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Discursive Challenges for African
Feminisms
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Abstract. Discursive Challenges for African Feminismsin what follows, |
draw attention to the necessity for connectingamati and continental feminist
challenges to those that confront feminisms glgballwo main discursive
manifestations of the neo-liberal co-optation omiesm are explored: the
growth of moderate rights-based discourses; anohsiy, the co-optation and
adulteration of gender research and teaching. VWhdee are important differ-
ences in the way that these trends have evolvedamdntly function in dif-
ferent parts of the world, | stress that they awétipally connected. In the
third and final section, | focus on ways in whidmnee feminist commentators
are invigorating the language and practice of fesninto contest our present
context of hegemonised knowledge and information.
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Introduction

It is sometimes assumed that the ‘indulgence’ afodstructing dis-
courses should be undertaken mainly in Northernest® and that ‘prac-
tical' and ‘material’ struggles must be paramountthe South. The
fallaciousness of this assumption is revealed invd# el Sadaawi’s
comments on the universal use of language agapytessed peoples.
‘We need’, she writes, ‘to unveil the words usedgbybal and local gov-
ernments, by their media and education’ (2004:.32@scribing one of
the most potent weapons in the attack on womegfdsj she argues:
Language is often used against women and the poevery country, espe-
cially in our countries, the so-called South’. Tgddhe word ‘liberation’
means military and economic occupation in Irag Afghanistan. The word
‘peace’ means war, and ‘terror’ means the mass#dpalestinian women and

children under Israeli occupation. The word ‘depel@nt’ means neo-
colonialism, robbing people’s economic and intéliat riches in Africa, Asia
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and Latin America. (2004: 5).

Our present context of limitless information, glibbed power relations,
transnational media oligarchies, and commoditisssblamic knowledge
mystifies patriarchal and neo-imperial injusticeotigh the rhetoric of
liberalisation’ and ‘legitimate’ paternalist praton and patriotism.
Radical struggles have become increasingly chahendpecause the
exercise of domination has become progressivelyenomerwhelming.
The deluge of information that routinely bombardshas contributed to
and ensured this. Those who wield power in thegmieage also wield
control over and access to knowledge: knowledgeulated via the
World Wide Web, information - promulgated in instibns of higher
learning - that often only appears progressivebligiinformation osten-
sibly aimed at marginalised groups, yet concereadtl with their inter-
ests and most with profit-making.

Critigues of neo-liberal challenges to African den struggles
have increased in recent years. Ruth Meena (1982Marjorie Mblinyi
(1992) writing on Tanzania, Pat McFadden (2001)lidgawith Zim-
babwe and Dodzi Tsikata (1997) focusing on Ghanee ladl critically
examined ways in which ‘good governance’, strudtatgustment, patri-
archal state building, and elite consolidation h#s@ to neo-imperial
states acting in collusion with the donor commuratyd international
capital to orchestrate token policymaking for gertdensformation. Such
manoeuvring addresses the proviso made by donomoaities that
third-world countries should liberalise in orderdbtain foreign funding.
They also seek to placate women’s movements intaeanwhere such
movements have battled for substantive genderftranation.

But a relatively neglected facet of the neo-libenavironment is
the upsurge of what could be termed a gender indost the continent,
and the extent to which this, ultimately, has bsleaped by the develop-
mentalist paradigms that entrenched neo-imperiaisich economic de-
pendency. Ranging from the growth of duplicitouscdurses on rights to
the mushrooming of technocratic and conservatieeds in tertiary edu-
cation, the industry has set in place technologies of geddsigned to
reconstitute what is substantively transformateseg to institutionalise a
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bureaucratic ethos of top-down engineering andipally correct rheto-
ric.

The neo-liberal co-optation of feminist demandsias, of course
unique to third-world contexts. It is an overwhealgifeature of contem-
porary ostensibly ‘postfeminist’ liberal-democrasiacieties. The hegem-
ony of global imperialism is increasingly erodingnfinism and radical
cultural expression and discourses in civil sociatyan international
level. What takes the place of these are industsfemformation and
knowledge production that often work to consolidaliée interests, ex-
ploitative patterns of consumption and distributiand long-established
global economic and political inequalities.

In what follows, | draw attention to the necesdity connecting
national and continental feminist challenges tasséhthat confront femi-
nisms globally. Two main discursive manifestatiofshe neo-liberal co-
optation of feminism are explored: the growth ofdaate rights-based
discourses; and secondly, the co-optation and exdtibn of gender re-
search and teaching. While there are importanewdiffces in the way that
these trends have evolved and currently functiodifferent parts of the
world, | stress that they are politically connectedthe third and final
section, | focus on ways in which some feminist owntators are in-
vigorating the language and practice of feminisnta@atest our present
context of hegemonised knowledge and information.

The pitfalls of rights discourse

In analysing the politics of contemporary womengiits discourses, it is
Instructive to examine the development of gendscalirses in South
Africa. This is because South Africa during thet ldscade exemplifies
the way mainstreaming progressively dilutes geratgivism and dis-
courses. This trend has been a rapid one: in theespf a decade, South
Africa has come to be viewed as one of the mostdgesensitive’ coun-
tries in the world because of the centrality of veors rights and gender
equity to an official narrative of nation-buildinghe ambiguity of this
language of gender equality is the focus of thet hialf of this section.
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The eighties marked a high point for integratirgder into public
and political discourses on human rights in SouthcA. Various com-
munity, regional and national organisatibnsrovided structures for
working women, students and activists to play dyiaroles in anti-
apartheid politics. From the early nineties, by tinee of the release of
political prisoners and the national preparationdiemantling apartheid,
the ground had therefore been laid for systemdticanfronting both
gender and racial injustices, since women’s orgdiimiss and civil soci-
ety activism had effectively prioritised feministrdands in the struggle
for South African democracy.

A crucial event marking the shift away from theicaation of
gender struggles in civil society activism was tfogmation of a
Women’s National Coalition four years before thstfidemocratic elec-
tion. As the culmination of years of activism, lgiilig and organisation,
the Coalition’s primary objective was to ensure weors equality in the
constitutional dispensation being negotiated byed#nt parties and or-
ganisations at the time. Its role has been destiib¢he following way:
‘In creating the WNC, all of the major women’s ongaations allowed
something larger and more representative to commaanduthority that
none of them could achieve alone, making the WN@etbing that they
could not avoid affiliating to as well as someththgt could not be con-
trolled by any one organization’ (Kemp, Madala, Mty and Salo,
1995: 1531

The Coalition, of course, was distinctive not obicause it drew
together different groupings, but also becausedhalgamation marked
a process of sidelining political differences tdiage consensus around
nation-building and ‘democracy’. It indicated hdwet'mainstreaming’ of
gender concerns into the national democratisingh@gesntailed com-
promise, arbitration and regulation as myriad oiggtions and individu-
als focused on negotiated legal and formal righite taking up of gender

! These included the Natal Organisation of Womee, Whited Women’s Congress,
the Federation of Transvaal Women and other orgtarss aligned to the United
Democratic Front.
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into the nation-building agenda, or what Shireegdita has identified as
the ‘gender pact’ (2003) entailed an arbitrationgass through which
particular gender concerns were identified as thlegaeshould be institu-
tionalised in the discursive construction of denaogr It could be argued,
then, that the Coalition signalled the displacenwdrihe nature of gender
activism as earlier preoccupations with women’snageand interests
were jettisoned in favour of pursuing consensuglts-oriented lobbying
and policy-making that postulated common rights entiklements moni-
tored or granted by the state.

The transformation of the nature of gender aativigas accompa-
nied by a concomitant displacement of tbeus of gender struggles -
away from civil society and into the state bureaagr This was associ-
ated, for example, with the committee work afaaicus of Parliamentari-
ans; the Women’s Budget in 1966, which focused oflicy areas
specifically concerning the needs of women; thad®fbf the Status of
Women in the office of the President, regional Genidesks and a na-
tional Gender Commission.

It is indisputable that women’s movements and @daurrents
within civil society prompted mainstreaming in thst place. It is also
clear that gender mainstreaming is a desirable gb&n defined as a
systematic and holistic process for introducingigyoimplementation,
institutional restructuring, educational transfotima and planning in
ways that rectify persistent gender inequalitiesfalct, the belief in this
structural change motivated the concerted involvemé radical organi-
sations and individuals in mainstreaming proceds@sg the nineties. In
recent years, however, there has been growingisiseptabout the effec-
tiveness of state structures. In particular, mamgifhist writers and activ-
Ists have raised questions about the disparity dxtvpolicy and practice.

Generally, the argument is that blueprints fordgntransforma-
tion in South Africa are in place, but there hasegeally been a failure on
the part of policy-makers, actors within the statexisting structures and
institutions to realise the goals pblicies. A special issue of South Af-
rica’s leading feminist journalAgenda entitled ‘Realising Rights’, made
this argument very clearly in 2001, with the ed#bstating that: ‘While
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our Constitution is regarded as one of the mosgnessive in the world,
‘Realising Rights?’ questions the extent to whiatnven are able to real-
ise the rights enshrined therein. The passing miiraber of progressive
laws and the amendment of certain pieces of lggslatheoretically

implies the improvement of women’s positions inisbc— yet the reality
Is that the majority of women continue to face nraafisation and dis-
crimination in their homes, workplaces and commasit(Moolman,

2001: 2).

A persuasive explanation of the gap between SAtriba’s gen-
der-oriented theory and practice is provided by AdaaGouws (2004).
Gouws draws attention to how different voices dweags already in-
scribed in legislation, and to ‘different discumesivnputs being made
within different sites’ (2004: 43). Her discussisnsuggestive in its Fou-
cauldian attention to the way that power is plagadt through a ‘multi-
plicity of discursive elements that can come intlaypin various
strategies’ (2004: 43). The analysis of policy-nmgkcan be taken further
if we bear in mind how much discursive power is quadly distributed.
Negotiation processes in South Africa have not Binemtailed various
voices in dialogue with each other. They have imgdldomination, cov-
ert censorship and hegemonisation, with differemtes having hugely
disparate access to sites for articulating knowdedgformation and
goals.

The uneven allocation of discursive authority lekto the evolu-
tion of a levelled, mediated and compromised notibwhat the interests
and goals of a generalised group of women arefa@ttte circumscribing
of terms around who is included and who is excludetiscussions about
justice. The emphasis in public discourses of get@dasformation has
therefore shifted dramatically from a bottom-upcatation of the inter-
ests of women’s organisations, to the top-downfaation of negotiated
rights and entitlements that are believed to hat®nal relevance.

The discursive terrain has changed in remarkalhft svays.
Where the language of gender transformation wasddy marked by a
climate in which the class, regional and racialitpall interests of par-
ticular women drove them to struggle for distingeadas for social trans-
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formation, our current rights-based discourse assuimat melioristic and
state-engineered transformation can grant righdsestitiements in terms
of generalised notions of what ‘women’ of Southiédrneed and want.
These abrupt changes in the first decade of demmyptrave gone hand in
glove with a veering away from the notion of ‘justi, towards a venera-
tion of ‘rights’. ‘Rights’ have levelling and univgalised legal meaning.
‘Justice’, on the other hand, is far broader, anglies a holistic under-
standing of ways in which certain groups and io8bhs can prevent
others from realising their different liberties. eégfiing for ‘rights’ can

occur within the framework of formal procedurestteasure the nominal
access of all to certain platforms or resourcethout comprehensively
considering whether all relationships and strucure society actually
guarantee this access.

The emphasis on women'’s rights in policymakingjdetion and
the language of transformation has generated a distinctive national
mythology about gender transformation in post-dypadt South Africa. A
rhetorical climate shaped by circumstances inclydime constitutional
emphasis on gender equality; policies on sexuadsanent and employ-
ment equity in the workplace; and legislation sashthe Domestic Vio-
lence Act of 1998, has set in place a persuase®rie, and has charged
certain words and expressions with a sense of teBécting a new real-
ity. Phrases such as ‘gender equality’, ‘women’spewerment’, and
‘gender transformation’ therefore permeate pubbkcalurses in ways that
are both remarkably authoritative and also deeppedicial and compla-
cent. First, it is as though rhetorical force wbetng substituted for any
real reflection on actual gender relations and dgerfor change. Sec-
ondly, the terminology in place consistently stessshe technical and
formal dimensions of social dynamics, rather thhairt political and
socially transformative repercussions.

The persuasiveness of the current language revalwasiderably
around the fact that it often refers to conditionsituations that are fun-
damentally in accord with neo-liberal developmemi gatriarchal anxie-
ties around changing the gendered status quo. hotsworthy, for
example, that ‘women’s empowerment’, ‘women’s edval ‘gender
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parity’ or ‘gender equity’ are often used in polidpcuments or public
discourses, rather than phrases such as ‘womeasesldms’ or ‘feminist

liberation’. The former expressions point fairlyasghtforwardly to the

idea of power within the status quo, to women’siraspns to the status
and privileges that men have, while the latter darapedly opens up the
possibility of situations and conditions that maybeyond existing class
and gender models of material achievement and pabtcess.

Many other terms that have become current undethe gradual
shift towards moderacy. The term ‘gender’ in itded acquired growing
influence in defining interest groups, social charamnd political goals.
Consequently, where it used to be legitimate ta@riat the voices and
interests ofvomenwere paramount in identifying how patriarchal domi
nation marginalised a group on the basis of genther,current ascen-
dancy of ‘gender’ neutralises power relations amabat implies that the
social categorisation and identity of women as wom ed of men as men
Is not of key importance. Revealing too is the Wt ‘gender activism'’
has successively displaced the term ‘feminismasitthough the radical-
ism signalled by the latter term were being anatstised and patriarchal
anxieties about change were being appeased. Qdterthie jettisoning
of ‘feminism’ is made in relation to claims abot# being westerncentric.
But this argument disguises a deep-seated consaswatthinly mas-
guerading as a healthy populism. The avoidancdenfihism’ placates
the unease of patriarchal nationalism which rolim@vokes the charge
of spiralling ‘westernisation’ to attack African wn’s radicalism.

The need to placate anxieties about change isiNustirated in the
consistent avoidance of ‘patriarchy’, and its siibbn with phrases
such as ‘male dominance’ or ‘gender inequality’ p&atedly, the ten-
dency is to underplay politics and power relatioasgd to construct a
view of hierarchies and inequalities which turnenthinto ‘anomolies’
easily corrected through moderate, melioristic forchal rights-oriented
strategies for change.

As the rapid transformation of the political temraround gender
struggles in South Africa reveals, mainstreaming @en borne out of a
process of negotiation in which the language ofitegooth reflects and
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regulates the accommodative incorporation of malitagendas into the
state bureaucracy and official narratives of nabaiiding. The effects of
mainstreaming in an environment characterised byutiequal distribu-
tion of discursive power must lead us to ask hardstons about how
and why ostensibly progressive agendas can soy dsesivatered down.
By turning to the ways in which co-optation and @oomise occur
through language, we can become more vigilant ath@utvays in which
double standards and duplicity deflect progressiggon. Rather than
simply positing a gap between language and goakcton, it may be
more useful to explore as well the ambiguities pathdoxes embedded
in discourse itself, as well as the range of insbns, texts and discourses
that rewrite messages of freedom.

The impetus behind mainstreaming in South Afries been the
women’s movement and progressive forces in socatlipugh the dis-
cursive and political context in which gender astiv is now located
dilutes its political focus. A similar situation guails globally. Interna-
tionally, what became known as ‘gender mainstreghpeaked from the
early nineties, and, through the Beijing Platform1B95, was identified
as aradical strategy for guaranteeing state, intersectoraliednational
collaboration in alleviating women'’s structural sutiination (see True
and Mintrom, 2001).

The visibility of this global diffusion, howevengeds to be consid-
ered in the light of how international instrumeatsl policies function as
discourses. Transnational instruments set in péadanguage of rights
which targets universal and transhistorical subjast clients or benefici-
aries who ‘receive’ what has been conceptualisegisismainly by oth-
ers. Apart from the projection of individuals aspglicants, the main
problem here is that rights discourse assumes nhensality of social
subjects. In other words, rights discourses pméaleertain forms of free-
dom and justice over others; they fallaciously assgeneralised access
to measures and mechanisms that are set in plagsgfdguard individu-
als. There are related practical problems assatiaitt the universalistic
model. When we consider CEDAW, for example, itlesac that there are
no actual mechanisms by which states can be h&duatable to the
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United Nations. While the UN may insist on certeneasures to protect
women’s freedoms across the world, legislation palicy-making that
directly affects women is undertaken and regulaedhe level of the
nation-state. Through rights discourses, gendemstr@aming conse-
guently constructs universal subjects as passuipieats, shuts down on
their agencies in driving change to foreclose pmi#ses for them to
drive alternative gender transformation in sociedapd privileges the
subject positions of globally and regionally donmhaubjects.

While the pitfalls of the global dispersal of gendransformation
in the nineties may seem obvious, it is alarming mapidly such diffu-
sion has taken place. The language of rights mslyirentrenched in lob-
bying, planning and policy-making around gendertiggs while the
radical activism that formerly drove feminist tréorsnation is now, ac-
cording to popular wisdom, dismissed as passé,aigohor obsolete. By
a deft slight of hand, the discourse of rights, alihso evidently sets in
place passive, de-historicised and politically dipewered subjects, has
achieved ascendancy as the language of sociafdraration.

It is noteworthy how the language of rights hasrs@lace a model
for ‘dealing with gender’ which mirrors the moddlat — over the last
decade — has been entrenched in South Africa.dinall wonder, then,
that the idea that many women in the North todes in a ‘postfeminist’
age, namely, an age where feminist struggle hasnbembsolete, has
gained currency. When paradigms of progress amdiéra are shaped by
a language that identifies universally agreed ugmhmeasurable success
and achievement, and when such models are institoye states, or
through international agreements, it is difficwit insist that there is a
need to struggle for change within civil societytbrough women’s ac-
tions; change appears to be guaranteed both byg#meler-sensitive’
paradigms that exist, and by the language inscrinethese models.
Naomi Wolf's (1993) writings have gone some way &oths critiquing
this situation. By condemning the salience of whkla¢ terms ‘victim
feminism’, she accurately describes the presentdnadogender aware-
ness in the North: ‘over the last twenty years,dliebelief in a tolerant
assertiveness, a claim to human participation amdam rights - power
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feminism - was embattled by the rise of a set d¢iefsethat cast women
as beleagured, fragile, intuitive angels: victinmieism’ (1993: 147).

Wolf identifies the construct of women as supplisam relation to the
state and policymakers, of women positioned aspietis rather than
agents; of generalised notions about women’s usalareeds and enti-
tlements. And as Elizabeth Schneider (1991) hasieakgthe pre-

eminence of rights discourse turns women into paskirgets and vic-
tims who become dependent on the state and otls¢ruimments and
sources of power both for articulating and grantimgyr freedoms.

Gender teaching and research

The manoeuvring around language in relation to [@ponyth-making
and public discourses is reflected in gender temchnd research. This
has been the case nationally and globally. In SAtfrilsa, 1994 marked a
stage when the state and state-recognised secttmn wivil society
created a new mood around gender research, nesynmtif funding and
support for it, and also a new public awarenestsaklevance to emerg-
ing agendas for democratisation. One effect of ¢jailvanising of gov-
ernmental support for ‘gender’ was a trend towatetshnocratic and
functionalist developmentalism. This was buttredsgdhe shift towards
market-driven and career-oriented teaching in Sédtitan higher edu-
cational institutions.

Nationally, over five women’s and gender studiestsuoffering
postgraduate programmes in gender studies wereHadnin different
provinces. And the climate of institutionalised denresearch quickly
encouraged technocratisation. Teaching increasibglyame less con-
cerned with feminism in the academy, with studeptditical and per-
sonal growth or with making women visible in resdaand writing, and
progressively more preoccupied with how genderyamalshould equip
students with applied or analytical sKills

2| am referring here mainly to the packaging of sesrwithin universities, which
have become more and more concerned with markdéggee programmes. Whether
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The mid-nineties therefore ushered in a phase méaaation and
marketisation around women'’s and gender studidh, thMis ‘mainstream-
ing’ being geared towards teaching gender ‘expErtd ‘skills’ to
promote the efficiency of state structures, pohegking and commerce.
Bureaucracy, professionalisation and technocraawlsim this context,
alongside a prominent group of ‘experts’ whose will tools, method-
ologies and concepts often directly shape planand)policymaking. Pat
McFadden astutely points to this trend at a contalelevel in her po-
lemical ‘Why Feminist Autonomy Now?’:

Our staid matrons (the continent’'s ‘experts’ on dgntraining and main-

streaming) also serve as the link between the wameavement and the state

in almost every country on the continent. They canthe flow of resources
between the state and donor communities...They direfaad the thin lines

drawn by Northern donors on issues of reprodudieath and sexuality, cau-
tiously referring to difficult issues like aborti@nd sexual orientation only in

moderate tones, and rarely, if ever, rocking thgonal or international boat
(seefito, www.fito.co.za).

Spaces and discourses that seem progressive hawecbeopted into
national efforts to mainstream and market technekgf gender, and to
situate gender concerns within neo-liberal statédimg and ‘good gov-

ernance’. This is starkly reflected in the renamiigvomen’s studies as
gender studies, for example. Or in the painstalaeffgrts to market

women'’s studies courses as being of ‘use’ to stisdenthe demand for
skilled human resource persons in government aadwbrkplace. No

longer is there an assumption that women’s studiatiers because it
prompts the broad personal and political transféionaof human beings.
Gender studies is seen as serviceable becausgeitusely written into a
moderate template for state consolidation and ibesvdl development
under the aegis of ‘mainstreaming’.

or not individual lectures and researchers havistezbthe depoliticisation of gender
teaching, courses, within the broader frameworkirafersity policies, are marketed
and defined according to the logic of their praadtigsefulness for the job market. The
effect of this has often been to underplay the mities and arts, and privilege
disciplines like psychology and the social sciendew a further discussion of this,
see Lewis, 2002, especially Appendix, ‘InstitutibRaview’.
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A mainstreaming trend that has been growing irstnggy promi-
nent in Africa is one in which ‘women’s studies§ the title of a disci-
pline, or of departments, is being viewed with tgeawkwardness and
anxiety. ‘Women’s studies’ is rapidly giving way ‘@ender studies’, and
the new term is embraced for its inclusiveness icejection of ghet-
toisation. Many courses have been revamped, cawtdmes rewritten,
and the general culture of departments alteredrtothem from suppor-
tive spaces aimed primarily at empowering wometugents, into spaces
where men and women are believed to grapple cabiiely with issues
to do with gender.

The intellectual usefulness of ‘gender’ here @isputable: ‘gender
studies’ correctly captures the extent to whichifests need to engage
with identities and processes that mould relatibesnveen men and
women, in other words, gender dynamics. Clearly tgender studies’
captures the fact that the subject of study cabhadtvomen’ in isolation,
but women in relation to men, as well as proceasésrelationships that
are gendered. What remains revealing, howeveheisvay in which the
new labeling of a field of study has modified thalitics of the field of
study, and in many ways butressed a broader cliaratend mainstream-
ing.

The emphasis on opening up the field and makimgclusive for
women and men occurs alongside the underplayinigrgf-entrenched
power relationships, a neglect, for example, offtw that today there is
still an absurdly preponderant focus in knowledgedpction on men as
subjects. The question that this situation theeefoegs is why there
should be a concern within women'’s studies witHa&baing out’, when
this is one of the fevgpaces where the privileging of men’s knowledge
production is directly contested. Overall, therefahere are huge prob-
lems with the ‘commonsensical’ idea that mainstiegngender studies
corrects a passé emphasis on the compensatorytamisiic focus on
women. Distinct institutional needs and contexts @gxample, the fact
that rape is a regular occurrence in many univessit South Africa and
more generally throughout Africa) make separate awm studies de-
partments important and strategic. Separate wonguties departments
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have the potential to provide invaluably supportordtural pockets of
focused feminist support, research and teachiniginihstitutions which

remain, overall, extremely fraught spaces for wormeademics and stu-
dents to negotiate.

The skewing of feminist research and educationdiss occurred
in the North. In a powerful critique focusing oretmeanings and fate of
‘theory’, Barbara Christian (1990) identifies thveot connected trends of
commoditisation and professionalisation that - otte® years - have
worked to depoliticize feminist scholarship. In #$eventies and eighties,
a collective identity of women in academia - supgodrand influenced by
the resurgence of feminism in the sixties - formadcuses and associa-
tions, or engaged in lobbying, or spearheadedisary innovations in
contesting the exclusiveness of the patriarchatl@mg. Their interven-
tions were deeply political and radical, and thayggled to challenge
injustice, silencing and domination on various fson

By the nineties, as Christian notes, much leftgracademic theory
had

‘become a commodity which help[ed] to determine thbe we are hired or
promoted in academic institutions’ (1990: 37-8).

Most importantly, this theory grew more and morerkad by what is
monolithic and monotheistic, by what is elitist agxtlusive. Profession-
alism, through which feminist academics and dissesilare absorbed into
the canon by echoing its exclusivist and monolifaliguage and proce-
dures, became the goal of feminist academia. As Jaatt (1991) there-
fore concludes, the elevation of ‘professionalisiminly replaced the
preoccupation with ‘politics’ as many feminist aeadcs capitulated to
notions of mastery and excellence, and so sanditme exclusion and
silencing that an earlier generation of feministd Bquarely denounced.
In the North, the ‘success story’ of feminist s@rehip revolves
largely around its progressive shift away from diage ‘marginality’
towards a mastering of the theoretical tools amatesgjies of the main-
stream. Women'’s studies, as the site in which guage for speaking
about women’s agendas was inaugurated, can betseleave moved
from the disparaged margins to the triumphant eerithe centrist desti-
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nation has been linked to a fixation with high tregiwal rigour and a
recuperation of the idea, formerly anathema for yn&minists, of

knowledge as science, of knowledge as that which'stand up firmly

by itself’. The professionalisation of gender resbhaand education in
Africa has revolved mainly around the growing coicipl between a
gender industry and the state’s ideological apparatreating a situation
in which much gender education and research temdsetvice main-
streaming and neo-liberal development. In the Natith professionali-
sation has mainly involved the commoditisation ekaarch and the
elevation of knowledge as cultural capital. This ed to the growing
alienation of academics and knowledge producti@mfrcivil society

activism and women'’s organisations.

This trend is clearly reflected in the turn towsardn uncritical
poststructuralist deftness. Here there has beeoveirgy de-politicization
of language as the site of revolutionary practiogards a preoccupation
with language as that which must capture the ‘cemipt of things’. The
consequence of this has been astutely explainedabgui Alexander:
‘Postmodernist theory, in its haste to disassodta&df from all forms of
essentialism, has generated a series of episteroal@pnfusions regard-
ing the interconnections between location, iderditg the construction of
knowledge... Postmodernist discourse attempts terbeyond essential-
ism by pluralizing and dissolving the stability aadalytic unity of the
categories of race, class, gender, and sexualitis Strategy often fore-
closes any valid recuperation of these categoniethe social relations
through which they are constituted (1997: XVII). @ intellectual left,
therefore, discourses have spawned such deft ghrasenegotiating
identity’ or ‘negotiating freedom’ which often far®se any systematic
attention to power.

Many poststructuralist concepts are aimed at Oéisiag a fixed
notion of struggle, and drawing attention to theltiplicity of agencies
and social identities. They seek to stress howasacitors make sense of
their experiences from their point of view and tophasise their agency
in the face of those who presume to speak andoadhém. They have
been invaluable in dislodging doctrinaire notiorissbuggle associated
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with leftist orthodoxy. This includes the leftisttimodoxy of Marxism and

western-centric feminism. Poststructuralism intemge here because it
allows one to think about processes, consciousardsagency beyond
hegemonic notions of what impossibly ‘universaliggersons must want.
In particular, they allow us to take into accoum extent to which cer-
tain social actors are circumscribed by particoddations and practices.
They also encourage us to consider how certain wnstruggles make

sense on their terms and to respect the fact @diicplar groups have
distinctive legacies of resistance.

But the concepts and methods of poststructurafitsn hold out
the possibility of disarticulating relations of pew In short, they can
provide ideological cover for proliferating divisie and injustices in the
contemporary world, and especially for shiftingeatton away from
iIdentifying power and its effects. Bell hooks, amanany other feminist
commentators, shows how this language has develapetkrtain aca-
demics seek legitimation and access to academienagltectual canons.
She writes:

While academic legitimation was crucial to the awbement of feminist

thought, it created a new set of difficulties. Semlg the feminist thinking that

had emerged directly from theory and practice kexkiless attention than
theory that was metalinguistic, creating exclugargon; it was written solely
for an academic audience. It was as if a large lmbdgminist thinkers banded
together to form an elite group writing theory thatild be understood only by

an ‘in’ crowd (2000: 22).

What should be stressed here is not — as | hopprageding discussion
has demonstrated — the belief that African andratied-world and so-
cially engaged feminists should concern themsetwdy with ‘bread-
and-butter’ issues, rather than with theory, witkcdurses and with de-
constructive and postmodern theories. The langaagepractice of de-
construction can contribute enormously to shapiregical and
revolutionary social and intellectual activism asituggles for gender
justice. What | am concerned about here is thenéxte which certain
applications of postmodern feminism can feed intistang relations of
power and function purely or mainly as symbolicitaor individuals
and groups who use intellectual currency to gagess to the centre.
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Imagination and the public sphere

Today, an unprecedented circulation of informatisnguaranteed by
apparently limitless knowledge production, the masgrowth of print
technologies, global flows of information and kneddie, cyberspace and
the Internet. At the same time, intellectual knalge production is
uniquely registering the intricacy of social id¢ies, the complexity of
individual and social behaviour, the nuances ofitutsonal and social
processes. The deluge of information, knowledgelanguage that per-
sistently overdetermines the political has led MaAr@astells to coin the
term, ‘information politics’ (1997: 310). Althoug@astells is referring
mainly to the burgeoning electronic media as the peivileged space of
politics’, it is important to acknowledge the comafily of pervasive pro-
fessionalisation and commoditisation within thedsray, and the steady
process through which ostensibly subversive knogdedas been adul-
terated and depoliticized. At the same time, timguage of ‘rights from
above’ dominates public debates about gender tamstion at the
communal, national and international level, andosisty constrains civil
society activism and independent debates. Thetre$uhis hegemony
has been silencing. When we consider the evolutfodiscussion and
debate in the public sphere, and the current apattiyn civil society,
we must ask what all these apparently liberating) é@mocratising dis-
cursive processes really mean. Somehow, the proafiseely public
discourses and civil society activism has rapidiyidished in recent
years.

This stasis should encourage us to re-assesstinhatw forms of
wielding power in our current information age aBpecifically, they
must lead us also to reconsider, for example, Wiegisorship’ means in
our present age. To what extent can we think aladical feminist
knowledge as being ‘censored’ despite the fact tthat allowed, for-
mally, to exist. To what extent do the proceduned walue systems for
elevating certain kinds of expert knowledge functas forms of repres-
sion, surveillance and silencing? And how do curferms of gatekeep-

93



Desiree Lewis

ing curtail the circulation of radical knowledgeeavin spaces that seem
amenable to the free flow of information and ideas?

It is no coincidence that many radical feminisiters today are
searching restlessly for terms that powerfully ke&dransgression, the
guest for new ways of thinking and speaking, ardhrsuit for what is
‘visionary’ and ‘imaginative’ (see for example, Matfden, 2004; hooks,
2000; and Pereira, 2002). Posing a challenge trafrfeminists to tran-
scend neo-imperial and patriarchal frontiers, Pareaises imperatives
that have both cognitive and practical implications

There is no way of creating knowledge that is natuenscribed by the op-

pressions of our times if we cannot imagine a bétteire... Without imagi-

nation, we cannot search for the kind of knowletlygt allows us to fully
understand our divided realities in order to tramscthem. It is the imagina-
tion that allows us to move from where we are temhwe would like to be
even before we get there. We must learn to libéhet@magination, to unleash
the energy that so many of us dissipate, oftenawitiealising, in upholding
the intellectual barriers that divide us not onlyrh one another, but also from

ourselves and from other ways of knowing (2002:
www.feministafrica.org/fa%201/2level.html2002).

One of the primary challenges that face feministiay is the challenge
of re-imagining our goals, of insisting on the posvef the imagination to
articulate our desires in ways that transcend thntimg visions be-
gueathed by neo-liberal globalisation. In an arguntieat the struggle for
democracy needs to take new forms, Alan Touraieatifled the slip-
periness of discursive control in neo-liberal deraog and called for the
need to re-think ‘activism’:
Power used to be in the hands of princes, oligaschind ruling elites; it was
defined as the capacity to impose one’s will oreathmodifying their behav-
iour. This image of power does not fit with our llgaany longer. Power is
everywhere and nowhere; it is in mass productiorfinancial flows, in life-
styles, in the hospital, in the school, in telemsiin images, in messages, in
technologies...The fundamental matter is not seiziager, but to recreate
society, to invent politics anew, to avoid the tliconflict between open mar-
kets and closed communities, to overcome the hmgakbwn of societies

where the distance increases between the includédh& excluded, those in
and those out (quoted in Castells, 1997: 309).

Touraine describes our present age of globalisedimperial domina-
tion, a phase following the independence of manycAh countries, the
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disintegration of soviet societies and the attagKeft-wing movements
in the North. These processes occur against thkdb@e of a global
diffusion of coercive control and ‘manufactured sent’. The situation
that currently faces feminists is far more insidgi@nd multifaceted. And
as we confront our current discursive landscapemust squarely face
the need ‘to recreate society, to invent politice\a.

References

Alexander, J. and Mohanty, C. 1997. ‘Introducti@enealogies, Legacies, Move-
ments’ in Alexander and Mohanty, Eeminist Genealogies, Colonial Lega-
cies London and New York: Routledge.

Castells, M. 1997The Power of IdentityMass, USA and Oxford: Blackwell.

Christian, B. 1990. ‘The Race for Theory’ in JanMaoted, A and Lloyd, D. ed3he
Nature and context of Minority Discours®xford and New York: Oxford
University Press.

El Sadaawi, N. 2004. Foreward to Van der Gaag,The No-Nonsense Guide to
Women'’s Rightd.ondon: New Internationalist in assoc. with Verso

Gouws, A. 2004. ‘The Politics of State Structur@gizenship and the National Ma-
chinery for Women in South Africakeminist Africa Issue 3.

Hassim, S. 2003. ‘The Gender Pact and Democratis@mlation’: Institutionalizing
Gender Equality in the South African Stafééminist Studies29: 3.

hooks, b. 2000Feminism is for Everybody: Passionate Politi€&ambridge, MA:
South End Press.

Kemp, A., Madala, N., Moodley, A. and Salo, E. “Thawn of a New Day: Redefin-
ing South African Feminisms.” In Basa, A, .EtheChallenge of Local Femi-
nisms: Women’s Movements in Global PerspectiVestview Press.

Lewis, D. 2002. ‘Gender and Women'’s Studies in BoAfrica: A Review Report’
http://www.gwsafrica.org/knowledge/index.html.

Mbilinyi, M. 1992. ‘Research Methodologies in Gendssues,’ in Meena, R. ed.
Gender in Southern Africa: Conceptual and Theoattlssues Harare: SA-
PES.

McFadden, P. 2001. ‘Cultural Practice as GendereduBion: Experiences from
Southern Africa,” inDiscussion of Women’s Empowerment: Theory and Prac-
tice. SIDA Studies, 3. Stockholm: SIDA.

McFadden, P. 2004. ‘Why Feminist Autonomy Nowf, www.fito.co.za

Meena, R. Ed. 1992. Gender in Southern Africa: @ptwal and Theoretical Issues.
Harare: SAPES Books.

Moolman, J. 2001. EditoriahgendaRealising Rightsno 47.

Pereira, C. 2002. ‘Between Knowing and ImaginiMjhat Space for Feminism in
Scholarship on Africa’Feminist Africal. October.
www.feministafrica.org/fa%201/2level.html

95



Desiree Lewis

Scott, J. 1991. ‘Women’s History’ in Burke, P. étew Perspectives on Historical
Writing. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Schneider, E. 1991. ‘The Dialectic of Rights anditRs’. Perspectives from the
Women’s Movement'. Sullivan, B and Whitehouse, @s.€ender Politics
and citizenship in the 1990Sydney: University of New South Wales.

True, J. and Mintrom, M. 2001. ‘Transnational Netikkgand Policy Diffusion: The
Case of Gender Mainstreamininternational Studies Quarter/yno 45.

Tsikata, D. 1997. Gender Equality and the Stat8hana’. Imam, Aet al Engender-
ing African Social Scienc®akar: CODESRIA.

96





