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We wear the mask that grins and lies,

It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—
This debt we pay to human guile;

With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,
And mouth with myriad subtleties.

12 U.nder Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial
Discourses

: ﬁmy d‘lscu?smn of the intc-llf:ctual and political construction of ‘third world
eminisms miust address ftself to two simultaneous projects: the internal
critique of hegemonic “Western’ feminisms, and the forrnulati;:n of automa
‘mous, geographically, historically, and culturally grounded feminist co ot
and strategies. The first project is one of deconstructing and dismau'lt]irl;l CEF}’:S
;econd,‘one of building and constructing. While these projects a ear%:)tbe
;?nrradjctory, the one working negatively and the other posiﬁgsly unles:-
ﬁ;{:{sg ;:vnzr;ijl ;Zeﬁ;;idressﬁd sh-{julrfineously "third world’ feminisms ,run the
2w nalizatio dcj);*ci uerzzfzatlon from both mainstream (right and left)
.It.is to the first project thar 1 address myself. What I wish to analyze is
lsipt}::lﬁcal]y the. production of the ‘third world woman' as a singular n{ono-

thic subject in some recent (Western) feminist texts. The definition of

Why should the world be overwise,

In counting all our tears and sighs?

Nay, let them only see us, while
We wear the mask.®

what were they describing buc racial closeting? For those who refuse to se
the parallels because they view Blackness as irreproachably normal, bu
persist in defining same-sex love relationships as unnatural, Black Lesbia;
feminist poet, Audre Lorde, reminds us: " ‘Oh,” says a voice from the Black
community, “"but being Black is norMaL!” Well, 1 and many Black people d
my age can remember grimly the days when it didn’t used o be!” Lorde i
not implying that she believes that there was ever anything wrong with bein
Black, but points out how distorted ‘majority” consciousness can cruelly affec
an oppressed community's actual treatment and sense of self. The history @
slavery, segregation, and racism was based upon the assumprion by the
powers-thar-be that Blackness was decidedly neither acceprable nor normal
Unfortunately, despite legal and social change, large numbers of radst white
still believe the same thing to this day. :
The existence of Lesbianism and male homosexuality is normal, t
traceable throughout history and across cultures. It is a society’s response i
the ongoing historical fact of homosexuality that determines whether it goe
unremarked as nothing out of the ordinary, as it is in some cultures, or if i
instead greeted with violent repression, as it is in ours, At a time wh
Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), a disease associated
an already despised sexual minority, is occasioning mass hysteria among'th
heterosexual majority (including calls or firings, evictions, quarantinis
imprisonment, and even execution), the way in which sexual orientati
viewed is not of mere zcademic concern. It is mass political organizing
has wrought the most significant changes in the status of Blacks and oth
people of color and that has altered society’s perceptions about us and
images of ourselves. The Black Lesbian ferinist movement simply conti
that principled tradition of struggle. )

["The Truth that Never Hurts: Black Lesbians in Fiction in the 1g8os’, in Joasne’B
and Andree Nicola Mclaughlin (eds.), Wild Women in the Whirlwind: Ajfro-Anleri
Culture and the Contemporary Literary Renaissance {New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers Uni r
Press, 1950)

portant first step.

. .C.Tlearly Western feminist discourse and political practice is neither singular
Drhomogeneous in its goals, interests, or analyses, However, it is possibgi.: t
_celfa.coha:ence of effects resulting from the implicic assu,mprion of 'th
est’(in all its complexities and contradictions) as the primary referent i
oty and praxis. My reference to "Western feminism’ is by no me -
te_nc?ed to imply that it is a monolith. Rather, I am arterApting to drans
tention to the similar effects of various textual strategies used g writzw
c_h"codlfy‘ Others as non-Western and hence themselves as {ir}rrl licitl 5
estern. It is in this sense that T use the rerm Western feminist I;imil}r)
guments can be made in terms of middle-class urban African ;J[' Asi::

third 1:121'1‘1:1, the critiques | offer also pertain to third world scholars writing
ttheir own cultures, which employ identical analytic strategies.
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hegemonic discourses is not a relation of direct identity, or a relation of
-~ correspondence or simple implication.? It is an arbitrary relation set up by
_particular cultures, | would like to suggest that the feminist writings [ analyze
here discursively colonize the material and histarical heterageneities of the
lives of women in the third world, thereby producing/re-presenting a com-
- posite, singular ‘third world woman'—an image which appears arbitrarily
i tonstructed, but nevertheless carries with it the authorizing sipnature of

Western humanist discourse.

+ 1 argue that assumptions of privilege and ethnocentric universality, on the
‘one hand, and inadequate self-consciousness abourt the effect of Western
- scholarship on the ‘third world” in the context of a world system dominared

by the West, on the other, characterize a sizable extent of Western feminist
work on women in the third world, An analysis of ‘sexual difference’ in
the form of a cross-culrurally singular, monolithic notion of patriarchy or
male dominance leads to the constuction of a similarly redoctive and
homogeneous notion of whar 1 call the ‘third world difference’—that
stable, ahistorical something thar apparently oppresses mast if not all the
women in these countries. And it is in the production of this ‘third
world difference’ that Western feminisms appropriate and ‘colonize’ the
constitudive complexities which characterize the lives of women in these
cauneries. It is in this process of discursive homogenization and systematiza-
tion of the appression of women in the third world that power is exercised in

much of recent Western feminist discourse, and this power needs to be
defined and named,

It ought to be of some political significance, at le?st, that tl;e té@tczféﬁ{;
tiont has come to denote a variety of phenomena in recent emflms and et
writings in general, From its analytic value as a category DM exl?sms .
economic exchange in both traditional and contcmporar);&m -aryil anci
particularly contemporary theorists SL}CI:I as Baran 1961,1 'm[h :76,5 <
Gunder-Frank 1967) to its use by femuu‘st women of co lor E‘l ! er;m'n;c :
describe the appropriation of their experiences and strugg| e]sd.y c;g mon
white women's movements (cf. especially Mm:aga an‘d A.nza usz 19 3;_159_(1 o
1983, Joseph and Lewis 1981, and Moraga 19‘84), colmnlzat}on h;s Dz:l(i:gcal hiér _
characterize g o e culiral discourse about what is

i roducton of a particulal - abe
:z;:l:lgstl:: 'Ell;idpwor]d’.z However sophisticatf_'d or.probl‘emaFlcal its 11152 :re‘: ﬂ;’l
explanatory construce, colonization almost mvana‘bly 1rnp11{§:sha ;e ?em o
strucrural domination, and a suppression—often violent—of the he g. |

i biect(s} in question. . e
elr{d;fii;:r; ab(ozlt sgch writings derives fr(.)n_“l my own 1m511$:o; a;d
- jnvestment in contemporary debates in feminist theory,fan - mui g
political necessity (especially in the age of Reagan/.Bush) of orlrm'ng st p %
coalitions across class, race, and national bm.m.danes: The anal Ytlc pru':i hin

discussed below serve to distort Western feminist Polmcal pract;ces,' az o i
the possibility of coalitions among {usnally white) WEHE}I;“ 321111;1 g
working-class feminists and feminists of: color aroufl L (?lw n.sgnsua
limitations are evident in the construction of the (implicitly cc;:t i
priority of issues around which apparently all women art-e t?.xpecc}:el t:hi g:n
ize. The necessary and integral connef:t%on bEtWEEI:l ferninist scho :;n : E e
feminist political practice and organizing det.ermmes. téle 51%213?01. e
status of Western feminist writings on women 1n t.he third worid, e
scholarship, like most other kinds of scho‘larshj‘p, is not tlhe rriere (fdismrs'i'v
of knowledge about a certain subject. It is fi dlrect‘ly political an e
practice in that it is purposeful and ideological. It is best seen ]as e
interventon into particular hegemonic discoursF:s_(for e:l;iar_ni e, rra}s e
anthropology, sociology, literary criticism, et'c.); itisa prnldl:u':1 prax; té"--m
counters and resists the totalizing imperative of age-o egirim -
‘scientific’ bodies of knowledge. Thus, femimst‘ scho-larly pr.acmcesf(“; e
reading, writing, critical, or textual) are inscribed ‘m I‘t‘ﬂ?'ltiilons o f:: Thé’
relations which they counter, resis;, ?r ewl.'fn perhaps implicitly suppore. i

' o apolitical scholarship. i
cat'll’“l'?ef sgl;iis:;sblgpnbetsreen “Woman'—a cu]rura} and idfaological CDI‘{I]_:IEIDSE

Other constructed through diverse representauon‘ai dlSCD}lI‘SES I(St:at

literary, juridical, linguistic, cinematic,' etc.)-—and womenal—rii;ﬁon

subjects of their collective histaries—is ane of the.cenu— ci! st

pracrice of feminist scholarship seeks to address'. This connec e

women as historical subjects and the re-presentation of Woman pro ;

In:the context of the West’s hegemonic position today, of what Anouar
Abidel-Malek (1981) calls a struggle for ‘control over the arientation, regula-
tion and decision of the process of world development on the basis of the
dvanced sector’s monopoly of scientific knowledge and ideal creativity’,
Western feminist scholarship on the third world must be seen and examined
isely in terms of its inscription in these particular relations of power and
strupgle. There is, it should be evident, no universal patriarchal framework
which-this scholarship atrempts to counter and resist—unless one [posits an
mernational male conspiracy or a monolithic, ahistorical power structure.
ré:is, however, a particular world balance of power within which any
ysis-of culture, ideology, and socioeconomic conditions necessarily has ro
mated. Abdel-Malek is useful here, again, in reminding us abour the
inherence of politics in the discourses of ‘culture’;

émporary imperialism is, in a real sense, a hegemanic imperialism, exercising 1o a
urm degree a rationalized violence taken to a higher level than ever before-—
throughfire and sword, but also through the attempr to control hearts and minds. For
conitent is‘defined by the combined action of the milicary-industrial complex and
emonic cultural centers of the West, all of them founded on the advanced

s of development attained by monopoly and finance capital, and supported by che
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benefits of both the scientific and technological revolution and the second industrial -

above, a hotnogeneon i
U : $ noti ;
revolution itsell. (145-6) g on of the oppression of women as a group is

::;L;D:ZfLTzﬁ?' in ru;:, dproduces the image of an ‘average third world

. verage third world woman leads i i

b o, s e TagS an essentially truncared life
gender (read: sexually constrained) and h ing ‘thi

! f er bein

.Zvr?;'lci c(111:::1‘c1. .Igr}orant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic %ant}lji;rc-l

_ nted, victimized, etc.), This, I suggest, is in contrast to the (impli,cit) selyf-

en as educated, as modern, gs having contro]

over I:hEII own deleS
aﬂd SexuahnES, at‘ld t fl e 0 die 1
hE (i d()l‘n tom k the F Own

. The distinct mini
i ed lgnm:lon between Western feminist re-presentation of women in the
tld and Western feminist self-presentarion is distinction of the same

Western femninist scholarship cannot avoid the challenge of situating itself .
and examining its role in such a global economic and political framework. To '
do any less would be to ignore the complex interconnections between first
and third world economies and the profound effect of this on the lives of
women in all countries. | do not question the descripdve and informarive -
value of most Western feminist writings on women in the third world. [ also =
do not question the existence of excellent work which does not fall into the
analytic traps with which 1 am concerned. In fact I deal with an example of
such work later on. In the context of an overwhelming silence about the
experiences of women in these countries, as well as the need to forge
international links between women's political struggles, such work is both
pathbreaking and absolutely essential. However, it is both to the explanatory .
potential of particular analytic strategies employed by such writing, and to
their political effect in the context of the hegemony of Western scholarship that
I want to draw attention here. While feminist writing in the US. is sull
marginalized (except from the point of view of women of color addressing
privileged white women), Western feminist writing on women in the third
world must be considered in the context of the global hegemony of Western
scholarship—i.e. the production, publication, distribution, and consumption
of information and ideas. Marginal or not, this writing has political effects and
implications beyond the immediate feminist or disciplinary andience. One
such significant effect of the dominant ‘representations’ of Western feminism
is its conflaton with imperialism in the eyes of particular. third world
women.” Hence the urgent need to examine the political implications of our
analytic strategies and principles. ok

My critique is directed at three basic analytic principles which are presentin
{Western) feminist discourse on women in the third world. {...]
The first analytic presuppositon I focus on is involved in the strategic
locagion of the category “women’ vis-d-vis the context of analysis. The
assumption of women as an already constituted, coherent group with iden;
tical interests and desires, regardless of class, ethnic or racial location;ior
contradictions, implies a nation of gender or sexual difference or- even

patriarchy which can be applied universally and cross-culturally. (The cont " _ oman’, the particular self resentati f
of analysis can be anything from kinship structures and the organization of; ove would be probiematica? I am on of Western women mentioned
labor to media representations.) The second analytical presuppositio and sustains the other. This 1:s ot :uggesm?lg, then, .fhﬁt the one enables
evident on the methodological level, in the uncritical way "proof” of uni minist writings on the third world ]_13 sai that the signature of Western
sality and cross-culcural validity are provided. The third is a more specificall owever. in t;s the same authority as the project
political presupposition underlying the methodologies and the analyticstr Western scholarly establishment in' the Ed‘:c’ﬂ.tEXt of tl-'m hegemony of the
egies, i.e. the madel of power and struggle they imply and suggest. I argue and in the context of the legidmarin ill':;lro uction and chssehmfnation of texts,
that as a result of the two modes—or, rather, frames—of analysis describe course, the definition of the thircfgworf«::{e ::::fag:f:s‘lmamsni tz}xlruzl scientific
; a monoli might well

vordpro : d I suggest, Western feminists who sometimes cast third
. men in terﬂn;s of ‘ourselves undressed’ (Michelle Rosaldo's [1980]
construct themselves as i i
iyt [ the normative referent in such a binary
W‘E;;é]rn[?e]mcizlzlfanson between Western ferninist self-presentation and
: re-presentation of women in the thi i
s o ! e third world yields sig-
- Universal images of ‘the third g
. world woman’ (the vej
Un ; iled
iﬂ_:;zz;:;h?stt? v:rggﬁ.), tmages constructed from adding the “third world
0 sexual difference’, are predicar
ifferer ed upon (and henc i
i | e obvious]
g into sharper focus) assumptions about Western women as seculary
- 1} . ’
i . es. This is not to sugpest that
FE:rtc?l:n ;vom;n are secular, liberated, and in control of thejr own hgvges lam
TINg 1o a discursive self-presentation, not i ]
fe : , necegsarily to material realj
§were a material reality, there w menyin
- ould be no need for political i
e West. Similarly, only fro i & Weer st posatre i
3 m the vantage point of the West is { i
e ! / est is it possible to
Withiutthfh third :ivorld as underdeveloped and economically cll?ependent
/ € overdetermined discourse that ce i '
it : ‘ eates the third 1d
b d world, there
ould be no (singular and privileged) first world. Withour the “third world
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tie into the larger economic and ideological praxis of ‘dismt?rested scu;nuﬁc
inquiry and pluralism which are the surface manifestations of 2 atent
economic and cultural colonization of the ‘non-Western” world. It is dme
to move beyond the Marx who found it possible to say: They cannot represent
themselves; they must be represented.

“Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and colonial Discours.r—:?'. in Cha.m.ﬂra .
Mohanty, Ann Russo, Louris Torres (eds.), Third World Women and the Palities of Femcllni:rmg .
(Blnomix;gton: Indiana University Press, 19g1), 576, 74-5; this (1; ﬂl'll u]:rulc::atltled :;r;;i ::‘c:l ! ;;r

i p ished in Boundary, z 12, No. 3/ 13, No. 1 (Spring/Fall 1984}, /
version ofn sy puihecn ° i Feminist Review, 30 {Autumn 1988).)

because everyone was hoarding her discs. Gradually, the device worked its way into
everyone’s consclousness as a symbol for the need to listen to each orher, and not
interrupt or monopolize the conversation.

* Overly mechanistic as these examples now sound, the ideals they reflect were
widely shared. That each woman should be equally respected was almost a
 founding principle, and eqnal respect is hard to sustain where there are clearly
leaders and led.
. Most of the radicals of the period had an idea of sharing things around—
“tasks, expertise, influence, the length of time each member could speak—but
this radical equality of participation assumed a particular significance for
~Wwomen, Every organization has its division of lahour between ‘mental’ and
‘manual’, creative and routine tasks, but the long assaciation of women with
office work has usually guaranteed that they are the ones who type the
 leaflers, take the minutes and bring the tea. Every organization has its
cbmplement of good talkers and silent listeners, but the construction of male
#nd female identities has usually meant that women are disproportionately
presented in the listening camp. Whart could appear as a general problem to
other radical movements became for women a marter of the power berween
women and men. The women’s movement was thus acutely sensitive to the
relations of dominance and subordination that emerge in the course of
discussions or get reflected in the distribution of work, An unequal distribu-
ion. of skills was thought to be inevitably correlated with an unequal dis-
ribution of power.
Especially in the first years of the movement, there was, then, an ernphasis
oneither sharing or rotating responsibilities. The first national newsletter in
the USA—TVoice of the Women's Liberation Movement—was edited by different
men . for each issue; the nadonal newsletter of the UK movement—
WIRES~was produced by different groups that volunteered for the job.
pers that circulated at conferences were commanly written by groups
ther than individuals. The conferences themselves would be organized not
‘elected co-ordinating commirtee, but simply by collectives that had
roposed themselves for the task. The occasional disarray rhat went along
th: this was thought well worth it, for a range of skills and responsibilities
principle being made accessible to every woman, and no ene could nse
perior knowledge to claim for herself superior power.
n-th i_éyos at least, this anti-authoritarianism infecred even the more
professional’ women's organizations. In The Politics of Women's Liberation, Jo
EFrian reports that by 19734 the younger wing’ of the US movement had
essfully .carred its ideals of partcipatory democracy into the mare
. odox arrangements of the National Organization of Women (NOW?},
e v o o b e iin i g s 0 e O
any discs left after fifteen minutes. The second meeting was slow: : '
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kk) Paradoxes of Participation

The contémpurdry women's movement emerged in t‘he 19605 m C}?F'Fm:
of a generalized radicalism in the liberal derr30crac1efs, in Whll 1 pallr_
patory democracies” ... appeared everywhere like 'ﬁ-agﬂfz bubb es’. [‘;h o
In most of the newly formed women's groups, any kind of hierarchy ;v
automatically suspect. Meetings were informal an.d only loosely struilmr; i
a comparison that was to be frequently invoked in the early years, ]I; ey o
patterned on a gathering of friends. Women came togetl:ler to share G
experiences—the consciousness-raising that was such an unport;nt part
early involvement—and to work out actions and campaigns. In t,-_h ese I;n S
ings no one voice should ever claim to be more definitive than arfoﬂjer.f_ yﬂl
same token, no one woman should be able to assume responf;lb ;y u{;; .
more interesting or influential tasks. Expertise and authom:); shoul
divided and shared: democracy was conceived not as a matter of represen
tion or accountability but as a genuine equalization of power. ehr
In her introduction to the first anthology of writings fror.n the US. wom
liberation movement, Robin Morgan illustrates some of this _early vision W
her account of the lot system and the disc system, both devm:ed bﬂ' wf'org}u
groups in the United States. The first was a way of pre-empting tl (;: ineq
ities that come from the division of labour. All the tasks assortlate _v_fnu
group were divided up according vo wherther they were creative ordr_p t
and each member then drew lots for one of each .kmd. The second, ! 4
tackled the inequalities that arise in group di‘scussmn. E\‘,'ery v;;qrngr}ke
the meeting with an identical number of discs. Each time she '15P0hm
‘spent’ one of these, and once she had run through her entire supply she,
expected to keep herself quiet.




