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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 piimarily 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 their/our “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.
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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 . ..
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






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 commencement 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 geographical location as well as particular sociohistorical
conjunctures. It thus incorporates so-called minority peoples or people of
color in the U.S.A.)

In fact, one of the distinctive features 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 socioeco-
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 socioeconomic constitution.
Moreover, contemporary definitions of the “third world” can no longer

. N :
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 politics of feminism is no easy task. First, there are the questions
of deﬁnition:'\_V_yhg,bAlhatjs s the third world?}Do third world women make
up any kind of a constituency? On what basis? Can we assume that third

—
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world women'’s political struggles are necessarily “feminist”? How do_
we/they define femt 5eco gre are the questions about
context: Which /whose Hié’f?)?}r‘dv‘we—draw 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/
location? What are the politics of the production of this particular knowl-"
edge? What are the disciplinary parameters of this knowledge’? What are”
the methods ‘used to locate and chart third world women’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 certain contexts
over others, and how we understand the ongoing shifts iri-our conceptual
cartographies—these are all questions of great importance in this particular
cartography of third world feminisms. 7

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 also write from my own particular political, hist:i;l‘ and intellectual

location,-as-a-third-world feminis{ trained in the U erested in ques- —
tions of culture Hon, gnd-activi -an-international——
context. The maps I draw are necessarily anchored in my own discontin-
uous locations. 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 and 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, community, and,
agency in daily life.

Definitions: Th'ir"d W%rld Women and Feminism

Unlike the hlstory of Western (white, middle- -class) feminisms, which has
been explored 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,/There 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 addressmg 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 oppositional struggles. (‘Imagined”
not because it is not “real” but because &;ggests potential alliances and
collaborations across divisive boundaries, and ‘“‘community” because in
spite of internal hierarchies 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.?

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 struggles.\{(ather, it is
the way we think about race, class, and gender—the political links wé
choose t}W make among and between struggles\Thus, potentially, women
of all colors (including white women) ca §a}gn themselves with and
participate in these imagined commumtles owever, 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
such 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 can we define “gender” in any transhistorical,
unitary way.? 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 difficult to demarcate, shaped politically as-they-are in-individual

and collective practice.

Third World Women as Social 'Category

7 Aslarguein 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.
Besides being normed on a white, Western (read progressive/modern)/
non-Western (read backward/traditional) hierarchy, these analyses freeze
third 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 [T'—Hoalmegl
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. And our representations of third world women
circumscribe our understmmm of
tmm
’Wiyn\st—a;%é\zompare the analysis of “ferftility”” 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
say that our definitions, descriptions, and interpretations of third world
women’s engagement with feminism must necessarily be simultaneously
historically specific and dynamic, not frozen in time in the form of a
spectacle.

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, ju “Western women” or “whi ¢
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) :
cannot be defined as coherent interest groups, “third world women” also
donot constitute any automatic unitary group. Alliances and divisions of —
class, religion, sexu 7 i ,for instance, are necessarily internal
to each of the above “groups.” Second, ideological differences in under-
standings of the social mediate any assumptio
tween women. After all, there is no logical and necessary connection
between being ~female” and becoming “feminist. ¢ Firally, defining thir
world women in terms of their “problems” 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 written about the inherently
political definition of the term women of co@(a term often used inter-
changeably witl(third world &me , as I am doing here).’ This is a term
which designates a political constituency, 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 immigrants” to the U.S. in the last decade—
Arab, Korean, Thai, Laotian, etc.\What seems to constitute “women of
color” or "third world-women” as a viable oppositional alliance is a /
@@n context of struggle rather|than color or racial identifications. [Sim-
ilarly, it is third wor *s oppositional political relation to sexist,
racist, and imperialist structures that constitutes 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 context of struggle,” both historical and
contemporary, which the next section attempts to chart and define.

|Why Pemmzsm?} {Degrs’)

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 7
questioned by many third world women. Feminist movements have been
challenged on the grounds of cultural imperialism, and of shortsighted-
ness in defining the meaning-of gender in 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)
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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@ book,
the first publication of its kind, is about the {idea of Blackness’)in 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 of ‘colonized populations o ttre-
“home country” form the common historical context for British third
world women, as do, for instance, contemporary struggles against racist
immigration and naturalization laws.®

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.” 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 world
women: ’

( 1) how visibility /invisibility as women of color forms our radicalism; 2) the
ways in which Third World women derive a feminist political theory spe-
cifically from our racial/cultural background and experience; 3) the destruc-
ive and demoralizing effects of racism in the women’s movement; 4) the
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cultural, class, and sexuality differences that divide women of color; 5) Third
World women’s writing as a tool for self-preservation and revolution; and 6)
the ways and means of a Third World feminist future. (Moraga and Anzaldua
1983, 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 intefvention in their domestic lives:

Women of Color have not had the benefit of the economic conditions that
underlie the public/private distinction. Instead the political consciousness of
women of C n awareness that the public is personally po-
litical, Welfare programs and policies have discouraged family life, sterili-
“zation 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 Cotlor. '[}iere is no such
thing as a private sphere for people of Color except that which they manage
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¢ politics of “personal life”’may be differently
defined for middle-class whites and for people of color.?

Finally, Kumari Jayawardena, in writing about feminist movements in
Asia in the late nineteenth and-easly-twentieth centuries, defines feminism
as “embracing movements for equality within the currént system and
significant struggles that have attempted to change the system” (Jaya-
W, 1986, 2). She goes on to assert that these movements arose in
thikj:r[:tam—(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-
mentali

/ {To sum up, \third world women’s writings on feminism have consis-
tently focused on (1) the idea of the simultaneity of oppressions as fun-
damental to the experience of social and political marginality and the
grounding of feminist politics in the histories of racism and imperialism;
(2) the crucial role of a hegemonic state in circumscribing their/our daily
ives and survival struggles; (3) the significance of memory and writing
in the creation o@%ﬁifg‘é@znd (4) the differences, conflicts,
and contradictions internal to third 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 precisely 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. Sivaranidan in his searing critique of the identity 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 coercionshould 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 identity, 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 counterhegemonic histories.
His analysis questions the contemporary identity-based philosophy of
social movements which define “discourse” as an adequate terrain of
struggle. While discursive categories aWal
contestatlon, ‘they must be grounded in and informed by the material
‘politics of eve%fgi _especially the daily life struggles for survival of
poor people—those written out of history.

ut 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 even.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 producmg knowl-
edge for ourselves. R

Contexts: History, the State, and Relations of Rule

Do third world feminisms share a4 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 oregender in relation fo race and/or class as
part of a broader liberation struggle. Often the singular 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. Since the relati h1 s of women of color

to white men are usually mediated by state i n never

"define_feminist politics without accounting for this medlatlon. For ex-
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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 male/female 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
male/female 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 [context, the history of white feminism is not very
different from the history of the feminisms of third world women: all of

these varied histories emerge 7 Felation fo other 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.? 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, and 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, gender and race are relational_terms: they foreground a
relationship (afid often a hierarchy) befween 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) purely because she is female. Ideologies of womanhood have
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as much to do with class and race as they have to do with sex( 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 systemic
networks of class, race, (hetero)sexuality, and nation, then, that position
us as “women.” Herein lies a fundamental challenge for feminist analysis
once 1t 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 emphasize, however, is the urgent
need for us to appreciate and understand the@pjex relationality that
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 differently at particular historical conjunctures,
while at the same time insisting on the dynamic oppositional agency of
individuals 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 the setting up of (in Dorothy 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 agency
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’’;

“Reldtions 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.

T
|
{
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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 intersections of structures of power and emphasizes the
pFacess of form of ruling, not the frozen embodiment of it (as, for instance,
in the notion 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 examines, 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 gender, race, and 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-
Y 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 section/context
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.’® My aim is

to suggest ways of making connections and asking better questions rather
than to provide a complete theory or history of third world women'’s
engagement with feminisms.

(I Colonialism, 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 caste/class regulation—insti-
tutions which, in turn, solicited their own modes of 1nd1v1dual 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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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

i process of abstraction that the colonial state legislates racial, sexual, and
class/caste 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 defined authority and legitimacy through the difference rather than
commonality of rulers and “natives.” This, in turn, 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. Thus, the British colonial
state established a particular form of rule through the bureaucratization
of gende?mglly in terms of the ins'gtu_tign\oLéolQmal_‘ser-
vice. This particular ruting apparatus made cerfain relations 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.”'! Thus, the embodiment of the power of Empire by officers in
colonial service 18dTo parficular relations of rule and forms of knowledge.
This was accomplished through the creation of the "English genfleman’”
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, ﬁdehty, devotion, fortitude, and self-sacrifice. This
definition of white men as “naturally” born to rule is mﬂg@ a
discourse of race and sexuality which necessarily defined colonized peo-
plgs‘ﬁérﬁﬁa'women, #s incapable of self- ovemmen*"flgmamtﬁnance
of strMWWWom
which were made between “legitimate rulers’” “childlike subjects.”
These boundaries were evident in the exp11c1t 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 of fact, South
African apartheid is also founded on the delineation of these ands of
boundaries.

In 1909, a confidential circular was issued by Lord.Crewe-to_colonial
officers in Africa. This circular, which became known as the * > “Concubinage

Circular,” stated moral objections to officers’ consorting with native

women, claimin ng that this practice diminished the authority of colonial.
offlcers }& eyes of the natlves, _thus_lowering | the1r effectlveness as

mn 1945, 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 basis 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
underside of nctioned mode of colonial
rule.Tn fact, it is only in the last two decades that racialized sexual violence
has 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 sex/color lines in Latin America specifies the relation of racialized
violent masculinity to the class/gender system.

Thus colonial states created racially and sexually differentiated classes
conducive to a ruling process fundamentally grounded in economic sur-
plus 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 was/is the discourse of race and racism.!? Racism in the context
of colonialism and imperialism takes the form of simultaneous naturali-
zation and abstraction. It works by erasing the economic, political, and
historical exigencies which necessitate the essentialist discourse of race
as a way to legitimate imperialism 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. All forms of ruling operate

by _constructing, and consolidating as well as transforming, already ex-

isting Social_jnequalities. In addition to the construction of hegemonic
masculinities as.a form of 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.!* One of the best analyses of
the relation of caste/class hierarchies to patriarchies under British colo-
nial sm is offered by KumKum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid in their intro-
duction to a book of essays on Indian colonial and postcolonial history.!*
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 class/caste 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 class/caste relations. However, by
drawing on essays which analyze British intervention (rules and laws) in
land settlements as well as in local patriarchal practices, Sangari and Vaid
are able to point to the effect of agrarian regulation on the process of the
restructuring and reconstitution of patriarchies across class/caste 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]
village community”” and the “cohering [of] tribes.” Even when the pa-
triarchal 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 customs 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 patriarchal
_practlces were shaped to serve the economic interests of both thM—
owning classes and the colonial state; even the seemingly progressive
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customs such as widow remarriage had their limits determined within
this gendered political economy.

“Another €ffect 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 caste/class 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 ideds 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” womer’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, interconnected levels: an ideo-
Iogical, discursive Tevel which addresses questions of representation

wmmnmnwm«hﬂmﬂal eXperiential, daxly—hfe level

levels, and it is the notlon of the practice of rulmg 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
racialized masculinity of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century terri-
torialistimperialism, white capitalist patriarchies institute relations of rule
based on a liberal citizenship model with its"6wn forms of knowledge %
and impersonal bure aucracTes According to R. W. Connell, the contem-
porafy Euro-Americ Operates through the setting up of a “gender
regime’’: a regime whereby the state is the primary organizer of the power
relations.of gender.!¢ In other words, the state delimits the boundaries o
personal/domestic 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-
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 to the violent masculinity of colonial rule
or of the military). This ratlonql;zed mascuhmty is evident in the bu-
reaucratic sexual division of labor of pepte-employed 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 employed in the human services (ed-
ucation, nursing, social work, etc.) and secgetarial 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. But to fully appreciate and mobilize against the oppressive rule
of this state, tmtli%of rule of the st understood and
analyzed in terms of gender, class exual as well as racial 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 construc-
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 Winant" 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 turn 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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capitalism. 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 {i_ed 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. These_relations of inequality are the
context for the entry of U.S. women ‘of color into the Wually
nmmr Wlds In part it is this

history of Tow-wage, exploitative occupations which haw:me\‘ﬁ—t}—l’e/pur-

view of U.S. third world womer_t_\yxhlch contribuites to the racist definitions,
tﬁ*yﬁst endure vis-a-vis a dominant white, middle-class, professmnal

culture.
" "In 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 took 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 1854 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 most 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 officersy
the right to determine if women who chose to emigrate were “personsf
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 Exclusion Act terminated all labor immigration from
mainland Asia, while the 1934 Tydings-McDulffie 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
quotasystem for Asian immigrants. Quotas were available only for profes-
sionals with postsecondary education, technical training, and specialized
experience. Thus, the replacement of the “yéllow peril” stereotype-ky a
is linked to a pafrtt i immigra-




26 Cartographies of Struggle

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.? On the other hand, racial categorization
in Brazil varies along a black /white 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 and Winant’s notion of racial formation allows
us to account for the historical determinants of these ideological Sdefini-
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
UK. 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. These 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 be legal appendages of men?® For instance, the 1968 Commonwealth
Immigrants Act, in which ancestry was decisive, permitted only 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 only
(W) through the ﬁmﬂy
model. Similarly, the 1981 British Nationality Act translated immigration
legislation 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 entitled to 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




INTRODUCTION 27

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 aré
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 line*!
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. Racist ide-
ology has the hegemonic capacity to define the terms whereby people
understand themselves and their world. The project of decolonization
thus involves the specification of Tace in political, economic, and ideo-

[ogical terms, for the meanings of race are necessarily shap much

incolléctive and personal practice (idtenttity politics) as by the state (co-
lonial or contemporary capitalist). "

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
rule. The fact that notions of sexuality (morality of women), gender (fam-
ilial configurations), and race (“Oriental”) are implicitly written into these
1 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,
and (b) provides a method of feminist analysis which is located at the
intersections of systemic gender, race, class, and sexual paradigms as they
are regulated by the liberal state. This discussion 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, questions 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 of the massive
incorporation and proletarianization of these women in multinational fac-
tories. While this location is not just a “’social indicator” of third world
women s economic and soclal status (Momsen and Townsend\x987) it

is a mgglﬁcant determinant of the e_micropolitics of daily life and self-

constructions of massive numbers quomm employe& in

Eﬁmln fact, the 1960s expansion of multinational export-

processing labor-intensive industries to the third world and the U.S./
Mexicanborder 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-



INTRODUCTION 29

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.? 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—
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 assumptions 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 morality to which third world
women are subject inform their notions of self, their organizing, and their
'day-to-day resilience.

“The 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. Suffice it to say that constructions of self and agency
in this context too arzmMJﬁns-
formations managed by the state in ¢ conum_ﬁmﬁTMI cor-
pomthln this framework of multinational employment,
itis 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. It is also this particular context and juncture that
suggest a possible coahtlon among third world women workers.?? ‘

by multmatlonal capltal 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 historical 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 the_
contests over meaning of definitions of the self and other. Trinh T. Minh-
ha (1989) formulates the racial and sexual basis of the ““object of anthro-
pological study” thus:2*

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 “man” 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--
ber 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.?* 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 clichés. 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 stereotypes to_consolidate particular relations of rule. In both
cases, gender 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.
Knowledge 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 feminisms. After all, the material effects
of this knowledge production have ramifications for institutions (e.g.,
laws, policies, educational systems) as well as the constitution of selves
and of subjectivities. For instance, Rey Chow, in her essay “Violence in
the Other Country,” addresses such paradigms 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 international development

studies. Questions of definition and self-definition inform the very core
of political consciousiiess in all contexts, and the examination of a dis-
Wmm has historically authorized the objectification
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 be 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.
However, not all feminist struggles can be understood within the frame-
~ work of “organized”” movements. Questions of poht1calconsc10usness and
self-identity are a crucial aspect of defining third world women’s en-
gagement with feminism. And while these questions have to be addressed
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 suggests that questions of subjectivity are > always
multiply mediated through the axes of race, class/caste, sexuali y, and
gender. T do not provide a critique of identity politics here, but I t1do—

challenge 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 questions of identity are crucially im ey can never
be reduced to automatic self-referential, individualist ideas of the political
{(or feminist) subject. Three of the essays in this volume, Barbara Smith’s
essay on black 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 questioris 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 ofpolitical consciousness. Writing is itself an activity which -

ismarked 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
writers.

For example, critics have pointed to the recent proliferation of exper-

ientially 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 evidence of
dgc\e'ﬁt-ering hegemonic histories and subjectivities. It is the way it which
they are read, understood, and located institutionially which is of para-
fiount importance. After all, thie Point is not just 'to record”” one’s history
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 were/are the agents of these
testimonials. The significance of representing “the people” as subjects of
struggle is thus encapsulated in the génre ‘of testimoniats, 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. Feminist 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 conscious-
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®¥ontext, 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. Ny,

Honor Ford-Smith,? 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 cre;ﬁo%:;mmunal (feminist)]

redefinition of the very possibilities of political conscioustiess 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 1wgfipaces, texts, and images for encoding the history of' ‘.

S~—
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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 coun s 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 suggest the possibility, indeed the necessity, of conceptualizing no-
tions of collective selves and mm
historical memory and wri y women of colora ird world women.
This writing/speaking of a mulfiple consciousness, one located at fhe
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 Anzaldaa refers
to as a “mestiza consciousness” (Anzaldia 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. (Anzaldiia 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 Anzaldda, 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./ |
Mexican border. Thus, unlike a Western, postmodernist notion of agency |
and consciousness which often announces the splintering of the subject, |

of the everyday struggles of Chicanas.

Some of these questions are also taken up by Lourdes Torres in her
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 evidentin some
of the revolutionary testimonials of Latin American women, speaking from
within 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 consciousness (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 “collec-
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, Anzaldtia, and Sommer thus together pose a -
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
the history of specific struggles. It 1 on of agency which works not
thirough the Togic of identification but through the Togic of opposition.
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? P_'ifﬁcles—iitance
clearly accompanies all forms of domination. However, it is not always
identifiable through organized movements; resistance inheres in the very
'gﬂ_&fiﬂe___”_s,am:lsilem_e;sgﬁ hegemeonic narratives. Resistance is encoded

in the practices of remembering, and of writing. Agency is thus figured
in_the minute, day-to-day practice struggles of third world women.

Coherence of politicsand of action comes from a sociality which itself
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 summarize, 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 s, 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, 1 write it in an attempt
W of feminist analyses, to suggest new beginnings and
middles, and to arguemm%m

: memm

able and 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,” mcludes
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 questions 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.

NoOTEs

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. 11-16.

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
Anzaldta, ed., Making Face, Making Soul /Haciendo caras: Creative and Critical
Perspectives by Women of Color, San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1990). See also
essays in Moraga and Anzaldia, 1983, Trinh T. Minh-Ha, 1989, hooks, 1984, and
Anzaldia, 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 Anzaldia, 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 préctices 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, and/or 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 peoples (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 recentbook 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 World /Second 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



44 Cartographies of Struggle

also Howard Winant’s recent essay “Postmodern 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 anthropology 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 Postmodernist Turn in Anthropology:
Cautions from a Feminist Perspective,” Signs 15, no. 1 (Autumn 1989), pp. 7-33.

26. Doris Sommer makes thispointin her excellent essay ““Not Just a Personal
Story: Women's Testimonios and the Plural Self,” in Bella Brodzki and Celeste
Schenck, eds., Life/Lines: Theorizing Women's Autobiography, Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
verslity 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



INTRODUCTION 45

publishers: Firebrand Press, Crossing Press, Spinsters/Aunt Lute, Zed Press, South
End Press, Women'’s Press, and Sheba Feminist Publishers.

REFERENCES

Alarcon, Norma. 1989. ““The Theoretical Subject(s) of This Bridge Called My Back
and Anglo-American Feminism.” In H. Calderon and J. D. Saldivar, eds.,
Chicana Criticism in a Social Context. Durham: Duke University Press.

Anderson, Benedict. 1983. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism. New York: Verso Books.

_Anthias, F.,, and N. Yuval Davis. 1990. Women and the State. London: Macmillan.

Anzaldta, Gloria. 1987. Borderlands/La Frontera. San Francisco: Spinsters/Aunt
Lute.

, ed. 1990. Making Face, Making Soul /Haciendo caras: Creative and Critical
Perspectives by Women of Color. San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books.

Asian Women United of California, eds. 1989. Making Waves: An Anthology of
Writings by and about Asian American Women. Boston: Beacon Press.

Beneria, L., and C. Stimpson, eds. 1987. Women, Households and the Economy. New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

Bhabha, J., et al. 1985. Worlds Apart: Women under Immigration and Nationality
Law. London: Pluto Press.

Blassingame, John. 1979. The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Antebellum
South. New York: Oxford University Press.

Bryan, B., et al. 1985. The Heart of the Race. London: Virago.

Burton, C. 1985. Subordination. Sydney: Allen and Unwin.

Callaway, Helen. 1987. Gender, Culture, and Empire: European Women in Colonial
Nigeria. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

Charlton, Sue Ellen M,, J. Everett, and Kathleen Staudt, eds. 1989. Women, the
State, and Development. Albany: SUNY Press.

Chowdhry, Prem. 1989. “Customs in a Peasant Economy: Women in Colonial
Haryana.” In Sangari and Vaid, 302-36.

Clifford, J., and G. Marcus, eds. 1986. Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of
Ethnography. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Connell, R. W. 1987. Gender and Power. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Davis, Miranda. 1981. Third World /Second Sex, Vol. 1. London: Zed Press.

. 1987. Third World /Second Sex, Vol. 2. London: Zed Press.

Eisenstein, Zillah. 1988. The Female Body and the Law. Berkeley: University of
California Press.

Etienne, Mona, and Eleanor Leacock, eds. 1980. Women and Colonization. New
York: Praeger.

Ferguson, K. E. 1984. The Feminist Case against Bureaucracy. Philadelphia: Temple
University Press.

Fernandez-Kelly, M. P. 1983. For We Are Sold, I and My People: Women and Industry
in Mexico’s Frontier. Albany: SUNY Press.

Fox-Genovese, Elizabeth. 1988. Within the Plantation Household: Black and White
Women of the Old South. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. -

Genovese, Eugene. 1979. From Rebellion to Revolution: Afro-American Slave Revolts

in the Making of the Modern World. Boston: Beacon Press.




46 Cartographies of Struggle

Giddings, Paula. 1984. When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on
Race and Sex in America. New York: William Morrow.

Gilroy, Paul. 1987. There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Grewal, S., et al. 1988. Charting the Journey: Writings by Black and Third World
Women. London: Sheba Feminist Publishers.

Harlow, B. 1989. “Narrative in Prison: Stories from the Palestinian Intifada.”
Modern Fiction Studies 35, no. 1:29-46. '

Higginbotham, Elizabeth. 1983. ““Laid Bare by the System: Work and Survival for
Black and Hispanic Women.” In A. Swerdlow and H. Lessinger, eds., Class,
Race and Sex: The Dynamics of Control. Boston: G. K. Hall. 200-215. :

hooks, bell. 1984. Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. Boston: South End Press.

. 1988. Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black. Boston: South End
Press.

Hurtado, Aida. 1989. “Relating to Privilege: Seduction and Rejection in the Sub-
ordination of White Women and Women of Color.” Signs 14, no. 4:833-55.

I, Rigoberta Menchu, an Indian Woman in Guatemala. 1984. London: Verso Books.

Jayawardena, Kumari. 1986. Feminism and Nationalism in the Third World. London:
Zed Press.

Jones, Jacqueline. 1985. Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the
Family from Slavery to the Present. New York: Random House.

King, Katie. 1990. “Producing Sex, Theory and Culture: Gay/Straight ReMappings
in Contemporary Feminism.” In M. Hirsch and E. Fox-Keller, eds., Conflicts
in Feminism. New York: Methuen (forthcoming).

Kishwar, M., and R. Vanita, eds. 1984. In Search of Answers: Indian Women'’s Voices
from Manushi. London: Zed Press.

Latin American and Caribbean Women'’s Collective. 1977. Slaves of Slaves. Lon-
don: Zed Press.

Leacock, E., and H. Safa, eds. 1986. Women’s Work: Development and the Division
of Labor by Gender. South Hadley, Mass.: Bergin and Garvey.

Liddle, J., and R. Joshi. 1986. Daughters of Indépendence: Gender, Caste and Class
in India. London: Zed Press.

Lorde, Audre. 1984. Sister Outsider. Freedom, Calif.: Crossing Press.

MacKinnon, Catherine. 1989. Towards a Feminist Theory of the State. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Marcus, G., and M. Fischer. 1986. Anthropology as Cultural Critique. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Martin, Biddy. 1988. “Lesbian Identity and Autobiographical Difference(s).” In.
B. Brodzki and C. Schenck, eds., Life/Lines: Theorizing Women’s Autobiography.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 77-106.

Mascia-Lees, F.E., et al. 1989. “The Postmodernist Turn in Anthropology: Cau-
tions from a Feminist Perspective.” Signs 15, no. 1:7-33.

Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. 1987. “Feminist Encounters: Locating the Politics of
Experience.” Copyright 1:30-44.

and Satya P. Mohanty. 1990. “’Contradictions of Colonialism.”” The Wom-
en’s Review of Books 7, no. 6:19-21.

Mohanty, Satya P. 1989. “Kipling’s Children and the Color Line.” Race and Class
31, no. 1:21-40.

. 1991. Literary Theory and the Claims of History. Oxford: Basil Blackwell

Momsen, J. H., and ]. Townsend. 1987. Geography of Gender in the Third World.
New York: SUNY Press. R

Moore, H. 1988. Feminism and Anthropology. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

-




INTRODUCTION 47

Moraga, C., and G. Anzaldta, eds. 1983. This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by
Radical Women of Color. New York: Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press.

Nash, J., and M. P. Fernandez-Kelly, eds. 1983. Women, Men and the International
Division of Labor. Albany: SUNY Press.

O’Hanlon, R. 1988. “Recovering the Subject: Subaltern Studies and Histories of
Resistance in Colonial South Asia.” Modern Asian Studies 22, no. 1:189-224.

Okohiro, G.Y., ed. 1986. In Resistance: Studies in African, Caribbean and Afro-
American History. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press.

Omi, M., and H. Winant. 1986. Racial Formation in the United States, from the
1960s to the 1980s. New York: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Ong, Aihwa. 1987. Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline: Factory Women
in Malaysia. Albany: SUNY Press.

Popkin, Richard. 1974. “The Philosophical Bases of Modern Racism.” Journal of
Operational Psychiatry 5, no. 2.

Reiter, Rayna, ed. 1975. Toward an Anthropology of Women. New York: Monthly
Review Press.

Rollins, Judith. 1987. Between Women: Domestics and Their Employers. New Bruns-
wick: Rutgers University Press.

Sandoval, Chela. 1983. “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.

Sangari, KumKum, and Sudesh Vaid, eds. 1989. Recasting Women: Essays in Co-
lonial History. New Delhi: Kali Press.

Scott, Joan W. 1986. “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis.” American
Historical Review 91, no. 5:1053-75.

Sistren with Honor Ford-Smith. 1987. Lionhart Gal: Life Stories of Jamaican Women.
Toronto: Sister Vision Press.

Sivanandan, A. 1981. “Race, Class and Caste in South Africa: An Open Letter to
No Sizwe.” Race and Class 22, no. 3:293-301.

. 1990. “All That Melts into Air Is Solid: The Hokum of the New Times.”
Race and Class 31, no. 3:1-30.

Smith, Dorothy. 1987. The Everyday World as Problematic: A Feminist Sociology.
Boston: Northeastern University Press.

Sommer, Doris. 1988. “Not Just a Personal Story: Women’s Testimonios and the
Plural Self.” In Brodzki and Schenke, 107-30.

Spelman, Elizabeth. 1989. Inessential Woman: Problems of Exclusion in Feminist
Theory. Boston: Beacon Press.

Spillers, Hortense. 1987. “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar
Book.” Diacritics, Summer 1987.

Spivak, G. C. 1987. In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics. New York: Me-
thuen.

Stree Shakti Sangathana. 1990. We Were Making History: Women and the Telengana
Uprising. London: Zed Press.

Trinh T. Minh-ha. 1989. Women, Native Other. Bloomington: Indiana University
Press.

Walby, Sylvia. 1985. Patriarchy at Work. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Winant, Howard. 1990. “Postmodern Racial Politics: Difference and Inequality.”
Socialist Review 90, no. 1:121-47.







Power,
Representation, and
Feminist

Critique






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 /
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 (Spring/Fall 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 feminisms” 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 (cf. particularly contemporary theorists such as Baran 1962, 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-

‘zalddia 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.”* However so-
Pphisticated 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 production of knowledge about 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.? It is an arbitrary
relation set 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.?

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-



54 - Power, Representation, and Feminist Critique

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, ideology, and socioeco-
nomic conditions necessarily has to be situated. Abdel Malek is useful
here, again, in reminding us about the inherence of pohtlcs 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-
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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 draw
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 considered 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.* 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.® 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, regardlesg 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 turn, 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 modern, as having control over their own
bodies and sexualities, and the freedom to make their own decisions.
The distinction between Western feminist re-presentation of women
in the third world and Western feminist self-presentation is a distinction
of the same order as that made by some Marxists between the “maip-
tenance” function of the housewife and the real ““productive” role of wage
labor, or the characterization by developmentalists of the third world as
being engaged in the lesser production’ of “raw materials” 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.®
Thus, the 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.
Itis, 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 Development 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 colonial process (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 Hosken, 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 practice is “to mutilate the sexual pleasure
and satisfaction of woman’’ (1981, 11). This, in turn, 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.”” Although it is true that the potential of male violence
against 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 organize to change it.? 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
being 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 homogeneous 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 1mp11c1tly 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 relations
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
product of the things she does (or even less, a function of what, biolog-
ically, sheis) but the meaning her activities acquire through concrete social
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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 Lévi-Strauss’s theory of kinship structure as a system of the ex-
change of women, what 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 théir
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 are 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
all 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



62 Power, Representation, and Feminist Critique

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 “women’ 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). Marnia 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 and 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.® 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 positively or
negatively by economic development policies, and this is the basis for
cross-cultural comparison.

For instance, Perdita Huston (1979) states that thepurpose 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 training 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 complexinteraction 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
policy. 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 thatfor 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, 115). 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 housewife,” 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
effects 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, because 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=tonsciousness 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,' there is also, unfortunately, a large block of
writing which succumbs to the cultural reductionism discussed earlier.

Methodological 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.

Inboth 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 stibordination, ap-
parently 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,!! 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-
héaded 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 (Strathern 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
mves’agated 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-
ern 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 discussed'? 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. V

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 réaction to power. Op-
posmon isa generahzed phenomenon created as a response to power—
which, in turn, is. possessed by certain groups of people. .

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
wamen as a homogeneous group or category (“the oppressed”), a familiar
assumption in Western radical and liberal feminisms,

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 the colonialist move. 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.

Whileradical 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.** 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.'® 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, 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 woman/women within Western
humanism. The focus of the work of all these thinkers can be stated simply
‘as an uncovering of the political interests that underlie the binary logic

‘ of humanistic discourse and ideology whereby, as a valuable recent essay
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.!”

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” scientificinquiry 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.

NoTtes

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. T 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. Thisargument is similar to Homi Bhabha’s definition of colonial discourse
as strategically creating a space for a subject people through the production 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 racial/cultural /historical 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
pleasure/unpleasure 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 feriiiist, atiracist, 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) Gyn/
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), 119-56.

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 Rounagq 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 presentin Euro-Amer-
ican feminist thought: “The image is of the passive Asian woman 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
Woman*

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.!

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
China’s marglnahzatlon in the twentleth -century world is obvious; it is
2 i at makes us t ink of it as the “other country.””2 How-Y"
ever, Anderson s remarks contain another, equally impGFEART PoTht, 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 analytical category, and to forget
the historicity that accompanies all categorical explanatory power. In her
essay “Explanation and Culture: Marginalia,” Gayatrl Spivak (1987, 105;
emphasis in original) writes:

The will to explain was the symptom of a desire to have a selfand 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 pOSSlblllty
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, at best,
an unstable category, it is because, as Denise Riley (1988, 5) tells us, “thijs
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 in 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 11, 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
crudity 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 turn 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 oiit 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 civilizing 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
profit . . . all 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. If her 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 soundslike a prophecy for the future, and Chinese
people in particular, with little intellectual choice of any kind left, feel
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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 extraterritoriality 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 what 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 11, 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 Treaty
of Nanking, ceded to Britain as a result of the Opium War (which British

istorians nowadays prefer to call, euphemisticaﬁy, 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.””? 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 suggestmg 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-
iveté), 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 intercepted 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 harmony, but that also consistently crushes the
openness brought to it by intellectuals, students, and young people? Time
and again in the past few decades, when things have just begun to be

_lopen enough for such issues of liberation to come into their own, we see

a crackdown of the kind that immediately requires the postponement of
the consideration of such issues.' As a-result, Chinese women, like their
counterparts in many 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
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, modern East Asian history is the history of “Westernization,” and if
“Westernization” is not merely a “theme” but the materiality of daily life
for modern Asian peoples, then how could it be possible to insist on the
idealist demarca ion 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.” These_modes of description and
criticism, which are articulated on the presumed certainty of what is
Chinese.” s .~ uige the notion “Chinese” as a way to legitimize the authority
of tradition and thus exclide the Fundamental hstability of any ethnic
category.- The SUppression ot Thought thiugh authoritarianism, 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) modern 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” world 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 prlmatologlst like the great
Orientalists, knows the language of the “natives” and speaks to/of /on
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-consc1ousness—
raising program, have yet to acknowledge fully.

China Studies and the Problem of Westernization

Where do these ape narratives lead us with regard to modern 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 modern 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 modern Chinese literature, I am also asked
from time to time, “Why are you using Western feminist theory on
Chinese women?”’

The contradictions about modern 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
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. /
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 into
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, formany, 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.
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 it 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
i 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 sinologists/China historians and
Chinese women, calls forth, first of all, the questions that have been raised
about the paradigmatic relation between white and nonwhite women as
nonwhite women's-indignation at théi@lversallsm of “womanhood” as
sgg&_sted by dominant feminist discourses, Mpt T Taise wom-

en’s status in the West, liberal femlmsm, like all alternative ideologies
whghjeekimerihrow those prev1ous to them, spoke on Behalf of all
women, T]@_e_@g_g_fihlps universalism lies in the fact that It JiSgUIses a

more fundamental relation béfween w white and nonwhite women, which
is mediafed by legacies of a yery different kind. After all...beyond, sis-
terhooé_pmmﬁdhﬂmﬂmﬁgﬁmnd imperialism!” (Mohanty,

this 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 become untenable is the way Western feminism.impeoses.its
own interests and methodologies on those who do not inhabit the same _~
sociohistoric: es, thiis reducing tThe Tatter 10 a state of reified silence
and otherness~This criticism informs Audre Torae s (TY84) famous “Open
Letter to Mary Daly.” A similar kind of criticism is voicegjly Aibwa.Ong

(1988, 80), who puts it "thi§ Wetyr“when femrists TooK ov

overseas, they
freque seek to establish their authority on the backs 6 fion-Western [/~

wome_rl,,defe;ﬁi?\iwﬁg fort £ Meanings At V,g’ggl‘g:é‘f’ﬁfe;fr liyes”
(emphasis-in_ariginal). '

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 fem-
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¢
part of a whole network of Western academic and policy-making discourses
on the backwardness of the non-Western, non-modern world. )

i

[w

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”—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 and/as 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-
verenceis, 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.”



96 Power, Representation, and Feminist Critique

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

. [ 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, 114)—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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NoTes

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 11, 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
1980s*

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.].:
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 Witness/Sobreviviendo: 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: Lo Que Nunca Paso Por
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 W hite Fem-
inist Perspectives (1981) by Gloria 1. 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, 1 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.! 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 perspective
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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 concerns. 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 movement 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.?

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
depictedin a writer’s work, is being discussed. I do not believeitis 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.® 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 Hernton 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.*

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 torn 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,



THE TRUTH THAT NEVER HURTS 111

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 somebody’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!’?

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/or 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 turn 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



114 Power, Representation, and Feminist Critique

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 everloved 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)



THE TRUTH THAT NEVER HURTS 115

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 walksinto 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
isnotinconceivable butit’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,” Irealized 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 clear-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.
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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 anineteen-
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
writes:

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 turn out in the end. Perhaps these transformations
go unnoticed because in Walker’s woman-centered world, in order to
change, they must relinquish machismo and 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 Mempbhis 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 um 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.” As a Black lesbian
feminist reader, I have questions about how accurate it is to identify
Walker’s characters as lesbjans 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, 118-19), 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.”? 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 1 came to believe that 1
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 déja 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.

NoTtes

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 Postcolonial 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 and regulating 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 leglslate norms. Moralzty
has become a euphemism for.sex. 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.! 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.?

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 active 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.*

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 forastable . . . self-reproducing and cheap labor force”” that worked
to generate ideologies rooted in particular notions of morality aimed at
curtailing women'’s autonomy.®> 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.””¢ 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.”” 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 of 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, had 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 prohlbltlons 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 4ll 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.”®
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 entirely 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.””? 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.1® 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 analytlcal )
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’.”1* 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.!? 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’’),!* 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 morality 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 ‘sexual 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.”

Inlaying 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.!* 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.?®

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.’¢ 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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penalty is imprisonment for life'. The deﬁning eler.nent. here.is that a
husband “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 starid 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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Sacrilegious Sex within Sanctimonious Marriage? Or Is Legitimized
Masculinity in Question?

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 pointI will utilize the set of problematics 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 managers.!” 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)'®

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 thisregard, 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.”?* 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.”’?° 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 their 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 theirsexual 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.”?! (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.?? 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.? But how will East Indian “wives” and the constructions of their
femininity figure in these political strategies??* 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 its implications for feminist methodology and political
praxis. Morality is a feminist issue 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.?> Structural
adjustment policies—the new 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.?¢ 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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results of development strategies harmful or irrelevant to the poor and to women”
(74). An excellent analysis of the implications of underdevelopment and structural
adjustment for cultural workers is provided by Honor Ford Smith, Ring Ding in
a Tight Corner: A Case Study of Funding and Organizational Democracy in Sistren,
1977-1988 (Toronto: International Council for Adult Education, 1989).

26. Much more needs to be understood about the ways in which sexual politics
come to be codified around particular issues in order to flesh out the political
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emergence of sexual violence. Sistren, a working-class group of Jamaican women,
dgone so through popular theater. See also their testimonies in Sistren with

has
Honor Ford Smith, Lionheart Gal: Life Stories of Jamaican Women (London: The

Women'’s Press, 1986).
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BUILDING POLITICS FROM
PERSONAL
LIVES

Discussions on Sexuality among Poor
Women in Brazil*

Carmen Barroso and Cristina Bruschini

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 church 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.!

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 Bem-
fam’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.? 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.?

In 1980, the Feminist Front of Sdo 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 whichincluded family planning, feminist organizations of Sdo 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 bodies 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 Sdo 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 and
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.? 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 criticism 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). Problems 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
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Para que tenhamos mais direito ao prazer, nao 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 dificuldade para
sentir prazer sexual.

Temos medo de falar
de sexo.
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Sentimos vergonha de
algumas partes de nos-

so préprio corpo.

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)
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Temos ou néo o direito de aprender a cuidar melhor
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 familia, nos ensinaram somente a
obedecer, a nao pensar por nds mesmas.

Isto acontece porque em nossa sociedade algu-
mas pessoas tomaram para si 0 poder de

decidir sobre avida da maioria das pessoas.

QUEM MANDA AQYI SOV Eu,
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QUEM MANDA AQUI SOU €V,
MULHER miykA NAo

@ MANDA QU]

NAO ADIANTA QuereRr AUMENTo!

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 mulheres nao se organizarem para lutar
por seus direitos, as leis ndo serdao cumpridas.

air Benadicio

Quais sdo 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 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,
and 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 feltfree 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 claim 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 doubits, 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
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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.®

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.

NorTEs

1. There is an extensive literature on fertility decline in Brazil (Paiva 1984;
Merrick and Berqud 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 fightagainst 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 160 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 JAMAICA'S
URBAN INFORMAL
ECoONOMY

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.! The work, adaptations,
and struggles of Caribbean women, particularly poor Afro-Creole?
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.®> 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.# 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.® 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 Gids/New
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 upon 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 (Jefferson 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 (JLP) 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 discouraged
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 (IME),
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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 (Jamaican
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



WOMEN IN JaMaicA’s UrRBAN INFORMAL EcoNOMY 177

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 modern 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
(Portes 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 tradewas “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 informal 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).”

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.? 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,° 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 11 percent.!! 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.’? 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.!® 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.* 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.'* 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, and/or 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,'¢ 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 corners 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 corners 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 and 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,!” 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.'®

Gender and Politics

In the mid-seventies, a government redevelopment agency charged
with upgrading housing, utilities, and social services in the Oceanview
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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.!® 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 (cf.
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 of Rastafari, particularly the more senior and
devoted “true Rastas,” organize their religious worship, economic activ-
ities, and domestic life along clear lines of male dominance.?® Rastafari
represents one of the most culturally and politically significant mass
movements in contemporary Jamaica.?! 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 “I/eye.”?2 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 sculffle
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’”?® 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-torn 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 in 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).

11. 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 Oceanview.
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.! 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 modern-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.?

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).® 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,* 47.1 percent had de-
pendents. Almost half of the women, 49.5 percent, earned an income of



TABLE1 Women Prisoners Held in Federal and State Prisons and Local Jails, by Race, 1978

Total  Percentage® 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 n/a
29,803 1,828 6.1 727 39.8 974 53.3 24 1.3 103

as 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

ipted 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 Jail Inmates: Soc
lings from the 1978 Survey of Inmates in Local Jails, National Prisoner Statistics Report, October 1980, p. 13.

1e total of male and female prisoners in these institutions.
:s may not add to 100 due to rounding off.
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$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 and/or race-ethnicity, many had
not acquired the educational or vocational skills which would allow them
access to decent-paying jobs.®

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 donelittle 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

9,555v 100.0 4,666 48.8 4,630 48.5 259
) 6,962 729 3,259 46.8 3,497 50.0 205
\ge 25.45 25.40 25.65 23.49
tusc
1, Never Married, 7,693 80.5 3,473 45.1 4,026 52.3 195
, or Widowed
5 at Time of
ne
>endents 4,503 47.1 1,703 37.8 2,678 59.5 122
ade of School
ade
112 4,352 455 1,917 2,323 53.4 113
Srade 10.5 10.6 10.3 10.4

5,476
42.6 2,035 49.9 1,934 475 105



it Status

dng 6,331 66.3 2,897 45.8 3,268 51.6 166
yme
$3,000 4,725 49.5 2,198 46.5 2,417 51.2 110
5,999 2,065 21.6 1,090 52,8 911 44,1 65
ncome 852 8.9 439 51.5 387 45.4 26
icome 2,416 2,594 2,254 2,566
e of Incomes
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
ndent Income® 2,350 24.6 1,332 56.7 954 40.6 64
585 6.1 292 499 288 49.2 5

ited 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.
sry does not include the sublisting of ““Not Reported.”

irity, unemployment benefits, education grants, and welfare.

rrowing 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 CRIMES®
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 1,112,327
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 11.9 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.

*Violent 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
FBL 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.® 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,”’® 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

1965
- Percentage
Offense of Arresi
Prostitution & commercialized vice 77.5
Running away 47.1
Larceny-theft 221
Fraud 20.3
Curfew & loitering law violations 18.9
Forgery & counterfeiting 18.4
Murder & nonnegligent manslaughter 17.6
Embezzlement 17.2
Sex offenses (except forcible rape & prostitution) 14.9
Aggravated assault 13.5
1978
Prostitution & commercialized vice 67.7
Running away 57.4
Fraud 36.8
Larceny-theft 31.7
Forgery & counterfeiting 29.7
Vagrancy 29.4
Embezzlement 25.1
Curfew & loitering law violations 21.6
Disorderly conduct 16.1
Liquor law violations 14.7
- 1984
Prostitution & commercialized vice 69.9
Running away 57.8
Fraud 40.4
Embezzlement 36.9
Forgery & counterfeiting 33.7
Larceny-theft 30.2
Curfew & loitering law violations 23.7
Disorderly conduct 17.2
Liquor law violations 16.4
Other assaults 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. 115),
1978 (p. 197), and 1984 (p. 179).
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were victimless crimes,’ five of the top six offenses were economic crimes?®
(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 destructive
white-collar and corporate crimes (Wickman and Dailewy 1982). These
women not only are the victims of economic, sexual, and/or 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) racial/ethnic 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.
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1. In 1965 women constituted 11.9 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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O_;Rof‘t_h_e major challenges for those people concerned with |

women’s equality is 0 unifying theoretical focus th
connects local concerns with national and interpati . Sinee so
much sogial analysis in our society is b local qua in-

d1v1duallst1c approach, it is necessary to attempt to dev1se mof
seelng and knowmg that 1ncgnpoxa.te¢he.prenv1ously excluded—or to put
: z T i nankind.” For those also
mterested in natlonal 11berat10n in today sworld, thls means going beyond
the problem of Eurocentr1c1ty in contemporary social theory. In order to
do this, “it js i ive th. sent . .. be made cayse the
greater part of the truth as is shown by the continuing revolutions in the
Third World, HMWMI) This essay, then,
intends to examine two issu€§—national liberation and women’s equal-
ity—from the perspective of that which has been prev ously 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_has
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ighlighted the relationship between reproductive rights and itable
hﬂ&w@mwmmwmﬁawf econd,

the women’s movement has also challenged the idealized roles and con-

mﬁ»ﬁﬁﬁﬁmﬂwk&aﬂu&&a&m ,ge n held up as hich
to msm,and,ggpress those women who are tructurall denied access

tg, that idealization (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 has been essentially a struggle for equal access.! In this

way, the women’s movement replicates the problems of the U.S. civil
_rights movement. Neither movement has as its basis the transformation
of the system at i mggggm_haWe
s;_z_s_t_e_r_n;_s__q_tl}at ‘women could also. be policemen,” or..“blacks could be

romo he army.” TG _challenge.the system_ Wm-
front what the police.or.the army actually does. Another problem of both
therment is that the he elites in
those mavements have become the officially recognized leadership, chan-

nels through which the lesser-privileged.are expected.to yQice their griev-
ances, lﬁls not only lemsmmmmkemsm.&&.MQAutlon but.alsg to a clear

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 Stanislas Adotevi (1972) warned, the black poet who did not partic-

eople’ ‘f”"f"l@fruggle meérély exercised in’ negrltatlon

and ultimately proved.to. be.amember of a omf‘o“‘rfaBle elite connecting
tg the people's-mavement exclusively througb song. F rthermore, a crit-

1ca1 component of this dvnamlc is posmﬁl r”Fute peop ¢ fg@p,egnye
/ of economic or.s0 galmnmugnmmtwhe enemy.
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. The reification of gender pro-
pels the movement into identifying women anmnct
clam 1972y Aft-nen-theréfore are transformed into oppres-
sors of all women, a@¢ben§£‘ the 1or ',me:; are declared the enemy; this

tendenc ncy is'eviden in a lecture once given atthe € 'II’ege at Old Westbury,
whose title” maymbe panaphrased as- TRéFe1510. such thing.as _a rich

)
woman iz ThlS conveme )L.pgxmltted the ehte WOIT\PD. S.p.Q.kQ person to
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awmir participation in the economic oppression of

many of their sisters in the nation and throughout the world. Such an
ifryoteyof necessity woﬁﬂa&véﬁﬁﬁmmppressmn worldwide
with the role the U.S. government plays in the international economic
order. Ward position of some Western feminists was that
EMW)%AH extreme version of this line of thought
is argaret 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 chauvinism_is an outgrowth of a primarily gender-oriented

struggle because it operates on the assumptions that women are more
“Runmsf™than men, and that this.is.biologically.defermined (L_hnston
IWWon of sexuallsm, 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 posmve and creative change, because a umﬁed approach to women'’s
issues is avoided. A unified approach muyst simultanec integra
questions of racism, class,oppression, and.sexism..

exualism, by 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.

HW& women's movement, as reflected in the

“Common Differen : wh ehev that

access to, and control over, orgas r_n,_giAlthough sexuahty is 1m20rtant it

must_be_tied to the political and the economic; o{h‘erw1se, women Y set

themselves gg for another. Jggd;gwg&onunatlon It is my posmon that the

oloba 3 estion_ mus entra the struge ALQ -
sQurc Vi se ugl;ty,ikpuld be defmgd
withinthi 1 le. e

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

)a



218 National Liberation and Sexual Politics

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 illogical that some women should have reached a conclusion that

their struggle should net as a result the right to the sexual behavior to
: el By s

which m are entitled. This'18"B r many

reasons, however.

First of all, it concentrates on the individual and is pargissistic. Such
a definition of women'’s true dimensions for struggle pulls away from the
collective or shared concerns—except with one’s own class. Sexualism
becomes the new. elitism, w_expressi class struggle wi he

mﬂ’ﬂfm@fﬁg‘fﬂﬂe Mwor.,kd;S_ﬁo_rlsing_v_v_qmsn:.u.lsmgg.many
poor women_in the United States—identify survival issues to be food,
housing. health care, and employment, not sexuality.

The 1980 VVWM 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. 'I:Iiis_b_e:ame
a rallying point for Western women, and as they promoted this issue, it

seeme tablish a Riefarchic tionship to THeir Thi isters

) ftllr_gggmmmmglomahsm It}evealed_latenuaasm,.baca&g\e
“ form in which the issues were articulated was in terms of those “savage

customs” from ~backward” African and Arab cultures. Underlying this
formulation was the implicit evidence of a rising anti-Arab and anti-
Islamic fervor that was starting o emanate from Western 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-
fendit. 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
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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 demo how sexualism can
swﬁ@x_g;g%@mﬂw%stem feminists to measiife women
in other pars.of the world. In an interview done at the “Common Dif-

erences”’. 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.”

(3% ~Sallx M d_gabe (w1fe of Z Zlm-
b&wﬂenm_mbe) sald in her press conference at

(l)ggc}gpsadem.mgga_t.g.,m,,,...,gm;uon r“eswgm«m&mﬂmmem&m

trlbute tothelr own and their children’s livelihood, and (2) control over

R T R E T O A e

7 : ir, bodies.

And 1ncreasmgly, U.S. women are losmg 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.”’?

Mgreover, the voices of U.S. women appear to have become muted,

ip paMe myt‘f\ologv that women in the United States have reahzed
_~ihore freedo ~_r,‘n‘_t;1;).an.,‘.:Az&ame-lwr--mm@ther-—e@u*r'tta'-'Lesmesp.ggg:,;g,l‘1 thosa
+" Third World. 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.

There are compelling interlocking.relationships connecting natural re-
sources, national liberation struggles, multinational.corporations. and
women'’s oppression worldwide, 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. W