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In this lecture I begin with the questions: ‘What might global feminism in the twenty-first century. I consider the strengths and limitations of different approaches to a global feminist agenda that is concerned with the role of culture in securing women’s rights and the transformation of patriarchal power. I would like to begin with one of my favourite quotes from nineteenth century African American feminist, Anna Julia Cooper, speaking in 1893.

We take our stand on the solidarity of humanity, the oneness of life, and the unnaturalness and injustice of all special favoritisms, whether of sex, race, country or condition.… The coloured woman feels that woman's cause is one and universal; and that...not till race, colour, sex and condition are seen as accidents, and not the substance of life; not till the universal title of humanity to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness is conceded to be inalienable to all; not till then is woman's lesson taught and woman's cause won—not the white woman's nor the black woman's, not the red woman's but the cause of every man and of every woman who has writhed silently under a mighty wrong. (Anna Julia Cooper 1893, quoted in Loewenberg and Bogin 1976: 330-1).

Like many feminists both before and after her, Anna Julia Cooper espoused the cause of a universal human rights in which 'race, colour, sex and condition' would not affect those rights to 'life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness' laid down in 1776 in the preamble to the American Declaration of Independence. Given in a context in which neither women (black or white) nor men of colour enjoyed these rights, Cooper's speech points to a central issue in contemporary theory and politics: the degree to which in a postmodern, post-colonial world we can still use universal categories which have their roots in a Eurocentric, colonial project, even if they are a manifestation of the West European Enlightenment project at its most progressive. This in its turn is related to my main questions in this talk, namely whether global feminism is possible in the twenty-first century and if so, on what basis? 


If we look at Western discourses of emancipation—crucially liberal humanism—we find that all women, and men of colour had to fight long and hard for inclusion within the category of 'Man', whose rights were proclaimed in both the American and French Revolutions. The late eighteenth and the nineteenth century, in particular, marked a high point in Europe and the USA of biologically grounded, racist and sexist science that was regularly used to justify the denial of human rights on the basis of difference from a white, male norm. Racial science produced a hierarchy of racial types in which phenotype was linked to moral, intellectual and cultural attributes.1 The science of sexual difference likewise measured skull and brain sizes to establish women’s biologically determined inferiority to men. This long-discredited way of thinking left its marks and traces on the twentieth century. Sigmund Freud, for example, who is one of the most influential figures in twentieth century Western thinking about sexual difference concluded in 1925 in his essay 'Some Psychical Consequences of the Anatomical Distinction Between the Sexes':

I cannot evade the notion (though I hesitate to give it expression) that for women the level of what is ethically normal is different from what it is in men. Their super-ego is never as inexorable, so impersonal, so independent of its emotional origins as we require it to be in men. Character-traits which critics of every epoch have brought up against women—that they show less sense of justice than men, that they are less ready to submit to the great exigencies of life, that they are more often influenced in their judgements by feelings of affection or hostility—all these would be amply accounted for by the modification in the formation of their super-ego which we have inferred above. We must not let ourselves be deflected from such conclusions by the denials of the feminists, who are anxious to force us to regard the two sexes as completely equal in position and worth. (Freud 1975: 36)


For 300 years feminists in the West fought to extend the benefits of liberalism to women and to achieve for them suffrage, education, access to the professions and property rights. In this struggle they argued for women's equality with men on the basis of their sameness. They stressed that women were equally rational and as capable of holding public office and administering property. To make these arguments, feminists inevitably played down women's differences from men (whether understood as biologically determined or as socially and culturally produced) and argued that sexual difference should not determine how one is regarded as a human being. The discourse of ‘sameness’ was also used in the long struggles in the West for the emancipation of People of Colour. Thus for example, Dr Martin Luther King mobilised the liberal humanist human rights tradition together with Christianity in his speeches advocating Black civil rights. 

For feminists in the twenty-first century, the meanings and practices that constitute culture remain an arena of political struggle in which meanings and values are given to biological and anatomical differences. These meanings and values have direct effects on what women are said to be and what societies permit them to do. In a return to the body, early second-wave feminism refocused attention on difference, seeking to understand how women’s subjectivities, bodies and lives had been distorted and oppressed by patriarchy. From the mid 1960s onwards, significant attention was paid to the role of culture in this process. Writing on the occasion of the first major Women's Liberation demonstration in the United States at the Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City on September 7 1968, Robin Morgan explained:

The pageant was chosen as a target for a number of reasons: it is patently degrading to women (in propagating the Mindless Sex-Object Image); it has always been a lily-white, racist contest (there has never been a black finalist); The winner tours Vietnam, entertaining the troops as a mascot of murder; the whole gimmick of the million-dollar pageant corporation is one commercial shill-game to sell the sponsors' products. Where else could one find such perfect combination of American values—racism, militarism, capitalism—all packaged in one 'ideal' symbol: a woman. (Morgan 1993: 25-6)

Culture for early second-wave feminism was inherently patriarchal, i.e. it promoted meanings and values that privileged the interests of men in all areas of life. While virtually all forms of feminism use the term patriarchy, in the revolutionary and radical feminisms of the 1960s and 1970s, it refers to a system of domination which pervades all aspects of culture and social life and which is to be found in all cultures and at all moments of history. Thus, for example, Adrienne Rich argues that male power permeates every aspect of women's lives. For example, male sexuality is forced on women by institutions and practices as different as sexual violence, literature and psychoanalysis. It is enforced by means of:

rape (including marital rape) and wife beating; father-daughter, brother-sister incest;  the socialization of women to feel that the male sexual 'drive' amounts to a right; idealization of heterosexual romance in art, literature, media, advertising, and so forth; child marriage; arranged marriage; prostitution; the harem; psychoanalytic doctrines of frigidity and vaginal orgasm; pornographic depictions of women responding pleasurably to sexual violence and humiliation (a subliminal message being that sadistic heterosexuality is more 'normal' than sensuality between women. (Rich 1984: 218)

As can be seen from this example, patriarchal practices can be found in all cultures and periods. These cultural forms and practices were thought directly to shape all aspects of women’s lives and the political aim was to escape from and transform patriarchal images, meanings and values and the social relations that they sustain. 


Early second-wave feminists proclaimed patriarchy global and all women sisters, sharing common forms of oppression. They saw their project as one of decolonising women’s minds and bodies—a process that, it was thought, would lead to freedom. 

Women are a colonized people. Our history, values, and (cross-cultural) culture have been taken from us—a gynocidal attempt manifest most arrestingly in the patriarchy's seizure of our basic and precious 'land': our own bodies. (Morgan 1992: 76)

In Robin Morgan's words, written in 1969, 'Women have been subjugated longer than any other people on earth. Empires rose and fell but one constant remained, except in a few civilized tribal pockets of the world: everyone could stomp on women. This knowledge is carried, even if only semi-consciously, by every woman' (1992:  42). This idea of shared oppression, irrespective of class, race or culture, became the basis for oppositional notions of sisterhood through which women everywhere could unite in the struggle against patriarchy. Freedom lay beyond the structures of patriarchal power.


This form of feminist discourse, which was seen by many in the early years of second-wave feminism as unproblematically transparent and grounded in truth, has been faced in the last two decades with an increasing emphasis on difference. A concern with difference can be seen in a wide range of discourses and discursive practices. For example, it is a feature of poststructuralist and postmodern theory, it is a key factor in the massive expansion of what has become know as postcolonial theory and criticism, it is clearly visible in what is sometimes termed the ‘globalisation’ of cultural studies and it is central to recent developments in feminism. In the rest of this lecture,  I want to offer some thoughts on the implications of the theoretical and political turn to difference for discourses of culture, freedom and women’s human rights.


Since the inception of second-wave feminism in Europe, North America and Australia in the late 1960s, feminist movements, which began by largely representing the interests of white, Western, middle-class, women, have taken root throughout an increasingly globalised world. This is a world in which the voices of some non-Western women are beginning to be heard beyond the borders of their specific locations. It is also a world in which images, ideas, theories of gender and cultural practices and commodities that help constitute gendered subjectivity are available through globalised media and markets. Indeed by the 1990s, the interests represented by the many forms of feminism had diversified to the point where women’s human rights were placed at the centre of the agenda for a global feminism. Reporting in Signs on the Fourth World Conference on Women held nearly 12 years ago in Beijing in 1995, Charlotte Bunch and Susana Fried recounted how the conference:

established clearly that women are a global force for the twenty-first century and that women's human rights are central to women's leadership for the future. Women's rights as human rights permeated debates and delegates' speeches at the official UN intergovernmental conference as well as at the parallel Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Forum held some thirty miles away in Huairon, where it was a palpable presence in many sessions. The combined effect of these activities was a groundswell of support for making the entire platform (for Action) an affirmation of the human rights of women, including women's rights to education, health, and freedom from violence, as well as to the exercise of citizenship in all its manifestations. (Bunch and Fried 1996: 200)


Women’s rights as human rights have remained an important feature of twenty-first century feminism. Yet in a world that is riven by competing ideas of what constitutes a good society, a discourse that was seen by many in the early years of second-wave feminism as unproblematically transparent and grounded in obvious ideas of truth and freedom faces unprecedented challenges.


If discourses of human rights have their roots in modernity and are  grounded in universal ideas of the human, what might it mean to think about human rights in a postmodern frame, that is through the lens of poststructuralist theories? The object of poststructuralist theory is to put into question all fixity based on universalist truth claims, both in the areas of meaning and subjectivity, and to suggest that these are linked to power.  Political practice, on the other hand, requires a (temporary) fixing of both meanings and subjectivity in which objectives are identified and strategies devised on the basis of the understanding of issues that theoretical analysis can produce. Politics are always by definition strategic, intervening in the existing web of power relations that govern societies. Advocates of poststructuralist thinking would insist that this fixing of meanings and subjectivities in which political strategies are grounded can only ever be temporary and cannot have any meaningful universal status beyond signalling the nonetheless important utopian aspirations of political movements. 


For feminists and others on the left, theorising should be about the production of knowledges, which can enable a liberatory politics. Discourses of human rights over the last 300 years have often claimed a liberatory role not just in the West but throughout the world. Under colonialism discourses of modernisation, enlightenment, development, education and human rights were—at least in the initial stages—often imposed from the outside by a Eurocentric discourse which took Europe as its yardstick and more often than not represented the material interests of the coloniser rather than the colonised. Yet discourses of human rights also figured in the struggle against colonial rule. They have been most productive in contexts where they have been reclaimed and appropriated by colonised indigenous groups and given specific localised meanings. 


Let me give examples of something that is currently very topical and that radically challenges and complicates simple ideas of women’s human rights: the question of religion versus secularism and specifically the rise of fundamentalist forms of religion as they affect women. Indian feminist Uma Narayan, who works in the US, argues compellingly that the Hindu fundamentalists in India in the 1990s mobilised particular narratives of un-Indian ‘Westernisation’ to attack Indian women who were fighting for women’s issues. Narayan points out that while 'Westernisation' under colonialism served as a force against which to define an anti-colonial national identity, it involved particular constructions of traditional life, which supported conservative gender politics:

In the Indian context, many nationalist women as well as men subscribed to a posited 'dichotomy between the 'material West' and the 'spiritual East,' within the terms of which nationalist women often embraced their roles as 'repositories of a national spiritual essence' who must remain untainted by 'Westernization' and its implied pollution. (19)

In the postcolonial period accusations of 'Westernisation' have continued to serve conservative gender interests:

The nationalist cultural pride that was predicated upon a return to 'traditional values' and the rejection of 'Westernization' that began under colonial rule thus reemerges today in a variety of postcolonial 'fundamentalist' movements, where returning women to their 'traditional roles' continues to be defined as central to preserving national identity and cultural pride. In such contexts, the fact that a number of Third-World feminists are middle-class urban women who have entered formerly male professional and political spheres, combined with the fact that they often demand greater equality and participation for women in various arenas of national life rather than a return to 'traditional roles', facilitates casting them and their political visions as embodiments of the demon 'Westernization'. Third-World women engaged in struggles over women-centred issues in Third-World contexts—women who are not urban or middle-class—are ignored and marginalised by an insistence on seeing only urban middle-class women as 'feminists'. As a result, Third-World feminist criticisms of practices and ways of life that are harmful and oppressive to women are depicted as mere symptoms of an antinationalist cultural disloyalty and as a form of 'cultural inauthenticity' rooted in an adoption of 'Western' ways and values.

The conflation of struggles for women’s rights with ‘Westernisation’ has its parallels in the contemporary West, which now has substantial ethnic and religious minorities. Islamic fundamentalism is particularly topical in Western Europe. The immediate wider global context for many forms of Islamic fundamentalism in the West is the growth of Jihadism, aided by global communications networks, and spurred on by reactions to Western foreign policy. Yet , it also has much more local dimensions ranging from the contradictions between everyday belief in the teachings of Islam in the context of Western societies to poverty, racism and social exclusion. Over the last few years,  women’s position in Muslim communities has become a subject in the Western media, often focused on the question of the veil. 

The hijab, the veil or headscarf with which many Muslim women cover their hair. is currently much debated, even banned, in parts of the state and public sphere in Europe. France instigated a ban in state schools from September 2004 and similar measures are under discussion in some of the Federal German states. Turkey, an overwhelmingly Muslim country, which had secularism written into its constitution in 1937, and which is currently applying to join the European Union, has long had such a ban. In its news programme Foreign Correspondent, broadcast on 18th May 2004, ABC TV did a lead story on the headscarves issue in France. Its website synopsis summarised some of the important issues:

The headscarf has become a potent symbol and a contested site for identity – can you wear the scarf, and still be truly French? With almost ten percent of the French population now Muslim, it’s an issue with real resonance at the moment, but it isn’t restricted to France. Europe now has 15 million Muslims, the population is growing faster than the non-Muslim population and since September 11, 2001, suspicion of Muslim communities has increased….

 (ABC TV18/05/04)

The debate over headscarves in France has been around for some fifteen years but came to worldwide public attention in 2003, when President Chirac announced his intention of proposing a law banning religious symbols and clothing in state schools and hospitals.  In France Muslim reactions were varied. In December 2003, shortly after the French government announced its intention to ban religious attire, about 3,000 demonstrators marched through the streets of Paris. A global protest followed in January 2004, with demonstrations in cities across Europe and North America. The protestors argued that it is a human right to practise one's religion, and that the ban violated international laws on the rights to freedom of religion and expression.  Religious practices, they argued, should only be limited when there was a public safety concern or the practices affected the rights of others. 

Much debate has focused on the degree to which wearing the hijab is a matter of choice for women. While secularists, including many feminists, argue that it is imposed on girls and women by men, those in favour of allowing headscarves argue for the right to wear them as a human right. Many argue that headscarf bans will force Muslim women into private Koranic schools. 

In press coverage of the hijab issue in France parallels were drawn with oppressive regimes elsewhere: Various articles, printed on the web, compared headscarves in France with burkas in Afghanistan. The slippage here from attempts to justify the expelling of girls from French schools to life under the Taliban is remarkable, both for its inappropriateness and for the fact that in both cases — France and Afghanistan — the result is the denial of education to girls. At issue is the nature of the so-called multi-cultural French state. In the words of.Dominique Moisi, a political analyst and commentator: ‘In France, the citizens of the republic do not belong to communities, they belong to the republic’ (The Washington Post, 20/12/2003, available at www.washingtonpost.com).


In Britain the question of the veil was raised in October 2006 by the former foreign secretary Jack Straw who is MP for Blackburn in Lancashire in the north of England, a constituency with a large Muslim population of some 25,000. In an interview on local radio, Straw expressed his disquiet not at the hijab but at the niqab or full face veil. (The niqab is a Gulf Arab tradition, which has been adopted by young British Muslim women even when their traditional cultures do not prescribe it.) He argued that it worked against the development of community understanding and social cohesion. In an article in daily left liberal broadsheet, the Guardian published on Thursday October 19, Maleiha Malik, a Muslim university lecturer in law at King's College London and author of Feminism and Muslim Women (to be published next March by Cambridge University Press) commented that while Britain needs an honest debate about women and Islam, the current politically driven campaign was making that more difficult: 

Muslim women welcome a debate about the status of women in Islam. Intelligent, honest critique is an invaluable source of ideas for Muslims as we begin the process of reclaiming our religious and intellectual tradition. Muslim women also welcome feminist alliances with other women in the task of challenging the misuse of power by Muslim men - just as we can offer our own perspective on both women's advances and setbacks in the west….But the significance of religious and cultural symbols such as the veil is not immutable and static - they have a mixed and changing social meaning. Muslim women who adopt the veil in Europe may simultaneously be seeking to affirm their religious identity while being determined to enter the public sphere as full and equal citizens. They are often also trying to change the cultural and political meaning of the veil in a contemporary context. For some it may be linked to patriarchal pressure, for others a symbol of identity and emancipation in a commodified and patriarchal society - and for many a response to a religious vocation. 

Malik suggested that female politicians and other feminists from the majority community would do well to reconsider the disproportionate weight they were giving to complex symbols such as the veil, which could undermine alliances around more grievous harms such as war, violence, genuine patriarchal oppression and poverty. 


As the debate over the veil suggests, there is no such thing as natural or transparent meaning, not even of what it means to be human.  Meaning is always constructed within specific discourses and tied to particular social interests. The type of theory—modern or postmodern—which feminists use to understand difference and oppression implies related views of politics. Thus modern theories, such as Marxism, liberalism or radical feminism, have tended to make definitive and often universal truth claims on which to ground feminist politics. Postmodern theories do away with this degree of certainty and, as a result of this move, are often accused of falling into the trap of politically bankrupt relativism. The key question is whether one can combine a set of theories based of difference in all its manifestations with a progressive politics of women’s rights and global feminism. This debate between modern and postmodern theories touches all areas of feminist concern, both Western and Third World.2

In the current climate of postmodern thinking and cultural practice, theories of difference are often linked to the Derridean idea of the free play of the signifier. For some, difference becomes a question of the market, consumption and performance in which it is suggested that we can choose our identities and be what we want to be. This reading of the postmodern condition is one that rests on White, middle-class, heterosexual privilege. From this standpoint, class, colonial modes of thinking and racism are not experienced as defining difference and limiting choice. Nor is heterosexuality experienced as the negation or marginalisation of other forms of desire. Yet as Audre Lorde pointed out so powerfully in 1981, hierarchically structured differences remain a central challenge for feminists:

Much of Western European history conditions us to see human differences in simplistic opposition to each other: dominant/subordinate, good/bad, up/down, superior/inferior. In a society where the good is defined in terms of profit rather than in terms of human need, there must always be some group of people who, through systematized oppression, can be made to feel surplus, to occupy the place of the dehumanized inferior. Within this society, that group is made up of Black and Third World people, working-class people, older people, and women. (Lorde 1984 :114)


The issues that third-wave feminisms have raised since Lorde published her essays include the postmodern critiques of metanarratives and singular knowable truths, poststructuralist theories of meaning, subjectivity and power, gender as performance and the proliferation of histories which replace single authoritative narratives of history. The dangers of placing too much faith in general theories, such as specific versions of Marxism, has become all too obvious with the demise of socialism in Eastern Europe. In response to this, feminists influenced by Michel Foucault has been concerned with developing a more adequate approach to knowledge and power, which, while offering no truth guarantees, might enable a liberatory politics. The problem, as many critics of Foucault have pointed out, is how one begins to define general concepts such as 'human rights' from within this framework. From a poststructuralist perspective discourses of human rights, despite their universalist rhetoric, have been and remain the site of historically specific political struggle, and redefinition. At the level of politics, however, their articulation in universalist terms remains an important strategy. 


Among the most important insights of third-wave feminism are the links between competing knowledges and power and the socially constructed and disunified nature of subjectivity. Once a fixed, human essence, nature and subjectivity are put into question, certainties about the representative nature of Western discourses of women and human rights become problematic. It becomes possible, for example, to entertain the idea, that Western modes of subjectivity are not universal. Another important effect of poststructuralist theory has been a decentring of dominant narratives of history. Perhaps the most important narrative as regard the question of human rights is the history of the West as a progressive forward march towards development and higher forms of society. This idea was used, in part, to justify the colonial project. The unspoken counterpart of Western narrative of progress is that of the backwardness of non-Western societies. Such assumptions, however, continue to inform much Western feminist practice, as in this example from 2002.


On 6 September 2002, BBC news reported that the 

‘Miss World in Nigeria Boycott’ was spreading:s
Two more contestants in the Miss World contest to be held in Nigeria in November have announced that they are pulling out in protest at a Sharia death sentence passed on a woman convicted of adultery.

Miss France and Miss Belgium have joined a growing list of the world’s beauty queens who have said that they will not be going to Nigeria.

Amina Lawal, 30, is due to be stoned to death after giving birth outside marriage. In August her appeal was rejected by a Sharia court.

Contestants from Denmark, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Norway and Togo have already announced that they will not go to Nigeria unless the death sentence on Ms Lawal is dropped. (BBC News World Edition. 6. 9. 2002)
The Miss World contest, once the target of US feminist protests, such as I described earlier, had now become a focus of controversy in Nigeria from a range of different standpoints. It had become a vehicle for raising issues of Nigerian Muslim and Christian beliefs and values, and the on-going conflicts between the different ethnic and religious groups within Nigeria. It focused both Western and secular Nigerian critiques of the status and perceived legitimacy of Sharia law. In the West, the issue was the ‘morality’ of holding Miss World in a country which allowed a woman to be sentences to death by stoning for having a child out of wedlock, in accordance with Sharia law. 

The incidents surrounding the 2002 Miss World competition in Nigeria highlight the question of competing and conflicting values in a world increasingly polarised between secular and religious, Western and non-Western values, not only in the West itself, but also within developing countries where discourses derived from Western modernity compete with indigenous discourses and practices and hybrids of the two. The staging of Miss World in Nigeria might be seen as an instance of globalisation, yet it is complex precisely because it involves struggles within Nigeria over the nature of the nation itself. It is the increasing globalisation of Western cultural forms, practices and values, often imported as elements of lifestyles without the economic base to support them, and frequently experienced as cultural imperialism, that among other things has fuelled hostile reactions in non-Western countries and among minorities in the West. At the centre of the boycott by contestants of the 2002 Miss World contest was Sharia Law and specifically the case of Amina Lawal, This was taken up in a Western internet campaign, part of which included the following widely circulated message:  

Dear Friends,

I have just learned that the Nigerian supreme court has upheld the death sentence for Amina Lawal, who was condemned for the crime of adultery. She is to be buried up to her neck and stoned to death. Her death has been postponed for one month so that she can continue to nurse her baby. Amina's case is being handled by the Spanish branch of Amnesty International, which is attempting to put together enough signatures to make the Nigerian government rescind the death sentence.  (A similar campaign saved another Nigerian woman, Safiya, condemned in similar circumstances.) The petition has so far (as of April 7th [2003]) amassed over 4,100,000  signatures.  It will only take you a few seconds to sign Amnesty's online petition…..Please sign the petition now, then forward this message to everyone in your address book.

On 2 May 2003, another email was circulated entitled  ‘Please Stop the International Amina Lawal Protest Letter Campaigns. ’ It read as follows:

Dear friends,

There has been a whole host of petitions and letter writing campaigns about Amina Lawal (sentenced to stoning to death for adultery in August 2002). Many of these are inaccurate and ineffective and may even be damaging to her case and those of others in similar situations. The information currently circulated is inaccurate, and the situation in Nigeria, being volatile, will not be helped by such campaigns. At the end of this letter, we indicate ways in which you can help us and we hope we can count on your continuing support.

The second email had been sent by Ayesha Imam (Board Member) and Sindi Medar-Gould (Executive Director) of the Nigerian organisation BAOBAB for Women's Human Rights1 who sought to clarify at some length the facts of the case, many of which had been badly misrepresented in the internet campaign. Among the worst errors was the misrepresentation of the state of the appeal and of the judicial system. This, they pointed out, undermined the credibility of those people working on the ground on Amina Lawal’s behalf in Nigeria. The Western campaign organisers had assumed, without asking relevant groups in Nigeria, that international internet petitions could do more to help Amina Lawal than Nigerian NGOs. Imam and Medar-Gould pointed out that that this was very far from the case: 

Not one appeal taken up by BAOBAB and supporting local NGOs in Nigeria had been lost to date. They had been won in local state Sharia courts—none had needed to go up to the Federal Sharia Court of Appeal, from whence appeals would go to the Supreme Court…. Contrary to the statements in many of the internationally originated appeals for petitions and protest letters, none of the victims received a pardon as a result of international pressure.

 Moreover, one extremely serious consequence of the internet campaign was the likelihood that it would provoke ‘vigilante and political further (over)reaction to international attempts at pressure.’ Imam and Medar-Gould pointed out that:

 This has happened already in the case of Bariya Magazu, the unmarried teenager convicted of zina (extra-marital sex) and sentenced to flogging in Zamfara in 1999. Ms. Magazu's sentence was quite illegally brought forward with no notice, despite the earlier assurances of the trial judge that the sentence would not be carried out for at least a year. She was told the night before that it would be carried out very early the next morning (and thus had no way of contacting anyone for help even if this unschooled and poor rural teenager had access to a telephone or organizing knowledge and experience), whilst the state bureaucracy had been instructed to obstruct and was physically refusing to take the appeal papers from BAOBAB's lawyers. The extra-legal carrying out of the sentence was not despite national and international pressure; it was deliberately to defy it. The Governor of Zamfara State boasted of his resistance to these letters from infidels even to sniggering over how many letters he had received. 

The Lawal internet campaign betrayed many of the features that postcolonial critics have identified as typifying colonialist modes of representation (see Mohanty 1991 and Narayan 1997). It implicitly assumed that Western modes of protest were the most successful and appropriate, irrespective of local circumstances in Nigeria and of the views of those working on the ground whose views were not sought. Moreover, in their lack of attention to the details of the situation and to the relevant struggles going on in Nigeria, they perpetuated negative stereotyping of Islam and of Africa ‘as the barbaric and savage Other.’ Imam and Medar-Gould ask recipients of the email not to buy into this:

Accepting stereotypes that present Islam as incompatible with human rights not only perpetuates racism but also confirms the claims of right-wing politico-religious extremists in all of our contexts….when protest letters re-present negative stereotypes of Islam and Muslims, they inflame sentiments rather than encouraging reflection and strengthening local progressive movements. 

The othering of Islam by the West creates monolithic images, which suggest that unlike other religions, it is purely oppressive. Imam and Medar-Gould point out that:

Muslim discourses and the invocation of Islam have been used both to vindicate and protect women's rights in some places and times, and to violate and restrict them in other places and times — as in the present case.  The same can be said of many, many other religions and discourses (for example, Christianity, capitalism, socialism, modernization to name but a few).

At stake is ‘who is invoking Islam (or whatever belief/discourse) for what purposes, and also to acknowledge and support internal dissent within the community involved, rather than engaging in a wholesale condemnation of people’s beliefs and cultures, which is seldom accurate or effective in changing views within the affected community.’ As Imam and Medar-Gould, suggest, its effects are rather to promote fundamentalist forms of identity. They do not rule out international campaigns but insist that they should only be used when really appropriate. More useful is financial support for local iniatiatives which have greater power to affect social relations and practices on the ground: 

We are asking for international solidarity strategies that respect the analyses and agency of those activists most closely involved and in touch with the issues on the ground and the wishes of the women and men directly suffering rights violations…. There is an unbecoming arrogance in assuming that international human rights organisations or others always know better than those directly involved, and therefore can take actions that fly in the face of their express wishes….  Please do liaise with those whose rights have been violated and/or local groups directly involved to discuss strategies of solidarity and support before launching campaigns. 

Imam and Medar-Gould seek to counteract monolithic views of Islam by informing their readers that:

Women's rights activists working on these issues very early on received support from progressive lawyers, Islamic scholars and rights activists  from throughout Nigeria, the Muslim world and elsewhere, in the form of legal and religious argumentation (fiqh), case law examples and strategies which were generously shared. 

Amina Lawal’s appeal was successful in September 2003. 

While discourses of human rights do not necessarily have to be framed by a Eurocentrist gaze, this has often been the case. The failure of non-Western societies to realise human rights in a Western sense is often understood in terms of lack of development. Third World countries are precisely seen through Western eyes. 


This Eurocentric way gaze assumes that modern Western ideas of meaning, science, progress, subjectivity and representation are the best. It is an assumption that Third World feminists have challenged in their critiques of first world feminism. Chandra Mohanty, for example, uses Foucauldian theory to contest the assumptions of much Western feminism about Third World women and to offer an alternative way of studying Third World issues. In her influential essay 'Under Western Eyes' (1991) she examines the work of Western feminists on Third World women arguing:

Any discussion of the intellectual and political construction of 'third world feminisms' must address itself to two simultaneous projects: 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 constructing. 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 feminist discourses. (Mohanty 1991: 51)

Mohanty argues that much Western feminist writing about Third World women 'discursively colonize[s] 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' (53). The composite image which emerges from this writing is one of Third World women as victims of male control and of so-called traditional cultures and religions. Specificity, history and difference disappear and Western feminism functions as the norm against which the Third World is judged.3 The answer to representations of Third World women as passive victims lies in detailed attention to social relations in Third world contexts. Mohanty argues that Third World women like Western women are produced as subjects in historically and culturally specific ways by the societies in which they live and act as agents.  


If we take Mohanty’s critique seriously, we need a change of framework. Rather than portraying Third World women as the victims and perpetrators of patriarchal practices such as genital mutilation, as for example in the work of Mary Daly (1979), attention need to be given to the specific context in which women live, the indigenous meaning of particular practices and how women in the Third World fight against them. A perspective that stops at rejecting genital mutilation as barbaric and explains it as part of global patriarchy may fit well with universalist discourses of human rights, but it does not offer the opponents of this practice the knowledge, insights and tools necessary for a localised, effective set of political strategies to bring about its end. Here, as in the case of Amina Lawal, it is the voices of women working on the ground that we need to listen to. Without asking how and why the practice exists, what networks of power and interest sustain it and how and why it is passed on by women from generation to generation, it is not easy to develop those effective modes of intervention which many women in the Third World are producing for themselves. Writing, for example, of the Sudan, Evelyne Accad explains how:

Women who have been subjected to circumcision or who had witnessed the worst form of excision—infibulation—done on relatives or friends, not only voiced their opinion against it, but they are involved in a wide campaign and actions aimed at struggling to eradicate the practice. The struggle they described to me seemed quite remarkable. They go to the countryside with programs of hygiene and development. They explain the connection between diseases and infibulation which the people have no effort in making. They stage plays and have radio programs to teach the people about the disastrous consequences linked to the practice, and they also educate the midwives and lead them to other means of earning a living than performing these operations. (Accad 1996: 468)

Here it is immediate questions of women’s health that engage people rather than more abstract appeals to human rights which, however, remain important at the level of governments and the UN. Accad’s picture of Third World women's relation to genital mutilation here is very different from that found, in Western feminist work (e,g, Mary Daly 1979). 


One of the tasks of a global feminism must be to throw light on subjective meanings through the mapping and analysis of the localised discursive fields within which questions of human rights appear in different contexts. Clearly the failure to espouse universal human rights cannot be reduced to an effect of lack of education and enlightenment, either in the West or the Third World. To understand it we require a complex theorisation of experience, subjectivity and identity and of who is speaking for whom. This issue, which is central to a non-oppressive politics of human rights, was raised by Gayatri Spivak in her influential essay 'Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988). Here she analyses 'the relations between the discourses of the West and the possibility of speaking of (or for) the subaltern woman' (Spivak 1988: 271). Spivak is profoundly pessimistic about the possibility of giving voice to the subaltern woman. She argues that feminists must learn: 

to speak to (rather than listen to or speak for) the historically muted subject of the subaltern woman, [and in doing so] the postcolonial intellectual systematically unlearns female privilege. This systematic unlearning involves learning to critique postcolonial discourse with the best tools it can provide and not simply substituting the lost figure of the colonized. (295)


The question of human rights for women become more complex once social factors other than gender are taken into account, most centrally class, caste, racism, imperialism, ethnicity and sexuality. Each produces hierarchically structured forms of difference in historically, socially and culturally specific ways. A feminism for the twenty-first century requires tools with which to analyse these differences which, in their turn, need to be located within the broader context of a white, Western hegemony which has the United States at its centre. Western hegemony is constantly reinforced both by widespread Eurocentrism and postmodern global and multinational capital which is often in direct conflict with the extension of human rights to all. 


Any adequate discourse of human rights must remain vigilant about its own partiality and limitations. Gayatri Spivak, for example, argues that all narratives are necessarily partial, founded on selection and exclusion. She notes: 'We cannot but narrate,' but 'when a narrative is constructed, something is left out. When an end is defined, other ends are rejected, and one might not know what those ends are' (1990: 18-9). Thus the invoking of Western feminist theories—for example, emancipatory liberal feminism or Marxist feminism—as general theories of historical progress often leads to a denial of the specificity of black and Third World women's interests. 


How, then, do poststructuralist, postcolonial and postmodern theories affect politics? They marks the end of grand narratives and their attendant certainties and a shift to located theories and struggles. This does not mean that either feminism or the struggle for human rights must lose its utopian impulse. The decentring and relocating of grand narratives of emancipation opens up the space for different histories and localised struggles both in the West and in the Third World. In a poststructuralist, postmodern, postcolonial  frame theory becomes a tool box on which we can draw in order to understand oppression in ways that enable the development of effective strategies for emancipatory change.


Developing a non-oppressive global feminism requires going beyond the limitations that come from one's location in a particular place at a particular moment in history and the experience derived from this. Understanding the struggle for women’s rights in its very different contexts requires a transcending of ethnocentrism. We must make the effort to listen to others, to learn about the histories of other women and the social and cultural conditions within which they are placed. We must develop what bell hooks calls 'strategies of communication and inclusion that allow for the successful enactment of this feminist vision', that is a vision that takes diversity seriously (hooks 1989: 240. Arguably the postmodern tendency towards globalisation can help the realisation of a global feminism that respects difference. Iranian feminist ** Afkhami, for example, argues that:

The world is undergoing a qualitative change, an important aspect of which may be the tumbling of nation states qua culture boundaries. In the process, women may gain a chance to promote on a world scale the kinds of ideas that are applicable to women everywhere. If they do, Third World women will be able to critique women's condition in the west from a vantage point that transcends the cultures of Abraham, Buddha, and Confucius and thus will help the women of all 'worlds of development', including Iran. (526) 

Afkhani does not suggest that 'the west be taken as the standard for the evaluation of women's conditions in Iran' (526). Indeed she suggests that many of the limitations of Western discourse can only be understood and addressed from a global feminist position:

The virtue of the global position is that it partakes of the wisdom of all cultures and that it accommodates differences in the levels of economic and social development without succumbing to either the normlessness of cultural relativism of the self-righteous parochialism of any particular culture...


As the world moves from a disjointed society of nation-states to an increasingly interconnected economic and technological system, and as the symmetry of the enclaves of poverty and backwardness in the developed and developing countries is increasingly apparent, it becomes easier for Third World feminists to develop a sense of empathy with their sisters in other parts of the globe. Indeed, unless such empathy is effected and expanded, patriarchal norms, for all practical purposes, will not be transcended and feminism, global or otherwise, will not fully succeed. (526-7)

A progessive global feminism smust learn both from the insights of poststructuralist theory and from Third World and postcolonial feminisms. It must grasp the opportunities that the current moves towards globalisation have to offer while recognising specificity and remaining attentive to difference. This is a challenging agenda for feminism in the twenty-first century. 
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