloth­
ing, shoes, furniture, and woodcarvings, and were involved in building 
construction. Women's work across all sectors was linked largely to do­
mestic needs and functions. 

Another discernible category of informal economic activity is that re­
lated to entertainment or recreation.14 Approximately 22 percent of the 
males in my sample admittedly participated in this sphere as barkeepers 
(5 percent), ganja traders (14 percent), and gambling vendors/brokers (3 
percent). Approximately 31 percent of the women were involved in often 
multiple and interrelated occupations within this sphere as barkeepers 
(13 percent), ganja traders (7 percent), gambling vendors and house­
mistresses (11  percent), and "sportin' gals" or prostitutes (5 percent). Of 
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course, these percentages, which represent only what informants were 
willing to divulge, grossly underestimate the extent of involvement in 
illegal activities, particularly in the ganja trade and prostitution. These 
two illegal spheres seem to reflect a division of labor by gender, in that 
although women are indeed active in the production and exchange of 
ganja, the trade is a domain in which males predominate. On the other 
hand, prostitution at the local level is largely organized by women, who 
tend not to have pimps or male superiors. This relative autonomy, how­
ever, is absent in the major tourist zones, where commoditized sexual 
exchanges are typically mediated by male brokers. 

Nelson (1979) treats prostitution and those serial mating practices in 
which an economic motive or dimension is apparent as instances of the 
marketing of services that women practice and perform within the do­
mestic domain.15 Although she places prostitution and those mating prac­
tices which, for all intents and purposes, represent an economic survival 
strategy into the same category, the two behaviors should not be equated. 
The sexual services embodied in mating behavior are not commodities, 
as are the services prostitutes market, but use-values. 

In view of this conceptual distinction between commodities and use­
values, it is necessary to underscore the fact that the informal economy 
is not limited to the production and exchange of petty commodities. Of 
great significance is the production and nonmarket exchange-what Lom­
nitz (1977) calls "reciprocal exchange"-of such resources as information 
and any good or service which contributes in some way to subsistence 
and economic viability. Nonmarket exchange is especially crucial for the 
subsistence of a considerable proportion of ghetto (i.e., slum and shan­
tytown) populations that cannot regularly engage in monetary transac­
tions. 

The Social Organization and Construction of Gender 

Social networks-or very fluid and diffusely structured social relation­
ships organized primarily around kinship, coresidential, andjor peer 
ties-constitute the basis for much of the socioeconomic activity within 
the informal economy. Kinship groupings extend beyond individual res­
idential units, and the embeddedness of these households in broader 
domestic configurations is critical given the absence of state aid or welfare 
benefits for the formally unemployed or the nonwage working poor. 

The primacy of extended consanguineal ties characterizes the situa­
tions of both women and men; however, ghetto women tend to be com­
paratively more reliant on or committed to kin and domestic groupings 
for salient and sustained social relationships. Women informants (partic­
ularly those in the 18-30-year range) tended to express distrust for friend-
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ship and marriage,l6 suggesting that investments in such nonkin rela­
tionships would lead to additional demands on limited resources, 
"trouble" and "war" over gossip and men, and, in the case of legal mar­
riage, constraints on female independence and autonomy. "Me naa keep 
friends" was the claim of several women who restricted most of their 
intimate, reciprocal interactions to relatives. Women who were higglers 
with relatively stable retail enterprises, officers in local-level political party 
associations or mutual aid societies, or "bankers" in rotating credit net­
works called "partners" tended to have more intense relationships outside 
the domestic sphere. For these women, peer relationships were often 
significant; nonetheless, kin ties were viewed as much more reliable and 
valuable. 

While the idiom and organization of kinship are key in the everyday 
lives of poor urban women, among ghetto men peer bonds are highly 
valued and play a central role on the street comers where male networks 
are based (cf. Brana-Shute 1976; Lieber 1976; Wilson 1971). The peer 
networks of men between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five often assume 
the form of gangs which may combine into gang hierarchies extending 
over the territory of an entire neighborhood or an even more inclusive 
district or zone (see Harrison 1987). Street comers and their associated 
gangs provide the context within which subsistence-related information 
is exchanged, material resources are redistributed, casual labor is recruited 
for government-sector employment, and legitimate and illegitimate hus­
tling strategies are devised and carried out. 

Interestingly, in the way that both women and men talked about their 
lives and survival struggles, women seemed to place greater emphasis on 
independence and autonomy than did men. Despite their actual depen­
dence on the "babyfathers" (i.e., consensual mates), mothers, sisters, and 
special neighbors of their active networks, women underscored the im­
portance and necessity of independent action in surviving Kingston's 
slums and shantytowns. They viewed their participation in familial net­
works, which extend and contract according to need and circumstance, 
as the outcome of their individual strategies and negotiations rather than 
as the result of group obligations and duties. "Networking," even among 
kinspeople, was described as voluntary and instrumental, and it involved 
no fixed, long-term commitments to a clearly defined social unit. 

The assertion of female independence is not at all controverted by kin 
alignments. In fact, the extended organization of kinship and domesticity, 
with its internal division of labor arid forms of cooperation, frees somE! 
women for work and other activities outside the home. Those women 
remaining at home and in the immediate neighborhood supervise and 
care for the children as well as carry out other household-based tasks, 
some of which generate income. Independence does not, therefore, imply 
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"a shedding of social attachments . . .  [but] is linked to a strong sense of 
interpersonal connectedness" (Sutton and Makiesky-Barrow 1981, 496). 

Manifestations of female autonomy, particularly in the economic do­
main as evidenced by the high rate of female participation in the labor 
force, have sometimes been taken by the public and by scholars to mean 
that women enjoy sexual equality (cf. Mintz 1981; Sutton and Makiesky­
Barrow 1981). However, evidence indicating that women indeed suffer 
from underemployment, unemployment, low-paying jobs, and de facto 
disenfranchisement more disproportionately than their male counterparts 
serves to dispel this conception. Sexual inequality is also reflected in the 
incidence of wife battering and sexual violence as well as in ideological 
representations in, for instance, mass media advertisements and popular 
music (Antrobus and Gordon 1984, 120; Henry and Wilson 1975, 193-
94). Male resentment against female competence and assertiveness is ex­
pressed in song lyrics which often encourage men to control or dominate 
women lest the latter's alleged cleverness, deviousness, and promiscuity 
endanger men's standing in the home and community (cf. Henry and 
Wilson 1975, 193). 

Despite the ambivalence men may feel toward women's presence out­
side the home, women's work is expected and tolerated. The tolerance 
for female independence and for individual independence regardless of 
gender originated during the slavery era when both sexes were equally 
involved and exploited in the "public" domain of plantation work (Sutton 
and Makiesky-Barrow 1981). Mintz (1981) hypothesizes that since en­
slaved men could not assert "paterfamilial" domination over female 
slaves, and since slave masters relegated both male and female Africans 
to the status of chattel property, respect for individual rights and pre­
rogatives for both men and women was strong among Afro-Jamaicans. 

Historically, the masses of Jamaican women have been conspicuous 
as workers not (wholly) dependent on their kinsmen and mates for their 
sustenance and security. During the postemancipation period, peasant 
women complemented the work of male producers through a system of 
internal marketing controlled largely by the market women themselves. 
However, with the expansion and consolidation of capitalist social rela­
tions at the turn of the century, the autonomy of Afro-Jamaican women­
and that of peasants, artisans, and traders on the whole-diminished. 
Owing to the entrenchment of colonial state power over the hitherto 
independent peasantry,l7 male dominance gained further legitimacy and 
was imposed on the society by established churches, schools, laws, and 
a system of job segregation and wage differentials.18 

Gender and Politics 

In the mid-seventies, a government redevelopment agency charged 
with upgrading housing, utilities, and social services in the Oceanview 



WoMEN IN JAMAICA's URBAN INFoRMAL EcoNoMY 185 

vicinity conducted a survey in order to identify the neighborhood's lead­
ership on the basis of reputation. These "area leaders" were then to form 
an advisory committee that would aid in implementing the government 
program's objectives. Out of the twenty-three persons identified, only one 
was a woman. In a locality where women are quite visible in the economic 
arena and where their membership and work keep alive and active local­
level political party groups and branches, why were women underrepre­
sented as area leaders? 

On the one hand, the term leader tends to connote authority and 
official status and is typically applied to middle-class political party func­
tionaries. In this sense, Oceanview respondents would claim that there 
are no leaders among the locality's residents. With a qualified, expanded 
definition of leader as one with the respectability, personal influence, 
mobilizational skills, and resources to determine and implement local or 
factional goals (Swartz 1968, 1), respondents would generate a list of 
persons strategically situated in grassroots sociopolitical fields. The re­
development program sought to identify the latter persons; yet the survey 
results yielded a predominantly male pool. 

Contrary to the impression the neighborhood survey may have given, 
and although females may be denied legitimate recognition, it is not at 
all unusual for women to be principal political agents, i.e., de facto pro­
tagonists, catalysts, directors, and sustainers of sociopolitical action at the 
local level. Beckford and Witter (1980, 99) confirm this observation by 
pointing out that women are the main party workers in groups and 
branches. They maintain the party machinery during terms of government 
office, and they are the most committed campaigners during electoral 
contests. Their activism is manifested not only in association membership 
but also in the leadership of neighborhood party organs, for they often 
appear as secretaries, vice-presidents, and presidents. Nonetheless, by and 
large, despite various exceptions, women's power is largely confined to 
the lowest levels of political party structure and the inclusive state ap­
paratus; they are not highly visible in the decision-making echelons. Even 
at the local level, the power and leadership of party women may be 
preempted by gang brokers who are often more strategically placed in 
the party machine. 

In view of the constraints on their political role and participation, 
women are inclined and, in some respects, encouraged to assert their 
unevenly formed power by manipulating and influencing those men who 
are authorized or empowered actors in parties, government, street gangs, 
and mainstream churches.19 For example, a former female group president 
recounted how she was pressured to become "friendly" with higher-level 
party brokers in order to gain access to important information and job 
opportunities for her local area. Another woman, who never joined a 
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party association, used her acquaintance and intimacy with a party broker 
and a police officer to acquire favors which were crucial in securing and 
expanding her ganja trade business. In another case, a former group leader 
resigned from party activism because of the sexual harassment she en­
countered. She claimed that sexual services were often expected of women 
in exchange for party patronage. While women may sometimes gain 
power, influence, and control over resources through their relationships 
with male brokers, this dependent access to political capital leaves them 
vulnerable to manipulation and abuse. 

The greatest proportions of women are found in informal fields of 
power, e.g., revival churches, school associations, and markets, wherein 
there arise opportunities for women as individuals and as groups to define 
and implement strategic local goals-Swartz's definition of politics (1968, 
1). Generally, this sphere of activity is not typically perceived or desig­
nated as political, despite its intrinsic political dimensions and its artic­
ulation or interpenetration with formal political domains. Henry and Wil­
son suggest that because of the subservient role women play in society, 
they predominate in lower-class religious cults or sects: "religion is one 
of the few areas . . .  where women find some measure of equality with 
significant others. It is also an area where women have free access and 
the fact that they can hold positions of office gives them a measure of 
status outside the religious group which they might not otherwise be able 
to achieve" (1975, 190). 

In localities such as Oceanview, where interparty rivalry often attains 
volatile and life-threatening proportions, a large percentage of residents 
tend to retreat from "polytricks" and are distrustful of partisan activities 
and activists (see Harrison 1987, 1988). Parent Teacher Associations, mu­
tual aid societies, and churches are more likely to be perceived as non­
partisan and therefore potentially more reflective of the interests and 
needs of a broader cross-section of the neighborhood. It is in such extra­
domestic situations that many women are able to mobilize their limited 
resources for the survival of their families and neighborhoods as well as 
for a sense of collective defense and autonomy. 

Through their involvement in these often predominantly female 
spheres of action, women produce an emergent praxis of sisterhood 
marked by ambiguity and contradiction. The sisterhood engendered in 
certain informal fields can be seen as a constructive reaction to the con­
straints women confront as single parents, formal and informal workers, 
and political constituents. For example, many of the members of Ocean­
view's PTA consider that organization an alternative to the local party 
associations that have been unable to promote community development, 
peace, and unity. The PTA (whose agenda encompasses much more than 
educational objectives) represents a nonpartisan vehicle for actively re-
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sisting the various forms of victimization and oppression its members 
experience in their everyday lives. 

Nonetheless, sisterhood may also comprise elements of collusion (d. 
Westwood 1985) and escapism. Some Oceanview women believe that 
politics is intrinsically "wicked" and not a righteous means of meaningful 
change. The recurring statement "Me naa deal in politics; only God can 
save Jamaica" sometimes reflects this retreatist view. For women with 
this perspective, any politician or political activist, leftist or rightist, sincere 
or opportunist, is suspect and unworthy of support; and churches, friendly 
societies, or other associations provide a refuge. Whereas the informal 
sphere may provide women with alternative outlets for constructive po­
litical expression, it can also offer a means of retreat, suppressing effective 
opposition and resistance. 

An informal organized sector of Oceanview's social organization not 
readily open to women's mobilization and empowerment is that of the 
Rastafari. Local followers ofRastafari, particularly the more senior and 
devoted "true Rastas," organize their religious worship, economic activ­
ities, and domestic life along clear lines of male dominance.20 Rastafari 
represents one of the most culturally and politically significant mass 
movements in contemporary Jamaica.21 Its ideology and idiom of protest 
and rebellion have permeated the slums and shantytowns, where dis­
placed wageworkers and the marginally self-employed dwell. In Rasta­
farian views and practices, women are essentially spiritual and political 
dependents (Kitzinger 1969, 260; 1971, 588; Rowe 1980). Men must guide 
women in order for the latter to achieve spiritual wholeness and "sight," 
the "Ijeye."22 I broach this issue of patriarchy among Rastafari simply to 
highlight the sexist character of important elements in Jamaican culture 
and to suggest some of the contradictions within sociocultural forces that 
exert considerable influence on the uneven and often contradictory pat­
terns of opposition, protest, and accommodation within some of the most 
alienated segments of Jamaican society. 

The sexism that shapes and inhibits the political behavior of women 
active in the informal economy impedes the political development of the 
entire informal and casual work force. While this relationship between 
the social construction of gender and political underdevelopment holds 
also for the organized working class as well as for any class, it is especially 
critical for informal workers, because women are disproportionately rep­
resented among them. 

I raise this question of the political character of informal labor because 
anthropologists and other social scientists have questioned whether the 
urban informal sector functions as a safety valve reinforcing the status 
quo or whether it represents a potential source of prerevolutionary re­
bellion (McGee 1971; Worsley 1972). Roberts (1978, 135) claims that the 
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fragmented organization of small-scale socioeconomic enterprises, com­
bined with the present-day survival orientation of the actors themselves, 
gives rise to sporadic and inhibited patterns of political action. Elsewhere 
I have argued that supralocal or state-level political processes also con­
tribute to the containment of rebellion. Patronage-clientelism undermines 
solidarity among grassroots constituents; police and army repression 
thwarts efforts to disrupt or challenge the social order; and by labeling 
many forms of protest and rebellion as crime, the state delegitimates 
certain political behaviors and isolates rebels from potential allies in, for 
instance, the formal working class (Harrison 1982, 326-35). 

An additional factor that contributes to the underdeveloped political 
character of the informal labor force, and one that has not been pin­
pointed, let alone accentuated, is the suppression of women's participation 
in politics, particularly in those fields most strategically aligned with or 
embedded in national (and international) level political structures. These 
most strategic fields, arenas, and institutions are male-dominated and 
conditioned largely by middle- and upper-class interests. 

Sexual or gender inequality represents an essential and integral feature 
of social relations and cultural construction in Jamaica, where for the past 
four hundred years colonial and imperialist exploitation has governed the 
development of economic, political, and sociocultural patterns and struc­
tures. Although the focus of this essay has been on women and, more 
generally, on gender differentials within the urban petty-scale sphere of 
the Jamaican economy, it is extremely important to further contextualize 
the subordination and oppression characterizing these women's position 
by taking into account the pervasive impact of racism. During the course 
of Jamaica's history, the exploitation of the masses has been legitimized 
and rationalized by a system of ideas and symbols which has elaborated 
the allegedly inherent and functional inferiority of Africans as a distinct 
racial grouping and as bearers of a peculiar, "cultureless" culture. Racist 
ideology and institutional arrangements have historically supported and 
permitted the superexploitation of Afro-Jamaicans as a labor force, the 
violation of black and brown women as objects of sexual indulgence, and 
the political alienation and repression of the island's majority. 

The many segments of the working-age population which, to varying 
extents, are absorbed into the urban informal economy may represent a 
surplus labor force from the point of view of their surface relationship to 
corporate capitalist spheres; however, the casual workers, scufflers, hus­
tlers, and the petty producers and traders who fill the streets, lanes, and 
yards (i.e., communal residences) with their daily survival struggles are 
vertically integrated into peripheral capitalist structures that depend upon 
the articulation and interpenetration of variant socioeconomic patterns, 
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the asymmetrical conjuncture of which constitutes a socioeconomic for­
mation specific to the complexities and contradictions of Jamaica's his­
torical development within a world system. 

In a central way, the feminization of key sectors of the informal sphere 
contributes to the reproduction of a cheap, casual, and concealed work 
force accessible to capital for performing its temporary and largely un­
skilled tasks. Although responsible for supporting appreciable proportions 
of the nation's dependents and for organizing their non-wage-compen­
sated work into minimally lucrative household-based ventures, women 
have the most limited access to income and capitalization opportunities. 
Despite the indisputable existence of substantial numbers of higglers, 
visible with the results of their mobilization of petty capital, the informal 
sector is not ruled by matriarchs. The economic status higglers have rests 
upon the marketing of domestic and household-use goods, and therefore 
on a sexually segregated system of economic opportunities which confines 
women to spheres related to domestic consumption. Moreover, whatever 
status and power individual higglers and other female retailers may in 
fact have within their communities, their associations, and their primary 
networks of kinspeople, friends, and clients, this power and status cannot 
be generalized to depict the situation of the majority of women in the 
slums and shantytowns of urban Jamaica. These latter women scuffle 
under fluctuating and unpredictable circumstances to eke out minimal 
subsistence for themselves and their "pickney" (children), either with or 
without sustained support from their "babyfathers," and under diffuse 
and ambiguous contracts of support and alliance with kin and fictive kin. 

The mass of Jamaican women, who in some form or another operate 
as informally organized workers, have a legacy to inform their lives and 
struggles. On one hand, that legacy is long with the pain and blood of 
"sufferation" and "downpression," but on the other hand, it is also 
marked by the integrity of a people at some levels conscious of their 
potential power as resisters, rebels, and rulers of their own destiny. De­
spite obstacles and constraints, Afro-Jamaican women have historically 
made their footprints in paths of struggle on both economic and political 
planes. In light of the critical current state of affairs in Jamaica, it is 
becoming increasingly obvious that for "deliverance"23 and change to 
come, Jamaica has to mobilize all of its people, men and women. How 
exactly this proposition will be translated into political discourse and 
applied to organization and praxis is a question for which only the un­
folding of social history can provide answers. 

NoTEs 

1. Williams (1944) and Knight (1978) have written on political and economic 
aspects of Caribbean history. For studies of underdevelopment and dependency, 
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see Beckford (1972; 1975), Beckford and Witter (1980), Girvan (1973; 1976), Mintz 

(1977), and Thomas (1974). 
2. The term Creole refers to the Caribbean-born descendants of the Africans 

and Europeans who peopled the West Indies during the colonization and slavery 
era. The category is not applied to postemancipation immigrants such as the 
Chinese and East Indians. 

3. For examples of classic family studies, see Blake (1961), Clarke (1957), 
and Gonzalez (1969). See Bolles (1983) for a more current analysis of urban 
working-class households in crisis-tom Jamaica. For work on internal marketing, 
see Mintz (1955; 1964; 1981). . 

4. Henry and Wilson (1975) have addressed the general status of Caribbean 
women, Moses (1981) treats women's status in Montserrat, and Sutton and Mak­
iesky-Barrow (1981) focus on Barbadian women. Bolles (1981; 1983) deals with 
Jamaican women's family and (both formal and informal) work responsibilities 
in the context of the economic austerity exacerbated by the International Monetary 
Fund. D'Amico-Samuels (1986) illuminates the relationship gender has to class 
and color in the development of the tourist economy in Negril, Jamaica. 

5. My perspective is based largely on fieldwork done on political and eco­
nomic processes in a locality in the Kingston Metropolitan Area in 1978-79. This 
research was made possible by a Fulbright-Hays Predoctoral Fellowship. The 
period of data analysis was supported by a grant-in-aid from the Wenner-Gren 
Foundation for Anthropological Research and a Danforth-Compton Fellowship 
from the Danforth Foundation. Comments and support from Louise Lamphere, 
Deborah D'Amico-Samuels, and Chandra Talpade Mohanty were invaluable in 
the rewriting of this essay. 

6. It is impossible to directly measure the actual extent of participation in 
the informal sphere of an economy, because informal activities and enterprises 
tend, for the most part, not to be recorded or registered. We can assume, however, 
that this sector absorbs the unemployed (defined as those actually seeking wage­
work or those willing to do wagework) and those segments of the population 
which have never sought formal wage employment. It is also important to note 
that, to varying extents, formal workers-even members of the established middle 
class-are involved in informal economic activities as a means of supplementing 
their income. While the informal economy acts as a buffer against unemployment, 
it also provides capitalization opportunities for petty entrepreneurs and petty 
capitalists. In fact, Stone (1977) claims that an indeterminate number of busi­
nesspeople from the most precarious segments of Jamaica's petty bourgeoisie 
commonly engage in informal and sometimes illegal means of capitalization and 
appropriation (e.g., gambling and ganja ventures) in order to maintain and expand 
their legitimate enterprises. 

7. This distinction between labor process and social relations of production 
is pertinent i1;1 light of the argument that the informal sector represents a distinct 
mode of production (cf. Davies 1979). 

8. The reserve, surviving under tenuous and insecure social and economic 
circumstances, consists of unemployed workers, casual workers moving from job 
to job, displaced peasants and agroproletarians forced into cities, and long-term 
"scufflers" and the marginally self-employed. See Braverman (1974, 388) for a 
discussion of Marx's formulation of surplus population. 

9. In 1978 women represented approximately 47 percent of Jamaica's total 
recorded labor force (Department of Statistics 1978b, 26). Over 65 percent of all 
women above the age of fourteen were part of this force. In light of the fact that 
in 1978 38 percent of the female labor force was formally unemployed, and an 
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even larger percentage underemployed, it  appears that women are dislocated and 
excluded from formal labor-market opportunities at a higher rate than men, who 
suffered a 16 percent rate of unemployment in 1978. 

There is a history of relatively high rates of both formal and informal em­
ployment among women in former plantation slave societies such as Jamaica. 
During the slavery era, both men and women were fully employed as slave labor. 
Scholars (e.g., Patterson 1967; Mintz and Price 1977) have suggested that at this 
juncture the sexual division of labor was slight; however, women experienced a 
double drudgery in that they were responsible for both field and household tasks 
(Davis 1981). Women also played pivotal roles in the "protopeasant" sphere of 
the slave economy, and were partly responsible for marketing their agricultural 
surplus. The peasant economy of the postemancipation period was organized 
around a clear sexual division of labor in which men were primarily responsible 
for cultivation while women were largely responsible for marketing. 

10. One-third of all households in Jamaica are headed by women (Department 
of Statistics 1978a, 10). 

1 1 .  The data for this discussion were collected from a small sample of forty­
five women and fifty-six men. These data were gathered as part of a broader 
investigation of the organization of socioeconomic and political life in Ocean view. 
Although the sample is limited, the data it yielded are consistent with the results 
of government surveys conducted in the 1970s (e.g., those done by the Urban 
Development Corporation). 

12. This pattern of sexual segregation in work (domestic vs. nondomestic) has 
been noted by anthropologists such as Rosaldo (1974) who underscore the rel­
evance of the domestic vs. public dichotomy in a wide variety of sociocultural 
cases. 

13. Of all of the women sampled, 16 percent were higglers and 5 percent 
shopkeepers (e.g., grocers). Among the men, 7 percent were street vendors and 
12 percent grocers and restaurateurs. Interestingly, outside this domestic-goods 
realm, female proprietors outnumbered their male counterparts. For instance, 13 
percent of the women in the sample were barkeepers, compared to only five 
percent of the men. Most of the regular clientele of neighborhood bars are men 
and their guests. I am suggesting that women play an important role in enter­
taining men, for whom public drinking and, perhaps less openly, gambling are 
regular features of peer-related socializing and recreation. 

14. This category which Nelson uses in her Kenya study is misleading in the 
sense that ganja traders may also be seen as providing a product necessary for 
religious rituals and healing, and gamblers may consider their activity hard work 
rather than mere recreation. 

15. Nelson's conception of prostitution as a domestic activity is consistent with 
the generally held definition of domesticity or domestic functions, which involve 
all those activities involved in the production or preparation of food, in child­
rearing, in consumption, and in sexual reproduction or mating (Yanagisako 1979). 

16. Most women in the sample as well as in the population at large were not 
legally married but were involved in common-law unions and visiting relation­
ships. 

17. In the aftermath of emancipation, a reconstituted peasantry arose in op­
position to the declining plantation system. This peasantry emerged before the 
formation of a capitalist mode of production and the consolidation of a class of 
agrarian capitalists. At this juncture peasants were in a strong position relative to 
large landholders. The former usually owned their own plots and paid little or 
nothing in taxes to the state. Furthermore, they were able to circumvent the 
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expropriation of some part of the product of their labor by controlling exchange 
relations through networks of higglers-the mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters 
of peasant households (Post 1978). 

18. See Henry (1983, 100-107) for a discussion of the postemancipation cul­
tural colonization of Afro-Jamaicans, and Post (1978, 34-35) for a treatment of 
the role of colonial state policies in thwarting the development of a free peasantry 
and enhancing the power of an emergent capitalist class. I have extended this 
line of argument to the realm of gender. 

19. Henry and Wilson (1975) bring out that in the popular view, women are 
often depicted as devious, manipulative, and conniving. It is noteworthy that these 
stereotypes apply as well to perceptions of lumpenproletarians who also com­
monly activate strategies of manipulation when dealing with politicians. 

20. Whereas a large number of "youts" (i.e., male adolescents and adult males 
under thirty-five) wear their hair in dreadlocks and claim to be Rastafarian, I am 
concerned with that minority of males who are committed to Rastafari religious 
beliefs and lifestyle, and who are designated as "true Rastas" within the locality. 
This segment exerts considerable influence over the secular "dreads." 

21. See Smith, Augier, and Nettleford (1960), Nettleford (1970), Barrett (1977), 
Chevannes (1981), and Campbell (1987) for analyses of the Rastafari in Jamaica. 
See Austin (1983, 236) for comments on the routinization of the movement during 
the past two decades. 

22. Within the past decade, however, women have become more visible and 
vocal within the Rastafari movement. For instance, in 1980 three women's or­
ganizations were established. While "daughters" claim not to challenge the pa­
triarchal tenets and structure of the movement, their very mobilization and "rea­
sonings" (i.e., consciousness-raising rituals) seem to be generating new 
perspectives on women and on Rastafari itself. 

The concept of "sight" refers to spiritual vision and knowledge of truth. That 
of the "I" refers to vision as well, but "I" also signifies the collective Rastafari, 
the "I and I," whose shared "reasonings" and sacramental rituals (ganja smoking 
and Nyabingi) lead to heightened transcendence. 

23. "Deliverance" is a religious concept applied to popular political discourse 
in Jamaica. During the 1980 electoral campaign against Michael Manley and the 
PNP, Edward Seaga, the present prime minister, promised deliverance to Jamaica. 
Politicians commonly manipulate popular religious symbols when mobilizing the 
electorate. The PNP made use of Rastafarian and revivalist (i.e., syncretist Chris­
tian) symbols in earlier campaigns. 
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WOMEN AND CRIME 

IN THE UNITED STATES 

Juanita Diaz-Cotto 

During the last decade several theories have emerged which 
attempt to explain the increase in the number of women arrested in the 
United States since the 1960s.1 Many of these theories assert that women 
are becoming more aggressive and violent as a result of their changing 
roles in society and the impact of the women's movement. This essay 
challenges these claims and presents a realistic interpretation of the eco­
nomic, social, and political forces which shape women's lives and may 
lead to their increasing arrest and incarceration. I suggest further that 
many of these women are among those in our society who dare challenge 
the limited roles and opportunities available to women in general. 

In order to set the context for my arguments, I will present a brief 
history of the women's prison-reform movement and discuss the as­
sumptions that led to the creation of separate women's prisons. I will also 
give an overview of traditional rehabilitation methods within this his­
torical framework and posit their modem-day ramifications. 

The Women's Prison-Reform Movement 

During the 1820s, Protestant women prison reformers in the United 
States began to visit incarcerated · females. These Christian women were 
appalled by the conditions that female prisoners were forced to endure 
(Freedman 1981, 15-17, 59-60). The prisons were designed to detain male 
prisoners only, and women, sometimes with their children, were crowded 
into small sections of the institutions, overwhelmed by disease, hunger, 
and physical and sexual abuse. The reformers' initial aims were to help 
imprisoned women repent for their "sins" (meaning crimes) and to con-
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vert them to Christian ways of living. However, they soon found them­
selves providing services such as sewing and writing classes within the 
institutions and opening halfway houses where released women could 
live temporarily while acquiring legal work skills. 

Several events took place during the second half of the nineteenth 
century which led women prison reformers to demand the creation of 
separate prisons for women to be administered by women. The most 
important of these was the increase in arrests of women and their con­
viction to penal institutions. This increase was related to the various eco­
nomic, social, and political changes which took place after the Civil War 
and which culminated in rapid industrialization of the country and in­
creasing rural migration (and foreign immigration) to the cities (Freedman 
1981, 13-15). 

Separate Women's Prisons 

The argument that women's prisons, if administered and staffed by 
women, could be used to rehabilitate (that is, reform) female offenders 
was based on a series of erroneous assumptions. The first assumption 
was that all imprisoned women need to be rehabilitated. The second was 
that prisons could be used to rehabilitate. The third was that rehabilitation 
could be accomplished without the complete transformation of all insti­
tutions in society. The fourth was that women's prisons could fulfill the 
goals of rehabilitation because the administrators, the staff, and the pris­
oners would all be women. And finally, reformers, or women like them 
(white, middle- and upper-class), believed themselves to be the best fit 
to lead female prisoners (disproportionately poor and working-class black 
and immigrant white women) on the road to rehabilitation (Freedman 
1981, 46-64). 

Women reformers argued that a woman usually resorted to crimes 
such as prostitution and petty larceny after being abandoned (alone or 
with her children) by a man who had taken sexual advantage of her. In 
a woman's prison, they suggested, this "fallen woman," far from the 
influence and abuse of men, could be taught to fulfill her expected social 
roles of wife and mother (Freedman 1981, 44-45). She could become a 
lady rather than continue to act as a "criminal." Thus a major goal of 
many of the female prison reformers was the perpetuation of the tradi­
tional sex roles assigned to women by society. 

The transformation of the "fallen woman" would be accomplished by 
using women's prisons to teach Bible classes, cooking, sewing, cleaning, 
washing clothes, and other skills which would prepare her to fulfill these 
roles and support herself financially. Hence, since the opening of the first 
women's prison in Indiana in 1873, the focus of rehabilitation has been 
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on teaching work skills in traditional low-paying women's occupations 
in the service sector. These occupations offer women minimal opportun­
ities for social and economic advancement and, more often than not, make 
it difficult for them to meet their basic financial needs and those of their 
dependents.2 

Women's institutions almost from their inception have been more 
preoccupied with punishment and security concerns than with realistic 
rehabilitation. In the best of cases rehabilitation has meant focusing on 
changing individuals. Prison administrators, for the most part, have not 
seriously questioned the social, economic, racial, and political conditions 
which lead women to be arrested and incarcerated. Even when economic 
factors (i.e., poverty, the state of the economy) have been discussed as 
possibly influencing the nature of illegal behavior, very little is said except 
that the individual has been unable to adapt to her environment in a 
socially acceptable manner. Failure to adapt is then blamed on the prisoner 
for not having the proper family life or friends while growing up, and/ 
or the right attitude toward work and authority, both of which would 
have prevented her from breaking the law. 

A look at the sociodemographic profile of incarcerated women will 
allow us to see the type of woman most likely to be arrested and im­
prisoned in the United States in any one year. Additionally, a look at the 
types of offenses for which women were arrested in 1965, 1978, and 1984 
will give us some insight into the major causes leading to women's arrests. 

Profile of Incarcerated Women 

In 1880, 75.06 percent of women imprisoned in the United States were 
classified as white. By 1890 this number had decreased to 62.42 percent 
(Freedman 1981, 82). Surveys conducted in 1978 reveal that white women 
constituted 46.4 percent of the total (see Table 1).3 The overrepresentation 
of black women within local jails and state and federal prisons is cor­
roborated by the fact that between 1880 and 1985, blacks made up only 
12 to 13 percent of the country's population (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1987, 16). In states such as New York, where Latino men and women 
constitute close to 10 percent of the population, Latinas make up 23.4 
percent of women incarcerated in state prisons (Hispanic Inmate Needs 
Task Force 1986, 162). 

It is particularly instructive to examine the characteristics of women 
incarcerated in local jails throughout the United States. A study in 1978 
demonstrates that, at the time of their arrest, 72.9 percent of the women 
were under the age of thirty (see Table 2). Although four out of every 
five, or 80.5 percent, of the women were single,4 47.1 percent had de­
pendents. Almost half of the women, 49.5 percent, earned an income of 



TABLE 1 Women Prisoners Held in Federal and State Prisons and Local Jails, by Race, 1978 

Total Percentageh Percentage Percentage Percentage 
Total• Number of Total White of Total Black of Total Other of Total Not 

Population of Women Prisoners Women Women Women Women Women Women Known 

158,394 9,555 6.0 4,666 48.8 4,630 48.5 259 2.7 nja 

29,803 1,828 6.1 727 39.8 974 53.3 24 1.3 103 

:l.S 276,799 10,892 3;9 4,947 45.4 5,509 50.6 169 1.6 267 

464,996 22,265 4.8 10,340 46.4 11,113 49.9 452 2.0 370 

tpted from U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Prisoners in State and Federal Institutions on December 31, : 
oner Statistics Bulletin, May 1980, p. 20; and U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Profile of! ail Inmates: Soc 
lings from the 1978 Survey of Inmates in Local Jails, National Prisoner Statistics Report, October 1980, p. 13. 

te total of male and female prisoners in these institutions. 
!5 may not add to 100 due to rounding off. 



WOMEN AND CRIME IN THE UNITED STATES 201 

$3,000 a year or less, while another 21.6 percent earned between $3,000 
and $5,999. The median income was $2,416, and the median level of 
education was tenth grade. At the time of the survey, 42.6 percent of the 
women had not been convicted of any previous crime. 

From these data we can conclude that women in local jails are pre­
dominantly single, poor, and working-class white and minority women 
under the age of thirty. Almost half of them have dependents, and an 
equal proportion have not completed a high-school education. Therefore, 
even if these women did not suffer the effects of direct employment 
discrimination on the basis of their sex andjor race-ethnicity, many had 
not acquired the educational or vocational skills which would allow them 
access to decent-paying jobs.5 

Crimes for Which Women Are Arrested 

Up until the late 1970s, the phenomenon of female criminality had 
been largely ignored by social scientists, criminologists, lawyers, and pen­
ologists. Traditional studies and observations of female criminality such 
as those of Lombroso and Ferrero (1895), Thomas (1907), Pollack (1961), 
and Freud (1933) argued that women's crimes are the result of the wom­
en's inability to adapt to their "natural feminine roles." The implication 
of these studies is that women who commit crimes are masculine, and 
therefore, aggressive. 

Recent studies of female criminality, such as Carol Smart (1976) and 
Dorie Klein (1976), have done little to dispel this myth. In fact, the increase 
in the number of arrests for women since the 1960s has led some cri­
minologists and sociologists to contend that female offenders are becom­
ing increasingly more aggressive and violent. Supporters of this argument, 
such as Freda Adler (1975), assert that an increase in women's economic 
and psychological independence, allegedly brought about by the women's 
movement, has led more women to commit violent crimes such as rob­
bery, murder, and assault. These are crimes traditionally associated with 
male offenders. 

The data used to support these arguments are drawn from the FBI 
Uniform Crime Reports (1984) and are based on increases in the "rate of 
arrests." As Table 3 demonstrates, between 1965 and 1984 the rate of 
arrests for women involved in all offenses increased 148.4 percent, while 
that for males increased 67.7 percent. Arrests for women have increased 
more rapidly than arrests for men. 

The fact is that when we look at the actual numbers involved (Table 
3), we see that over 3 million more men were arrested in 1984 than in 
1965, while 889,332 more women were arrested during the same period. 
In order for men to have experienced an increase in the rate of arrests 



TABLE 2 Women Prisoners Held in Local Jails, by Selected Sociodemographic Characteristics, 1978 

Percentage• Percentage Percentage 
Total of Total White of Total Black of Total Other 

tic Women Women Women Women Women Women Women 

9,555b 100.0 4,666 48.8 4,630 48.5 259 

6,962 72.9 3,259 46.8 3,497 50.0 205 
\ge 25.45 25.40 25.65 23.49 
tus< 
i, Never Married, 7,693 80.5 3,473 45.1  4,026 52.3 195 
, or Widowed 
> at Time of 

,nc 

Jendents 4,503 47.1 1,703 37.8 2,678 59.5 122 
ade of School 

�d
e 

1 12 4,352 45.5 1,917  2,323 53.4 113 
:;rade 10.5 10.6 10.3 10.4 

5,476 
42.6 2,035 49.9 1,934 47.5 105 



1t Status 
dng 6,331 66.3 2,897 45.8 3,268 51.6 166 
>me 
$3,000 4,725 49.5 2,198 46.5 2,417 51.2 110 

;,999 2,065 21.6 1,090 52,8 911 44,1 65 
ncome 852 8.9 439 51.5 387 45.4 26 
1come 2,416 2,594 2,254 2,566 
e of Income< 
Salaries 3,397 35.6 1,875 55.2 1,432 42.2 89 
Paymentsd 2,866 30.0 995 34.7 1,785 62.3 86 
rrdent Income• 2,350 24.6 1,332 56.7 954 40.6 64 

585 6.1 292 49.9 288 49.2 5 

1ted from the U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Profile of Jail Inmates: Sociodemographic Findings from 
'Y of Inmates of Local Jails, National Prisoner Statistics Report, October 1980, pp. 12-14. 

s may not add to 100 due to rounding off. 
isoners were 6.0 percent or 9,555 of the 158,394 persons held in local jails. 
•ry does not include the sublisting of "Not Reported." 
trity, unemployment benefits, education grants, and welfare. 
mowing from and support by family or friends. 
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TABLE 3 

Arrest, Trends by Sex, 1965, 1978, and 1984• 

Arrests for 1965 1978 1984 

TOTAL ARRESTS MALE/FEMALE 5,031,393 9,775,087 8,921,708 

TOTAL OFFENSES 
Male 4,431,625 8,227,228 7,432,608 

(Rate of arrest compared to 1965 + 67.7) 
TOTAL PERCENTAGE OF ALL ARRESTS 

Male 88.1 84.2 83.3 
VIOLENT CRIMESb 

Male 
total number 133,238 400,697 341,388 
percentage 89.8 89.8 89.3 

PROPERTY CRIMES< 
Male 

total number 592,251 1,352,656 1,1 12,327 
percentage 85.9 77.7 76.6 

TOTAL OFFENSES 
Female 599,768 1,547,859 1,489,100 

(Rate of arrest compared to 1965 + 148.4) 
TOTAL PERCENTAGE OF ALL ARRESTS 

Female 1 1 .9 15.8 16.7 
VIOLENT CRIMES 

Female 
total number 15,127 45,425 40,858 

percentage 10.2 10.2 10.7 
PROPERTY CRIMES 

Female 
total number 97,052 388,598 339,775 
percentage 15.1 22.3 23.4 

Source: Adapted from U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigations, FBI 
Uniform Crime Reports (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office), 
1965 (p. 115), 1978 (p. 197), and 1984 (p. 179). 

•Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding off. 
bViolent crimes-murder, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault. 
<Property crimes-burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and, as of 1979, arson. 

similar to that for women, over 6 million more men would have had to 
be arrested in 1984 compared to 1965! As Laura Crites (1976) states, "The 
implication is clear: because traditionally fewer women have been arrested 
than men, any increase in female arrests is likely to result in a higher 
percentage of 'rate of increase"'(35); 
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In order to verify whether this increase in the number of arrests for 
women does in fact indicate that women are becoming increasingly vi­
olent, we can examine those crimes considered the most serious by the 
FBI. This category of crimes, which makes up what is called the "crime 
index," is divided into two subcategories: violent and property crimes. 
Under the subcategory of violent crimes are included murder, forcible 
rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Property crimes include burglary, 
larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and, as of 1979, arson. 

The statistics show that although more women were arrested for vi­
olent crimes in 1984 than in 1965, women still accounted for only 10.7 
and 10.2 percent respectively of all violent offenses committed during 
those years (Table 3). Additionally, the overwhelming increase in arrests 
for women within the crime index category has taken place not in violent 
crimes but in property crimes. While 14.1 percent of all persons arrested 
for property crimes in 1965 were women, in 1984 this number had in­
creased to 23.4 percent. 

There are two additional ways of disproving the argument that wom­
en's crimes are becoming increasingly violent. The first approach is to 
look at the "Rank Ordering of the Most Frequent Arrests for Women, by 
Offense" as Crites (1976) has done. Table 4 indicates the top ten crimes 
for which women were arrested in 1965, 1978, and 1984. During these 
years, none of the top ten crimes for which women were arrested were 
violent crimes.6 In 1984, three of the top ten offenses were economic 
crimes/ with one out of every five women arrested for larceny-theft and 
another one in ten arrested for embezzlement, prostitution, or commer­
cialized vice. While at least five of the top ten offenses could be considered 
"victimless crimes,''8 four offenses involved drugs or alcohol. 

The second approach to refute the argument that women are becoming 
increasingly violent is to look at the "Female Percentage of Total Arrests, 
by Offense" (Table 5). This table lists the top ten offenses most often 
committed by women in comparison with men. It is important to note 
that while the offenses of murder and nonnegligent manslaughter as well 
as aggravated assault were included in the top ten offenses in 1965, they 
do not appear in the top ten in either 1978 or 1984. In fact, the data 
indicate that not only are women not becoming increasingly violent, but 
they seem to be less violent. 

Moreover, many women may be arrested for victimless crimes, such 
as prostitution, running away, and drunkenness, because they have vi­
olated traditional stereotypes about how women in our society should 
behave rather than because they are breaking the law. In 1984, women's 
arrests exceeded those for men in only two categories, prostitution and 
commercialized vice, and running away. While four of the top ten offenses 
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TABLE 4 
Rank Ordering of the Most Frequent Arrests for Women, by Offense, 1965, 

1978, and 1984 

1965 

Percentage 
Offense of Arrests 

Drunkenness 19.8 
Larceny-theft 14.2 
Disorderly conduct 12.1 
Running away 7.1 
Prostitution & commercialized vice 4.4 
Other assaults 3.7 
Liquor law violations 3.5 
Driving under the influence 2.5 
Curfew & loitering law violations 2.3 
Vagrancy 1 .9 

1978 

Larceny-theft 22.2 
Disorderly conduct 7.0 
Driving under the influence 6.5 
Running away 6.5 
Fraud 5.9 
Drunkenness 5.4 
Drug-abuse violations 5.3 
Other assaults 3.9 
Prostitution & commercialized vice 3.4 
Liquor law violations 3.4 

1984 

Larceny-theft 20.5 
Driving under the influence 10.5 
Disorderly conduct 6.0 
Embezzlement 5.5 
Drug-abuse violations 5.2 
Drunkenness 5 .1  
Running away 4.4 
Liquor law violations 4.2 
Other assaults 4.2 
Prostitution & commercialized vice 4.1 

Source: Adapted from U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigations, Uniform 
Crime Reports (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office), 1965 (p. 115), 
1978 (p. 197), and 1984 (p. 179). 
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TABLE 5 

Female Percentage of Total Arrests, by Offense, 1965, 1978, and 1984 

Offense 

Prostitution & commercialized vice 
Running away 
Larceny-theft 
Fraud 
Curfew & loitering law violations 
Forgery & counterfeiting 

1965 

Murder & nonnegligent manslaughter 
Embezzlement 
Sex offenses (except forcible rape & prostitution) 
Aggravated assault 

Prostitution & commercialized vice 
Running away 
Fraud 
Larceny-theft 
Forgery & counterfeiting 
Vagrancy 
Embezzlement 
Curfew & loitering law violations 
Disorderly conduct 
Liquor law violations 

Prostitution & commercialized vice 
Running away 
Fraud 
Embezzlement 
Forgery & counterfeiting 
Larceny-theft 
Curfew & loitering law violations 
Disorderly conduct 
Liquor law violations 
Other assaults 

1978 

1984 

Percentage 
of Arrests 

77.5 
47.1 
22.1 
20.3 
1 8.9 
18.4 
17.6 
1 7.2 
14.9 
13.5 

67.7 
57.4 
36.8 
31 .7  
29.7 
29.4 
25.1 
21 .6 
16.1 
14.7 

69.9 
57.8 
40.4 
36.9 
33.7 
30.2 
23.7 
1 7.2 
1 6.4 
15.1 

Source: Adapted from U.S. Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigations, Uniform 
Crime Reports (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office), 1965 (p. 1 15), 
1978 (p. 197), and 1984 (p. 179). 
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were victimless crimes/ five of the top six offenses were economic crimes10 
(Table 5). 

The overall importance of focusing on arrests for economic crimes is 
that it leads us to question whether women may be increasingly forced 
to turn to these types of crimes because of worsening economic conditions. 
The number of arrests involving drugs and alcohol could indicate both 
an attempt on the part of women to increase their income through illegal 
means, and/ or an increase in drug and alcohol addiction among women 
trying to escape from societal conditions they feel powerless to change 
or control. 

What Does the Women's Movement Have to Do with This Anyway? 

It has been argued that women offenders are becoming increasingly 
violent and that this tendency is the result of the influence of the women's 
rights movement. The movement contributes to women's criminality, the 
argument goes, because it questions their traditional roles in society and 
so leads them to act in a more independent manner. In the process, this 
growing independence causes women to "act like men," meaning ag­
gressive and violent. We must remember that during the second half of 
the nineteenth century, when arrest rates for women rose in comparison 
to those of previous centuries, the women's rights movement was also 
blamed. At that time traditional voices such as those of Lombroso and 
Ferrero (1895) argued that the cause of increasing crimes among women 
lay in women's growing "emancipation" (Smart 1976). 

Within this context, the women's movement played a key role in 
pointing out that the increase in arrests of women was the result of de­
teriorating economic conditions and the repression unleashed on women 
who dared step outside their traditional feminine roles (Freedman 1981, 
41-42). The offense most often used to illustrate this argument is pros­
titution, traditionally considered the result of wanton behavior by women. 
In fact, women work as prostitutes to support themselves and their fam­
ilies. Crites (1976) makes the added argument that it has been women 
least involved and identified with the women's movement, that is, poor 
and working-class white and minority women, who are increasingly sub­
ject to arrests. 

Traditional studies such as those of Lombroso and Ferrero (1895), 
Thomas (1907), Pollack (1961), and Freud (1933), and more recent studies 
such as that of Adler (1975) have included little or no discussion of female 
crimes in relation to the state of the economy, the educational and oc­
cupational opportunities available to women, or the division of labor 
along sexual and/or racial-ethnic lines. Rather, the causes of women's 
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arrests and crimes have been seen as the result of women's inability to 
conform to their "natural feminine roles." It is within this context that 
the women's rights movement is seen as the cause of the increase in 
women's arrest rates during the past twenty years, as the movement 
promotes women's independence and the breaking down of cultural bar­
riers which keep women in their place. 

Recent studies by feminist social scientists such as Crites (1976), Klein 
(1976), and Smart (1976) have sought to demonstrate that the increase 
in women's arrests is due not to pathological factors such as the failure 
of women offenders to conform to their socially determined roles, but to 
economic, social, and political factors. Feminists have also been key in 
demonstrating that the increase in arrest rates for women does not indicate 
that women are becoming more violent. On the contrary, the rise in arrests 
for economic crimes indicates that women's economic position is wors­
ening and that they are more willing to risk being arrested in order to be 
able to support themselves and their dependents. 

Additionally, we must look at why the state chooses to focus on en­
forcing laws which penalize the types of actions taken by poor and work­
ing-class white and minority women while ignoring the more destructiye 
white-collar and corporate crimes (Wickman and Dailewy 1982). These 
women not only are the victims of economic, sexual, andjor racial-ethnic 
discrimination, but many are being penalized for taking actions which 
challenge the limited roles and opportunities available to them. 

Thus the rehabilitation model espoused by women prison reformers 
since the 1820s and its application in women's prisons today need to be 
examined within (a) the context of economic inequalities which place poor 
and working-class white and minority women at the lowest end of the 
economic spectrum, (b) racialjethnic discrimination which leads to a dis­
proportionate number of minority women incarcerated in penal institu­
tions, (c) sexual discrimination which punishes women for stepping out­
side traditionally assigned female roles, and (d) state policies which define 
what actions in a society are labeled criminal, what type of offenses the 
criminal justice system focuses on enforcing at any one time, and what 
communities and social classes are targeted for incarceration as a result 
of these policies. 

NoTES 

I would like to thank Lourdes Torres for her great editing suggestions and en­
couragement. 
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1. In 1965 women constituted 1 1 .9 percent of those arrested. By 1978 and 
1984 this number had increased to 15.8 percent and 16.7 percent respectively (see 
Table 3). 

2. Today these occupations include secretarial work, domestic service, and 
waitressing. However, even this minimal concern with the fate of women in prison 
is irrelevant for the 50 percent of the women who are incarcerated in local jails 
in the United States on any one day. In these cases women tend to be locked up 
in their cells for up to twenty-three and a half hours a day, while men in these 
institutions may have access, although limited, to educational, vocational, and 
work programs. 

3. Until recently government statistics did not include the category of "His­
panic" in their studies. Even now, Latina women are sometimes classified as either 
black or white depending on the color of their skin and who is conducting the 
survey. 

4. Never married, separated, widowed, or divorced. 
5. This sociodemographic profile of women in local jails in 1978 still describes 

the type of women most likely to be incarcerated in both local jails and state 
prisons in 1989. 

6. The "other assaults" category included in the top ten offenses in 1965, 
1978, and 1984 had been defined by the FBI Uniform Crime Reports as "assaults 
and attempted assaults where no weapons were used and which did not result 
in serious or aggravated injury to the victim." Other assaults, or simple assaults, 
as they are also called, are not considered serious enough to include them in the 
crime index category. 

7. Crimes economically motivated, such as prostitution, fraud, embezzle­
ment, forgery and counterfeiting, and larceny-theft. 

8. Crimes in which there is no official complainant or victim. In this case, 
prostitution, running away, drug-abuse violations, drunkenness, and violation of 
the liquor laws. 

9. Prostitution, running away, violations of liquor laws, curfew, and loitering 
laws. 

10. Prostitution, fraud, embezzlement, forgery and counterfeiting, and larceny­
theft. 
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LIBERATION 

Angela Gilliam 

O�of the major challenges for those_J2tlo}2le concerned with 
wome 's e ualit is e o unif in theoretical focus th 
con ects local concerns with national and in es. Sinee JP 
m�a analysis in ou!. so�!L is baseQ. �.2!...9� in.­
divfdualistic a roach, it is necessar to attem t to devise " -of 
seeing" and knowing t at il}<Xlrporatlil tae..previously excluded-or to put 
i�, tl'\:� "mankind" iotQ "hum!ii\ls.ind'; For-those also 
interested in national liberation in today's world, this means going beyond 
the problem of Eurocentricity in contemporary social theory. I�r to 
do this, "it is imperatixe that thi: abSent . ..... bun-,2.de 12reseut.hec�use t_tl.e 
greater art of the truth as is shown by the continuin revolutions in the 

j!d Worl�-l is in that which is a sen afe'e 1 81). This essay, then, 
intends to examine two 1ssue -na 10na liberation and women's equal­
ity-from the perspective of that which has been previously excluded. 
Inherent in such a paradigm is the imperative of integrating a sensitivity 
to global issues with an awareness that women around the world may 
have different priorities. Such a sensitivity is cognizant of the fact that 
the discourse of the U.S. women's movement, as well as the national and 
international representation of it, is controlled by elites. 

Nonetheless, it is reasonable to assert that the women's movement in 
the United States has made two significant contributions. :first, it h_gs 
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hjg_hlljiDted th� r.ela!!gnship bet\yeen reproductive rights and�� ���:�ble 
h�y.stem�g::Jlff:ltiJnm;:Frankfor,t l 9 J e nd, 
the wo!l'en's �2Y�Q,thas_�!����h:tU�ngt;,d t����ed roles and CgP­
c�ts apgiilJimi.l�tm:e..that,�kt!LLhe�� ll}2 � mgdels by �ch 
to��m.e�ru>JZ�� ... ��-ID"�!!x denied access 
t.Q�tion (Davis 1981; Andreas 1971). 

Yet, the major portion of the mainstream women's movement in the 
United States-and, by extension, the Western women's movement in 
general-has been hampered by characteristics that limit its international 
relevance. First it ha ssentiall a struggle for equal access.1 In t ·s 
W�e womeQ.s moyeme����Jh.E!.J?.rO lems of !!J.e U.S . .  mil 

. tights movement. Neither movement �� as its bs:2is tbe transformation 
oL!he system _at its...r.Qots; the !llilJPr..£Q!J£�.ba�e 
s�.�.t "w2�n coul�.R.Qli&emen.::, or.�bAAck§ £Q1Jld be 
E!omo!ed in thE;,arm.,.r; """'TQ.fl!'.�!lenge-the...S¥s.te.m_!.t§.cl£ wonlQ..£.e to con­
f!Q!li.Wh� poJ.ice..or,,the..ar.mx�.does. A�l).�r l?rob�m of b?.!.h 
the ci · · le and th ' ovement is that the ehtes in 
t� mill[fments have b_gcgm.e-�rueco&ni�d ��,2-.ership, chan­
nels t,!!r�':l.�-wh!s.hJW legser-E.�ege!i��.Qic.e ,thE;!t,gdev­
cf�J.fu.s,nC?.t gnlyJ�-�.,.t.Q..,tokenis�!lJig,ll,.ll�ar 
r c · · · 

In the place of economic issues, cultural or gender identity has become 
the major focus. In the case of African American men and women, cultural 
nationalism has become one of the central themes of the civil rights battle, 
sometimes based on a longing to find African kings and queens in the 
African past. More often it has been related to reconstructing long-lost 
links to Africa-a noble goal. Thus, the problems of African people are 
defined as primarily cultural, and rarely are they tied to political economy. 
As Stapisl�s Adotevi (1972) warned, the black poet who did no!..,Eill1!c­
ipate)iiJuS:OX b:e�"¥'Sro1atsrruggle merefy exercised in "negritatim( 
a!ld ultimat�roy� . .tQ be ... ."a::iiiim.�!1>'�@!L.��smn�ting 

/ 
t�p].e;s..mOY£lll:� .. �x�'?l11SX�hrou� s�rthermore, a crit-11 i�l 

.
cotp.EoneQ.t.9ifu!!.9-.Jrll!m.l,i.S .. !�

_
E_ �<?�

_
s_. iE,$2f:

.
''�J.ihit�J'�.o.J?}�·:::-::ll��ve 

oj�U.Qml��QX�§g9,al.J;.Q.Uditi,Qu:;M,.� 
The women's movement in the United States has a similar paradigm. 

For many, gender and sexual identity has become the major focus of 
women's concerns, rather than economics. T�! re�ation of gen�o­
pels the movement into identifying women and �i.stinct 
classes {Xtkinson1�4j.���-m:ereTore1itl[ffansformedintOOPpres­
sors o'ralrw�n,Q..b:enc�,Jfie:£0imer�ID:�. deClaredthe �,::�jbis 
t��.£����i}!L'll�,<;!Mt:�"�.£�,g"i�en��� t�;��J!�"'f��i;J���tbu.ry, 

1 w1l.<?�� .t!H.�-m.a��he'<p.araphFased-,as-· ,.f,:}l��no.,�u�h,thitl.g�:.L, a nch \ ��!/' Thi���)42e.rm!tt_ej._ th�-�!!�omen .. �ersons to 
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avoid the Jl,!.U!stion..o£..tbri.�������-��.�om2s.?,.P�ssion_2f 
many of their sisters in the nation and throughout the world. Such an 
ii'rqutty ol m?cessftywoUid1\ave 1im·womei?S'Oppr��;; worldwide 
with the role the U.S. government plays in the international economic 
order. !!tsteaddhe standard r,osition of so�e .... W�ste.tp.f�jnists was that 
'!!_1 women �1e nah1�An extreme version of this li'fle'Ortllo_l:l!?ht 
is that Margaret Thatcher, prime minister of Great Britain, and Jeanne 
Kirkpatrick, former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations and architect 
of militaristic U.S. policies in Central America, are more deserving of 
solidarity-because they are women-than the men who fought against 
those policies. 

Female cha · · is an o t rowth of a rima�_s_�l}qf,�.!J.��.d.. V struggle because it o:e_erates on the assumptions t at women are more 
''ffiiman: man me��'lr¥�E�� 
1 �"'rli.eprojectr'on of sexualism, which focuses on sex and sexuality 
separate from economics and politics, not only has made it difficult for 
many national minority women in the United States to identify with the 
more privileged sectors of the women's movement, but such a perspective 
is also in the interests of the ruling class. For one thing, it prevents the 
women's movement in the United States from becoming a powerful force 
for positive and creative change, because a ·unified approach to women's 
issues is avoided. 1\,J!nifi d roach · · � 
questions of racism ression AJ,).Q sexililm. . 

exua 1sm, y concentrating on sexual identity, has also permitted the 
Far Right to appropriate concerns about the family. Instead of analyzing 
the impact of unemployment, lack of child care, and militarism on women 
and their families, the movement made the right to participate in and 
define one's sexuality take primacy in the women's struggle for equality. 

H.,!!nce, the dh?sious_iJ:l.J.b,�-'Y..<l.�ve?lent, as...f��slJn�_,�l;le 
"Common DifferenQQS" eeR.ere:Rge ate hetw�nt'119S'r'YJ'lq l>Eilie':E},jhat . 
the ma·or stru le for women is i · their access to, and control 1/' 
ow, the world's r.esoJu:r.es. and� . ·. : e" . ... ·' . e is 
access to, and control,..2,.ver, org_�Jl Although sexuali�,l�J?..�!!��it 
must be tied to the olitical and the economiC';""''fllerwtse, women set 
th�selxes YL1 for another. · ld�EJf!¥}!lu?�]£��1!f�1jE� 
g!Qhal class question m,ust be central in the strn.ggli'..:lor:..tlie..world's..te-
sources. goods, apd services. iU)d that ;woro�:n'� �Q..l!9ii!y_�J;w...YL<i�.£Wi,ne.d 
wjthlp this gvetall ratPJgg.le. 

It is important to note that both heterosexual and lesbian women fall ) ..., 
prey to sexualism. This phenomenon emerges as a natural factor in a 
society that has traditionally been sex-obsessed. On the one hand, sex is 
utilized as a marketing concept to sell all types of commodities from 
automobiles to toothpaste. On the other hand, the notion that sex is a 
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normal physiological process about which children should be informed 
at all levels has never really taken hold in all sectors of U.S. society, given 
the Calvinistic ethic that is at the root of the country's values. It is not 
totally_!!!Qg!_cal that some women should have reached a conclusiOn that 
theirStmg�anetas a· result· the riglit to the sexual behavior to 
�ich_l!leO.fee.Ttrieyar[�is-rs:gQUrgeois ideolo�many 
reasons, however. 

First of all, it concentrates on the individual and js nard�jatjc. Such 
a definition of wo�en's tnie dlmensi;�-s ro;·�truggle pulls away from the 
collective or shared concerns-except with one's own class. Sexualism 
becomes t�m . �w .expression o.f..£lass struggle �hin.ih� 
m�c:e most Of'Jh£.��Dg women-includiJJg many 
ru?.2..cw>m£..I)�ed ���.9-�-��i':a! issue_s to be food, 
h:m.tsingJJ,�!l!J:h.£are, and employment, not �fity. 

The 1980 Women's Mid-Decade Meeting in Copenhagen offers a par­
ticularly germane illustration of this point. One of the most tendentious 
and divisive points raised by Western women during that conference 
concerned clitoridectomy and the practice of infibulation of female gen­
italia, which still exist in parts of Africa and the Middle East. This became 
a rallying point for Western women, and as they promoted ihfs' issue, it 
s� tQgstabhsh a �terarchtciiielatjp,.nftbip]D!i§u Ifiud World Sisters 

j''through intellectual ngocglonialism. l�ealed latent r�ism, hec�e 
· form in which the issues were ar · ed was in terms of those "sava e 

customs" from " ac ��nd Arab cultures. Underlying this 
formulation was the implicit evidence of a rising anti-Arab and anti­
Islamic fervor that was starting to emanate from Weste� countries. As 
Edda Gachukia (one of the Kenyan organizers of the 1985 End of the 
Decade Meeting in Nairobi) told those attending a pre-Nairobi session at 
the World Division Office of the United Methodist church, this action in 
Copenhagen forced Arab and · African women-who had always fought 
against female circumcision on health grounds-to feel compelled to de­
fend it. In addition, the women attending this meeting saw a consolidation 
of the schism between the issues set forth by Third World women and 
those of interest to Western women. 

Nawal el Saadawi, an Egyptian writer who described her own clito­
ridectomy as part of her book on sexuality in the Arab world (1980), has 
mentioned elsewhere (1982; 1983) that Western women often go to coun­
tries such as the Sudan and "see" only clitoridectomy, but never notice 
the role of multinational corporations and their exploited labor. And Rose 
Catchings, whose office sponsored the May 1985 meeting with Gachukia, 
pointed out that it was the way in which this theme emerged at the 1980 
meeting in Copenhagen that forced minority women from the United 

j 
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States to question their relationship to this type of advocacy for Third 
World women's rights. 

A careful examination of this issue demonstrates how sexualism can 
s Me as a paradi m " " estern feminist�m,�n 
in ot er jjlir s..o the_ wQI.ld. In an interview done at the ' ommon Dif­
ferences" conference with Patterson and Gilliam, el Saadawi (1983) 
pointed to the work of Fran Hosken as a case in point, "[She] came to 
my home in Cairo . . . I gave her information regarding the political and 
historical aspects, and she didn't use it." And Patterson (1983) _observed 
that at the 1982 African Studies Association meeting, many objected to 
"[Hosken's] using clitoridectomy as the only point for defining women's 
oppression in Africa and the Middle East." A careful perusal of the quar­
terly of which Hosken is editor-Women's International Network News 
(WINN)-and its regular column entitled "Female Circumcision: Genital 
and Sexual Mutilation" demonstrates an unusually single-minded preoc­
cupation with this issue, and confirms el Saadawi's assertion that Hosken 
is ahistorical. In affirming that WINN is the only journal to address this 
question, Hosken-now recognized in the West as an expert on the ques­
tion of clitoridectomy-exotifies Egypt and the subject in general. This 
lack of a horizontal, nonvertical approach produces a hierarchical dis­
cussion in which the "expert" looks at an aspect of another culture from 
"up above." 

An egalitarian focus, on the othe1;.-hapg, Whi� emhgdi�s a metlwd-
olo 'cal rind le of "parallel rocess," mak ���1 
ractices" · · · · comes to 

:rum -als.g thregten the lives and Hmbs..o£ cbildtell .-;t.f:i.YilN.N :'RY�" 
the Jhjrd Wor!Q..i.R.-a qttttsi Litittrlirrg"'Way;""eS�globaJ..ap­
p� 

,/-

What became clearer after 1980 was that the issue of sexual� 
be l!eWler divorced from til: pcliti�al aiia ibet:iiWiruiii£::\iqd��tima£1¥·· 

-' 

over tne question gf reprgdygJye ti&hta �!!Y_M_!!g!l;?�_U:xit�.f.lam­
b�we's nrime minister. Robert Muga];>e) said i�R�� E�,P-���l)�t 
t[l�ilimbi Meeting inJ.ul¥ 198!1 thete,are t\V��,Lo 

_ _gpu���-!.��! ��$ central to w and without which women's e uali��Pi�!e:._..--
(1) independent acces� !e...W.PJliD\,.Ql;J'� ur t �J;t.tG.....csnn­
tribute to their own and their children's livelihood, and (2) control over 
the lJ.W��!;l��m,�,t,9,"'· , tt,: ocUes:--�·-�'"�'�c" -'Y' •-�'�''""' 

And increasingly, U.S. women are losing not only the principle of 
affirmative action in the workplace, but also the rights to manage their 
bodies with regard .to reproduction. Moreover, the trend toward arbitrary 
male custody in litigation affects all women in the U.S., and is funda­
mentally an economic question. As lesbian anthropologist Renee Llanusa­
Cestero elucidates, "it is this trend towards the reinvestment of male 
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dominance around which lesbian and heterosexual women can be united 
as a group-but not as a class."2 The very concept of "class" itself is more 
exact as a component of the Marxian paradigm. However, the precision 
of a definition of class that is rooted in the Marxian theory of socioeco­
nomic formations has rarely been given importance other than in intel­
lectual circles. Ethel Tobach, series editor of Genes and Gender, explains 
that the reason for this lies in the relationship of the women's movement 
to the larger society of which it is a part: "It is not that women do not 
find dialectical materialism a useful method for analysis, but that they 
have incorporated the same anti-Marxist stance that is projected in the 
U.S. society as a whole."3 

Moreove��h�.-����J.LS. �Qffi�!!: .. �PP!�r_,toJlave become muted, • 

i�p.� myt�t.J£..QDl.eniR!lt.! Unit�(Fates havereallzed 
/"more ire Q.ID..�eR-ttl.�other�.eetmt�!iJlirnM 91 tbe 

;/ Jbj�rld. Women in the U.S. all too infrequently challenge the def­
initions of "freedom" that are bandied about. What a multinational cor­
poration defines as a "most favorable investment climate-cheap labor, 
abundant resources, new markets, and the political climate to guarantee 
the first three" (Controlling Interest 1978)-is often the bottom line in the 
definition of "freedom" that U.S. soldiers are sent to defend. That cheap 
and exploited labor includes women. Whether in urban or rural areas, 
women are frequently the ones most likely to be employed in tasks in­
volving minute detail, long hours, and repetitive work that is undervalued, 
lesser-paid, and temporary (Bisilliat and Fieloux 1983). Multinational 
companies oppose national liberation movements because they challenge 
a status quo that is in the interest of big business. 

Th�re are compelling_ interlocJ.s.ing re]atio.�l)!ps C.Q!lU�£!�8.. natural re­
�ces, nati<m_�j!£��!!�....&..!:!8M�J!ll.lltirullion.al.,corpQJ:Ations. and 
.wome11's .9.EW ... e�§i®.'tPU�ide..,For example, the struggle for power in 
Namibia and South Africa certainly involves critical control over mineral 
resources. Few U.S. citizens realize how many of the minerals found in 
abundance in southern Africa-including cadmium, chromium, vanadium, 
cobalt, and uranium-are used in the production of turbine jet engines, 
nuclear reactors, and other military components (Nabudere 1977). For 
many in the U.S., the liberation of the black majority in southern Africa 
is secondary to the question of whether we can "keep the minerals flowing 
to us" without paying more. The profit motive is key to U.S. definitions 
of freedom. Yet, until recently the U.S. government told its citizens that 
the struggle is against "an evil empire" presumably doing the Devil's 
work (Lewis 1983). Although Namibia's pending independence is being 
touted in the U.S. media, the effect of the Reagan administration's policy 
of "constructive engagement" with the South African government has 
been the creeping apartheidization of U.S. culture and the gradual labeling 
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of those of the world's peoples who dare to challenge the transnationals' 
definition of "freedom" and "liberty" as "communists" and "terrorists." 

The main influence of apartheid on U.S; society is the acceptance and 
legitimation of the Pretoria regime's view that anyone who would trans­
form South Africa as it is now is a "terrorist." Apartheid's jails are filled 
with women serving long sentences and who actively worked against that 
system, such as Teresa Ramashamola of the United Democratic Front or 
Marion Sparg of the African National Congress (ANC). ANC freedom 
fighters are routinely executed for high treason in a country where they 
cannot vote, own land, or have political rights. 

Apartheid also affects family structure; for instance, childrearing prac­
tices must accommodate the system of labor control.. According to Ona 
Jirira (1982), Zimbabwean scholar in economics, the relationship between 
women's reproductive rights and economiC factors under apartheid bears 
scrutiny. Women under apartheid bear the brunt of having to feed the 
family as a consequence of the forced separation of men from their fam­
ilies. In other parts of southern Africa, women in the past were often 
forced into a seasonal labor migration process. Whereas formerly they 
were, say, subsistence weavers, as land was taken away by multinational 
corporations, women were forced to pick a crop which would interrupt 
the lactation process. Family life thus became distorted by the needs of 
produCtion, especially when production was controlled by those uncon­
cerned with the interests of laborers. 

A artheid is the most e · cious form of social and rod�ti,Y�.der 
h\;�xisteQS:f Sncb a a-ye����� _!:_!le I.l.��s�e 
issues�of.:rolitical, econoll!!c, and racial oppress},St (UN Centre against 
Apartheid 1978). In this context, what southern African woman could 
identify with a women's struggle that did not address the issue of the 
oppression of men workers as well? Yet this is precisely what some women 
in the __ U.S. do, maintaining that the problem of �not p. 
"�;o��:re��:pl�· of

. 
a na:o:l l:bera::::estion that resem��:s 

apartheid, and which confronts women in a particularly difficult way, is 
the situation existing in the West Bank and Gaza-a reality that I witnessed 
myself. On February 20, 1988, eleven women from the United States 
embarked on a fact-finding trip to the West Bank and Gaza. We were the 
first all-woman delegation from the U.S. to visit the region after the In­
tifadah began in December 1987. The delegation was sportsored by the 
Union of Palestinian Women in the U.S., and was a pluralistic group 
including educators, writers, Catholic nuns, and Jews. (I was the only 
African American participant.) Our group witnessed beatings by the Israeli 
army; we visited men, women, and children in hospitals who had had 
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their limbs amputated or broken, or had been shot; and we also met some 
of the families of those killed since December. 

For example, on February 25, 1989, in a widely reported incident, the 
Israeli army invaded the Al Ittihad Hospital in Nablus, where they beat 
thirty doctors and nurses, dragged six patients from their beds, and beat 
them and their families. This occurred within ninety minutes of a visit 
by our delegation to the hospital, and it forever transformed the way we • 

viewed the trip. The very day of our visit to Al Ittihad Hospital, before 
the invasion, we talked to patients, and saw the x-rays of multiple wounds 
to limbs fractured with dum dum bullets (banned presumably according 
to the Geneva Accords). Women and men both struggled to overcome 
traditional Muslim modesty about the body in order to tell our women's 
delegation that they were being wounded in their reproductive organs. 
The night before the hospital was attacked, we interviewed a doctor whose 
area of expertise was the intrauterine deaths caused by a poison "tear" 
gas (produced in the U.S. at Federal Laboratories in Saltzburg, Pennsyl­
vania).4 He confirmed that there was a high incidence of attacks to the 
genitalia of Palestinian men. From the depths of my African American 1heritage and collective memory of lynchings, the attacks on the repro­
ductive organs of Palestinian men and women seemed part of a deliberate 
policy. Reports of such attacks also gave new meaning to the 7 A.M. 
February 24, 1988, "Voice of Israel" news program recommending that 
Israeli Jewish couples increase their families from 2.8 to 3.5 children. 

As I visited that region, what struck me was the consolidation of 
policies that were similar to what I had learned about apartheid. Just as 
in South Africa, funerals are banned in the Occupied Territories. Our 
delegation was turned away from one village on Monday, February 22, 
as we·· tried to attend a service. We did visit a family whose teen-age 
daughter had been killed in her kitchen by the bullet of a settler; the 
body was returned to the family at midnight for immediate burial only, 
and no women were allowed to attend the funeral. Nothing can convey 
what it was like to hold the hand of, and try to provide comfort and 
solidarity to, a mother whose child had been buried the week before. 

Also as in South Africa, even religious services are controlled and 
subject to army invasion. The February 22, 1988, issue of the Jerusalem 
Post cites the Right Wing Tehiya party's call to the Israeli Defense Force 
to "cleanse the mosques of those who incite to rebellion." Palestinians 
must carry ID cards at all times under threat of imprisonment. No one 
from the West Bank or Gaza could be in Jerusalem after midnight. The 
U.S. women's delegation was made to feel the curfew that applies to 
Palestinians. We had to stop all gatherings with Palestinians at a certain 
time in the evening so the people we were talking with could return to 
their towns in time for the curfew. 
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In spite of the increased restrictions, Palestinian women are more and 
more in the forefront of the resistance, and they are increasingly among 
the dead and wounded. Women have organized into neighborhood 
groups throughout the West Bank and Gaza. These committees are an 
integral part of the Union of Palestinian Women's Committees in the 
Occupied Land. This new militance of women is matched by the com­
mitment of the Palestinian communities as a whole throughout the West 
Bank and Gaza. 

On the night before the return to the United States, our delegation 
met with Palestinian women leaders from all over the region. Not only 
these women but everyone the delegation talked to about the situation 
insisted that their representative in the international community and to 
the world is the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). Just as in South 
Africa, where even the colors of the African National Congress are strictly 
forbidden, so too any symbol connected to Palestinian nationhood and 
sovereignty-or to the PLO-is inimical to the Israeli government. And 
just as important, the U.S. delegation also brought back testimony from 
those anonymous Israeli army soldiers and doctors who believed that 
their orders to break bones and strategically inflict wounds represented 
a threat to their humanity. 

Such conditions are not unique to the Middle East or southern Africa. 
The question of the relationship between mineral resources and inde­
pendence is also a central one to the people of the South Pacific French 
colony of New Caledonia, which is one of the world's largest suppliers 
of nickel. Many U.S. citizens do not even know where this country is 
located. Yet, what goes on in this French colony encapsulates the issues 
of national liberation elsewhere. Strategic migration as a metro olit n 

ea on a ainst an indigenous inde en ence movement y 
s�cessful. The origina m a 1tants- e anesians . �Q£Ping to 
t eir own self=:definit.ion-number "\��9.Q� Ald.I5Ul�El.Jl.t�· �OJ!.Q£>; 
French from Algeria, S.OOQi Pobmesja;gs .Z.QQO; iUIQ lliel:t!aWf:Se J:&£pgees, 
Z.Q.00.5 Each of these groups recei.MeS .. :mwaid.'i figm �Gb.kQJgyj�ti� 
thi}t the Kanaks do ngt. Therefore, the absolute numbers of people who 
want independence from France have been reduced. According to Dewe 
Gorodey, the first Kanak woman to receive a college education, the French 
government maintains that the nickel supply will run out in only twenty 
years. Presumably, independence will be easier to attain ori.ly as the nickel 
supply is increasingly depleted. The crisis in New Caledonia is linked to 
the struggle for a nuclear-free and independent Pacific, and the desire for 
the French to cease the ecologically destructive nuclear explosions in the 
Pacific. In addition, existence in New Caledonia is marked with reser­
viD:ions cu� banfusfi}ij§ lQi:Oibe �::Re<?a«;· Even the open-air food 
market is virtually dominated-by women of French descent whose families 
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originally came from Algeria after the Algerian Revolution. Is this not a 
"woman's issue"? 

The kind of activism that U.S. women promoted against the Nestle 
multinational corporation's advertisements for infant formula in the Third 
World could be initiated around the issue of mineral-resource plunder. 
At the very least, analyses of the relationship between liberation move­
ments and labor exploitation in areas of strategic minerals should become 
themes that women examine, if only because women and their children 
are casualties. But U.S. women often frustrate attempts to give discussions 
a more global perspective. 

An example of this very process is the experience of Domitila Barrios 
de Chungara at the International Women's Year Tribunal in Mexico in 
1975. Here was a woman who, as an organizer of tin miners' wives against 
Bolivian state repression, had been jailed for being part of -.the struggle 
against exploitation of workers in her country. In Let Me Speak (Barrios 
de Chungara 1978), she maintains that U.S. women's-rights activist Betty 
Friedan accused her of being "manipulated by men" and thinking only 
"about politics" because she was concerned about underfed children, 
vomiting lungs, and underdevelopment. Domitila insisted that the "in­
terests of the bourgeoisie really aren't our interests." In Bolivia, even 
issue . lation ,and b!fth m.ua<?� .. �;��� automatic�lly sua�-

...,'!Jlteed to be SUbJeCtS of Uf!l.f��J.S,��t am�'Y�n:t�f\, aftt!''ffi,eriTP!e 
� h@e da§s�£Silm�n the one m,· women should have re­

productive choice, but in racist, repressive governments with birth control 
as policy, what seems to be "choice" can be an instrument against women. 

F��t!wyg.h B�<lliY��n£�.!P-OJ2ulated1 many Bolivian women 
h.ID';e been ..fon:i.b4u>terilized..U::.et,....the..fo.uu�.!!.anzer �esime -w�[!� to 
a��.n..to ,reseJ!lt.thitt thousand white 7'amilies . bng 
soJJthern Attt���n1fu�,tigf1.2!1 t!}!;.&U>��U�JI}i��li.Qiate 
til£ "racial imbalan,s�:.:Jn��i£!1_� an In�l!...,l!l.�!t���J3iJ;th 
�.tmU.rr .. !hi�..£5!.I,ltE;o.tJ�.,.n2t.9J.lts.mlglif.�llY s�meth!,�&� 
gam . 
. ;:--®o.tb.!!,�mple _?_!.!$��ssi�$U:.R�!!h. C<;ll.J!!91J.n.vaht:.es .. Pu.�rtE}�.i­
�en--::in a::ill�o£.€�emal·domiftation���--llnit!!ci States-- · . .. . . who not only have been sterilized . �s, but also were. lhe 
"guinea r c ace tive · tation. How many u":S-:-women 
are concerned about this type of colonialist excess? Or, is there a general 
acceptance of the view that the Puerto Ricans who raise these questions 
are merely nationalists, and therefore terrorists? 

To interpret every struggle for national equality in the Third World 
as a result of "Soviet clientism" is the ultimate in racist ideology. It as­
sumes that oppressed peoples would be content to continue being the 
world's chattel were it not for "outside agitation." The latter phrase was 
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frequently heard during the civil rights struggles of the sixties in the U.S. 
South, and in itself the concept demonstrates the merging of the dynamics 
of racism and economic oppression with sexual domination. These dy­
namics also coalesce in every major former plantation economy in the 
Western hemisphere, with the notable exception of Cuba. 

At this point, it is useful to note that Cuba is the one former plantation 
economy that has seriously attempted to address-at the national level­
the issues of racism and sexism. Not only are Cubans confronting the 
difficult task of redefining national identity, but this is done at all levels 
of society. Cuban leader Fidel Castro has proclaimed that Cuba is an 
Afro-Latin country, and he has affirmed the importance of integrating 
more blacks, women, and youth into its party leadership. Films such as 
The Other Francisco and The Last Supper also reflect the Cuban revolution's 
interest in the historical reinterpretation of the plantation past. 8 Moreover, 
writers such as Morejon (1981) demonstrate the need to reconstruct theory 
regarding the national formation of Cuban culture to include all of the 
country's people. The substantial gains that the Cuban people have made 
in free health care and free education have had an extraordinary impact 
on women, as well. As an African American woman, I was struck most 
as I traveled in Cuba by the fact that it was the only former slave society 
in the Western hemisphere where people cannot be found burrowing in 
garbage cans for food. 

The Brazilian case is also instructive because there are certain simi­
larities with the United States. Afro-Brazilian women share many of the 
same problems that African American women in the U.S. have with the 
mainstream women's movement. For o:ge tlJiqgwt;J;u�.spokespersensJn�the 
W£!!)-en's moy�mentin..�suff�tfromJh� ... �.�!!l�.�!��!,��,S.,!E�.!!�L�f}jon 
ab��.!1 . .2L��S.������"9.��ur!!_i,!l.the.J,J.� As v 
�1,.98.2)- pointSw.QUt,.....:1he...blaGk�woman.4& pr.acetiGally:. .excluded �. m..Jb,e..i���.;m.9,.f!i,�\.R�!gp,,.o£,the.Jexnin��ent.Jn...our,.conntry 
L�J." . . 

One example of this academic myopia can be found in the study of 
Bahian women in the labor force by Elizabeth Jelin (1977). A historical 
analysis demonstrates that fully 80 percent or more of the population of 
Bahia, which was once the seat of the plantation economy, appear to be 
West African, whether they acknowledge being "black" or not. Thus,· the 
issue of racism is central to this discussion, as it is in any former plantation 
economy. Although Jelin clearly attempts to use a Marxist methodology, 
it seems that she has chosen to highlight the question of political economy 
and ignore that of race altogether. This becomes a classicJ2roblem of some. 
¥arxists, r�p��!;,�-�!�!-�'L���.AsCJJ.D,{,..��':tri�iY�s:�or;ii�;:«V..� .1 
cl��Wt�����."��.£�.�?��E�����t .. C:9Jl�(.e!�l�.���.t.slm\1ltaneQ\.\§lY.-<.,g§.,- .' �"" 
P�.,.�.�� !1l.eyJtit�.��£t.th�.!P�Y� . .9f.,S!msiet .• (w,l:\iclLin�JyQ.�.s-.sexl,l.alityJ, :. 
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I 

nomenon. 
!�addition, male domina��!Jjh�.�Ul�s;i�an..pwd.uce the- , 

oretical entrapments" suFl{'� ..... thai-�,Q:U.c�r.eat.SpQ.I'at 1':h@ery­
:...,.....-r-Q}:NaHona1=-Formatio�i:"'Gilberto Freyre, one of the best-known Brazilian . 

sociolo sts*'Of m:-lantati®ecoiiaiil = s-
-

· "o ·c." To 
F;wyre, the Portugues� � a "Por se ics" 
t.h!:gugh.his...cr�Qf...the..nuJlata....<QLmixed-race woman. Jhis ideology, 
called.::J.uso;;tJ;Qllii r II has been challen 

- �rxist intellectuals, 
But-Brazilian feminists-whet er Marxist or bourgeois in approach-have 
yet to challenge this racist sexism in Brazil.9 This defective analysis is 
directly related to the fiction that "Iberian" slavery was more benign than 
Anglo·Saxon-a myth that has adherents in both the U.S. and South 
America. Freyre (1961, 261) himself elucidates this position amply for the 
reader: 

The growing importance of the civilization nee Portuguese and nowadays, 
according to some of us, Luso-tropical, for the entire modern system of re­
lations of Europeans with non-Europeans-relations which only through the 
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Portuguese and the Spaniards seem to be able to develop into relations not 
only reciprocal but also of amply cultural and freely biological interpenetra­
tion, free from the Anglo-Saxon dread of "mongrelization." 

Earlier Freyre revealed the root of this perspective, which would be­
come part of the classic sociology of the plantation (1946, 279): 

The truth is that the social conditions surrounding the development of the 
child on the old sugar plantation of Brazil as on the antebellum plantation 
of Virginia and the Carolinas-where the young one is constantly surrounded 
by the Negro or mulatto girl who is easily to be had-are in themselves 
sufficient to explain the predilection [for black women] mentioned. 

Hence, the Afro-Brazilian woman is not even seen as an agent of trans­
culturation and the subsequent creation of national culture. Yet, as the 
principal person who transmitted culture, language, and customs in the 
plantation system, the slave woman had a vital role. Thus, Freyre further 
degrades Afro-Brazilian women by postulating their roles as perennial 
sex

_ 
objects. It is now possible to understand the sociohistorical frame of� 

reference for1heomo u1ar 'Brazilian a"i;'hl; that ·a BrazTiian man's iaeaof 
heaven iL'a black woman to war a white woma a v 
brown-skinned woman to .sr..re�"to . 

Tn his vital expose of Brazilian racism, Nascimento (1977) declares that 
the "myth of the innate tendency of the Portuguese to interbreed with 
the Black woman can be exposed on an examination of Portuguese be­
havior in Africa." French sociologisf Roger Bastide (1972) also criticized 
the Luso-tropicologist's approach. 

No culture responds differently to slavery. All slavery [in this hemisphere] 
resulted in the domination and exploitation by the white man . . .  _lusotro­
picology changes from a cultural, nonsociological description of events into 
a sentimental ideology of underdevelopment by ascribing value to the vestiges 
of a past era [slavery]. 

· 

The si_gnificant critiques 
�
o� t�is�P3.'��!...��2&'Jl,J?!:t1£��!.�l'J!,S,ti��J.lave 

largeTy be�!!. m.�9'e p.f,���!J?}�§ilJSe many Brazi!\att .• .i�ml!.U�.�� 
mentea:.�u'he .. s,amg,.pXQ.blw..i.:.tbA!��Y��,,.,ty_gm�!i�,."{i_sh,t,§.__,�.£!ivJ!!�Jre­
qaen.t1x. h�ye_:-l�� .. �i.!ms&<t�1<JW.,wl�f1J!l.� . .9�.x.eslq!,,a.!1,ft<;:Jg�§,�J,�w 
in l�>!?�g,al.,»'..Qmett:s.J�asu�. 

Hence, the problem of social and economic class in the very inter­
pretation of class issues is at once relevant in this discussion, for it dem­
onstrates another problem: Which Third World women speak for which l / 
Third World women? This question has relevance for the U.S. as well. 
One writer who has posed the questions of race, class, and gender together 
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is Angela Davis. Yet, her pioneering work is sometimes treated narrowly 
by elite feminist writers in the United States (i.e., Willis 1982). 

Conflict in interpretation about class versus national struggle has often 
been a source of debate in the African American community, especially 
pertaining to the position of women and the interpretation of events in 
Africa. As Urdang (1989) has pointed out, the national liberation struggle 
in Mozambique was the primary structure within which women's equality 
became possible. Yet, on one occasion immediately following indepen­
dence in Mozambique in 1975, a member of FRELIMO spoke in the Afro­
American. community of Harlem. During the question -and-answer period, 
a young man asked, "What is . the role . of the woman in the national 
liberation struggle?" The answer was cogent: "If you have to ask the 
question, you are not in a liberation struggle." 

Isabel Letelier went further in her keynote ad9!"_�§§ at the "CommQ!l 
Difference&'�e Shl[]lan!d tf:iaf tneroie a woman plays on .ftte <'"'( barricades will det�rmiru: -»:hat she wilj_l;>e building (and the role she will 

• p..h� w�n th.e,..fj,ghtigg .bas stoppeg). This was one of the points made 
by Rigoberta Menchu, a delegate of the exiled Unified Guatemalan Op­
position to the United Nations in 1982, and a Quiche Indian woman. As 
she affirmed in a WBAI radio interview in New York City on December 
6, 1982, women not only participate at all levels in the struggle, but they 
and their children are often labeled "communist terrorists" by the Gua­
temalan government, which so perceives the illiterate and poor majority 
in that country. In increasing numbers, women and their children are the 
actual casualties when the Guatemalan armed forces destroy villages. This 
is replicated in other situations where actual fighting takes place. 

For Menchu, the struggle in Guatemala is merely a continuation of a 
450-year-long battle against domination in Guatemala. To the Guate­
malan people, the multinational corporation is the inheritor of the original 
invading armies from Spain. Hence, for Guatemalan women, the concept 
of "sisterhood"' is not the appropriate frame of reference, if it means 
ignoring class and ethnic barriers (Latin American and Caribbean Wom­
en's Collective 1980). In this connection, Burkett (1977) made the follow­
ing comment while critiquing the vacuum in research which examines 
the relationship between Marxism and women's studies: 

And so we are left with the infrequently examined but blithely accepted 
assumption that sex is as important a force in the historical process as class 
. . .  and while we theorize endlessly about the oppression of women, we all 
too frequently forget that the posiqon of the one is �aintained only through 
the exploitation of the other and that such a relationship leaves little concrete 
room for sisterhood. 

·• 
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I�ian and black brother� Jive .SQ,I�UlQdJa" The separation of sexism from 
the ohttcal, economic, and racial is a strate of elites. As such, it becomes 
a too to confuse the rea 1ssues around which most of the world's women 
struggle. It is not enough to romanticize about the Guatemalan Indians' 
concept of Mother Earth and how that affects the way they view the 
world. Equally important is to realize that the Indian peoples in that 
country are being exterminated in this twentieth-century version of the 
"Indian Wars." Part of that realization is comprehending that the U.S. 
government gives military aid money to the Guatemalan regime. 

A!\,.can be seen b)r..SOpl� of the aforeroelltiaPed .e�s...sexJ�.2ften 
an instrument Qf o.ppressjpn...�� . .lli'�t�Jiqn,can be a com:gQ_�ent 
af 'natjonal liha;a.t;ien. B!lt the liberation of women. iln.d ffi"er';£Qre _the 
p�cess of equality, is fundameotall}l ned tQ �s;;iQes;.onQJ;llj£ �bav.ge. This 
lesson was elucidated by women from the People's Republic of Cabo 
Verde immediately after the triumph of PAIGC (the ruling party) in 1976. 
There is nothing more engaging that the newly d�veloped attitude of a 
people's confidence to improve their lot and humanize their society 
through increasing control over their labor and resources. Such was the 
environment in 1976 when I was invited to the mountain town of Santa 
Catarina by a group of women on the island of Santiago. The purpose 
was for me to talk to their daughters in order to convince them to go on 
studying so that they would be better able to take part in the revolutionary 
process. There was no electricity in this part of Cabo Verde except between 
7 and 1 1  P.M. because 1976 was a year of desperate power shortage in 
West Africa and even parts of Europe. As we sat in the candlelight, the 
determination of the woman who had called the meeting emphasized a 
certain intensity of the occasion. She affirmed that she had always be­
lieved that women were equal to men, and insisted that her focus on 
sexuality was germane to many women whose husbands live and work 
far away or in other countries. · 

I want my daughter to take part in what is taking place in this country. If , 
she gets married now, she will never participate in the change. I don't want' 
her to be like me. I am married to a good man. As you know, about 40 percent 
of Cape Verdian men are laborers in Europe, and my husband is in Holland. 
That house over there that we are building brick by brick right next to this 
little cabin is being made with the money he sends home. Every two years 
he gets one month's vacation, and comes home to meet the baby he made 
the last time, and to make a new one. I don't want that for my daughter. 
I've heard that it is possible to preve1:1.t pregnancy by knowing the calendar. ) 
Please teach our girls how to count the days so that they can control their 

• 11 pregnanc1e�: - _. : . .. 
This issue was not abQut men's oppression of women, but about the 

impact of unequal · and international labor structures on family relations. 
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Therefore, this analysis of sexuality as it relates to national liberation is 
different from the questions that U.S. women are accustomed to for­
mulating, i.e., in this context sexuality is understood within the context 
of economics and politics, rather than simply male domination. 

What are the implications of this discussion for U.S. women who also 
fight inequality? For one thing, women in this country have to struggle 
on the basis of issues rather than gender, ethnicity, or sexual preference. 
There are basic questions that can be raised which would enable women 
to develop informed theoretical positions about the relationship between 
the domestic and international context of class. If that battle is concerning 
who will control the access and distribution of the world's resources, then 
on what side does one fall? What is the relationship between societal 
rewards and punishments? Who is filling the prisons? In any given na­
tional liberation struggle, the latter question is the key to determining 
how one defines those who are the privileged in a society. In the current 
international economic order, U.S. citizens are privileged. As a res�lt, U.S. 
women must ask themselves, "How does the way of life in the U.S. affect 
the way people look at women's equality and national liberation?" Are 
U.S. women agents for the very victimization against which they struggle? 
This is especially critical for those women who are members of oppressed 
minorities in the United States. During the "Common Differences" con­
ference, a Mexican-American lesbian writer declared, "the only hunger 
that I have ever known is the hunger for sex and for freedom." In the 
"geopolitics of hunger"-to cite de Castro's book (1977)-that is the priv­
ileged situation of a select few. Indeed, freedom is a class concept, defined 
directly by one's access to resources. U.S. women must boldly abandon 
the paradigm-the constraining lens-of anticommunism if a mutual com­
prehensibility between us and other women throughout the world is an 
objective. The underside of anticommunism is the corollary that life as it 
is lived by the U.S. capitalist class represents the zenith in human exist-
ence. � 

ln�Qn. U.S wQmen reg:ardlells of race aJJd irte(lpectiv!J! of sex.ual 
preference must reaffirm our �;Qllective struggle,.,acd mpvw 1illilf8A€1 tfle' 
individualiSin .£roi!;"aed h¥, the _weaitbl' ,of.JhG wa.dd.r We must confrgnt 
t e"domination wof oth . ��9.- out in our name. 

/. H�, U. . women must be clear that �!$JX l?rQf.\aiwini that gpg is a 
/ woman, or a=test5ian, or a member of a �rticular ethnic or national group 

i§ vo(]!ris;niiliJ5.tii�lii§i1fli�O£ilir�g:j;i\iliW tbe riio� 
bJL.hi.g.�OOmm6te"� WOrt\eU'��:tnmt. 

Itj� not in the interests of big business fQr_ fug .wQ.m_en of this country 
tn.identif¥:lifth1ne"ov�:tmfj:(}r-i�-of.the.world's, memen--and 

v-· tQ_j���;;.-The�o'Ttrtfonary pot�of that convergence of 
fo..!£������{'.1,1,�!_.�-!}E the iodividual in 
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framing rru:eawh. But as Nawal el Saadawi put it, it is impossible to 
liberate women in countries that are economically dependent on the 
West.n Her position was somewhat in opposition to that of Rosario Mor­
ales (1981, 92), who defined as a "macho line" the perspective that the 
struggle against imperialism comes first. 

Frequently, though, the attempts by some U.S. women to link "worn- ) 
en's issues" to geopolitics are transformed into sexualism. Such is the � 
case with Robin Morgan's treatise entitled The Demon Lover: On the Sex-
uality of Terrorism (1989). Although Morgan clearly grounds her argument � 
in a critique of warmongering throughout the world, she omits an analysis } 
that would take into account the systemic or structural properties of the/ 
domination of women and men. B¥...xn��war and s� forf 
liberation, she not only excludes women from m 'b!i'' . . -. · · 'ze� V 
t�se battles. MQ!eover, s e a so}yes wo�en from �ponsibW� in 
thE; reproctuctiqn of .:2J"Rt;� that reinfsm;e�iiiti..o£, violence. For ex­
ample, by-isolating the problem of wifebeating and the abuse of children 
(especially females) around the globe, she ends up supporting the position 
that the Reagan administration took at the Nairobi Women's Meeting. 
The Administration's effort at that meeting was to concentrate on violence 
iri tJ::te family and to discourage analyses that linked geopolitical power 
and family violence. 

Morgan also implies that the "terrorist" is primarily male, though the 
U.S. military application of that word within the context of low-intensity 
conflict-from Vietnam to Nicaragua-has definitely included women and 
children. For Morgan, a terrorist is "the logical incarnation of patriarchal) / 
politics in a technological world" (1989, 33). Thus, Morgan defines wom­
anhood as almost supranational and above culture, and hence produces 
an analysis that is simultaneously separatist and relativist. In calling for 
a "third politics altogether" removed from the facile positioning between 
Left and Right (327-28), Morgan avoids the inevitable necessity of ac­
knowledging the responsibility that contemporary capitalism has for the 
miserable lives of so many women in the w.:odd . .She claims, "The powers 
of female sexuality, i.g, all of their expressions aud redefinition§ (maternal, 
cgliba:te;bisexual, lesbian, and hl:'terosexua.U.ll�Y� tbe potentialof forming 
CQffiJ?letel;x different relatic.Q.sbip� ia tQcJ.wenty-first centm¥" �327). Un-
d� f · eople? 

The issue is redefining the nation away from a war-positive/peace­
negative, bully state. Central to such transformation is the ''restructuring 
of this country's economy so that we do not live off the lives and work of 
Third World women," as lesbian writer Minnie Bruce Pratt (1984, 54- 55) 
affirmed. It is relatively easy for women in the U.S. to say that "machismo" 
dominates warlike foreign policy in the country. However, Margaret 
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Thatcher exists, if for no other reason than to prove that women leaders 
can also promote militaristic, proapartheid, and antilabor policies. 

To many women in national liberation struggles, machismo and fem­
inism are two sides of the same coin, because U.S. feminists have not 
integrated the political and economic aspects in their analysis of women's 
issues. Therefore, international feminism within the context of control by 
U.S. women-elites or nonelites-cannot, should not, exist.l3 U.S. wo�en 
must boldly define _ · · �gJ.y�� ;;�tes race, lliender, 
an s . ition, the impact of transnationa · s and multinational 
corporations on most human beings must be confronted. After all, when 
corporations decide to transfer the U.S. jobs overseas, they invariably do 
so in order to avoid paying U.S. citizens decent wages. This affects the 
U.S. working class, and ties women in this country to women in the Third 
World. It also connects women to those men who struggle for equality, 
as well. To make a real contribution, women must work toward a more 
whole world for all humans. To quote African revolutionary_Amilcar 
Cabral (1975), "!:Y'e must build a soctetx on a sfieotific hasis- we caJUlO 
longer afford to J?.��.Y� ir:!l!P�ru:x .things.'' 

,..... 

NoTEs 
This essay was originally written as a presentation for the conference "Common 
Differences: Third World Women and Feminist Perspectives" held at the Uni­
versity of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana, April 9-13, 1 983. One of the stated goals 
for this controversial and historic meeting was to establish the basis for an "in­
ternational feminism" prior to the 1985 World Conference to Review and Appraise 
the Achievements of the United Nations Decade for Women meeting to be held 
in Nairobi in 1985. I was concerned that under this rubric, the Nairobi meeting 
could be appropriated by parochial U.S. feminists. I feared that isolation from a 
global perspective might enable them to advance the Reagan administration's 
goals of separating the decade's themes of PEACE, DEVELOPMENT, AND 
EQUALITY from "women's issues" at that epic gathering in Africa. It is thus to 
U.S. feminists, and in the context of the above, that this essay was originally 
written. However, other data, including those provided as a result of attendance 
at the 1985 meeting in Nairobi, and as a consequence of participation in a 1988 
fact-finding trip to the West Bank and Gaza, have been added to ensure the 
cogency of my original arguments. 

1. Subsequent to my making this point during the original presentation at 
the "Common Differences" conference, others have also provided clarity about 
the limitations of the "equal access" paradigm. One brilliant example of such an 
analysis is the one published by Dietz (1987) in which she linked this formulation 
to a "rights-based" definition of citizenship. 

2. Acknowledgment must be made of the critique of and commentary on 
this paper by sister-colleagues Debbie D'Amico-Samuels, Renee Llanusa-Cestero, 



WOMEN'S EQUAUTY AND NATIONAL LIBERATION 233 

and Ethel Tobach. I am also indebted to Steve Kirkpatrick, librarian of the State 
University of New York, College at Old Westbury, for research support. Above 
all, I take this opportunity to express my heartfelt thanks to my sister and role 
model, Rose Catchings, under whose auspices at the World Division of the United 
Methodist church in New York I attended the United Nations End of the Decade 
for Women Meeting in Nairobi in 1985. Moreover, it was as a result of funding 
from her office that I traveled to the South Pacific and specifically to New Ca­
ledonia. Her moral and financial support to African American and Third World 
women throughout the world are herein gratefully acknowledged. 

3 .  Ethel Tobach made this comment in her statements as cochair of a session 
entitled "Human Values and Scientific Literacy: Leacock's MultidisCiplinary Ap­
proach" during the January 14-19, 1989, annual meeting of the American As­
sociation for the Advancement of Science. Together with Betty Rosoff, Tobach is 
series editor for Genes and Gender: A Series on Hereditarianism and Women. 

4. The best report on this chemical warfare is by Wolf (1988), according to 
whom on May 6, 1988, the "California-based Trans-Technology Corporation 
through its Federal Laboratories subsidiary in Saltzburg, Pennsylvania-decided 
to suspend sales of [this weapon] to Israel." . 

I was the only woman participant to testify on this question before the 
Congressional Black Caucus Special Hearing on the Middle East on April 26, 1988 
(shown on C-Span). The information presented in this chapter comprises com­
ponents of that testimony. 

5. These figures were approximations that I received from independence 
forces (Parti du Liberation des Kanaks-P ALIKA) in the capital city of Noumea 
in 1978. 

6. This problem was the subject of a Bolivian film entitled Blood of the Condor, 
which was directed by Jorge Sanjines in conjunction with the Ukamau Collective­
a group of primarily indigenous Bolivians committed to disseminating Bolivian 
reality. This film was financed publicly by students, workers, and average Boliv­
ians who wanted the truth to be told about the forced sterilizations of indigenous 
women, as well as U.S. complicity in this problem. It is distributed by New Yorker 
Films, 16  West 61st Street, New York City. 

7. Information given here is detailed in a report entitled "Documents on 
Colonialist Export from South Africa to Latin America" Gune 1977). It was com­
piled by the Africa Research Group, Uppsala University (Department of Peace 
and Conflict Research), Uppsala, Sweden. It was distributed by NACLA, which 
has offices in New York City. 

8. Both of these films are distributed by New Yorker Films, 16  West 61st 
Street, New York City. 

9. Racist sexism in Brazil is reflected in different ways, and has many cor­
ollaries. One example of this emerged during an interview that I had with re­
nowned Brazilian archbishop Dom Helder Camara during his trip to New York 
City to attend the Spiritual Summit Conference VI, October 7-9, 1984, sponsored 
by the Temple of Understanding. Not only was he startled to see that a black 
woman had made the appointment to interview him, but in response to a question 
that alluded to racism in Brazil, he took great offense at the suggestion and denied 
that such could be possible, affirming-oblivious to the reaction his words caused­
that there could be no racism in Brazil "because the entire country drank milk 
from the breasts of the black mammy [mae preta]." 

10. The Portuguese version of this rhyme is as follows: "Preta p'ra trabalhar, 
branca p'ra casar, e mulata p'ra fomicar." 
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11 .  I reconstructed this commentary, which was originally in Crioulo and 

Portuguese. 
12. This statement was made during a conference sponsored by the Arab­

American Anti-Discrimination Council (ADC) on June 22, 1982, in New York 
City, and was reinforced during an interview with me (see references). 

13. The hierarchization of issues was a complex one at the July 1985 End of 
the Decade for Women Meeting in Nairobi. Fo:r one thing, it was the first such 
meeting of its kind on the African continent. Many of the women from Latin 
America were concerned about the foreign debt; many Arab women were con­
cerned about Palestinian national rights; African women were united in their stand 
against apartheid. That historic conference was divided into two segments-the 
nongovernmental (NGO) forum and the official, governmental component. For 
the U.S.-based Women for Racial and Economic Equality (WREE), who partici­
pated in the forum, it was gratifying to have our petition opposing Reagan ad­
ministration policies signed by 1,300 out of 2,000 U.S. sisters. Above all, the 
majority of U.S. women who went to Nairobi rejected the Reagan administration's 
position (as articulated by U.S. State Department liaison Jean Berghaust in a pre­
Nairobi NGO meeting at the UN) that "peace and disarmament are not women's 
issues." 

That the U.S. government saw itself in an adversarial position to the concerns 
of the world's women is exemplified by the fact that the only man in the official 
delegation was Alan Keyes, an African American diplomat who fluently articulated 
U.S. government positions on South Africa. Although Maureen Reagan was the 
titular head of the delegation, it was perceived by many observers from around 
the world that the decisions were being made by Keyes. When I confronted him 
during a press conference as to which group of U.S. women he represented, he 
replied that such was beyond his purview; he was there to teach the other mem­
bers of the official delegation how to "handle the UN system." 
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SEXUALITY AND 

SEXUAL 

POLITICS 

Conflicts and Contradictions for 

Contemporary Women in the 

Middle East 

Evelyne Accad 

Sexuality seems to have a revolutionary potential so strong 
that many political women and men are afraid of it. They prefer, therefore, 
to dismiss its importance by arguing that it is not as central as other 
factors, such as economic and political determinations which are easily 
recognizable as the major factors that produce revolution-class inequal­
ities, hunger, poverty, lack of job opportunities. In this essay, I would 
like to argue that sexuality is much more central to social and political 
problems in the Middle East than previously thought, and that unless a 
sexual revolution is incorporated into political revolution, there will be 
no real transformation of social relations. 

By sexual revolution, I mean one which starts at the level of personal 
life, with a transformation of attitudes toward one's mate, family, sex­
uality, and society; specifically, a transformation of the traditional rapports 
of domination and subordination which permeate interpersonal, partic­
ularly sexual, relationships (such as power struggles, jealousy, posses­
sion). Change is fundamental at the level of sexual and familial intimacy. 
We need to develop an exchange of love, tenderness, equal sharing, and 
recognition among people. This would create a more secure and solid 
basis for change in other spheres of life-political, economic, social, re-
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ligious, and national as they are often characterized by similar rapports 
of domination. By political revolution, I mean one pdmarily motivated 
by nationalism. I would argue that if all of the various political parties 
who are trying to dominate a small piece of territory in Lebanon were to 
unite and believe in their country as an en�ty not to be possessed and 
used, but to be loved and respected, much of the internal violence, de­
struction, and conflicts would begin to cease, and we could work more 
positively toward resolution. Nationalism-belief in and love of one's 
country-in this context seems a necessity. 

In the Middle East, nationalism and feminism have never mixed very 
well. Women have been used in national liberation struggles-Algeria, 
Iran, Palestine, to name a few-only to be sent back to their kitchens after 
"independence" was gained. To those who believe that it is utopian to 
think that the two can ever blend, I would like to suggest first, that it has 
never been tried, since sexuality has never been conceptualized as being 
at the center of the problems in the Middle East. Second, if an analysis 
of sexuality and sexual relations were truly incorporated into the revo­
lutionary struggle in Lebanon, nationalism could be transformed into a 
more viable revolutionary strategy. 

In most discussions of third world feminism, sexuality and the pri­
vatized oppression of women by men are relegated to secondary issues. 
When sexuality andjor male domination is raised as a significant factor, 
conflicts arise over the validity of Marxism versus feminism, economic 
equality versus sexual equality, national revolution versus women's 
rights-as if these concepts must be opposed, as if the life of one means 
the death of the other. For instance, at the "Common Differences: Third 
World Women and Feminist Perspectives" conference (University of Il­
linois at Urbana-Champaign, April 1983), a major conflict arose between 
those women who believed sexuality and male domination to be central, 
and those who believed class and imperialism to be central. Mostly Marx­
ist women, speaking in the name of all third world women, claimed that 
economic issues-such as food and shelter-were far more important than 
sex. They accused U.S. lesbians at the conference of overemphasizing sex, 
particularly lesbianism. As I listened, I felt that their arguments were very 
"paternalistic," and somewhat irrelevant: first, because sex is one of the 
basic needs-like food and sleep-in any culture; second, because no men­
tion was made of the spiritual and/ or psychological needs for love, af­
fection, and tenderness, intimately connected with sexuality, which are 
felt by people in all cultures. To claim that some women live without 
these needs because of more pressing economic factors seems not only 
very unfair but an exercise which only some intellectuals can afford. And 
third, from my research and analysis, I believe that sexuality and sex-role 
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socialization are intimately connected to the national conflicts and on­
going war in Lebanon. 

In the past five years, I have conducted extensive research throughout 
the Middle East, interviewing women in rural and urban areas about their 
sexuality, relations with men (husbands, brothers, sons), relations with 
other women, and the social conditions of their lives. I also attended a 
conference, "What Feminism for the Maghreb" (Tunisia, 1985), which 
addressed issues of feminism, nationalism, and, peripherally, sexuality, 
and taught ·a course on the role of Arab women at Beirut University 
College in 1985, living the war in Lebanon that year (as well as previous 
years). My research, teaching, discussing, and own thinking about these 
issues have helped me to clarify my perspectives on the role of feminism 
in nationalist struggles, and the centrality of sexuality to the social and 
political relations of whole groups of people. In this essay I would like 
to suggest the importance of sexuality and sexual relations to third world 
women's lives, and the centrality of sexuality and male domination to 
the political and national struggles occurring in the Middle East. 

First of all, contrary to the perspectives of many intellectuals and 
political women and men involved in the U.S. andjor the Middle East, 
my interviews with rural and urban women indicate that sexuality is of 
utmost concern to women. In fact it is often women from the neediest 
levels of society who are the most outspoken on the subject of sex, love, 
and their relationships to their husbands and family, and who, contrary 
to what some intellectuals have expressed, see the need for change in 
these areas of their lives. Perhaps it is because they have not interpreted 
and analyzed their needs from within the framework of patriarchal ways 
of thinking (i.e., Marxism, nationalism, capitalism) that they can be so 
outspoken. For example, in Oran, Algeria (1984), I interviewed a group 
of maids at the hotel where I was staying. The majority of them lived in 
polygamous relationships and had to wear the veil when going out. Most 
of them expressed anger toward both customs-polygamy and the veil­
and wished for different conditions for their daughters. Similarly, in 1978, 
I visited hospitals in the United Arab Emirates, and conducted interviews 
with women living in different oases and remote places. They too ex­
pressed to me their anger about the conditions of their lives-having to 
produce children every year under the threat of repudiation, or having 
to accept their husbands' taking younger wives if they did not, and having 
to wear the burqa (a mask-type leatherlike face cover which left purplish­
blue marks from sweating). 

Secondly, it seems clear to me that given the way in which political 
intellectuals have dealt with sexuality, at least at the conferences that I 
have attended, the issues are far more central than anyone is willing to 
admit. At the conference "What Feminism for the Maghreb" (1985) at 
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the Club Taher in Tunisia, and at the "Common Differences" conference 
in Illinois, the topic of sexuality, with all of its ramifications, divided 
women and created enormous amounts of tension. In Tunisia, women 
who chose to speak out on sexuality were ostracized by the majority of 
other feminist intellectuals. The most open and frank woman on the 
subject decided to leave the country because she felt misunderstood and 
rejected even by the feminist movement. Some women asked me to shut 
off the cassette recorder when they talked about sexuality, and some burst 
into tears when talking about intimate experiences in their lives. I won­
dered as I listened and talked with women why there was so much pain 
in remembering past events in their lives connected with sexuality, yet 
so much resistance and denial around a political analysis of sexuality. 
Similarly at the conference in Illinois, women viciously attacked one an­
other over the issues of sexuality and their place in the lives of third world 
women. 

One of the participants at the conference in Tunisia provided some 
analysis of the centrality of sexuality, and yet its denial on the part of 
political women. Unfortunately, because of her analysis and her willing­
ness to speak in such an environment, she felt she had to leave her 
country. When I wrote her, asking if I could mention her by name, or if 
she preferred to remain anonymous, she replied, "Please get me out of 
anonymity which weighs on me, and is slowly killing me. But what name 
should I use? Ilham Bint Milad-my father's? Bousseu-my mother's? Ben 
Ghadifa-my husband's? or just my surname which is not enough? How 
does one solve this problem?" At the conference, Ilham began her speech 
with a discussion of why she had decided to lift the veil of silence over 
her condition, to get rid of autocensorship (a word which acquired great 
significance when I lived in Tunisia, witnessing its way of killing creativity 
and freedom in several women I became close to), so that she would no 
longer be her own enemy. 

She felt that the silence of Tunisian feminists had fallen over three 
spheres: (1) the feminine body, (2) women's personal relationships, and 
(3) sexual identity. Silence, she suggested, reigns over the subject of pe­
riods, virginity, masturbation, sexual pleasure in general, abortion, birth, 
and the feminine body as a whole. She recited poetry she had written 
about her period in French and in Arabic-noticing how it was harder to 
talk about it in Arabic. The following excerpts from her speech give a 
sense of her analysis: 

The myth of virginity is such an idiocy. The ritual takes place in pain. It is 
like a green bubble to be burst. And it is for this bubble, this hollowness, 
this emptiness, that women are taught repulsion, shame, disgust toward their 
bodies, and the fear of sexuality . . . .  
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The first,sexual pleasure known by the child is masturbation . . . .  In certain 
families, it is called "to do evil." We live in a situation where the body is 
morally neglected. In such a context, how can only learn to love one's body? 
How can one learn to read one's desires, and even more to let them rise in 
oneself? How can sexual pleasure, condemned for so long, exercise itself freely 
just because it has become approved by an institution on the basis of having 
a partner? . . .  The child learns to associate pleasure with culpability. The 
body, instead of being an object of pleasure, becomes an enemy which 
hurts . . . .  How can a body which never learns to love or to speak, develop 
in a harmonious sexual relationship? . . .  

Silence prevails, not only on the topic of the feminine body but also, more 
generally, on everything that touches upon intimate relations, which are con­
stantly shifting between dream and reality, between love and hate . . . .  Why 
do my tears fall when my neighbor is beaten up? Why do I feel personally 
humiliated? The pain she experiences in her life affects me for many reasons. 
The life of such a woman is like a magnifying glass, which reflects back to 
me an exaggerated image of my own condition. Obtaining the respect of 
others is a constant struggle for women. The enslavement of other women 
sets limits to my own blossoming . . . .  But above all, her life reminds me of 
another woman's suffering, to which I was for a long time a spectator-that 
of my �?other . . . .  

Ilham also raised the problem of women turning on each other when one 
or another brought up issues of sexuality. I found this particularly relevant 
because I have faced similar responses from feminist intellectuals. Fear 
and autocensorship are two key factors preventing women from wanting 
to explore these issues. The subject of sexuality is too close to home and 
to one's personal life. At . this conference, when the topic was raised, 
women gossiped openly about each other, about individual sexualities 
and sexual practices, thereby widening the malaise and tensions. As Ilham 
herself suggested: 

Women's hatred expresses itself in many ways . . . .  Feminism and gossiping 
appear as a contradiction. Unfortunately, it is not so. I was a target of gossip 
by feminists, the preceding year, after my communication on "Femininity 
and Fecundity." They accused me of being a prostitute, a divorcee, a lesbian, 
a robber of husbands, and a scandal because I refused maternity! I would 
like to emphasize how all these accusations are related to sexuality. 

While the purpose of gossiping is to alleviate what is bothersome, to make 
oneself feel more secure, it also expresses anxiety over marginality, and tries 
to disarm one's sense of culpability . . . .  Apart from: trying to repress the other, 
because one is not able to free oneself, gossip has two consequences: (1) It 
prevents the woman who pronounced it from fulfilling her own desires, there­
fore of knowing herself deeply, (2) it destroys the woman who uttered it, 
especially when one �dds to it bad conscience, and the feeling-more or less 
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diffused-of having made a dangerous concession to society, and to the 
mother . . . .  

Gossiping and hostility between women upsets the followers of unconditional 
feminine love. But their protests do not go as far as defending or even pro­
nouncing the word homosexuality. This would entail too much subversion. It 
is a point of no return, a path which society 'cannot forgive. At the personal 
level, it is too risky to return to the love affair with the mother. Homosexuality 
is also condemned by society because it shakes its foundations. Not only is 
it not productive-in terms of procreation, therefore threatening the survival 
of society-but it also shakes the foundation of capitalism where production 
is very much valued. Above all, it affirms the right to pure pleasure, a sus­
picious concept, because anarchist by essence . . . . Isn't the Third World char­
acterized by a dangerous confusion between individuality and individualism, 
through a most repressive structure of duty? . . .  

One more issue I wold like to address is jealousy in the context of love. The 
woman who arouses one's jealousy is orye we feel is stealing something from 
us, as our mother stole from us, our in-depth being, our body. The more a 
person lives under repression, with no satisfaction, the gieater his or her 
jealousy will be. In this context, love and pleasure are necessarily threatened 
if shared. When someone gives to another, she feels she has necessarily lost 
something of her own. Jealousy also increases when the person we envy also 
stirs our love and admiration . . . .  Jealousy is the expression of a lack of 
confidence in oneself . . . .  One can understand why intellectuals have kept 
silent in this domain: analysis and reasoning are hardly protections against 
jealousy . . . .  

The topic of women's personal relations was charged with meaning. 
It brought to the surface much of the uneasiness I had felt in my rela­
tionships with some of the women at the conference. Because I had raised 
issues connecting sexuality to war, I had been the target of gossip by 
some of the women of the group, as if to make what I had to say less 
important and even suspect. I was accused of being CIA, engaging in 
orgies, and stealing boyfriends. Ilham's speech made me feel less isolated, 
and explained to me some of the problems we face as women who are 
committed to nationalism as well as to feminism and sexual freedom. 

Ilham's speech is worthy of notice for a variety of reasons. It is im­
portant to note that there was no discussion of the issues she raised at 
the conference. Rather than take up her points, the talk centered on issues 
of language and Arab nationalism. Sexuality was hardly touched upon, 
despite the fact that the focus of the conference was to be "What Feminism 
for the Maghreb?" Only one other woman used a frank and personal 
approach, and when she gave testimony about what had led her to fem­
inism, it was done with extreme uneasiness. Part of the malaise came 
from the split between the women themselves, their search for identity 
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and the simultaneous realization of the political, economic, and social 
tensions created by the crisis the Arab world is undergoing. 

Another method of silencing the discussion of sexuality and its rela­
tionship to political and social conflicts is through unquestioning adher­
ence to dogmatic political systems of thinking. Many nationalist and leftist 
women at both conferences felt that women should rally behind already 
existing leftist movements and ideologies. Yet in these movements, tra­
ditional morality often filters through the dogmas, setting new barriers 
between women's sense of obligation and their search for truth and free­
dom. Yolla Polity-Charara (1980) provides an incisive analysis of this 
problem as exemplified in Lebanese politics. According to her, many Leb­
anese women joined political parties thinking that the condition of women 
would change. In 1975, during the activities organized for International 
Women's Year, the Democratic party invited the delegates of the political 
parties in Lebanon to a meeting aimed at weighing the possibilities for 
organizing a joint action. Women from the Phalangist party, the National 
Bloc, the Progressive Socialist party, the Ba'ath party, and the Communist 
party, as well as others from smaller groups, found themselves suspicious 
and indeed rivals because "how could it be possible with so many ide­
ological differences and antagonisms, representing the whole range of 
political forces of Lebanon, not to be divergent on the details of women's 
demands" (p. 141)? 

According to Polity-Charara, the party and ideological loyalties made 
women loath to complain about their fate to other unknown women, and 
even more so to rivals. The militants among them, when· conscious of 
the discrimination women faced, when they were not themselves token 
women in the party, preferred to wash their dirty laundry within the 
family; they refused to publicly question the men of their party, to admit 
that their men were not the most advanced, the most egalitarian, and the 
most revolutionary. Thus, in such a context, loyalty and siding with a 
group become more important than discussing the issues with frankness 
and openness in order to find solutions to the problems. 

It is obvious from all of my experiences in the Middle East, as well 
as in the United States, that sexuality stirs in people reactions that go 
much deeper than mere intellectual exercises. It brings out gut-feeling 
reactions that go far beyond conscious levels of explanation. It is also 
evident that sexuality often works together with what may appear as 
more tangible factors-political, economic, social, and religious choices. 
It is part of the psychological, physical, and spiritual aspects of human 
existence. As such, it seems quite obvious that if sexuality is not incor­
porated into the main feminist and political agenda, the struggles for 
freedom will remain on a very superficial level. A problem cannot be 
solved without going to its roots. 
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If women do not begin to see the necessity of dealing with issues of 
sexuality, more women will feel isolated, rejected, and misunderstood, 
even within a group leading the same struggle. More will feel pushed to 
leave for other places, or simply drop out of political struggle, in the hope 
of finding better acceptance and tolerance. Under the cover of progressive 
dogmas, some Western and Eastern feminists will continue to speak in 
the name of third world women, triggering in all women a retreat into a 
"national identity" or selfless and sexless socialist system, neither of 
which speaks to women's experience and struggles in their own lives. 
What happened at the "Common Differences" conference is an illustra­
tion of such reaction. In the name of leftist ideology, some feminists 
argued that for third world women, development, food, and shelter take 
precedence over issues of sexuality. This resulted in such violent argu­
ments that many women felt caught and pressured into "taking sides," 
which led some to leave the conference altogether. These reactions are 
struggles for power and a repetition of male patterns of behavior. Many 
of the debates involve some women who speak on behalf of another 
group through an already existing dogma, rather than working toward 
an analysis which would incorporate the pain and suffering women are 
subjected to in all parts of our lives. 

The importance of incorporating a discourse on sexuality when for­
mulating a revolutionary feminist theory became even more evident as I 
started analyzing and writing about the Lebanese war. I have grown 
convinced that the war itself is closely connected with the way people 
perceive and act out their sense of love and power, as well as their sense 
of relationship to their partners, to the family, and to the general society. 
Usually the argument has been made that wars create such conditions of 
despair, and that within such a context women's issues are unimportant. 
Many argue that if the "right" side in a war were to win, then women's 
problems would automatically be solved. I would like to argue the reverse. 
I would suggest that if sexuality and women's issues were dealt with from 
the beginning, wars might be avoided, and revolutionary struggles and 
movements for liberation would become more effective. Justice cannot be 
won in the midst of injustice. Each of the levels is connected to the others. 

The whole range of oppression women suffer in the Middle East, 
including forced marriage, virginity, and the codes of honor, claustration, 
the veil, polygamy, repudiation, beating, lack of freedom, and the denial 
of the possibility to achieve their aims and desires of life, etc.-practices 
that I ran away from in Lebanon at the age of twenty-two-are closely 
connected to the internal war in Lebanon (I am not referring to the Israeli 
and Syrian occupations, or the foreign interferences). There are at least 
eighteen-with many subdivisions-political parties fighting each other in 
Lebanon. Each of these parties has different interests; each tries to dom-
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inate a small piece of territory and impose its vision of Lebanon onto that 
territory; and each tries to dominate the others largely through the control 
of women. 

One of the codes of Arab tribes is sharaf (honor), which also means 
the preservation of girls' virginity, to ensure that the women are kept 
exclusively for the men of their tribe. Women's lives are regulated not by 
national laws but by community ones. All legal questions related to in­
dividual status are legislated by denominational laws. Each creed has a 
different legislation according to its religion. For example, there is no civil 
marriage in Lebanon. Marriage, divorce, separation, custody of children, 
and inheritance are resolved according to one's confession-religious de­
nomination. Each of the group's laws, rites, practices, and psychological 
and sexual pressures aims at keeping their women exclusively for the men 
of their community. 

Arab society in general, and Lebanese in particular, has always had 
pride in the za'im (leader, chief, hero). The za'im is the macho man par 
excellence. Not only does he embody all the usual masculine values of 
conquest, domination, competition, fighting, boasting, etc., but also that 
of shatara (cleverness). Shatara means to succeed and get what one wants, 
even through lying and perfidy. Za'im and shatara are concepts much 
valued in tribal society. The Lebanese war has transformed the za'im into 
the askari (man with the gun, militiaman). 

The askari has technical military training, and his goal is "self-pres­
ervation" of his group. In addition to his military and his economic-social 
functions, he has played and continues to play a role that is most violently 
destructive of his country, and therefore of his sexuality as well. He uses 
weapons of war to destroy and seize control of one region or of another 
group. He participates in looting to benefit his clientele and to extend the 
range of his influence. Given the extension of his influence, he builds a 
system of wealth distribution and gains more power. Material gains are 
obtained through his gun and other weapons of war. It is a "primitive" 
system, and a vicious destructive cycle, rather than a self-preserving one. 
The more men desire omnipotence and the control of others, the more 
weapons are used. The means of conquest are given a value in proportion 
to their success. The gun, the machine gun, the cannon-all of the mas­
culine sexual symbols which are extensions of the phallus-are put for­
ward and used to conquer and destroy. 

The meaning and importance given to a military weapon and to the 
sexual weapon are equal. Man uses his penis in the same way he uses 
his gun: to conquer, control, and possess. The whole macho society must 
be unveiled and condemned because in the present system one tries to 
obtain material goods and territory, not in order to enjoy them, not out 
of need, but only to enlarge one's domain and authority. Similarly, sexual 
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relations are not built on pleasure, tenderness, or love, but on reproduc­
tion, the preservation of girls' virginity (so-called "honor" of the family), 
the confinement and control of women for the increase in male prestige, 
and the overestimation of the penis. 

Lebanese society, which is currently composed of these groups, values 
such individuals because people believe that they will save the society 
and guarantee its survival. Yet, in reality, they are leading the society 
more and more toward death and destruction. The Lebanese people are 
blinded by their immediate needs, and by values they have been taught 
to take pride in. The whole system must be rethought and changed. 

If the attitude of the people does not undergo a profound transfor­
mation-a radical change in the way they perceive power and love-there 
can be no solution to the inextricable dilemma Lebanon is going through. 
Outside powers may continue to play with and on Lebanon, trying to 
impose their views and interests. If the Lebanese people were to suc­
cessfully unite and believe in their country; if they would strive not to 
possess a small part of it, but could develop a love for it outside material 
interests; if nationalism could unite all the various factions fighting each 
other under a common aim and belief, it could move toward a real so­
lution. In this respect, nationalism (although often mixed with sexism) 
may appear to be the more urgent need. But I would argue that if na­
tionalism remains at a sexist stage, and does not move beyond ownership 
and possession as final goals, the cycle of hell will repeat itself and the 
violence will start all over again. In Lebanon, then, both nationalism and 
feminism are necessary: nationalism in order to save Lebanon, and fem­
inism in order to change the values upon which social relationships are 
created and formed. Only with the two combined will salvation become 
more lasting. And thus the work must begin at the most personal levels: 
with a change in attitudes and behavior toward one's mates, one's family, 
one's sexuality, one's society. From such a personal beginning, at least 
some of the internal conflicts might work toward resolution. With a 
stronger nationhood based in real love, rather than domination, the 
strength might radiate and push out outside influences. 

The analysis I have given is clearly not restricted to Lebanon, but 
involves most geographical areas afflicted with war. The ideas about sex­
uality, its centrality to the social relations among and between women 
and men, and its relationship to war and national interests, probably make 
sense to different degrees everywhere. What makes the situation in Leb­
anon unique is that these questions take on huge proportions and are 
more obvious than elsewhere. Lebanon is a Mediterranean country, highly 
dominated by Islamo-Arab influences. As such, it carries the codes of 
honor and women's oppression, as well as masculine-macho values, to 
their farthest limits. The tragedy of this situation holds its own answer. 
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In conclusion, I would like to stress that the conflicts and contradictions 

which contemporary Middle Eastern women face in their society, in their 
families, and even within feminist and political groups working for social 
change, have their roots in sexuality and sexual politics. Sexuality is at 
the core of most debates and choices of human existence. It is urgent to 
acknowledge this fact, and to start dealing with it openly, frankly, and 
probably painfully. It also must be incorporated into any analysis, theory, 
and/ or practice of revolution. If the conflicts and tensions surrounding 
our sexual and emotional lives are not incorporated into our struggle for 
freedom, we are not likely to see tangible and lasting results. 

I hope that my observations, analysis, and deductions will help women 
all over the world realize that their common struggle is far more important 
and binding than the differences that might lead some of them to want 
to disengage from the feminist movement. I also hope that sexuality-the 
right to sexual pleasure, the emotional relationship between two persons, 
as well as the problems connected with it: virginity, genital mutilation, 
etc., in the East, rape, pornography, etc., in the West-will grow to be 
recognized as an important element, as serious and as essential as food, 
shelter, jobs, and development in the struggles for revolutionary change. 
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GENDER AND ISLAMIC 

FUNDAMENTALISM 

Feminist Politics in Iran 

Nayereh Tohidi 

Millions of Iranian women boldly stepped out from behind 
the four walls of their homes into the public arena in the Revolution of 
1979. Their involvement in the revolution took many forms: some col­
lected and disseminated news or distributed leaflets; others gave shelter 
to the wounded or to political activists under attack. Many actively 
marched and demonstrated in the streets, some went so far as to help 
erect barricades against the police, and a few even took up arms and went 
underground as members of a guerrilla movement. 

During the early months of 1979, some women activists, particularly 
the university-educated and middle-class women, while opposing the 
Shah as the symbol of tyranny, gradually grew suspicious of the move­
ment as they noted that many of the women participating in the dem­
onstrations wore veils. Their anxiety increased as Khomeini took over the 
leadership of the revolution and as the streets filled with repetitive cries 
of "Islamic Rule!" and "God's Party Is the Only Party!" Nevertheless, 
like many of their male friends, these women dismissed their anxiety by 
assuming that Khomeini was simply playing a spiritual role, and that 
clerical rule would be incompatible with Iran's developing capitalist sys­
tem. They felt that the dynamic process so inherent in the revolution 
would eventually expose and eliminate the retrogressive and reactionary 
factions from the leadership. Or so they thought. 

Many Iranian activists at the time, both women and men, considered 
the veil a part of the superstructure or a secondary phenomenon which 
bothered only Western feminists or a few Iranian women intellectuals. 
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The immediate concern was to rid the country of the Shah's regime and 
his imperialist supporters. Thus, as contradictory as it might seem to 
Western feminists, many women, even nonreligious, nontraditional, and 
highly educated women, took up the veil as a symbol of solidarity and 
opposition to the Shah (AZ 1981). At rallies and demonstrations, chadors 
(veils) and roosaries (large scarves) were extended to the unveiled women, 
who felt obliged to show their solidarity with the majority. Many uni­
versity-educated, middle-class and leftist women, who may not have 
worn the veil before or usually would have seen it as nonprogressive, 
considered it a minor concession for the sake of unity against the common 
enemy. 

During the early months of 1979, amid the exhilaration at the Shah's 
defeat, the active organization of several women's groups provided an 
encouraging sign for women's emancipation. For the first time in many 
women's lives, after years of repression, women were organizing for 
women. As March 8, 1979, approached-International Women's Day 
(IWD)-women's groups worked hard to mobilize thousands of Iranian 
women to commemorate the event. The days of optimism and euphoria 
did not last long, however. Two days before the event was to take place, 
Khomeini began to announce restrictive measures against women. His 
ultimatums enraged the women. Instead of causing them to abandon their 
plans to rally, they resulted in an outburst of spontaneous militant dem­
onstrations. Women were outraged that the veil was once again becoming 
compulsory and that the government would dare to try to eliminate 
women from serving as judges in the courts. Women refused to accept 
the repeal of the Family Protection Law of 1975 which restricted polygyny 
and men's unilateral right to divorce and to child custody. Instead of the 
planned one-day rally, the storm raged for nearly a week. It was the first 
and most open confrontation that Iranian women were able to mount 
against the fundamentalist rulers. 

Although the government cautiously restrained itself from immedi­
ately imposing these new measures, the forward march of the popular 
movement was, for all practical purposes, brought to a grinding halt. The 
quest for social justice, democracy, and independence had to be unwill­
ingly abandoned as the revolution was coercively aborted. Women, mem­
bers of national ethnic minorities, popular and progressive organizations, 
workers and newly formed labor councils, intellectuals journalists, pub­
lishers-one by one, all became victims of the waves of terror imposed 
by a theocracy that showed itself to be more and more regressive. Of all 
these groups that actively participated in the revolution, the Iranian 
women played perhaps the least understood and most enigmatic role. 

How regrettable that most of those who identified with the left and 
other democratic movements and those who were progressive in their 
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thinking could not have perceived the hateful misogynist character of the 
newly imposed religious law and the fundamentalist and reactionary re­
gime. In this essay, I would like to suggest the results of such a misper­
ception and the possible reasons for it. 

Present Situation of Women in Iran 

Today, in spite of the massive participation of Iranian women in the 
revolution, women's position has worsened rather than improved. 
Women experience the same subjugations as before-except in most cases, 
they have increased in scope. The official rights and duties of women 
along with the expected behavior patterns and sex roles that accompany 
them have progressed no further than during the oppressive Pahlavi rule. 
In many cases, the situation more closely mirrors Iran's precapitalist days. 
Some of the most blatant violations of women's rights by the Islamic 
regime are as follows: 

Under the civil code currently practiced in Iran, all women, including 
non-Muslims and foreigners, are required to wear the veil and observe 
Islamic Hejab (complete covering of a woman). As Khomeini commanded, 
"no part of a woman's body may be seen except her face and the part 
of her hand between the wrist to the tip of her fingers." Appearing without 
Hejab is considered a crime punishable by seventy-five lashes or up to a 
year's imprisonment. Bands of club-wielders, employed by the "Center 
to Fight the Undesired," impose Hejab upon women. Slogans such as 
"Death to Those without Hejab" cover the walls in cities, inciting action 
against unveiled women.1 

Many public areas are now sex-segregated, including schools and uni­
versities. A number of girls' schools have had to close because of the 
shortage of women teachers. The illiteracy rate among women, particu­
larly in the rural areas, has been increasing. In higher education, women 
are banned from entering certain fields of study, such as law, agriculture, 
geology, archaeology, and mining engineering. Married women are pro­
hibited from attending public school altogether. 

The legal age for marriage has also changed, a further reflection of 
the regressive attitude toward women and young girls. When Khomeini 
first came to power, he lowered the minimum legal age for girls to marry 
from eighteen to thirteen years, and now it has been lowered to nine. 
Polygyny, previously restricted by the Family Protection Law, has been 
reinstated: a man may have up to four wives officially, as well as others 
on a temporary basis (sigh'a or Mut'a). Under the Shari'a (Islamic Code 
of Ethics), as interpreted by Iranian Shi'a clergy, temporary marriage can 
be contracted for a fixed period of time-ranging from a few minutes to 
ninety-nine years-after a nominal fee is paid to the woman and a verse 
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is repeated. This type of marriage takes place for the sole purpose of 
men's sexual pleasure (Haeri 1983). By relegitimizing and officially en­
couraging Mut'a, the Islamic regime has, in reality, endorsed a form of 
prostitution. 

Except in extremely unusual circumstances, women cannot seek a di­
vorce. If a woman is divorced, she loses the custody rights of her children 
automatically to the father (after the age of seven for girl children, and 
after the age of two for boy children). A woman does not have the right 
of guardianship over her children during marriage, after divorce, or even 
after the death of her husband. 

In terms of control over their bodies, sexually and reproductively, 
women have few rights. Abortion is illegal. Women convicted of adultery 
are stoned to death; and acts of homosexuality are punishable by death 
if the "offense" is repeated. Thousands of women imprisoned for their 
political beliefs have been tortured and executed. 

With regard to mobility and occupational choices, women's lives are 
very restricted. For instance, a woman is legally not allowed to leave the 
house without her husband's permission, and she must get written per­
mission before traveling abroad. Besides having to get her husband's 
written permission before taking a job, a woman is officially discouraged 
from gaining employment outside the home. Of those who are employed, 
many are fired under the pretense of failure to observe Islamic Hejab, are 
laid off, or are made to retire early. According to a bill passed by the 
Islamic parliament, full-time women employees are restricted to part-time 
employment. The government announced that "in order to promote 
motherhood and family life, the salary of any male employee will be 
raised 40 percent if his wife quits her job." Formerly existing child-care 
centers have been closed down. 

In keeping with the above measures, the Law of Retribution (Quasas) 
was passed in 1982 which states that the value of a woman's life is only 
half that of a man's. The testimony of two women equals that of one 
man; and in the case of major crimes, such as murder, a woman's testi­
mony is not considered at all. To study this important part of Iran's penal 
system, see the text of the Bill of Retribution (Appendix). 

Finally, the eight-year-long genocidal war between Iran and Iraq has 
further compounded the effects of economic deterioration, high unem­
ployment, high rate of inflation, brain drain, and the exodus of profes­
sionals from the country. There are a vastly increasing number of wid­
owed, displaced, and refugee women who are all undergoing unbearable 
economic hardship and emotional suffering. 

It is important to note that, on the other hand, the Islamic government 
has not been totally successful in implementing all of its ideological ob­
jectives. Some of the patriarchal demands of the clergy are, inevitably, 
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in contradiction with the structural imperatives of the Iranian capitalist 
economy. Contemporary Iranian women's social role, their literacy level 
(35 percent), the participation rate of urban women in the labor force (12 
percent), and, particularly, their recent massive political participation in 
the revolution have made it difficult for the present ruling clergy to rad­
ically transform women's socioeconomic roles and return all women back 
to the domestic sphere. Economic necessities, for example, force many 
women into low-paid jobs in the formal and informal sector and domestic 
wage labor. Some educated women with prior work experience are self­
employed. Thus, the mere participation of women in public economic 
activities and the violations of the Islamic code of Hejab on their part 
have undermined the fundamentalist notion of women's role and have 
worked in resistance to total subjection. 

Why Did Women Rally behind Khomeini? 

Considering the extent to which so many Iranian women whole­
heartedly endorsed and involved themselves in the revolution, one must 
seek to explain the present tragic fate of women in Iran. A major question 
is, Why haven't women continued to vehemently protest against the Is­
lamic government's imposition of the veil and other oppressive measures? 
Do women of all social strata perceive their present situation as devas­
tating and deteriorating? And finally, why do some groups of women still 
support the Islamic Republic of Khomeini? 

The postrevolutionary changes that have affected women negatively 
can be overemphasized if they are not seen in the context of past and 
present laws and if class differences and social context are ignored (Hig­
gins 1985, 483). The historical, socioeconomic, political, cultural, and psy­
chological factors behind the revolution all must be considered in the 
analysis of women's situation. In Iran, as in most other "Third World" 
countries, women's issues and organizations have been related to the 
national anticolonial and antiimperialist movements. Consequently, the 
fate of the women's movement and women's social status have been 
closely intertwined with the general course of national and class struggles. 

The historical precedent and social tradition for massive participation 
of women in the Iranian Revolution of 1977-79 go back to the 1905-
1911 constitutional movement. This movement never managed to over­
throw feudalism and neocolonial domination, and did not succeed in 
implementing its bourgeois-democratic goals for women. However, the 
seeds were planted for future struggle and consciousness raising. 2 

Iran, under the Pahlavi reign (1922-1979) and through neocolonialist 
imposition, was changing rapidly from a semifeudal Asiatic society to a 
centralized capitalist state dependent mainly upon the United States. 
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However, the uneven process of capitalist development and the restricted 
character of industrialization, along with an absolutist and corrupt mon­
archy, tended to reinforce the persistence of precapitalist modes of pro­
duction to a considerable extent (Jazani 1980). This in turn continued to 
reproduce traditional social relationships, values, attitudes, and behavior 
patterns, including gender roles and family arrangements. 

While the process of modernization, i.e., capitalist development and 
Westernization, was advantageous to an important sector of the upper 
class and the emerging middle class, it was often harmful to the traditional 
segment of the middle class (the merchant [bazaar] bourgeoisie and petite 
bourgeoisie), as well as their historical ally the clergy. Bazaar merchants 
and artisans often suffered ruinous competition from Western goods, and 
later on from larger commercial and industrial enterprises of their own 
Westernized upper class. Therefore, conflict and friction were set in mo­
tion between the growing "modernized" social strata, who imitated and 
aspired to a Western lifestyle, and the powerful clergy and traditional 
bazaaries, who perceived the cultural and economic changes as jeopard­
izing their very existence. 

It was the women who belonged to these latter strata, of traders, 
merchants, shopkeepers, and artisans, whose lifestyle, religious beliefs, 
and cultural identity were being challenged, negated, ridiculed, and some­
times coercively taken away by the Westernization process of the Shah's 
state.3 In the 1970s, the younger generation of women from this strata 
were caught up in two conflicting and competing value systems-the tra­
ditional one reinforcing their families and the religious standards of public 
morality, and the more modern one aligning them with a Westernized 
imported culture reinforced by the state. To resolve this dilemma, many 
fell back on their "traditional roots," intrigued by the Islamic model of 
womanhood presented by ideologues such as Ali Shariati or even the 
more conservative fundamentalists opposing the Shah. And it was they 
who, later on, made up the core of veiled militant contingents who dem­
onstrated in the streets. 

One reason for the appeal of the more traditional image is that the 
rapid changes imposed by the Shah did not serve the needs of the majority 
of women. The emergence of a new market which attracted cheap female 
labor was just one inevitable process of capitalist development, indus­
trialization, and land reform in Iran. As a consequence of the restricted 
character of industrialization and proletarianization, however, women 
were, for the most part, absorbed by the growing sector of services and 
state employment. While the number of literate, highly educated, and 
wage-earning women in urban centers increased, no genuine change or 
fundamental process took place in the status, social relations, and/ or 
conditions of everyday life for the majority of Iranian women. A few 
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reforms pertaining to the legal rights of women, e.g., the Family Protection 
Law (1975), while positive and progressive on paper, did not affect the 
majority of women. Similarly, peasant women did not noticeably benefit 
from the Shah's land reform (Tabari and Yeganeh 1982). As in many 
"Third World" countries, development was directed and manipulated by 
multinational corporations and resulted in a sharp deterioration in the 
conditions of women's daily lives, intensifying their exploitation and de­
graded status. 

On the other hand, the very act of leaving behind the old traditions 
and of participating in social production in the public sphere was a step 
forward for urban working women in terms of gaining autonomy. Yet 
the lack of corresponding supportive social provisions, and effective legal 
reforms, made working outside the home a perpetual struggle. Women 
were subject to continual exploitation. Besides receiving low wages, they 
were exposed to constant sexual harassment on the workplace, and were 
discouraged by resentful negative attitudes from relatives and family 
members at home. 

The model for the "new woman" proposed by the Shah's regime did 
not appeal to many Iranians. According to traditional norms, a woman 
was to hide her body in public and submit herself like an obedient servant 
or piece of property, first to her father, and later to her husband. The 
"new women," on the other hand, was expected to ornament and show 
herself in order to please both the public and her husband, while at the 
same time serve as a cheap commodity in the labor force (AZ 1981). 

The constant exposure of women to the modernized version of 
"woman" and the corresponding values of Western culture, and the de­
liberate efforts made to cultivate a mass-consumption consciousness­
slavish imitation of European fashions, preoccupation with self-presen­
tation, and, in short, commercialization of women-created a confused 
and, in part, "alien" model of womanhood, thus hardly preferable to the 
traditional one. The resultant dual value system, with its constant dilem­
mas and the alienation it caused many women, manifested itself in the 
formation of two distinct groups: one group, made up of the highly ed­
ucated and professional women, modified their traditional attitudes and 
adapted to the new environment; and the other group, often under great 
pressure from their families, resisted the "imposed, alien, corrupt, and 
non-Islamic" standards and embraced the traditional forms. The latter 
group, made up of members of the bazaar merchants and traditional petite 
bourgeoisie, felt excluded, isolated, and put down by the Western dom­
inant culture. This, in tum, resulted in resentment, distrust, and hidden 
hostility toward unveiled "modem" women.4 

Traditional models of womanhood were reintroduced by the leaders 
and ideologues of the Islamic opposition, such as Ali Shariati, Taleghani, 
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and Motahari.5 Fatimeh, the daughter of the Prophet Mohammad and the 
wife of Ali, the first Imam, became the personification of virtue and obe­
dience; and Zeinab, sister of Hossein, the Third Imam, who was martyred 
by the corrupt rulers of the day, became the symbol of outspoken, · ag­
gressive, and militant women. These role models, while they were re­
introduced in deliberately modified political portraits, provided women 
with an identity and a much-needed defense mechanism. In such a sit­
uation, and given the factors enumerated above, the clergy found a climate 
ripe for channeling the genuine grievances of women into a puritanical 
Islamic movement. 

Other sociopolitical factors also contributed to the acceptance of fun­
damental Islam as an alternative to the Shah. Specifically, a history of 
failure of nationalist and communist forces in Iran and the subsequent 
distrust and disillusionment with the left, combined with the Shah's sys­
tematic and ruthless repression of newly forming democratic and leftist 
organizations, created a vacuum of progressive alternatives for the anti­
Shah movement. Unlike Islamic groups, the left lacked a national network 
to communicate effectively with the majority of people in Iran, and they 
were unable to offer a vocabulary more familiar to the populace. As a 
result, progressive ideas did not find their appropriate place in society. 
The leftist forces were under constant suppression and, thus, could only 
offer the image of an underground guerrilla woman (such as that of Ashraf 
Dehghani and Marzieh Oskooei, two well-known Fedaee), and such a 
model could not be adopted by the majority of women. 

Furthermore, the left relied mostly on an economic deterministic anal­
ysis of Iranian society, and this limited its perspective on the situation of 
women. Analysis of the oppression of women and a more general dem­
ocratic and cultural evaluation of Iranian society required a more thorough 
analysis which the left failed to initiate and develop (Azari 1983). More­
over, illiteracy (65 percent) and political inexperience prevailed, especially 
among women. Historically, women had no outside public associations 
except with the mosques. There were no popular women's groups that 
were solely and truly organized to raise feminist consciousness. It was in 
such a social and political context that Islam became the expected and 
familiar vent for protest. Fundamentalists in countries such as Iran, Leb­
anon, Morocco, and Pakistan gain control by channeling people's frus­
tration and anger into a familiar language, ideology, and value system. 

It is clear that the changes and policies implemented by the Islamic 
Republic of Iran (IRI) have generally had a negative and retrogressive 
impact on the economic and cultural conditions of the majority of the 
population, both women and men. But while the IRI has restricted the 
rights and opportunities of women in most aspects, there is still a group 
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of women (supportive of the Islamic regime) who, because of their soc,ial 
class and cultural background, have gained certain privileges, as well as 
a positive self-concept and a sense of power, dignity, and pride (Higgins 
1985). Although their role in community politics has remained indirect, 
protected, and secondary to that of men, they have managed to retain 
their subsequently gained activism in the public sphere (Hegland 1986). 
However, as far as the women's movement and feminism are concerned, 
the activism, ideology, and point of view of this group of Iranian women 
resemble those of Phyllis Schlafly in the United States, except that she 
does not wear a veil! 

At the same time, Islam should not be conceptualized as an autono­
mous, monolithic, and static structure that has shaped the socioeconomic 
process and all social relationships, including women's status (Moghadam 
1983). Iran's present predicament, and that of Iranian women in particular, 
cannot be explained by focusing exclusively on the compulsory veil, the 
Shari' a-based restrictive legal rights, or the Islamic fundamentalism of the 
present regime. The prevailing conditions of women in Iran are not the 
overnight result of Khomeini's regime with its Islamic rules. Nor is it 
Islam that subjugates women any more than fundamentalist Catholicism 
does in Latin America. As el Saadawi (1980) writes, "the great religions 
of the world uphold similar principles in so far as the submission of 
women to men is concerned." 

Like many other Middle Eastern countries, Iranian society is charac­
terized by the uneven development of capitalism and industrialization. 
Therefore, the persistence of the traditional orthodox school of Islam and 
its formidable laws and regulations in terms of sex roles correspond to 
the persistence of precapitalistic modes of production. The direct and 
indirect consequences of years of patriarchy, repression, dictatorial mon­
archy, and cultural and economic penetration of imperialist forces have 
all contributed to the present backlash in Iran. 

Yet it is very important to realize the place and function of Islamic 
ideology in the struggle for social change. To view the Islamic funda­
mentalist revival in the Middle East as an ostensibly "antiiinperialist," 
radical, and militant trend has the potential for great deception, as it 
continues to influence both women and men and their approach to politics 
in the Middle East. It obscures and distorts the objectives and direction 
of the national liberation movements. Furthermore, local and international 
reactionary forces have been indirectly and covertly reinforcing the pan­
Islamic and fundamentalist revival in the Middle East; for instance, by 
redirecting the aims of the movement and by dividing people into religious 
factions, they have been building a strong and subtle "barrier against 
communism."6 Consider, Jor instance, the role of fundamentalist forces 
such as Amal, Aldaawa, Ekhwan al Muslemin, and Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
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Iraq, Egypt, and Iran. These forces must be more adequately dealt with 
rather than passively accepted as part of the revolution which will go 
away later. 

With regard to women's movements, especially in Iran, Egypt, Paki­
stan, Lebanon, and Palestine, there is an urgent need to fight back and 
reverse the fundamentalist trend, in terms of both educating and orga­
nizing people. The ideological significance of Islam as a political alter­
native to which the masses have turned must be understood, and appro­
priate measures must be drawn up in response to it (Tabari and Yeganeh 
1982). A call for separation of the state from religion as a democratic 
principle should be included in any progressive platform of political 
groups faced with the threat of fundamentalism. Women must insist on 
holding out for this principle more than ever. 

"Third World" women's movements and their people's national dem­
ocratic and antiimperialist struggles are closely interrelated theoretically 
and empirically (Chinchilla 1977; Sen and Grown 1987). Alone, a wom­
en's movement can never transform the foundations of sexism and sexual 
oppression. Neither can a revolution which seeks to transform class re­
lationships meet its goals if it does not incorporate the question of wom­
en's oppression. Specific demands of women must be incorporated into 
the national antiimperialist movement and class struggle right from the 
beginning. The women's question should not be relegated to the days after 
the revolution-as has been, unfortunately, the tendency of many left and 
revolutionary movements. Cases such as the Algerian and Iranian rev­
olutions have proven that the success of a nationalist or even a socialist 
revolution does not automatically lead to liberation for women. · 

In the case of Middle Eastern women, in particular because of the 
recent spread of religious fundamentalism, it is more important than ever 
to raise women's issues and integrate the women's question into the 
national and class struggle. Therefore, mobilization of women in demo­
cratic and autonomous organizations through the process of revolution 
must utilize women's political power inside the revolution. Otherwise, 
"women may be used by the revolution as tools, as cheap labor, cheap 
fighters-to die first and be liberated last!" (el Saadawi 1980). 
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APPENDIX 

The Bill of Retribution 

The following is a selection of the articles from the Bill of Retribution 
(Qisas) which affect women.* This bill was developed and passed by the 
Parliament of the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

261 

Article 5: If a Muslim man willfully murders a Muslim woman, he will be sen­
tenced to qisas (retaliation), but the woman's guardian must pay the murderer 
one-half of a man's blood-money before he receives qisas. 

Article 6: If a Muslim woman willfully murders a Muslim man, she will be 
sentenced only to qisas and will not have to pay anything to the guardian of the 
blood. 

Article 23: Murder requires qisas provided the victim does not religiously deserve 
to be killed-e.g., someone who swears at the Great Prophet (may praise be upon 
Him), the Chaste Imams (may peace be upon them), or Saint Zahra (may peace 
be upon her); or someone who violates one's harim (bounds) and could not be 
repulsed but by murder; or that the husband should see someone committing 
adultery with his wife, in which case it is only permissible for the husband to kill 
both of them. In all of the above cases it is not admissible to carry out qisas on 
the murderer. 

Article 33: Testimony: (a) A case of willful murder is proved only on the basis 
of two righteous men's testimony; (b) A case of semiwillful or unintentional mur­
der is proved on the basis of the testimony of two righteous men, or of one 
righteous man and two righteous women, or the testimony of one righteous man 
and the plaintiff's oath. 

Article 46: If a man murders a woman, the guardian of the blood has the choice 
of carrying out the qisas and paying the murderer one-half of the full amount of 
the blood-money, or demanding the woman's blood-money from the murderer. 

Article 50: A pregnant woman who is sentenced to qisas must not receive the 
qisas befo�e she has given birth. After the delivery, if qisas could lead to the child's 
death, then it must be postponed until the danger of death is over. 

Article 60: Men and women are equal in qisas pertaining to limbs, and the crim­
inal man inflicting a woman with the loss of a limb will be sentenced to qisas on 
a similar limb. So long as the blood-money for the damaged limb does not exceed 
one-third of the full blood-money, nothing shall be paid to the man. If the blood­
money for the damaged limb exceeds one-third of the full blood-money, e.g., the 

*From Women and Struggle in Iran, no. 3 (1984). 
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blood-money for a hand, the criminal man shall receive qisas on the similar limb 
provided he is paid one-half of the blood-money for that limb. 

The Hadd for Adultery 

Article 81: Should a man copulate with a woman not lawful to him, whether in 
the front or in the back, and whether he ejaculates or does not ejaculate, adultery 
will have taken place, and the man and the woman are both considered adulterers. 

Article 82: Adultery leads to hadd if the adulterer (the man) meets the following 
qualifications: maturity, sanity, free will, consciousness of the facts. Therefore the 
adultery committed by an immature or insane person, or by someone under du­
ress, or by someone who commits adultery with a woman as a result of a mistake, 
or by someone who, being unaware of the religious verdict, marries and copulates 
with a woman where the marriage is not sanctioned by religion, does not lead 
to hadd. 

Note 1: If a man does not know of the lawfulness of a marriage to a woman, 
and does not consider its lawfulness to be probable, and marries her without 
inquiring about the religious verdict, and enters her, then he will be sentenced 
to hadd. 

Note 2: If a woman is permissible for him and he enters her, then only the 
woman and not the man will be sentenced to the hadd for adultery, and if the 
man is aware and the woman is not, then only the man and not the woman will 
be sentenced to the hadd for adultery. 

Article 83: If the man or the woman who copulate with each other claim to have , 
been unaware, provided it is considered probable that the claim is correct, then 
that claim will be accepted without any witnesses or oath taking and the hadd 
will be dropped. 

Article 84: If a woman claims to have been unwillingly pushed into committing 
adultery, her claim, provided there is no positive knowledge against it, will be 
accepted. 

Article 90: If a woman who does not have a husband becomes pregnant, she 
shall not be subjected to hadd because of the mere fact of pregnancy, unless her 
having committed adultery is proved by one of the methods stipulated in this 
law. 

Article 91: B. Testimony: Adultery is proved on the basis of testimonies by four 
righteous men, or three righteous men and two righteous women, whether it leads 
to jald (flogging) or rajm (st9ning). 

Article 92: In cases where adultery would lead to a jald, it could also be proved 
on the basis of testimonies by two righteous men or four righteous women. 

Note: Women's testimonies alone or accompanied by one righteous man's 
testimony do not prove adultery, but those witnesses will receive hadd for the 
libel. 
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Types of Hadd for Adultery: Killing 

Article 100: Adultery leads to killing in the following cases: (1) Adultery with 
consanguineous kin with whom marriage is not permitted leads to killing; (2) 
Adultery with a step-mother leads to killing; (3) Adultery between a non-Muslim 
(man) and a Muslim woman leads to the killing of the adulterer; (4) Rape and 
adultery by pushing someone into unwillingly committing it would lead to the 
killing of the adulterer who does the forcing. 

Stoning 

Adultery leads to stoning in the following cases: (1) Adultery by a mohsan man­
i.e., a young man who has a permanent spouse, with whom he copulates and 
can do so whenever he desires-leads to stoning, whether he commits adultery 
with an adult or an underage person; (2) Adultery by a mohsaneh woman-i.e., a 
young woman who has a permanent husband with whom copulation has been 
achieved, and whose husband regularly sleeps with her-with an adult man would 
lead to stoning. A mohsaneh woman's adultery with an underage person would 
lead to the hadd of lashing, not to stoning. 

Note 1: Adultery by a man or a woman who does have a permanent spouse, 
but who does not have access to his (her) spouse because of traveling, impris­
onment, or other valid excuses, would not lead to stoning. 

Note 2: A revocable divorce does not free the man or the woman from wedlock 
before the days of eddah (waiting) are over, but an irrevocable divorce does free 
them from wedlock. 

The Lash and the Lash Accompanied by the Shaving of the Head and Ban­
ishment 

Adultery by a man who does not have a wife, and also adultery by an old 
woman not meeting the conditions of marriage, requires that before they are 
stoned, the hadd of the lash is enforced on them. 

Adultery by a man who is married but has not entered (his wife yet) would 
lead to the hadd of the lash, the shaving of the head, and banishment for one 
year to a place determined by the religious judge. 

Note: In the above verdicts there is no difference between committing adultery 
with a live or a dead woman. 

Article 103: The hadd of killing or of stoning shall not be enforced on a woman 
during pregnancy or labor, nor shall it be enforced after the delivery if the infant 
has no guardian and there is fear of his (perishing). However, if a guardian is 
found, then the hadd shall be enforced on her. 

Article 104: If the enforcing of the hadd of the lash on a pregnant or nursing 
woman could cause damage to the fetus or to the suckling, then the enforcing of 
the hadd shall be delayed. 

Article 105: If a sick woman or a woman with excessive menstruation is sen­
tenced to killing or to stoning, the hadd shall be enforced on her, but if she is 
sentenced to the lash, one must wait for the illness to go away or for the woman 
with excessive menstruation to become cleansed. 
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Note: It is permissible to enforce the hadd during menstruation. 

Article 1 12: A man is lashed standing up without any clothes except something 
covering his private parts, and all his body except for the head, the face, and his 
private parts shall be lashed, whereas a woman is lashed while sitting down with 
her clothes tied around her. 

Article 1 14: When rajm (stoning) is being administered on a man, he must be 
placed in a pit almost down to his waist, and when administered on a woman, 
she must be placed in a pit almost down to her chest. 

Article 128: Women's testimony by itself or accompanied by a man's testimony 
does not prove the hadd for the alcoholic drink. 

Article 157: Mosaheqah is lesbianism with the woman's sexual organs. 

Article 158: Methods for proving mosaheqah in the court are the same as those 
for proving men's homosexual activity. 

Article 159: The hadd for mosaheqah (lesbianism) is 100 lashes. 

Article 160: The hadd for mosaheqah shall be decreed against a person who meets 
the following conditions: maturity, sanity, free will, intention. 

Note: In the hadd for mosaheqah, there shall be no difference between the 
active and the passive party, or between Muslims and non-Muslims. 

Article 161: Should mosaheqah be repeated three times, with hadd being admin­
istered on each occasion, they shall be killed on the fourth occasion. 

Article 1 62: Should the person indulging in mosaheqah repent before the wit­
nesses testify, then the hadd shall be dropped, and if she repents after the testi­
monies have been offered, the hadd shall not be dropped. 

Article 163: Should mosaheqah be proved on the basis of the person's confession, 
and should she repent, then the religious judge can pardon her. 

Article 164: Should two naked women be under one cover, they shall receive 
less than 100 lashes. Should this act be repeated, then 100 lashes shall be ad­
ministered on the second occasion. 

Article 168: The hadd for qiyadat (pandering) is 75 lashes and banishment from 
place of residence, the duration of which shall be determined by the religious 
judge. 

Note: The hadd for qiyadat in the case of women shall be 75 lashes only. 

Article 169: Qadf (calumny) is someone's attributing adultery or levat (pederasty) 
to a person. 

Article 176: Any insult which irritates the person hearing it, but which does not 
entail qadf-e.g., a person telling his wife that she had not been a virgin, or calling 
someone a lewd person, a drinker of wine, etc.-shall lead to punishment provided 
the person addressed did not deserve to be insulted. 

Article 181: Should a man calumniate his wife who is dead, if that woman has 
no inheritors except the offspring of the same man, then hadd shall be proved; 
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but should that woman have an inheritor other than the same man's offspring­
such as a child from another husband-then hadd shall be proved. 

Article 183: Should a mother calumniate her child, then she shall be sentenced 
to hadd. 

Committee for Women's Democratic Rights in Iran 

ISA-WC 
P.O. BOX 5542 
Glendale, CA. 91201 
U.S.A. 
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NoTEs 
1 .  One of the methods of reprisal against unveiled women was formulated 

by Hashemi Rafsanjani, one of the most influential clergy, who serves as speaker 
of the Islamic parliament and the commander in chief. In one of his Friday sermons 
(May 4, 1986) broadcast by radio, TV, and print media, Mr. Rafsanjani announced 
that those women who are still not in perfect compliance with the Islamic Hejab 
(categorized in Farsi as Bad Hejab), meaning those who are not covered properly, 
e.g., revealing some hair beneath their headscarves and wearing bright colors, 
will be arrested and put in a concentration camp to undergo reindoctrination and 
do forced labor. Unlike regular or political prisoners, these women must have 
their daily expenses paid by husbands or male kinsmen. 

It should be noted, however, that recently, following the end of the Iran-Iraq 
war (August 1988), there has appeared a shift toward moderation in the regime's 
policy with respect to women's dress code. Ironically, Rafsanjani himself is one 
of those who have started speaking in favor of a less rigid policy and attitude 
toward women and men's clothing, as well as other restrictions against arts and 
music. The seriousness and consistency of the Islamic regime's recent move toward 
openness remain to be seen. But despite the present uncertainty, one needs to 
explore the reasons behind such a shift and its subsequent implications, partic­
ularly since it has coincided with a renewed wave of persecution and execution 
of political opponents. 

2. For a comprehensive historical account of the Iranian women's movement, 
see Sanasarian (1982) and Women and Struggle in Iran, no. 4 (1985):5-15. 

3. For example, women were forced to remove their veils in 1935 under Reza 
Shah (the late deposed Shah's father). This measure was designed to help "mod­
ernize" Iran. To enforce the idea, police were ordered to physically remove the 
veil from any woman wearing it in public. Undoubtedly, this would have been 
a progressive step if women had chosen to do it themselves. Instead, it humiliated 
and alienated many Iranian women, who resorted to staying behind closed doors 
and not venturing into the streets in order to avoid this embarrassing confron­
tation. 

Consequently, the veil became politicized. Not to wear it became associated 
with identifying with the West, and the abusive and brutal policies of the Pahlavi 
regime. This partially explains why the adoption of the veil became a symbolic 
protest against the Shah. For fmrther discussion on politicization of the veil in 
Iran, see Sanasarian (1982, 137-39). 

4. It is interesting and revealing to note that the present harsh and aggressive 
punishment and surveillance of women who fail to observe Islamic Hejab are 
usually carried out by women from the very same traditional groups who call 
themselves "Hezbollahee women," i.e., "Partisans of God" or "Zeinab's Sisters." 
Their deeply rooted hostility toward unveiled women can be explained in part 
by their previous sociopsychological experiences under the Shah. 

5. For further elaboration, see Azari (1983, 66). 
6. Note the issue of Reagan's secret deals and support of the Iranian funda­

mentalist government, as well as overt support of Afghanistan's Islamic funda­
mentalists fighting the Afghan government. In both cases, Reagan's justification 
is that these forces-no matter how repressive, backward, and reactionary they 
are-should be supported and deserve to be called "moderate" or "freedom fight­
ers as long as they are anti-communist." 



GENDER AND IsLAMIC FuNDAMENTALISM 267 

REFERENCES 

AZ. 1981. "The Women's Struggle in Iran." Monthly Review (March):22-30. 
Azari, F. 1983. Women of Iran: The Conflict with Fundamentalist Islam. London: 

Ithaca Press. 
Chinchilla, Norma S. 1977. "Mobilizing Women: Revolution in the Revolution." 

Latin American Perspectives 4, no. 4 (Issue 15):83-101 .  
el Saadawi, Nawal. 1980. The Hidden Face of Eve: Women in the Arab World. 

London: Zed Press. 
Haeri, S. 1983. "The Institution of Mut'a Marriage in Iran: A Formal and Historical 

Perspective." In G. Nashat, ed., Women and Revolution in Iran. Boulder, Colo.: 
Westview Press. 

Hegland, Mary E. 1986. "Political Roles of Iranian Village Women." Middle East 
Report (MERIP), no. 138, pp. 14-19. 

Higgins, Patricia J. 1985. "Women in the Islamic Republic of Iran: Legal, SociaL 
and Ideological Changes." Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 10, 
no. 3:477-94. 

Jazani, B. 1980. Capitalism and Revolution in Iran. London: Zed Press. 
Moghadam, V. 1983. "Peripheral Capitalism and Feminism." Women and Struggle 

in Iran, no. 3, pp. 20-25. 
--. 1988. "Women, Work, and Ideology in the Islamic Republic." International 

Journal of Middle East Studies 20:221-43. 
Sanasarian, E, 1982. The Women's Rights Movement in Iran: Mutiny, Appeasement, 

and Repression from 1900 to Khomeini. New York: Praeger. 
Sen, G., and C. Grown. 1987. Development, Crisis, and Alternative Visions: Third 

World Women's Perspectives. New York: Monthly Review Press. 
Tabari, A., and N. Yeganeh. 1982. In the Shadow of Islam: The Women's Movement 

in Iran. London: Zed Press. 





4 Race, 
Identity, and 
Feminist 
Struggles 





THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE 

SELF IN 

U . S .  LATINA 

AUTOBIOGRAPHIES 

Lourdes Torres 

In the 1980s we have witnessed a proliferation in the pub­
lication of literary works by U.S. Latina1 writers. This growth, however, 
only begins to address the virtual absence of this literature on the mar­
ketplace and in the pages of literary journals. The sexism that predomi­
nates in both the Anglo and Latino presses has been a significant factor 
in its suppression. Since Anglo publishers rarely publish work by Latinas 
(or Latinos), the only recourse available has been Latino publishing con­
cerns, which are male-run and until recently have shown little interest 
in the publication of Latina works (see Sanchez 1985 for a discussion of 
this situation). In the recent past, however, Latino publishers such as Arte 
Publico Press and Bilingual Review Press have "discovered" Latina writ­
ers; in addition, since 1981 the Latina-run journal (and press) Third Woman 
has been dedicated exclusively to the writings of Latinas, both in the 
United States and internationally. Also, small feminist presses such as 
Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press and white feminist presses have 
begun to publish U.S. Latina titles. 

In terms of what has been published thus far, poetry collections pre­
dominate, followed by short-story collections and, to a lesser extent, nov­
els. Recently, a new genre has begun to be explored by U.S. Latina 
writers-the autobiography. To date three such collections exist: Loving 
in the War Years: Lo Que Nunca Pas6 Por Sus Labios, by Cherrie Moraga 
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(South End Press, 1983), Getting Home Alive, by Aurora Levins Morales 
and Rosario Morales (Firebrand Books, 1986), and BorderlandsjLa Fron­
tera, by Gloria Anzaldua (Spinsters/ Aunt Lute Book Co., 1987).2 

Seizing the Podium: Creating Latina Autobiography 

These collections are both revolutionary and subversive at many lev­
els. They challenge traditional notions about the genre of "autobiogra­
phy" through their form and their content. They subvert both Anglo and 
Latino patriarchal definitions of culture. They undermine linguistic norms 
by using a mixture of English, Spanish, and Spanglish. All address the 
question of the politics of multiple identities from a position which seeks 
to integrate ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, and language. The three 
texts appropriate a new space for Latinas where they too partake in the 
interpretation of symbols and the creation of meaning, and most impor­
tant, they theorize a politics from which to forge the survival of Latinas 
and other women of color. 

Both the form and the content of the three works being considered 
subvert conventions of canonized autobiographies. Estelle Jelinek (1980) 
in "Women's Autobiography and the Male Tradition" highlights differ­
ences of content and style in the autobiographies of men and women. 
One difference she notes is the degree of orderliness in the self-portraits; 
men's works generally are presented as chronologically linear wholes, 
while women's stories tend to consist of fragmented, disjunctive units. 
Recent autobiographies written by women of color, in addition to pos­
sessing these characteristics, tend to mix genres in a manner we have not 
seen in mainstream autobiographies. For example, Zami (1982) by Audre 
Lorde and The Woman Warrior (1979) by Maxine Hong Kingston combine 
biographical details with fictional tales, myths, and fantasies to tell their 
stories. Similarly, the three Latina autobiographies we are considering are 
composed of essays, sketches, short stories, poems, and journal entries. 
In all three, to a greater or lesser extent, there is no attempt to privilege 
any of the various genres. History-public and private-myth, fiction, and 
fantasy are all juxtaposed. As such, these collections are a fundamental 
subversion of mainstream autobiographies' traditions and conventions. 

Getting Home Alive by Aurora Levins Morales and Rosario Morales 
encompasses yet another departure from typical autobiographies by 
bringing together the experiences and points of view of a mother and 
daughter. In this collection the two authors' words, stories, and poems 
are not separated into sections according to authors, but rather are all 
woven together. Occasionally a piece written by the mother is responded 
to by the daughter in the following piece, but this is not always the case. 
While conventional criticism might dismiss this ordering as fragmentary 
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and confusing, the series of fragments and their apparent orderlessness 
can also be interpreted as a daring experiment with structure. 

Moraga's text is likewise characterized by a mixture of genres. In her 
introduction, she states that her pieces are not arranged chronologically 
according to when they were written, but rather in terms of her political 
development. Anzaldua, on the other hand, presents her personal history 
and the history of her people in narrative sequences in the first half, and 
in the second half continues to explore these aspects in poetry. These 
autobiographies are a blending of the imagined and real; that is, myths 
and fantasies coexist with historical realities. The project of presenting 
the personal and collective selves takes precedence over conventional 
stylistics or established structures. In a sense the structure is parallel to 
the content, in that the main thematic concern of the texts, as in all 
autobiographies, is the question of identity and the presentation of the 
self, but in these texts is complicated by the problematic of the fragmented, 
multiple identity. 

The use of fiction does not lessen the need of readers and critics to 
consider the extratextual conditions which produce the text-that is, the 
social and political forces that shaped the "self" who produced the text­
although this reading practice is not fashionable in present-day literary 
criticism. In this context it is important to note that as people of color 
have begun to define and construct their sub'ectivit , the construction of 
a "su Ject suddenly has become antitheoretical and problematic ac­
cording to the dictates of current critical theor However, as Elizabeth 
Fox- enovese pomts out in an essay examining black women's 
autobiographies, 

Feminist critics, like critics of Afro-American and third world literature, are 
beginning to refuse the implied blackmail of Western, white male criticism. 
The death of the subject and of the author may accurately reflect the perceived 
crisis of Western culture and the bottomless anxieties of its most privileged 
subjects-the white male authors who presumed to define it. Those subjects 
and those authors may, as it were, be dying. But it remains to be demonstrated 
that their deaths constitute the collective or generic deaths of the subject and 
author. There remain plenty of subjects and authors who, never having had 
much opportunity to write in their own names or the names of their kind, 
much less in the name of the culture as a whole, are eager to seize the 
abandoned podium. The white male cultural elite has not in fact abandoned 
the podium; it has merely insisted that the podium cannot be claimed in the 
name of any particular experience. And it has been busily trying to convince 
the world that intellectual excellence requires depersonalization and abstrac­
tion. The virtuosity, born of centuries of privilege, with which these ghos� 
of authors make their case, demands that others, who have something else 
to say, meet the ghosts' standards of pyrotechnics. (P. 67) 
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Through their subversion of the autobiography, the Latina authors are 
seizing the podium, telling their own stories, creating new images, and 
contesting the often negative and degrading images which others have 
used to construct the Latina. 

In a recent wave of feminist writings about women's autobiographies, 
male criteria for the construction of the autobiography are also being 
challenged. Susan Stanford Friedman (1988), for instance, argues that the 
traditional approach to autobiography which emphasizes the individual 
as a supreme and unique being is inappropriate to explain the creation 
of the female or "minority" self. Such an approach does not consider the 
externally imposed cultural identities of women and other o ressed 
grou s an t e articular sod liz tion rocesses that women and eo le 
o color undergo in a racist and sexist culture. Women can never assume 
an individual identity because they are at every tum reminded of their 
gender (and color if they are not white). Meanwhile, since they: erso if \ the cultural categories privileged in Western culture as human, those who 
are hite a e, and heterose ua can in of t emse ves as indiv1 uals. 

� riedman states, "T e emphasis on in ivi uahsm as e necessary pre­
condition for autobiography is thus a reflection of privilege, one that 
excludes from the canons of autobiography those who have been denied 
by history the illusion of individualism" (p. 35). 

Like black autobiographers (Butterfield 1974), Latina autobiographers 
do not create a monolithic self, but rather present the construction of the 
self as a member of multiple oppressed groups, whose political identity 
can never be divorced from her conditions. The subject created is at once 
individual and collective. For people who have been maligned or who 
have not had the power to name their own experience, the autobiography, 
as Sheila Rowbotham (1973, 27) points out, is a means by which to 
"project its own image on to history." This is, of course, far removed 
from the dominant and traditional autobiographical construction of the 
"superior" individual who seeks to separate himself from his community 
and perhaps, in part, accounts for why the works of women of color have 
been marginalized by the white male, heterosexual literary world. 

Women's autobiographies generally challenge the male-imposed con­
struction of their identity. As Simon (1987) states, "women approach 
autobiography from the position of speakers at the margins of discourse" 
(p. 44). If this is true for white, heterosexual, middle-class women, what 
does it mean for the construction of self in the autobiographies of working- · 
class, lesbian women of color? It is not enough to speak of double or 
triple oppression; rather, women of color are themselves theorizing their 
experience in radical and innovative terms. Their condition as women, 
as people of color, as working-class members, and in some cases as les­
bians, has led them to reject partial, social, and political theories such as 
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middle-class, white, mainstream feminism and Marxist socialism which 
have failed to develop an integrated analysis sensitive to the simultaneous 
oppression that women of color experience. Rather, third world women 
are making connections between the forces of domination which affect 
their lives daily and are actively participating in the creation of a move­
ment committed to radical social and political transformation at all levels. 

Forging an Identity 

In Getting Home Alive, Loving in the War Years, and BorderlandsjLa 
Frontera, the Latina authors engage in the process of claiming, as Michelle 
Cliff (1980) puts it, an identity they have been taught to despise. In order 
to do this, they must work. through all the cultural and gender socialization 
and misinformation which has left them in a maze of contradictions.J:his 
results in the fra entation of identi , and the inability to s eak from 
a unified, noncontradictory subject position. No ex1stmg iscourse is sat­

jsfactory because each necessitates the repressiOn of dlfferent aspects of 
�f. Moraga, Anzaldua, Levins Morales and Morales create a new 
discourse which seeks to incorporate the often contradictory aspects of 
their gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and feminist politics. The radi­
calness of the project lies in the authors' refusal to accept any one position; 
rather, they work to acknowledge the contradictions in their lives and to 
transform difference into a source of power. They find that being mar-
inalized by multiple discourses, and existing in a borderl<md, compels 

them to reject prescnptive pas tions an instea ea s t em to create 
radical personal and collective identities. 
- At this point, given that identity politics has become a popular target 
for criticism by feminists of all varieties (cf. Bourne 1987, Kappeler 1989, 
Adams 1989), it is important to stress what identity politics means to 
these authors. -�11 recognize that the most radical, activist politics develop 
when one comes to understand the dynamics of how one is oppressed 
and how one oppresses others in her daily life. It is from this place tha

.
t \Y_ 

connections with other oppressed eo le are ossible; when one comes ff 
to understand t e asis of one's own pain and how it is connected to the 
eain of others, the possibility of forming coalitions with others emerges. 
As Moraga states, "Without an emotional, heartfelt grappling with the 
source of our own oppression, without naming the enemy within our­
selves and outside of us, no authentic, non-hierarchical connection among 
oppressed groups can take place" (p. 53). Identity politics, as conceived 
of by radical women of color (Moraga and Anzaldua 1983, Smith 1983), 
has never meant bemoaning one's individual circumstances, or ranking 
oppressions, or a politics of defensiveness around one's issues. � 
identity: olitics means a olitics of activism, a olitics which seeks to 
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rec · e, arne, and destro the system of domination which subju ates ·
�o� of �0_!.:, 

.� 1n c:eiiilig"Home Alive, Rosario Morales and her daughter Aurora ex­
plore the creation of their identities from an internationalist perspective. 
Rosario, daughter of Puerto Rican immigrants, was born and raised first 
in New York City, in the El Barrio community among Puerto Ricans, and 
then in a Bronx Jewish Community. As an adult she became involved in 
the communist movement. Early in her marriage to a white Jew, they 
decided to migrate to Puerto Rico to escape political difficulties. They 
remained there for thirteen years and raised two children. Aurora, coau­
thor of the autobiography, is thus the daughter of a Puerto Rican mother 
and a white, Jewish father. Interestingly, mother and daughter both iden­
tify with the Puerto Rican and Jewish struggle. Throughout the book the 
two women discuss the pull they feel to identify with one or trye other 
identity. They refuse the pressure to choose, and in the last piece in their 
book, entitled "Ending Poem," the two authors fuse their voices and their 
histories and speak in a single voice. The first stanza reads: 

I am what I am. 
A child of the Americas. 
A light-skinned mestiza of the Caribbean. 
A child of many diaspora, born into this continent at a crossroads. 
I am Puerto Rican. I am U.S. American. 
I am New York Manhattan and the Bronx. 
A mountain-born, country-bred, homegrown jibara child, 
up from the shtetl, a California Puerto Rican Jew. 
A product of New York ghettos I have never known. 
I am an immigrant 
and the daughter and granddaughter of immigrants. 
We didn't know our forbears' names with a certainty. 
They aren't written anywhere. 
First names only, or hija, negra, ne, honey, sugar, dear. 
(P. 212) 

Through the joining of their different identities, the authors recognize 
that they are creating something new, something that is more·than the 
sum of the parts of the identities they bring together. I 

)! 

In the texts by Moraga and Anzaldua we again experience the intense 
pressure many people of color feel to choose between cultures. The most 
apparent options, assimilation to white culture or affirmation of native 
cultures, are paved with contradictions. For the Latina lesbian woman in 
the U.S. context, the discourses which claim her identity are multiple and 
the contradictions greater than those encountered by other, less margin­
alized groups. The two Latina lesbian writers, Moraga and Anzaldua, j 

.;;. 
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attest to the "craziness" they felt growing up in a borderland situation 
where they were being pulled in many directions. They experienced con­
flicting expectations as women from white, Chicana, and Indian cultures, 
as well as from heterosexual and lesbian cultures. They describe feeling 
great self-hatred, feeling marginalized, and without a center to grasp onto 
because each center asks them to or makes them feel that they must 
choose. The pressure to choose between possible identities is experienced 
by both as maddening. 

In Loving in the War Years, for example, Moraga explores the impact 
that being the child of a Mexican mother and a white Anglo father had 
on her development. As a light-skinned Chicana she was able to, and for 
a period of time did, pass as white. She explains that she moved away 
from Chicano culture and became anglicized in order to gain autonomy 
and be free of the sexual and gender restrictions placed upon her within 
her community. While she found Anglo society also to be sexist, she 
remarks that she still had less to risk in an Anglo context which did not 
hold personal power over her in the way that Chicano culture did. 

The question of her sexuality increases the confusion felt by Moraga. 
Despite early attempts to repress her lesbianism, she seems always to 
have experienced the heterosexual identity she sought to live out as im­
mensely contradictory. Although eventually she found the space to ex­
press her sexuality in an Anglo context, she was constantly forced to 
confront racism within the white, lesbian feminist community. Moraga 
felt that white women failed to acknowledge the privilege their skin color 
accorded them. The white feminist agenda ignored the concerns of Chi­
cana and third world women such that Chicanas were invited to partic­
ipate in the movement as followers but no space was provided to incor­
porate the culturally specific concerns or analyses of women of color. 
These contradictions within the white women's movement led her back 
to her mother and therefore to her Chicana roots, where she again feels 
the contradiction of being connected to, but simultaneously rejected by, 
her people. She writes: 

When I finally lifted the lid to my lesbianism, a profound connection with 
my mother reawakened in me. It wasn't until I acknowledged and confronted 
my own lesbianism in the flesh, that my heartfelt identification with and 
empathy for my mother's oppression-due to being poor, uneducated, and 
Chicana-was realized. My lesbianism is the avenue through which I have 
learned the most about silence and oppression, and it continues to be a tactile 
reminder to me that we are not free human beings. (P. 52) 

Similarly, Anzaldua, failing to identify exclusively with either Mexican 
or Anglo-American culture, experiences a sense of being pulled by both 
identities. The tug of war is so strong as to make her feel totally anni-
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hilated: "I have so internalized the borderland conflict that sometimes I 
feel like one cancels out the other and we are zero, nothing, no one. A 
veces no soy nada, ni nadie. Pero hasta cuando no lo soy, lo soy" (p. 63). 

Discussing her sexuality, Anzaldua declares that despite being brought 
up as a Catholic and socialized as straight, she made a conscious choice 
to be lesbian. Reflecting on this decision, she states, 

It is an interesting path, and one that continually slips in and out of the white, 
the catholic, the Mexican, the indigenous, the instincts. In and out of my 
head. It makes for loqueria, the crazies. It is a path of knowledge-one of 
knowing (and of learning) the history of oppression of our raza. It is a way 
of balancing, of mitigating duality. (P. 19) 

� Both Moraga and Anzaldua view their coming out as lesbians as a path �"' that led them to become more politicized; it led them to explore how they 
..,"' are oppressed based on their sexuality and, crucially, how this particular �� type of oppression is related to other forms of oppression. The discussion 

� of sexuality in Moraga and Anzaldua is concerned with challenging the 
construction of female sexuality by the family, the state, and the church. 

, Jc 6\; Moraga's analysis of sexuality specifically considers how this construction 
If i"l. affects the relationships between Chicano men and women, as well as 
1' between Chicana women; she explores how women are denied a right 

to their bodies through the repression of their sexuality, the lifelong threat 
of sexual violence, and the denial of reproductive rights. 

The insistence on naming the specific oppression they experience as 
lesbians has earned writers such as Moraga and Anzaldua the wrath of 
Marxists and Marxist feminists who argue that issues of sexuality, and 
particularly of lesbianism, are not central to the lives of third world women 
and should therefore not be discussed alongside the "real" issues such 
as hunger, poverty, imperialism, and liberation struggles (d. Gilliam, this 
volume). One variation of this tired argument suggests that only U.S. 
women of color who are in a position of privilege relative to their third 
world sisters have the luxury of taking up these concerns, since third 
world women are more concerned with issues of basic survival and lib­
eration struggles. These critiques often come from U.S.-based third world 
feminists who, despite their own location in the West, feel that they are 
somehow in a better position to articulate the "real" political agendas of 
women of color internationally. To suggest that third world women aren't 
grappling with issues of sexuality (yes, even of lesbianism), to suggest 
that these are merely the trivial concerns of indulgent bourgeois, middle­
class white women and privileged Westernized third world women, is to 
condescendingly silence an essential part of the lives and struggles of 
third world women. As is clear from the work of Accad (this volume), 
Barroso and Bruschini (this volume), and Ramos (1987), and from reports 
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that have emerged from the various Latin American encuentros (cf., for 
example, Yarbro-Bejarano 1989), women internationally are recognizing 
the centrality of gender and sexuality to their lives and the importance 
of incorporating these issues into their politics. 

The Politics of Language 

The problem of identity again emerges in the three texts in discussions 
of language and how to give voice to a multiple heritage. The obvious 
and yet revolutionary answer is through the use of the mixing of the 
codes that have shaped their experience. Although all four authors engage 
in this process to a greater or lesser extent, the issue of language is played 
out differently for each writer. Moraga, for example, like many U.S. La­
tinos, lost her ability to use Spanish, one of the languages she grew up 
with, because she internalized the racism of the society around her and 
rejected her mother tongue. One of her most important concerns as she 
became politicized was to reclaim Spanish as an important part of her 
culture. Moraga's journal entry of September 1, 1981, reads: 

I called up Berlitz today. The Latino who answered refused to quote me prices 
over the phone. "Come down and talk to Mr. Bictner," he says. I want to 
know how much it's going to cost before I do any train riding into Manhattan. 
"Send me a brochure," I say, regretting the call. 

Paying for culture. When I was born between the legs of the best teacher 
I could have had. (P. 141) 

Moraga feels that she has been brainwashed and separated from her 
language; she feels that English does not speak the truth of her experience 
and that while she is fluent in it, English somehow restricts her expression. 
Therefore, she struggles to regain her mother tongue, which she expects 
will allow her to express emotions and ideas which seem difficult for her 
to convey in English. 

In contrast to Moraga's ambivalence about the use of the English 
language, both Aurora Levins Morales and Rosario Morales are com­
fortable with the fact that they are English-dominant. Unlike the Moraga 
and Anzaldua collections, Getting Home Alive has few pieces that are 
written entirely in Spanish, although the work is sprinkled with Spanish 
words and phrases. The theme of Spanish as a lost tongue to be reclaimed 
does not permeate this text as it does the other two, yet the authors' 
uneasiness around their lack of fluency in Spanish emerges. Rosario Mor­
ales, who as an adult moved with her family to Puerto Rico for eleven 
years, remembers how difficult it was to reactivate her childhood Spanish, 
and she states that she will always be "clumsy with the language" (p. 
79). Most of her life has been more linked to English, as she was born 
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in New York and associated primarily with English-speakers. She states, 
"I am Boricua as Boricuas come from the isle of Manhattan" (p. 138), and 
in her case this means living in a predominantly English-speaking en­
vironment. 

Her daughter, Aurora, born and raised in Puerto Rico, identifies more 
strongly with that island and claims that her first language is "Spanglish," 
although she, too, feels more comfortable with English. She refuses to 
apologize for this fact, which, as she acknowledges, is a product of her 
middle-class upbringing. In her "Class Poem" she proclaims that she will 
not feel guilty about the advantages that she has had: 

This is a poem to say: 
my choosing to suffer gives nothing 
to Tita and Norma and Angelina 
and that not to use the tongue, the self confidence, 
the training 
my privilege brought me 
is to die again for people who are already dead 
and who wanted to live. (P. 47) 

Aurora Levins Morales correctly anticipates that criticism will be leveled 
at her for not being fluent in Spanish and preferring English by those 
who argue that Latinojas who do not maintain their Spanish language 
are assimilating, and are forgetting their culture. Her class poem responds 
to this criticism by suggesting that she is using her middle-class advantage 
in the service of her people because denying her privilege and the skills 
that it implies would be an insult to those who came before her and 
struggled so that she would have the advantages that they have been 
denied. 

Anzaldua, in contrast to Levins Morales, Morales and Moraga, does 
not prioritize either Spanish or English; rather, she affirms the use of 
"Chicano Spanish," or "Tex-Mex." She speaks of "linguistic terrorism" 
as coming from all sides. Anzaldua points out that Chicano Spanish is 
found to be deficient by Mexicans and Latin Americans, while Chicano 
English is scorned by Anglos, and she refers in this context to Chicanos 
as "linguistic orphans." Anzaldua's concern is to highlight the damage 
that such criticism effects on the identity of the person. She writes, 

Until I can take pride in my language, I cannot take pride in myself. Until I 
can accept as legitimate Chicano Texas Spanish, Tex-Mex and all the other 
languages I speak, I cannot accept the legitimacy of myself. Until I am free 
to write bilingually and to switch codes without having always to translate, 
while I still have to speak English or Spanish when I would rather speak 
Spanglish, and as long as I have to accommodate the English speakers rather 
than having them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate. 
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I will no longer be made to feel ashamed of existing. I will have my voice: 

Indian, Spanish, white. I will have my serpent's tongue-my woman's voice, 
my sexual voice, my poet's voice. I will overcome the tradition of silence. (P. 
59) 

Despite their differences, then, all four writers reject the dominant cul­
ture's attempts to silence them; and they insist on their right to use the 
language that best speaks to their experience, without having to translate 
for those who cannot or will not understand. Readers, then, especially 
English monolingual readers, are shaken from their linguistic compla­
cency, particularly when they read Moraga and Anzaldua. 

Cultural Genealogy 

In addition to addressing language issues, all four authors explore 
issues related to their cultural origins. While both Moraga and Anzaldua 
affirm their Chicana and Indian roots, they acknowledge that as women 
the positions afforded to them in these cultures are limited. In Getting 
Home Alive, Rosario Morales and Aurora Levins Morales also affirm their 
Puerto Rican heritage, but Aurora tends to idealize her homeland, pro­
ducing a romanticized and idyllic vision of Puerto Rico.3 In addition, the 
authors seem somewhat reluctant to critique patriarchal domination in 
their own Latino cultu:re. While they (especially Rosario) respond to the 
sexism they have experienced, they only superficially develop this anal­
ysis in their writings. 

Anzaldua and Moraga are more critical of their cultures. They both 
affirm what they value most about their culture, for example the closeness 
of the women and the stories and myths with which they grew up. Yet 
they do not idealize these aspects; they acknowledge their limitations and 
work to transform them. Anzaldua devotes much of the text to recovering 
the female myths and symbols that are the basis of Chicano mythology 
and spirituality. She argues that the three dominating figures in Chicana 
history-the Virgin Guadalupe, La Malinche, and La Llorona-are all am­
biguous symbols that have been subverted and used to oppress women. 
She reinterprets the myths concerning these female deities and reclaims 
a woman-centered mythology. This strategy is not an alternative to radical 
structural change but a means to challenge the misogynist mythology 
which plays an important part in the cultural history of the Chicano 
people. 

Moraga, while discovering a profound connection to the women in 
her family, realizes that the allegiances of women ultimately belong to 
the men no matter how often they hurt and betray women. While she 
refuses to give up this connection, she recognizes its potential to hurt her. 
She writes, 
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Todavia soy la hija de mi mama. Keep thinking, it's the daughters. It's the 
daughters who remain loyal to the mother. She is the only woman we stand 
by. It is not always reciprocated. To be free means on some level to cut that 
painful loyalty when it begins to punish us. Stop the chain of events. La 
procesi6n de mujeres, sufriendo . . . .  Free the daughter to love her own daugh­
ter. It is the daughters who are my audience. (P. 34) 

Moraga explores how this strong deference to Chicano men and tradi­
tional family structures seems a necessity given the history of oppression 
and the threat of genocide Chicanos have experienced in the U.S. She 
argues that only an honest examination and transformation of the rigid 
sex roles in Chicano families will create the strength and unity necessary 
to resist the dominant culture, but acknowledges that this self-criticism 
of Chicano culture is strongly resisted in the community. 

The realization that a noncontradictory, unified self is impossible 
within the discourses they traverse opens up the possibility of radical 
change for these Latina writers. All four women reject the frustration, the 
madness, that comes from embracing a stifling subject position offered 
in one of the many discourses they are produced by and invited to take 
up. Instead they defy prescriptions and expectations and forge new pos­
sibilities. Anzaldua, after experiencing the illness brought about by trying 
to repress contradictions, arrives at a state she describes as the new mes­
tizaje. She states, 

The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions, a tol­
erance for ambiguity. She learns to be an Indian in Mexican culture, to be a 
Mexican from an anglo point of view. She learns to juggle cultures. She has 
a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode-nothing is thrust out, 
the good the bad the ugly, nothing rejected nothing abandoned. Not only 
does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something 
else. (P. 79) 

Moraga attempts to bring together the lesbian and ."Chicana" elements 
of her experience through the creation and participation in a third world 
women's feminist movement. Such a movement would strive for the 
liberation of all oppressed peoples. Moraga envisions a women's maye­
Elent that does not insist that participants deny essential aspects of their 

_l51entity in order to make "revolution" more acceptable to other§.. In this 
she concurs with the thinking of the Combahee River Collective (1983), 
a group of black feminists who in 1977 wrote, 

We are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, 
and class oppression and see as our particular goal the development of in-
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tegrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of 
oppression are interlocking. The synthesis of oppressions creates the con­
ditions of our lives. (P. 210) 

The building of a women-of-color movement presents a new series of 
contradictions. The traditions, cultures, and priorities of third world 
women differ and make connections difficult. Rosario Morales, in a piece 
entitled "Double Oppression," discusses the difficulty of forging connec­
tions with other women. She reports that during a workshop to heal 
differences between women of color, participants argued about whose 
particular pain was the most damaging. She leaves the workshop dev­
astated by this attempt to rank oppressions and determined to "sew" 
herself together with the "thread" spun from so many places. The Mor­
aleses, similarly to Moraga and Anzaldua, end up accepting and em­
bracing difference as a positive factor which if confronted and analyzed 
could empower a third world women's movement. 

Like Audre Lorde (1984), all four authors find that it is not the dif­
ferences between women that separate them, but the fear of recognizing 
difference, naming it, and understanding that we have been programmed 
to res ond to difference with fear and loa thin . Lorde su ests t · 1 
change is possible only when we analyze di 
into our lives and politics. She states, 

Advocating the mere tolerance of diff�t:.l!f.e betw�-�!1 WR.ffi�_Q.i.S._t�e grossest 
reformism. It is a total denial of t ative function of difference· our 
lives. Difference must not be merely tolerated, u seen as a un of necessary 
polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only then 
does the necessity for interdependency become unthreatening. Only within 
that interdependency of different strengths, acknowledged and equal can the 
power to seek new ways of being in the world generate, as well as the courage 
and sustenance to act where there are no charters. (P. 1 1 1) 

While Lorde is speaking of acknowledging and transforming differences 
between women, Moraga and Anzaldua suggest that a similar process 
must first occur at a personal, individual level. �atinas must come to ferro::; 
with the contradictions inherent in their own beings as mestjzas before 
connections with others become possible:.-This entails overcoming the 
1earned self-hatred that renders them immobile and incapable of acting 
to transform the interrelated forces which oppress all women and people 
of color. The new being and the new movement these authors ate theo­
rizing will analyze differences and use them to enrich their analysis and 
develop strategies for change. 

The contradictions and barriers experienced by all four Latinas bring 
them to similar positions. Levins Morales and Morales in the course of 
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('; am not African. \ African waters the roots of my tree, but I can not return. 

f I am not Taina . . .  J Taino is in me, but there is no way back. /1 I am not European, though I have dreamt of those cities . . .  
Europe lives in me but I have no home there . . .  

We are new. 
They gave us life, kept us going, 

1 brought us to where we are. 
Born at a crossroads. 
Come, lay that dishcloth down. Eat, dear, eat. 
History made us. 

i We will not eat ourselves up inside any more. 
! I ;And we are whole. 
V (Pp. 212-13) 

Similarl��fulr§_)lew mestizaje an�aj;>third world wom­
en's movement are not stable, prescriptive positions but rather are radical 
�because they are about producing a consciousness and a movement which 
does not insist on their fragmentation. The autobiographies produced by 

'Levins Morales, Morales, Anzaldua, and Moraga, through their form, 
language, and content, engage the reader in this radical, continual process. 
The reader also is prevented from fixing the authors in any stable position 
and must begin to question her desire to do so. The authors embrace a 
shiftin�n_d m�tiple identit whi . s in a state o( pe etuciiTrailsitiOri. 
Anzaiaua best expresses the implications of such a politics when she 
predicts, 

En unas pocas centurias, the future will belong to the mestiza. Because the 
future depends on the breaking down of paradigms, it depends on the strad­
dling of two or more cultures. By creating a new mythos-that is, a change 
in the way we perceive reality, the way we see ourselves, the way we behave­
la mestiza creates a new consciousness. (P. 80) 

In the work of all four authors, the power of this new consciousness is 
located in the continual creative motion that keeps breaking down the 
unitary aspect of all prescriptive paradigms offered to those who are 
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marginalized. A narrow politics based exclusively on any of the forces 
that shape their experience (national origin, class, ethnicity, gender, or 
sexuality) is rejected, and a new "politics of the flesh" (Moraga and An­
zaldua 1983) confronting all the conditions which shape the liyes of U.S. 
Latinas is articulated. 

The importance of such a contribution for U.S. Latinas is conveyed 
beautifully in the following quote from a letter by nineteen-year-old Alma 
Ayala to Gloria Anzaldua, written to express appreciation for the book 
This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color: 

The women writers seemed to be speaking to me, and they actually under­
stood what I was going through. Many of you put into words feelings I have 
had that I had no way of expressing . . . .  The writings justified some of my 
thoughts telling me I had a right to feel as I did. (Preface to 2nd ed., p. xvii) 

Like This Bridge Called My Back, the autobiographies are particularly em­
powering to the U.S. Latinas who rarely have the opportunity to en­
counter texts which speak to their lives and which seek to analyze the 
realities and complexities of living on the borderlands. The writers resist 
both silence and the lies and distortions that are offered to Latinas in 
dominant discourses. _!!lstead, Anzaldua, Moraga, Levins Morales, a_nd 
Morales construct a politics of personal and collective transformation 
�hich is built on the strength of difference and a disentanglingoTfh.e 
contradictions inherent in their multiple identities. 

- -���� 

NoTEs 
1 .  U.S. Latina refers to women of Latin American descent born in the United 

States, or those who have immigrated to the U.S. This paper considers work of 
two Chicanas: Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua, and two Puerto Ricans: 
Rosario Morales and Aurora Levins Morales. 

Chicanasjos and Puerto Ricans are the largest Latinajo populations in the 
United States. Both peoples have a history of being colonized by the U.S. Chicanajo 
is a term of self-identification taken on by persons of Mexican ancestry in the U.S. 
context. The term may refer both to persons who were born in the U.S. but trace 
their background to Mexico, and to those whose families have lived for generations 
in what is today known as the Southwest, in the states (California, Texas, Arizona, 
New Mexico, Utah, and parts of Colorado) that were annexed by the U.S. from 
Mexico in 1848. 

Puerto Rico has been a colony of the United States since 1898, when the U.S. 
took possession of the Caribbean island following the Spanish-American War. 
While the island has a population of over three million people, approximately two 
million Puerto Ricans reside in the continental United States. As citizenship was 
conferred on the Puerto Rican people in 1917, entry into the U.S. was facilitated. 
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The history of the Puerto Rican people is characterized by periods of mass migra­
tion to the U.S. (especially following the two world wars) and cycles of back-and­
forth migration primarily determined by economic factors. The following sources 
provide historical and sociocultural information on Chicanajos and Puerto Ricans: 
Acuna (1972), Mirande and Enriquez (1979), Lewis (1963), and Morales (1986). 

2.  Given the revolutionary nature of these three texts, it is interesting to note 
which of the publishing houses have been prepared to take the risk of publishing 
feminist, bilingual, and, in the case of Moraga and Anzaldua, lesbian works. While 
Latino presses have in the past published bilingual editions as works that have in­
cluded code-mixing, this has generally not been the case for non-Latino publishing 
houses. Yet these three texts, all of which to a greater or lesser extent alternate En­
glish and Spanish, were published by Anglo presses. Latino presses, which as 
stated before have only recently begun to publish the work of U.S. Latina women, 
were probably not excited by the prospect of publishing books such as Moraga's 
and Anzaldua's which challenge not only the dictates of "Latino culture" but also 
the institution of heterosexuality. This is not to imply, however, that mainstream 
publishers are anxious to publish such texts either. All three texts were published 
by small presses. Two of the books were published by feminist concerns-Spins­
ters/ Aunt Lute Company and Firebrand-which are relatively new women's 
presses, and Moraga's book was published by South End, a press that publishes 
leftist works. 

3. The idealization of life in Puerto Rico is a tendency that is prevalent in much 
of the literature of U.S. Puerto Rican writing, cf. Barradas and Rodriguez 1980. 
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SOCIALIST FEMINISM 

Our Bridge to Freedom 

Nellie Wong 

We work for enough to live each day, 
Without a day off, like the labor laws say. 

The price of noodles, 12 hours' work don't pay, 
So, change our working conditions. Hey! 

(Refrain) 
Fellow workers, get it together, 

For prosperity in our land 
Fellow workers, rise up together, 

To right things by our hand. 

When we get our monthly paychecks, 
Our monthly worries merely grow, 

Most of it goes for some rice and the rent­
Our private debts we still owe. 

Lifeless, as if they were poisoned, 
Are those fine young men, 

Who once promised to work hard for us­
Oh, revive your lost bravery again. 

Song of factory women, February 1973 
("Change Our Working Conditions" 1982, 13) 

This song illustrates only one of many working-class strug­
gles being waged by women throughout the world. It shows that Korean 
women workers recognize their multi-issue oppression; their low wages 
won't pay for the price of noodles, their monthly paychecks do not al­
leviate their ongoing private debts, and they must take action into their 
own hands, independent from the men in their lives who act as if they 
were "poisone'l:i" by their government's antilabor stance. South Korea's 
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leading exports are textiles, shoes, and electronic goods-industries with 
a mostly female work force ("Change" 1982, 13). A primarily female work 
force has helped maintain Korea's economic growth. However, women 
workers are the lowest-paid and work under the bleakest conditions. 
Sister workers in the Philippines, Singapore, Japan, Hong Kong, and Tai­
wan also suffer long hours, unpaid overtime, and sexual harassment. The 
conditions of Korea's women workers are typical of the majority of Asia's 
industrial workers. 

Women continue to be a part of the ongoing liberation movements 
throughout the world. In 1982, during International Women's Day, I 
spoke at a public forum sponsored by the Anti-Family Protection Act 
Coalition in Los Angeles, California, where I paid tribute to international 
working women: 

Women workers started the Russian Revolution. 
Women workers sparked the shipyard strikes in Poland. 
Women workers and housewives marched by the thousands to protest the 

inhumane, antiwoman repression in Iran. 
Women workers protested the sexist antiworker conditions in textile factories 

in Korea. 
Women militants fought the Kisaeng tourism/prostitution in Korea. 
Women workers formed a 100-year marriage resistance in Kwangtung, China. 
Women fighters, young and old, fought in liberation struggles in Vietnam, 

Nicaragua, Cuba, El Salvador, South Africa, Lebanon. 
Women workers are fighting to end nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands. 

And in the United States, women continue to participate on all political 
fronts, from reproductive rights to union organizing, for social, economic, 
political, racial, and sexual equality. 

Dine and Hopi women, mostly grandmothers and mothers, in 1986 
were leading the resistance to the U.S. government's forced "relocation" 
from Big Mountain, Arizona, of people from ancestral homelands in an 
area jointly held by the Navajo and Hopi nations. Giant energy corpo­
rations such as Peabody Coal, Kerr McGee, and Exxon want unhampered 
access to the estimated 44 billion tons of high-grade coal and deposits of 
oil, natural gas, and uranium found on and around Big Mountain (O'Gara 
and Hodderson, 1986). . T��i�t�..DS�.E��C.1UlE;,I!��D£!�LiJR •. !l���;..���ver, it �us_� �-seen 
m the context of pohtlcal, social, and economic coi'ttlitim'r!nn-wll.Ich the 
t�1£�I�f�[i{21if�l};�x�-:ct���'4:ii:Jriiii�iiiif'�th.e fi'b��£f 
women cannot be relegated to ,!limply ov:�throwing t� _£atriarchy be­
cause male chauvinism is not eternal, any more than racism, anti-Sem-
itism. or �n...ttg�<>tr:vs .��'Tlleyareaflprooiicts ofthehlstOrlcal 
development of private property, where a few had everything, and most 
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had virtually nothing (Hill 1984, 19). Resistance to the patriarchal insti­
tutions of private property has always existed. Opposition to the current 
epoch's patriarchal institution-capitalism-is, by definition, socialist. 
Without ove.!llv.9.Wi.ng J11E! . �C::JJ!J()ffik.�y,�J�ro . .o.Lc;;apitalism., as socialists 
a __ nd. ����J.Q 4.Q�.:w��s.annutJib.eratewomen..IW.d e"8'�Y 
.£�--· �,p.pt.essed. 

v Socialistf!�!n}..S""�"'�""2�L���ffi�fr�.���!U; Br fe!lli�t���!��e 
p_qlitical anaJ¥�js �.U�tp.m£!k�.J:.Qlt.EJ..� .. 1!L.1:Y.9..Ul£n. �man, pecause of 
h�.uaOOr-class....s.m@l!!Y.!.��..QL_<i!�lli!l'kJ� ... l�il..2.1lt. Fern� the 
struggle for women's equal rights, is inseparable from soCialism-but is 

' : .- . · . •. ,. • .,..... ... _ , ,"'__,_,.-""'��-....... Mi 

nl!..td�I!fic'!l .!9:so�iillf�::?2:SI�2�!�J�::�:��!�?.li�m1����Jgpr-

�h����;-P;��1��!;n��;��!��'�;r:te!·�!��',����;§��i;��;fu��;��� 
� 4 , . ..1?��----�·•«•,E• ····:P.o v�<•�•••·•·· ·.", .,,,.,,.,,,�_.""'�"�">"'-�""""- ll':. k0£4-

inism, like �ll stmggles..Jo.rJ.il:>�!.i:E..r.ll!£Qu..�e.cifi&..tY.l2.�. o.f.P2_!lda� 
a r�son _ f��_gsi��!Y§.UJ;t.or&eu!�,!;,i£!.�£9.�lism,,.apd a P� .. nefi.,t 
�'! socraf��: ... :��--�� .. �-cune..Jimg/;oi�mi.ni§lllj�«�����. t? §q�!il�m • .Wh�re. 
�ale su,erem.e.s.Yi'!D.S!io:nsrsoeiaHsnt.�,!lllQt .... hecau§e. uue �ocialis�b.:, 
d�,!tl).ilign,,..Gnnnoi��-"�}.l,�&,l)J!J.io.tmJlLh.wt\�n,J."�4l���� 
exist under capitalism. _ReJl,oluJiQn�r,y_JJ£t�ky!� . .fe:WitJhiW sees tbe � 
o�,!..'::iQt.lg,n&.S�!.9��ign-workin� 
wqmen�JY.;wqrking,_wol!!.en.'!!£.<i9l;...l1,U�.}§ tb_e ��ls.h 
in�nd fem,in�m . 
..... Socialist feminism is a radical, disciplined, and all-encompassing so­

lution to the problems of race, sex, sexuality, and class struggle. Socialist 
feminism lives in the battles of all people of color, in the lesbian and gay 
movement, and in the class struggle. Revolutionary feminism also hap­
pens to be an integral part, a cornerstone, of every movement. It objec­
tively answers the ideological search of black women and men. It is the 
political foundation of the new revolutionary vanguard: socialist feminist 
people of color (Hill 1984, 19). 

As a Chinese American working woman, I had been searching for 
many years to arrive at the heart and soul of my own liberation struggle. 
As a long-time office worker, I was laid off after eighteen and one-half 
years' service with Bethlehem Steel Corporation, the second-largest steel­
maker in the United States. As a Chinese American, one of seven children 
of Cantonese immigrants, I questioned over and over why our lives were 
shaped by racism and sexism and our oppression as workers in this coun­
try. Historically, our lives as Chinese Americans are linked to those of 
other Asians, all people of color-of blacks who have been enslaved, and 
who are still fighting for their civil rights; of Japanese Americans who 
were incarcerated during World War II; and of other groups of workers 
who were brought in to build America. 
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I did not have tlie opportunity to attend college immediately after I 

graduated from high school. llconomics. and !MS2!1fu����al 
��in.eae. • .Am�ri!£I),�S9JJJ.munit¥,-dic,mte.d..JJly 
t�aljah .. aU .• � .. ����!',�Y!!!U��· As a. young office worker, 
I learned that my secretarial career was supposed to be temporary-that 
if I met the "right" man, got married, and had children, I would become 
a "real" woman fulfilling what society ordained; and that in itself, life as 
a woman worker had no value, particularly when that woman worker 
took shorthand, typed, and filed for a living. 

M.x,;;minist conscio�sness b�gan to take hold when I got married.and 
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and angst as a Chinese American working woman began to express itself 
in a social milieu-with other women, other Asian Americans, other peo­
ple of color, other feminists, and other workers. What I had thought was 
personal and private was truly politicat sociat and public. What a jolt it 
was to realize what I had learned from a capitalist bourgeois society­
through the public school system and the workplace-that as a woman­
of-color worker, I was simply an individual left to my own capacities and 
wiles! What a revelation, as long in coming as it was, to learn that workers 
everywhere were connected to one another-that it was our labor that 
provided wealth for a few, and that a class analysis of our lives was 
essential to find the root causes of our multifaceted oppression. 

My development to integrate all parts of me-my gender, my ethnicity, 
my class, and my worker status-grew by leaps and bounds when I joined 
Radical Women and the Freedom Socialist party, two socialist feminist 
organizations which integrated the study of class, race, sex, and sexuality 
as interlocking roots of the capitalist system. Not only did we study, but 
we were consistently active in the democratic movements for radical social 
change. 

To speak seriously as one who is committed to building a socialist 
feminist society at home and abroad takes real change; it takes examining 
one's attitudes which have been shaped by a powerful capitalist system 
through the institutions of the state, the schools, the media, the church, 
and monogamous marriage. I had absorbed "my place." I had kept silent 
because I was Asian and a woman, and I had been determined not to 
appear too smart because I wouldn't be able to attract and hold a man. 

Att_endin colle t ni ht as an adult, b5.,.J:Uap'jOO..,�otkingJull-
time, an organizin and soda 1z 'nists and radicals brou ht 
We to socialist feminism· the bQliilf tbatun]ess eve:cy woman, every le�pjan """' 
aild gay man. evezy 11:12rk.er, aoq �v�rx_ cltlJ�l�J!..��I..!I2.!1� •. !?.f..us i�re�; Such is the beauty and triumph of radical, social knowledge. SudilStfie 
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basis upon which I have committed myself to working for a socialist 
feminist society. Such is the foundation upon which the leadership of all 
the oppressed is being built. 

�ocialist Jeminism is1!�iable alternative to 3it�lism .aod ww:ld 
imperialism, wbich.usg_§exism, racism; co10il'iaii.Sin, heterosexism, h£!Jt­

\/ o�fl4:"�pJ2r!j;�.Q�-���E���A.ithough're'";�lutions 
� w""ageam�viet Russia, Cuba, Vietnam, Nicaragua, and China have 

brought about changes, oppression against women, sexual minorities, and 
workers still exists. While we can learn from the gains made by women 
in countries where revolutions have taken place, many inequalities still 
exist, and nowhere have women achieved total liberation. Gay oppression 
and racism still exist in these countries, and there are far too few dem­
ocratic freedoms. For example, abortion rights are denied in Nicaragua, 
as the influence of the Catholic church dominates in Latin America. In 
China, feminism-at least officially-is deemed to be a product of deca­
dent, bourgeois capitalist society. 

While true socialism is to be strived for in each context, socialism 
cannot exist within a single country but must be a worldwide system, 
supplanting world capitalism. The nations of the world are wholly in­
terdependent, and without an international system of socialism, countries 
can share only their poverty, rather than the world's wealth. Worldwide 
socialism will break the stranglehold of worldwide imperialism. It will 
end the exploitation of one country for the profit of another country's 
capitalist class. And that is why the U.S., as the most powerful capitalist 
country in the world, dominates the global market, and why there is a 
need for a socialist feminist revolution in the U.S. Socialism alone is not 
the answer. Feminism alone is not the answ There won't be a so · · t 
revolution in .tnts country wit out socialist feminists in the lead, and there 

i. �!; effianapanou--Q(wome�-�tb.&mta;ociaifst overthrow of "\. � ·--·� 10�- X •u• - 'liL 

\ c�eialism wit.houW.tUnipj,sm..i&..a...ccmlradi� iv ter!J.lS.. (Hill 
1�1). 

· Our oppression as workers is rooted in the capitalist system. As women 
workers of color, we get the message, loud and clear, that if we only pull 
ourselves up by our own bootstraps, we will "succeed" as members of a 
capitalist society, and miraculously, our multi-issue oppressions as women 
and people of color will disappear. Within the women's movement, bour­
geois feminist ideology teaches us that if we take the path of partial 
resistance, we might just make it to the executive boardroom. And if we 
do, we can become one of the bosses to stifle worker militance, and to 
uphold the profit-seeking status quo. Or radical feminist ideology teaches 
us that if we just overthrow the patriarchy, women will truly be free. 
Radical feminism does not take into account the oppression of gay men 
and men of color. 
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Multi-issue feminism is necessary to fight back and win against all 

forms of oppression. As my Asian American comrade Emily Woo Ya­
masaki says, "I cannot be an Asian American on Monday, a woman on 
Tuesday, a lesbian on Wednesday, a worker/student on Thursday, and 
a political radical on Friday. I am all these things every day." We are 
discriminated against as workers on the economic plane, as racial minorities J on the economic and social planes, and as women on all three planes- .r 

economic, social, and domestic/family. We must cope with the world and 
with men as a unique category of people-women-of-color workers. We 
have been subjected to humiliations and brutalities unknown to most 
whites or even to men of color. 

Feminism, in general, and socialist feminism, in particular, do have a 
vibrant history of militant struggle in this country. Today, increasing num­
bers of women of color and their allies are calling for an end to racism, 
sexism, and homophobia. Black women, Chicanas and Latinas, Native 
American women, and Asian/Pacific women have already demonstrated 
to the world their capacity for taking upon their shoulders the respon­
sibility for social leadership. This talent and drive stem directly from the 
triple oppression unique to our position. 

Women leaders have emerged from the radical movements of the 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. In 1959, a black woman, Rosa Parks, refused 
to move to the back of the bus, inspiring the Montgomery Bus Boycott. 
In 1974, a Jewish woman, Clara Fraser, walked out on strike at Seattle 
City Light to protest unfair working conditions. Clara won a seven-year 
fight against the public utility based on a historic suit of political ideology 
and sex discrimination. Her fight and victory inspired a class-action suit 
against the utility by many more women workers who were fed up with 
sexism and racism on the job! 

In 1982, a Chinese-Korean American lesbian, Merle Woo, was fired 
from her job as a lecturer in Asian American Studies at the University of 
California, Berkeley, for openly criticizing the right-wing moves of the 
Ethnic Studies Department. Merle was fired unfairly, though she received 
outstanding student evaluations and had been promised Security of Em­
ployment when she was first hired. Her firing, based on the pretext of 
an arbitrary rule limiting lecturers' employment to four years, was im­
posed upon two thousand lecturers throughout the university system. 
Although the Public Employment Relations Board (PERB) had ruled that 
Merle and other affected lecturers were to be rehired with back pay, the 
university appealed the decision. Merle then filed a federal complaint 
charging discrimination based on race, sex, sexuality, and political ide­
ology and abridgment of her First Amendment free-speech rights, which 
were the real reasons she was fired. In 1984, she was reinstated at the 
university. Merle fought back by organizing with the Merle Woo Defense 
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Committee, composed of people of various communities who believed in 
the necessity of unifying around all of the issues.1 

Henry Noble, a Jewish socialist feminist man, also fought an em­
ployment-rights case in Seattle. After several years with the Hutchinson 
Cancer Research Center, Henry's hours were reduced to 75 percent time. 
Why? Because he actively and successfully organized a union with his 
primarily female coworkers. 

The workplace, where workers-people of color and white-often work 
side by side, offers a social arena in which� the struggle against multi­
issue oppressions can take place . .  Clearly, class analysis and action strike 
at the heart of capitalist exploitation of workers, whose rights are denied 
as workers, as women, and as people of color. Tl_�omy of capitalism 
c9.uld not have survived as long as it has if it did not depend on,.l!eXiSIJl 
an�iSintosplit"wofkers-ai;a'fta:naonlli�mensep;ofits Tr�� oaving 

eo l;-OT�ra�"·:t"���=-�� .. o�-·1o-��·�·""'e�-:Atterarr."C'b��""- e P!2£! .... .,.....,...._�>'>"�''!J,Y,.,.WRtt:)gll.,�L .• "".fo"'v���·�•��""'�'" ,, ... ,�,,.�.;.o�.¥,.,.,""'� ���>rl2dtx.,.,�L�2r�r���.f!n�ttnf\t.!!.<J.4.� .. J!P,.,i�"�"l-��,-�.!.j�E�.!2. 
Our politics and strategies must be forged through political action 

independent of the twin parties of capitalism, the Republicans and the 
Democrats. It was two Democratic presidents-I{QQ§gyeli.and Tru ... man­
who signed ��.2Q.Q§, and ,dropped the first atomic bombs 
on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki during World War II. 
¥ilitarism_�e�ers _Etpfits. D�����E-andJ;he .. ll1�!}Uf�����2.l 
gE-ns, �Jrela�e��!!�LhQUl];>JL.P.�E�.!��-!�.--!�� ���E��E.&���..9:�!Y�the 
caJ?J�.'!-li§!§,J2�ubU.Ol!l.§..!��- D���!�ts. A labor party could further 
our multi-issue political struggle, and that labor party must be led by 
women of color, lesbians, and feminist men. Its program would express 
the interests and needs of workers and their allies. It would provide an 
effective alternative and challenge to the boss-party politics dominating 
the electoral arena. It would be democratic. Anyone could join who agreed 
with the program, and it would be ruled by the will of the majority, not 
the labor bureaucrats. 

But whether the road taken is via a labor party or some other orga­
nization or a combination of strategies for struggle, solidarity and victory 
will be realized only through the understanding that in unity there is 
strength. There must be solidarity and mutual aid between all the op­
pressed for the genuine liberation of any one group. But that unity can 
come about only if it is based solidly on the demands of the most op­
pressed strata. We need the unity · of blacks, Native Americans, Jews, 
Chicanos, Latinos, Asian Americans, Puerto Ricans, the working class, 
the elderly, youth, women, sexual minorities, the disabled-all of the 
oppressed groups-to win our liberation. 
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And it is women, especially women of color, who are equipped by 

our bottommost socioeconomic position to serve as the vanguard on the 
way to solidarity. We must because nobody needs revolutionary social 
change as much as we-working women of all races and orientations­
need it to survive. We can honor and support the revolutionary and 
working-class struggles throughout the world by building a socialist fem­
inist revolution here on the soil of the United States. The American �v­
olution will be _g_gg�ive to international socialism because'wfierl'u:s:"��p-
ff@§J.£9!-mlc.mtl��:.�.��r14�c�pit�fi.S,ih'�ii(}i�'ar�m�i:t1l�<!:<'�J�!li 'Wi�!',)t� 
t�.ni£:.�L�nct..,oppre�iy;eJQ�!].-�..9!J!}��!�Hm::t�li�t!�t:�����, sexism� �!ld'' 
J:i,gmoph!Jbia-and..its.,glgJ?!l.l.g;;���,�2!.P,.!Qft�:.,While we �gnf!£!:!!<i£i�list 
f��Y� . .h.�-��.�er, we must, . at th:.����"!!��JiutJ.Ql.J�Prms 
u11der c�£lt.�}!�����[?!.§!.�Z,t!:�g�;::�!tn�t:�ll?.���J�rJQ�Y""FW;v�e 
o�_E.���:J:l,l_�l�9lllJimJ.J9.!J,'g.!����.f!:S{gy§.P,Qlttl£�1,.,�!i!E!.���-�!1Ji.�£Q!)9.Plc 
I?!_?blems tha� w,�J.ace. 

R:aaical labor history and women's history have taught us that woi:nen 
workers/leaders of all races will lead the way for our total emancipation, 
as shown in this poem titled "A Woman": 

I am a woman 
and if I live 
I fight and 
if I fight 
I contribute to 
the liberation 
of all Women 
and so victory 
is born even in the darkest hours. ("Good News" 1980, 19) 

A new song of factory women, under a vibrant socialist feminist so­
ciety, might go like this: 

We work for enough to live each day. 
With three days off, like the labor laws say. 

The price of noodles, 15 minutes' work will pay. 
So, our working conditions are better. Hey! 

(Refrain) 
Fellow workers, get it together, 

For prosperity in our land 
Fellow workers, rise up together, 

We've made things right with our hand. 

When we get our monthly paychecks, 
Our monthly worries do not grow, 

Some it goes for some rice and the rent-
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Our private debts are part of the old. 

Spirited as they smile and work with us 
Are those fine young men, 

Who promise to work and keep fighting back 
Oh, our bravery is revived again. 

Sisters, brothers, we now have time 
To write and paint and dance together 

Our backs no longer ache from working all day 
We love our children, with them we learn and play. 

NoTEs 

This essay was first presented as a speech at the conference "Common Differences: 
Third World Women and Feminist Perspectives," held at the University of Illinois, 
Urbana-Champaign, April 1 1-13, 1983. This version contains changes and up­
dates since that presentation. 

1 .  In June 1986, Merle Woo was terminated with no consideration for reap­
pointment from her position as a visiting lecturer in the Graduate School of Ed­
ucation, University of California, Berkeley. Woo has filed a grievance with the 
American Federation of Teachers (AFT) based on UC's violation of her settlement 
agreement and the Academic Personnel Manual. 
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''WE CANNOT LIVE WITHOUT 

OuR LIVEs"* 

White Women, Antiracism, and Feminism 

Ann Russo 

Our racism divides us from our allies, aligns 
us with the enemy, and prevents us from 
participating in the realization of any 
version of a new, just culture. 

-Moore and Wolverton (1981) 

What threatens our movement . . .  is our 
refusal to acknowledge that to change the 
world we have to change ourselves-even 
sometimes our most cherished, block-hard 
convictions . . . .  I must confess I hate the 
thought of this. Change don't come easy. 
For anyone. But this state of war we live in, 
this world on fire provides us with no other 
choice. 

-Moraga (1983) 

For many years as an active feminist I thought issues of race 
and class were important to deal with in the women's movement, yet 
until I began to work and hang out with women of color/ I did not fully 
understand the enormous ramifications of multiracial groups of women 
developing feminist theory and working together for social change. For 
seven years, while I was in graduate school and living in Champaign­
Urbana, as a result of my involvement with the "Common Differences" 

*Barbara Deming, We Cannot Live without Our Lives (1974). 
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conference, 2 I worked and hung out with a wonderful group of women, 
black, Latina, third world/ Jewish, and white, lesbian and heterosexual, 
coming from poor, working-class, and middle-class backgrounds. We 
talked about our lives; discussed and argued politics, ate, sang, and 
danced, as well as organized events, encouraged each other in our work, 
and formed groups working against racism in the context of local feminist 
organizing. It was from my experiences that I eventually understood, at 
a basic level, Cherrie Moraga's statement that "so often the women seem 
to feel no loss, no lack, no absence when women of color are not involved; 
therefore there is little desire to change the situation. This has hurt me 
deeply" (Moraga 1981, 33). When I read this in 1981, I understood what 
she was saying intellectually, and I felt guilty about the limitations of 
much feminist theory and the exclusionary practices of many parts of the 
women's movement in which I had been previously active, but I didn't 
realize the enormity of what I had lost because of these limitations until 
I began to work actively with women of color. This loss feels even greater 
now since I moved away from this community to Boston, where I have 
encountered few multiracial groups of feminists working together for so­
cial change. However, because of my experiences in Champaign-Urbana, 
I know the importance of integrating race, class, sexual, ethnic, and other 
identifications into my daily life and politics, and the possibility and ne­
cessity of working with women different from myself on issues which 
affect all of us, particularly, for me, the sexual violence women face in 
our public and private lives. 

The women's movement and feminist perspectives in the United States 
have been associated primarily with white women, though this is not 
because many women of color have not identified with the basic issues 
or even stated goals of parts of the movement, but rather because many 
of the more visible organizations and leaders identified as feminist have 
been white (see Joseph 1981, 20-42). Many women of color have not 
been integrally involved in the more visible self-identified feminist or­
ganizations for reasons alluded to and elaborated upon by the authors in 
this book (also see Moraga and Anzaldua 1981, Davis 1981, hooks 1981). 
Yet in the past ten years, we have seen in this country (and around the 
world) a pronounced development and growth of specifically feminist 
theory, activism, and organizations by, for, and about women of color. 
Some of this work has been in response to the limitations (due to racism, 
classism, homophobia, etc.) of previous feminist theorists, activists, and 
organizations, and much of it also grows from women's home commu­
nities and historical traditions. At any rate, women of color have chal­
lenged white feminists to deal with racism and classism, arguing that if 
feminism is about the empowerment of all women and change in the 
conditions of all women's lives, change is needed within the women's 
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l!LOyemeptitself. Given these challenges, many white feminists have had 
to respond and make changes in our analyses and politics. This essay is 
in part an explication and analysis of some of the responses of white 
feminists that I have seen and participated in, their results, and some 
suggestions for the directions white feminists might take both individually 
and collectively in our work, both separately and together with women 
of color, to build a stronger women's movement. 

What Does Race Have to Do with White Women? 

Central to developing feminist theory and organizing around specific 
issues, I feel white women must analyze our relationship to race, ethnicity, 
class, and sexuality. Denying or ignoring our privilege as white andjor 
middle-class women will not build a strong women's movement, nor will 
minimizing the specifics of sexual oppression. If we want to be involved 
in a movement which speaks from and to the commonality as well as 
diversity among women, it is necessary for us to acknowledge our priv­
ilege, understand how the conditions of our lives are connected to and 
made possible by the conditions of other women's lives, and use what 
we have gained from that privilege in the service of social change. In 
addressing racism, bell hooks (1989) has suggested, and I agree, that it 
might be helpful to speak of white supremacy, rather than just racism. 
White supremacy correctly places the responsibility on white women and 
men, rather than focusing on people of color simply as victims of an 
amorphous racism. "White supremacy" as a concept forces us to look 
power directly in the face, and when we do that there is less room for · 

denial, guilt, and paternalism in trying to change it, since it shifts the 
focus from people of color to white people (see Katz l978). It seems that 
we (white women) may be moved to action, then, because nonaction 
would necessarily imply acceptance of the status quo. To move away 
from responses of denial and guilt, which promote immobilization and 
passivity, toward responsibility, action, and mutual exchange with women 
of color is key to disestablishing white supremacy within the context of 
the women's movement. 

Part of the problem is that many of us white feminists still do not see 
racism as our issue, as significantly affecting our lives and survival. Typ­
ically when we (white women) raise the issue of racism, we tend to focus 
solely on the lives and experiences of women of color-black, Puerto 
Rican, Mexican American, Asian, and American Indian. As a result, work­
ing on the problem of racism becomes a matter of "helping" these women 
out, as if the problem of racism were "their" problem. Focusing on white 
supremacy means that we look at racism as a white problem and issue. 
While it is true that racism bears its impact on "minority women" in the 
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United States (or third world women around the world), racism originates 
with and is perpetuated by white people. Moreover, race intricately shapes 
our identities, experience, and choices in our lives, both in giving us 
privileged status with respect to women of color, and also in shaping the 
specifics of the oppression we face as women. Not seeing race as a white 
issue is part of the privilege of being white (see Frye 1983). Understanding 
the impact of race on our lives-what we gain and what we lose-would 
encourage us to see the issue of racism as our issue. As Barbara Smith 
(1982, 49) suggests, "You have to comprehend how racism distorts and 
lessens your own lives as white women-that racism affects your chances 
for survival, too, and that it is very definitely your issue." 

Just as women of color insist on the specificity of their experience in 
developing theory, I think white women also need to insist on the spec­
ificities of our experiences with respect to race. As a radical feminist who 
believes that the "personal is political" and that the best theory and 
politics come from an understanding of the materiality of our lives­
economically, physically and bodily, racially, sexually, emotionally, psy­
chologically-! believe that theory and politics addressing the intercon­
nections of race, sex, sexuality, class, and ethnicity must also come from 
a close analysis of our own daily lives as well as the lives of others. Some 
white feminists have begun to describe and develop such theory and 
politics. For instance, Minnie Bruce Pratt (1984), in Yours in Struggle, offers 
a very insightful analysis of how race has affected her life experiences 
and political perspective as a white woman who grew up in the South. 
She offers invaluable commentary on the ways in which her understand­
ings of race, class, and anti-Semitism have grown through the challenges 
of women of color-personally, socially, and politically; and she dem­
onstrates how her identity influences her understanding of history (in­
dividual and collective) and her day-to-day life experiences. Pratt and 
Adrienne Rich (1986), among others, offer important suggestions for a 
feminism and politics which take seriously racism and other power di­
visions among women (see also Lillian Smith 1949). �hite feminists 
around the country have also formed antiracism consciousness-raising 
groups, recognizing, as Terry Wolverton suggests, "how much more em­
powered we would be if we would admit and study our racism, actively 
pursue solutions to it, and will ourselves to change" (Moore and Wol­
verton 1981, 44). She further suggests that "it was only by examining 
race and racism in my own life_ my relationships with people of color, 
my identity and function as a white lesbian, that I was able to translate 
my analysis into action" (Moore and Wolverton 1981, 45). These efforts 
are essential in our work toward social justice, equality, and mutual re­
spect, both within and outside the women's movement, and much more 
needs to be done. 
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Some Responses of White Feminists to Challenges of Racism 

White feminist responses to challenges of racism and classism have 
not generally led to substantial change in the overall women's movement. 
Women of color have been forced to continue arguing for the same basic 
issues in feminist political organizing, women's studies courses, and con­
ferences. Issues of representation, accountability, responsibility, and equal 
sharing of power and control continue to be major problems in feminist 
organizing. This has been due in part to white feminists' not seeing racism 
as fundamentally a white issue, a feminist issue, and one which affects 
all women, not just women of color. 

There are a number of paths which white feminists can take in dealing 
with the reality of racism, both in the general society and within the 
context of the women's movement. First, of course, we could, and some 
do, completely avoid the issue and just continue working in the same 
ways with the same analyses and with the same women as if there weren't 
a large group of women left out of our politics and vision. We could also, 
and some do, acknowledge that racism exists, and see that our organi­
zation or women's studies course or event doesn't appeal to or include 
women of color, and in response add race and class to our list of issues, 
or a book or two to our reading list, or a woman of color to our panel, 
though this clearly leads to tokenism and little change in our overall 
understanding of the issues. In response to this problem, we could, and 
again some do, retreat from the problem and continue to leave out women 
of color-thinking this is better than tokenism. And some of us retreat 
altogether from feminism, thinking that it has been doomed from the start 
in addressing issues of' racism, and so we should use our energy in other 
areas. Basically I don't believe any of these are effective responses to 
challenges of racism because they do not contribute to transforming our 
existing frameworks for addressing sexism and misogyny in the face of 
differences and divisions among women, nor do they honestly involve 
women of color as central to the theory and practice of feminism. 

Simply adding women of color to a list of women's issues, I would 
argue, actually leads to guilt and condescension, as well as to a partial 
and limiting politics and vision. An illustrative example of the inadequa­
cies of an "add-on" approach to race and racism can be drawn from my 
own experience as a participant in a training session at a community rape 
crisis center which was primarily white. In addressing the issue of racism, 
both within the organization and in preparing us for women-of-color rape 
victims/survivors, one evening of the training was devoted to discussing 
racism and women of color, while the rest of the sessions assumed "ge­
neric" women (which translates into white). With this marginalization, 
women of color became "special cases" and were defined solely as vic-
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tims-given race, sex, and class, and racism itself was seen as separate 
from the overall context of rape, and important only when dealing with 
women of color. The result was that potential women-of-color callers were 
made doubly other and considered "problems" in terms of how we, as 
white women, would approach them. Moreover, racism was discussed 
primarily as stereotypes and misperceptions due to growing up in a racist 
culture, while little attention was given to the context of power in the 
relationships among and between white and black women and men, or 
to the importance of white responsibility (personally, socially, institu­
tionally) in addressing the interconnections of sexual violence and racism 
(historically, institutionally, culturally). The group climate in the room 
during this training session tended to be one of guilt for being white and 
for being part of a racist culture, and many of the women noted their 
resulting discomfort with people of color (with no analysis of the guilt 
or possible resolutions to the discomfort). Also, since women of color 
were mostly described as doubly and triply oppressed, and very much 
"other" from us in the room, some women expressed condescension 
toward potential women-of-color callers on the crisis line. At the same 
time, these same women expressed fear at the prospect of angry women 
of color who might not want to talk with white women. These dynamics 
were at least in part a res:ult of how race was addressed in our training 
and of the place of women of color in the overall agenda, and I think are 
responsible for making respect and the possibility of mutual exchange 
between white women and women of color next to impossible. 

In contrast, I would suggest that we approach race as integral to sexism 
and misogyny, not simply as an example of it, and recognize in our 
analysis and politics that race affects all women, including white women 
(by virtue of the fact that we are defined racially as are all people of color). 
Analyzing the intersections of race, sex, class, and sexuality in the inci­
dence of rape, the impact of rape on women and the communities we 
live in, and social and institutional responses to rape is essential to un­
derstanding the intricacies and complexities of violence against women. 
I try to do this, for instance, in my course "Violence against Women" at 
MIT. Currently, my method is to raise the general societal and institutional 
frameworks of racism, classism, homophobia, and anti-Semitism, partic­
ularly, though not exclusively, as they are intertwined with sexism and 
misogyny, at the beginning of the course (see, for instance, Davis 1987; 
"Violence against Women and Race," special issue of Aegis: Magazine on 
Ending Violence against Women [March/ April 1979]; Bums 1986; Pharr 
1986; Beck 1988). Throughout the rest of the course we discuss the cen­
trality of these to understanding in part the incidence of rape but also, 
and even more important, the sources of violence. We discuss how these 
frameworks are drawn upon as rationales and explanations of rape, some-
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times by family, friends, and community, and most certainly by lawyers, 
doctors, judges, journalists, etc., in attempts to downplay the sexual vi­
olence andjor blame it on the women themselves. When race and racism 
become integral to our discussions from the beginning, then the "other­
ness" implied and magnified when we deal specifically with women of 
color does not as readily emerge, while at the same time, differences and 
divisions among women are acknowledged and analyzed. 

When we cease to make women of color fundamentally different and 
opposed, then I think we can work more effectively with women, not for 
women of color. A special focus on racism and homophobia is still nec­
essary within organizations and in women's studies courses, but unless 
we address race (and class, sexuality, ethnicity, looks) as integral to sexism 
and misogyny, our work remains fragmented, white women remain at 
the center of analysis and activism, and work against violence against 
women (or whatever issues) will at best be fragmentary and diluted. 
Evelyn Nakano Glenn (1985), suggesting the ramifications for addressing 
the experience of diverse women in our teaching, writes "we will attain 
a dearer sense of ourselves and our connection to others. We will find 
that our histories and experiences are not just diverse, they are intertwined 
and interdependent." 

Another response to challenges of racism, mostly, I would argue, en­
couraged by those identified with the left, has been to abandon or dismiss 
feminist politics altogether, arguing that they are essentially white and 
middle-class. Such abandonment fails to address the issues raised by 
women of color, and ignores the fact that we ourselves continue to be 
white and middle-class. Moreover, it obscures the fact that Marxism and 
socialism (theory and practice) operate under similar limitations and 
biases. From my experience in many left groups, and evident in the writ­
ings of leftists about feminism, white leftist men and some white women 
seem to take great pleasure in attacking white middle-class women and 
feminism (see Delphy 1984 for an excellent discussion of this phenom­
enon). From their perspective, white middle-class women, by virtue of 
race and class, are not oppressed, and/ or if so are unworthy of work for 
social change. And, white feminists certainly take a lot of shit-as do any 
women of color who hang out with white feminists-because at some 
level there is a fundamental denial of women's oppression as women (that 
is, on the basis of gender). In this case, it seems that some white feminists 
have decided that to deal with racism (andjor dassism, imperialism, etc.), 
they must deny their own oppression as women and/ or abandon feminist 
analyses of the conditions of women's lives (particularly radical feminist 
analyses which analyze male power and domination), and instead focus 
on issues which seemingly affect women and men equally (working-class, 
poor, people of color). This is not to say that there is no racism or dassism 
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on the part of white feminists, nor that some feminist theories/analyses 
do not have significant race and class limitations; rather, I am questioning 
the response of simply abandoning feminism. I would suggest instead 
that white feminists take the challenges of racism seriously, work to trans­
form ourselves and our politics, and work with women of color to build 
a stronger feminist movement. 

In the last several years, I think there has been a movement of feminists 
out of specifically feminist and lesbian organizations into male political 
organizations structured around international issues, particularly Central 
America and South Africa. I am not saying that these issues are not im­
portant feminist concerns, but I am questioning the movement out of 
feminist and lesbian organizations, many times away from issues we are 
facing in our home communities (which are equally embedded in race, 
class, and sex), and away f!om strong feminist analysis which critiques 
the world from the perspective of women, under the guise of being an­
tiracist and not wanting to be associated with white middle-class fem­
inism. It seems questionable to me that many activist women are ignoring 
women's experience of rape, child sexual assault, sexual harassment, and 
wife battering, as well as the serious setbacks in reproductive rights and 
child custody, and embracing perspectives which deny or minimize the 
integral relationship of sexism and misogyny to national and international 
issues. 

In other words, I am questioning the gender-neutral analysis and pol­
itics that I see being espoused by many feminists active in groups strug­
gling around international issues. I do not accept the view that feminism 
is relevant only for white middle-class women. In contrast, I think we 
should not retreat from feminism, but work toward making the movement 
larger, not smaller, and develop analyses and politics which at their base 
are feminist, and which address the interconnections and intricacies of 
racism, classism, and imperialism within the context of sexism and mi­
sogyny. There are some feminist activists and theorists now doing this 
kind of work, and we should work to build these politics so they become 
the norm within the women's movement. 

Another related response to challenges of race or class has been for 
white middle-class feminists to deny who we are in order to work for the 
betterment of less-privileged women. When I first started focusing on 
racism and classism within the women's movement, I accepted the view­
point that white middle-class women and white lesbians were simply less 
oppressed and had not suffered, and that we should be more concerned 
with the "real" struggles of women of color, poor women, working-class 
women, third world women. And within this context it was understood 
that raising the issue of lesbianism (or sexism, misogyny) would neces­
sarily alienate women of color (of course, here assuming that lesbians of 
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color didn't exist, or if they did, would not feel lesbianism is a significant 
part of their life, andjor that radical feminists of color don't exist). In the 
initiation and organization of the "Common Differences: Third World 
Women and Feminist Perspectives" conference (1983), for instance, I ac­
cepted the view that for the conference to succeed, lesbianism and radical 
feminism would have to take a back seat, especially for me in that I was 
one of the co-coordinators of the conference. The homophobia exhibited 
during the meetings, from choice of speakers to some women's decision 
to work with us as a group, reinforced our fears, but no direct challenges 
were made to the homophobia for fear of alienating women of color and 
third world women. Latina lesbians were the only invited lesbian speakers 
from outside the community (and the only out lesbians of color who were 
in the formal program), and this was because the main Latina involved 
in the organizing agreed to their participation (she too being a closeted 
lesbian at the time). 

As a result, lesbians, particularly the Latina lesbians because of their 
visibility as major speakers, were singled out and attacked for speaking 
to lesbian issues, and lesbianism became a much-contested topic at the 
conference, despite the fact that in reality lesbians were underrepresented. 
In retrospect I deeply regret not insisting on lesbian representation, and 
not directly dealing with the homophobia. Instead we allowed homo­
phobic women and politics to intimidate us into silence, in the name of 
not alienating women of color and imposing our own biases. 

After the conference, seeing the results of our inability and unwill­
ingness to deal directly with homophobia, I came out as a lesbian to the 
organizing committee. I found much more openness, curiosity, and in­
terest than I had anticipated. The homophobia did not disappear, but at 
least it was out on the table for discussion. As a result, we were able to 
discuss more candidly and honestly our commonalities as well as our 
differences, both in life and in our political perspectives, and our future 
work together recognized and even used these differences as positive and 
enriching, rather than as destructive. As Audre Lorde (1981, 99) has sug­
gested, and I have now learned from experience, "difference must be not 
merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which 
our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only then does the necessity for 
interdependency become unthreatening. Only within that interdepen­
dency of different strengths, acknowledged and equal, can the power to 
seek new ways to actively 'be' in the world generate, as well as the courage 
and sustenance to act where there are not charters." I learned from this 
experience that in working with women of color with mutuality and re­
spect, I must not deny who I am-the lesbian part of me, the white part 
of me, the middle-class part of me, the woman part of me; and moreover, 
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I need not presume what others can and cannot deal with based on 
national, racial, or economic grouping. 

Racism and Power in the Women's Movement 

White supremacy, in the context of the women's movement as in the 
society generally, is not simply a matter of ideology, ideas, stereotypes, 
images, andjor misguided perceptions. It is about power and control, be 
it in terms of money, construction of ideology, or control over organi­
zational agenda. When I began to take seriously the problems of racism 
and classism within the movement, I really thought that once they were 
pointed out, white women would make a commitment to change-and 
would not strive to always retain control. Of course, in retrospect, I cannot 
believe how naive I was (and sometimes continue to be). Since I have 
become more aware of how racism operates within the movement, pri­
marily through my work and social relationships with women of color, 
I am more attuned to the resistance and even hostility women of color 
face when issues of power and control are raised. 

For instance, in the planning of a women's studies conference, a group 
of friends formed a multiracial group of women committed to making 
sure that underrepresented women's issues would be central in program­
ming and that women of color would be actively engaged as participants 
in the conference. We started out as a cooperative group working with 
the larger committee organizing the conference. Yet from the start we 
were viewed as hostile. Interestingly, the group was characterized and 
talked about as if it consisted only of women of color (and in fact mostly 
black), even though it was made up of black and Latina as well as white 
(Christian-raised and Jewish) women, and a mixture of lesbian and het­
erosexual students and community women. Our eagerness to participate 
was almost consistently analyzed as antagonistic and threatening; for 
example, at a meeting of a cultural arts committee, when we challenged 
the lack of representation of women of color and questioned the criteria 
being used for "good art," the group of white women were very defensive 
and resistant to our involvement. They kept saying, "Just give us names," 
or "We're doing outreach and we'll take care of it." While it was acceptable 
(although barely) to have some input, so as to diversify the arts component 
of the conference, they wanted to be in control of who was asked and 
how the women were approached. They refused to work cooperatively 
and share the power of decisionmaking with women of color, and inter­
preted the meeting as a failure because of black women's hostility and 
anger, not white women's racism and control. Their behavior reminded 
me of the many meetings in leftist organizations where feminists have 
been characterized as manhaters for criticizing a group for its male dom-
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inance. Rather than being similarly alarmed and upset that women of 
color had been left out, the women were defensive and guilt-ridden, and 
so no change took place. 

Change must occur, as in any other arena, at the level of leadership 
and access to resources. And for this to happen, white women must let 
go of control in more than a token way. In doing so, I think we'll find 
out (as I already have from my own experience) that we have so much 
to gain, individually and as a movement, from such changes. Bettina 
Aptheker (1982, 15), addressing race and class issues within the context 
of women's studies, suggests, 

If we were, however, to assent to a relational equality with women of color; 
accept leadership from women of color; respect the diverse cultures, heritages, 
and racial pride of women of color; steep ourselves in the literature, the 
history, and the lives of women of color-we would begin to understand that 
their collective knowledge and experience form a serious, vital center from 
which to view the world, and the place of women within it. This, in com­
bination with our own experiences, heritages, struggles, and intimate knowl­
edge of the oppressor, would make a formidable alliance indeed. 

This kind of challenge, however, is quite difficult to institute given already 
existing hierarchies in many organizations. White feminists within these 
organizations must break the patterns and power dynamics which keep 
us in control. This means that white women must not automatically as­
sume positions of power (in theory or in practice), or participate in policies 
and practices which facilitate race and class hierarchies in groups. We 
must confront and challenge other white women on racist and sexist 
practices, not in self-righteousness but as a practice toward building equal­
ity among all of us. Basically, white middle-class women must give up 
sole control of jobs and resources, of organizational purpose and structure, 
of political agenda, of style and tradition. In truth, white women will have 
to give up power, and while the changes will be difficult for some of us, 
if not many, they are necessary if we are committed to equality within 
the movement and in society. 

From Guilt to Outrage 

Before we can truthfully and authentically work against racism and 
simultaneously make alliances with women of color, I believe we must 
acknowledge our own pain and suffering, so that our connection with 
women of color is one of mutual desire and need, not pity or arrogance. 
I do my best work in confronting racism within myself, within the white 
lesbian and feminist community, and in society generally when I do not 
lose sight of sexism, misogyny, and homophobia, particularly that which 
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has borne itself out on my mind, heart, and body. As Cherrie Moraga 
(1981, 53) has so eloquently suggested, "Without an emotional, heartfelt 
grappling with the source of our own oppression, without naming the 
enemy within ourselves and outside of us, no authentic, non-hierarchical 
connection among oppressed groups can take place." By facing the ways 
in which I have been oppressed-through sexual abuse and violence, male 
domination, and homophobia-in my family, in the educational com­
munity, and in the larger society, I am more able to empathize with the 
oppression of women of color, in both its similarities and differences. 
When I have denied the abuse I have suffered, primarily through men's 
sexual violence in my family and interpersonal relationships, and when 
I've seen myself as only privileged, I have been less able to connect with 
women of color because I see myself as too different, and as only an 
oppressor. The more I have come face to face with the reality of my life 
and of how skin and class privilege have not always "protected" me 
(though clearly I have reaped many benefits as well), the more I have 
come to understand how my survival is intricately linked with the survival 
of women of color and that real freedom can be a reality only when all 
of us are free. Moreover, I have found that when I am not in denial, and 
when I am in touch with my own enormous grief and anger at the con­
ditions of our lives, I am best able to connect with the grief and anger of 
women of color, in terms of sexual violence and oppression as well as of 
the complexities of race and class in determining each of our experiences. 
I am also, then, best able to hear, feel, and take seriously the anger women 
of color feel toward white feminists about our racism, exclusionary prac­
tices, and limited politics, because I can empathize with that anger, and 
I can see that the resolution is active change, not defensiveness and guilt. 

We, white feminists, must learn to listen to the anger of women of 
color and be similarly outraged about racism, rather than guilty, and to 
recognize that we are not powerless in outrage, particularly as white 
women. It is very difficult not to feel guilty as white women in the face 
of the oppression of women of color, and I think that many white feminists 
may feel genuinely bad about racism, but do not know what to do-our 
guilt and feelings of hopeless responsibility lead many of us to passivity 
andjor defensiveness, both of which maintain our position of power. 

The movement of consciousness from guilt and defensiveness to out­
rage has been the most difficult and challenging for white feminists. I 
think this has to do in part with the reality of our identity and thus the 
loyalty (conscious or unconscious) we feel as white people. While white 
feminists have directed our anger at white men for their sexual (and other) 
atrocities, there remains a common historical and cultural heritage which 
carries with it a certain familiarity and even subconscious loyalty to our 
skin and class privilege. This familiarity may seem very appealing, par-
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ticularly in the face of the anger of women of color, given the lack of a 
known and well-established historical and cultural tradition between 
women of color and white women. We (white women) may find it easier 
to retreat from women of color, or defend ourselves as whites, or feel 
immobilized by guilt, rather than actively engage with women of color 
on our historical, political, and social mistrust and antagonism. 

In dealing with the challenges of racism, I think we must accept that 
we are privileged as white people, and through our actions and inactions 
we have purposefully (or not) participated in and benefited from race and 
class (if middle-class) privilege in this society. This does not mean, how­
ever, that we are incapable of action and change, or that we are always/ 
already oppressors. As Barbara Smith (1984, 77) suggests, 

Being honest about our differences is painful and requires large doses of 
integrity. As I've said in discussions of racism with white women who are 
sometimes overwhelmed at the implications of their whiteness, no one on 
earth had any say whatsoever about who or what they were born to be. You 
can't run the tape backward and start from scratch, so the question is, what 
are you going to do with what you've got? How are you going to deal re­
sponsibly with the unalterable facts of who and what you are, of having or 
not having privilege and power? I don't think anyone's case is inherently 
hopeless. It depends on what you decide to do once you're here, where you 
decide to place yourself in relationship to the ongoing struggle for freedom. 

Thus while we cannot change who we are racially, ethnically, or nation­
ally, we can change to whom and what we remain loyal. When we re­
spond to challenges of racism solely at the level of defensiveness and/ 
or guilt, we are still limiting ourselves to our position and identity as 
oppressors. 

Audre Lorde's writing has much to offer us as we work to develop 
social and political alliances with women different from ourselves, par­
ticularly when those differences have to do with power and historical 
mistrust. In speaking of the anger between women of color and white 
women who come together to define and build a feminist politics not 
limited by race and class bias, Lorde (1984, 129) writes: "Anger is a grief 
of distortions between peers, and its object is change . . . .  We have been 
raised to view any difference other than sex as a reason for destruction, 
and for Black women and white women to face each other's angers with­
out denial or immobility or silence or guilt is in itself a heretical and 
generative idea. It implies peers meeting upon a common basis to examine 
difference, and to alter those distortions which history has created around 
our difference. For it is those distortions which separate us." 
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Building Common Ground 

It is clear within the women's movement that because of racism and 
classism, white women and women of color do not automatically feel an 
alliance with one another, particularly since there has been little historical 
tradition upon which to build. Familiarity, of which social and political 
alliances are made, is not "natural" for women; we do not automatically 
have a mutually developed heritage, though because we are women, we 
share some commonality in terms of the kinds of abuse we face-sexual 
violence within and outside the family, social, economic, and legal ine­
quality. Just as women of color are not "just" women, white women are 
also not "just" women. As Bernice Johnson Reagon (1983) points out, "It 
does not matter at all that biologically we have being women in common. 
We have been organized to have our primary cultural signals come from 
some other factors than that we are women. We are not from our base 
acculturated to be women people, capable of crossing our first people 
boundaries-Black, White, Indian, etc." Creating this familiarity, recog­
nizing and acting on our commonalities, learning to use our differences 
in the service of change, and building social and political alliances across 
race and class boundaries are all a part of the work we must do to build 
a strong multiracial women's movement. This work is not only difficult, 
but many times painful and unsuccessful. But it is possible. 

In summary, I do not believe that working with women of color means 
that white women must erase or deny our own identities, nor must we 
retreat from feminist analysis and vision, but we must be more open to 
the experiences, histories, cultures, and alliances of women different from 
ourselves, recognizing how these differences have many times been to 
our advantage. And most important, we must be willing to work with . 
women of color as peers, which means we must give up sole power and 
control of feminist organizations, political agendas, and theoretical per­
spectives. We need to build common grounds, which may not have the 
same centers, e.g., universality, sameness, but do have shared commit­
ments to the survival of all of us. As Audre Lorde (1981, 99) challenges 
us: "survival is not an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, 
unpopular and sometimes reviled, and how to make common cause with 
those others identified as outside the structures, in order to define and 
seek a world in which we can all flourish." 

NoTEs 
The political context of this paper is primarily feminism within the United 

States, although many of the issues I raise may apply to relationships between 
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first world and third world women and the international women's movement. I 
would like to especially thank Lourdes Torres, Cindy Jenefsky, and Barbara Schul­
man for providing commentary and encouragement in developing the ideas and 
analysis present in this essay. And I'd like to thank my group of friends, "the 
regulars," who were an integral part of my life and politics in Champaign, Illinois, 
who initially included Cheryl West, Linda Clark, Pat Cramer, Vic Christensen, 
Gin Goines, Carla Peyton, Elaine Shelley, Lourdes Torres, Sandy Tutwiler, and 
Ann Walker-and all those who have followed since in the tradition. 

1 .  For the purposes of this paper I am referring to women of color and to 
white women as whole groups, although clearly there are many differences among 
us, and these differences as well must be addressed; for instance, other major 
issues of division among feminists and lesbians are national identity, anti-Sem­
itism, age, looks, class and ethnic identity, education, color, etc., each of which 
needs to be (and is at some level) being addressed in the women's movement. 

2. Chandra Talpade Mohanty and I were the co-coordinators of the "Common 
Differences: Third World Women and Feminist Perspectives" conference, held 
April 9-13, 1983, at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. 

3. Third world refers to women from so-called third world countries. 
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COMMON THEMES, 

DIFFERENT 

CONTEXTS 

Third World Women and Feminism 

Cheryl ]ohnson-Odim 

This essay seeks more to explicate issues than to present 
empirical research or to synthesize theory. However, the basic issues 
which it raises and endeavors to explain regarding conceptual and prac­
tical differences between Third World and Euro-American First World 
women in relation to feminism will, it is hoped, inform both the gener­
ation of research questions and the construction of theory. While it is true 
foat the o ression of impoverished and...]!Lcrrginalized

. 
E
.
u
. 
ro-�merican 

-J wo� a�ns, that of Third World women 
is linke�jo..r���-��_Ee���ded di­
menglc}ns produce a different context in which TRird World women's 
struggles must be understood. Still, while this essay looks at women in 
these two contexts, it does so primarily to highlight certain historical and 
contemporary differences that have produced tensions between them, in 
order to be able to identify underlying misunderstandings and contribute 
to resolving them. 

The term Third World is frequently applied in two ways: to refer to 
"underdeveloped" j overexploited geopolitical entities, i.e., countries, re­
gions, and even continents; and to refer to oppressed nationalities from 
these world areas who are now resident in "developed" First World coun­
tries. I will be using the term with this dual definition throughout this 
essay, for despite their great diversity, Third World women seem to have 



COMMON THEMES, DIFFERENT CONTEXTS 315 
much in common in their relationship to an international women's move­
ment. 

While it may be legitimately argued that there is more than one school 
of thought on feminism among First World feminists-who are not, after 
all, monolithic-theJ:e is still, ��ong Third World women, a wic!_�ly !lc­
cepJg_q_p_eys.eptiR_!l_!:b.�t_t!:t.�-f�minii"iLE!l!l�!g1i�\fffrQn\ .. mu&;lril.ddle-class 
Western women narrowly con_Enes_itself.J..q_2 struggle against gender dis­
�safso widely felt that this is �mtream" £emm1sm 
of the we8t and that it holds the most sway and has the most adherents. 
Joseph (1981), hooks (1981), Moraga and Anzaldua (1981), Okeyo (1981), 
Savane (1982), and others have all attested to this perception, and many 
have defined it as a liberal, bourgeois, or reformist feminism, and criticize 
it because of its narrow conception of feminist terrain as an almost sin-
gularly antisexist struggle. ,1 While it is clear thaLs�.JJ.aLegalit�x!e.ntW.l§...9...!1.liliPU���-'?I!..�h!:���· 
���_s<l�S!�--�9de!_lf!JS�i�!1illet�<z�.Is neither the sole nor per:. 
h��!he-primary:-locua of.. the. o.pp.r.essiQn.oL!Eir.O.::W,.Q'!E,!��merf. Ttl us, 
a 'narrowly defined feminism, taking the eradication of gender discrimi­
nation as the route to ending women's oppression, is insufficient to redress 
the oppression of Third World women, for reasons which I hope this 
essay will make clear. A number of Third World feminists, including 
hooks (1981, 1984), Moraga and Anzaldua (1981), Joseph and Lewis 
(1981), Okeyo (1981), Hull, Scott, and Smith (1982), Savane (1982}, Smith 
(1983}, and many others, have tackled this problem of broadening the 
definition of feminism and making it relevant (in both philosophy and 
agenda articulation) to the struggles of Third World women. Still, it re­
mains a challenge at both the national and international levels to construct 
definitions of feminism that allow for autonomy and that are of immediate 
relevance in feminist struggles in various places, and yet have the breadth 
needed for the widest consensus and cooperation. 

In reaction to a narrowly defined feminism, some Third World women 
have elected not to use the term feminist at all. �' an Afro­
American woman writer, has chosen to use the term womanist rather than 
feminist. Walker (1983) partially describes a womani�ack feminist 
� feminist of. .. c2}o( a�.§.eY��'w�,l}l���iiiSL�i�I�v-
ender" (xi). She 7urther states that a womanist is "committed to survival -. - �� ..,..,...__ _ ......... ._._. --.....,-�. ---*..,._..,...,..., .... _,. ................ __.. _�,-· �. �--and w]!g_l�s of entire �.£1?�, maTe and female" (xi). Walk�(s_£<?_1ll-
�-�n_2���J@W$���"§_t;!g�����f.1�-�§_gl:�!itP.�£}jl�J!!,!g­
g��ID!n!��J.s c:�mne�ltcll<l.th�=��.9!t;.s_ of their communities against 
r�. f£<2!12��xpi{;itatiou...,�ts� Her des1reto'�ofii·-ane-w�term·llas 
nothing to do with a lack of commitment to women's equality and every­
thing to do with her vision of the interconnectedness of her life as a black 
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woman and her perception that "mainstream" (i.e., liberal gender-spe­
cific) feminism has been too narrow to encompass it. 

Let me take a moment here to say that it is clear that there have always 
been some radical white feminists who have understood the connections 
between race, class, and gender in the lives of Third World women. There 
are even many more who know that, in the United States at least, the 
greatest periods of feminist struggle have emerged out of the African­
American movement against racism. The early radical feminism of the 
1960s was, in �a_�t;_�ft�? b�<?a.9Iy .dg · &�.!l uacist an antiim­
p:riatrsr,l5urmuch of that movem�as been displac'ed)I_t�e far more 
popula iberal feminism which has not suffierffitTVdefined racism d 
i� s. I would agree with Smith (1983), 
hooks (1984), and others that it is in fact the involvement of Third World 
women, both within and outside the United States, that has accounted 
for the broadening definitions of feminism to incorporate race and class 
analysis. 

In any case, I have chosen for the purpose of this essay to remain 
with the term feminism for two reasons: (1) I am more concerned with 
the participation of Third World women in defining feminism and setting 
its agenda than with changing the terminology; and (2) the term feminism 
sets this essay in a political context to which women are integral. Since 0modern-day" feminism is still in a process of incarnation, especially at 
he international level, I question whether the coining of a new term 
imply retreats from the debate, running the risk of losing sight of the 
air amount of universality in women's oppression. 

In the decade of the 1970s, when attempts at constructing an inter-
national feminist movement began to take shape, many women in the . 
Third World were fairly recently emerging from colonialism, and many 
Third World women in the West were emerging from the most important 
civil rights movement of the twentieth century. Neither the advent of 
independence in the former colonies nor the legislation passed as a result 
of the civil rights movement was to prove immediately victorious in im­
proving the quality of life for the overwhelming majority of Third World 
women. Undoubtedly, these were factors in shaping Third World worn� 
en's visions of feminism as a philosophy and a movement for social justice 
that was inclusive of their entire communities, in which they were equal 
participants, and which addressed the racism, economic exploitation, and 
imperialism against which they continued to struggle. Evans (1979), Gid­
dings (1984), and a host of others have argued that the feminism of the 
1960s and 1970s in the U.S. emerged from the civil rights movement. 
They also point out, however, that while many of the women had been 
involved in antiracist work, this in no way guaranteed a lack of racism 
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in the women's movement or enough attention to the role of racism in 
the oppression of all women. 

At three major international conferences of women held between 1970 
and 1980 (Mexico City, 1975; Wellesley, 1976; Copenhagen, 1980), the 
battle lines were often drawn between First and Third World feminists 
over what constituted a feminist issue, and therefore what were legitimate 
feminist foci and goals. Okeyo (1981), Barrow (1985), Cagatay, Grown, 
and Santiago (1986), and others remark on the tensions between First 
and Third World women that surfaced at the first two United Nations 
Decade conferences for women (Mexico City, 1975, and Copenhagen, 
1980). The formation of Third World caucuses frequently included women 
of color who were residents of the First World (though according to Ca­
gatay, Grown, and Santiago, Nairobi was the first at which a significant 
proportion of attendees from places such as the United States were women 
of color). These caucuses sought to broaden the agenda and treat feminism 
as a fundamentally political movement connected as much to the struggle 
of their communities for liberation and autonomy as to the work against 
gender discrimination. 

Awe (1977) remarked on the same phenomenon at the Women and 
Development Conference hosted by the Center for �esea�h_9�!Y-omen 
in..!:!igher...Edtion�Jl.LW.elleal.ey_Qllle�l976. I was in Nigeria when 
a number of friends returned from Wellesley. T!J._��!!1-�.dJ!ngr¥,_.c;;Q:n­
vi�,d_that��n O�eyo'-�--��!�m.eu_o.Ub.e.Jky,E:lQped..world 
se�!..!�����lv�.e.�22i-ng;;Ql�.l>.2.th.in��.9-S..Pl.�AU1i!lu:.Q.!lgb. 
d�vel���t �!�!�t�D����:.Jn,.d,gfim.ns,..!����j��$tRri..2.r.: 
i�d �U· These schisms developed at least partially 
because Third World women felt First World women were attempting to 
depoliticize the conferences and implicitly construct a women's movement 
and a feminism which confined itself to issues of gender discrimination. 
!!,_was part �!Jile mission, in fact, of .the officia@§.:._9_�jrobi V t��PQ].ltics" out of the conference, and to instead concentrat� _ _on 
"wo�elL§ i§��l9'8l, . ·· · . . . --· 

Wfiile Cagatay, Grown, and Santiago (1986) maintain that far more 
of a spirit of coming together among Third and First World women ob­
tained at the NGO [nongovernmental forum] than at the official sessions, 
and while it is unlikely that the official U.S. delegation (especially of 
1985) was representative of even "mainstream" (i.e., liberal gender-spe­
cific) U.S. feminists, this tension over "politicization" of the conferences 
had also arisen at Mexico City and Copenhagen. Okeyo (1981) speaks to 
this point when she says, "Another assumption that is often voiced by 
Western feminists in international fora is that women's issues should not 
be politicized . . .  [but] for African women the subject of women's ad­
vancement is highly political because it is an integral part of our quest 
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for justice not only at the household level but all the way within the 
local, national and world economic order." Okeyo is describing African 
women's struggle as taking place equally at the "household level," i.e., 
within the family including between men and women, and at the inter­
national level, where many of the same things which oppress women 
(i.e., racism, imperialism, economic exploitation) also oppress men, 
though not, sometimes, without differences. But these differences are usu­
ally in the manifestation of the oppression, not in the source. 

Third World women resident in the First World also must deal with 
these issues. Any cursory observation of feminist organizations in the 
United States, for instance, will reveal that Third World women often 
prefer to organize separately from Euro-American women. These Third 
World women's organizations take a critical stance regarding the feminist 
movement, constantly seeking to inject issues which they see this move­
ment as neglecting. Historically separate organization was often the result 
of racism in the feminist movement which caused it to exclude women 
of color, and often poor working-class and white women as well. The 
discrimination suffered by African-American women in the woman suf­
frage movement and the Club Women's movement has been well doc­
umented by Harley and Terbourg-Penn (1978), Davis (1981), Aptheker 
(1982), Giddings (1984), and many others, as has the exploitation of Na­
tive American, Chicana, Puerto Rican, Asian-American, and other non­
European American women. 

In the current context, however, separate organization is often the 
choice of Third World women who know that a gender-based analysis 
alone, without the factoring in of issues of race and class, can never 
describe their oppression. And since racism in the current women's move­
ment is one of the issues Third World women seek to raise among fem­
inists, racism also plays its part in contemporary separate organization. 
Moraga and Anzaldua (1981), hooks (1981, 1984), Hull, Scott, and Smith 
(1982), and Smith (1983), among others, have delineated the need for 
Third World women to organize separately, and to construct a feminist 
theory relevant to their needs. Joseph (1981) £O�!)_te�!Y...�ack 
wo:m�n l:!�.Y� .. as much in commml,in terms of their opp!eSJ>ion, :wiJ;h • .black 
men as they do.witl:i ·w]:lite�women: ··un:aerstandtng . .  African-American 
w�en;;·history 'f'or '6Iack 'wO'ID'eilfnthe United States is critical to un­
derstanding Joseph's assertion. In her study of black women in slavery, 
�) documents ways in which the slaveocracy juxtaposed the 
images of black and white women. mack wom��as non women, 
�.necessary precondition fQr�ir 
p�od�.stiye l.§t]2QL!Q....��l!-!.Jhg. .. definition of 
''f�!.lli.nicy'' �ted UPQ!l.!Y..hite�men was_,thaLg_!Jp.taU)WclQp.endent 
� Consequently, for every "Aunt Jemima" who was maligned as a 
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nonwoman, there was a "Miss Ann" imprisoned by the definition of her 
femininity. Still, it is hard to accept the argument that white women 
suffered as much from this antagonism as black women. But there is a 
more important and contemporary question which emerges from the era 
of slavery which is an analogy of sorts. 

Poor whites, it is true, suffered greatly because of slavery. The ex­
ploitation and appropriation of black labor (along with the land on which 
it produced wealth) made paid white labor, even when cheap, nearly 
superfluous except to help police the black labor force. However, most 
poor southern whites di�!KeJhe.,.an�la¥�tY<. ,�e;.,�, 
t�o '6e 'iffiasters." Thus, their definition of the problem was 
not that the sySteiiio1s��y oppressed both them and black people and 
therefore should be ended, but that they themselves needed the oppor­
tunity to be able to benefit from slavery. Black American women some­
times suspect that the movement which purports to represent the interests 
of "women" is, similarly, the desire of a few white women to enter the 
corporate boardroom. The metamorphosis which this feat in itself would 
require in a patriarchal society might slightly better the lives of some 
women, but would only basically change the sex of the "master." 

Thus the fundamental issue for Third World women is not generally 
whether there is a need for feminism, i.e., a general movement which 
seeks to redress women's oppression, but rather what the definition and 
agenda of that feminism will be. The need for feminism arises from the 
desire to create a world in which women are not oppressed. If there is 
no term or...!gcus, no movement which inco orates the stry�t 
sexis ns o · visi!ili;. We do not have to 
look far to understand why women fear this invisibility. The revolutions 
in Algeria and Iran raise serious questions about the degree to which 
women benefited from their participation. Even in socialist revolutions 
where women's position has been greatly improved and continues solidly 
toward a goal of equality, such as in Cuba, Nicaragua, Angola, and Mo­
zambique, the changes have required not only the commitment of men 
but also the constant vigilance and organization of women. The need_fpr 
feminist theory and or anization is clear. 

It is also true t at T ird Wor women outside the United States find 
that the source of their oppression cannot be limited or perhaps even 
primarily attributed to gender alone. Marie Angelique Savane (1982), 
president of the Association of African Women Organized for Research 
and Development (AAWORD), has written: 

For although the oppression of women is universal in nature . . . .  It is time 
to move beyond simple truisms about the situation of women to a more 
profound analysis of the mechanisms perpetuating the subordination of 



320 Race, Identity, and Feminist Struggles 
(\ women in society . . . .  In the Third World, women's demands have been 
\ explicitly political, with work, education and health as major issues per se 

I and not so linked to their specific impact on women. In addition, women of 
the Third World perceive imperialism as the main enemy on their continents \and especially of women . . . .  (5) 

$tea�1985) writes that "in the developing world, equality of w;omen 
Jis..gften �e��io�!_t�<!!c:ono_:ri�ent'' (6). At 

an October 1984 meetmg m Tanzania, in preparation for the U.N. Con­
ference in Nairobi, representatives of twenty-five nongovernmental or­
ganizations of women from seventeen African countries affirmed that they 
recognized that the overriding obstacles to women's progress �rst 
in t.h� dual factors of the increasing poverty throughout the Afric�­
ti . tanctm · · - · · a1eJiiequllHis :at:t'6P:Ciirr;nt..J.vorld 

.J e�onomic order" (Barrow 1985, 10). 
In ''underd�eloped'' �deties it..i.l;tJ.lQU!l§.Ll�,questi,Q..I!,E.!Jn!�.m.'!J�­

distribution of resources, .but of their g�m�Qtip���ontrol; not just �W.. 
�Qitynity between men apd WlOJfU· i:w.t� creationofop12ortuni� 
i�clf; not onlx tpe.12��\tlo.u . .£f women in societ£:� position o(,ih.e 
societies J�Jl..ix,Q,�ru:Jg women fjnd themSQ�...,Leacod<; (l.<l2'7) 
C0¥1.JP..�tt!§.�Yr��.9�� .Wt econp.E:}i.� de'{_E,;lqpment fl,pJ;Uj,es 
�<;h,.tQ .. :�uu.d.erdeMeloped���Jill.!!�gt:QI� in fue b�art of tbe "de­
velo�t;d" inQJ.l�tr.i��g 'YQ!.lg as tQ tbe so-qyled�dev�loping couvtrjes. 
Thus, Third Wor)d women cannot afford to embrace the notion that fem­
iniSm seeks onl�-�hieve eguaiJieafin-;rt'OJ menanaw��:aooiQ'Y.al 
access aud.Qpeo:r..tunity tQr wow,ii .. ,w.hi��JJJ)QUnfS:to a fowula fQr 
shm���oth in the !bir4 Worl� an_cU�.WQ�!9:s.g�ies 
iu.th� � 

Therefore, gender oppression cannot be the single leg on which fem­
inism rests. It should not be limited to merely achieving equal treatment 
of women vis-a-vis men. This is �nism a!.!,.E..l!i!.��.QP�Ust 
diff�...§.ha�n.Q,tign,,g,t;�qmen��.�' Although on a the­
oretical level, women in the industrialized societies of the West can 
achieve a semblance of parity with men through legal and moral chal­
lenges to patriarchal systems, issues of race and class undermine the 
potential success of such a movement for all women. In addition, the 
economic surplus in the West is often directly related to oppression in 
the Third World. Savane (1982) discusses the "free trade zones" estab­
lished by transnationals in Third World countries. These zones render 
special privileges (everything from tax breaks to making labor organi­
zation illegal) to corporations in exchange for locating there. The entire 
August 1983 issue of Multinational Monitor is devoted to a series of articles 
detailing the particular ways that multinationals and the existence of free 
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trade zones operate to oppress Third World women. Seidman (1981) ex­
amines the ways in which colonialism marginalized women in Africa and 
chronicles how generally the independence process barely altered inher­
ited colonial institutions which both excluded women and perpetuated 
externally dependent political economies and philosophies. These poli­
cies, she contends, reinforced an inequitable sexual division of labor in 
the process of creating a "hospitable investment climate" for multinational 
corporations. Steady (1985) proposes that the operation of race and class 
is important in preventing false polarizations between men and women. 
She states: 

Rather than seeing men as the universal oppressor, women will also be seen 
as partners in oppression and as having the potential of becoming primary 
oppressors themselves. Above all, by studying the Black woman we can avoid 
isolating sexism from the larger political and economic forces operating in J 
many societies to produce internal colonialism and economic dependency-
all of which affect both men and women in Africa, the Caribbean, South 
America and impoverished sections of the United States. (3) 

Although certainly the circumstances and status of wpmen differed at 
various times and places throughout the Third World, it is a totally ahis­
torical assumption often nourished by contemporary images that women 
in the Third World have somehow been more oppressed by an indigenous 
patriarchy than women in the West. Etienne and Leacock (1980) helpfully 
remind us that "it is critical to clarify the fact that egalitarian relations 
between women and men are not an imported Western value and that, 
instead, the reverse is true. Egalitarian relations or at least mutually re­
spectful relations were a living reality in much of the world in precolonial 
times, which was far from the case in Western culture" (v-vi). The ar­
gument is neither that there was no precolonial patriarchy in non-Western 
societies nor that an analysis of the degree of different women's oppression 
is useful. The point is that fe£J;�rs oth.�J...tb.rul . .,geJJQe.h �t.J.�n 

��� o!��s����iJEl�<L��t�'f�.m�!1-��c!J�!�������!������1klfZ� 
y, _ . .  !Y.J_,_, ___ ,.�.Q.mi.}X'"__.a�l?:m.liD��.unm��w . ��.<?E,���£�c�3a£�,ro����£h.�i�m��iUld .e.WQi­

�tiQnJ�r]b!!9-..lY9rld�x#iidgnt.inJb�l¥��.t,lJ!f.�.-a!l9.�41�.�"Jlloo,g 
w�der. have .heen...i.rulildsibl�t�Jn.!b.eiJ.JlP...PXession. 

Th._ird World women can embrace the conc�t of �rukr igg� 
�-�9..1l�!QgyJJ.e§,�W¥,.�4et.�..ill�:uSt ., 
be a _c;Q...mprcll�nsi:v.e"alld.Jnc;:lus��g,uru:L.moM.emtmt.t:P.flt Jn.si>r­
P.orates yet tr��S�.nq��n9,�.:W..�£ifi£.i.!Y .. We must create a feminist move­
ment which struggles against those things which can clearly be shown 
to oppress women, whether based on race, sex, or class or resulting from 
imperialism. Such a definition of feminism will allow us to isolate the 
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gender-specific element in women's oppression while simultaneously re­
lating it to broader issues, to the totality of what oppresses us as women. 
If the feminist movement does not address itself also to issues of race, 
class, and imperialism, it cannot be relevant to alleviating the oppression 
of most of the women of the world. 

In addition to broadening the parameters of feminism, there is the 
problem of setting a common agenda. One example of this difficulty is 
the issue of female circumcision, especially in Africa. Cagatay, Grown, 
and Santiago (1986) discuss the condemnations of female circumcision 
by First World women at the U.N. Conference in Copenhagen and the 
ensuing tensions between First and Third World women over how this 
topic was raised. 

Certainly, there are a number of African women who are leading the 
battle against female circumcision, but many resent what they feel to be 
the sensationalistic nature of the campaign by many First World feminists. 
More important, however, is the fact that female circumcision is one issue 
which can be raised in a manner which is disconnected from the broader 
struggle. That is, it is tied to an indigenous cultural context which fre­
quently posits an opposition between women and men. In Africa, prob­
lems of nutrition, infant mortality, illiteracy, health-care delivery, skill 
training, etc., are of central importance in women's lives, and many Af­
rican women have expressed that they wish these issues had the same 
kind of exposure within the feminist movement in the West as does female 
circumcision. But to raise these other problems requires feminism to take 
an an:tiimperialist position; it necessitates identifying and fighting· against 
the structural elements in many developed countries which participate in 
the oppression of Third World women. Many Third World women feel 
that their self-defined needs are not addressed as priority items in the 
international feminist agenda, which does not address imperialism. In­
ternationally orchestrated exploitation bears on the oppression of women 
in the Third World as much as patriarchy does in their societies. 

Third World women resident in Euro-America also feel neglected in 
the agenda-setting process. Black American women, for instance, know 
they must articulate a feminism which has a clear relationship to the 
general movement of the black community against oppression. Black 
women recognize that, historically, white women have been no less racist 
than have white men. They are aware that in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, racism was pervasive in the women's movement 
(see Davis 1981; hooks 1981; Hull, Scott, and Smith 1982). They wonder, 
therefore, if white feminists will embrace the struggle against racism as 
vehemently as they exhort black women to join in the fight against sexism. 

Moreover, certain feminist issues, such as rape and contraception, are 
perceived as double-edged swords in the black American community. 
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While no black feminist would argue anything other than that rape is a 
violent, inexcusable crime for which the victim is still too often blamed, 
we know only too well how often racism has excused the rape of black 
women. We also remember that rape, or even the perceived or concocted 
threat of rape, has historically posed nearly as great a danger to the safety 
of black men as to that of black women. For centuries, besides fearing 
for their own security, black women have feared the maiming, lynching, 
or jailing of their husbands, brothers, and sons on charges that they were 
rapists, no matter how unsubstantiated. We are not so far removed from 
the fraudulent and racist rape or attempted rape charges against the 
Scottsboro Nine, Emmett Till, Delbert Tibbs, and many others. Every 
feminist, black and white, should read Davis's (1981) brilliant chapter on 
"Rape, Racism and the Myth of the Black Rapist," which connects rape 
not only to racism but to sexism against black and white women. This 
chapter painstakingly documents and makes clear that if we are to combat 
the treatment rape has received in American society, it must be connected 
not only to misogyny but to racism as well. 

The creeping alliance, in the early twentieth century, between the 
movement for birth control and eugenics holds lessons (and latent fears) 
not lost upon the black American community (Davis 1981, 213-16). The 
fact that surgical sterilization remains free and that federal funding for 
abortions has been disallowed means that it is poor women to whom the 
choice to abort is denied, and their ranks are disproportionately populated 
by women of color. The vehement advocacy of contraception and steri­
lization in the Third World as a method of population control leads to 
the conclusion that overpopulation is the primary cause of poverty in 
"underdeveloped" nations. This is a dangerous, false, and simplistic anal-
ysis. T�; t��t!n� .• 

ot c�ml�e.W�lD.J.��-Jblt!i.,l;Y..2!!§42!!���o�� th�� 

;i�I�f��%e£�B�!fill!�f·§��1t�111����;r�;�Y�fa�i�i�: 
respon�oor Third World women (both in the West and in the Third 
World) to issues of reproductive freedom. Often they are suspicious about 
the safety of contraceptive devices and drugs and about the motives of 
researchers and distributors, even though many feel desperate for safe, 
effective, affordable, and voluntary birth control. It is not that black or 
other Third World feminists take a position against contraception, but 
that they seek to frame the discussion in a context which incorporates 
the impact of race and class on reproductive issues. The primary respon­
sibility for addressing these questions in this broader context is incumbent 
on the Third World feminist community, but it is also incumbent on the 
feminist community as a whole. 

The participation of Third World women in defining feminism and 
setting a feminist agenda is often primarily a question of power. Smith 
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(1983) has discussed the difficulties which black feminists in the West 
face in being heard, published, and paid attention to. Because Third World 

en are a�ni��.d��yj.J>JlOt 
·-�..§.�e p�!eU!ie.J f.!?F ���?�rc�s th.a.t.Eirst JY,grutJ:Y2..JUtn 
haY!i!..,_J'J.l.is ��.!l!Y..J2£.��1?�rat� o�JJ:P.J!<J!l. .. t�t.c:Ja.rifx.Jh� J$.$.¥�� 
wj}!J.j�.orld.an:nmuuities4-'hut.alsb..£ox.the.rlev.elopmeP.t.Qt IJ,.yYQrk­
.!ns...an,d,�QUa.Lui�,n.ey..�l¥itb. flr$t.WodP,.womm. We must ensure that 
the issues that Third World feminists raise become a part of serious dis­
cussions of feminist theory and that they are not relegated and ghettoized 
to a subculture of feminism. 

Third World women must articulate needs through the crucial process 
of constructing a body of relevant feminist theory, which goes beyond 
mere criticism of First World women. This is, in fact, happening. Moraga 
and Anzaldua (19'81), hooks (1981, 1984), Hull, Scott, and Smith (1982), 
Joseph and Lewis (1981), Smith (1983), and others have all been actively 
engaged in attempts to define a feminism which is acceptable and relevant 
to communities of women who suffer as a consequence of racism, sexism, 
structural poverty, and economic exploitation. In so doing, women of color 
often labor against suspicions of feminism within their communities, 
where it is generally perceived as having a white, middle-class agenda­
that is, an agenda that creates opportunities for people who are already 
the most advantageously placed to take advantage of them, and which 
views gender discrimination as the only fundamental inequality in all 
women's lives. If this perception describes only bourgeois reformist ele­
ments of the feminist community, then it is even more urgent that those 
among us who ·have a broader vision articulate it and organize around 
it. 

�st YI/�.�!2.�Q!!Wrl.tn4�t�5���!�J:ltly_·�-�a.l!���: t�e racism of th�ir c?.m.-
���know��nd -�!�ggle against the c�icity of tbeir 

conun!J!liti�JJJ,"the,.ap�Q.R.o.LJ.hifg:W:orf�fwciiifen·:· According to Ca­
gatay, Grown, and Santiago (1986), in analyzing the events at Nairobi, 
there were several reasons for a greater hopefulness about cooperation 
between First and Third World women. Conferences during the U.N. 
International Decade for women, despite tensions within them, have ex­
posed women from around the world to one another. Third World women 
have been able to have a voice at those conferences normally unavailable 
to them because of lack of access to financial and media resources. At 
Nairobi, there were more Third World women from Western nations than 
at any of the previous conferences. Cagatay, Grown, and Santiago main­
tain that more First World women were exposed to what it means to be 
a woman in a Third World setting and that, with that experience, more 
had moved to a broader definition of feminism: 
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Feminism . . .  constitutes the political expression of the concerns and interests 
of women from different regions, classes, nationalities, and ethnic back­
grounds. There is and must be a diversity of feminisms, responsive to the 
different needs and concerns of different women, and defined by them for 
themselves. This diversity builds on common opposition to gender oppression 
and hierarchy which, however, is only the first step in articulating and acting 
upon a political agenda. (Cagatay, Grown, and Santiago 1986, 411) 

Four years earlier, Marie Angelique Savane, first president of AA­
WORD, had a similar analysis: 

Feminism is international in defining as its aim the liberation of women from 
all types of oppression and in providing solidarity among women of all coun­
tries; it is national in stating its priorities and strategies in accordance with 
particular cultural and socioeconomic conditions. 

We consider that national and ethnic traditions must be respected and main­
tained so as to create a genuine sense of nationhood. However, aspects of 
our culture which discriminate, restrict and devalue women's physical, psy­
chological and political development must be eliminated. To achieve this, 
women must be mobilized politically for action. 

In order to create an alternative culture, responsive to national needs and 
open to international solidarity, we women defend our right to speak from 
a woman's perspective and to express this in writings and through action. 
We demand that society give and maintain value and respect for women's 
contributions in their roles within the labour force, in the family and cultur­
ally. At the same time, as individuals, as citizens, as mothers, and as wives, 
we women deplore the loss of resources and of lives in the present senseless 
resistance to change towards a more equal and just society. Equally, we 
condemn discrimination and injustice based on race or ethnicity just as much 
as that based on gender. We believe our hope lies in joining with those 
progressive forces which will achieve a future human society in harmony 
with the environment and free of discrimination and inequality between men 
and women, black and white, believer and unbeliever. (Savane 1982, 15) 

But there is a broad base on which First and Third World feminists 
must agree if feminism is truly to be concerned about redressing the 
oppression of women. This broad base must at least recognize that racism 
and economic exploitation are primary forces in the oppression of most 
women in the world. It must acknowledge that while gender is a potential 
bond, women participate in the oppression of other women all over the 
world. It must respect different · cultures, and it must agree that women 
in various places are perfectly capable of having their own voice. This 
can be a beginning. It must also strive to see the world through nonco­
lonial eyes. For example, I remember a few years ago being asked to give 
a paper (during Women's History Week) on African women in Africa. 
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This was at a major university in the Midwest. I arrived to discover that 
the paper had been assigned to a panel on minority women. Since African 
women are not a minority in Africa, I felt the assignment of the paper to 
that panel (rather than the creation of an international panel) reflected 
an ahistorical Eurocentric mindset in which all non-Europeans are some­
how viewed as minorities. We must stop reproducing pictures of the world 
only from the inside out, and try to look from the outside in. If we view 
the world in raw numbers rather than power relationships, most people 
are non-European. 

�e must"�Fscontinue reproducing.QY.,t:�W.tlQP.E.ression in the ways we 
tr..��l:,�-e=���!h�r�:m�tlle·:��Y.���i�)·flj.s� .. oJu:..svjJ.Q.r�n��Ui.WISdfagnOsrS 
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