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, v Feminism today h an international issue and lite struggle against wo-
.jfeem subordination must be international in character asserts Asoka Banda-
, rage in this paper. She is assistant professor of sociology at Brandeis Univer­
sity dttd «£ggs on the International Committee of the Boston Women's Meal-
til Book CoUeettve and Ihe editorial hoard of the Bulletin of Concerned Asian 

Jkholars. ~' 

She matri:Mm that women's subordination is a systematic Jeantre of the 
gprld' poliiibai['economy and ideology and that it is in the common struggle 
6g$ns$ those aspects of women's subordination rooted in the "world system" 
0at different, groups of women and their culturally specific movements can 
Som&iogcther. 

Spurred by the women's move­
ment in the West, women's liberation 
has rightfully emerged as a global 
issue. The internationalization of 
feminism is one of the most controver­
sial intcllictual and political develop­
ments of our time. Women around the 
world have begun to address the age-
old, deep-seated phenomenon of fe­
male subordination and the strategics 
to overcome it. 

In 1975 the United Nations in­
augurated the International Women's 
Decade at the Mixico City conference. 
Many governments established wo­
men's bureaus in preparation for the 
mid-decade conference in Copenhagen 
in 1980. Extensive arrangements are 
now under way for the end of the 
decade conference scheduled for 1985 
in' Nairobi. Meanwhile, a new field 

known as "Women in Development" 
has emerged giving legitimacy to aca­
demic inquiries and policy planning 
pertaining to women in the Third 
World. Women social scientists and 
international aid agencies including the 
World Bank and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development arc identi­
fied with this field. Their ideas and 

-stratigies are exported to the Third 
World to integrate women into the 
processes of economic modernization. 
Many non-governmental organizations 
and networks have also begun at the 
international, national and regional 
levels to deal with issues specific to 
women such as reproductive control 
and sexual violence. Even the multi­
national corporations now give the lib­
eration of women as a reason for their 
expansion overseas. 
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fyut the solidarity among woniera 
is tenuous. At every international 
women's gathering- the'divisions of 
race, class, nationalityand ; ethnicity 
erupt; tearing at the unity that jring.' 
women together. 3 The official .U.S. 
delegation is already discussingvSt.raleg-
ies tO'avoid the infiltration of such di­
visive issues at the Nairobi conference. 
Indeed, wc car pretend that differenc­
es dp not exist, or we can explore 
them and, in the process, reformulate 
feminism itself. The latter is uipre 
difficult and pajnl'ul. but indisj>ens-

. able, if sisterhood is to become more 
than a slogan. 

In spittf of all the conferences, 
declarations academic treatises and 
women's- projects, many women a-
round the world have yet to hear of 
feminism or the women's movement. 
It is unlikely that they will until 

-opportunities for literacy and a 
general improvement in living stand­
ards are available to them. But it is 
also the rase. that some women who 
know, of the women's movement 
show great antipathy and resistance to 
l"emin|sm. Such negative reactions are 
more apparent in the United States, 
the center of modern feminism and 
the women's movement. But why 
should any woman oppose feminism's 
attempts to eradicate those social con­
straints placed by sex which inhibit 
women land men) from realizing their 
human potential? Indeed, why do so 
many women who stand to gain so 
much from feminism see it <as either 
irrelevant to their lives or are threaten­
ed by it? 

To a large extent the anti-femin­
ism of such women is attributable to 
dominant interests, especially male 
ideologies which succeed in manipulat­
ing these women's fears about the risks 
and dangers of feminism. The new 
right in the U.S., which depicts the 
womeni's movement as a threat loathe 
alleged security of women's lives, and 
reactionary nationalist movements;as 
Ihe- un/f in Iran, whjeh.dcnigrale-JJi^ Jj 
inism by the media of coriStilHgrjrg v 
mostly i (he pranks of bra?burnjrH}i 
white, iiiiiddlp-elass women has also 
played its pari in alienating some po­
tentially sympathetic women from the 
fundamental concerns of feminism. 

Does this mean that women who-
are alitfnated from feminism are ridden 
with "false consciousness?" If the fe­
minist vanguard were to enlighten 
these irrational women of the object­
ive conditions of their oppression, 
namely male dominance, could a mass-
based, international feminist struggle 
be launched? 

Obviously, the answer is not that 
simple. We need to move beyond the 
familiar factors of male manipulation, 
media distortion and the implied false 
consciousness of the masses of women. 
Being careful not to blame feminism 
for the deteriorating conditions of 
many women around the world, we 
must ask nevertheless if the feminist 
theories and strategics currently avail­
able are adequate for comprehending 
ancd changing the oppression of most 
women and the alienation of many 
from feminism. Have the class and 
cultural, biases of^ontemporary femin­
ism and the women's movement, F T 
example, contributed in any way to 
the successes of anti-feminist forces 
among certain groups of women? If 
reactionary blacklashes against some 
of the hand-won victories of the wo­
men's movement wuch as women's re­
productive rights are to be countered, 
a reassessment of the objectives and 
strategies of feminism is clearly neces­
sary. 

We need alsp%> ask if in fact most 
women, are opposed to the broad 
ideals of feminism - increased social 
and psychological freedoms for wo­
men - or if (heir resistance is to that 
particular brand of feminism arising 
out of the white, middle-class experi­
ence in the West, but popularly pro­
jected as "the Women's Movement" 
by the media and most- Western, mid­
dle-class feminists themselves? Those 
studies which have inquired into the 
consciousness of poor and Third WorH 
women without resorting to Western 
feminist concepts are quite instructive. 
They have revealed a great enthusiasm 
for and acceptance of the broad princi­
ples, and objectives of feminism among 
siich disparate groups as"untouchabJe." 
wttuie-nan India and poor black wo­
men in the United States. 

It is necessary then to make a 
clear distinction between feminism as 
a universal ideology potentially accept­

able to most women and the middle-
class, predominantly Western feminism 
which has become synonymous with 
the contemporary women's move­
ment, This distinct is at the root of 
many of the conflicts that break' out 
among different groups of women at 
international women's conferences. 

What is problematic of course is 
not that there are differences among 
women but that there are inequalities 
and con flictive interests among us, as 
among men, based on the hierarchies 
of social class, race, nation, ethnicity 
etc. For example, it is obvious that 
imperialism (Western, economic, politi­
cal ahd cultural hegemony) has given 
white women a highrer social status in 
the world over Third World women 
(women of color in Asia, Africa, Latin 
America as well as the racial minorities 
in the West), Similarly, women from 
the privileged social classes in the West 
and the Third World, thought themsel­
ves subordinated to their men, are pla­
ced in relations of dominance vis-a-viv 
poor women and men. . The radical 
feminist assertion that all women are 
Oppressed by all men, developed arou­
nd issues of sexual control and vio­
lence, needs qualification in the con­
text of such realities as the racist use 
of the rape charge against black men in 
the United- States. In the last forty 
years or so four hundred and fifty-five 
men have been executed for rape Four 
hundred' and five of them were black. 
No white man has ever been executed 
for raping a black woman in this coun­
try. 

Note too that the contrasting ra­
cist and sexist images of white and 
black women here depict the former as 
passive, dependent and delicate .crea­
tures to be protected and the latter as 
strong matriarchs or bad black women 
to be cast aside. These stereotypical 
images alone .should, raise questions-
about the prevalence of uniform mod­
els of womanhood and manhood for 
all groups. 

Not surprisingly perhaps, feminist 
analyses and the women's movement 
arose .within the ranks of the relatively 
deprived white, middle-class women in 
the West rather than the absolutely de­
praved majority of poor Third World 
women. What is important to note is 
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lhat the analytical categories and social 
change strategics produced by Wl stern 
middle-class feminists, while couched in 
universal terms, are derived from the 
unique historical experience of their 
own social class and culture. 

WESTERN FEMINISM AND MIDDLE 
CLASS VALUES 

Both the nineteenth-century wo­
men's suffrage movement and the con­
temporary women's movement in the 
U.S. have emerged largely as responses 
by white, middle-class women to the 
contradictions created in their lives by 
the processes of capitalist industrial 
development in particular can be seen as 
the challenge of educated middle-class 
women already engaged in "public" 
activities, notably the abolition move­
ment, to the ideology of feminity that 
confined them to the "domestic"sphere. 
Their aim was to legitimize their inte­
gration into public life through the vote 
and eventually to become the legal and 
social equals of the men of their class. 

Similarly the contemporary wo­
men's movement emerged among mid­
dle-class women (some confined to the 
home and others already in paid em­
ployment) seeking greater integration 
into public life through satisfying care­
ers and eventual equality with their 
men. This movement must also be seen 
in the context of increasing commercial­
ization of domestic services and rapid 
absoibtion of women into the wage 
labour force. 

.The liberal integrationist strategies 
and their emphasis on legislative change 
unite the two women's movements in 
the U.S. What distinguishes them is the 
emergence of a newer more radical 
branch of feminism in recent decades 
which has politicized personal relations 
between men and women within the 
family. Extending its critique to other 
social institutions, radical feminism 
argues that women's liberation cannot 
be achieved without the overthrow of 
male dominance or patriarchy, which is 
the very foundation of social life every­
where. 

Many of the popular categories of 
feminist analysis today, such as the pri­
vate-public dichotomy and the patri­

archal nuclear family, have been formu­
lated by white, middle-class feminists in 
the process of reassessing their unique 
historical experience under industrial 
capitalism. Like much of Western male 
scholarship then, feminist analyses and 
practices too are ridden with middle-
class and Western biases. Feminist 
thinking which takes the middle-class 
experience as the norm may not only be 
irrelevant and alienating to most wo­
men, but the social change strategics 
emanating from such thinking may have 
negative consequences for poor and 
Third World women and men. 

In this regard, we should remember 
how the nineteenth-century women's 
movement in the U.S., which emerged 
from within the abolition movement, 
later capitulated to the racial and class 
politics of the time. When white supre­
macist politicians pitted the vote for 
women against the vote for black men, 
the suffragists, in their exclusive con­
cent for the vote for women - that is 
white, middle-class women - went along 
with tehe racist forces. During the early 
decades of the twentieth century, some 
feminist searching for allies in their cam­
paign for birth control took positions 
supporting the reduction of "undesir­
able" elements in the population, such 
as blacks, foreigners, (immigrants) and 
the lower classes. Such positions fed in­
to the eugenics movement and the racial 

hysteria of the time.. Unless the scope 
of feminism is broadened, the contem­
porary women's movement (in spite of 
its roots in the civil rights struggle) can 
again be aligned with white male politi­
cians seeking to keep women, minorities 
and the working classes divided and con­
quered. 

Perhaps the most important strat­
egy of liberation advocated by contem­
porary liberal feminism is the incorpo­
ration of women into the paid labour 
force as the equals of men. Indeed, for 
middle-class women formerly confined 
to domestic chores, a professional career 
can offer greater self-fulfilment despite 
the new stresses that come with those 
careers. Women from the priviliged so­
cial classes in the Third World have also 
benefited from higher education and in­
tegration into paid employment. 

But for the majority of other wo­
men, integration into the wage labout 
force entails at best working as a factory 
or field labourer and at worst as a maid 
or a prostitute. Can absorbtion into the 
prevailing structures of employment 
bring liberation to most women? In the 
absence of changes in those hierarchical 
structures at the international and nat­
ional levels, integration results maruly in 
prestigious careers for a few women and 
men but continued underpaid and un­
dervalued work for the majority that 
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unequal integration further deepens the 
class, racial and national cleavages a-
mong women rather than helps build 
sisterhood. 

Demands made in the name of wo­
men's liberation by liberal feminist org­
anizations in certain Third World count­
ries only exacerbate this trend. Take 
for example the cry for imported luxury 
kitchen equipment that would suppose­
dly lighten the household chores of 
busy professional women. It is no sec­
ret that the conspicous consumption of 
the privileged classes diverts scarce for­
eign exchange from the survival needs of 
the masses of poor women and men in 
those countries. 

Turning briefly to radical feminism 
now, it can well be argued that some of 
its basic postulates such as the "personal 
is political" are broadly applicable 
everywhere. But a closer analysis of 
some of the specific institutions, such as 
the male-headed, nuclear family against 
which radical feminism directs its criti­
que, helps recognize the limits of this 
analysis. Research into social classes 
and cultures outside the Western middle 
class reveals a diversity of family struct­
ures. At least one third of the house­
holds in the world today are headed by 
women. Reaearch also shows that the 
family is not tehe primary focus of wo­
men's oppression everywhere. In some 
communities, especially those subjugat­
ed by racism as under slavery in Ameri­
ca or apartheid in South Africa, black 
women have experienced family life as 
essentially supportive rather than opp­
ressive. Women in such situations may 
consider labour for their families as the­
ir only labour of love. 

It should also be noted that while 
sisterhood may be a new discovery for 
Western, middle-class housewives isolat­
ed in their suburban homes, it has long 
been a reality for women in many sex-
segregated societies whether in Asia, the 
Middle East , in the female-headed, kin 
networks of the Caribbean and perhaps 
even in working -class communities in 
the United States. Of course it could be 
argued that the sisterhood prevailing 
in such communities is essentially con­
servative and directed toward women's 
survival rather than the overthrow of 
male dominance. Lesbianism, when it 

exists in these situations, is not politi­
cized that the conjugal role relationship 
is not the central relationship for wo­
men in many of these communities and 
that their emotional needs are met pri­
marily through their relationships to o 
other women. To this extent, women in 
these alternative class and cultural con­
texts may be phychologically freer from 
men, especially their spouses, than their 
Westem, miudle-class counterparts. 
Women's liberation than cannot be a 
uniform exportable ideology. It has to 
be defined and achieved contextually. 

My purpose here is not to denigrate 
either the legitimate concerns of white, 
middle-class women or their efforts to 
find freedom from their own particular 
oppression but rather to begin placing 
Western feminism and the women's 
movement in comparative and historical 
perspective. The contemporary wo­
men's movement is of world historic im­
portance. It has the potential to im­
prove the quality of human relations 
elsewhere. But given the tremendous 
diversity and deepening inequalities 
among women we must work toward 
an inductive and comparative feminist 
framework within which the concerns 
of wider groups of women can be ade­
quately addressed. If not, the very 
legitimacy of feminism and women's 
movement is seriously threatened. 
CAPITALISM AND FEMINISM -
ARE THEY COMPATIBLE? 

Where do we turn then for theore­
tical direction towards a more inclu­
sive definition of feminism and strate­
gies for broadening the concerns of the 
women's movement? Few of the alter­
native theoretical frameworks and 
women's networks now emerging do 
carry the potential toward making 
feminism relevant to wider groups of 
women. 

Socialists have long argued that 
most women, and men for that matter, 
cannot find liberation within the un­
equal and exploitative social relations 
under capitalism. The prerequisite for 
the liberation of women, that is non-
bourgeois women, they point out, is 
their absorption into economic pro­
duction within a socialist economy. • 
The growing body of feminist research 
on the effects of capitalist develop­
ment on women, particularly in the 

Third World, gives much credence U 
this position. 

The processes of capitalist devel 
opmcnt in the Third World have led tc 
the marginalization of women in the 
least productive and least remunerative 
sectors of Third World economics. W 
While a handful of women have gained 
access to prestigious jobs, most women 
are confined to either unpaid or 
underpaid and exploitative work as 
subsistence producers, maids, prosti­
tutes, etc. The expansion of private 
property, wage labor, new technology 
and the cash nexus have disadvantaged 
women categorically. In many places 
in Africa for example, these new devel­
opments have robbed women of the 
relative independence and mobility 
traditionally associated with their role 
as the central subsistence producers. 
In India, the disparity between the 
sexes with regard to both employment 
and chances for physical survival have 
steadily increased with the socio-econ­
omic changes of the recent decades. 

At the mid-decade conference in 
1980 women accounted for half the 
world's population; two-thirds of the 
world's work hours; one-tenth of the 
world's income and less than a hund-
reth of the world's property. Less 
than one-third of women are literate 
and in many African and Asian count­
ries only one in ten females even en­
ters school. 'Feminization of poverty" 
is a structural feature of capitalism in 
the Third World. It is fast becoming 
so in the United States (and Europe) 
too where women are pushed into the 
permanent "underclass" in larger and 
larger numbers as somestic work is 
subsumed by capitalism and the nu­
clear family weakens. 

The structural analysis of wo­
men's oppression and long-term vision 
toward liberation presented by social­
ists arc highly compelling. But in the 
absence of pratical strategics leading to 
social revolution, the socialist vision 
can result merely in an evasion of the 
daily realities of poor women's lives. 

The concluding part of this 
paper will be published in our next 
issue. 
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