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The other does not exist; this is rational faith, the incurable belief 
of human reason. Identity=reality, as if, in the end, everything must 
necessarily and absolutely be one and the same. But the other 
refuses to disappear; it subsists, it persists; it is the hard bone on 
which reason t>reaks its teeth. Abel Martin, with a poetic faith as 
human as rational faith, believed in the other, in "the essential 
Heterogeneity of being," in what might be called the incurable 
otherness from which oneness must always suffer.

- Antonio Machado; 
as cited in Paz (1985)

The feminist movement must know how to navigate between hope 
and disenchantment[; within] Latin America [it] is based on a 
plurality that needs to be expanded in all its dimensions. This is 
more feasible if it abandons the romantic and essentialist myths 
about women's condition and rejects the ghosts of old paradigms. 
It is essential to recognize at this stage of feminism that the 
movement cannot be based on a single dynamic or on an 
exclusive, privileged axis, but must be grounded in the articulation 
of differences, of the multiple and diverse rationalities already 
present within it.

Virginia Vargas (1992)

The search for citizenship and the creation of an identity are both 
collective and active processes. The fact that we can currently 
study these aspects among women in Latin America is in itself an 
indication of who women (or at least some women) are. They are 
not passive beings taking refuge in privacy. They are there 
outside, building. But there is no guarantee of success. Moreover, 
the criteria of what constitutes "success" are also being shaped 
along the very course of history.

- Elizabeth Jelin (1990b)
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ABSTRACT

Reconceptualizing Feminisms and Social Movements: 
praxes of resistance and theories of conjuncture 

in Latin America

Within our postcolonlai era, the contemporary crises of late-capitalism, 
modernity, and development have not only marginalized subaltern peoples 
throughout the world, but have also led to the alternative and eclectic challenges 
and imaginaries of these very same peoples to overcome these crises. It is 
understood by this study that within the theories of feminisms and social 
movements, there is a need to reconceptualize the notions of oppression and 
marginalization, of resistance and emancipation beyond a singular primacy or 
master-narrative. The concepts of identity, subjectivity, difference, plurality, and 
the political must also be reworked in order to make sense of contemporary 
struggles on the margins. Together, these reconceptualizations have come to 
manifest themselves in the perspectives of third world feminisms and new social 
movements.

Within the richness and diversity of Latin America, women have come to 
be engaged with and participate in third world feminisms and new social 
movements. It is through their collective identity, based on their lived 
subjectivities in the everyday social and cultural, that Latin American women are 
recasting the political. This takes its form in Latin American women’s ideologies 
and collective actions for transformation, not only within the household, but also 
within society at large.

It is therefore through Latin American women's praxes of resistance where 
the conjuncture of third world feminist and new social movement theories occurs. 
This thesis argues that theories of conjuncture which stem from both the 
practical manifestations of women's new social movements and the theoretical 
reconceptualizations within feminisms and social movements, must begin to be 
addressed. Thus, the conclusions of this study will enter into the open-ended 
theoretical debates about this conjuncture, while at the same time avoiding grand 
generalizations across theory concerning women’s participation in and 
engagement with new social movements and third world feminisms in Latin 
America.

David Ast 
10 May 1995



CHAPTER ONE:

THE NARRATIVE INTRODUCED

FRAMING THE QUESTION

Our postcolonial world exists In the precariousness of time, place, and space; we 

are on the precipice of the most Interestingly chaotic, the most dangerously 

profound, the most beautifully strange possible future(s) Imaginable. 

Contemporary life exudes passion and discontent. It breathes dynamism and 

flux. The hegerrtonlc natures of grand metanarratives as well as dominant 

(neo)colonlal discourses and Ideologies are all being called Into question. Have 

the "enlightened" sensibilities oUruth and justice been replaced by the "pastiche" 

vulgarities of beauty and style? Do contemporary theories allow us to make 

sense of what Is occurring within a postmodern world? The "globalization of 

culture," the "manufacture of consent," the "coming anarchy," the "end of 

history," the "production of Babylonian processed cheese spread for the fast food 

masses;" resistance Is futile, or Is It? What are the possibilities for 

transformation and where do they lie?

With today's diffuse and multiple realities, the possibilities of absolute 

truths for this transformation have become problematic. The universal 

generalizations of old have been seen for what they are: Inapplicable across 

history and context. The old school sounds of class-based revolution ring hollow 

and redundant. Notions of race, age, ethnicity, gender, culture, sexual 

orientation, colonialism, etc. have begun to Inform the challenges and struggles



for multiple resistances and emancipations beyond those based on class. The 

struggles from the margins within all cultures for the creation and legitimization 

of their multiple realities is reaching center-stage.

As the so-called North/South divide has begun to blur, the distortions and 

crises of modernity and development in their various guises have had interesting 

and empowering repercussions. Voices of the subalterns, those who have been 

marginalized by the hegemony of (neo)colonialism, have risen up to question 

these structures and discourses which create and internalize them(selves) as the 

"other" and dictate which "enlightened" road they should follow. Peoples the 

world over have begun to travel their own imaginative paths, construct 

postcolonial, counter-hegemonic discourses, and create their own realities; yet, 

all these may in turn lead not only to societal transformation, but to its 

de(con)struction as well.

Our diffuse, plural, heterogeneous world shows us on an everyday basis 

that we must begin to question the singular "truths" of oppression and 

marginalization, of resistance and emancipation. However, enticing though the 

calls to rally around the binary opposite flags of "good" against "evil." of women 

against men, of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie, of peoples of colour 

against whites, etc., may be, life is not that simple. Structural oppressions 

manifest themselves in varying degrees across different contexts and histories 

so that these oppressions work together to marginalize different groups of people 

depending on their gender, class, race, ethnicity, etc. Therefore, if we are to



make sense of our brave new world and the disorder that prevails within it, we 

nr.ust begin to seek out new ways of understanding what Is occurring, new 

methods of transforming the situation, and new Ideas about what will take Its 

place. It Is our task as students of International development to reconceptualize 

and recast our theories as well, othen/vlse we will fall to come to terms with what 

is before our very eyes.

The purpose of this chapter Is to explore the broader Issues 

encompassing the central problem which this study seeks to address, as well as 

to Introduce the working sets of Ideas which will be used to elaborate upon this 

Issue In the subsequent chapters. These ideas which direct and frame this study 

stand as an entry point into the specific problems the thesis will explore. 

Specifically, this study will attempt to explore the theoretical crises which exist 

within contemporary feminist and social movement theories for change. These 

crises are due to the changing nature of the myriad realities that exist within our 

world. Therefore, these theories have also begun to change, reconceptualize, 

and reformulate their analyses of these realities In order to better understand 

contemporary praxes. In fact, the thesis will strive to show that not only must 

these reconceptualizations occur, but that these theoretical perspectives must 

be articulated as theories of conjuncture. It Is these theories of conjuncture 

between third world feminist and new social movement visions which will provide 

new means for understanding the praxes of resistance by Latin American women 

In new social movements, and as such point the way forward for transformation.



STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

This study is guided by the fact that within the contemporary discourse and 

scholarship on feminisms and social movements there exists multiple theoretical 

crises. While this thesis has already alluded to the implications of the broader 

theoretical crises within the contemporary world, this section will elaborate more 

specifically upon the crises within feminist and social movement theories for 

societal transformation. As well, it will attempt to problematise the three key 

issues which this study will seek to address in the following chapters.

First, a key problem within the debates on these Issues rests In the focus 

of these theories on the primacy of subordination and emancipation. The 

tendencies of these theories towards universal reductionisms and generalizations 

have come to be seen as no longer applicable to the diverse and multiple 

realities of social actors across time, place, and space. Thus, these theoretical 

crises necessitate new visions and ideas about Identity, culture, subjectivity, 

politics, ideology, and resistance. As such, both theory and practice must be 

recast due to the dynamic and heterogeneous natures which these notions have 

now come to occupy within the postcolonial world. What is crucial for feminist 

and social movement theories is the movement away from the dichotomous, 

binary opposites^ of "enlightened"^ discourse, and as such, their movement

' The notion of binary opposites has been considered extensively by postmodern, 
poststructursiist, and some feminist scholars. Derrida (1976), for example, states that the 
nature of binary opposites constructs duailstic terms based on the definition of the first 
through the definition of the second (Its opposite or "other"), where the former is regarded 
aiwaya as superior to the latter.



away from the project of modernity. This study argues that there must be a shift 

towards a reconceptualization of and new levels of awareness and 

understanding about social movements and feminisms, including the synthesis 

or conjuncture of these perspectives, if this does not occur, we will fail to come 

to terms with what is occurring within our contemporary world and the 

possibilities for future transformation.

Within both feminist and social movement theories there has come to be 

a number of reconceptualizations about issues of differences, plurality, and 

heterogeneity. Northern feminist theorists have begun to not only question the 

relations between women and men, hut those among and between women 

themselves (Hennessy, 1993; Fraser and Nicholson, 1990; Harding, 1992; 

hooks, 1984). These questions have also been raised by women in the South 

from a variety of third world feminist perspectives (Minh-ha, 1993; Mohanty, 

1991, Ong, 1991, Spivak, 1991). It is these latter perspectives by third world 

feminists, as well as those of postmodern and African-U.S. American feminists, 

which have come to understand the need for more plural and heterogeneous

'  The notion wi “enlightened" discourse Is bound up within the phllosophlcel and 
Ideological perspectives which arose during the period of 18th century Enlightenment 
These liberal notions of a linear, progressive path to modernity and to the advancement of 
civilization, have permeated Western Intellectual thought for the past 200 odd years, and have 
been the basis for the construction of our contemporaiy (post)modem society. However, 
postmodern and poststructuralist scholars have come to question the very basis of these 
enlightened perspectives and. In fact, question the very nature of modernity Itself, arguing 
that we now exist within a contemporary postmodern world where enlightened discourses 
have come to be challenged, due to their Inapplicability across time, place, and space. For 
a more In depth discussion of postmodernism and poststructuralism, see for Instance: 
Feyerabend (1975), Foucault (1977), and Lyotard (1984).



visions of feminism which emanate from the identity and subjectivity of women 

themselves in their everyday lived experiences on the margins.

Social movement theorists as well have come to recognize the very "real" 

need for a réévaluation of theory (Calderôn et at., 1992; Escobar and Alvarez, 

1992; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Melucci, 1988, 1990; Touraine, 1988). These 

reconceptualizations have been precipitated by the global crises in late- 

capitalism, modernity, and development as well as by the significant 

transformation in contemporary popular praxes of resistance in everyday day 

struggle on the margins. Within schoiarship, both a deconstruction and critique 

of the past perspectives has occurred, along with the espousal of new ideas on 

social movements, so that within theory and praxis the very notion of "new social 

movements" has arisen. The debates within these diverse perspectives on 

social transformation are focused, as are third world feminisms, on the notions 

of identity and subjectivity of peoples on the margins and how these stem from 

their everyday lived experiences.

However, a second key problem still remains; how do these parallel 

theoretical and practical developments within third world feminisms and new 

social movements manifest themselves at the levels of both theory and practice 

within the postcolonial context of Latin America?

Latin American feminisms, which this study recognizes as examples of 

contextual third world feminisms, have in recent years begun to open up a 

critical dialogue among and between women concerning their different conditions

6



and positions within Latin American society (Chinchilla, 1992; Sternbach et al., 

1992; Vargas, 1992). This has resulted in the realisation by Latin American 

women that they experience differences along class, ethnic, gender, and race 

lines. Women have thus begun to voice new, eclectic, and holistic visions of 

their multiple differences and subordinations from their engendered realities.

Within the new sociai movement debates in Latin America, there has been 

a marked change in their primary focus beyond that based solely on class 

(Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Slater, 1985, 1994). Recent trends in analyses on 

social movements have come to be based on the awareness of the 

heterogeneity and the plurality of the actors involved beyond their identity and 

subjectivity as part of a socio-economic class. Equally significant, is the fact that 

these perspectives have begun to recast the political away from the traditional 

focus on the state towards the social and cultural levels of civil society (Escobar 

and Alvarez, 1992; Evers, 1985; Slater, 1985, 1994). This has both broadened 

the scope for understanding the multiple formation of collective identities and the 

multiple struggles of collective actions.

Since the early 1980s, the participation of women in new social 

movements in Latin America has increased significantly (Jelin, 1990; Vargas, 

1992; Westwood and Radcliffe, 1993). This participation has been engendered 

in both those organisations composed of women and men and in those led by 

and for women themselves. Women’s Increased participation is related to the 

dynamic political, social, and economic realities of the region. It has also grown



with the evolving theories and praxes of new social movements and Latin 

American feminisms occurring within the rich and diverse Latin American 

context. For this study, the possible expression within Latin America of third 

world feminisms together with new social movements (Jelin, 1990; Vargas, 1992; 

Westwood and Radcliffe, 1993) points to the direction of multiple emancipatory 

projects, which can only be understood if the corresponding theories undergo the 

necessary reconceptualizations alluded to above.

This then leads into the third key question which this study seeks to 

address; how can new social movement and third world feminist theories be 

reconceptualized and synthesized into a conjuncture of theories about the praxes 

of resistance within women's new social movements in Latin America? In other 

words, not only must these reconceptualizations within these two perspectives 

occur, but there must be an articulation and synthesis of these theories in order 

to make sense of the alternative and eclectic emancipatory projects of Latin 

American women who are struggling to meet the challenges of the postcolonial 

crises of modernity and development in the region. This question and the 

problem from which it stems are perhaps the most crucial for the analyses of 

women’s involvement in new social movements in the region. As well, this 

question points to the future directions theory must take In order to make sense 

of Latin American women’s contemporary feminist praxes of resistance on the 

margins.
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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE AND THESIS

In this study, a number of issues which stem from the scholarship on new social 

movements and third world feminisms will be addressed in the context of Latin 

America. The purpose of this study is, in this context, to present the theoretical 

reconceptualizations of third world feminisms and new social movements in order 

to argue that within the praxes of resistance there is a conjuncture of these 

theories. Stemming from this, the thesis of this study argues that in order to 

better understand what is occurring within these contemporary praxes of 

resistance in Latin American women’s new social movements, there must be the 

articulation of theories of conjuncture.

While the notions of difference and heterogeneity presented and used in 

this study may be seen by some to pose certain problems, this study makes no 

claims of upholding the "truth" about the conjuncture of new social movements 

and third world feminisms in Latin America. Its purpose is not to generalize on 

the basis of these theories, but to present and use some new analytical tools to 

analyze and deconstruct the scholarship on three vignettes of women's new 

social movements within and across the rich diversity of Latin America. 

Therefore, the only "claim" made by this study that could be considered by some 

to be "general," takes from the thesis of Elizabeth Jelin and her work on the 

conjuncture of feminisms and new social movements in Latin America. As such, 

"they [women] are all involved in actions which through protesting, defending, 

and demanding, make them active subjects of social change" (1990;xvi).
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With reference to this claim this study's thesis Is advanced and argued to 

a four-fold purpose. First, the study will show that third world feminist and new 

social movement perspectives encompass significant reconceptualizations and 

that these new and eclectic visions point to new ways of understanding, 

analysing, and making sense of resistance and struggle in the late-20th century. 

Second, it will strive to overcome the textual invisibility in the scholarship on 

Latin American women’s involvement in new social movements. As Caldeira 

(1990:47) and Schild (1994:60-61) argue, most studies on new social 

movements in the region have failed to mention women’s role and if they have, 

they have only done so in a purely descriptive manner or else labelled them as 

apolitical. Third, it will attempt to show that a male student of international 

development can and should be involved within the debates of feminisms^ and 

women’s new social movements since, as Verdnica Schild argues, "gender [is] 

a key analytical category in the Latin American popular movement debate [it 

therefore] should be attended to by everyone and not only by women writing 

about other women" (1994:61-62). Fourth, it will strive to contribute to the

* The debate of whether or not men can be femlniete la Intimately connected to the debate 
touched upon by this chapter. Sandra Harding bellevea that "the designation ’feminist* can 
apply to men who satisfy whatever standards women must satisfy to earn this label" 
(1887:12); however, the point of this discussion is not to dwell on the labels of who Is a 
feminist, or who can be a feminist The point of discussion rests on the notion of whether 
men can end should be engaged with feminism and whether they can and should conduct 
feminist social science research on/with/ln cultures other than their own. However, for the 
purposes of this chapter and the limitations of space, this study suggests that men can be 
feminists If, and only If, they (we) begin to deconstruct the sexism, racism, elassism, etc. that 
we have been soclalLed to In our various contexts and places across time and place. Within 
this deconstruction must come feminist visions for a more Just and equitable society based 
on human dignity, social responsibility, and respect for others. For further discussion on this 
debate from varying feminist perspectives, see for example: Harding (1987), hooks (1988), 
Kramer (1990), Flamazanoglu (1992), and Seldler (1989).
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ongoing, open-ended debates within feminisms and sociai movements.

Although this list is not exhaustive, it does point to some of the key issues 

the thesis will seek to address, and thus leaves itself open to the multiple 

possibilities that exist in the complex "realities" of tfie contemporaiy world. In 

conclusion, this thesis will seek to contribute to the dynamic and challenging 

theoretical and practical debates within schoiarship on the conjuncture of third 

world feminisms and new sociai movements. This will be achieved through the 

presentation the some of the changing notions and ideas which have informed 

contemporary theoretical perspectives of feminisms and social movements. 

From this, it will be posited that the reconceptuaiizations of these frameworks 

is necessary due to the dynamic, plural, and heterogeneous feminist praxes of 

women within new sociai movements in Latin America. Therefore, in a sense, 

this thesis will provide more questions than answers to the fields of study in 

question; however, it will attempt to point to the future directions these fields 

must embark upon.

APPROACHES TOWARDS A BEGINNING

This study will make use of some of the theoretical perspectives w, lin 

feminisms and social movements in formulating a set of guiding principles and 

ideas for making sense of and understanding the conjuncture of third world 

feminisms and new social movements in Latin America. Using these working 

sets of principles and ideas, this study will provide a discourse analysis and a
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textual deconstruction of the scholarship on three vignettes of resistance and 

conjuncture on women's engagement with and participation In third world 

feminisms and new social movements In Latin America. This approach will 

enable the study to argue that within the discourse and scholarship on Latin 

American women's new social movements, there Is Indeed the articulation of 

theories of conjuncture.

The Ideas of third world feminisms as new, eclectic and alternative ways 

of thinking will be discussed within the thesis. It will be posited that they seek 

to go beyond the old forms of feminist theorizing which neither paid general 

attention to differences among and between women, nor specific attention to 

third world women and their multiple differences. The Ideas and concepts 

presented by various third vrarld feminists have arisen not only out of the 

experiences and realities of third world women themselves, but have also shared 

notions with certain northern feminist, especially postmodern and Afrlcan-U.S. 

American, perspectives, as well as some of the notions within postmodernism 

and poststructuralism generally. These Ideas have both Informed and been 

Informed by third world feminisms and led to an expression not only of 

postcolonial critiques of western, mainstream hegemonic feminism, but also to 

the espousal of certain concepts central to third world feminisms.

The integration of the postcolonial critiques with the central concepts of 

third world feminisms will thus encompass the first half of this study. The 

postcolonial critiques of third world feminisms give their focus to the
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deconstruction of the third world woman as a created, homogenized, and 

exoticized "other” (Minh-ha, 1993; Mohanty, 1991a; Spivak, 1992). This 

deconstruction rests upon the multiple differences of third world women, which 

in turn rest upon the everyday experiences and realities of these women, it is 

the plural and diverse nature of women’s identity stemming from their subjective 

places of gender, race, class, and ethnicity, which inform their various feminisms 

and which seek a form of solidarity across these differences. The deconstruction 

also rests upon the dissolving of the binary opposites and dichotomies, in 

particular the public/private divide, which have rendered third world women as 

textuaily insignificant and invisible. This in essence turns the tables on the 

androcentric and paternalistic representation of third world woman as the victim 

and posits the view of third world woman as a social actor,

Taking the notions of class, race, and ethnicity differences among and 

between third world women, and third world women as social actors, these 

perspectives lead into a discussion of the central concepts bound up within third 

world feminisms. The notions of the gender division of labour and the 

public/private divide, ethnicity and race, as well as colonialism and imperialism 

all find articulation within the various third world feminist perspectives reviewed 

herein. These various notions maintain a certain degree of connectedness in 

that they impact upon third world women, yet manifest themselves differently 

across different contexts, histories, and times. Therefore, it is necessary to
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incorporate these Integrative concepts Into any approach embarking upon the 

analysis of third world feminist perspectives.

New social movement perspectives are also seen as new, eclectic, and 

alternative ways of thinking which seek to go beyond the old notions of social 

movements and what constitutes resistance. Identity, Ideology, and politics. 

These perspectives as well look to the notions of differences, but more 

specifically to the heterogeneity and plurality of the actors Involved In new social 

movements. Perspectives on these movements have arisen In the context of 

crises In modernity, late-capltalism, and development. As such, these "realities" 

have shaped the formation of these new understandings for contemporary times. 

These new understandings have within them both a deconstruction of the old 

perspectives, as well as an Integration of central notions and concepts which 

Inform the dynamic, plural nature of new social movements perspectives as well.

Two central areas where new social movements theorists have channelled 

their energies are to the Issues of a movement away from a reduction to class 

(Slater, 1985.1994) and a recasting of the political (Evers, 1985; Slater, 1994). 

Both of these notions are Integral to each other In that the movement beyond the 

primacy of class as the basis for social action and the acquisition of state power 

as a central goal of the movement In turn recasts and broadens the analysis of 

what constitutes the political. It Is thus not only class, but gender, race, and 

ethnicity, which give subjectivity to social actors. In turn, this Informs their 

Identity, which they formulate Into collective action, struggle, and resistance from
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their everyday realities beyond those of their class position. Although peoples' 

everyday realities are in the social and the cultural, they embark upon political 

action outside of working-class, party politics, and state-centered models. In 

effect, the social and the cultural become political as the actors strive for a 

redefinition and transformation of society from their everyday lives.

It is within these notions that the second-half of the approach used by this 

study forms its working ideas. These encompass the concepts of subject 

positions, '' hich arise from the varied realities of everyday meanings and the 

creation of culture. From these subject positions, personal identity is formed, 

which in turn leads to the formation of collective identity of the social actors, 

which is then translated into fluid and dynamic ideologies. These ideologies are 

constructed in the everyday, and like the ideologies of third world feminisnis, 

recast the personal to the political, to the social and the cultural, which Is then 

directed and channelled into the various forms of collective action, struggle, and 

resistance on the margins.

THE POINT OF DEPARTURE

In conclusion, this thesis will utilize the approaches and perspectives Introduced 

above in order to speak to the conjuncture and articulation of third world 

feminisms and new social movements, particularly how they manifest themselves 

In the richness and diversity of Latin America. To this purpose, Chapter Two 

situates the main theoretical debates within feminist visions for social change by
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first reviewing the key themes and concepts of so-called northern feminist 

perspectives, and secondly by providing an account of the diverse critiques and 

eclectic visions of third world feminists. Chapter Three focuses on new social 

movements and the contemporary debates about these movements, the contexts 

in which they arose, their "newness," and finally, their myriad and pluralistic 

natures. Chapter Four seeks to contextualize the diverse nature and richness 

of Latin America and to synthesize the discourses of the preceding two chapters 

within this context through a discussion of the myriad ways in which third world 

feminisms and new social movements manifest themselves in the region. This 

chapter will provide a textual deconstruction and discourse analysis of the 

literature and research on three specific women's new social movements within 

three countries in Latin America. From this, the study will seek to understand 

how the scholarship on the praxes of resistance by women on the margins has 

influenced the theoretical reconceptuaiizations occurring within feminisms and 

social movements and how this in turn is leading towards theories of conjuncture 

about third world feminisms and new social movements.

To this end, this study now embarks upon the challenging and interesting 

journey through the theories and practices of women’s engagement and 

involvement in and with third world feminisms and new social movements in 

Latin America, by first turning to the broader issues bound up within the literature 

on feminist theories for social change.
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CHAPTER TWO: 

FEMINIST THEORIES FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

INTRODUCTION

Feminist theory over the past 200  ̂ years has sought to analyze, conceptualize, 

and systematize women’s subordination through a number of different 

frameworks and approaches. Each feminist framework and approach operates 

from different underlying assumptions as to the root cause (or causes) of 

women’s subordination. These underlying assumptions inform the different 

strategies to provide an analytical, conceptual, and systematical approach to 

women’s everyday lived experiences. Feminist scholar, Jane Flax, argues this 

is the most important characteristic of feminist theory, and thus feminist 

theorizing entails "bringing [the] unconscious process [of women’s everyday 

experiences] to a conscious level so it can be developed and refined" (1992:80).

Within the postcolonial world there is a reformulation occurring within 

contemporary feminisms: a shift away from a concern with primacy^ and its

The first sustained western feminist theory was Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication 
of the Rights of Women (1988), Inspired by the French Revolution and first published In 1792. 
There have been, however, statements made by women from many other different cultures 
around the world regarding women's rights, most of which has, unfortunately, gone 
unrecorded due to hegemonic patriarchal, racist, religious, and colonial discourses. For 
further discussion, see for Instance: Stone (ISM).

 ̂ Feminist theories at times focus on only one particular root cause of domination; a 
primacy of women’s subordination. Primacies argue "the original cause of the subordination 
of women must be the deepest, as well as causally the most significant • and therefore also 
the most politically urgent " (dagger and Rothenberg, 1992:118). That Is, the theory locates 
one specific structural oppression that Impacts on women the most negatively and focuses
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limitations. In fact, feminist theory today stands at a crisis; the very notion of 

feminist theory has become problematic. Contemporary feminism is undergoing 

a radical reformulation in both theory and praxis, which entails both a shift away 

from the concern with the primacy of women's subordination, and 

correspondingly, from the concern with the transformation of this root cause of 

women’s subordination as the emancipatory goal of feminism. That is, the 

questions as to the primary cause of women's subordination and to feminism's 

primary emancipatory project have become redundant. Primacy is not only seen 

as irrelevant, but as illegitimate and false, since universal generalisations and 

metanarratives can no longer be applied to all women across all contexts.

This shift in feminist theory is the result of the various critiques and 

challenges to contemporary feminisms from women in both the North and the 

South from their myriad perspectives, informed by both postmodernism and 

postcolonialism. These feminists argue that the differences among and between 

women must be analyzed from their own specific cultural, historical, and socio

economic contexts, localities, and standpoints. Although feminism is undergoing 

these critiques and challenges, there are both constructive, as well as 

deconstructive elements, dagger and Rothenberg comment that; "[e]ven as 

[these critiques and challenges] identity flaws in existing conceptualizations, they

Its theoretical energy to explaining and analysing this root cause. Feminist theoretical 
framework# that operate fonn this theory of primacy argue that the analysis of the primary 
structural oppression supersedes the analysis of all other structural oppressions; In fact, 
they at times disregard other structural oppressions altogether In their analysle.
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also point, explicitly and implicitly, towards alternative ways of thinking" 

(1992:113).

This study argues that the articulation by third world women® in both the 

South and the North of what can be termed loosely as third world feminisms'*

® The term "third world" Is used with great trepidation within this study (as It has also 
been used within other studies written by Northern scholars; see for example; Connelly et. 
al., 1994b:note 2; and Parpart and Marchand, 1995:note 1) as a means to refer to the regions 
of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, which although having similar (neo)coionlal histories and 
exhibiting certain other similarities, are quite distinct and different not only between the 
regions themselves, but within the regions as well. However, this study recognizes that the 
term "third world" has been reclaimed by peoples In and from these regions stemming from 
their various positions, perspectives, and localities. As Trinh T. Mlnh ha argues, "... If 'third 
world’ Is often rejected for Its judged to be-derogatlve connotations, it Is not so much 
because of the hierarchical fIrst-second-thIrd order Implied, as some Invariably repeat, but 
twcause of the growing threat third world' constantly presents to the western bloc the last 
few decades" (1989:98). Thus " {’tjhe third world to third world peoples’... becomes an 
empowering tool, and one which politically Includes all non whites In their solldarlst struggle 
against all forms of western dominance" (Mlnh ha, 1989:98). The terms South and North have 
been adopted (as they have been by others; see for example: Connelly et al., 1994b:note 2; 
and Parpart and Marchand, 1995:note 1) as a means of facilitating discussion within this 
study, where the South refers to those less Industrialized economies, which (for the most 
part) form the geographic southern half of the globe, while the North refers to those more 
(over)lndustrlallzed economies In both the North and the South (particularly the NICs of 
Southeast Asia).

The term "third world women" Is also seen by this study as problematic due to the limitations 
of definition and generalization within contemporary scholarship. Mohanty writes that, "... 
black. Latino, Asian, and indigenous peoples In [North America], Europe,... Australia, [and 
New Zealand], some of whom have historic links with the geographically defined third world, 
also refer to themselves as third world peoples" (1991a:S). While this does present what 
Mohanty terms as "a broad canvas" (1991a:5) It also tends to conflate some of the 
experiences of a diverse population of women all over the world. Therefore, for the purposes 
of this study the term "third world women" will be used herein as an analytical and political 
category to refer only to those women with birth or recent ancestry within the South, but who 
may now live In either the South or the North. The term "women of colour," proves to be 
problematic as well. The term Itself Is used by feminist scholars to refer to both those women 
In the North who comprise ethnic and racial minorities, but who were neither bom nor have 
recent ancestry In the South, as well as to those women whom this study refers to as third 
world women. In order to avoid the almost Impossible conflation of the terms, this study will 
only use the term women of colour when It Itself Is used by the feminist scholars reviewed 
herein and within the context of their discussion of third world women.

* The term "third world feminisms ” Is also viewed as problematic. In her attempt to 
bridge the ontological and pedagogical problematics associated with a discussion of what 
constitutes third world feminisms, Mohanty argues that while, "[i]he very notion of 
addressing what are often Internally conflictuel histories of third world woman's feminisms
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represent some of these alternative ways of thinking. New, eclectic, and holistic 

visions of women's multiple differences, multiple subordinations, and multiple 

emancipatory projects have been expressed by third world feminists in their 

quest to make feminism relevant for themselves and to their everyday lives. As 

well, third world women have begun to espouse various feminisms from their 

own specific realities and consciousnesses within autonomous, heterogeneous, 

pluralistic new social movements (Jelin, 1990; Vargas, 1992). Thus, the 

struggle for women's emancipation is being expressed through feminist 

movements based on the ideal of an alternative transformation of society along 

class, ethnic, gender, and race lines. In this sense, theory is following the praxis 

of women on the margins who are struggling for their emancipation neither 

through revolutionary socialism, nor through hegemonic, western feminism, but 

rather through alternative third world feminist visions based on a commitment to 

social justice, conceptualized and articulated through their own consciousness, 

differences, and experiences.

under a single rubric may seem ludicrous • especially since the very meaning of the term
feminism is continually contested ... [it is necessary] to recognize and [explore analytically] 
the links among the histories and struggles of third world women against racism, sexism, 
colonialism. Imperialism, and monopoly capital" (1991a:4). Therefore, for the purposes of this 
study, the term "third world feminisms" will be used to refer to the articulation of the multiple 
realities of rsce, culture, class, gender, ethnicity, etc. subordination that third world women 
(see Chapter Two, note 3) In both the North and the South experience In their everyday lives. 
The articulation of feminism within these different contexts, leads to a variety of multiple and 
diverse feminisms that arise out of third world women’s experiences, and can thus be termed 
third world feminisms. However, those feminists of colour In the North, especially African- 
U.S. American feminists, are not "defined" by this study as third world feminists, since most 
of these feminists of colour In the North have neither been bom nor have recent ancestry In 
the South (see Capter Two, note IS).
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This chapter will review the literature in the field of feminist ttieories for 

social change, by focusing specifically on the key theoretical debates and policy 

implications ranging from mainstream western feminist perspectives to the 

critiques and challenges posed by new, eclectic third world feminist visions in 

both the North and South. This will be achieved in the first section through a 

three part analysis: a review of the "unhappy marriage" between Marxist and 

socialist feminism, the consolidation of socialist feminism and its impact on 

liberal feminism, and a discussion of the theoretical movements beyond, 

including a look at materialist, standpoint, postmodern, and African-U.S. 

American feminisms. Within the second section of the chapter, a presentation 

of third world feminisms will be undertaken in order to gain an understanding of 

the major themes, concepts, and debates within third world feminist perspectives 

from both the South and the North. The five part analysis will focus upon the 

theoretical origins of third world feminisms, the postcolonial critique and 

perspectives of third world feminisms, the central themes and concepts within 

the discourse, and lastly the feminist visions of third world women. This chapter 

will argue that the articulation of these alternative, eclectic feminist voices from 

the margins pose direct theoretical challenges not only to western feminisms, but 

also to hegemonic neocolonial discourses. This has both important implications 

for third world feminist praxes and for the struggles of all peoples living on the 

margins in the postcoioniai world.
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FROM MARXIST TO SOCIALIST FEMINISM AND BEYOND 

The "Unhappy Marriage"

The subordination of women due to the workings of the exploitive, capitalist 

mode of production was (and still is) the major tenet of Marxist feminist thought. 

Heidi Hartmann points out, "[m)ost Marxist analyses of women’s position take as 

their [guiding] question the relationship of women to the economic system, rather 

than that of women to men, apparently assuming the latter will be explained in 

the discussion of the former" (1981:3).^ This posits class as the primacy in 

women’s subordination and in essence ignores and subsumes all other forms of 

women’s oppression. Marxist feminists incorporate this primacy into their 

theoretical framework, yet their analysis has tended to focus on women’s 

domestic labour within the larger understanding of class relations (Acker, 1988; 

Armstrong and Armstrong, 1983; Hartmann, 1981; Mackintosh, 1984). However, 

this still does not explain why it is women’s unpaid labour that is necessary for 

capitalism, nor why it is women that perform this work. Hartmann argues that 

Marxist feminism gives "no clues about why women are subordinate to men 

inside and outside the family ..." which leads her to conclude that Marxist 

feminism is "sex-blind" (1981:10-11).

Pat Armstrong and Hugh Armstrong echo Hartmann’s conclusions. They 

argue that Marxist and Marxist feminist analysis of women’s subordination have

* For tn  In depth discussion of Marxism and the women question, see for instance: 
Engies (1972) and Zaretsky (1973).
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"[failed] to recognize or explain how and why sex differences pervade every 

aspect of human activity" (Armstrong and Armstrong, 1981:7). Their argument 

focuses on differences: differences between women and men, and therefore they 

critique Marxist and Marxist feminist assumptions of class as a homogeneous 

construct Including women and men within the same relationship to the capitalist 

mode of production. This argument Is reiterated by Gerda Lerne; who goes on 

to posit that class Is "genderic," "that is, It Is expressed and Institutionalized In 

terms that are always different for men and women" (Lerner, 1992:240).

Armstrong and Armstrong proceed to review the domestic labour debate^ 

In order to further argue the point that women are subordinated differently than 

men within capitalism. Within their review and critique of the domestic labour 

debate, they focus on the gender division of labour by pointing out that:

[a] capitalist society, with its concomitant free wage labourer, 
seems to Imply a separation, in some form, between the 
reproduction of workers and the production of goods and services. 
The separation seems also to Imply a segregation, and denigration 
of women (Armstrong and Armstrong, 1981:26).

That Is, a division of labour based on gender differences between women and 

men Is essential to the capitalist mode of production, hence the analysis of 

women's subordination under capitalism must also look to women’s gender

* For tn In depth discussion of the domestic labour debate, see for Instance: Bentaon 
(1S71), Delphy (1976), and Seccombe (1980).
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subordination to men. Women's domestic, unwaged labour within the household 

is seen as necessary and intimately connected to capitalism by Armstrong and 

Armstrong, but that this is also an outcome of women’s subordination to men 

under patriarchy.

This argument is also articulated by Maureen Mackintosh where she 

raises an important point in regard to women’s subordination and the gender 

division of labour; "...if women's subordination within society predates capitalism, 

then surely we cannot hope to explain it solely in terms of the inherent logic of 

the capitalist system?" (Mackintosh, 1984:9). Mackintosh believes that In order 

to analyze women’s subordination, feminist theory must move beyond Marxist 

analysis, since it neglects the fact that women are subordinated to men through 

patriarchy and the intersection of capitalism. While this is a very important point 

for understanding the shift from Marxist feminist to socialist feminist thought 

(through the analysis of patriarchy as articulated by radical feminism) Mackintosh 

argues that capitalism and patriarchy are two separate systems which intersect 

at particular moments to subordinate women.

Joan Acker critiques this approach to women’s subordination because of 

the fact that "[p]atriarchy or the sex/gender system is analytically [viewed as] 

distinct from capitalism and its apparently gender-neutral class structure" 

(1988:474-5). For Acker, this type of analysis focuses only on women as 

subjects of gender subordination under the "gender-neutral" structure of 

capitalism, and that this "conceptual indifference to sexual differentiation can only
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reinforce the pre-existing model of society buiit on the activities and 

consciousness of men alone" (1988:475). As well, Rita Gallin and Anne 

Ferguson argue that an approach which constructs capitalism and patriarchy as 

distinct systems, in essence locates women’s oppression within either capitalism 

or patriarchy (Gallin and Ferguson, 1991:20). Essentially, this posits women’s 

oppression back into one of primacy and not within a synthesized, 

interconnected analysis of capitalism and patriarchy.

The argument that capitalism and patriarchy are neither autonomous nor 

interconnected systems, but actually the same system is articulated by both 

Hartmann and Armstrong and Armstrong. The latter scholars believe that 

"women are simultaneously subject to capitalism, male dominance, and their 

bodies ... [and that as] integrated forms, they must be examined together" 

(Armstrong and Armstrong, 1983:29). Hartmann in her article makes the point 

that: "patriarchy is not simply a psychic, but also a social and economic structure 

... that the accumulation of capital both accommodates itself to ... and helps to 

perpetuate ... " (1981:3). Thus, Hartmann believes that the synthesis between 

capitalism and patriarchy exists, and that therefore Marxist feminist analysis and 

Its historical materialism combined with radical feminist analysis of the relations 

between women and men point the way forward for analysing women’s 

subordination from a socialist feminist perspective.

With this theoretical shift away from the primacy of class in Marxist 

feminist analysis to a synthesized, more holistic view of women’s oppression as
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caused by the mutually Interrelated and reinforcing systems of capitalism and 

patriarchy, comes a focus not only on the differences between women and men, 

but among and between women as well. Some Marxist feminists argued that 

women constitute a class on the basis of their domestic labour and the 

production of use values in the home.^ That Is, women constituted a class 

based on their relationship to capitalism and to the larger class struggle. 

However, this analysis failed to see clearly how capitalism and patriarchy work 

to subordinate women, since it failed to recognize how women within the class 

struggle are also subordinate to men.

Radical feminism also sought to homogenize all women as a distinctive 

class, but this was based on their shared biology, not on their relationship to 

capitalism.^ This approach was clearly ahistorical and failed to recognize how 

women from different socio-economic positions face different material 

oppressions. As Maxine Molyneux argues; "[c]learly the wife of the bourgeois 

who employs servants to do the housework and to care for the children does not 

share in the material oppression of the less privileged woman..." (1979:14). 

Thus, early radical feminism with its primacy on patriarchy assumed all women 

were a class exploited by all men; it did not see how women's oppression cut 

across socio-economic class lines. This static approach, argue Gallin and

’’ Some Marxist feminists who advocate women as a class are: Bentson (1971) and Dalle 
Costa and James (1972).

'  Some radical feminists who advocate women as a class are: Delphy (1976) and 
Firestone (1970).
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Ferguson "leads to the assumption that women have uniform interests and 

concerns which revolve around problems emanating from their shared 

womanhood" (1991:20).

Armstrong and Armstrong argue that women do not constitute a class 

since there are socio-economic class differences among women. This is in 

direct relation to their assumptions, as well as those of Acker (1988), Gallin and 

Ferguson (1992), Hartmann (1981), and Molyneux (1979), who all believe that 

capitalism and patriarchy are one and the same system of oppression. For 

Armstrong and Armstrong, "[t]he oppression takes different forms fo r... women. 

The consequences, nature and responses to male dominance vary from class 

to class" (1983:29). Therefore, women are not seen as homogeneous, but 

heterogeneous, where their differences are based on their socio-economic class 

differences.

Socialist Feminism Consolidated: Whither Liberal Feminism?

The concurrent critique and synthesis of Marxist feminism and radical feminism 

resulted In the formulation of the socialist feminist framework. The scholars thus 

far reviewed are all situated somewhere within the socialist feminist framework. 

Some, like Armstrong and Armstrong and Hartmann were at the forefront of the 

framework's original conception in the latter half of the 1970s, while others like 

Acker, Learner, and Molyneux carried fonmrard the consolidation of the framework 

within western academe. Socialist feminism marked a progression away from
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a primacy of women’s subordination based on their homogeneity as a class 

(either within Marxist feminist or radical feminist analysis) to a more synthesized 

analysis of women’s subordination and how this was articulated along both class 

and gender lines.

It is important to note that the concept of gender and its social 

construction are key elements of analysis within socialist feminism (Gallin and 

Ferguson, 1991,1993; Jaquette, 1982; Young, 1988). It rejects both biological 

determinism and essentialism; rather, it focuses on how gender is prescribed 

through both "sets of ideas and sets of behaviour - or, to put it another way, both 

ideology and material practices" (Young, 1988:1). This has important 

ramifications for the analysis of women’s subordination because if women's 

work, roles, value, etc. are constituted from the social and not the biological, 

then their construction can also be deconstructed. Within socialist feminism, this 

deconstruction occurs through the analysis of gender relations, that is n ittions 

between women and men.

Socialist feminism also moved the analysis of women's subordination 

further through its focus on not only the difference between women and men 

within capitalism, but among women as well. This analysis is based on the 

underlying assumption that capitalism and patriarchy are mutually reinforcing 

systems of oppression and that women do not constitute a class based on their 

gender, nor on their socio-economic oppression. From this level of analysis, 

socialist feminists argue that since capitalism and patriarchy are part and parcel
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of the same oppressive system, they therefore must be challenged 

simultaneously. With the consolidation of the framework, feminist scholars 

working from and within it began to present socialist feminism not only as a 

critique to western liberal feminism, but also as an alternative for both women's 

emancipation and for dramatic structural change within society, which they 

argued was not present within liberal feminism (Gallin and Ferguson, 1993; 

Jaquette, 1982; Young, 1988).

Liberal feminism^ itself "is rooted in the liberal philosophical tradition of 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which focused on the ideals of equality 

and libert/'^° (Connelly et al., 1994a;64) and as such, stresses that equal 

opportunity for both women and men must be provided within society. Liberal 

feminism as a theoretical framework posits that a distinction must be made 

between sex (biological differences between women and men) and gender 

(cultural, historical, and social differences between women and men) since 

women's subordination results not from biological sex differences with men, but 

from the practised gendered norms within society (Connelly et al., 1994a:64). 

Stemming from this, the framework also focuses its theoretical energy on the 

concept of the public/private dichotomy and the distinction between the two 

spheres. Liberal feminists argue that women should have the right to choose on

* For amor* In-dapth analysis of the liberal feminist framework, see for Instance: Jagger 
and Rothenberg Eds. (18S2).

For more a more ln*depth reading of the underlying philosophical traditions of 
liberalism, see for Instance: Mill (197e).
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issues within both spheres, which they remain committed to as a level of 

analysis, since the central emancipatory theme for women within the framework 

is based upon "women's equal participation within the existing system" (Jaquette, 

1982:272).

While some of these aspects of liberal feminism mirror, to some extent, 

those of socialist feminism with its focus on gender and the public and private 

spheres of women’s lives, it does not entail the same critical analysis and 

deconstruction of either as does socialist feminism. The overarching critique of 

liberal feminism by those feminists writing from a socialist feminist perspective 

lies precisely in the facts that it fails to challenge the unequal power relations 

between women and men, it fails to offer a materialist analysis to women's 

subordination under capitalism, and it fails to discuss the socio-economic class 

differences between women. In essence, liberal feminism seeks reform within 

the existing system and does nothing to question issues of power and structural 

subordination, which is seen by its socialist feminist critics as "integrationist and 

individualistic" (Jaquette, 1982:272).

Critiques & Reconceptuailzations: Beyond Sociaiist Feminism

The critiques and reconceptualizations of socialist feminism have arisen due to 

the limitations of the feminist visions for social change reviewed above, which in 

effect have precipitated a general crisis in feminist knowledge and theory. The 

crises in feminism, but more specifically within socialist feminism, has led to
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various feminist scholars from materialist feminist (Barrett, 1992; Hennessy, 

1993), standpoint feminist (Harding, 1992), postmodern feminist (Flax, 1992; 

Fraser and Nicholson, 1990; Parpart and Marchand, 1995), and African-U.S. 

American feminist (Brown, 1991; Collins, 1992; hooks, 1984; King, 1992) 

perspectives proposing new directions for feminist theories. Since women differ 

by class, ethnicity, race, religion and any other number of categories, it is of 

utmost importance that feminist theories begin to understand these differences 

and reconceptualize their notions regarding the issues of subjectivity and the 

power of language in the construction of women’s multiple identities.

These feminist scholars argue that even socialist feminism, with its focus 

on class and gender, looks only to women's socio-economic class differences; 

there has been no sustained articulation of other differences such as ethnicity, 

race, etc. This not only ignores differences, but women's multicausal 

oppressions based on these differences (for example racism and white 

supremacy). Women's multicausal subordination and their multiple differences, 

according to Gerda Lerner have begun to force feminist scholars and theorists 

to "question not only why certain content was previously omitted, ignored, and 

trivialized, but also to consider who decides what is to be included" (1992:237). 

She thus concludes that socialist feminism is an inadequate conceptual 

framework for dealing with differences, since "if one ignores differences' one 

distorts reality" (1992:238).
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Materialist Feminism

Materialist feminism takes its theoretical emergence from the feminist critiques 

of Marxism and Marxist feminism in the late 1970s, and as such was bound up 

within the notions of a more general socialist feminist framework. However, 

materialist-feminism has now come to distinguish itself from socialist feminism 

due in part to he former’s focus on the postmodern concepts of language and 

subjectivity^^ (Hennessy, 1993:xi, 5), The concept of difference and the 

movement away from the overarching totalities of generalization are also at the 

forefront of materialist feminist discourse. As Rosemary Hennessy points out, 

the challenge of materialist feminism is to "insist... [upon the] critique of social 

totalities like patriarchy and capitalism ... without abandoning attention to the 

differential positioning of women within them" (1993;xii). In other words, 

Hennessy and other materialist feminists like Barrett (1980,1992) are attempting 

to articulate and integrate the macro-structural systems of oppression with the 

micro-level realities of the everyday as experienced by different women.

The key within these debates about the directions for feminist theories 

center upon the notion of history and how the need to conceptualize feminist 

discourse as ideology and a means to understand the materiality of 

power/knowledge relations must be contextualized with the need to historicize 

(Hennessy, 1993:100). What is at issue here for materialist feminists like 

Hennessy, is the need for feminists to realize and understand that theory is

" Theme points will be returned to shortly In the letter section on postmodern feminisms.
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historical and that history itself "Is one of the preeminent transmitters of 

hegemonic culture and tradition" (1993:100). The significance of this rests on 

the fact that western hegemonic liberal feminism has "served to legitimate 

standards of value and define the boundaries of intelligibility and subjectivity" 

(1993:100) and thus not only neglect, but disregard the plurality of women's 

subjectivities and multiple differences.

Since this diversity of women's experiences is constructed within the 

context of power, language, and knowledge, feminists writing from this 

framework argue that "it is through contestation among discourses and not by 

sheer self-assertion that social forms and institutions are shaped and 

emancipatory knowledges produced" (Hennessy, 1993:37). These emancipatory 

knowledges, as given voice to by materialist feminists, thus rest on the notions 

of difference, subjectivity, and language, all bound up within the context of 

history. It is these notions within materialist feminism which reconceptualize and 

synthesize the macro and the micro, and therefore point towards a movement 

away from past socialist feminist frameworks.

Standpoint Feminism

Standpoint feminism as well has begun to question the notions of women's 

differences and how these differences are grounded in the contextual 

experiences of women. These reconceptualizations stem, in part, from the 

movements within radical feminism during the 1980s, and thus have attempted
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to go beyond the primacy of women’s subordination at the androcentric hands 

of patriarchy and beyond the analysis of socialist feminism as well. Sandra 

Harding, writing from the framework of standpoint fenr.inism, in essence argues 

that feminist theory has neglected specifically the notion of women as subjects 

grounded in their divergent every day experiences. Thus,

[j]f women and men can only be found in historically determinate 
races, classes, ethnicities, and sexualities, then a gender analysis - 
one that is from the perspective of women's lives - must scrutinize 
gender as it exists and from the perspective of all women's lives. 
There is no other defensible choice (Harding, 1992:180).

Harding argues that multiple differences and multicausal oppressions 

impact on everyone's lives and that these are articulated by and through our own 

subjective experiences and consciousness. By neglecting to focus on these 

differences,' socialist feminism has distorted not only the lives of women on the 

margins, but women at the center as well (1992:180). People cannot understand 

their own lives if they do not know how structural oppressions of classism, 

racism, sexism, etc. impact on them and how they benefit or are marginalized 

by these structures. For Harding, "women’s lives [may not] just be different 

from each others', but structurally opposed [as well]" (1992:181). Thus, 

standpoint feminism emphasizes that women are subjects based in their own 

realities and standpoints, which are multivariate and diverse.
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An analysis of racism and white supremacy is presented by Harding as 

she incorporates these perspectives into her framework of standpoint feminism.

'Racism is enacted in many different ways, and overt individual 
prejudice is just one of them. It is fundamentaily a political 
relationship, a strategy that systematically provides economic, 
political, psychological and social advantages for whites at the 
expense of blacks and other people of colour’ and it is a 
dynamic relationship that is flexible enough to adapt to changing 
historical conditions (1992:179).

Harding sees an analysis of class and gender as essential to women's 

subordination; however, this analysis must include the Interrelated aspect of race 

or else it will fail to explain all women's oppression. Socialist feminism, in her 

opinion, has thus failed in this regard.

Postmodern Feminisms: Discourse and Difference

The reconceptualization of women’s differences and subordination marks a shift 

away from the strict socialist feminist analysis of class and gender to a more 

multiple and multicausal approach. Recently, the postmodern'^ focus on

D. Wellman (1977) Portrait» of White Racism. New York; Cambridge University Press. 
As cited In, Harding (1982:179).

Postmodernism by Its very nature Is not readily definable. However, Parpart and 
Marchand attempt to provide an overview of Its Ideas as they too grapple with Its lultlple 
meanings. Thus, "postmodernism Is not easily encapsulated In one phrase or Idea as It Is 
actually an amalgam of often purposely ambiguous and fluid Ideas. It roprasents the 
convergence of three distinct cultural trends. These Include an attack on the austerity and 
functionalism of modem art; the philosophical attack on structuralism, spearhesded In the 
1970s by poststructurallst scholars such as Jacques Derrida, MIcheal Foucaunt, and Gilles
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difference has led to various feminisms being espoused that incorporate these 

more philosophical perspectives into feminist political projects which seek to 

avoid the essentialist trappings of universalist western feminism. These critiques 

not only point out the limitations of western feminism, but also are direct 

challenges to the modernist frameworks of western feminisms and to their 

"enlightened" perspectives.^^ They posit new feminist visions, which engender 

women's multiple differences, contingent subjects^^ and multicausal 

subordinations, and thus point the way for new feminist frameworks built upon 

multiple feminisms.

Deleuze; and the economic theorlea of poatindustrlal society developed by eoclologlets such 
as Daniel Bell and Alain Touralne [see also; Callinicos (1989)]. These various strands were 
firat woven together under the rubric of postmodernism' by Jean Francois Lyotard, In his 
book, The Post Modem Condition ..." (1995:1-2). For a more In depth discussion of 
postmodernism and poststructuralism, see for instance: Feyerabend (1976), Foucault (1977), 
and Lyotard (1984).

It Is argued that liberal, Marxist, and socialist feminists working within the traditions 
of their corresponding philosophical/ideological perspectives, which are embedded In the 
thoughts and Ideals of 18th centuiy Enlightenment, are thus themselves embedded the same 
thoughts and Ideals.

"  The notion of the "contingent subject" Is taken from postmodernism and 
poststructuralism and employed by postmodern feminists In their analysis of women's 
multiple realities and subjectivities. Postmodern feminism views "high poststructurallsm's" 
refusal to validate the subjective experience of specificity as crippling In Its capacity to make 
sense of change or theorise resistance. What some (de Lauretls, 1984; Goetz, 1988) thus 
suggest Is that "the progression out of the political paralysis of poststructuralism lies 
precisely In the attention to the subjective experience of specificity, of the 'situatedness In 
the social'... with the awareneas that consclouaness Is never fixeu, because Its boundaries 
change according to the cultural diacurslve contexts within which the subject Is located " 
(Goetz, 1988:491). In other words, subjectivity and the subject are contingent upon the place 
and context In which It Is located, which thus produces the concept of feminist 
consciousness as "a multiple, shifting, often self-contradlcting Identity made up of 
heterogeneous and heteronomous representations of gender, race, and class ...'" (da 
Lauretls, 1986:9; as cited In Goetz, 1988:491).

36



The articulation of feminism and postmodernism has particular relevance 

for the analysis of women's subordination. Both frameworks have sought to 

develop new paradigms of social criticism, with a focus on difference. As Jane 

Parpart states, " [it is] not [surprising that] the postmodern focus on difference 

has offered ammunition to women who felt excluded by the writings and 

preoccupations of white, western, middle class feminists" (1993:444). in their 

forthcoming book, Feminism/Postmodemism/Development, Parpart and Marianne 

Marchand echo these realities:

Feminist theory produced by these [western] scholars generally 
explained' women as if their reality applied to women from all 
classes, races, cultures, and regions of the world. Feminist 
concern with female otherness' ignored the possibiiity of 
differences among women themseives'^ (1995:5).

Postmodern feminisms see hegemonic feminisms as limited in their anaiysis of 

women's differences based, in part, on the postmodern perspective of what 

Jean-Francois Lyotard terms "an incredulity towards metanarratives" (1984:xxiii- 

iv,5).^^ Stemming from these aspects of postmodernism. Parpart and

See also: Gllllgan (1982) and Spellman (1990)..

Bound up within the postmodern critique of metanarratives lay the ontological and 
pedagogical questions raised by postmodernists pertaining to the (mts)construction and 
(re)productlon of power through knowledge, language, and discourse and their claim of "who 
has the right to know." See for example, Foucault's (1976) emphasis on "truth" as a partial 
or localized version of "reality" and his claim that countsr-hsgemonic discourses which voice 
alternative versions of "reality" challenge the false power of hegemonic knowledge. Also see 
for example, Derrida's (1976) emphasis on binary opposites.
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Marchand summarize In their introduction/conclusion what they believe 

postmodernism entails and thus offers to feminism:

... postmodern thinkers reject universal, simplified definitions of 
social phenomena, which, they argue, essentialize reality and fail 
to reveal the complexity of life as a lived experience. Drawing on 
this critique, postmodernists have rejected the search for broad 
generalizations. They emphasize the need for local, specific, and 
historically informed analysis, carefully grounded in both spatial and 
cultural contexts. Above all they call for the recognition and 
celebration of difference(s), the importance of encouraging the 
recovery of previously silenced voices and an acceptance of the 
partial nature of all knowledge claims and thus the limits of knowing 
(1995:3).

Nancy Fraser and Linda J. Nicholson argue that women's multiple 

differences and multicausal oppressions can no longer be subsumed under a 

grand theory of oppression because "scholarship has become more localized, 

issue-oriented, and explicitiy fallibilistic" (1990:33). They focus on women’s 

articulation of their unique, specific contexts and experiences and their critiques 

of western feminism. According to them:

the practice of feminist politics ... has generated a new set of 
pressures which have worked against metanarratives. In recent 
years, poor and working-class women, women of colour, and 
lesbians have finally won a wider hearing for their objections to 
feminist theories which fail to illuminate their lives and address their 
problems (1990:33).
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The articulation of women’s class, gender, race , etc. within new feminist 

visions, like postmodern feminism, has led to a challenge to western feminisms. 

This is because of their negiect of these multiple differences and, more 

Importantly, because of their grand theories regarding women's subordination 

under the either/or dichotomies of capitalism and patriarchy. Thus, for Fraser 

and Nicholson; "a postmodern feminist theory would be non-universalist. When 

its focus became cross-cultural or transepochal, its mode of attention would be 

comparativist rather than universalizing, attuned to changes and contrasts 

instead of to covering laws" (1990:35).

Jane Flax also critiques western hegemonic feminism from a postmodern 

feminist perspective for its neglect of women’s multiple differences. For Flax, the 

meanings and practices of "female" and "male" will vary by class, culture, 

gender, age, race, and time. Therefore, she argues that socialist feminism, 

"cannot assume a priori that in any particular culture there will be a [dual] 

determinant or cause of gender relations, much less that [it] can tell beforehand 

what this [dual] cause ... might be" (1987:630). Flax, like Fraser and Nicholson, 

believes that:

fem inist theories, like other forms of postmodernism, should 
encourage us to tolerate and interpret ambivalence,ambiguity, and 
multiplicity as weii as to expose the roots of our needs for imposing 
order and structure no matter how arbitrary and oppressive these 
needs may be (1987:643).
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The articulation of postmodernism and feminism together thus looks to women’s 

multiple differences and multicausal subordinations and to the creation of 

alliances across these differences, in order for feminist theories to emancipate 

women from their multiple subordinations.

For Fraser and Nicholson the intersection and engagement of 

postmodernism and feminism allows for the "trading of criticisms" where, "[a] 

postmodern reflection on feminist theory reveals disabling vestiges of 

essentialism while a feminist reflection on postmodernism reveals androcentrism 

and political naivete" (1990:20). Stemming from this, they believe "postmodern 

feminists need not abandon the large theoretical tools needed to address large 

political problems" and that therefore.

[s]uch [critical] inquiry would be the theoretical counterpart of a 
broader, richer, more complex, and multilayered feminist solidarity, 
the sort of solidarity which is essential for overcoming the 
oppression of women in its endless variety and monotonous 
similarity (1990:35).

Africati'LI.S. American^^ Feminisms: From Margin to Center 

The above reconceptualizations have occurred within the privileged discourses 

of Northern feminism, where these feminist scholars, while not within the 

dominant framework of western liberal feminism, have enjoyed a certain level of

"  The term African>U.8. American le need to refer to peoples In the United States who 
are of African ancestry. Specifically the term U S American Is used rather than "American” 
as this study views this term as quite U.S., centric since all peoples living In the "Americas” 
are "Americans," not just those who are nationals of the United States.
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"comfortableness" due In large part to their class and race, being for the most 

part, white and middle to upper-class. However, these reconceptualizations are 

not only occurring within the more privileged discourses of feminism in the North, 

but within those on the margins of the North as well. In fact, these 

reconceptualizations from the center and the margins have come together at 

points in time to inform the various perspectives offered by these feminists.

Feminist scholars within the perspectives on the margins are mostly of 

African-U.S. American descent and write from the particular vantage point of 

what it means to be black and female, specifically in the United States, but more 

generally in the North. There has been a substantial body of literature from 

feminists writing from this perspective, with a major portion of this work focusing 

as a critique on white, hegemonic feminism and its neglect of the interrelated 

aspects of women’s subordination.

In fact, Alice Walker (1983) an African-U.S. American author has 

consciously chosen to use the term "womanist" instead of "feminist" to describe 

herself and her work. This stems from the fact that she views mainstream 

feminism as too narrow to encompass her (and other women of colour's) multiple 

realities. However, this has not led to an out right rejection of the term 

"feminism" for most African-U.S. American women, who in one form or another 

have always been engaged with feminism in their everyday struggles against 

race, class, and gender oppression and marginalization. Thus, the scholars 

reviewed all share a commitment to and a refusal to give up the term feminism,
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although they also do share a commitment to critiquing and challenging white, 

mainstream feminism and to reconceptualizing women’s differences in order to 

posit new, feminist frameworks based upon their lived experiences as African- 

U.S. American women.

The focus on women's differences and how mainstream, western 

feminism has neglected race differences is the theme for Elsa Barkley Brown’s 

article on women’s history. She argues that "we need to recognize not only 

differences but also the relational nature of those differences" (Brown, 1991:86). 

That is, it is of utmost importance that feminism realize:

middle class women live the lives they do precisely because 
working class women live the lives they do. White women and 
women of colour not only live different lives but white women live 
the lives they do in large part because women of colour live the 
lives they do (1991:86).

What Brown is articulating is that feminists need to go further into the analysis 

of differences. Western feminism has neglected race; at times it has 

acknowledged it, but then ignored it and other differences among and between 

women, except for class and gender.

For Brown, "[t]his reflects the fact that we still have to recognize that being 

a woman is, in fact, not extractable from the context in which one is a woman - 

race, class, time, and place" (1991:88). It is held by Brown that women’s 

multiple differences are impacted upon by the forms of their multicausal
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subordination which she sees as polyrhythmic in nature - all interrelated and 

interconnected. In order to achieve a more holistic understanding of women's 

subordination, feminism must look to the multiple relational differences among 

and between women, which arguably, it has not done thus far.

The relational aspects of women’s differences are articulated as well by 

bell hooks as she sees how "white women may be victimized by sexism [and 

classism] but how racism enables them to act as exploiters and oppressors of 

black people" (1984:15). Thus, the notion of the interrelatedness and 

interconnectedness of class, gender, and race oppression is again seen. The 

idea of women's "common oppression" is a false idea according to hooks, since 

it mystifies "the true nature of women’s varied and complex social [realities]” 

(1984:44). However, hooks does not argue that the idea of sisterhood should 

be abandoned (1984:44). While it is true that common primary or dualist notions 

of women’s subordination must be deconstructed, a new formulation of feminism 

based on differences, with an understanding of these differences, is the only 

means to present a united front in the struggle for all women’s emancipation. 

The understanding of women’s multiple realities with the concurrent articulation 

of solidarity between women, points the way forward for femiriism as a 

movement, according to hooks.

Deborah King analyses these multiple experiences and consciousness of 

black women through the concept of "multiple jeopardy" (1992:225). That is, 

racism, sexism, classism, homophobia, etc. all compound each other in an
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interactive and interdependent manner to oppress black women. Thus, the 

multicausal subordination of women is King's "multiple jeopardy." King critiques 

both the monist and dualist approaches to women's subordination and 

emancipation, and therefore challenges the Invisibility of black women's 

experiences and their assimilation with those of black men and white women. 

According to King, "[western fjeminism has excluded and devalued black 

women['s] experiences and interpretations of [their] own realities at the 

conceptual and ideological level" (1992:229).

For these reasons. King challenges western feminism by positing a black 

feminist ideology, which incorporates her assumptions of women's "multiple 

jeopardy." She holds that this ideology will "declare the visibility of black 

women," articulate their "self-determination," "challenge the interstructure of the 

oppressions of racism, sexism, classism, both in the dominant society and within 

movements for liberation," and finally "preserve an Image of black women as 

powerful independent subjects" (1992:232). Although these multiple differences 

and multicausal subordinations "make the emergence and praxis of a multivalent 

ideology problematic," King argues, "they also make the task more necessary [in 

order] to work toward [the] liberation [of] blacks, ... the economically exploited, 

and ... women" (1992:232).

African-U.S. American feminist Patricia Hill Collins argues that a black 

feminist epistemology is necessary for black women in order to reclaim their 

voices which have been silenced by white, hegemonic feminism. The notion of
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knowledge control is a key for Collins and she argues that it is imperative to 

construct knowledge from the fact that "the material conditions of race, class, 

and gender oppression can vary dramatically and yet generate some uniformity 

in the epistemologies of subordinate groups" (Collins, 1992:96). Thus, African- 

U.S. American feminisms are not only presenting critiques to western feminism, 

but challenges in the forms of new visions and new directions In the analysis of 

women’s subordination and in the struggle for women's emancipation.

THIRD WORLD FEMINISMS: VOICES FROM THE MARGINS 

Theoretical Origins

Thus far, this chapter has explored the variety of Northern and western feminist 

visions for change, as well as the responses to them. It is the latter responses 

of postmodern and African-U.S. American feminisms to the issues of identity and 

subjectivity, race and ethnic differences, and the hegemonic nature of Northern 

feminisms that are especially relevant to the discussions of third world feminisms 

and to the purpose of this chapter.

The debates concerning the relevance of feminisms to the lives and 

realities of third world women began to gain considerable ground in the mid- 

1970s, especially with the United Nation's declaration of an International 

Women's Decade in 1975. The resulting conference held in Mexico City that 

same year brought to the forefront the divergences that existed specifically 

between women from the North and women from the South. Third world women
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questioned the domination of a hegemonic western feminism that they felt had 

little or nothing to do with their actual lives. As well,

[t]hey pointed to the specific problems of the South, particularly 
their disadvantaged position in the world economy and the 
destructive legacy of colonialism, racism, and imperial capitalism, 
and called for feminist research which would focus on women’s 
lives in the specific context of Southern problems and 
possibilities.

Increasingly women in the South began to focus on the specific realities of their 

lives on the "margins of the third world" as they have been impacted upon by 

global systems of inequity and subordination based on white supremacy, 

colonialism, capitalism, and patriarchy.

The writings from these early stages of third world feminist thought tended 

to adopt a political economy approach (Chowdry, 1995:53; Vargas, 1992:197) 

and thus synthesised to a degree the burgeoning articulation of third world 

feminisms with that of predominantly western, socialist feminism. Perhaps the 

best known and most frequently cited work that set the framework for this 

alternative feminist vision, and which contributed greatly to the Gender and 

Development (GAD) approach/^ has come out of the DAWN^  ̂ collective.

Aline Wong (1981) "Comments on Mexico City." SIGNS. Vol.6. As parsphrased In 
Connelly et si. (1994:17).

The GAD approach has been outlined by various scholars working from a socialist 
feminist framework In both the South and the North. It has focused as a critique to 
mainstream women In development (WID) and women and development (WAD) approaches 
and to their corresponding liberal feminist and Ma> :1st feminist theoretical roots. For a more 
In-depth reading of GAD, as well as WID and WAD, see: Moser (1989), Sen and Grown (1987),
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Development, Crises, and Alternative Visions (1987), written by Gita Sen and 

Caren Grown, focused its attention on third world women, feminism, and 

international development. Although these third world women offer critiques of 

both the mainstream, hegemonic discourses of development and feminism that 

emanate from the North, they also continued to focus on "poverty and the global 

process of capital accumulation, the complicity of states with the world capitalist 

system in controlling the productive and reproductive capacities of women, and 

the Intersection of gender with class" (Chowdry, 1995:53). Thus, they attempted 

to bridge their experiences as women from the South within socialist feminist 

discourse, a position which has led recently to a critique by some feminist 

scholars from a postmodern perspective for its continued overemphasis on the 

"poor third world women" (Hirshman, 1995).

While there is merit in this critique of Sen and Grown, and other third 

world feminists who also write from this particular perspective, it does not negate 

the fact that Sen and Grown embarked upon an approach that sought to 

articulate alternative feminist visions which stemmed directly from third world 

women's experiences. The significance of their work lies in the fact that they 

moved beyond the discourse of western socialist feminism by arguing that third

Rathgeber (1989), and Young (1988,1996).

The DAWN (Development Aitemativea with Women for a New Era) collective, was 
formed In Bangalore, India, In August of 1984. It Is a network of activists and researchers 
committed to developing new strategies and methods to attain social and economic Justice, 
peace and development free of all oppression by gender, class, race, and nation (Sen and 
Grown, 1987).

47



world women in both the North and the South experience ethnic and racial 

subordination (through the structural oppressions of racism and white 

supremacy), class subordination (through the structural oppression of capitalism), 

and nationality subordination (through the structural oppressions of colonialism 

and imperialism) which Sen and Grown (1987:19) believe are inextricably linked 

to third world women's specific gender subordination (through the structural 

oppression of patriarchy). This leads Sen and Grown to argue that: "[t]here is 

and must be a diversity of feminisms, responsive to the different needs and 

concerns of different women, and defined by them for themselves" (1987:19) 

which, this study argues, provided in part the theoretical space for other 

alternative and eclectic third world feminist visions to come to the foreground of 

feminist discourse.

Postcolonial Critiques

Third world women in both the South and the North have raised a number of 

important critiques and challenges to western, mainstream, or hegemonic 

feminisms, which have both had an influence on and been influenced by the like- 

minded critiques and challenges postulated by the postmodern and African-U.S. 

American feminists reviewed above. These critiques and challenges have also 

been Influenced by postcoloniaP^ thought and have drawn upon the scholarship

”  As Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin suggest in their work on postcolonial literatures, "[t]he 
semantic basis of the term 'postcolonial* might seem to suggest a concern only with the 
national culture after the departure of the imperialist power, it has occasionally been 
employed In some earlier work In the area to distinguish between the periods before and after
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of deconstruction and the postcolonial critiques of discourse and literature, 

particularly that of Edward Said (1979,1993), Third world feminist voices have 

encapsulated some of these contemporary streams of thought into their critiques 

and thus argue that the dominant, western feminist theories for social change 

(thus reviewed in this chapter) have been posited mainly by white women from 

the North and have focused almost exclusively on the either/or dichotomies of 

monist and dualist primacies of women’s subordination.

For third world feminists, these western feminist frameworks represent an 

ethnocentric bias, where feminist theories are articulated by and for white, 

middle-class Northern women and then espoused as the liberators of all women 

across all spaces and times (Minh-ha, 1989; Mohanty, 1991a,1991b; Ong, 1988; 

Sandoval, 1991; Spivak, 1987). Not only does this delegitimize. (mis)construct, 

and (re)create third world women's different consciousness, experiences, and 

multiple realities (which transcend class, culture, ethnicity, gender, race, and 

religion) as homogeneous, it also, in the words of Parpart, "creates third world 

women as an undifferentiated "other," (1993:444) as opposed to white, usually 

middle class women of the North.

Independence ('colonial period' and 'poatcolonlal period'), for example. In conatructing 
national literary histories, or In suggesting comparative stages In those histories" (1989:1-2). 
The term has also been used to refer to only those writings on the South by people In the 
South and as a means to differentiate between these postcolonial writings and those which 
are neocolonlal, that Is those writings on the South by people In the North (Marchand and 
Parpart Eds., 1995). However, the term "postcolonial" Is used within this study to refer to not 
only the discourse within literature, but to all those cultures affected by the colonial process 
within global Imperialism and to those which experience forms of domination under 
neocolonialism within the postmodern world,
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The fact that third world women have been defined as "the other" by white 

feminists in the North has resulted in the term feminism itself being questioned 

by some third worid women (Mohanty, 1991a:7). According to Mohanty,

fem inist movements have been challenged on the grounds of 
cultural imperialism, and of short-sightedness in defining the 
meaning of gender in terms of middle-class, white experiences, and 
in terms of internal racism, classism, and homophobia. All these
factors  have led to a very real suspicion of "feminism" as a
productive ground for struggle (1991a;7).

However, the questioning of the relevance of the term "feminism," as it has been 

defined by white hegemonic feminists, has not lead to an outright rejection of it 

by third worid women, but to a more activist involvement with it. As Trinh I .  

Minh-ha argues, "[hjegemony and racism are ... a pressing feminist issue; as 

usual the impetus comes from the grassroots, activist women’s movement" 

(1989:86).

In her work, Minh-ha devotes considerable energy to the concept of 

difference and its relevance to feminism and third world women. She argues 

that female/ethnic differences, when analyzed from a western hegemonic 

feminist framework, presuppose a "kind of naive male-tinted’ romanticism" and 

as such, "[i]f feminism is set forth as a demystifying force, then it will have to 

question thoroughly the belief in its own identity" (1989:96). The identity that 

Minh-ha speaks of is the identity of the universal, generic "woman" within 

western feminism.
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Just as "man" provides an example of how the part played by 
women has been ignored, undervalued, distorted, or omitted 
through the use of terminology presumed to be generic, "woman" 
more often than not reflects the subtle power of linguistic exclusion, 
for its set of referents rarely includes those relevant to third world 
"female persons" (1989:97).

For Minh-ha, the idea of two illusory separated identities, one ethnic, the other 

woman, results in a perpetuation of western dualistic reasoning and its divide 

and conquer tactics, which has important political ramifications for the anti-racist 

and anti-sexist struggles of women, which she views as one in the same 

(1989:104). This leads her to conclude: "... to understand how pervasively 

dominance operates via the concept of hegemony or of absent totality in plurality 

Is to understand that the work of decolonization will have to continue within the 

women's movements" (1989:104).

Third world women's homogenized experience, based on v/hat Anne 

Marie Goetz claims Is a "generalized extrapolation from and projection of the 

experience of women’s subordination and gendered identity in the west" 

(1988:484), also informs much of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's writings on 

postcolonialism and feminism. Spivak looks to the way in which hegemonic 

(neo)colonlal discourse has neglected the heterogeneity of third world women 

and how this has resulted in a wrongful construction of women in the South. 

As she writes:
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... today I see the object of investigation to be not only the history 
of "Third World Women" or their testimony but also the production, 
through the great European theories, often by way of literature, of 
the colonial object. As long as [western] feminists understand 
"history" as a positivistic empiricism that scorns "theory" and 
therefore remains ignorant of its own, the "Third World" as its 
object of study will remain constituted by those hegemonic First 
World intellectual practices (Spivak, 1987:81-82).

The argument here echoes that of Mohanty and Minh-ha in that her focus 

is a critique of the discourse of western feminism and its non-applicability to 

those third world women it claims to speak for. While this critique is useful in 

outlining some of the problems within mainstream feminism, it also argues that 

the realities of women on the margins in both the South and North must begin 

to be realized by feminist theory. Spivak, writing as a self-defined third world 

feminist (1987:133), in fact argues that the "heterogeneity of international 

feminisms and women's situations across race and class lines is one of the chief 

concerns of feminist practice and theory today" (1987:131) and that the 

importance of this is making these feminisms relevant to the every day lives of 

third world women.

Afda Hurtado, a Ch/cana^Vthird world feminist, argues that mainstream, 

hegemonic feminists in the North have neglected and continue to neglect two 

central tenets of third world women's lives: namely; "that for women of colour.

The tarm ChlcêM rafera to woman of mixed U.S. American and Mexican descent bom 
In the United States.
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race, class, and gender subordination are experienced simultaneously, and that 

their oppression Is not only by members of their own group but by whites of both 

genders" (Hurtado, 1989:839). The significance of this is that white feminists 

have failed to grasp and understand how third world women are subordinated 

and how they, as white feminists, perpetuate this subordination through their 

neglect of third world women’s lives and experiences.

Chandra Mohanty, in a further article on third world feminisms, also 

argues that Northern feminists' (aithough not a homogeneous group themselves):

... analysis of "sexual difference" in the form of a cross-culturally 
singular, monolithic notion of patriarchy or male dominance leads 
to the construction of a similarly reductive and homogeneous notion 
of what [she calls] the"third world difference"-that stable, ahistorical 
something that apparently oppresses most if not all of the women 
in these countries. And it is in the production of this "third world 
difference" that [Northern] feminisms appropriate and "colonize" the 
constitutive complexities of the lives of women in these countries 
(1991b:54).

Mohanty believes this homogenization of third world women's lived experiences 

neglects their multiple realities and differences, and that this impacts negatively 

on both the conceptual analysis of their subordination and the potential for their 

emancipation. In fact, it also places a teleological hierarchy on third world 

women’s subordinat and on their emancipation as well, since they must first 

overcome their "third world difference" of cultural, political, and socio-economic 

"backwardness" in order to be emancipated.
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For Mohanty, third world feminisms must not only entail a critique of 

Northern, hegemonic feminisms, but also articulate new feminist visions based 

on the concept of difference. That is, Mohanty believes:

[any] discussion of the intellectual and political construction of third 
world feminisms’ must address itself to two simultaneous projects: 
the internal critique of hegemonic [Northern] feminisms, and the 
formulation of autonomous, geographically, historically, and 
culturally grounded feminist concerns and strategies (1991b:51).

It is this formulation of autonomous, geographically, historically, and culturally 

grounded feminist concerns which constitute the theoretical perspectives of third 

world feminisms and which posit the ways forward for third world feminist praxis, 

and ultimately women's emancipation.

Aihwa Ong in her writings on third world women in postcolonial contexts 

argues in a similar vein that the third world woman has been homogenized by 

western feminism as a universal subject who shares an essentialist, sexist 

oppression with women all over the globe. It is this essentialist and universalist 

construction which Ong argues denies the eclectic diversity of third world women 

and invokes the construction of binary opposites between the traditional and the 

modern, which in her opinion, has direct implications for women's emancipation.

Ong believes that, "by using a traditional/modernity framework, these 

[western, liberal] feminists view the destruction of "traditional customs" as either 

a decline of women’s status in a romanticized "natural" economy, or as their
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liberation by western economic rationality" (1988:83). It is this either/or 

dichotomy which postulates that third world women can be emancipated only 

through a distinctively western liberal feminism entrenched firmly in western 

economic rationality that Ong and other third world feminists find so problematic. 

For Ong, the lack of a historically and culturally informed specificity and 

contextual analysis of third world women's lives colonizes them as the "other," 

which makes it all the more implicit that third world women begin to formulate 

their own feminist visions grounded in their own localities.

Echoing the critiques and the challenges of the above third world women, 

U.S. third world feminist Chela Sandoval believes that "third world feminisms 

arose out of the very discourses denying, producing, and permitting difference" 

(1991:1). According to Sandoval, white, mainstream feminism "divide[s] the 

[women's] movement of resistance from within, for each of these sites tend to 

generate tactics, strategies, and identities which historically have appeared to be 

mutually exclusive under modernist oppositional practices" (1991:13). Sandoval 

thus views third world feminisms as representing new forms of "historical 

consciousness" (1993:1) that not only provide new ways of conceptualizing third 

world women's different consciousness, but also serve to align movements for 

social justice and decolonization throughout the world.

The new forms of historical consciousness, which third world feminisms 

represent for Sandoval, operate out of:
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differential consciousness [which] represents the variant, emerging 
out of correlations, intensities, junctures, crises. What is differential 
functions through hierarchy, location and value-enacting the 
recovery, revenge or reparation; its processes produce justice 
(1991:14).

That is, third world feminisms are grounded in a "differential consciousness" 

which instills third world women "with the ability to read the current situation of 

power and of self-consciously choosing and adopting the ideological form best 

suited to push against its configurations" (1991:15). Therefore, there can be no 

one grand theory or metanarrative of third world feminism; It is composed of 

differential modes or ideologies of oppositional consciousness that stem from 

third world women's subjective experiences and their specific localities.

Themes and Concepts

Ethnicity and Race

Third world women’s subjective experiences and specific localities are grounded 

not only in their differences among and between white women of the North, but 

also among and between themselves. The concepts of ethnicity and race are 

central to third world feminisms since they are two locations of third world 

women’s subordination as impacted upon by the structural oppressions of white 

supremacy and racism. Cherrfe Moraga a Chicana, lesbian/third world feminist 

describes what it means to be Chicana and to be a lesbian. According to her 

own subjective experiences, class, gender, race, and sexuality operated as
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interrelated systems of subordination in her life, which she characterizes as the 

"simultaneity of oppression" (Moraga, 1992:211). Ethnicity and heterosexuality 

are but two of the integrated oppressors of third world women as argued by 

Moraga and this stems from the iived realities of daily life.

Gloria Anzaldua takes some of these themes up in her writings on 

"mestiza^^ consciousness," which she argues is born out of the historical 

conjuncture of Spanish, U.S. American, and Mexican cultures and articulated in 

the everyday struggles of what it means to be Chicana (Azaldua, 1987:78). 

According to Moraga, the reality of being Chicana or mestiza stems historically 

from Hernàn Cortéz's conquest of Mexico, aided by his Aztec mistress, Malintzin 

Tenepal [la Malinche). "The sexual legacy passed down to the 

MexicanalChicana is the legacy of betrayal, [which] pivots around the historical 

mythical figure of [la Malinche]' argues Moraga (1992:204). As such, la 

Malinche and all those of women of mixed blood since, have been seen by 

MexicanoslChicanos as sell-outs to the white race; "[ujpon [their] shoulders rests 

the full blame for the 'bastardization' of *he Mexican peoples" (1992:204). 

Therefore, race and ethnicity play a central role in the lives of Chicanas and all 

third world women, and Moraga views third world feminisms as allowing third 

world women to "not only [look] outside of [their] culture, but into [their] culture

“  The term “mest/za" is used generally to refer to women of mixed Spanish and 
Indigenous blood bom within Latin America. However, for the context of this diaeueslon the 
term la being used In reference to those mestlia women bom In Mexico, who are also termed 
Mex/canaa. While Its use has had mainly biological and genealogical connotations, It le now 
also coming to be more recognized as a cultural term.
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and [themselves] and from that place beginning to develop a strategy for a 

movement that could challenge the bedrock of oppressive systems of belief 

globally" (1992:208).

As well, Lourdes Torres sees ethnicity and race as key concepts within 

third world feminisms. For her, Chicanas (and all third world women) must 

struggle with the internal contradictions of their ethnicity and race. This must be 

done in order "to transform the interrelated forces which oppress all women and 

peoples of colour... [by analysing] differences and [using] them to enrich their 

analysis and develop strategies for change" (1991:283).

The Gender Division of Labour

As well as experiencing different lived realities due to their race and ethnicity, 

women in the South also experience different levels of subordination within and 

outside of the household. However, concepts such as the gender division of 

labour and the public and private spheres of women’s lives are often used 

without reference to the specific historical and cultural contexts in which they 

arise (Goetz, 1988:483; Mies, 1986:45; Mohanty, 1991b:67; Young, 1988:4). 

Mohanty continues the critique of how the gender division of labour has been 

analyzed by mainstream feminism, by asking:

how Is it possible to refer to "the" [gender] division of labour when 
the confenf of this division changes radically from one environment 
to the next, and from one historical juncture to another? At its 
most abstract level, it is the fact of the differential assignation of
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tasks according to sex that Is significant; however, this is quite 
different from the meaning or value that the content of this [gender] 
division of labour assumes in different contexts. In most cases the 
assigning of tasks on the basis of sex has an ideological origin 
(1991b:67).

Mohanty argues that the gender division of labour has been used in the past to 

subsume all women as oppressed within either the "public" or "private" spheres. 

As such, it has been used mainly as a descriptive category, not as an analytical 

concept that "indicates the differential value placed on 'men’s work’ versus 

’women’s work’’’ (1991b:68).

Third world women’s lives differ greatly across all spaces and times, as 

does the differential value of their work and of themselves as women in relation 

to men and men’s work. The gender division of labour is thus markedly different 

throughout various societies and cultures, and therefore when analysing the 

gender division of labour and the devaluation of both women’s work and women 

themselves, the analysis must focus on particular local contexts. According to 

Mohanty:

[ijf such concepts are assumed to be universally applicable, the 
resultant homogenization of class, race, religion, and daily material 
practices of women in the third world can create a false sense of 
the commonality of oppressions, interests, and struggles between 
and among women globally (1991b:68).
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Thus, third world feminisms are rejecting neither the descriptive nor analytical 

conceptual nature of the gender division of labour. What they are rejecting, 

however, Is the ahistorical use of the gender division of labour and its universal 

applicability to all women.

The Public/Private Dichotomy

Bound up within the ahistorical, noncontextuallzed nature of the gender division 

of labour Is the public/private dichotomy. It Is an Integral part of the gender 

division of labour, because It usually devalues women’s work In the home and 

assigns a higher value to men’s work In the public realm (Young, 1988:8). 

Geeta Chowdry comments that the public/private dichotomy (bound up within 

(neo)colonlal discourse and western feminism) has (mis)represented third world 

women and subjugated them to the less valued private sphere, where ”[t]he 

public sphere Is the preserve only of men who define the structures and role of 

the private sphere" (Chowdry, 1995:39). While she acknowledges the fact that 

both western and third world women have been relegated to the household, she 

also raises the Issues of power among and between these women.

Western women are deemed superior whenever the public-private 
divide and cultural conventions governing non-western women are 
different than those affecting their European counterparts. Third 
world women are monolithically and singularly represented as 
oblivious to the "real" world, their lives defined and circumscribed 
by a male dominated tradition and unquestloningly accepting their 
confinement (1995:39).
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It Is this (ml8)representation of third world women as bound within the 

dichotomous public/private realm which Chowdry and other third world feminists 

attempt to deconstruct through their focus on the concept as a hegemonic 

western feminist construction, which homogenizes third world women within it.

Afda Hurtado, however, argues that the public/private dichotomy is only 

relevant to the white middle and upper classes of the North, mainly because in 

the North

[w]omen of colour have not had the benefit of the economic 
conditions that underlie the public/private distinction. Instead the 
political consciousness of women of colour stems from an 
awareness that the public is personally political. Welfare programs 
and policies have discouraged family life, sterilization programs 
have restricted reproduction rights, government has drafted and 
armed disproportionate numbers of people of colour to fight its 
wars overseas, and locally, police forces and the criminal justice 
system arrest and incarcerate disproportionate numbers of people 
of colour. There is no such thing as a private sphere for people of 
colour except that which they manage to create and protect in a 
hostile environment (Hurtado, 1989:849).

Hurtado argues that third world women are active participants in both the "public" 

and "private" spheres since they must not only work within the home, but within 

the paid labour force as well. However, Hurtado’s analysis here tends to ignore 

the socio-economic class differences between third world women, since, for 

example, many elite women may hire the domestic services of lower class 

women. This therefore proves that any analysis of women's subordination must
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encompass not only all of women's multiple differences, but the relational aspect 

of those differences as well, including class.

Despite her neglect of class differences among and between third world 

women, Hurtado does offer insight into third world women’s multiple realities of 

"work." She believes that third world women focus much of their energy and 

effort on public, community issues such as racism and education (for those in 

the North) and access to potable water and health services (for those in the 

South) and as such, attempt to "cultivate an awareness of the distinction 

between public policy and private choice" (1989:850). This active involvement 

of women in community management has in fact been labelled a third sphere of 

women’s work by Caroline Moser (Moser, 1989:1801)" Thus, a shift away 

from either/or dichotomies of women’s work is essential for third world feminisms 

because of the involvement of women in multiple capacities and aspects of work 

in their every day lives, which varies across different historical, cultural, and 

social contexts.

Colonialism and Imperialism

The (re)creations of women in the South as undifferentiated others, bound up 

within the gender division of labour and the public/private dichotomy where their 

differences, such as race and ethnicity, have been homogenized, all stem from

"  At Caroline Meter articulates In her article, there are three spheres or roles which 
women participate in within their every day lives; these being: the reproductive, productive, 
and community management spheres (1989:1801).
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the impacts that colonialism and Imperialism have had on the cultures of the 

South. Third world women have perhaps been affected the most negatively by 

colonialism and imperialism and their respective revisitations in the postcolonial 

world (Brydon and Chant, 1989; Mohanty, 1991a; Sen and Grown, 1987). Sen 

and Grown (1987) comment that "the colonial period created and accentuated

inequalities both among nations, and between classes,..., genders castes,

ethnic communities, races, etc, ... within nations" (Sen and Grown, 1987:31). 

During colonial rule, hierarchical distinctions were drawn between the colonizers 

and the colonized, with white males seated atop this hierarchy. Mohanty states 

that "this definition of white men as 'naturally' born to rule is grounded in a 

discourse of race and sexuality which necessarily defined colonial peoples, men 

and women, as incapable of self-government" (Mohanty, 1991 a: 17).

Colonialism not oniy created racially and sexually differentiated classes, 

but also used these to its advantage in extracting economic surplus from the 

colonies (Mohanty, 1991 a: 18). The resultant commodification and privatization 

of land and the commercialization of the economy often reduced women's 

access to resources, which exacerbated their situation in colonial, patriarchal 

society. Thus, colonialism, capitalism, white supremacy, and patriarchy as an 

interrelated, interconnected system has marginalized third world women in 

various ways and continues to do so today.

However, it is important to realize, as third world feminists have, that third 

world women should not be portrayed as victims (Chowdry, 1995; Mohanty,
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1991a), As Chowdry comments through a paraphrase of Mohanty: "the 

monolithic and singular portrayal of third world women as victims of 

modernization, of an undifferentiated patriarchy and of male domination produce 

reductive understandings of third world women's multiple realities." Third 

world women’s lived daily realities are viewed by (neo)colonial discourse as 

separate and distinct from the historicai and the political, thus they are regarded 

as mere objects of these processes. What the postcolonlal critiques and visions 

of third world feminists argue however, is that women in the South are neither 

mere victims nor passive objects, but active subjects engaged in the struggles 

of the everyday against (neo)coionialism and (neo)imperialism in its many 

guises. It is for these very r«;asons that third world feminists insist an analysis 

of (neo)colonialism and (neo)imperialism must be present when discussing third 

world women’s multiple differences, subordinations, and emancipatory projects. 

Mohanty concludes:

[cjolonial relations of rule form the backdrop for feminist critiques 
at both [the]... ideological, discursive level ... and [the] material, 
experiential, daily-life level.... and it is the notion of the practice of 
ruling which may allow for an understanding of the contradictory 
sex, race, class, and caste positioning of third world women in 
relation to the state, and thus may suggest a way of formulating 
historically the location of third world women’s feminist struggles 
(1991a:21).

** Mohanty (1991a) as paraphrased In Chowdry (1995:40).
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Third World Feminist Visions

The central themes and concepts within third world feminisms discussed thus 

far, point to the formulation of third world feminist theoretical perspectives which 

have implications for both feminist praxes, and for resistance on the margins.

In delineating their views of third world feminist perspectives, Cherrfe 

Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua (1981), although outlining some areas of concern 

for third world women in both the South and the North, do not articulate 

coalitions across differences between first world and third world feminists. 

Instead, they focus directly on the key areas of concern for the formulation of 

broad bases of action for third world women; these being;

1) how visibility as women of colour forms [their] radicalism; 2) the 
ways in which third world women derive a feminist politicai theory 
specifically from [their] racial/cultural background and experience; 
3) the destructive and demoralizing effects of racism in the 
women’s movement; 4) the cultural, class, and sexuality differences 
that divide women of colour; 5) third worid women's writing as a 
tool for self-preservation and revolution; and 6) the ways and 
means of a third world feminist future (Moraga and Anzaldua, 
1983:xxiv).

In essence, these Ch/cana/third world feminists outline what they believe to be 

the ideas central to third world feminist frameworks; ideas which run throughout 

a great deal of third world feminist perspectives and inform action at the margins.

Mohanty also provides a numerical list of what she believes to be the 

focus, and thus, the central ideas which make up third world feminisms:
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(1) the idea of the simultaneity of oppressions as fundamental to 
the social and political marginality and the grounding of feminist 
politics in the histories of racism and imperialism; (2) the crucial 
role of the hegemonic state in circumscribing their/our daily lives 
and daily struggles; (3) the significance of memory and writing in 
the creation of oppositional agency; and (4) the differences, 
conflicts, and contradictions internal to third world women's 
organizations and communities (Mohanty, 1991 a: 10).

Thus, Mohanty articulates a view of third world feminisms and their emancipatory 

potential for all women. For her, third world feminisms are "imagined 

communities of women with divergent historical and social locations, woven 

together by the political threads of opposition to forms of domination that are not 

only pervasive but also systemic" (1991a:4). The notion of imagined communities 

for Mohanty stems from her belief in political alliances across divisive boundaries 

and hierarchies present in the Southern or "third world" context (1991a:4). 

According to Mohanty;

it is not colour or sex which constructs the ground for these 
struggles. Rather it is the way we think about race, class, and 
gender-the political links we choose to make among and between 
struggles. Thus, potentially women of all colours (including white 
women) can align themselves with and participate in these 
imagined communities. However, clearly our relation to and 
centrality in particular struggles depend upon our different, often 
conflictual, locations and histories (1991a:4).

Thus, the coalitions across differences that are sought by Mohanty are 

necessary for both the political analysis and the political action of women's
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emancipation, and as such do not fall into the reiativist trap of some postmodern, 

apolitical analyses.

The above passages from some third world feminists, each writing from 

their own divergent and multiple realities, in effect point to some central themes 

within third world feminisms and outline the political Implications of these 

perspectives for feminist praxes and for resistance from the margins. Again, this 

does not mean that there is only one third world feminist perspective, but (as 

argued above) many different expressions of themes, ideas, and concepts. It is 

these concepts which form some thread of solidarity between third world women 

and allows them and other like-minded individuals (including this author) to 

speak of third world feminisms as theoretical perspectives. Thus, the multiple 

realities of third world feminist "theories" need to be recognized and respected 

when aniyzing third world women’s struggle for meaning and identity against 

hegemonic discourses and systemic oppressions.

CONCLUSION

This chapter explored the literature in the field of feminist theories for social 

change. Beginning with western-based. Northern feminisms and their 

reconceptualizations, it then moved to present the various feminisms which are 

arising within the South, both as critiques and as alternatives to hegemonic 

feminisms. As such, this chapter argues that the postcolonial critiques, themes 

and concepts, and visions for social change espoused by the variety of third
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world feminists, entail the necessary theoretical reconceptualizations occurring 

within feminisms. These eclectic perspectives are needed to better understand 

the lived contextual realities of third world women. It has been seen that the 

reduction or primacy to only one or two systemic oppressions within women's 

lives, whether due to patriarchy, capitalism, or both, neglects and homogenizes 

women's interrelated differences among and between each other. What is of 

utmost importance therefore, is the movement beyond these simple answers and 

understandings, to more open-ended perspectives which are holistic in nature 

and look to women's multiple realities and experiences.

However, in the past, and even today, the development of third world 

feminisms as theoretical perspectives has met with resistance from mainstream 

feminism precisely because the development of feminist theories has a tendency 

to only be permitted within white mainstream feminism; "the only legitimate 

discourse" (hooks, 1984:9). For Sandoval, third world feminisms' "recognition 

will [therefore] require of hegemonic feminism a paradigm shift which is capable 

of rescuing its theoretical and practical expressions from their exclusionary and 

racist forms" (Sandoval, 1989:9).

Within contemporary feminisms, this is in fact occurring, dagger and 

Rothenberg comment:

the issues raised by women of colour have moved from the margin 
to the center of feminist concern. Women of colour have moved 
from challenging their exclusion from [white] feminism to claiming

68



their right, as feminists, to define previous understandings of 
feminist issues and feminist theory (1992:113).

The fact that several western feminists from socialist feminist, materialist 

feminist, standpoint feminist, and postmodern feminist perspectives have 

concluded that existing mainstream theoretical frameworks are inadequate for 

dealing with women's multiple differences shows the effects that both African- 

U.S. American and third world feminist critiques and visions have had on 

western feminism. Therefore, it can also be concluded that there is a paradigm 

shift occurring within mainstream feminism towards that of multiple feminisms 

based on women’s multiple realities and differences. This paradigm shift is 

occurring as third world feminist praxes further establish the theoretical bases 

of third world feminisms. In essence, this legitimizes what third world feminists 

already knew; third world feminisms are indeed new theoretical frameworks, 

which contexualize the lived experiences, conditions, and situations of third world 

women's multiple differences and articulate localised and specific means of 

praxis and resistance for both women’s emancipation and larger societal 

transformation.

It is these aspects of third world feminisms, both as postcolonial critiques 

and as alternati\/e feminist visions and theories incorporating the conceptual 

tools of race and ethnicity, the gender division of labour, the public/private 

dichotomy, and colonialism and imperialism, which inform this chapter; one half 

of the working sets of ideas of this study. The basis for the second half of the
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working setm of ideas which inform this study will be presented in the following 

chapter on social movement theories. These two chapters will then be 

articulated in Chapter Four, in order to provide the theoretical contexts for the 

discussion of the conjuncture of third world feminisms and new social 

movements theories within the context of Latin America.
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CHAPTER THREE:

SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORIES

INTRODUCTION

Social movement theories’ foci on the notions of resistance^ emancipation^ 

and social change have been bound up within the Enlightenment project of 

modernity since the eighteenth century. Throughout this history, the nature of 

social movements and their role within resistance, emancipation, and social 

change has been theorized and "associated with a view of progress as a 

movement towards freedom and equality" (Pieterse, 1992:7). It is this view of 

progress, arising from western liberal thought, which recognized that collective 

mobilizations of social actors and marginalized groups was necessary in order 

for the emancipation of these groups to be realized.

 ̂ The concept of "resistance" has become problematic within recent discourse, although 
Pieterse argues that no matter how complex a register of notions the concept Implies, It Is 
"not simply negative but also affirmative," that It "may reflect a commitment to and defence 
of an existing moral economy' or notion of social Justice and collective rights," and that it 
"derives from the legacy of antl*colonlal struggles" (Pieterse, 1992:11-12). For a more In- 
depth analysis of resistance, see for Instance: Bhahba (1994) and his notion of mimicry as 
resistance; Scott (1986, 1990) and his theories of everyday forms of resistance; and 
Gutmann's (1993) critique of Scott's theses.

* The concept of "emancipation," according to Pieterse, "has been used Increasingly 
widely In recent years, possibly as a reflection on the limitations of class analysis In the face 
of collective actions which are not reducible to class, and on the limitations of postmodern 
discourse whose generalized Indirection Impairs differentiation among types of collective 
action" (1992:6). Despite Its broad usage, Pieterse believes that "^mancipation Is a matter 
of critique and construction, of which resistance represents the first step and transformation. 
In the sense of structural change the second. Resistance and emancipation are 
Interdependent, ... , (wjhat sets emancipation apart from resistance Is the proactive, 
transformative element, ... (1992:13).
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While the modernist connections between social movements, resistance, 

and emancipation have become problematic In the postcolonial world, this study 

argues (as have others; Calderôn et al, 1992; Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; 

Pieterse, 1992) that the contemporary discourse on social movements Is not only 

based upon the critique of past perspectives, but also upon new forms of 

understanding about social movements. As Escobar and Alvarez believe, 

"[tjhese new forms of theoretical awareness have been fostered by equally 

significant changes In historical conditions and, more specifically, by changes In 

the popular practices of resistance and collective action themselves" (1992:2).

The contemporary discourse on social movements has thus accepted that 

a "significant transformation has occurred in both reality and Its forms of 

analysis" (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992:2). As such, these contemporary popular 

practices of resistance and collective action In everyday struggle on the margins 

have come to be known collectively within theoretical discourse as "new social 

movements." This is not to argue, however, that these new social movements 

are homogenous across places and contexts and can thus be generalized as 

such. Rather, they are "new" precisely because of their heterogeneity and 

differences across places and contexts and also because of their multiple 

character and their plurality of struggles. Therefore, the shift in theory on new 

social movements has occurred within the context of a theoretical Impasse, as 

well as within the dynamic context of history and popular practice on the 

margins; that Is, within new social movements.
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This chapter will explore and review the theoretical dimensions within the 

discourse of new social movement theories in order to posit a working 

conceptual framework of ideas for the study. This will be achieved first, by 

setting the context in which new social movements have arisen, with specific 

attention to the contemporary postcolonial and postmodern realities and the 

concurrent impasse in the hegemonic theories of Marxism and functionalism. 

Second, the question as to whal is "new" about new social movements will be 

addressed, specifically to provide answers to this question, but also to provide 

validity to the notion that there is indeed something "new" about these 

movements and that they can therefore in fact be termed, however loosely, "new 

social movements." Within this analysis, a focus on the retreat from class and 

a movement towards the plurality of identity and subjectivity, as well as on the 

recasting of the political will be undertaken. Lastly, this chapter will review the 

various natures of new social movements through a discussion of some of the 

various perspectives which attempt to explain them.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: SETTING THE CONTEXT(S)

The analysis and conceptual location of social movements in the contemporary 

era have come to "evoke controversy and engender new spheres of reflection" 

(Slater, 1994:11) especially in regards to the present crises in both the realities 

and the theories of and on social movements. The emergence of what have
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corne to be termed "new social movements"® out of the recent historical 

developments within late capitalism and the crisis of modernity have furthered 

the shift in contemporary discourse and led to the culmination of a crisis in 

theories. David Siater observes that because of the focus on difference, 

heterogeneity, and pluralism within new social movements there is the 

"[potential] for highly diverse and multi-facetted ... social movements ... [to cause] 

ripple effects in both political and theoretical contexts" (1985:1). The ripple 

effects that Slater refers to are becoming realised in both theory and practice 

due to the reconceptualizations occurring about and within new social 

movements.

Schuurman and Heer (1992:12) argue this point as weil; they see the 

crises In theoretical discourse precipitated itself by the crises and restructuring 

processes of the capitalist system and its many manifestations of 

postindustrialism and post-Fordism.'* As a result of these historical

'  New social movements have come to be Identified with the anti nuclear, environmental, 
feminist, human rights, and peace movements In the North and those parallel movements In 
the South, particularly those In India and Latin America (Falk, 1987; Slater, 1985).

* Poatlndustiial society Is a term that has come to be associated with those societies In 
the North experiencing significant transformations during an era of global restructuring 
within capital. It has also come to be associated with the concept of post Fordism by some 
scholars (Connelly et al., 1994; Escobar, 1992a) as a means to describe the changes 
occurring In the realms of production, exchange, consumption, and politics. For example: 
"the replacement of mass production with flexible 'Just In time’ techniques; the growth of the 
financial sector and speculative activities; uneven and selective Incorporation of regions 
worldwide; growing commoditization and a new informational culture of advertising and 
consumption; and forms of politics characterized by authoritarian populism, fragmentation, 
and the possibility for a progressive renewal In the form of new social movements. Women, 
ethnic minorities, and part of the proletariat are among those most affected by these 
changes" (Escobar, 1992a:86, note 13). For further discussion on postlndustrlalism and post- 
Fordism, see for Instance: Harvey (1989), SocMlst Rev/ew 21:1 (1991) Issue on post-Fordism, 
and Touralne (1981, 1988).
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developments and the increasing numbers of marginalized peoples rising in 

resistance to them, both authors argue that theorists have begun to "(re)discover 

the social movements" (Schuurman and Heer, 1992:12). Stemming from this, 

two central questions concerning social movements arise: first, what local, 

regional, and global factors have provided the context for the rise of 

contemporary movements; and second, what theoretical traditions have been 

called into question because of their inability to make sense of these 

contemporary movements.

The Crises of Modernity, Late*Capitaiiem, and Development

Some social theorists (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Evers, 1985; Mouffe, 1984; 

and Slater, 1985) see the "existence of new social movements as very much 

rooted in the contemporary social development of capitalist societies" (Slater, 

1985:2; emphasis omitted). Chantai Mouffe argues this point further by 

analysing these movements as expressions of the antagonisms emerging out of 

the historical consolidation of a new hegemonic capitalism in the post-1945 era. 

This era has been typified, according to Mouffe, by intense periods of 

"commodification," "bureaucratization," and "cultural massification" which have 

both exacerbated old forms of subordination and created new forms over 

peoples in both the South and the North (Mouffe, 1984:139-143). For her, these 

forms of subordination and the resulting antagonisms which they create, have 

precipitated the rise of new social movements both as responses and
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resistances to the increasing marginalization of peoples within late capitalist 

society.

Other scholars expand upon this "crisis of late capitalism" thesis through 

a discussion of postindustrialism and post-Fordism and the rise of new social 

movements in the struggle against the refoi,,is occurring in the North (Harvey, 

1989; Touraine, 1981, 1988). While others (Calderdn et al, 1992; Escobar, 

1992a, 1992b; and Escobar and Alvarez, 1992) focus on the effects of the global 

transformation of capital and the development era on the South, and the 

concomitant organization of peoples on the margins in forms of new social 

movements resisting these pressures. Although these various perspectives on 

the global/structural factors which contribute to the rise of these movements are 

contextual and varied, they also focus on the common factors of "social 

polarization, heterogeneity, and exclusion which have reached unprecedented 

proportions" (Escobar, 1992a:68) within contemporary societies and cultures the 

world over.

The response by citizens within these societies and cultures has itself 

been varied. However, again it can be seen that these responses are not just 

reactions to the "crisis," but motions towards redefinitions of their particular 

societies and cultures, and as such these movements share in their origins and 

roots the hint towards "different ways of seeing the relationship between capital, 

the state, culture, and the economy" (Escobar, 1992a:68). The crisis of
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modernity, late capitalism, and development ® (Escobar, 1992a, 1992b; Sachs 

Ed., 1992; Schuurman Ed., 1993) has resulted in "the challenge of social 

fragmentation and fracture [which in turn] is ... being met by the new social 

actors, to the extent that they question ... the existing mechanisms for the 

production of meanings, identities and social relations" (Escobar, 1992a;68). 

Therefore, the origins and roots of new social movements lay in both the global 

crisis of modernity, capitalism, and development on the one hand, and in these 

movements search for multiple (re)definitions of democracy and development 

within their own societies and cultures on the other. Escobar in his conclusion 

points out some central themes for future analysis;

[t]he task ahead is the construction of collective imaginaries 
capable of orientating social ;.nd political action. Epistemotogically, 
this requires nonreductionist and nonteleological notions of politics 
and development; politically, the task is to foster the democratizing 
potential of the new subjects (1992a:68).

Marxism and Functionalism at an impasse

The theoretical debates occurring within the scholarship on social movements 

have increased considerably over the past number of decades. This has been 

due, in part, to the crises in the contemporary world and the changing natures 

of new social movements at the level of practice. Ernesto Laclau argues that 

new social movements and the struggles embarked upon by them "bring about

'  This point will be returned to In Chapter Four through a discussion of the crisis of 
modernity and development within the context of Latin America.
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a crisis of [the] traditional paradigm[s] in social sciences concerning the kind of 

unity which characterizes social agents and the shapes which conflict between 

them can take" (Laclau, 1985:27). In other words, postcolonial praxes at the 

margins, in the forms of new social movements, have had a significant impact 

upon the traditional theoretical paradigms which have attempted to make sense 

of social movements: namely, Marxism and functionalism within sociology 

(Escobar and Alvarez, 1992:2; Melucci, 1980:199). In fact, these contemporary 

developments have exacerbated the impasse in which t,iese two theoretical 

traditions have been located and submerged in recent years.

Marxism in general has undergone a wide variety of forms and 

manifestations since the publication of Das Kapital, from the rise of the 

Bolsheviks to power in 1917 Russia, to the revolutionary states of Angola, Cuba, 

Nicaragua, and Vietnam, to the collapse of Stalinism in Eastern Europe and the 

retreat from class in Latin America. Equally, a wide variety of forms and 

manifestations regarding Marxist-based class analyses of social movements has 

taken place.

Within a classical Marxist political analysis of social movements, the prime 

concern "has been to define the preconditions of the revolution by examining the 

structural contradictions of the capitalist system" (Melucci, 1980:199). The 

investigation of this concern centers directly on the revolutionary party or 

vanguard as the key organizer of the working class for collective action and the 

eventual acquisition of state power as its first objective. "Every form of action
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which [could] not be reduced to the model of the party [was] thereby diminished 

in value or considered marginal" (Melucci, 1980:199). In contrast, a less 

doctrinaire Marxism focused more on

[the] assum[ption] that classes have "interests" that result from the 
overall structure of class relations and therefore function, a priori, 
as the necessary basis for the mobilization of actors, divorced from 
any analysis of the varied constitution of the social subject or the 
dynamic of collective wills (Slater, 1994:13).

In this approach, class consciousness is as a result of one's class position, 

which is defined by the relationship of that particular class to the means of 

production.

Towards the end of the 1970s, however, these Marxist theoretical and 

philosophical approaches began to be challenged directly from within academia, 

according to Frans J. Schuurman and Helen Heer (1992:11), due to the crisis in 

leftist/radical social science. Alberto Melucci was one such theorist to critique 

and point out the limitations of classical Marxist political analysis. He argues that 

classical Marxism,

underestimated the processes by which collective action emerges, 
as well as the internal articulation of social movements 
(mobilization, organization, leadership, ideology) and the forms 
through which revolt passes in becoming a class movement... [and 
that it also found] difficulty on the theoretical level [in] the 
separation of analysis of the system from analysis of the actors 
(Melucci, 1980:199-200).
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Melucci’s argument thus leads him to conclude that in order for Marxism to 

"extricate itself from this theoretical Impasse" It must go beyond a structural 

analysis "towards a definition, first of class action, and then, of political action" 

(Melucci, 1980:200).

Although Melucci attempted to go beyond classical Marxist political 

analysis of the revolutionary party as vanguard (and thus an analysis based on 

social structures) towards an analysis based on the role of social actors, he 

remained attached to a more mainstream Marxist approach as he did not go 

beyond (at least in his earlier writings) the class content of social movements. 

Schuurman and Heer see this perspective as neo-Marxist in interpretation and 

go on to posit that neo-Marxists believe that "[i]f the class consciousness in 

social movements increased to a critical level they were supposed to be able to 

confront the hegemonic ideology and initiate a societal change at large" 

(Schuurman and Heer, 1992:12). These neo-Marxist perspectives, however, 

have become further entangled in the impasse that cr'ntemporary Marxism finds 

itself in. In essence, this Is due to the changing practice and nature of new 

social movements on the margins. There has been a shift away from collective 

struggle based upon the consciousness of the working-class towards 

understanding the piurality of actors within new social movements. What is 

necessary, and is indeed occurring, according to both these authors, is a 

reformulation within new social rr ment theories and research in order to go
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beyond this impasse and in order to make sense of the myriad natures and 

manifestations of contemporary social movements.®

The explanation of social movements from the functionalist school of 

thought within western sociology, has become problematic as well. 

Functionalism has sought to understand social movements through an analysis 

of collective behaviour/ that Is, the myriad ways In which social actors conduct 

themselves In groups and how their types of behaviour reflect their and the 

groups actions. As Melucci comments;

[s]tudles of colleutlve behaviour thus constitute an obligatory point 
of reference; but, at the same time, they display the limitations of 
an approach which finds the key to the explanation of behaviour In 
the beliefs of the actors and which, above all, places on the same 
level phenomena whose structural significance varies Immensely, 
for example, a panic and a revolution (1980:200).

Stemming from this, Melucci concludes that for functionalists, any type of 

collective action arising from social movements "is always considered to be the 

result of a strain which disturbs the equilibrium of the social system" (1980:200).

This analysis not only blatantly disregards socio-economic class relations 

and an analysis of the modes of production (which Melucci points out correctly) 

but also Ignores other structural oppressions, such as white supremacy.

* This chapter will return to this argument in the following section through a discussion 
of the retreat from class In the contemporary discourse on new social movements.

 ̂ For a more Indepth discussion of functionalism and collective behaviour analysis within 
sociology, see for Instance: Goode (1992) and Turner (1972).
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patriarchy, etc. As argued from a third world feminist perspective in Chapter 

Two, this type of approach also ignores the realities of the everyday lives of 

people on the margins, especially those multiple realities of third world women. 

As well, this approach sees social movements as reformatory and adaptive 

reactions rather than alternative and eclectic social transformations. In other 

words, functionalism views social movements as promoting "gradual 

modernization [within society] without rupture in the political and social systems" 

(Melucci, 1980:201) of that society and thus, it has never questioned the 

structures of society, nor the type of society itself. Since this chapter has 

established that new social movements in fact have alternative and eclectic 

visions of society bound up within their origins and roots, which grew out of the 

conjuncture of structural oppressions across different contexts, functionalism as 

a means of making sense of new social movements has severe limitations.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: NEW OR OLD? 

By Way of a Distinction

Perhaps one of the central overarching questions within the theoretical debates 

about new social movements is precisely what is "new" about these movements 

(Fuentes and Frank, 1989; Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Evers, 1985; Laclau and 

Mouffe. 1985; Slater, 1985). Slater, writing a decade ago, outlines what he 

believes to be some of the constitutive components of new social movements, 

which are essentially both aspects of the contemporary reconceptualizations in
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the field and aspects of the differences between "old" and "new" social 

movements. Primarily, he sees new social movements as having begun to 

articulate "new forms of struggle [which have occurred] in relation to new forms 

of subordination and oppression in late capitalist society" (Slater, 1985:6). The 

emergence of these new forms of struggle have arisen on the one hand due to 

changing social realities, and on the other, due to the reconceptualizations of the 

very notions of resistance and emancipation.

Arturo Escobar and Sonia E. Alvarez, in their writings on social 

movements, also attempt to distinguish between two types of movements: the 

"old" and the "new." For them, the notions of the "old" are characterized 

generally by language based in terms of modernization and dependency, by 

politics shaped through the struggles of the working class and revolutionary 

vanguards, and by the more or less immutable structures of class relations 

(Escobar, 1992b:31; Escobar and Alvarez, 1992:3). In contrast, they see the 

notions of the "new" movements as characterized by an emphasis on social 

actors rather than on social structures (Escobar, 1992:31; Escobar and Alvarez, 

1992:3). In other words, the actors involved in contemporary movements need 

to be understood by theory as agents and subjects of social change, rather than 

objects within the fixed social structure of class, which constructs these people 

as unconscious actors moving with the tide of history. Perhaps the most 

significant aspect of the new social movements for these two scholars is;
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[that i]n the new situation, a multiplicity of social actors establish 
their presence and spheres of autonomy In a fragmented social 
and political space. Society itself is largely shaped by the plurality 
of these struggles and the vision of those involved in the new 
social movements (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992:3).

Bound up within their analysis (and that of this chapter) is the belief in a 

fundamental transformation in both theory and praxis regarding social 

movements, which they argue has arisen in conjunction with the concurrent 

changes in the contemporary world^ both of which have been outlined above.

The Retreat from Class: Towards Subjectivity and Identity

Perhaps the most significant aspect within both the theory and the praxis of 

subaltern groups can be found in the common denominator of all the new social 

movements, which according to Laclau and Mouffe (1985:159) is their 

differentiation from worker’s or class struggles. The levels of both theory and 

practice within new social movements have been characterized by a "retreat 

from a class analysis and a declassing of the socialist p r o j e c t . A s  Chilcote 

states: "Debate on the nature of the capitalist mode of production no longer

* In ragardt to the questions of old and new social movements, Escobar and Alvarez 
believe that "within the poststructuralist currents that Inform much of theory today, Including 
some of the [new social movements] theorlats, It Is Impossible to appeal to empirical reality 
as the ultlmste arbiter about the truth of a statement This Is because representations of 
reality ate always open to debate and relnterpretatlon. What has to be examined Is the 
constructed character of past and new understandings and their dependence on historical 
situations" (1992:16,note 8).

'  Ellen Melkslns Wood (1986) f/ie Retreaf from C/ass: A New "True" Socialism, London: 
Verso. As paraphrased In Chilcote (1990:4).
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appears as important. Consequently, classes and class struggle are displaced 

by an emphasis on political pluralism, political organizations, and interest groups" 

(1990:6).

Scholars from this perspective (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Evers, 1985; 

Heilman, 1992; Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Slater, 1985, 1994; Westwood and 

Radcliffe, 1992) point out that class does not supersede other identities such as 

race, gender, ethnicity, etc. Rather, it is integrated and framed within the various 

constructions of everyday reference and meaning which form these various 

identities. Reflecting upon the discussion of third world feminisms in Chapter 

Two, for example, a lower class indigenous woman in Latin America may not 

only experience subordination due to her lower socio-economic class position, 

but due to her gender and ethnic identity as well. All three are interwoven and 

thus frame her identity. This perspective, however, does not entail a negation 

of class, but rather the negation of the primacy of her class identity ünd her 

struggle as a worker in the emancipatory projects of social movements. Theory, 

in other words, must move beyond the reduction of class to its crudest economic 

determinants in order to make sense of the actors involved in the new 

movements. Thus, social movement theories must seek to encompass a more 

open-ended understanding of the contemporary movements, movements 

themselves which are pluralistic and heterogeneous, and based on the multiple 

identities and subjectivities of the actors involved.
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Luolau and Mouffe discuss this shift from class through the presentation 

of what they believe are the central aspects making social movements "new." 

They do not identify the movements with a pre-given social category of class, 

and therefore see different group identities, which are expressed in a number of 

different complex constructions beyond those of the relations of production, as 

Integral in the formation of new social movements (Laclau and Mouffe, 

1985:160). In other words, and as third world feminists remind us, each social 

agent is inscribed within a heterogenous range of complex social and cultural 

relationships such as class, gender, race, ethnicity etc. and as such every social 

agent's identity and subjectivity are bound up within these and not simply 

reducible to one. Moreover, Laclau argues that the newness of new social 

movements lies in the fact that through them, some of the characteristics^” 

which have typified the traditional conceptualizations of social conflicts have 

become redundant. Laclau argues that, "it has become increasingly impossible 

to identify the group conceived as a referent, with an orderly and coherent 

system of subject positions^^" (1985:28; italics added).

"  For Laclau, three main characteristics which have typified traditional conceptualizations 
of social conflicts: "the determination of the Identity of the agents was given through 
categories given to the social structure; the kind of conflict was determined In terms of a 
diarhronlc-evolutlonary paradigm; and the plurality of spaces of social conflict was reduced, 
In so fsr as the conflicts became politicised, to a unMed political space In which the presence 
of the agents was conceived of as a 'representation of Interests'" (1986:27).

Laclau argues that "there has been a break with the category of the subject as a 
rational, transparent unity which would covey a homogeneous meaning on the total field of 
his/her conduct by being the source of his/her actions ... Instead of seeing the subject as a 
source which would provide the world with meaning, we see each subject position as 
occupying differential loci within a structure" (1986:31). Thus, Laclau and Mouffe use the 
term subject position to encompass the term subject In their work and thus see every subject 
position IS a discursive position; It partakes of the open character of every discourse [and]
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Using the example of the worker, he posits that with the transformation in 

the relations of production during the iater part of the 20th century, the ties which 

linked the various identities of the worker as consurner, producer, etc. have 

weakened. This has had two results: one, "the social agents position has 

become autonomous - it is this autonomy which is at the root of the specificity 

of the new social movements - " and two, "the type of articulation existing among 

these different positions [has become] continually more indeterminate" (1985:28- 

29). In other words, the defining categories of social actors through their 

common position in the social structure has become less meaningful as a way 

of understanding the overall identity of social actors, especially as social actors 

become more autonomous from their social structures. As Laclau concludes: 

"[t]he concept of 'class struggle', for example, is neither correct nor incorrect - 

it is, simply, totally insufficient as a way of accounting for contemporary social 

conflicts" (1985:29).

Laclau also sees "newness" in the fact that, what he terms, the "diachronic 

theory of 'stages'" is at a crisis point. This is due to the collapse of the 

synchronic unity between the progression of various social stages and the 

different positions of the social actor within these stages. Laclau in essence 

paraphrases his own argument:

consequently, the various positions cannot be fixed in a closed system of différences 
(1985:116). This point will be returned to later In the chapter through a discussion of the 
central taneta of Laclau and Mouffe.
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thus in the same way that a determinate subject position - in the 
example given above the position in the relations of production - 
does not automatically provide any necessary determination of the 
positions, it is impossible to refer to each single position to a 
rational, necessary succession of stages (1985:29),

As Castoriadis argues "[within Marxism, classes] are the agents of the historical 

process, but its [Marxism's] unconscious agents ... it is not [wo/]men’s 

consciousness that determines their being, but their social being which 

determines their consciousness" (1987:29). In other words, the evolutionary 

scheme which priorises the movement of history and social classes over the 

consciousness of the social actors involved has proven problematic. The actors 

involved in, with, and for new social movements are subjects of history, not mere 

objects as was once theorised within Marxist based class analysis of "old" social 

movements. The actors within new social movements in essence create and 

shape history, rather than being created and shaped by it in a linear, successive 

stage class model.

David Slater picks up on the above perspectives in his discussion of the 

movement away from the centrality of class within new social movements. Thus,

the major problem with Marxist class analysis ... concerns the 
failure to theorize subjectivity and identity. This failure is in its turn 
conditioned by the belief that what classes do is spelled out by 
their situation in the relations of production, which precedes them 
causally as well as logically (Slater, 1994:13).
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The working class or proletariat has thus been conceptualized as a pregiven 

social construct where their Identity and subjectivity stem from their socio

economic class position. This perspective, however, precludes any other 

propensity for meaning and action based on the heterogeneous collective 

identities and subjectivities of the actors themselves. Thus, for Slater, "the 

multiple points of Identity within the space of the subject remind us of the 

Impossibility of one fixed center for subjectivity" (1994:17).’^

This In essence shows the complex nature of Identity and subjectivity as 

It has come to be Influenced by third world feminist, postmodernist, and 

poststructuralist thought and begs an interesting iconoclastic question (posed by 

Slater) which (he believes) undermines any facile view of the politics of identity; 

"What do a trade unionist, a racist, a Christian, a wife-beater, and a consumer 

have in common? - they may all be the same person" (Slater, 1994:17). 

Stemming from this complexity of identity politics. Slater argues it can be seen 

"that an oppressed subject can also, simultaneously, be an oppressing subject" 

(1994:17), an example of which is articulated by Brown (1991) through her 

presentation of the relationship between a white, middle-class woman of the 

North and a lower-class woman of colour who may be in her employment. 

The former is in a definite position of power over the subordinate latter, in terms 

of class and race. However, the former and the latter are also subordinate to

To see how this view fits with the postmodern feminist concept of the contingent 
subject, see Chspter Two, page 36, note 16.

"  See Chapter Two, pages 42-48.
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other power structures based along lines of gender. This is a clear example of 

the struggle against sexism, racism, ethnocentrism, and classism within third 

world feminisms as presented in Chapter Two and one which this study argues 

must Inform the discussion of new social movements as well.

Despite the views of the above authors in regards to the movement away 

from a primacy and reduction to class within new social movements, others, like 

Marta Fuentes and Andre Gunder Frank (1989) tend to fall back into the trap of 

what this study sees as a reductionism to a more or less class-based level of 

analysis. They see a "new" characteristic of these movements in the tendency 

of these movements to be more single class or stratum movements than those 

in the past (Fuentes and Frank, 1989:180). This characterization of the 

contemporary movements contradicts the perspectives of Laclau, Mouffe, Slater, 

etc. who posit that a central tenet of the new social movements is, in fact, their 

movement away from a strict class-based approach towards one of 

heterogeneity and plurality.

This view of Fuentes and Frank also directly contradicts their later claims 

that: "not unlike working-class and peasant movements before, these popular 

movements often have some middle-class leadership ... [and m]ore often than 

not, these community movements overlap with religious and ethnic movements 

... " (1989:186; italics added), Here they seem to argue that these movements 

have a multi-class base as opposed to the single-class base they argued for 

earlier in their article. Moreover, they point out that the notions of locality.
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occupation, race, etc, (they noticeably ignore gender) are both elements and 

instruments of domination and liberation and that "[sjocial movements and the 

’ciass struggle' they express inevitably must also reflect this compiex economic, 

political, social, cultural structure and process" (1989:185).

It is here that Fuentes and Frank again fall back into the trap of 

reductionism. since they concede the fact that there is a heterogeneous, piurality 

of actors and identities in contemporary social movements (what other theorists 

and this study see as an integral part of the "newness" of these movements), yet 

they reduce and essentialize these differences to those of "class" by defining 

these groupings as class-based (women, indigenous peoples, etc. as a class for 

example) or by adding them on as an afterthought to their class-based analyses. 

They view social movements as based on the struggle and opposition of one 

class against another (dominant) class. Yet. as this study points out. the natures 

of the contemporary movements are broad and heterogeneous as are their 

struggles, which makes it impossible to priorize struggle solely as against a 

dominant class.

Thus. Fuentes and Frank try to have it both ways: they acknowledge 

differences, but neither theorize nor conceptualize the role of differences in 

social movements. They speak of differences only as far as they fit into their 

existing Marxist-based framework, which priorizes, essentializes. and reduces 

these myriad differences to those of class. This leads them to conclude that 

these movements are single class in essence and that there is nothing really
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"new" about new social movementsFuentes  and Frank at one moment 

acknowledge differences beyond class, then at the next retreat back to class, 

which shows the Inherent contradictions present within their argument. This 

study argues these contradictions in essence point out that there are indeed new 

social movements based on the heterogeneity and the plurality of the actors 

involved. Thus, there must be the movement away from a primacy and 

reduction to class both within theory and practice.

Recasting the Political

Beyond the trappings of class, the "old" Marxist notion of a unified political space 

based on the notion of the political sphere as a precise level of the social has 

also become problematic. This Marxist "internal frontier" of the social was 

couched in terms of a "different dividing principle;" that of a class division 

(Laclau, 1985:37). This division, according to Marxist principles, could only be 

constituted in the economic sphere and yet could only reproduce itself in the 

political sphere at some future moment when class struggle reached its 

revolutionary zenith. The political was the arena in which class struggle was

Arturo Escobar and Sonia E. Alvarez posit that "those who argue that nothing or little
has changed still function within a positivist epistemology, within which truth' about
sochI reality can be given once and for all. They also treat the statement There Is nothing 
new In [new social movements]' as an empirically testable proposition. This Is their 'new' 
reality; In other words, what Is new for them Is the realization that the world was always 
different than we believed, say, ten years ago. Paradoxically, this very realization la made 
possible by the Insistence of [new social movement] theorists that there Is something newt"
(1992:16, note 8).
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waged; all other struggles were somehow not political and were thus seen as 

secondary to the political struggles of the working class (1985:37-38).

However, Laclau argues that within contemporary discourse, "if the identity 

of social agents is no longer conceived as constituted at a single level of society 

[that of socio-economic class, then] their presence at the other 'levels' can also 

not be conceived as a 'representation of Interests'" (1985:29). What Laclau 

contends here is that with the movement away from the primacy of class within 

new social movements, "the political [has ceased] to be a level of the social and 

[has become] a dimension which Is present, to a greater or lesser extent. In all 

social practice" (1985:29). Therefore, what he terms the "representation of 

Interests model" has lost its validity as a result of the "increasing politicisation of 

social life" through new social movements, which have "shattered the vision of 

the political as a closed, homogeneous space" (1985:29-30). As well, Laclau 

and Mouffe argue that the multiplication of political spaces has led to the political 

becoming a dimension articulated and expressed within all social structures 

(Laclau and Mouffe, 1985:161). New social movements, are therefore those 

which have gone beyond the focus on single Identities based on class and 

shifted to an analysis of multiple Identities and a recasting of the political In a 

more broad and open-ended framework which views struggle and resistance In 

multiple forms.

Slater (1985, 1994) takes from these perspectives and argues that the 

new social movements have broken away from a focus on economics (and thus
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a primacy on class and modes of production) and its impact on the political. A 

new emphasis has been embarked upon by new social movements whereby 

politics and its mitigating factors are viewed in "more open and [pluralistic 

re]conceptualisations ... [and as such] ... social demands and concerns are 

articulated to different [political] discourses" (Slater, 1985:7). In other words, 

new social movements have moved beyond the linear relationship between 

struggle and socialist content; contemporary struggles engender multiple and 

eclectic emancipatory projects beyond revolutionary socialism.

In a more recent article. Slater furthers his analysis on the political by 

arguing that "there can be no single fixed function for the political[;] the political 

is not a level' split off and granted relative autonomy from other 'levels' ... 

(Slater, 1994:29). Within Marxism, the loci of politics centered on the state and 

the acquisition of state power, and thus often drew "a binary distinction ... 

between the realm of the political, bounded within the state, and political parties 

and the space of the social, framed around the family, the school, religion, the 

individual, movements, and soon" (1994:29). However, Slater emphasizes that 

this dichotomy must be dissolved, since "the very genesis of society is itself 

political" (1994:29). Again it can be seen that the feminist concept of "the 

personal is political" is essential to an understanding of new social movements 

and resistance. Yet, the "political" it must be noted, does not negate the social 

relations from which it arose; namely, race, gender, class, etc., but changes with 

each collective identity and subjectivity of the actors involved. Slater concludes
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that new social movements can therefore "subvert" the traditional "given" of the 

political, while recasting "the political essence of the social" (1994:30) through 

"reverse discourses''̂ ^ (1994:29) to change the structures of domination and 

subordination.

Tiliman Evers, while stating that he does not know "definitely and 

precisely" what new social movements are, also sees one aspect of their 

newness in their effort, "to define themselves as new and distinctive with regard 

to traditional politics and to be the founders and wardens of their own traditions 

of social knowledge" (Evers, 1985:45). What Evers is in fact articulating is the 

movement away from not only the political in terms of the state and party politics, 

but from a closed vision of the political in general, one defined by class and 

manifested through the state. The basis of this redefinition of traditional politics, 

lies in essence with what Evers views as "the new way of doing politics" which 

is bound up with the "universal measure" of the concept of "power."^^ Although 

power relations penetrate every aspect of social life, Evers also believes that

The notion of "reveiee discourses" Is used by Sister to refer to points of resistance and 
struggle which carry with them a plurality of emancipation and an imaginative "ethics of 
conviction in responsibility - for the environment, for human rights, for difference, for 
emancipation from oppression, exploitation, and subjection" (1994:30).

"  The concept of "power" and Its application to International development, resistance, 
and new social movements has been discussed by Escobar In his woik, "Discourse and 
Power In Development: Michel Foucault and the Relevance of his Work to the Third World." 
Here, Escobar argues, that for Foucault, "any strategy which overlooks this manifold 
structure of power Is self-defeating. To the multiplicity of forms of power, we must respond 
with a multiplicity of localized resistances and counter-offenses. These localized resistances, 
however, must be of radical and uncompromising character If they are to confront the totality 
of power. Rather than a massive revolutionary process, the strategy must be aimed at 
developing a network of struggles, points of resistance, and popular bases. This does not 
mean, however, that global processes should be abandoned. Like power, the multiplicity of 
resistances may be Integrated Into global strategies" (Escobar, 1984-86:381).
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every power relation is penetrated by social life and as such, he postulates as 

to whether "power is the only or most important potential for social 

transformation we can find in these movements and groupings" (1995:48).

This question in essence leads Evers’ discussion to the conclusion that, 

"the 'new' element within new social movements consists precisely in creating 

bits of social practice in which power is not central; and that we will not come to 

understand this potential as long as we look upon it from the viewpoint of power 

a priorf' (1985:48). Evers Is of the opinion that new social movements are "new" 

because they neither question nor challenge a specific form of power, which he 

equates as state power, but rather question and challenge the centrality of the 

concept of power Itself. In other words, new social movements In their 

resistances are not engaged In struggles to acquire power, but to deconstruct 

the very notion of power Itself; to call Into question the very basis of human 

oppressions. The uniqueness of these new movements (as opposed to the form 

the "old" movements took) Is their popular and decentralising alternatives to the 

dominant traditional state power model, which Evers' views as having fallen Into 

disrepute due to the general economic crisis and to the critiques of state 

domination (1985:63).

By Way of a Synthesis

It is perhaps fitting that this section now (re)turns to the works of Escobar and 

Alvarez In order to synthesize the discussion of the "old" and "new" social
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movements, Despite the juxtaposition of "old" against "new" outlined above, 

Escobar and Alvarez realize that the theoretical and practical discussions within 

social movements are not simple elther/or dichotomies between old and new, but 

rather that many continuities exist between these two forms. For Escobar and 

Alvarez, the recognition and acknowledgement of the complex nature of 

contemporary social movements is of utmost importance when looking at the 

forms and practices of these movements within their particular contexts. In 

other words, it is important to view contemporary social movements more 

holistically and not to categorize them as either completely different phenomenon 

from past movements as if some arbitrary theoretical point of departure severed 

their connections, or as containing nothing new and thus reducing them to the 

form of the old as Puentes and Frank prefer.

However, "[t]o deny, on the other hand, that there is [indeed] anything new 

in today's collective action - in relation say, to the earlier part of the century - is 

to negate the changing character of the world and its history" (Escobar and 

Alvarez, 1992:8). Thus, Escobar and Alvarez believe that as historical contexts 

change and manifest themselves over time (a point for discussion in the 

subsequent section), so do the theories that seek to explain and make sense out 

of the resistance and action, as well as the contexts in which they occur. With

"  other loclal movement theorists who argue the Importance of acknowledging the 
continuities between the old and new movements are: Cardoso (1987) and Miras (1987).
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this In mind, this study speaks of most contemporary social movements as

"new."’®

THE NATURES OF NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

Trends in Theories and Research

The crises in the postcoionial world, as well as the impasse in both Marxist and 

functionalist approaches and their subsequent limitations for making sense of 

new social movements (as outlined above) have resulted in a number of 

reconceptualizations within social movement theories. Jean Cohen, in her well 

regarded work on new social movements, argues that a distinction between 

social movement theories is necessary in order to locate the specific 

characteristics and natures of the contemporary movements. The two 

approaches which she comments upon are the "resource mobilization" theories 

and the "identity-centerd" theories (Cohen, 1965:663).

For Cohen, all resource mobilization theories share similar assumptions 

such as collective action as conflict, organization and power, group strategy and 

rationality, recognition of the group, participation of the actors, etc.’® Thus, 

according to Cohen, "for the resource mobilization paradigm, the object of

’* Escobar and Atvarez stats that the new social movements notion "should be trnated 
as a temporary analytical construct that should give way to a clearer and more rigorous 
definition of rontemporsiy collective phenomena" (1992:16, note 8). As such, this study uses 
the notion of new social movements In a similar vein; that they are neither rigid constructions 
of theoretical definitions, but working ideas used to try to make sense of the dynamic 
contemporary movements and the contexts they occur within.

’* For further discussion ort the resource mobilization approaches, see for Instance: 
Jenkins (1983) and Morris and Herring (1984).
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analysis is not the social movement in this sense, but collective action between 

groups with opposed interests" (Cohen, 1985:676). Cohen argues that the 

identity-centered theories, on the other hand, purport to analyze the means in 

which "[cjontemporary collective actors consciously struggle over the power to 

socially construct new identities, to create democratic spaces for autonomous 

social action, and to reinterpret norms and reshape institutions" (Cohen, 

1985:690). In her view, not only are these levels of analysis neglected by the 

resource mobilization theories, they are also extremely important when theorising 

about new social movements. Thus, Cohen (1985:705) points out, the 

interaction between social movements and civil society^" must not be ignored.

Escobar and Alvarez, writing on new social movements almost a decade 

later, pick up on some of Cohen’s central themes and concepts. These two 

scholars tend to equate the identity-centered theories with what is more 

commonly known today as the "new social movements approach." This 

approach, in turn, is seen by these two scholars as having been influenced by 

the more recent trends within post-Marxist, postmodernist, and poststructuralist

”  The concept "civil society" is quite broad and open to a number of different 
interpretations depending upon the piece and context it is used. In general, It Includes every 
form of dally human life and interpersonal Interaction; In essence society as a whole. Carlos 
M. Vilas, sees the concept of civil society In Latin America as referring "to a sphere of 
collective action distinct from both the market and political society’ - parties, legislatures, 
courts, state agencies. Civil society Is not Independent of politics, but clearly, when people 
Identify themselves as civil society,’ they are seeking to carve out a relatively autonomous 
sphere for organization and action" (1993:38). The distinction between social movements and 
civil society for him Is bound up In the fact that ”[t]he activation of civil society [/s] fomented 
by social movements [which] broadens the concept of citizenship to Include a social 
dimension" (1993:42). For further discussion of the concept "civil society" and how It 
pertains to the work of NOOs within International development, see for Instance: Korten 
(1990).
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thought. Escobar (1992b) argues that within this identity-centered perspective, 

"three of the most influential European conceptualizations of social movements 

in Latin America [are to be found in the work] of Alain Touraine, Ernesto Laclau 

and Chantai Mouffe, and Alberto Melucci" (Escobar, 1992b:35).

However, they caution that too quick a move from the "old" resource 

mobilization theories to the "new" Identity-centered theories is problematic. 

Escobar and Alvarez propose, "a sort of ’cross-pollination’ of research - between 

identity-centered and resource mobilization approaches, quantitative and 

qualitative methods, and endogenous and external theories" (Escobar and 

Alvarez, 1992:5-6). In fact, they deem it necessary. Therefore, they are arguing 

for a synthesis which moves beyond an either/or dichotomy, towards a more 

holistic perspective on new social movements. For the purposes of this study, 

this chapter will now turn towards a discussion of these conceptualizations, as 

well as those of Arturo Escobar, in order to provide a theoretical background and 

a working conceptual framework for the further discussion of feminisms and new 

social movements in Latin America to be discussed in Chapter Four.

The Historicity of Social Movements: Cultural Struggles

Within the scholarship on new social movements, there has been a current of 

rethinking and reformulating the relationships between everyday life, culture, and 

politics in order to better make sense of what is occurring within contemporary 

societies and cultures. Alain Touraine, throughout his influential work on social
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movements, has argued that for the first time in history, postindustrial society 

has come to produce itself by a complex set of actions performed upon itself 

(Touraine, 1981,1988,1992). This stems from his belief (summarized succinctly 

by Escobar) that contemporary social action is "characterised by the presence 

of social actors who may have conflictuel Interests but who share certain cultural

orientations [and not by ] ... the result of some metasocial principal - god,

reason, evolution, the economy, or the state" (Escobar, 1992b;36; capitals 

excluded). Therefore, for Touraine:

[a] social movement Is the action, both culturally orientated and 
socially confllctual, of a social class defined by its position of 
domination or dependency In the mode of appropriation of 
historicity, and by the cultural modes of investment, knowledge, 
and morality toward which the social movement Itself Is 
orientated.^’

The actions that social movements are engaged In and with are therefore the 

"work that society performs upon Itself and are not "dramatic events" according 

to Touraine (1981:29); they are struggles to control historicit/^ and not the 

means of production, etc. Touraine argues that this in fact Is the essential point:

Alain Touraine (1988) La Parole at la Sang, PoUUqua e Société an Amérlqua Latina. 
Paris: Editions Odiie Jacob. 68. As cited in Escobar (1992b:36).

”  The notion of "historicity" has been postulated by Touraine as "the set of cultural 
models that rule social practices" (1988:8) and as the "form[s] of thought which defined the 
social actor by [her/]hls position in a social progress opposed by the forces of eonseivatism 
and of reaction" (1992:126).
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it is surely impossible to dissociate the concept of social 
movement, thus defined, from the representation of social life as, 
simultaneously, a set of cultural representations through which 
society produces itself and all the aspects and consequences of a 
central social conflict. Thus the notion of social movement, as 
used here, designates a general, representation of social life rather 
than a particular type of social phenomena (Touraine, 1992:125- 
126).

Touraine argues further that new social movements are based in cultural 

struggles against exclusion and for equality, yet these struggles remain 

separated from political action. That is, new social movements themselves are 

the products of the cultural industries of postindustrial society where debate is 

structured between the logic of power and accumulation (the marketplace) and 

the logic of individual liberty (1992:141). As such, they seek action by focusing 

on the subjectivity of the actors involved and thus establish a break between the 

"social sphere, becoming increasingly moral, and the sphere of the state and

strictly political action [sjimultaneously, [new] social movements free

themselves from the tutelage of a political party" (1992:142).

Touraine sees new social movements as speaking in the name of a social 

category defined by dominance and power and not as speaking in the name of 

a traditional political entity. In his words: "[tjhe new social movements seem as 

pacific and as interested in consciousness raising as the others were violent and 

interested in the control of power" (1992:142). Within these movements pre

political expressions and debates, the themes of consensus and communication 

arise and lead to the realization of collective cultural orientations among the
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group. Touraine concludes that this transformation of the relationships between 

social movements and political action defines new social movements in terms of 

the identity, consciousness, and subjectivity of the actors involved. In other 

words, new social movements association with democracy is no longer defined 

fully by institutional roles, but by the social actors themselves and their 

subjectivities (1992:143).

Touraine's argument "that conflict and action cannot be separated from 

culture is of utmost importance," according to Escobar (1992b:38) primarily 

because "[i]n the past, cultural orientations were not given due importance." 

Touraine's attempt to posit historicity as a source of struggle and action for new 

social movements which arise out of the cultural projects of society has indeed 

been influential in the discourse of new social movements; however, it has also 

become problematic as a level of analysis in regards to new social movements.

Escobar (1992a, 1992b) outlines what he sees as the two major critiques 

of Touraine's work. First, Escobar sees Touraine’s Inquiry as 

compartmentalizing reality, in that it envisions the social, political, economic, and 

cultural as autonomous spheres separated from each other, rather than 

integrated (1992b:37). This vision of social life is not only unholistic in nature, 

it also obscures the fact that the contemporary social movements are in fact 

based on the integration and articulation of these various spheres. The 

exclusion of cultural struggles from political action, based upon the absence of 

a collectivity among the movement, is one such example of where Touraine
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seems to miss an Important characteristic of ttie new social movements; that of 

an integration and collectivity across differences for political action. Beyond this, 

he posits too narrow a definition of political action, which not only ignores the 

processes of the personal as political, but also places a normative judgement on 

what political action is and what is not and thus falls Into a binary trap.

Second, Escobar criticizes Touraine's notion of "levels of historicity" and 

his notion that "only those societies that have reached 'the highest level of 

historicity' (that of self-production) - namely, postindustrial or programmed' 

societies can be said to be characterised by social movements of this kind [as 

those outlined above]" (Escobar, 1992a;71). Escobar views this discourse as 

Eurocentric in nature, since those societies "other" than those postindustrial 

societies of the North (that is, the "third world") are represented "as lacking 

historical agency, or in the best of cases, as only having a diminished form of 

agency If compared with the European case" (Escobar, 1992b:37). For the 

purposes of this study, this Eurocentric reading of new social movements proves 

quite problematic, yet Touraine's contribution to the discourse need not be 

rejected outright because of its limitations; it will be taken in context and 

synthesized with the working conceptual framework posited by this chapter.
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Collective Identity and Action: The Fluidity of Ideology

Alberto Melucci also takes issue with Touraine's understanding of new social 

movements, specifically because Touraine "does not explain the process by 

which actors build a collective identity through interactions, negotiations, and 

relationships with the environment."”  For Melucci, new social movements 

raise two central questions for the reconstruction of conceptual models of 

collective action and mobilization; these being: "through which processes do the 

actors construct their collective action? When we observe an empirical collective 

phenomena, how is the unity which we observe formed?" (Melucci, 1992:47). 

Melucci believes the only way to answer these most important of questions is to 

abandon the dualistic assumptions which "attributed collective action [either] to 

the structural background or to the values, motivations, and ideologies of the 

actors" and that therefore, a circular relationship between the actor and the 

system must be established (1992:47).

He criticizes Touraine for not exploring these key questions and for taking 

the identity of the actor as an already established fact, and thus disregarding 

how collective identity is formed and maintained (Melucci, 1988a, 1992). For 

Melucci, collective identity and identity are processes, not facts or events, which 

construct the action systems of struggle from the identity of the actors involved 

(1988a:342). Regarding collective identity, Melucci states:

Melucci (1988a). As paraphrased by Escobar (1992a:72).
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[c]ollective identity is an interactive and shared definition produced 
by several individuais and concerned v/ith the orientations of action 
and the fields of opportunities and constraints in which the action 
takes place; by "Interactive and shared" I mean a definition that 
must be conceived as a process, because it is constructed and 
negotiated through a repeated activation of the relationships that 
link individuals. The process of identity construction, adaptation, 
and maintenance always has two aspects: the internal complexity 
of an actor (the plurality of orientations which characterizes 
(her/]him), and the actor's relationship with the environment (other 
actors, opportunities, and constraints) (1988a:342).

Melucci argues further that those discourses which also describe collective 

action as a fact, rather than the process which it is, disregard the nature of the 

relationships that underlie collective action before, during, and after the action 

itself. As Escobar argues, "[t]he exclusion of this level from the field of analysis 

is of paramount importance because it is at this level that the creation of cultural 

models and symbolic challenges by the movements actually occurs" (Escobar, 

1992a:73). Social action exists on the level of the networks submerged in the 

everyday life of the social and cultural and upon which people's commitment to 

act both conditions and actualizes this social action. "What nourishes it", 

according to Melucci, "is the daily production of aiternative frameworks of 

meaning, on which the networks themselves are founded and live from day to 

day" (Melucci, 1988b;248). In essence what Melucci is arguing here is that the 

interpersonal and group dynamics (networks) that occur within our everyday lives 

(which we take for granted, and are thus submerged) inform and determine the
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types of ideas and action for alternative social change. Put quite simply, Melucci 

is pointing to the role of ideology within new social movements.

The role that ideology^* plays within this "submerged reality" is discussed 

at length by Melucci in a more recent article, which leads him to echo others, like 

Gramsci (1978), that it is "a key analytical level for the understanding of social 

movements" (Melucci, 1992:56). It is a key precisely because the "connection 

between the particularism of the actor and some general values [ideologies] 

(truth, freedom, justice, emancipation, etc.) is a key mechanism [as well] of the 

framing activity of a collective actor" (1992:57) and thus of the collective action 

of new social movements. This ideology not only integrates the movement, 

according to Melucci, it also has a strategic and political function in relation to 

the environment and context in which the movement arose.

in other words, "[ijdeology is one of the resources that can be used to 

reduce the costs and maximize the benefits of action" (1992:60). Perhaps, most 

importantly for Melucci, "[tjhese constituent elements of the ideology of a [new] 

social movement take on different cultural contents and vary during the course 

of collective action" (1992:56). What Melucci’s view of ideology suggests, is a 

movement away from a dichotomous "us" versus "them" situation in collective

** Hera, Melucci Is using the concept of "Ideology" as a "set of symbolic frames which 
collective actors use to represent their own actions to themselves and to the others, within 
a syatem of social relationships. This symbolic production Is s constituent part of these 
ralatlonehlps, but at the same time, the actor tends to separate It from the syatem of which 
It Is a par, turning It to the defence of hla/her own particular Interests. Hence, the 
Interweaving of truth and falsehood that characterizes Ideology because It reproduces real 
social relationships, but at the same time It hl^es and negates them" (1992:66).

107



identity and action to one of a more diverse and heterogeneous nature vt/here 

ideology is fluid and dynamic and adaptable to changes in context and 

situation.®®

In these later writings of Melucci’s there is a definite shift away from 

either/or dichotomies and class-based analyses towards an analysis which 

encompasses the plural and heterogeneous identity of the actors involved in new 

social movements, without the trappings of a reduction to class. This 

progression from his earlier neo-Marxist perspectives towards more inclusive 

discourse is seen clearly by his recent and contemporary discussion on the role 

and nature of collective action and identity within new social movements based 

on the open-ended notions of culture and ideology. As Melucci concludes;

The action of [new social] movements reveals that the neutral 
rationality of means masks interests and forms of power; that it is 
impossible to confront the massive challenge of living together... 
without openly discussing the ends' and 'values’ that make such 
cohabitation possible. They highlight the insuperable dilemmas 
facing complex societies, and by doing so, force them openly to 
assume responsibility for their choices, their conflicts, and their 
limitations ... By drawing on forms of action that relate to daily life 
and individual identity, contemporary movements detach

"  in regards to the role that ideology play» In resistance and struggle, ther Is a need to 
go beyond the blnary/duallstic divisions of the ally/enemy framework couches In Marxist 
notions of class. Michael Foucault writes that there Is "no single locus of great refusal, no 
soul of revolt, source of all rebellions, or pure law of the revolutionary. Instead there Is a 
plurality of resistances, each of them a special case:... spread over time and space at varying 
densities, at times mobilizing groups or Individuals In a definitive way..." (1978:98-96). While 
Foucault argues that at certain points there may be “great radical ruptures" and "massive 
binary divisions," he sees these as "mobile and transitory points of resistance, producing 
cleavages In a society that shift about, fracturing unities and effecting regroupings, furrowing 
across Individuals themselves, cutting them up and remoulding them, marking off Irreducible 
regions In them, In their bodies and minds" (1978:96).
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themselves from the traditional model of political organization, and 
they Increasingly distance themselves from political systems. They 
move in to occupy an Intermediate space of social life where 
individual needs and the pressures of political innovation mesh 
together... (1992:75).

Plurality and Subject Positions in New Sociai Movements

Ernesto Laclau and Chantai Mouffe (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Laclau, 1985, 

1992; Mouffe, 1984) have written extensively from a post-Marxist^® perspective, 

while drawing more explicitly from some aspects of postmodernism, about the 

agents of social change, the collective identity and action of the actors, and the 

nature of historical transformation. As Escobar (1992a:78,1992b:38) states, their 

work "represents a significant departure from dominant political theories" on new 

social movements for two main reasons:

first, social practice is for them fundamentally discursive; it is a 
process in which the meaning of human action is constructed. 
Secondly, meaning cannot be permanently fixed; it is always 
changing such that even the recognition of identity relies on an 
ongoing process of articulation of meanings (1992b:38).

The notion of post-Marxism may have its roots in the Eurocommunist and Eurosociaiist 
dsvsiopmsnts of the 1970s and 1980s, but it wiii suffice to say that as a contemporary 
discourse it attempts to displace the primacy of class and class struggle through an 
emphasis on pluralism and heterogeneity. Chiicote outlines some of the central arguments 
of post-Marxist discourse: "the working class has not evolved into a revolutionary movement; 
... ; a political force may form out of 'popular* political and Ideological elements, Independent 
from class ties so that feminist, ecological, peace, and other forces [new social movement] 
become effective in changing society; ... ; and that the struggle for socialism comprises a 
plurality of resistances to inequality and oppression" (1990:6).
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The discursive and articulator/^ nature of social and cultural life, according to 

Laclau and Mouffe is of utmost importance for understanding the formation of 

collective identities within contemporary social movements. Since both the 

structure of society and the agency of the individual are "laden with meaning, ... 

the only possibility of building collective identities [lies] through the articulation 

of [this] meaning.":*

This articulation of meaning is in essence the formation of ideology, which 

both authors argue must originate from the subject position^^ of the actors 

involved. In other words, the subject being equated with its subject position 

within a discursive structure, where the "social agent [is approached] as a 

plurality, dependent on the various subject positions by which s/he is constituted 

within various discursive formations" (Laclau, 1985:31-32) creates the meaning 

and ideology of everyday life. Laclau and Mouffe state that from this plurality of 

subject positions comes a plurality of meaning and ideology.

Only if it is accepted that the subject positions cannot be led back 
to a positive and unitary founding principle - only then can pluralism 
be considered radical. Pluralism is radical only to the extent that 
each term of this plurality of identities finds within itself the principle 
of its own validity ... And this radical pluralism is democratic to the

"  For the context of their discussion, Laciau and Mouffe caii "articulation" any practice 
establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is modified as a result of the 
articuiatoiy practice. The structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice, [they] 
call discourse" (1986:106).

”  Laciau and Mouffe (1986). As paraphrased in Escobar (1992b:78).

"  See page 86, note 11.

110



extent that the autoconstitutivity of each one of its terms Is the 
result of displacements of the egalitarian Imaginary (1985:167).

Therefore, once the rejection of universally defining principles of a privileged 

political subject occurs, then, and only then, does It become possible to 

recognize the plural natures of these myriad subject positions, as well as their 

radical democratic potential within new social movements.

In essence, this offers a theoretical key to the discourse on new social 

movement theories and provides a significant Insight Into their nature. Thus, for 

Laclau:

[new social movement’s] central characteristic Is, ... , that an 
ensemble of subject positions (at the level of, the place of 
residence. Institutional apparatuses, various forms of culture, racial, 
and [gender] subordination) have become points of conflict and 
political mobilisation (1985:32).

These points of conflict, as discussed here, are In essence the antagonisms 

created by the post-Fordlst restructuring within late-capltallst or postlndustrlal 

society. This rentructurlng Is an attempt to bring about a "new hegemonlc^° 

formation" (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985:160) through the Increasing

"  Laclau and Mouffe view the concept of "hegemony" In regards to the "new logic of the 
social Implicit within It, and [to] the 'epistemologlcal obstacles' which, from Lenin to Gramsci, 
prevented a comprehension of Its radical political and theoretical potential. It Is only when 
the open unsutured character of the social Is fully accepted, when the essentlalism of the 
totall^ and of the elements Is rejected, that this potential becomes clearly visible ... (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1986:192*193). For further discussion of the concept of hegemony, see for 
Instance: Gramsci (1978).
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commodification, bureaucratization, and homogenization of social life, yet at the 

same time, it creates the space for the expression of forms of resistance to it, 

which "manifest themselves [frequently] through a proliferation of particularisms, 

and crystallize into a demand for autonomy itse lf (1965:164). The autonomy 

here being the autonomy from state control in all its forms and the subsequent 

radical democratic freedom in the search for collective identity and action.

Whiie this approach helps to explain the basis for identity formation and 

collective action within new social movements, Laclau and Mouffe argue that this 

process takes different forms within the North and South. They put forth the 

notion that within the North, the antagonisms spoken of earlier "permit the

multipiication of democratic struggles [and thus] do not divide the political

space into antagonistic fields" (1985:131). The South, on the other hand, is 

seen to have an element of popular struggle with a clearly defined center, and 

thus a separation of the political space in two, as well as a reduced diversity of 

democratic struggle (1985:131). This sharp distinction between the North and 

the South leads Escobar (1992a:79, 1992b:39) to conclude that Laclau and 

Mouffe, like Touraine, are mired in a decidedly Eurocentric perspective. 

Escobar, in his critique, asks:

... can we not argue that the post-[1945] hegemonic formation of 
development has also resulted, in the third world, in a multiplicity 
of antagonisms and identities - peasants, "urban marginals,” "those 
belonging to the informal sector," women by-passed by 
development," the "illiterate," "indigenous peoples who do not
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modernize," etc. - that Is, all those victims of development who are 
the subjects of recent forms of protest? (1992b:39).

Although Laclau and Mouffe furthered the discourse of new social movement 

theories into newer levels of awareness and understanding, Escobar sees their 

Eurocentric bias as masking the realities of pluralism, identity, and subjectivity 

within the South, which then becomes problematic when discussing the natures 

of new social movements, especially those in the South. It is for these reasons 

that Escobar calls for further perspectives on new social movements to be 

developed in order to move beyond the trappings of the various theories 

reviewed thus far in this chapter.

Culture and Everyday Meaning: Synthesized Perspectives

The concepts offered from the preceding review of the theoretical discussions 

of Touraine, Melucci, and Laclau and Mouffe are important steps in formulating 

new understandings and theories of new social movements. They all premise 

that the centrality of new social movements within contemporary discourse on 

collective action has arisen.

regardless of which perspective you adopt, ... [due to] a change in 
the structure of collective action. The fact is there, redefining a 
new space for theory and social action, the contours of which we
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are beginning to visualize, even if we cannot yet fully explain 
them.®̂

According to Escobar, however, these must be articulated with the fact that 

"[s]ocial movements must be seen equally and inseparably as struggles over 

meanings as well as material conditions, that is, as cultural struggles" (Escobar, 

1992a:69). Escobar argues that this aspect of cultural politics must be brought 

to light in order to "develop a coherent, albeit rudimentary and provisional, 

account of the cultural politics ... and a cultural theory of [new] social 

movements" (1992a;69). Here Escobar is integrating the ideas of culture and 

political action into a cultural politics of everyday meaning and struggle where his 

notions of ideology echo those of Melucci, Laclau, and Mouffe and where he 

goes beyond Touraine's compartmentalization of politics, culture, etc.

Stemming from these notions, Escobar points out that the domain of 

everyday life, the struggle and the practice of everyday life, is and are very 

important ievels of meaning which are bound up with political practice, social 

relations, and (of course) cultural struggles (1992a;70; 1992b;30). For him, this 

is best expressed by Elizabeth Jelin;

If we study the meaning of political practice in daily life, the 
construction of identities and discourses, we do not do it assuming

"  Fernando Calderdn and José Lula Reyna (1990) "La Irrupclôn Incublerta." David and 
Qollath 67.19. Am cited and tranalated In Eecobar (1992b;29).
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that these are determinant - or necessary - of practices at the 
institutional level. Neither do we assume the autonomy of 
democracy in relation to people’s quotidian practices. The 
relationship between one and the other level are complex, 
mediated. Our intention is to point to a field of construction of 
democracy that, in the first place, is important in itself, that of the 
social relations of daily life ... We believe that daily life and social 
movements are privileged spaces in which to study these 
processes of mediation, since social movements are situated, at 
least in theory, in the intermediate space between individualized, 
familiar, habitual, micro-climactic daily life, and socio-political 
processes writ large of the state and the institutions, solemn and 
superior.”

Furthering his theoretical perspectives of new social movements (and 

moving beyond those reviewed earlier, all of which tend to ignore an analysis of 

gender beyond its mention) Escobar echoes the conclusions of Jelin that this 

analysis may be demonstrated most clearly within the praxis of women’s 

movements and of third world feminisms. He argues that "the fact that these 

[new social] movements seem to arise ’naturally’ out of daily life does not imply 

that the action is less important or restricted" (1992a:70). In fact, these 

movements are precisely about living differently, asserting one’s difference, and 

engaging in cultural innovation in order to give new meaning to politics. These 

are thus the eclectic natures of the new social movements; eclectic natures

”  Elizabeth Jelin (1987) "Movlmlentos Sociales y Conaolldacltf n Democritica en la 
Argentina Actual." Movlmi«ntos Sociales yDamocraela Emargenta. E. Jelin Ed. Buenos Aires: 
Centro Editor de América Latina. 11. As cited and translated In Escobar (1992a:70).
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which are understood in terms of the concept of cu/fure” . Thus, "[w]hen 

people 'practice' their everyday lives, they are reproducing or creating culture" 

(1992a:70).

This (re)production of culture is a (re)production of the self, since in their 

everyday struggle and action, people "establish a distinct presence in their social 

and cultural environment" (Escobar, 1992b;44-45). New social movements, 

therefore, are described by Escobar as being autopoietic, because "they produce 

themselves and the larger social order through their own organizing processes, 

... [and thus] create a social phenomenology, so to speak, in the very social 

forms they produce as autonomous entities (Escobar, 1992b:44). The notion of 

"history" and "tradition" are integral concepts within this approach as they both 

entail an interpretation over a reservoir of meanings which social actors then 

articulate to give shape to their struggles (1992a:71; 1992b:45). "Thus, 

movements would not merely be a reflection of the current crisis or any other 

principle, but would have to be understood in terms of their own rationality and 

the organization they themselves produce" (1992b;45), where this rationality and 

organization are multivaried and diffuse.

”  For Escobar, "Multure Is not something that exists In the abstract; It Is embedded In 
practices, In the everyday life of people. Culture Is (made of) peoples practices. Encounters 
with others who are different from us Intensify the awareness of our own culture and make 
us realize how we think and feel In some ways rather than others, that Is, that we have a 
'culture'" (1992a:70). In her discussion of the "creation of the cultural," Catherine M. Boyle 
states that: "Culture cannot be seen as an Immutable solid apart from or pinned on to 
society, for It is Integral to society, It grows from It and feeds It, It elucidates Its day to day 
workings, and provides ways of talking about ourselves within our different contexts 
(1993:165).
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Escobar, in some of his final thoughts on new social movement theories

states;

Put in a more abstract and general manner, daily life is located at 
the intersection of processes of articulating meaning through 
practices, on the one hand, and macro processes of domination on 
the other. Struggies over meanings at the ieve! of daiiy iife - as 
[third world] feminists and others do not cease to remind us - are 
the basis of contemporary social movements. The implications of 
this reaiization for theory and methodoiogy are enormous, as we 
are just beginning to appreciate (1992a;71).

In essence, what Escobar is calling for is a synthesis of the concepts introduced 

by the other scholars reviewed herein (while recognizing their problematics and 

trappings) with the concepts outlined in his discourse, namely culture and 

everyday meaning, so that conceptual tools can be created for exploring the 

diversity and eclectic natures of new social movements in their myriad forms the 

world over.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored and reviewed the theoretical dimensions within the 

discourse of new social movement theories in order to establish a working 

framework for the analysis of new social movements. It first, presented the 

context(s) in which new social movements have arisen; that of a crises in late- 

capitalism, development, and modernity on the one hand, and of the theoretical 

impasse within Marxism and functionalism on the other. Of central importance
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to this working set of ideas is the fact that there is indeed something "new" about 

these movements and that this "newness" manifests itself in vnrious ways across 

contexts. It will suffice to conclude, however, that new social movements differ 

from the "old" precisely because they are not based on worker's or class 

struggles. The richness and diversity of the new movements lies in their plurality 

of identity and subjectivity, in the multiplicity of social actors and their collective 

visions for change, and in their recasting and opening up of the political. This 

is not, however, to argue that a clearly dichotomous, binary opposite between 

"old" and "new" forms the thesis of this chapter or of this study. The complex 

nature of new social movements and their eclectic forms continue to evolve as 

history itself unfolds and changes.

The discussion has provided some background to the natures of new 

social movements from which some of the central concepts of new social 

movement theories could be discussed. Upon reflection, it can be concluded 

that: Touraine’s idea of historicity provides a foreground to the cuitural aspects 

of new social movements, yet the trappings of compartmentalizing reality and the 

Eurocentric levels of his historicity prove problematic; the concepts of collective 

identity and action, as outlined by Melucci, allow this study to argue that the two 

refer to integrated processes whereby both are influenced by the social structure, 

the agency of the sociai actor, and the fluidity of ideology which arises from this 

conjuncture; and the notions of the discursive and articulatory nature of the 

movements as argued by Laclau and Mouffe, inform the perspective o1 a plurality
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of subject positions which have become confliotual forms of resistance. What 

this chapter proposes is a synthesis of these key concepts into a set of working 

ideas which mirror those of Arturo Escobar, with his focus on culture and the 

everyday meaning of life bound up within the collective identity and action of 

peoples on the margins.

In summary, this working set of ideas entails certain key integrative 

assumptions which this study argues are necessary when analysing new social 

movements. The contemporary movements need to be seen as progressions 

away from the reduction and primacy of class, towards an understanding of the 

plurality of identities and subjectivities based on the class, gender, ethnicity, 

race, etc. of the actors involved. This plurality is formed upon what can be 

termed subject positio. is (Laciau and Mouffe, 1985) which themselves arise from 

the varied realities and experiences at the levels of everyday meaning and the 

creation of culture (Touraine, 1992; Escobar, 1992a, 1992b; Escobar and 

Alvarez, 1992). \t \s here where collective identity {Me\ucc\, 1988a, 1992) comes 

to form and where this identity of meaning is then translated into an ideology, not 

of a binary "us versus them" nature, but of a fluid nature which varies across 

contexts and places. This fluid and varied nature of ideology within new social 

movements, as well as the above notions, in essence have mcast the political 

to the social and the cultural (Touraine, 1992; Escobar, 1992a, 1992b; Escobar 

and Alvarez, 1992), that is to the personal and everyday, and opened up the 

space for collective action (Meiucci, 1988b, 1992) beyond that of class struggle
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and the acquisition of state power. This collective action manifests itself in 

various forms of conflictual resistance and cultural struggle at different points in 

time in both the South and the North. Importantly, these forms of resistance and 

struggle are integrative processes articulating meaning through praxis and 

macro-structural processes of domination in a historically dynamic postcoionial 

world.

It is with this set of ideas that this study now embarks upon the project of 

articulating the visions of third world feminisms and new social movement 

theories within the postcolonial context of Latin America. Through the discourse 

analysis and textual deconstruction of the scholarship on Latin American 

women’s participation in new social movements, it will be shown that there is a 

conjuncture of these integrative perspectives within the region. As such, this 

study will make use of the themes and concepts discussed in Chapters Two and 

Three in order to try to make sense of the literature and research about what is 

occurring within women's new social movements In the region.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

THE LATIN AMERICAN CONTEXT

INTRODUCTION

The diversity and heterogeneity of the Latin American region has been too often 

suppressed by colonial and neocolonial accounts, which have sought to 

construct a typical "Latin American reality" from a decidedly Eurocentric 

perspective. Within this homogenized and trivialized construction of "place," has 

come an equally homogenized and trivialized construction of the "subject," 

especially in regards to gender, race, and class. This neocolonial discourse has 

become hegemonic in writings on Latin America (Beverley and Oviedo, 1993; 

Escobar, 1992a; Quijano, 1993; and Richard, 1993) as well as in other 

postcolonial contexts. However, this discourse has not gone unchallenged. 

Increasingly within Latin America, subalterns, those peoples existing on the 

margins, have been struggling against hegemonic material and discursive 

systems of oppression from their diverse localities and identities through new 

social movements, particularly those representing various indigenous peoples, 

peasants, and women (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992).

Women espousing third world feminist perspectives as a challenge to 

mainstream Northern feminisms and as eclectic visions for social change, from 

the diverse realities of the Latin American context, have been at the forefront of 

these struggles (Jelin, 1990; Vargas, 1992). The espousal of Latin American
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feminisms within these new social movements, based on the heterogeneity, 

plurality, and identity of the actors involved, are struggles over meanings as 

much as they are struggles over material conditions. Thus, it is these struggles 

of women over the everyday meanings of life which inform the discourses and 

articulatory politics of the contemporary new social movements in Latin America. 

As Virginia Vargas argues;

The development of the Latin American women’s movement shows 
that it is no longer possible to speak of women's identity, anchored 
and built on their experiences as a subordinate gender. Instead we 
need to recognize the plurality of experiences, the possibility of 
multiple representations and identities. We are living in a time, not 
only in Latin America, characterized by the simultaneous 
emergence of new social subjects, multiple rationalities and 
identities, expressed in the [new] social movements (1992:196).

This chapter will examine the diverse nature and richness of Latin 

America in order to provide the context for the discussion of the ways in which 

new social movement theories and third world feminisms manifest themselves 

at the levels of both practice and theory within Latin America. This will be 

achieved first, through a discussion of the colonial and neocolonial discourses 

arising in Latin America, as well as the uneven character of modernity and 

development in the region. Second, stemming from this contextualization of the 

region, the discussion will turn to the presentation of the historical and 

contemporary natures of new social movements and feminisms in Latin America. 

This will be followed by a discussion of the practical conjuncture of new social
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movement theories and third world feminist theories in Latin America, through 

the textual deconstruction and discourse analysis of the scholarship on three 

different "vignettes of resistance and conjuncture" from three different localities 

within this diverse and complex region. Fourth, the reconceptualizations 

occurring within the theoretical debates on Latin American new social 

movements and Latin American feminisms (seen by this study as examples of 

contextual third world feminisms) will be addressed. This will be discussed by 

focusing specifically on how the practical manifestations of women's involvement 

in new social movements, as analysed and discussed through the literature and 

research on the particular case studies, inform these reconceptualizations. 

Lastly, this chapter will comment upon the contemporary theoretical perspectives 

within the scholarship on the conjuncture of new social movements and third 

world feminisms within Latin America. The final discussions will draw on the 

evidence outlined through this analysis and discussion, as well as the ideas 

presented in Chapters Two and Three in order to make sense of women’s 

participation in the new social movements of Latin America.

MODERNITY AND DEVELOPMENT: UNEVEN COLONIAL DISCOURSES

Latin America is an imaginary place ... it has become a 
monstrously distended Oz populated by Gauchos and mariachis, 
Aztec temples and Caracas skyscrapers, tropical forests and 
Patagonian plains. In the foreign imagination, an equalizing, all- 
embracing blanket covers this immense territory, and earnest 
cultural tourists try hard to find common traits in countries as
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different as Paraguay and Bolivia, Argentina and Peru ... There 
have been changes in the stereotype, [however]; after years of 
believing that all Latin American countries look like a set for 
Carmen Miranda, many now imagine that they all resemble either 
Gabriel Garcfa Màrquez’s Macondo or El Salvador torn by war. 
Whatever the stereotype, its uselessness is due less to the fact 
that even in the case of Colombia or El Salvador these images are 
incomplete, than to the fact that the stereotype is applied to define 
a nonexistent entity (Manguel, 1986:1-2).

Latin America as a whole is comprised of many sub-regions, including a 

number of states and a multiplicity of diverse cultures within these political 

entities. Indeed, as Sallie Westwood and Sarah A. Radcliffe point out, these 

states have been

generated within diverse histories too often suppressed within 
colonial accounts and perpetuated among the current states largely 
independent since the 1820s and 1830s. Within these histories are 
diverse peoples brought together across different times and spaces 
... [however, they have]... been homogenized and trivialized by a 
Eurocentric construction of Latin America (1992:2).

Notions of culture, identity, society, history etc. have, for the most part, been 

viewed as uniform and described as such by colonial and neocolonial discourses 

which have sought to define Latin America as an undifferentiated other (Albô, 

1992); an other opposed and subordinated to Europe, and since the early 

twentieth century, to that colossus of the north, the United States. These 

problematics of representation and difference continue to manifest themselves 

within the region due, in part, to three key factors. First, the social construction
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of Latin American peoples as "others" has been framed generally by the ideology 

of a bloody, brutal, and genocidal conquest; second, they have been represented 

as "others" within colonial and neocolonial discourses; and third, they have been 

created through an exclusionary language privileging difference (Westwood and 

Radcliffe, 1992:3)/

There have been, however, contradictions bound up within these 

discourses, some of which stem from the concept of what Hommi Bhabha terms 

fixity (1983:18)/ Following this line of argument, Latin America although it has 

been homogenized as static and fixed culturally, socially, etc. has also been 

viewed as different from western "civilization" in that it is bound by a "backward 

tradition" and is a "turbulent, exotic" world which we will never be able to 

understand. The acknowledgement of difference between the "civilized, modern 

west" and the "uncivilized, backward South" manifests itself with the 

homogenization framework of (neo)colonial discourse, and thus provides two 

contradictory stereotypes of Latin Americans. On the one h id, images of 

conquered, defeated peoples embracing modernity throughout a homogeneous 

Latin America, juxtaposed on the other hand with images of the "exotic natives" 

untouched by "civilization" in the hinterlands of the region. These counter-

' These accounte of (neo)colonlal discourse and the postcolonial critiques to them have 
been developed most elegantly by Edward Said (1979, 1993).

'  The concept of fixity has both promoted and sustained stereotypes that remain part of 
contemporary westem cultures, and as Bhabha notes: "Fixity as the sign of 
cultural/hlstorlcal/raclal difference In the discourse of colonialism, Is a paradoxical mode of 
representation: It connotes rigidity and an unchanging order as well as disorder, degeneracy 
and daemonic representation" (1983:18).
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images thus produce a paradox within hegemonic discourses; however, this 

paradox is manipulated by these very same discourses in order to legitimate 

their hegemony. As such, they usurp the notion of difference in order to 

construct the "other" in what ever way benefits the maintenance and 

perpetuation of their hegemonic discourses and ideologies.

Within Latin America the hegemonic discourses which construct 

(neo)colonial "others" are not, according to Westwo J and Radcliffe, "the 

exclusive property of the west, for like capital, they have been globalized and 

have been appropriated by sections of the Latin American white population [as 

well]" (1992:3). This point is crucial since these stereotypes have been both 

perpetuated and exacerbated by the dominant white elites themselves, as well 

as by the non-white, mestizo elites in the region. This has led to the continued 

construction of the "contradictory otherness" within their own societies and 

cultures, thus both homogenizing and exoticizing them even further. The 

appropriation of (neo)colonial discourses has also come to manifest itself as an 

internalization of its meanings by these dominant groups to the point where it 

has become the "truth" and "reality" of what Latin America is. It has also come 

to be seen as the "truth and reality" of what Latin Americans are and how they 

define themselves within the context of neocolonialism.

While this internalization of inferiority, difference, and otherness has deep 

roots within the societies and cultures of Latin America, it has come to be 

increasingly questioned through a concurrent reflection upon these differences
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as well as the uneven character of modernity and development within the region. 

As Nelly Richard points out, ”[t]he unfolding of cultural tendencies [within Latin 

America] has [in fact] not been uniform and the mixture of myth and history, ritual 

and progress, tradition and market, has taken root unequally among [Latin 

Americans]" (1993:157). Latin America, then is indeed heterogeneous, yet these 

differences must not be seen as an "exotic otherness." Richard argues further:

Celebrating difference as exotic festival... is not the same as giving 
the subject of this difference the right to negotiate its own 
conditions of discursive control, to practice its difference in the 
interventionist sense of rebellion and disturbance as opposed to 
coinciding with the predetermined meanings of the official repertory 
of difference (1993:160).

There is a need to understand and deconstruct the paradoxical notions of 

difference that have characterized and constructed Latin America and its 

peoples; a need to go beyond the simple dichotomies and counter-images 

presented by the hegemonic discourses. It is asserted that this understanding 

and deconstruction must come through reclaiming and celebrating the richness 

and diversity of the region and its peoples; that is, by in fact focusing on these 

differences which have been perverted by colonialism and neocolonialism.

Arturo Escobar (1992a, 1992b) writes in a similar vein that the current 

crisis within Latin America is based upon the crisis of modernity and 

development within the region itself and throughout the world. For him, the
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prescriptions^ to overcome this crisis arise from the very discourses which have 

created and exacerbated the contemporary crisis; that is, modernity and 

development.

The origins of modernity^ occurred simultaneously in Europe and Latin 

America, not only because of the existing communication between the two 

worlds, but also because they were experiencing similar sociohistorical 

processes: "the apogee of the mercantilism of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries" (Quijano, 1993:144).

The problem with Latin America, however, was that just when its 
modernity seemed to enter the phase of the demarcation of its 
specificity and maturity with respect to Europe, when it began to 
define itself as a new social and cultural possibility, it fell victim to 
its colonial relationship to Europe and was subjected to a literally 
Kafkaesque "metamorphosis" (1993:144).

* These prescriptions as outlined by the IMF and the World Bank, have Invariably focused 
almost exclusively on macro-economic conditions and the subsequent structural adjustment 
and stabilization programmes prostyietlsed by these International financial Institutions and 
their Northern governmental partners. For a more Indepth reading of these prescriptions and 
their Impacts on the South and women, see for Instance: Dianne Elson (1989) and Susan 
George (1986).

* It Is the belief of some scholars that the origins of modernity lay with the voyage of 
Columbus and the conquest of the America's. Anibal Quijano posits that '[tjhe history of 
modernity Itself began with the violent encounter between Europe and America at the end of 
the fifteenth century. From then on, there followed, In both worlds, a radical reconstitution 
of the Image of the universe" (1993:141). Escobar furthers this belief through his view that 
the conquest allowed Europe to complete Its picture of the world with It "at the apex of 
history and Inaugurating an unprecedented process of expanding and transforming the globe 
to fit the European Image" (1992a:67). For further discussion on the origins of modernity end 
the conquest of the America's, see for Instance: Todorov (1984).
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This metamorphosis of modernity in Latin America can be seen as one of the 

consequences of the colonial past and the neocolonial present where the project 

of modernization (in the European, "enlightened" sense) has perpetuated the 

hegemonic systems of power and domination which have reproduced Latin 

America as culturally, socially, and economically dependent on Europe and the 

United States.

Within Latin America, this "hegemonic discourse transformed the system 

through which identities were defined" (Escobar, 1992a;65) so that a dualism 

again occurred between the modern and nonmodern. However, as Quijano 

points out astutely;

This dualism cannot be simplistically explained by the opposition 
between the modern and nonmodern, as the apologists of 
"modernization" continue to attempt to do. Rather, it derives from 
the rich, varied, and dense condition of the elements that nourish 
this subjectivity, whose open contradictions also continue to fuse 
together in new meanings and consistencies that articulate 
themselves in new and different structures of intersubjective 
relations (1993:149).

Both Escobar (1992a:67) and Quijano (1993:149) see this metamorphosis in its 

entirety as a key to understanding the unique difference between the "modern" 

of Europe and the United States and that of Latin America. As Escobar states:

In Latin America, the differentiation of economic and cultural modes 
of production and the segmentation and transnationalization of 
cultural and economic systems presuppose and produce a mixture
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of pre- or nonmodern, modern, postmodern, and even antimodern 
forms ... the cultural matrices that are not of modern origin 
(indigenous and African) and large groups of people who are to a 
greater or lesser extent marginalized from the dominant circuits of 
material and symbolic production ... Latin American modernity is 
therefore plural, contradictory and uneven (1992a:67).

Development discourse, as part and parcel of modernity, is grounded 

within the plural, contradictory, and uneven notions of modernity in Latin America 

discussed above. In fact, development has been forced upon Latin America 

(and the rest of the South) as the quintessential project of modernity for the 

saviour of these "nonmodern" societies.

[However, t]o the extent that Latin America continues to be seen in terms 
of the need for "development" based on capital, technology, insertion into 
the international division of labour, and so forth, the crisis will only 
continue to deepen, new forms of colonialism and dependence will be 
introduced, and social fragmentation and violence will become more 
virulent (Escobar, 1992a:64-65).

Some argue that development itself has been and continues to be the bane of 

Latin America in its struggle to free itself from neocolonial domination. However, 

it is this domination and control through the discourse of development which has 

also created "a vast landscape of identities" within the region; identities such as, 

the "illiterate," the "landless peasants," "women bypassed by development," and 

on and on. These have all been "created by the development discourse and 

catalogued among the many abnormalities that development would treat and
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reform through appropriate ’interventions’ (for instance, literacy campaigns, the 

Green Revolution, birth control, [etc.])" (Escobar, 1992a:65-66).

The hegemonic discourse of development, inherently bound up within 

colonial and neocolonial discourses, has both created and portrayed Latin 

America (and the entire South) in terms of "imperfect, abnormal, or diseased 

entities in relation to the developed’ societies" (1992a:65). A context of binary 

opposites between developed and underdeveloped societies has been created 

to define these two types of societies and to produce certain "truths" about them; 

truths which serve to perpetuate the false dichotomies and realities between 

them. Again, according to Escobar, there have been two key factors contributing 

to the effective functioning and continuation of development; "the systematic 

production of knowledge about all aspects - economic, cultural, social - and the 

establishment of vast institutional networks at all levels - from the global to the 

very local" (1992a:66). Stemming from this, development discourse has 

produced what Escobar terms as an "efficient mechanism for producing the 

[South] economically, socially, and culturally; ... [one which] systematically links 

knowledge and power as it deploys each one of its strategies and interventions" 

(1992a:66).^ Therefore, the hegemonic discourse of development is not only 

economic, but social and cultural, which has important impiications for the 

discussion of this study, since to analyze development within this context "is also 

to locate it in the soii and space of modernity" (1992a:66).

'  For further dlecueelon of this link between knowledge and power within development 
discourse, see for Instance; Escobar (19B4>85).
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The combination of the plural, contradictory, and uneven nature of 

modernity, together with the nature of the crisis of development within Latin 

America, are in fact striking signs of modernity’s failure throughout the region.® 

It is this failure of modernity and development which has led to the increased 

marginalization of the majority of Latin American peoples. However, these sites 

of marginalization are also sites of resistance. The failure of modernity and 

development has also led to the realisation among the peoples of Latin America 

that new "collective imaginaries" (Escobar, 1992a:68) must be constructed 

stemming from their own subject positions and identities. These collective 

imaginaries themselves must be capable of "orientating social and political 

action," giving "valorization of popular culture," and of "reworking the concept of 

class to take account of the salience of cultural production and social 

heterogeneity..." (1992a;68). In essence what Escobar, Quijano, and others 

(including this study) are describing and naming are the new social movements 

in Latin America; social movements which have at times been affected greatly 

by their conjuncture with a multiplicity of women's voices given space v,/ithin 

certain manifestations of new social movements and third world feminisms.

'  For an analysis of the notions of modernity and postmodemlty In Latin America, see for 
Instance: Beverley and Oviedo (1992) and Larsen (1992).

132



NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND FEMINISMS' IN LATIN AMERICA

Latin America in ail its richness and diversity has perhaps been affected the 

most profoundly by the rise of new social movements than anywhere else in the 

South (Eckstein, 1989; Escobar and Alvarez, 1992). It is well acknowledged 

within the scholarship on social movements in Latin America that "[t]he coiiective 

forms of sociocuiturai production in [the region] today include an impressive 

variety of manifestations" (Calderôn et al., 1992:20) from Rastafarians in the 

Caribbean (Turner, 1993), to the Madres de Plaza de Mayo (Mothers of the 

Plaza de Mayo) in Buenos Aires (Gonzàlez Bombai, 1987), to the political union 

movements led by Chilean women (Gàlvez and Todaro, 1990), to the indigenous 

movements in Colombia (Findji, 1992), to the struggle for homosexual identities 

in Brazil (MacRae, 1992). What these realities present is the heterogeneity of 

struggles within the rich diversity of Latin America.

The variety of new social movements are due, in part, to the uneven 

character of modernity and development within Latin America and the increasing 

marginalisation of the majority of Latin American peoples through the workings 

of what Tillman Evers terms "the plagues of present day capitalism, in its 

peripheral version" (1985:50). They are also due, in part, to the movement away 

from a primacy and reduction to ciass, towards the plurality of identity and 

subjectivity based upon the everyday meanings of race, class, gender, ethnicity.

' The term "femtnlems" It  used as Stembaeh etal. (1992) and as Latin American feminists 
themseives use it; it represents the different contexts and realities that women experience 
throughout the region, and as such how feminisms vary from context to context
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etc. as experienced by social actors (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Slater 1994).

Feminisms within Latin America have been at the forefront of these 

movements towards the plurality of identity and subjectivity, specifically with 

regards to Latin American women, In fact, they have grown steadily over the 

last two decades, so that today they now form "politically and socially 

heterogeneous [movements with] a broad social base built on long standing and 

intense interaction ... between grass-roots activists and feminists" (Navarro- 

Aranguren, 1992:137). However, during the late 1960s, at a time when second- 

wave feminism® was struggling to gain a foothold in the region, the terms Latin 

American and feminist appeared to be almost contradictory according to 

Navarro-Aranguren (1992:138).

The New Left within Latin America dismissed feminism as a product of 

capitalist contradictions, attacked women espousing feminism as middle-class, 

bourgeois allies of neocolonial. Northern liberal feminists, and accused women 

of undermining the path to socialism.® Although the hegemonic discourse of the 

New Left in Latin America curtailed the development of autonomous second-

'  The "first wave" of Latin American feminism existed from the late nineteenth century 
until the late-1930s, and was identified with the writings and activities of professional women 
(doctors, lawyers, etc.) and with those of women in nationalist, socialist, and anarchist 
movements. "Second wave" feminism within Latin America began prior to the UN Conference 
on Women In 1975, and has since grown "into a multiplicity of forms and projects that now 
reflect greater race, ethnic, and ciass diversity than its North American and European 
counterparts" (Chinchilla, 1993b;4S<46). For a more detailed reading of the history of Latin 
American feminisms, see for instance: Kirkwood (1986) and Lavrin (1985).

* The notion among the New Left that Latin American women do not define themseives 
as feminists was in fact articuiated by some Latin American women in the 1970s. See for 
instance: Chaney (1979), Nash and Safa Eds. (1976), and Stevens (1973).
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wave feminisms within the region during the 1960s, this same discourse and the 

challenge it posed to the military dictatorships at the time, opened up a political 

space for women which eventually led to the formation of more autonomous 

feminisms.

Nancy Saporta Sternbach et al. argue that Latin American feminisms 

"were ... born intrinsically as oppositional movements" (1992:397). They argue 

that Latin American feminist praxis is distinct from that of feminist movements 

elsewhere because the realities of state repression and class warfare were 

instrumental In shaping the women’s movement within the Latin American 

context (1992:397). This context resulted in women of all social classes denying 

their historical exclusion from politics and joining oppositional movements, 

especially in the Southern Cone and Central America. These oppositional 

movements were part of the New Left, and as such this second-wave of Latin 

American feminisms took from the left some of their central concepts (Chinchilla, 

1993a: 18; Sternbach etal., 1992:400; Vargas, 1992:199).

This inheritance led early Latin American feminists (referred to as 

politicas, who were middle-class, academic women) to privilege class struggle 

over gender struggle from a Marxist feminist perspective. However, as Irene 

Campos Carr (1990:460) and Sternbach et al. (1992:400) emphasize, these 

leftist movements were inherently male-dominated and sexist in their orientation, 

which eventually led women to break with the left organizationally, and formulate 

new, socialist feminist perspectives and autonomous organizations. Sternbach
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et al. argue further that these new feminist visions were based on a "commitment 

to radical change in social relations of production -  as well as reproduction -  

while continuing to struggle against sexism within the left" (1992:400) and as 

such constituted the beginnings of the women’s movement in Latin America.

With this shift in focus, Latin American feminist movements began to push 

for universal equality and women’s full citizenship, which entailed neutralizing the 

differences between the genders, according to Virginia Vargas (1992:200). The 

central goal was the universal emancipation of all women through the struggle 

against patriarchy, which was seen as the primary root cause of women’s 

subordination. Yet Vargas argues this universal goal resulted in a form of 

reductionism within feminist theory and praxis in Latin America, since ’’[women’s] 

differences were translated into the presumption of a feminine essence that 

united all women regardless of race, or class status" (1992:200-201). Thus, not 

only were women’s differences homogenized, but also the causes of their 

subordination and the processes for their emancipation.

"In the last decade, however, Latin American feminist movements, or 

’feminisms,' have grown steadily and undergone profound transformations, 

emerging today at the very center of international feminist debates" (Sternbach 

et al., 1992:394). Articulated together with the new social movements in the 

region, they are presenting new and eclectic challenges to the dominant, 

hegemonic discourses within society and struggling to create alternative visions 

for progressive transformation in Latin America.
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However, this Is not entirely "new." Throughout the varied history of Latin 

America, women have been present in many different ways within social 

movements and the struggle for societal transformation (Chinchilla, 1993b;37; 

Jelin, 1990b; 184). Chinchilla posits that these movements have taken the form 

of "[resistance] against conquest and colonization, for independence, pro and 

anticlerical, for and against dictatorships, and movements with diverse ideologies 

(nationalist, anarchist, socialist...) and social bases (workers, peasants, students 

...)" (1993b:37), yet, as she argues, "the documentation and analysis of this 

participation have been, until recently, fragmentary and superficial" (1993b:37). 

However, with the rise of new social movements and the expansion of feminist 

voices in Latin America, there has been a subsequent increase in the 

participation of women, both in mixed-gender and women’s only movements. 

There has also been a corresponding increase in the documentation and 

analysis of these movements (Fisher, 1993; Jaquette, 1989; Jelin, 1990; 

Kuppers, 1994; Radcliffe and Westwood, 1993), which has begun the process 

of rendering women’s participation in new social movements as textually visible 

within scholarship. As well, women’s participation in these new social 

movements, in their struggle for their multiple identities "as workers in trade 

unions, as housewives in squatter settlements, and as mothers defending human 

rights against state repression" (Safa, 1990:354) has been instrumental in 

presenting challenging alternatives to the status quo. As Lourdes Arizpe
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believes: "It Is highly probable that they pave the way to a different future, one 

whose outline we cannot yet discern" (1990:xlv).

VIGNETTES OF RESISTANCE AND CONJUNCTURE

This chapter now begins the task of presenting some of the myriad ways In 

which the resistance and conjuncture^^ of third world feminisms and new social 

movements manifest themselves within the rich diversity of Latin America. 

However, as Elizabeth Jelin cautions:

The wide variety of concrete situations manifested by women's 
collective actions poses considerable difficulties with respect to 
comparability and generalization. Each concrete historical situation 
Is specific and It Is therefore difficult to compare different situations 
or to generalize on the basis of just a few of the many varying 
experiences lived by women (1990:1).

Recognizing Jelln’s point as extremely Important and relevant, this study argues 

for the recognition of the specificity and difference of women’s lived experiences.

"  it is posited by this study that the notion of reststanc» (es discussed in Chspter Three, 
pegs 71, note 1) is bound up with the Integration and articulation of Latin American feminist 
visions and those of the new social movements in the region. The notion of conjunctun 
stems directly from this resistance and feeds back into it also, as woman within the new 
social movements struggle for societal transformation from their everyday raaiitles in the 
social and the cultural, it is these struggles which Inform their various feminisms and thus 
create the muitipie ideologies voiced by women's new social movements, in essence, the 
notions of resistance and conjuncture are integral to each other, since the resistance of Latin 
American women shows the theoretical synthesis and conjuncture of these two perspectives 
at the everyday levais of praxes. As such, practical resistance both creates and is created 
by theoretical conjuncture. Put even more simply, this study argues that the praxes of 
resistance by women In fact entail the conjuncture of theories (and that correspondingly, 
theories of conjuncture are necessary in order to better understand women's resistance of 
praxes).
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It also argues that this diversity must be viewed within the specificity and 

difference of time, place, and space of a rich and varied Latin America. 

Therefore, this section purports neither to make assumptions about, nor to 

generalize across, these muitipie differences.

This section will provide a textual deconstruction and discourse analysis 

of the scholarship on three vignettes of resistance and conjuncture within 

women's new social movements in order to show the diversity of realities bound 

up with these movements and to posit that these realities inform the open-ended, 

working sets of ideas presented in Chapters Two and Three. In other words, 

this study proposes that the plurality and diversity presented in the literature and 

research on women's new social movements points to the need for similarly 

nuanced types of analyses. It is to this crucial point which this study wiil return 

to subsequently in the chapter. This will be discussed through a presentation of 

the theoretical reconceptualizations occurring within new social movements and 

feminisms in Latin America, as well as of the current theoretical directions in 

which the discourse and scholarship on the conjuncture of these two 

perspectives is pointed.

Collective Identity And Struggle: Ecuador

Amy Conger Lind, in her research with popular women's organizations in 

Ecuador, outlines how the popular struggles in that country proliferated during 

the process of (re)democratization in the mid-1970s. During this period, social
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actors from various places in the grassroots began to establish collective, 

pluralist spaces outside of the traditional political realm of parties, the state, and 

the development apparatus (Lind, 1992:139, 134). Women's organizations and 

feminist movements were at the forefront of this move towards autonomy and 

Lind asserts that such a move "has been key in shaping feminist frameworks 

and political strategies" (1992:142). In fact, through her research, she has 

witnessed Ecuadoran feminists building coalitions across working-class and 

middle-class women’s organizations. This solidarity across differences has 

provided the "collective spaces in which poor and middle-class women could 

establish a dialogue and discuss similarities among themselves, as well as 

recognize forms of power in their everyday lives" (1992:143).

Perhaps most significantly, Ecuadoran women have recognized that 

"regardless of their economic class, race, and ethnicity ... they have particular 

needs' as women, needs derived from their gender identity" (1992:144). This 

gender identity, however, is not a static notion, but rather, a dynamic process "in 

which identity ... can change over time, according to the ways in which gender 

is represented at a societal level and embodied in the subject" (1992:138). 

Gendered identity is bound up with the everyday of the sociocultural and the 

lived experiences of daily life which manifest themselves across ethnicity, race, 

and class. As women organize to build collective identities from their different 

realities, "poor women come to base their politics on their reproductive roles, 

[yet] they [in turn] challenge the meaning of ascribed gender roles, as well as the
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implications these roles have in the reproduction of society" (1992:144). In other 

words, women are not only struggling over material resources, but also 

struggling to create identities based on their everyday meanings which both 

challenges dominant representations of gender and incorporates these identities 

and subject positions into the ideologies of their sociocultural, political struggles.

The context for this discussion stems from Lind's observations of the 

Centro Femenino 8 de Marzo or March 8th Feminine Centre^\ located in the 

district of Chillogallo, Quito.

The Centro was established in 1985, by a group of local women 
who felt the three fold need to (1) gain a collective stronghold, as 
women, in the already existing community organizational structure, 
... ; (2) learn practical skills and collectivize costs; and (3) form a 
group in which they could talk among themselves and discuss 
themes relating to their lives as women (1992:144).

In essence, what the women of the Centro have built for themselves and other 

women is a collective space where the transformation and politicization of 

gender identity that occurs through collective participation can be actualized and 

articulated through collective action (1992:144). The twenty or so women who 

participate on a regular basis buy food collectively in an effort to reduce 

household costs, yet their involvement goes far beyond this mobilization around

" A t Lind notât: "The women collectively chote the name Centro Feminine 8 de Marzo 
... becaute of Its tie to International Women’t  Day" (1992:149, note 12).

"  LInd't analytit It bated on fieldwork conducted at a retearcher and participant In the 
Centro during January 1989 and June through Augutt 1989.
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resources. Feminist workshops have been organized where issues of "sexuality, 

state and domestic violence, and employment skills" have been discussed and 

where "political tactics are discussed and agreed on" as well (1992:144). They 

have not only placed various demands on the city of Quito to improve the living 

conditions of their neighbourhoods, but are also in the process of struggling to 

gain legal representation of the Centro, which is a significant political move 

towards greater autonomy and power for the women in the movement.

This latter focus of the women in the Centro reveals the central feminist 

strategy of consciousness-raising as a method of support and politicization. 

While conscientization allows women to recognize their different identities and 

subject positions, as well as their unity across these differences, it also enables 

"women to struggle as groups of women [within new social movements] so that 

[their] political and ideological visions [which arise from their everyday realities] 

will impact society at large" (1992:146). In other words, these women have 

begun to politicize the everyday sphere, and thus begin the process of breaking 

down the dichotomy between the public and the private spheres, and in so 

doing, they have questioned the division between practical and strategic gender 

interests.

Such categories maintain a false barrier in our thinking about 
political and economic strategies of survival and resistance. It 
would be more useful to understand change as it occurs at the site 
of identity production, as well as at the societal level, as new 
conceptualizations of gender are re-presented (Lind, 1992:145).
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Women of the Centro have organized based on both their material needs 

and their identity-based needs, which shows the synthesis of their practical and 

their strategic interests into a coiiective "chailenge to authority as it is manifested 

in the everyday sphere" (1992:145). This synthesis is shown in the following 

testimoniai statement;

I joined Centro Feminino 8 de Marzo because I wanted to leave the 
routine of the household ... Also, I wanted to make new friendships, 
learn new things that will help me as a women and as a mother. 
My biggest dream is to prepare myself more so that I can help 
other women like myself that need moral support so that they 
continue in the their struggle to make others respect our rights, and 
to make others value us as women who think and have dreams, 
faith, and hope ... For this reason we will shout, "Enough 
humiliations and discrimination against women! Long live 
organized women I

The struggle for collective identity through a synthesis of their interests as 

women are as much struggles to address their reproductive work, and gender, 

class, and ethnic relations, as they are struggles to empower themselves through 

the transformation and politicization of their identity stemming from their subject 

positions.

Women in [the] Centro recognize that power is inherent in people's 
daily actions, speech, language, and movements. They have 
recognized forms of power in their interpersonal and familial

"  Beatrix Ortega, excerpt from Nuestn Voz, March 1989; the newspaper of the Centro. 
As cited In; Lind (1992:146).
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relationships and have made this politically visible by emphasizing 
'democracy within the household’ (1992:147).

This challenge within the household shows that the transcendence of the gender 

division of labour, which has been intricately connected to the binary 

private/public divide, is but one aspect of women's organizing strategies. 

Women's resistance takes piace within the home and within society at large 

through their coiiective action in new social movements, which have formed 

themselves autonomously from the traditional politics of the state, political 

parties, and developmental organizations. As such, they have recast the political 

to the social and the cultural based on their collective identities and subjectivities 

experienced in their everyday realities. As Lind concludes: "Ultimately, [these 

women's new social movements] challenge the social organization of society" 

(1992:148) through their resistance to male domination within the household and 

to their struggle to valorize their roles and identities within the community.

Women Recast The Political: Chile

While women's involvement with popular organizations in their poblaciones or 

neighbourhoods In Chile was substantial during the 1960s and 1970s, with the 

overthrow of the Allende government in 1973, and the subsequent military 

dictatorship of Pinochet, women's popular movements became much more 

widespread, so that during the 1980s and today there has been "a veritable 

explosion of organizations" (Schild, 1994:59). However, as Verônica Schild
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points out through her research with women’s popular movements in Chile, the 

forms that these movements take are "new." This "newness," however, stems 

not from a class-based opposition to the enemy of the military state, but from the 

gendered participation among poor and working-class women from different 

ethnicities in cultural and political struggles from their lived experiences.

Through Schild’s research with pobladoras or women from the 

poblaciones of the municipality of La PIntana, Santiago she found that these 

women decided to become involved in the community "out of economic 

necessity," "experience with political repression," or because "they felt isolated 

and bored at home" (1994:62). However, no matter the stated reasons for their 

involvement, most women ended up initially in handicraft workshops in their 

poblaciones. These women thus found themselves in neighbourhood income- 

generation groups, even though their stated reasons for involvement may have 

been more "strategic" in nature. These groups in essence were established to 

provide "immediate, tangible benefits for those in a desperate economic 

situation" (1994:62) which perpetuated the responsibility of poor and working- 

class women for the tasks of reproduction and the supplementation of family 

incomes in the context of a retreating Chilean welfare state. This evidence 

"illustrates how gender has shaped both the policies of the authoritarian state 

and the opportunities for action available to women" (1994:62) since women

Schild'* study Is bssed upon materials collected during three field trips to Santiago, 
Chile: first, from October 1986 to January 1988; second, from September to November 1991; 
and third, from April to July 1992.
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became involved not only because of their socio-economic class positions, but 

also because of their gender.

However, some women in these groups did begin to share their 

organizational skills and backgrounds with other activists in those new social 

movements that they themselves were also part of. In other words, women in 

income-generation activities and other community based groups became 

increasingly involved in the alternative activities of new social movements. They 

"formed part of an ongoing network of collective work sustained by women 

whose involvement has a distinct pattern" (1994:62) based upon the cross

communication and sharing of "organizational skills and know-how accumulated 

In a variety of settings" (1994:63) across their different experiences mediated by 

race, class, ethnicity, etc. Thus, women’s involvement In these new movements 

create and provide the spaces for many women to "acquire the elements of a 

gender-specific culture of citizenship" (1994:64) which is based upon both a 

political and a cultural learning or conscientization of themselves; of their 

identities and their subjectivities. "Thus, practices that embody questions of who 

they are, what their rights are, and what fields of action are appropriately theirs 

are a central aspect of learning to become political agents" (1994:64).

In this sense, women in the poblaciones are not only challenging and 

resisting the preestablished meanings and social constructions of appropriate 

femininity; but, challenging power relations within the household and society at 

large. Women are therefore recasting the political based upon their involvement
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in the everyday vocabularies and actions which shape their identities, and 

moving beyond the private/public divide to change society and its hegemonic 

discourses. As Schild concludes from her research;

In other words, political learning in this context is a form of cultural 
production through everyday language that involves competent and 
creative participants, not passive recipients of preestablished 
discourses. Thus, it is used here to account for individuals’ active 
relation to their subjectivities (1994:64-65).

It is this distinct pattern which is a key to understanding that although 

gender has shaped women’s involvement in these new social movements, it 

does not essentialize a "real underlying unity among women" (1994:68) in the 

search for shared gender experiences across the multiple experiences of 

women. This can be seen most clearly in the relationships between middle-class 

feminists and grassroots pobladoras who as activists have brought new levels 

of awareness to the movements themselves, and who in turn have also brought 

new ideas of feminism to the movements. The reconceptualizations within Latin 

American feminisms have begun to focus on the diversity of Latin American 

women beyond the lived experiences of class and gender, and now look to their 

differences based on their "status, ... ethnic and regional origin, political and 

religious affiliations, and ... sexual preferences ..." (1994:70). Schild, therefore, 

argues that women do not struggle to discover a common female identity or
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experience beyond language, but struggle to establish solidarity based on the 

negotiation of their differences grounded in language (1994:70).

In other words, women who have begun to carry out duties competently 

in spheres other than the home (that is in the new social movements) have 

begun to question not only their personal situations, but the larger structural 

issues of class, gender, and ethnic oppression. This questioning and 

conscientization, however, is not bound up in the abstractness of the similarities 

and generalizations of women's oppressions, but rather in the concreteness of 

the differences they experience. Solidarity then, stems from the discussion of 

these differences, not from some overarching language of "sameness." This is 

seen clearly in the status-based differences among pobladoras, "where women 

who enjoy a better economic situation ... a higher level of formal education ... 

[etc.] have a greater interest in maintaining these differences" (1994:70).

This perhaps points to a central example of the myriad ways in which 

women's identities and subject positions manifest themselves from the everyday 

into the articulation of ideologies grounded in these realities. Schild posits that 

the example rests in the fact that the very feminist discourses which pobladoras 

in the past felt marginalized by, have been appropriated by these same 

pobladoras, and accounts for their (re)claiming of their voices and the 

(re)creation of multiple feminisms which inform their collective identities and 

actions (1994:68). Women in the poblaciones and new social movements, 

especially the leaders of these movements, have taken the middle-class feminist
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emphasis on the Issues of equality and rights and made them their own, which 

has allowed them to speak of "hacerse respetar" (eliciting respect from others) 

and of "pelear por sus derechos" (fighting for one’s own rights) not only within 

the household and society at large, but also within their relationships with 

middle-class feminists. Therefore, pobladoras as well as middle-class feminists 

have begun to forge relationships based on a commitment to work with each 

other across their differences in order to confront the realities of everyday life; 

”[e]ven though women continue to beaten at home and subjugated, they are 

beginning to take stands one wouldn't have dreamt often years ago" (1994:72).

In fact, many of the contemporary activists and leaders of the new social 

movements within the poblaciones do not hesitate to call themselves feminists; 

however, they invariably qualify this label.

We have always felt that we are different - yes, we are all women, 
but we live our discrimination differently. For example, it is true 
that the law discriminates against all women. But it affects the 
poor more than the rich because the rich know how to work with it, 
how to move around it, whereas we often don’t even know the law 
existsi Thus, discrimination and the process of liberation acquire 
very different connotations for the two groups of women ... 
bourgeois feminists talk about sexual discrimination in the 
workplace, ... and so on, taking for granted that the workplace is 
where all women are located ... in the world pobladoras, where 
the majority are homemakers, paid work is seen as something they 
still have to fight for, many don’t even feel that it is a right 
(1994:72).'®

"  Carmen, a leader of one of the popular women's organlzationa taken from Interview 
conducted by Schild.
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This statement Illustrates the multiple feminist identities that are present within 

the richness and diversity of Latin American women and furthermore, "illustrates 

the impact of feminist discourses on the construction of subjectivities and 

collective identities by organized pobladoras" (1994:72).

Women within new social movements have come to identify an awareness 

and consciousness with their realities and construct identities and subjectivities 

(which have always been present) into ideologies based from their lived 

experiences; "in essence they have come to articulate their own sense of who 

they are" (1994:72). Yet, this sense of self "should be understood to be multiple, 

often contradictory, and open to redefinition" (1994:74) within the context of the 

sociocultural and the historical. In constructing ideologies from the sociocultural, 

women have created collective actions for social change bound up within the 

historicity of struggle, and it is in this sense that women have recast the political 

to include those cultural struggles of the everyday outside of the traditional 

political perspectives. Schild concludes:

[This] creates possibilities for challenges and resistances, for 
ultimately people are not mere cultural dupes; they are active 
subjects who engage in renegotiating their subjectivities, 
transforming their experiences, and shaping their coiiective 
identities. Thus, learning to speak in their own voices may very 
well lead - and in some cases already is leading - many organized 
pobladoras to new-found capacities. To paraphrase the Brazilian 
anthr jlogist Teresa Pires de Rio Caldeira, they are trading their 
suboidinate position in political struggles for forms of participation 
"without masks" (1994:74).
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Everyday Meaning And Struggle: Brazil

The development of social movements since the early 1970s, in the urban 

context of Sâo Paulo has been mainly constituted and led by women, where 

these movements themselves have come to be seen as "new" in comparison to 

those movements of the recent past (Caldeira, 1990:47-48). From research with 

women's new social movements in the neighbourhoods of Sâo Paulo, Teresa 

Pires de Rio Caldeira outlines, that it seems these new movements are more 

democratic in their internal decision-making (based on consensus and not the 

representation of interests model) and seek to establish and build community 

(1990:48). They also voice their interests autonomously from the state-centered 

political realm. The expressions adopted by these new movements emphasize 

a collective and public presence in all situations (1990:48). Perhaps, most 

significantly, the "newness" of these movements rests in the fact that 

participation in them is not defined solely by class, but by gender, ethnicity, and 

race as well.

These findings thus illustrate what Caldeira sees as the "novelty" of these 

movements, a novelty bound up with the different ways women participate in the 

movements and the ways in which the work of these movements captures the 

experience of the everyday. In other words, the cultural context of these 

movements in which collective action is carried out in a more broadly defined 

political space is seen by Caldeira as a common thread linking some of these 

movements. This in itself stems from women's collective identity established
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through the "organization of daily iife, interpersonal relationships, and the 

development of a vision of society [ideologies]" (1990:49) grounded in their 

subject positions. As Caldeira believes: "With these new perspectives on the 

relevance of daily life we might be able to reach an understanding of women’s 

enormous participation in the [new] social movements" (1990:49).

Working with the inhabitants of six colonias or neighbourhoods on the 

periphery of Sâo Paulo^°, the researchers found many types of organizations 

where women were involved. As Caldeira writes, "it is important to bear in mind 

this heterogeneity in order to understand women’s active participation [in the 

movements]" (1990:51). However, from their interactions with women from these 

neighbourhoods, they found that "[w]hat was important for the majority of [them] 

were the things that had happened in their private and family lives ... Their 

domestic space and daily life was what mattered to them and they wanted to talk 

about it in the interviews" (1990:55).

The mention of politics by the researchers was invariably met with "'I don’t 

know,' 'who can say,’ ’I don’t get involved with that,' I don't understand politics,’ 

and similar responses" (1990:55) which leads Caldeira to write that a "polarity 

between 'women’s talk' and 'political things’ ... [comes] up" (1990:56). What this 

points directly to is the division between the public and private spheres; the 

binary opposition of the male and the female worlds, where men engage in

"  The data from thia reaearch was collected by a team of reaearchera, Plrea de Rio 
Caldeira Included, from September 1981 to 1983 in the marginal urban neighbourhoods of Slo 
Paulo.
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"politics" and women engage in "less significant matters." Yet, as Caldeira 

claims, these "spaces or spheres [are ones where] women include, or from 

which they exclude, themselves" (1990:56) and where their participation in new 

social movements is situated in the sphere of 'women's talk,' that is in the 

everyday.

According to those women in the movements themselves, their 

participation is grounded in their everyday lives within the household and the 

community. This identity is very important to who they are as both women and 

people, since it provides space outside the home for shared learning 

experiences with other women; as one activist states:

[bjecause it seems to me that it's an exchange of experiences and 
for those who, let's say, didn't get much chance to study, then we 
learn like this, by exchanging experiences and learning things 
about life through practical experience.^^

Interestingly, women who are housewives, or who are engaged in informal sector 

work are able to participate because their time is more flexible than that of 

women who are engaged in formal sector activity, and the women of the 

marginal neighbourhoods in Sâo Paulo are of the former group. "[These] women 

are thus able to participate because of the flexibility and availability of their time.

"  Excerpt from an interview with Z,, a housewife, mother, and participant of the 
Comunidêdea EcIm M»s de Bass or Christian Baae Communities (CEBs) in Slo Pauio. As 
cited in Caldeira (1990:67*S8).
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but it is these very same factors that also create a need for them to participate 

[in the first place]" (1990:57).

What is at issue here is the notion of identity construction which stems 

from both women’s role in the private sphere as wife, mother, etc. and women's 

sense of shared communities. While this identity is created from the everyday 

and may perpetuate and reinforce the dichotomy between the public and the 

private, "it also helps to establish a really new experience, perceived as an 

opening-up and liberation. A new space is being created, not only to enable 

women to share the ... pervasive oppression and to identify common problems, 

but to construct an agreeable alternative" (1990:64). It is here where women in 

the neighbourhoods have come to articulate their collective identities into 

collective actions within new social movements and to engage in the politics of 

daily life, both affecting and modifying it.

An example of this would be conflicts within the household. These have 

at times been based on the male perception of women's involvement in social 

movements as an "abandonment" of their homes and children (1990:65). 

However, women have begun to confront these challenges due to the very fact 

that they are involved in these movements.

My husband doesn't like me to participate. Ah, but even if there’s 
a fuss, I go. I don't know, he seems to think that I go out to much, 
that I stay out to long ... But I like it so I put my foot down and go. 
Sometimes, when ... i get back there's a row, a fight. But he's the 
one who causes it, I don't want to get involved in arguments, and 
the following day i'll go again ... Women must do something they
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like; I like doing it sol do i t ... You make friends in the local groups, 
you make contacts and it opens women up, little by little things 
become clearer; let's see if we can overcome this fear we have of 
our husbands.

Other activists have had more success in these very important matters; 

successes which translate into significant transformations within the household.

I had a lot of activities in the [cjhurch but at home I couldn't break 
away from a load of things I felt were my duty because I'm a 
woman, a mother. I just couldn't break away. I began to be aware 
of this through the women's group and I said to hell with it all 
because it wasn't me who should be doing them!... Now we divide 
everything between us ... its much better, because I don't feel I'm 
being oppressed by anyone .. When I discovered myself as a 
woman, that I have the same rights as everyone else, my 
relationship with my children changed, everything changed and our 
relationship improved one-hundred percent. My relationship with 
my husband got better, I mean it was as if we had just met now, 
three years later

These changes are significant in that women from various experiences 

have been able to discuss and talk about their struggles within the household 

with other women in the movements, which has allowed them the space to 

analyze critically the situations in which they live. Women's actions from their

"  Excerpt from an interview conducted with L , a married women with six children, who 
Is a member of the CEBs, participant In the nurseries campaign, and a dishwasher In a 
company. As cited In Caldeira (1980:65).

' Excerpt from an Interview conducted with I., a married woman and housewife who Is 
an ex*member of ths CEBs, a member of the Woman's Group, and a participant In the 
nurseries campaign. As cited In Caldeira (1990:66).
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subject positions are therefore (re)defining the spheres of the public and the 

private and transforming this dichotomy, which entails the (re)definition of the 

political to that of the social and the cultural. Women involved in the new social 

movements are engaged in the politics of the everyday and tend to separate 

themselves away from traditional politics; "they set their community and 

egalitarian experience and the struggle for the common good against the 

individualistic interests of politics" (1990:67). In other words, women in new 

social movements "tend to promote change in accordance with the manner in 

which space in the neighbourhood is represented" (1990:68) that is, from their 

private world which they bring to the public world. "[T]he daily action of the [new] 

social movements is thus the transformation in women's situation" (1990:72).

This transformation from the grassroots is even more significant as it 

becomes articulated with the diverse discourses of Brazilian and Latin American 

feminisms. As Caldeira writes:

[The new social movements] are spaces in which the issues 
generated by the feminist movement develop easily. They 
constitute an environment of collective discussion, one that 
encompasses a "community" and which legitimizes the politicization 
of the private sphere in defence of individual rights, which is the 
basic way to arrive at the notion of defending civil rights. Thus, 
these associations and movements are fertile ground for redefining 
and criticizing sexism, racism, authoritarianism, and intolerance in 
the heart of society (1990:74).
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Moreover, what this means is the formation of ideologies grounded in the 

everyday have come to be articulated with those of feminism. This has 

uncovered the central point that, in fact, the personal Is political, which In turn Is 

based upon the Identities and subjectivities of the actors involved, where their 

Ideologies are fragmentary and fluid. This points to the wider political, social, 

and cultural transformations occurring within Latin America from the rich and 

varied diversity of women’s new social movements.

THEORETICAL RECONCEPTUALIZATIONS: PRAXIS MAKES PERFECT?

As discussed In Chapters Two and Three, there has been, generally, a marked 

shift within contemporary discourse and scholarship regarding the theoretical 

perspectives on social movements and feminisms. These reconceptualizations 

have as well had the!" own visitations within the rich and diverse context of Latin 

America. New social movement theories and third world feminist theories in 

Latin America have undergone myriad changes towards more holistic 

understandings of difference, plurality, and heterogeneity of the women involved 

in these movements. This study argues that these reconceptualizations have in 

fact been precipitated by the practice of women's new social movements 

throughout Latin America. This can be seen In the analysis and deconstruction 

of the scholarship on these movements. Thus, this chapter now turns from the 

discussion of the praxes of resistance and the conjuncture of theories, discussed 

above, to the discussion of the reconceptualizations within Latin American social
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movement and feminist theories. This will provide the basis for the subsequent 

presentation of the theories of conjuncture on the resistance of praxes within the 

discourse and scholarship of women's participation in and engagement with new 

social movements and third world feminisms in Latin America.

New Social Movement Autonomy: Politics Beyond The State

Social movements in Latin America, as has been shown, encompass a wide 

diversity and plurality of movements, and it is these rich differences in praxes 

which in effect make these movements new. Social movements theory in Latin 

America has also come to demonstrate this heterogeneity in its interpretation of 

these new movements, especially in regards to the following central issues;

the supposed class basis of social movements, the possibility 
and/or the desirability of autonomy, the re-active or pro-active 
character of the collective actions, the degree in which these 
movements form a conjunctural phenomenon, and, finally, the 
contribution of social movements to social change (Schuurman and 
Heer, 1992:10).

These shifting theoretical notions within the scholarship on social movements 

have come about as a result of the changing nature of popular practice on the 

margins, as well as the changing nature of the debates within the broader scope 

of the crises of Marxism and functionalism discussed in Chapter Three. 

However, for the purposes of this chapter, this section will focus upon how "the
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diverse and multifaceted movements that have surfaced In recent years, [have 

caused] ripple effects In both theoretical and political contexts" (Slater, 1985:1).

Despite the heterogeneity of the new social movements in Latin America, 

this study argues that there are two key features of most contemporary popular 

movements. These two features are grounded in the notions of identity and 

subjectivity beyond the socio-economic class positions of the social actors and 

the movement away from the traditional state-centered, political framework. In 

other words, more autonomous spaces within the social and the cultural are 

being opened up as political struggles, as peoples on the margins grapple with 

their identity and subject positions beyond those of their class positions.

Nowhere is this seen more clearly than in the new social movements led 

by and for women. Pobladora activists in the popular organizations of Santiago 

have begun to form collective identities based upon their lived experiences 

beyond those of their socio-economic class, it is these identities grounded in 

their gender, class, and ethnic experiences of the everyday which stem from 

their multiple subjectivities of these integrative standpoints. Thus, women’s daily 

sociocultural struggles have been translated and recast to the realm where this 

resistance takes place; that of the political. Women have begun to "question 

who they are, what their rights are, and what fields of action are appropriately 

theirs," all central aspects of learning to become political agents, according to 

Schild (1994:64).
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As seen through the literature and research on the other vignettes of 

resistance and conjuncture analysed and discussed in the previous section, 

women’s new social movements have indeed recast the political to the everyday, 

autonomous from the state and political parties. Their struggle and resistance 

occurs both within and outside the household and seeks out a definite 

transformation and redefinition of civil society rather than a restitution of its old 

forms (Schild, 1994:75), Significantly, these struggles have brought about the 

incorporation of a reconceptualized notion of class and politics within some of 

the contemporary theoretical perspectives on new social movements in Latin 

America (Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Jelin 1990; Laclau, 1985; Slater, 1985, 

1994).

The spaces in which these movements act have come to be seen as 

autonomous from the established political organs and institutions. More 

importantly, it has come to be recognized within theory that the creation of these 

new spaces from within the sociocultural experiences of the everyday beyond 

class are indeed legitimate grounds of poiitical struggle. According to Evers, 

they strive to "[create] spaces for the experience of more coiiective social 

relations, of a less market-orientated consciousness, of less alienated 

expressions of culture, and of different basic values and assumptions . . . "  

(1985:51) than the dominant state-centered political and neoliberal economic 

paradigms which pervade the region and the entire globe.
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Ernesto Laclau sees new social movements in Latin America as arising 

from the crises of the state in the region and the two over-arching poiitical 

matrices of popular mobilisations in the region; liberalism and populism 

(1985:39). He argues that the contemporary movements have gone beyond the 

obvious limits of these less than progressive^^ visions precisely because of their 

limitations both in theory and praxis and of their totalising nature of universal 

popular mobilisations (1985:41). For Laclau:

The radical democratic potential of the new social movements lies 
precisely ... In their implicit demand for a radically open and 
indeterminate view of society, in so far as every 'global' social 
arrangement Is only the contingent result of bargaining between a 
plurality of spaces and not a foundational category, which would 
determine the meaning and limits of each of these spaces 
(1985:39),

Therefore, Laclau, among others (Evers 1985; Escobar and Alvarez, 1992; Jelin, 

1990; Slater, 1985) argues that new social movements in Latin America do not 

strive to acquire state power, but rather seek alternative transformations of 

society based on pluralism, heterogeneity, and indeterminate, open-ended 

possibilities of future societies. Perhaps it is useful here to turn to the

"  For an Indepth analytle of these two currents within traditional ec... ship on Latin 
America, see for instance: Kiarén and Bossert Eds. (1976).

"  The term "progressive" is being used here to mean the transformation of society along 
more equitable lines in terms of the relationships between classes, genders, races, 
ethnicities, etc. and which encompasses the notions of social Justice, peace, ecoiogicai 
protection, and spiritual fulfilment.
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conclusions of a number of Latin American scholars who also espouse a 

recasting of the political which they see occurring within the contemporary 

movements of the region, like those previously presented within specific times, 

places, and spaces in Ecuador, Chile, and Brazil. For Calderôn et al.,

we cannot overlook the fact that the social movements of twenty- 
five years ago had strong state/political orientations and that, in 
contrast, many of today’s actors are searching for their own cultural 
identities and spaces for social expression, cultural or otherwise 
(1992:23).

Orlando Pals Borda points out the revolutionary potential of these trends within 

the new social movements:

These emphases on civilian ism stemming from respect for human 
life, on decentralized autonomy with regional fragmentation of state 
power through new pacts, and on being open to pluralism and 
ethical values, together with other aspects of participatory 
democracy that also deserve mention, may serve to reorganize 
society using democratic models that will put a stop to the 
disastrous onrush of violence and exploitative underdevelopment 
(1992:312).

Within Latin America, civil society has indeed been impacted upon 

significantly by the state. This has been due to both the repression and 

marginalization of the peoples of the region at the hands of the state and to the 

delegitimization of the state in the minds of these very same peoples. Therefore, 

while it can be argued that the state is a referent for almost all social movements
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(Calderôn et al.,1992:25) It remains that within contemporary Latin America, 

there are segments of society which are attempting to pull away from the state 

and traditional politics. This movement away from the old school of politics has 

as its basis the resistance and imagination of Latin American peoples "to 

(re)affirm their identity and find their 'small' representivity within their own space" 

(1992:26).

Taking from the literature and research of popular women's organizing in 

the colonias of Sâo Paulo, It can be seen that these women are voicing their 

interests autonomously from state and party politics. While these women have 

experienced oppression and marginalization due to their gender, class, and 

ethnic identities, they have begun to use these as sites of resistance and 

struggle. Due to economic crisis and state conformity to structural adjustment 

programmes, many women have been forced Into the Informal sector as 

strategies of survival. Therefore, within their everyday lives, these women have 

in fact been able to organize within new social movements specifically because 

of the flexibility and availability of their time as informal sector workers. It is this 

collective identity, which is translated into collective actions and their espousal 

of multiple feminist voices from the social and the cultural which opens up and 

recasts the political. Not only does this challenge the power structures within 

their own spaces, but also they challenge society at large. Therefore, women 

within the colonias of Sâo Paulo are reafRrming their identities within their small
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spaces and at the same time resisting and struggling for social transformation 

outside the traditional political realm.

The natures and forms that the praxes of such resistance take have had 

significant impacts on the discourse and scholarship of new social movements 

and feminisms within Latin America; that is, on the theories of conjuncture. It is 

these practices on the margins which have led to the reconceptualizations within 

theories and which point to the multiple futures of very different societies. In 

fact, Calderôn et al. point out the very natures of the crises and the possibilities 

of different futures which movements such as these suggest; "the state is faced 

with a significant breakdown and fragmentation of society, and one can 

hypothesize that these phenomena might spawn a new society that will 

eventually reconstruct its own state" (1992:25). Although new social movements 

arise from the immediate contexts in which social actors find themselves, the 

Latin American realities argued above have permeated each locality of the 

region in one form or another over the past two decades. As such, the multiple 

struggles of resistance and conjuncture of these movements, as seen through 

the scholarship from Ecuador, Chile, and Brazil, legitimate the rise of these 

movements and the emancipatory struggles of women on the margins.

Thus, the multiplicity of practices by the new social actors in the 
region - stimulating, colourful and polyvalent - teaches us that 
"small" does not amount to "insignificant," that small can be 
beautiful, terrible, and extremely complex. We must understand 
that this plurality of identities and the demand for autonomy that
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these identities present to us are essential for the development of 
any theory, utopia, or project for change (Calderôn, 1992:27).

Feminist Differences: Riding the Waves Towards Pluralism

The development and reconceptualization of Latin American feminist theories 

and praxis are seen by a number of Latin American and Northern feminist 

scholars, notably Navarro-Aranguren (1991), Sternbach etal, (1992), and Vargas 

(1992), as arising in part out of the Latin American feminist Encuentros or 

Encounters where women from divergent backgrounds have begun to 

reconceptualize their differences and posit new, eclectic feminist visions. The 

Encuentros revealed the diversity of the women’s movement in Latin America, 

which gradually convinced participants of the necessity to shift terminology away 

from "class" to "movements" and "feminisms." Politicas advocating the primacy 

of class argued with féministes who saw the need to transform women’s 

reproductive role, who argued with doble militancies who sought to synthesize 

both aspects of women's subordination (Safa, 1990; Sternbach et al., 1992; 

Vargas, 1992). However, at later Encuentros:

[b]lack and indigenous feminists argued that women’s lives are 
shaped by race as much as by class and gender and that, as a 
result, their lived experience is very different from that of a white or 
mestiza women. White, middle class feminists, they maintain, 
privilege gender and ignore the fact that women’s consciousness 
emerges at the intersection of race, class, and gender where it 
molds unique action (Gallin and Ferguson, 1993:6).
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These feminist Ecuentros demonstrate that contemporary feminisms in Latin 

America are politically, socially, and culturally heterogeneous, multi-racial and 

multi-class, and include "women at different stages of feminist thought" 

(Sternbach et al., 1992:422).

The most recent Latin American feminist Encuentro, held in Costa del Sol, 

El Salvador in 1993, exemplifies this growing respect for diversity, while 

maintaining a commitment to solidarity across differences. Veronica Alemàn, et 

al. point out that at the 1993 Encuentro, "women tried to make room for their 

differences based on a respect for their diversity" (1993:23). Once marginalized 

lesbian, black, and indigenous women spoke of both the necessity in recognizing 

free choice of sexual preference and of reflecting on the questions of race and 

ethnicity respectively (1993:23).

This focus on the diverse identities of women in Latin America, combined 

with the coalitions across these differences, was further made apparent by 

Alemàn et al's observation that

all [the women] agreed that they share a common vision of a 
feminist utopia, [b]ut their ideas about the development of a 
concrete political project, with strategies for the here and now,’ and 
about the definition of organizational structures are clearly not 
homogeneous (1993:22).
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Thus, within Latin America the articulation of a number of feminisms has arisen 

with the development of the Latin American women’s movement. In the words 

of Latin American feminist Virginia Vargas:

[this development has] showfn] that it is no longer possible to 
speak of women's identity, anchored and built on their experience 
as a subordinate gender. Instead, we need to recognize the 
plurality of experiences, the possibility of multiple representations 
and identities (1992:196).

These reconceptualizations within Latin American feminisms stem from 

the multiple, divergent, and different realities, consciousness, and contexts 

women experience within the region. However, Gallin and Ferguson (two 

Northern feminists writing on Latin American feminisms) argue that the 

implications of this plurality of consciousness in effect limit the means of struggle 

for women's emancipation (1993.6). In order to argue their point, they utilize 

Maxine Molyneux's (1985) concepts of practical and strategic gender interests^^ 

which in essence presents the distinction between the feminist and feminine 

movements within Latin America. Gallin and Ferguson state;

[feminine] groups pursue practical gender interests that do not 
challenge gender subordination directly, while feminist groups 
pursue strategic gender interests that analyze women's

** Practtcil gender intereete/neede ere those that arise from women's concrete material 
condition within society, while strategic gender interests/needs are those that arise from 
women's engendered position within society vis-a-vis men. For a more in-depth analysis of 
these concepts, see for Instance: IMoiyneux (198S).
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subordination and develop an ’alternative, more satisfactory set of 
arrangements to those which exist’ (1993:6).

According to these two scholars, women’s different interests are immutable or 

constant, and therefore only those groups that pursue women’s strategic 

interests seek women’s true emancipation. However, as has been discussed 

above in the case of the popular women’s social movement, Centro Feminino 8 

de Marzo in Ecuador, women’s multiple differences and subordinations entail a 

synthesis of their practical and strategic gender interests as they manifest 

themselves in daily iife. Thus, the either/or dichotomies and the primacy of one 

particular emancipatory project over another presented by Gallin and Ferguson 

fails to offer new visions for the reconceptualization of Latin American feminisms, 

let alone women’s emancipation.

Saiiie Westwood and Sarah A. Radcliffe (two Northern feminists as well, 

writing, however, from a postmodern perspective on gender, race, and identity 

in Latin America) state that the focus on the either/or dichotomy of 

practical/strategic gender interests, as well as the notions of the public/private 

and feminist/feminine have a "universalising quality” and a "linear view of 

progress” all predicated on "post-Enlightened metanarratives” (1993:20). For 

these two feminists, this raises serious problems, not only for feminist theories, 

but for feminist praxes as well.

168



Such a metanarrative suggests a hierarchical relationship between 
practical and strategic gender interests such that women, in order 
to progress, must move from one to the other. In addition, by 
reinforcing this sense of hierarchy it ignores the critique from 
feminism of the ideological basis of the distinction between public 
and private lives and it does not take into account the 
understanding from feminisms that the personal is political' 
(1993:20).

Here it is again useful to return to the evidence suggested by the scholarship on 

the actions of the Ecuadoran women involved in the Centro and those involved 

in the new social movements in Chile and Brazil presented above. These 

women have begun to challenge the false constructions of the public/private 

spheres and indeed bring the personal, as well as the socio-cultural to the 

political. In essence, these practices on the margins signify the direction feminist 

theories are moving in, and need to move towards, due to the everyday 

struggles of women in the new social movements.

However, it must be recognized that this feminist/feminine dichotomy may 

not only distort the representation of Latin American women's movements, it may 

also legitimate the subject positions of women in Latin America who use the 

dichotomy as a source of empowerment, a prime example of which can be seen 

through the case of the Centro and in Sâo Paulo. Both Ecuadoran women in the 

Centro and Brazilian women in the new social movements of Sâo Paulo have in 

fact organized around their gendered identity and their subject positions as 

women, wives, and mothers based in the private sphere, yet while they use this 

dichotomy as a means of building collective identity, they also use it as a means
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of political mobilization and collective action to subvert this dichotomy. This 

sense of empowerment stems directly from the socio-cultural notions of 

machismo and marianismo^^ which have until recently defined the expectations 

of female and male gender roles.

As Marianne Marchand points out, "women may need to justify their 

action(s) as an extension of their duties and roles as women [; i]n this way they 

create their space within the public sphere, while denying the feminist and 

political nature of their activities" (1995:95). In other words, women may use the 

dominant discourse of their own culture as a form of everyday resistance in 

order to subvert the discourse itself and as a means of empowerment and 

emancipation. For Marchand:

The difference between the discursive imposition of a 
feminist/feminine dichotomy and local women's interpretations of 
this dichotomy resides with the issues of empowerment and 
representation. In the latter case, local women have a voice in 
their own representation, and can use the dichotomy for their own 
empowerment (1995:95).

Machismo and mailanlsmo are binary opposite ideologies grounded In the Spanish 
colonial history of Latin America and In the teachings of the roman catholic church. Fisher 
states that ''machismo Is a system of [sexist] gender relations which exaggerates the 
differences between men and women according to their so-called 'natural' [biological] 
qualities and determines what Is acceptable behaviour for each" (1993:3). Within society, this 
system relegates women to the domestic, "reproductive" sphere, while men exist In the 
public, "productive" sphere. Therefore, '[m]ost women are brought up with the Idea that their 
natural role In life Is to become a mother and that their place Is Inside the home. The female 
equivalent of machismo, known as marlanlsmo, refers to the exalted respect women 
command as mothers ..." (Fisher, 1993:3). However, within these dichotomous concepts, the 
masculine Is always asserted as superior to the feminine, and thus used as a means to 
subordinate women within society.
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In speaking to the issue of Latin American feminist praxes, Helen Safa 

(1990:363) believes that women’s struggle to achieve their practical gender 

Interests may be transformed and articulated within the struggle for their strategic 

gender interests through conscientization and collective action. That is, women’s 

participation in women’s movements or social movements in general, could 

produce changes in Latin American women’s self-definition and point them in the 

direction of furthering their resistance and struggle to the multiple realities that 

they experience on a dally basis. Again we need to look no further than the 

scholarship on the vignettes presented above to see how these 

reconceptualizations in Latin American feminist theories are manifesting 

themselves at the level of the everyday. However, as Safa reminds us, there 

must be the struggle for unity across these differences in order for women’s 

emancipation to be achieved (1990:363).

Norma Stoltz Chinchilla argues in similar fashion that:

[t]he central knot of feminist practice, particularly for those who 
aspire to create a feminist current within popular movements, is 
how to link practical (women’s) interests derived from the existing 
gender division of labour and strategic (feminist) gender interests 
derived from a critique of the existing gender hierarchy (1991:302).

In essence. Chinchilla is moving away from the dichotomies of women’s interests 

and arguing that Latin American feminist praxes must include the articulation of 

all women’s interests in a synthesized form, in order for the emancipatory
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projects of women (and civil society) to occur. Neither aspect of women's 

interests are complete without the other, and as Virginia Vargas argues, this is 

the challenge of "politicizing practical gender interests in such a way that they 

advance towards a modification in the situation of the subordination of 

women.

Vargas argues further that the focus on race, gender, class, ethnicity, etc. 

differences among and between women in the women’s movement and the 

plurality of this movement, structures the political and intellectual developments 

of contemporary Latin American feminisms (1992:199). As was seen through 

the iiterature and research on women’s new social movements in the 

poblaciones of Santiago and in the colonias of Sâo Paulo, these movements 

provide the space for different feminist voices from the grassroots and from the 

middle-classes to come together and discuss, question, negotiate, and formuiate 

these differences into various ideologies and collective actions. Thus, these 

women’s movements in Latin America have incorporated the 

reconceptualizations of difference, both as third world feminists and as Latin 

American feminists, in their espousal of a plurality of feminisms.

Within this plurality of feminisms lies the expression of a much broader 

women’s social movement which, according to Vargas, is composed of three 

basic streams: "the feminist stream; the stream of women in political parties,

^ Virginia Vargas (1989) El aoorte de la rebeldia de las muleres. Lima, Peru: Ediclones 
Flora Tristan. As cited In Chinchilla (1991:302).
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unions, and federations; and the stream of women of the ’popular’ classes who, 

in their roles as mothers, are gaining their citizenship and becoming aware of 

their gender subordination” (1992:199). The plurality of feminisms in Latin 

America entails a plurality of women’s consciousness and feminist thought, and 

points to the movement away from the binary division between feminist and 

feminine movements in Latin America, towards a more heterogeneous vision of 

women’s identities and subjectivities anr’ the many ways that this informs their 

collective identities and actions,

Therefore, in conclusion, the reconceptualizations within Latin American 

feminist theories are based upon the manifestations of women’s differences and 

the multiple realities of subordination women face within the region, These 

differences and multiple realities create different levels upon which women In 

Latin America arrive at divergent feminisms, and upon which they base their own 

struggles to achieve their own interests. However, it is necessary to understand 

that with the differences present in women’s lives and with the multiplicity of 

possible emancipatory projects, women’s interests should be synthesized as a 

whole in order to create coalitions across these diversities and to struggle 

collectively for change. As Vargas concludes:

[t]o accept pluralism without a collective order and without 
orientation towards action could condemn [Latin American feminist 
movements] to fragmentation. And it may mean succumbing to 
another grave temptation: that of total relativism, of giving up the 
possibility of constructing a movement. Because it is not a 
question of abandoning the ethical-political project i f  emancipation,
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it Is not merely a question of constructing a movement sustained 
by more pluralistic visions, but also of facing differences rooted in 
the ancient inequalities within our continent which modernization 
did not address and which affect women in a deep and particular 
manner (1992:211).

WOMEN AND NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: THEORIES OF CONJUNCTURE

The reconceptualizations within new social movement and third world feminist 

theories in Latin America have come about as a result of the movement of 

women’s praxes on the margins. Not only have these praxes of resistance led 

to these new understandings within theory, but they have also led to the 

conjuncture of these theories, and as such to the visions of Latin American 

feminist scholars who are voicing articulated and integrative theories of 

conjuncture about women’s involvement in new social movements and their 

resistance of praxes.

As has been argued through the analysis and deconstuction of the 

scholarship on women’s new social movements, women within Latin America are 

mobilizing from the popular bases of society and becoming active agents of 

social change; these subaltern forces are moving out of the private domain to 

challenge and struggle against all forms of domination (Arizpe, 1990:xix) and as 

such are quite heterogeneous. Arizpe believes that this heterogeneity reflects 

"women’s primary concerns," which she sees as "genuine social demands," and 

that a common bond of solidarity must exist across the different forms in order 

to unite them (1990:xvii). However, theoretical problems arise when these
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movements are not considered to be "genuine" by the dominant, hegemonic 

discourse which defines the political as a closed space^^ excluding women and 

the politics of the private sphere.

However, as outlined in Chapter Three and as argued through the 

literature and research on the vignettes of resistance and conjuncture, the realm 

of the political is being redefined in both theory and practice by social actors 

within the contemporary movements and as such, "[wjomen's implicit demand 

that the personal should become political is, in this sense, revolutionary" 

(1990;xvii). The political Is thus widening to the social and the cultural, where 

women are creating new channels and forms of expression.

What Is more, changes in the definition of what is the private and 
public domain (in terms of the role of the state, social reproduction, 
marital relations, and popular participation by women, which reflect 
women's demands) surpass by a long way the programmes for 
social transformation currently presented by most political parties 
(1990:xlx).

In other words, women in Latin America are presenting alternative, eclectic 

visions of social change through their struggles on the margins of society, visions 

which deconstruct the binary divisions within society and posit new ways of 

seeing society and the world.

"  See Chapter Three, pages 92*96.
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Elizabeth Jelin, In a similar vein, outlines some of the relevant dimensions 

within women’s collective action and new social movements which must be 

accounted for and which point to new conceptualizations of society. For her, the 

gender division of labour does not divide the public from the private, the 

domestic from the political, but rather, upon closer Inspection, that "arising from 

the specific role of women - housekeeper, wife, mother - women have the 

potential for organizing, participating, and transforming that needs to be 

discovered and analysed" (Jelin, 1990a:7). As we have seen, this breakdown 

within the public/private dichotomy, in turn leads to a discovery of new aspects 

of the social, the cultural, and the political, aspects bound up within the domestic, 

reproductive realities of women’s everyday lives. It is these realities which 

produce the multiple Identities of women "with a capacity for social creation and 

transformation" and which "build up a micro-history based on the retrieval of 

popular recollections and the recollections of the actors themselves and of their 

own movements, which has so much to do with the process of establishing 

identities" (1990a:8).

While some argue that new social movements in Latin America have 

arisen due to economic and political crises in the region, Helen Safa concurs 

with Arizpe and Jelin that women’s increased participation within these 

movements is "indicative of a broader historical trend toward the breakdown of 

the traditional division between the private and public spheres in Latin America" 

(Safa, 1990:354-355). She sees women’s involvement in these movements as
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"not only ... symptomatic of the breakdown between the public and private 

spheres but [as] furthering this process [itself]" (1990:355) which gives these 

movements their emancipatory potential not only for women, but for society as 

a whole. "In short, they [women] are redefining and t:ansforming their domestic 

role from one of nurturance to one of collective, pub ic protest, and in this way 

challenging the traditional seclusion of women into tiie private sphere of the 

family" (1990:355). For Safa, this reality of women's participation challenges the 

Marxist primary focus on class and modes of production precisely because: one, 

women's participation in these movements is based as well on their roles as 

wives and mothers and not only on their membership in a subordinated socio

economic class; and two, because the state is the primary locus of their protest, 

not capital (1990:355-356).

The scholarship on the vignettes presented above, as well as Yvonne 

Corcoran-Nantes own research on women and popular urban social movements 

in Sâo Paulo, Brazil, point to these directions in the theoretical conjuncture of 

Latin American new social movements and feminisms. Corcoran-Nantes argues 

that women’s participation in new social movements, especially those of 

community-based, urban movements, is due to the fact that the community "is 

a public space invariably dominated by women who create forms of political 

organisation shaped by their experience within their neighbourhoods" (1990:250). 

She further articulates that women's participation in these movements
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is explained as a result of their social consciousness as wives and 
mothers, as opposed to any kind of political consciousness arising 
from a [gender] division of labour within society which tends to 
mitigate against the participation of women in other forms of 
political organisation (1990:252).

This argument is based on the fact that the gender division of labour, although 

it does tend to relegate women to the "private realm," does not categorically 

define the roles women are actually involved in within society. Corcoron-Nantes' 

empirical research in essence reiterates the above arguments that women's 

participation in new social movements is due in part to the breakdown of the 

traditional division between the private and public spheres. Hence, it can be 

concluded that a shift away from the either/or dichotomies associated with some 

of the literature on the gender division of labour is underway and that new social 

movements are a catalyst furthering the demise of these dichotomies.

However, some Latin American feminists writing on the conjuncture see 

women's participation in these new social movements as a perpetuation of 

women's traditional domestic role due to the fact that they only focus on 

women's practical gender interests and not on issues to do with strategic gender 

interests (Safa, 1990:363). This in essence represents the tension between the 

feminist and the feminine movements in Latin America discussed above. 

Although Safa views women's participation in new social movements as direct 

responses to practical realities, she also sees the potential for an increased 

gender consciousness about women's strategic gender interests to arise out of
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their struggle. In fact, Safa and this study argue, like those women in Latin 

America known as doble militancias, that both women's practical and strategic 

gender interests must be synthesized and articulated together in order to realize 

the transformative potential of women's participation in new social movements.

In essence, this doble militancia points the way for the voices of a variety 

of multiple third world/Latin American feminisms within new social movements 

in Latin America, where women are at the forefront of the struggle for the 

reconceptualization of their roles within society, and thus their emancipation. 

However, as Safa argues.

this redefinition must occur not only in the minds of women 
themselves, but in society at large, so that women are no longer 
treated as supplementary wage earners and pawns in the political 
process. To achieve such goals, there must be unity within the 
women’s movement, across class, ethnic, and ideological lines; ... 
(1990:363).

As such, women's participation in the contemporary movements in Latin 

America is based on their changing identities and subjectivities from their lived 

realities beyond those of class, and incorporating gender, ethnicity, etc.. This in 

itself has brought about a recasting of the binary, closed space between politics 

and 'he sociocultural experiences of the everyday. Therefore, third world/Latin 

American feminisms must not only begin to speak of and understand the multiple 

realities and differences among and between Latin Arqerican women, but entail 

a progression towards encompassing the heterogeneity and pluralism of new
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social movements. In essence what this means is the conjuncture of new social 

movement and third world feminist theoretical perspectives. This is the integral 

step theory must take in order make sense of the struggles and praxes of 

resistance by women on the margins who are attempting to transform Latin 

American society towards alternative, eclectic visions within the postcolonial 

world.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored the diverse nature and richness of Latin America in 

order to provide an understanding of the time, place, and space the region 

occupies and a background in which to place the theoretical working sets of 

ideas and concepts discussed in Chapters Two and Three. From this, the 

synthesis and integration of third world feminisms and new social movements in 

the context of the region was provided through the textual deconstruction and 

discourse analysis of the scholarship on three vignettes of resistance and 

conjuncture within women’s new social movements. This analysis and 

deconstruction of the literature and research provided examples of the praxes 

of resistance by women participating and leading new social movements in Latin 

America. This was done in order to show how the practice of these movements 

is grounded in the sociocultural realities of women in different contexts and in 

different movements. As such, these praxes of resistance also entail the 

conjuncture of theories at the margins, which have in fact brought about
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reconceptualizations within theory itself. Thus, the heterogeneity and plurality 

in praxes necessitates a heterogeneity and plurality In analyses from a synthesis 

of third world feminisms and new social movements. In other words, this study 

argues that a conjuncture of theories must take, and indeed is taking, place in 

order to make sense of women’s involvement and their praxes of resistance in 

new social movements.

It has been shown that Latin America, while created as a homogeneous, 

differentiated "other" by the hegemonic discourses of colonialism and 

neocolonialism, is in fact a varied, rich, diverse postcolonial region. This region 

as such, has experienced the uneven character of modernity and development, 

which has precipitated the ongoing crises throughout the region. This is the 

context in which Latin American feminisms (which this study views as examples 

of contextual third world feminisms) and new social movements have come to 

manifest themselves in their contemporary practice. Latin American feminisms 

have begun to reconceptualize the differences among and between women from 

different classes, ethnicities, races, and sexual orientations in order to grasp the 

richness this diversity offers and to struggle for solidarity across these 

differences for collective action towards social transformation.

Perhaps the most progressive spaces in which this collective action takes 

form are within the new social movements of Latin America. It is these 

movements, some of which are led by and involve the participation of women, 

which have come to recast the political from the static, traditional view of the
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state-centered paradigm to more autonomous and heterogeneous spaces within 

the social and the cultural. Women's involvement within the contemporary 

movements has arisen on the basis of their struggle for their identities and 

subjectivities in the realm of their daily lives. They have embarked upon the 

politicization of the private sphere and thus begun to deconstruct the already 

blurred dichotomy of the public/private divide and create a synthesis of their 

practical and strategic gender interests into a struggle to transform the 

household and society.

As the analysis and deconstruction of the scholarship on the vignettes of 

resistance and conjuncture suggests, women from the margins organize and 

participate from their subject positions within the everyday. It is from here that 

they form identities of themselves and of the collectivity which, when articulated 

to the various voices of feminisms, constructs their ideologies and informs their 

strategies for collective action. This collective action and resistance is multiple 

and diverse and occurs within the social and cultural, and Is therefore political, 

since it can be seen that these struggles have alternative and eclectic visions of 

society bound up within them.

This chapter thus concludes that since third world feminisms and new 

social movements manifest themselves in various ways across time, place, and 

space within Latin America, the theoretical approaches which seek to make 

sense of what is occurring within the postcoionial world must as well be open to 

variations. In other words, the plurality and heterogeneity of praxes can be
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seen, if and only If, the theoretical orientations move beyond their reductlonlsms 

and static views of differences to those that encompass and celebrate this 

plurality and heterogeneity as well.

In this search for new points of reference It must be realized that 
politics has changed, that public activism does not only, nor even 
primarily, revolve around the state; that dally life Is a space In 
which changes are taking place without a general revolution; that 
the explanation for these movements Is not the economic situation; 
that experiences are fragmentary; that there Is no reason why 
different experiences involving identity should converge at some 
point and so on (Caldeira, 1990:74-75).

What this chapter has thus established Is that third world feminisms and new 

social movements are often Intertwined in Latin America and that these 

manifestations lead to greater understandings of the conjuncture of third world 

feminisms and new social movements, and that the two cannot be separated. 

These perspectives must be Integrated and synthesized In order to make sense 

of the diversity of contemporary women's movements and in order to point the 

direction forward for the future possibilities of societal transformation.
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

BY WAY OF A CONCLUSION

This study has explored the overarching theoretical crises that exist within 

feminisms and social movements. The notions of oppression and 

marginalization, of resistance and emancipation, have come to be multivalent 

and diverse; old singular "truths" are no longer applicable within the rich and 

varied world we inhabit. As such, this study has presented the 

reconceptualizations occurring within the theoretical perspectives on feminisms 

and social movements. However, since oppression and marginalization manifest 

themselves in different ways across time, place, and space, the forms of 

resistance and the means of emancipation are equally as varied and diffuse. 

What is occurring at the levels of praxis thus informs the changes occurring at 

the levels of theory. In fact, it is argued that if these respective theories remain 

stuck in their old school levels of analyses, they will fail to come to terms with 

what is occurring at the micro-level of the everyday, where the forms of struggle 

and resistance to the macro-level crises of modernity, late-capitalism, and 

development are rising to challenge and create new visions for the future.

Third world feminist and new social movement perspectives are two such 

reconceptualizations which have come out of the broader theoretical frameworks 

reviewed by this study. As such, they have begun to open up the possibilities 

for a theoretical conjuncture in order to facilitate the analyses of women's
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engagement with and participation In third world feminisms and new social 

movements,

Third world feminisms have arisen out of the debates among and between 

third world women based on their lived experiences within the South or as 

minority women now residing in the North. They have sought to move beyond 

the reductionisms and primacies associated with mainstream, hegemonic 

western feminisms towards a focus on the multiple oppressions which manifest 

themselves at the different axes of gender, class, race, ethnicity, etc. in their 

lives. Thus, like postmodern and Africa,i-U.S. American feminists, third world 

feminists are struggling to make feminism relevant to their lives and create new 

ideas for the transformation of society.

Two central issues which third world feminists have focused their 

theoretical energies upon have been; the espousal of postcolonial critiques of 

dominant western feminisms and the voicing of key themes and concepts 

needed to understand the multiple realities of third world women. The 

postcolonial critiques of western feminisms have been directed towards the 

creation of the third world woman as an undifferentiated "other" as opposed to 

the western woman (Minh-ha, 1989; Mohanty, 1991 a/1991b; Ong, 1988; Spivak, 

1987). These binary opposites homogenize third world women into the category 

of victim (Chowdry, 1995:40), yet third world feminists argue that this negates 

the agency of women in the South who struggle daily to resist and challenge 

their marginalization (Mohanty, 1991:51).
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In order to better understand these levels of marginalization and 

resistance, third world feminists have posited a number of key concepts which 

are significant to the lives of third world women. Notions of race and ethnicity 

Impact upon the experiences of women In the South, yet western feminisms 

have ignored the Implications of these axes of subordination. It Is Imperative to 

understand how race and ethnicity shape third world women's lives and how 

they are connected and Integrated with gender and class. Since third world 

women’s realities are bound up within these multiple subjectivities and Identities, 

the notions of the gender division of labour and the public/private divide need 

also be rethought. There must be a movement away from the dichotomies 

created between the public and the private in order to see how the gender 

division of labour manifests Itself differently for different women, whose lives 

more or less have always been public (Hurtado, 1989:849). The Impacts of 

colonialism and Imperialism have a significant part In creating these dichotomies 

and In attempting to force women Into the private sphere. Thus, third world 

feminists argue for an analyses of these impacts, as well as an understanding 

of their revlsltatlons In the postcolonial world (Mohanty, 1991a:21).

New social movement theories have also begun to challenge the existing 

perspectives from which they have risen, particularly those of Marxism and 

functionalism, which today stand at a crisis. As such, they find their roots in the 

general theoretical crises of the contemporary world. However, it has also been 

seen that these theories have arisen due to the dynamic and diverse realities
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and practical manifestations of social movements throughout the vworld. It is the 

complexity of the crises in theory and in modernity, which have necessitated the 

eclectic resistances from the margins, and thus precipitated the 

reconceptualizations within '.heory in order to understand these currents and 

trends in popular practice.

New social movements are considered "new" by this study precisely 

because they are understood to not be based upon a reductionism and primacy 

of class nor on the idea of worker's struggle for emancipation. The new 

movements have come to be seen as encompassing a plurality of identities and 

subjectivities based on the class, gender, race, etc. of the actors involved. 

These notions are based on what Laclau and Mouffe term subject positions 

(1985:115), which arise from the everyday realities of social actors, and are 

formed into collective identities and ideologies (Melucci, 1968a, 1992). These 

ideologies are of a varied, fluid nature which the actors in new social movements 

use to inform their collective actions. However, these collective actions are not 

bent on the acquisition of state power, but on the resistance and struggle to 

create a new and different society. As such, these new movements have recast 

the political to the social and the cultural and seek the transformation of society 

based on the subaltern visions of those peoples on the margins.

The postcolonial context of Latin America is rich and diverse in nature, 

and exemplifies the richness and diversity within both third world feminisms and 

new social movements. While it has been created as a homogeneous,
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undifferentiated "other," this study has shown that it is a rich and varied region, 

which has been impacted upon unevenly by modernity and development, In fact, 

these structural manifestations have precipitated general levels of crises 

throughout the region. Some of the responses to these crises can be seen in 

the form of women’s engagement with and participation in third world feminisms 

and new social movements. As discussed within the larger, general frameworks 

of feminist and social movement theories, there have also been a number of 

reconceptualizations in these theories coming out of Latin America which parallel 

these more general developments.

Latin American feminists have begun to reconceptualize the notions of 

difference among and between women and look to more holistic perspectives 

which encompass race, class, gender, ethnicity, etc. when analysing women’s 

subordination. For feminists in Latin America, key issues revolve around the 

synthesis of women’s practical and strategic gender interests, the realization that 

the basis of women’s struggle lies in their subjectivity and identity which is 

grounded in their dally lives, and that these struggles politicize the realm of the 

social and the cultural and thus seek to transform not only relations within the 

household, but those within society at laige.

Latin American new social movement theorists have also begun to 

reconceptualize the notions of subjectivity and identity beyond that based on 

class. They have posited that the presence of multiple, plural, and 

heterogeneous actors within new social movements necessitates analyses which
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encompass this diversity. Since this diversity is grounded in the everyday lives 

of the actors, their struggles are as much over the meanings of their lives as 

they are over material conditions. Thus, they have also come to recast the 

political to the social and the cultural.

Not only do these theoretical developments in Latin America parallel those 

within the larger debates, but Latin American feminist and new social movement 

theories can be seen to parallel each other as well. With their emphasis on 

subjectivity and identity, differences, the everyday social and cultural, and the 

recasting of the political, these theories rest on the verge and precipice of 

conjuncture. Nowhere in this study can this be seen so clearly than in the 

textual deconstruction and discourse analysis of the scholarship on three 

vignettes of resistance and conjuncture presented in Chapter Four. It was 

argued that women’s participation in new social movements manifests itself not 

only in praxes of resistance, but that it also manifests itself in the conjuncture of 

theories. Women’s popular resistance on the margins in Latin America 

encompasses and informs the open-ended themes, issues, and concepts 

discussed within the theoretical perspectives of third world feminisms and new 

social movements. In other words, practice has resulted in the old school 

notions being challenged and reconceptualized into more eclectic, nuanced, and 

open-ended perspectives. At the same time, practice has not only furthered 

these reconceptualizations, but integrated and synthesized them at the level of 

the everyday.
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The conjuncture of theories through women’s praxes of resistance in new 

social movements forms one-half of this study’s thesis, and ultimately points to 

its contingent second-half. Due to the movements of practice, there has been 

the formulation and creation of open-ended theories of conjuncture by Latin 

American feminist scholars such as Loudres Arizpe (1990), Elizabeth Jelin 

(1990a,1990b), and Virginia Vargas (1992). These scholars, through their 

involvement and research with popular sector women’s organizations, have not 

only made women’s engagement with third world feminisms and participation 

within new social movements textuatly visible within scholarship, but have also 

begun to posit working sets of ideas from both third world feminist and new 

social movement perspectives, which will inform future levels of analyses of 

women’s new social movements. As Elizabeth Jelin states:

our discussions and analyses have to combine two dimensions: 
they must respect the specificity of each case while trying to draw 
some lessons and make generalizations, or in other words, develop 
some analytical guidelines which are useful for examining cases 
that are not similar (1990a:1).

It is within these open-ended discussions on the conjuncture of third world 

feminist and new social movement perspectives which this study seeks to enter. 

The approaches of textual deconstruction and discourse analysis of scholarship, 

utilizing the perspectives of third world feminisms and new social movements, 

provide a useful starting point for more in-depth analysis on women's new social
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movements themselves. Thus, It is to be hoped that this thesis will contribute 

to the continued movement towards alternative and eclectic visions for 

transformation in the postcolonial world, where the margins, to paraphrase bell 

hooks, in fact become the center.
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