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To Barbara Greenberg and Margaret Atwood



C H A N G E S  O F  N A M E

Changes of name, style, faith, vocation, partner
occur so often among your friends that you
don’t know now where you stand with them. You’re tilling 
what you believe to be the good old acreage
but the plains on which you live seem windier, and the bus
when it U-turns at the bend to take on passengers
isn’t delivering any, or much except catalogs.
Most mornings you walk down and back unaltered.

Where did everyone go, where is everyone?
How come it’s only you and the birds in the open
with rivers echoing Bach and skies by Turner
and rich steam from a kettle of soup left simmering
into the air, but where are the hands with their bowls?
Changes of mind, changes of diet and rhythm
have swept them leagues from you, even the elders,
even the youths for whom you sang and poured

so when the angel alights nearby, what pleasure
to welcome him, to see his wings descending
like black silk lingerie but perfectly solemn
and yet invitingly. As if from Eve to Dawn
your own name changes. Your intimate ghosts
veer off to sea the way old weather does, and something
is settled. Although the angel leaves without you
and without touching you, you know: it is settled.

—Barbara Greenberg
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F O R E WO R D

FRO M EV E TO DAW N is Marilyn Fre n c h’s enormous four-
volume,  nearly two-thousand-page history of women. It runs

from prehistory until the present, and is global in scope: the first
volume alone covers Peru, Egypt, Sumer, China, India, Mexico,
Greece, and Rome, as well as religions from Judaism to Christianity
and Islam. It examines not only actions and laws, but also the think-
ing behind them. It’s sometimes annoying, in the same way that
Henry Fielding’s Amelia is annoying—enough suffering!—and it’s
sometimes maddeningly reductionist; but it can’t be dismissed. As a
reference work it’s invaluable: the bibliographies alone are worth the
price. And as a warning about the appalling extremes of human
behavior and male weirdness, it’s indispensable.

Especially now. There was a moment in the 1990s when, it was
believed, history was over and Utopia had arrived, looking very
much like a shopping mall, and “feminist issues” we re 
supposed dead. But that moment was brief. Islamic and American
right-wing fundamentalists are on the rise, and one of the first aims
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of both is the suppression of women: their bodies, their minds, the
results of their labors—women, it appears, do most of the work
around this planet—and last but not least, their wardrobes.

From Eve to Dawn has a point of view, one that will be familiar
to the readers of French’s best-selling 1977 novel, The Women’s
Room. “The people who oppressed women were men,” French
claims. “Not all men oppressed women, but most benefited (or
thought they benefited) from this domination, and most con-
tributed to it, if only by doing nothing to stop or ease it.”

Women who read this book will do so with horror and growing
anger: From Eve to Dawn is to Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex
as wolf is to poodle. Men who read it might be put off by the depic-
tion of the collective male as brutal psychopath, or puzzled by
French’s idea that men should “take responsibility for what their sex
has done.” (How responsible can you be for Sumerian monarchs,
Egyptian pharaohs, or Napoleon Bonaparte?) However, no one will
be able to avoid the relentless piling up of detail and event—the
bizarre customs, the woman-hating legal structures, the gynecolog-
ical absurdities, the child abuse, the sanctioned violence, the sexual
outrages—millennium after millennium. How to explain them? Are
all men twisted? Are all women doomed? Is there hope? French is
ambivalent about the twisted part, but, being a peculiarly American
kind of activist, she insists on hope.

Her project started out as a sweeping television series. It would
have made riveting viewing. Think of the visuals—witch-burnings,
rapes, stonings-to-death, Jack the Ripper clones, bedizened courte-
sans, and martyrs from Joan of Arc to Rebecca Nurse. The televi-
sion series fell off the rails, but French kept on, writing and
researching with ferocious dedication, consulting hundreds of
sources and dozens of specialists and scholars, although she was
interrupted by a battle with cancer that almost killed her. The whole
thing took her 20 years.

Her intention was to put together a narrative answer to a ques-
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tion that had bothered her for a long time: how had men ended up
with all the power—specifically, with all the power over women?
Had it always been like that? If not, how was such power grasped
and then enforced? Nothing she had read had addressed this issue
directly. In most conventional histories, women simply aren’t there.
Or they’re there as footnotes. Their absence is like the shadowy cor-
ner in a painting where there’s something going on that you can’t
quite see.

French aimed to throw some light into that corner. Her first
volume—Origins—is the shortest. It starts with speculations about
the kind of egalitarian hunter-gatherer societies also described by
Jared Diamond in his classic, Guns, Germs and Steel. No society, says
French, has ever been a matriarchy—that is, a society in which
women are all-powerful and do dastardly things to men. But soci-
eties were once matrilineal: that is, children were thought to
descend from the mother, not the father. Many have wondered why
that state of affairs changed, but change it did; and as agriculture
took over, and patriarchy set in, women and children came to be
viewed as property—men’s property, to be bought, sold, traded,
stolen, or killed.

As psychologists have told us, the more you mistreat people, the
more pressing your need to explain why your victims deserve their
fate. A great deal has been written about the “natural” inferiority of
women, much of it by the philosophers and religion makers whose
ideas underpin Western society. Much of this thinking was ground-
ed in what French calls, with wondrous understatement, “men’s
insistent concern with female reproduction.” Male self-esteem, it
seemed, depended on men not being women. All the more neces-
sary that women should be forced to be as “female” as possible, even
when—especially when—the male-created definition of “female”
included the power to pollute, seduce, and weaken men.

With the advent of larger kingdoms and complex and struc-
tured religions, the costumes and interior decoration got better, but
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things got worse for women. Priests—having arguably displaced
priestesses—came up with decrees from the gods who had arguably
replaced goddesses, and kings obliged with legal codes and penal-
ties. There were conflicts between spiritual and temporal power
brokers, but the main tendency of both was the same: men good,
women bad, by definition. Some of French’s information boggles
the mind: the “horse sacrifice” of ancient India, for instance, during
which the priests forced the raja’s wife to copulate with a dead horse.
The account of the creation of Islam is particularly fascinating: like
Christianity, it was woman-friendly at the start, and supported and
spread by women. But not for long.

The Masculine Mystique (Volume Two) is no more cheerful. Two
kinds of feudalism are briskly dealt with: the European and the
Japanese. Then it’s on to the appropriations by Europeans of Africa,
of Latin America, of North America, and thence to the American
enslavement of blacks, with women at the bottom of the heap in all
cases. You’d think the Enlightenment would have loosened things
up, at least theoretically, but at the salons run by educated and intel-
ligent women the philosophers were still debating—while hoover-
ing up the refreshments—whether women had souls, or were just a
kind of more advanced animal. In the 18th century, however,
women were beginning to find their voices. Also they took to writ-
ing, a habit they have not yet given up.

Then came the French Revolution. At first, women as a caste
were crushed by the Jacobins despite the key role they had played
in the aristocracy-toppling action. As far as the male revolutionaries
were concerned, “Revolution was possible only if women were
utterly excluded from power.”

Liberty, equality, and fraternity did not include sorority. When
Napoleon got control “he reversed every right women had won.”
Yet after this point, says French, “women were never again silent.”
Having participated in the overthrow of the old order, they wanted
a few rights of their own.

F O R E WO R D
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Infernos and Paradises, the third volume, and Revolution and the
Struggles for Justice, the fourth volume, take us through the growing
movement for the emancipation of women in the 19th and 20th
centuries, with the gains and reverses, the triumphs and the back-
lashes, played out against a background of imperialism, capitalism,
and world wars. The Russian Revolution is particularly gripping—
women were essential to its success—and particularly dispiriting as
to the results. “Sexual freedom meant liberty for men and materni-
ty for women,” says French. “Wanting sex without responsibility,
men charged women who rejected them with ‘bourgeois prudery.’ .
. . To treat women as men’s equals without reference to women’s
reproduction . . . is to place women in the impossible situation of
being expected to do everything men do, and to reproduce society
and maintain it, all at the same time and alone.”

It’s in the final three chapters of the fourth volume that French
comes into her home territory, the realm of her most personal
k n owledge and her deepest enthusiasms. “The Hi s t o ry of
Feminism,” “The Political Is Personal, The Personal Is Political,”
and “The Future of Feminism” make up the promised “dawn” of
the general title. These sections are thorough and thoughtful. In
them, French covers the contemporary ground, including the views
of antifeminist and conservative women—who, she argues, see the
world much as feminists do—one half of humanity acting as pred-
ators on the other half—but differ in the degree of their idealism or
hope. (If gender differences are “natural,” nothing to be done but to
manipulate the morally inferior male with your feminine wiles, if
any.) But almost all women, she believes—feminist or not—are
“moving in the same direction along different paths.”

Whether you share this optimism or not will depend on
whether you believe Earth Titanic is already sinking. A fair chance
and a fun time on the dance floor for all would be nice, in theory.
In practice, it may be a scramble for the lifeboats. But whatever you
think of French’s conclusions, the issues she raises cannot be
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ignored. Women, it seems, are not a footnote after all: they are the
necessary center around which the wheel of power revolves; or, seen
another way, they are the broad base of the triangle that sustains a
few oligarchs at the top. No history you will read, post-French, will
ever look the same again.

Margaret Atwood
Canada
August 2004
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

FROM EVE TO DAWN was first published in Canada in 2002–2003,
but it was written over a decade earlier. Publishers bought it, but

procrastinated, intimidated by its length. Each one finally declined
to print. The book, which took me more than fifteen years to
research and write, was 10,000 pages long. Initially I refused the
publishers’ pleas to cut it, but eventually, I had to do so. Removing
so much material harmed the book. For instance, in recounting
women’s battle for education, I described the awesome daily sched-
ule of the first young women in England to attend college. I pro-
vided the onerous schedules of the first young women to study
nursing with Florence Nightingale. In removing detail like this, I
diminished the richness of the story, and the reader’s admiration for
these women. Unfortunately, I did not keep careful records of these
removals, and can no longer retrieve them. The information can
still be found, but only in my sources, the books or articles from
which I gleaned my material. 

The world has changed since I finished writing the book, but
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none of the changes alters the history of women very much. For
instance, I had predicted that Serbia, in rabid Christian zeal, would
mount military action against the other Yugoslavian states. But I
had to remove this bit, since, by the time the book was published
in 2002, the wars in Yugoslavia, initiated by Serbia, had not only
begun but ended. Originally, I predicted that “fundamentalist”
Islamic movements in the Middle East would grow; by the time the
book was published, this forecast was a fait accompli. 

The major change affecting women during the last three
decades is this proliferation of fundamentalisms. These religious
movements are widespread, occurring within every world religion:
Christianity (the born-again Christian movement in the United
States, the drive to criminalize abortion centered in the Catholic
Church); Islam (militant brotherhoods like the Taliban in most
Muslim states), and even Judaism (e.g., Gush Emunim in Israel)
and Hinduism, which are both historically nonproselytizing. The
politics of these movements are not new, but the emotions of the
men involved in them intensified to the point of fanaticism after
the1970s. Thus, whatever their claims, they were not only respons-
es to Western colonization or industrialization, but a backlash
against spreading feminism. 

Another major change that occurred during this period was the
demise of the USSR and the shift from socialism to a kind of capi-
talism, in Russia and its satellite states, without in most cases much
movement toward democratization. China too has shifted in the
direction of capitalism without moderating its dictatorial govern-
ment. It has also experienced considerable industrialization and
Westernization. Economic changes like these, globalization, and the
emergence of “free trade” thinking, have increased the gap between
the very rich and everyone else, and affect women and men simi-
larly. Economic changes hit the most vulnerable people hardest, and
everywhere in the world, women and children are the most vulner-
able. Women and children make up four-fifths of the poorest peo-
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ple on earth. One consequence of these economic developments is
a huge increase in slavery, trade in human beings, which particular-
ly affects women, who are nowadays bought and sold across the
globe for use as prostitutes and slave laborers—and in China, as
slave-wives. Unlike earlier forms of slavery, this form is illegal, yet
thrives everywhere. 

But women continue to fight for egalitarian treatment: despite
the double standards, women in Iran (a religious dictatorship) and
Egypt (a secular dictatorship) try to work within the law. The Ir a n i a n
g overnment frequently imprisons, whips, and even kills women who
challenge its standards; Egypt imprisons them. Government does
not get invo l ved in Pakistan, Afghanistan, or the former Sov i e t
republics, where women who appear to deviate from the oppre s s i ve
moral code are punished and killed by their own families—their
fathers or brothers—or their village councils. Yet women go on
p rotesting. 

Men invo l ved in fundamentalist movements see feminism as a
t h reat. Feminism is simply the belief that women are human beings
with human rights. Human rights are not radical claims, but mere l y
basic rights—the right to walk around in the world at will, to bre a t h e
the air and drink water and eat food sufficient to maintain life, to
speak at will and control one’s own body and its movements, includ-
ing its sexuality. Fundamentalists deny women this status, tre a t i n g
them as if they we re nonhuman beings created by a deity to serve
men, who own them. Fundamentalist movements thrust the history
of women into a tragic new phase. Ac ross the globe, men who see
feminism as a threat to their dominance are clamping down with
religious fervor on women in order to maintain their dominance. 

Control over a woman is the only form of dominance most men
possess, for most men are merely subjects of more powerful men.
But so unanimous is the drive for dominance in male cultures that
men can abuse women across the board with impunity. A man in
India who burns his wife to death in a dowry dispute has no trou-
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ble obtaining a second wife from another family that allegedly loves
its daughter.1 Latin American and Muslim men who kill their wives
under the guise of an “honor” killing have no trouble finding
replacements. 

Misogyny is not an adequate term for this behavior. It is rooted
not in hatred of women, but in a belief that women are not human
beings, but animals designed to serve men and men’s ends, with no
other purpose in life. Men in such cultures see women who resist
such service as perverse, godless creatures who deny the purpose for
which they were created. In light of the ubiquity and self-right-
eousness of such men, we need to consider the origins of their
beliefs. 

In the original Preface to this book I said, “I wrote this history
because I needed a story to make sense of what I knew of the past
and what I saw in the present.” In fact, I began with a vision. The
first time I had the vision, it was a dream, but it recurred many
times over my lifetime, and in its later reincarnations I was awake
when I saw it—although always in bed, on the verge of sleep. I
never consciously summoned this vision. In it, I am tortured by
not-knowing, and one day I awaken to find an angel sitting on the
side of my bed. It is a male angel, and gold from head to toe, like
an Oscar—although the first time I had it, I was a young girl and
knew nothing about Oscars. I welcome the angel and plead my
case: please, please explain to me how things got to be the way they
are, I say. Things make no sense. I don’t understand how they came
about. The angel agrees, and proceeds to explain. He talks for a long
time and at the end I understand everything. It all makes sense. I
am filled with gratitude. Yes, the angel says, but now that you know,
you are not permitted to live. You must die. Okay, I say. I don’t
mind. He embraces me and together we magically ascend to heav-
en. I am in bliss because I understand everything. 

This dream, or vision, is what drove me throughout the years
of work. I did not start with a belief; the story emerged from the
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material as I did the research, especially after I started work on
Africa, where the process of patriarchic organization was still occur-
ring when Arab traders arrived there. I let the explanation filter into
the text as I discovered it. The argument is thus threaded through
the text, and is not readily abstracted from it. I am taking the
opportunity in this new Introduction to offer the explanation sepa-
rately.

Humans of some form have lived on the planet for almost four
million years, although our own species, homo sapiens sapiens, is
only about 100,000 years old. We do not know how earlier
hominids lived, but we can study our nearest relatives, chimpanzees,
to get some idea. Chimpanzees live in heterosocial groups, males
and females, young and old, together. (Other animals do not live
this way. Many mammals—lions, and elephants, for instance, live
in homosocial groups—related females together, along with their
young, and males in isolation.) Dominance hierarchies are also uni-
sexual: those among males affect only males; those among females
affect only females. Moreover, dominance has a narrow meaning for
animals: a dominant male has first dibs over food and sexual access
to females. Inferior males are expected to defer to the alpha male in
disputes over food or sex. But his dominance can be and regularly
is challenged or evaded; it also shifts from one animal to another. In
no animal species do dominant males or females dictate the behav-
ior of other animals. They do not rule each other, as humans try to
do. An animal may have authority because of her status in the
group, but does not possess the right to command other animals to
do or not do anything. 

But females regularly intervene in male affairs. Within chim-
panzee society, a particular animal may be loved or respected, usu-
ally because she has offered others comfort, grooming, or care. This
gives her the authority to intervene when males are fighting among
themselves, or picking on a particular animal. Her authority resides
solely in the willingness of the other animals to hearken to her.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Females regularly disregard male status, having sex with whom they
choose, often with low-status chimps.2

Chimpanzees live in family groups of 20 to 30 in the forest.
Females migrate to other groups to mate, but may return to their
natal group afterward. Females take total responsibility for socializ-
ing the young. A mother teaches her child what is good as food and
medicine, to make a bed each night, to make and use tools, and to
communicate with other chimps through calls and expressive
sound. She feeds her baby until it is five years old, but chimps usu-
ally remain with their mothers for a decade. If a mother dies, her
baby often dies of grief, unless other family members take care of it.
Fatherhood is of course unknown—as is the case with most ani-
mals—but males are heavily involved in tending the young.3

C h i m p a n zees often display empathetic behavior, even for
beings of different species.4 Their ability to feel empathy leads them
occasionally to perform seemingly altruistic acts, in what is the
foundation of a moral sense. Because chimp young, like human
babies, require years of parental care to survive, they have a need to
be loved. From the mother-child bond of love arises the bond uni-
fying the chimpanzee community.

Scientists assume that early hominids lived in much the same
way, in groups made up of sisters and brothers, the women’s chil-
dren, and their mates. This form of society is called matricentry. It
is important to distinguish this from matriarchy, a term many peo-
ple use in error. Matriarchy means “ruled by mothers.” There has
never been a matriarchal state, so far as we know, although there
may be matriarchal families. Matricentry means centered around
the mother, a form found in most families. 

Female chimpanzees produce only about three infants in a life-
time, one every five or six years. Hominids may have done the same.
Fatherhood was unknown and remained so during most of the
three-plus millennia of human existence. For hundreds of years,
people lived by gathering fruits, vegetables, and grains, which was
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done almost entirely by females. Males gather, when they do, only
for themselves; females feed the entire clan. Both sexes hunted small
animals with their hands. Around 10,000 BCE, people—probably
women—started to plant crops, perhaps wheat. The move to horti-
culture caused a major change in human life because it entailed liv-
ing in settled communities. 

Women being central in the group, and being the ones who fed
the group, were also the ones considered to have rights in the land.
All early societies in Africa and North America believed land could
not be owned, but that those who settled it had the right to use it.
In prehistory, women had rights to use the land, which passed to
their daughters. This system was still pervasive when foreigners pen-
etrated indigenous societies. Women remained on the land they
inherited, and men migrated from other clans to mate with them.
Children belonged to the mother, the only known parent, and were
named for her. If a mating was unhappy, a man could leave his wife
but could not take the children, who were part of her matriline. All
babies were accepted in their mother’s clan from birth. There was
no such thing as illegitimacy. Nor, in such societies, could men
abuse their wives, who were surrounded by family members who
would protect them. 

A n t h ropologists who studied the remaining matrilineal gro u p s
in earlier decades re p o rted that they we re harmonious. They are now
usually male-dominant, although men derive their importance fro m
their sisters. Children inherit from their uncles. In hunting-gather-
ing societies, men remain at the village when the women go to gath-
er; they gamble, they play, and they watch the children. Only occa-
sionally do they hunt. Male-female groups may hunt together with
nets and spears.5 When a clan discove red weaving or pottery - m a k i n g ,
it was usually women who did this work too. But men’s sociability
and playfulness gave them an advantage when politics—negotiations
among different clans—began. The women, who gathered singly
although they went out together, we re more bound to their ow n
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family units because they took responsibility for them.
Hominids and early humans lived this way for nearly four mil-

lion years. They lived in peace; there are no signs of weapons until
about 10,000 years ago. Some communities left traces behind, like
Catal Hüyük in Turkey. This Anatolian community thrived from
about 10,000 BCE until 8,000 BCE—surviving longer than
ancient Greece or Sumer or any European nation. Its people lived
in connected houses entered from the top by a ladder. (Houses of
early periods were often shaped like internal female organs: they
had a vaginal passage leading to a room shaped like the uterus—like
igloos). In Catal Hüyük, many houses had shrines attached to
them. Their wall paintings showed that they were devoted to ani-
mals and hunting. Later, when the supply of animals had dwindled,
they were devoted to goddesses. The people of Catal Hüyük trav-
eled far—their middens contained jewels, mirrors, stones, and
woods from thousands of miles away. They had a rich and varied
diet including alcoholic drinks; they had weaving and pottery and
painting and made female figurines.6 Their paintings depict a dan-
gerous game played by young men and women: leaping the bull,
and showed both sexes in lovely, sexy clothes.7

The ruins of Knossos are even more impressive, containing
paved streets, houses with roof gardens, gutters, toilets, and baths.
It seems to have been an egalitarian society with writing, a very high
standard of living and a love of art. In their paintings, women sit in
the front and men in the rear at public events. Women are depict-
ed as hunters, farmers, merchants, chariot drivers; one is even com-
mander of a ship. The city was probably destroyed by a volcano.

Not only these towns but this entire political structure perished.
People went on living in matricentric, matrilineal clans—they still
exist in Africa—but some clans changed their political structure.
The first states arose in Egypt and Sumer, toward the end of the
fourth millennium. The beginnings of a move toward patriarchy are
reflected in Egyptian art, which depicts human beings of equal size
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until the end of the fourth millennium, when artists began to paint
one man taller amid a crowd of others of normal height. This
change reflects a political change in African societies that was occur-
ring when the first Arab merchants infiltrated it and observed the
process. It is the shift to patriarchy.

Patriarchy was the result of a revolution, the world’s first. It
occurred after men had realized they had a part in procreation,
knowledge that triggered their discontent. They may have wanted
to own the young they fathered, in order to control their labor, but
it appears their main objective was to obtain more power over
women. They raided villages to obtain captive women. (Many soci-
eties—like Rome, for instance—have founding myths based on
men’s rape of women.) Once removed from their clan, women had
no claim to land or labor in their home villages, and were freed of
their obligation to their families. Having no rights, they were essen-
tially slaves.8 Men mated with them, keeping them under surveil-
lance, but because they were unsure how long it took for a fetus to
mature, or how to prove fatherhood, they killed the firstborn child.
Murder of firstborn children is a regular mark of patrilineal groups. 

Men kept these women under surveillance in their villages to
assure their paternity, and began to make rules that applied only to
women. Thus, the first criminals were women. Men declared it a
crime (adultery) for women to have sex with anyone but their own-
ers, and for women to abort children, although men had the right
in every ancient society, to murder their own children (infanticide).
Men declared that children belonged to their fathers and named
them for the fathers. Children whose fathers were unknown were
decreed illegitimate, bastards. 

Women, kidnapped from various villages, often could not speak
the language of their captors, nor those spoken by other women in
the village. Forever alien, they were probably unhappy. Most patri-
lineal groups allowed them to leave, but forbade their taking the
children with them, so few women left. Children belonged to their
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patriliny, which disposed of them as it chose. Doubtless women’s
unhappiness communicated itself to the men, because in most
patrilinies, men do not live with women. In past and present
patrilinies, men use women for sex and require women to feed
them, but live in separate men’s houses. Some require great sub-
servience, bowing and other forms of obeisance, from the enslaved
women. 

The society in men’s houses, according to anthropologists who
h a ve studied them, is miserable—contentious and bickering.
Women live with their children in women’s houses until boys are
taken from them at adolescence. Girls remain until they are grown
enough to be used as barter to other clans in a search for wives. It is
in these clans that the most cruel male puberty rites occur, when
boys are taken from their mothers and introduced into the men’s
houses. Many of these clans have myths referring to a time when
women had powers that they have lost—sometimes symbolized by
flutes or other instruments. The message of puberty rites is the same
whether a boy is being initiated by the Chaka, by British public
(private) schools, or by the Catholic Church: the first birth,
through women, is merely nature, a lowly state. To become a
human being, a boy must be born again through men. Many puber-
ty rites force boys to simulate crawling through the birth canal, and
inflict pain supposedly caused by birth. Sometimes the penis is cut
to draw blood, simulating women’s menstruation. A boy learns
through this process that the important parent is the father, whom
he must obey. He learns the power structure he must live within
and he learns to reject his mother as an inferior being, and emotion
as an unworthy state. He learns to bear pain stoically and to isolate
himself emotionally.

Matrilineal and patrilineal clans coexisted for thousands of
years—indeed, they still do. The clans found in many Arab, Asian,
and African states and in South America are descendants of these
ancient clans. Some people consider clans egalitarian, because all
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the clans are equal in importance. But they are not egalitarian, they
are male-dominant. Few matrilineal clans still exist, and even they
have become male-dominant. 

During the fourth millennium, in certain places, however, men
grew ambitious and built a larger structure, the state. A state is a
property ruled by a particular government. States are supposed to be
bound by fixed geographical features, are supposed to contain peo-
ple related by genetic background and the same language, but none
of these is actually the case. What we call the state arose first in
Sumer and Egypt, and soon afterward, in China. It arose because
certain men, not satisfied with dominance over women, wanted to
dominate men. To this end, they introduced the two major instru-
ments of patriarchy: war and religion. 

A different form of religion had long existed everywhere, as is
attested to by the ubiquity of female figurines. People implored the
female principle, a goddess, for corn and oil and babies. If a goddess
did not come through, her adherents turned their backs on her. She
was powerful but not fearsome. Her main worshippers were priest-
esses, who also guarded the communal granary. (In American
Indian groups like the Iroquois, women controlled stored food.
Thus, the clan could not go to war without female approval.) 

Myths of many peoples describe the long struggle by a particu-
lar male god to unseat a goddess. The god uses various methods of
attack, but invariably fails. The goddess is invincible. Then one day
he discovers weapons. When he attacks the goddess with weapons,
he is able to overthrow her. He becomes supreme and immediately
names subsidiary gods (and sometimes, a few goddesses): hierarchy
is born. In some societies, myths describe a time when women
owned the flutes—or other magical instruments—until men found
a way to trick them out of them, or to steal them. We can deduce
the shift from clan structure to a state, and the shift from matricen-
try, matrilinearity, and matrilocal marriage to patriarchy.

Unlike the goddesses, male gods made decrees: they dictated
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rules and punishments for breaking the rules. All present world reli-
gions are patriarchal and male-dominant, and willfully deny god-
head to women, from the early and very harsh Laws of Manu,
which form Hindu law, to the Jewish man’s daily prayer thanking
god for not making him a woman, to the founding mystery of the
Catholic Church, a Trinity made up of a father who alone creates a
son, who together with him creates the Holy Ghost. Mohammed,
who started out treating women as almost equal to men, himself
changed as he aged, and the Hadith, the books commenting on the
Koran, present a long record of Muslim leaders increasingly confin-
ing women and denying their humanity.9

From a largely anarchic world, humankind moved to patriarchy,
authoritarian rule by the fathers. Early states were formed by one
warrior who set himself up as king, general (leader in war), and
head priest. The ruler and his entire family claimed to be humanly
superior to all others by virtue of their relationship to deity. This
was the beginning of a class system. Some early class systems may
have been related to color. Caste, the Indian word for class, means
color in Portuguese. 

In the beginning, upper-class women may not have been bound
by rules binding other women. Egyptian women were governed by
the fairly egalitarian laws of their own land until Alexander ushered
in a Greek dynasty that followed Greek law (which was extremely
discriminating against women). T h e re are re c o rds of women
pharaohs (although they have been partly erased): women were
rulers and military generals in China, empresses in Japan, and the
heads of households in Egypt. But over time, as the goddesses were
demoted into barmaids and prostitutes, women were all treated as
servants, whatever their class—consider Athena, waiting on Achilles
in The Odessey.

Early states were ruled by men who filled the position of chief
general, head of state, and head priest. Sargon, for example, who
lived around 2,350 BCE, was a warrior said to make rivers run red
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with blood. A Semite from Akkad, as a general, he ruled a unified
Sumer and Akkad, and named himself head priest. His daughter,
Enheduanna, head priestess of Inanna, was also a great poet (the
first poet we know about), and a philosopher. Her work celebrates
her father’s connection to the goddess Ishtar/Inanna. For millennia,
Chinese and Japanese emperors maintained that they were related
to deity or received their power from a deity. Witness the “divine
right” of European kings. In early periods, humans might be sacri-
ficed when such a ruler died, even if the group still worshipped a
goddess. 

Increasingly, rulers required the supremacy of a male god. The
people demurred, they liked their goddesses and would not switch.
As late as the Roman Empire, governments tried various stratagems
to displace goddesses. The conflict is apparent in inadvertent slips
in the sacred books—in the Vedas, the Old Testament, and Persian
history. These volumes of women’s history trace this movement in
many societies. There are local variations, and some heroines along
the way, but the picture is similar throughout history. I urge you to
read a chapter at a time, pausing between them. Reading the books
will alert you to the many ways women can be—and have been—
constricted, and on what grounds. The great moment comes in the
twentieth century, when women joined together to end this oppres-
sion. 

Since there is a concerted movement worldwide to retract the
progress women have made in the last three or four decades, it is
essential that we be aware of what can happen—what has hap-
pened—and what is happening now. Women have made progress
but only in certain geographical areas, and only in some classes.
That is, women in the West who are educated have won great bat-
tles for rights. Yet even educated Western women continue to suffer
from double standards, and there is much remaining to be done
even here. But our sisters in the East require the most help. The
American government claimed, when we first invaded Afghanistan,
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that part of the purpose was to liberate Afghan women—just as the
British claimed, when they invaded India, that their purpose was to
end the practice of suttee. In fact, the British did not give a damn
about Indian women, just as the American government doesn’t give
a damn about Afghan women. A fine book by Ann Jones presents
Afghan women as they live today.10

We are facing a long battle. Many of us are unaware that the war
is even engaged, but if you watch television, or pay attention to the
way the sexes are depicted in any medium, if you pay attention to
history, and know what has happened in the past, you will realize
that the rights we have so arduously won in the United States slow-
ly but surely can be rescinded by a right-wing Supreme Court com-
bined with a right-wing government. And are. 
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PART ONE

T H E

T W E N T I E T H  C E N T U R Y —

R E V O L U T I O N

IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, EVERYTHING EXPLODED. The work-
ers’ struggle reached proportions that frightened the elite into sev-

ere repression and, finally, world war. The subtext of two world wars
and a host of smaller ones was conflict over rights between the priv-
ileged and the underprivileged. Although this study is written in
sympathy with the underprivileged (women as a caste were the first
humans to be denied rights, regardless of the women of the elite,
who might have some privileges but no rights), the fight was also a
struggle between fascists and communists in which neither side was
blameless or pure. But the entire century was ripped by this strug-
gle, whether as war or conflict, in one part of the globe or another.
The underprivileged won some battles, but the privileged have won
the war—so far. The “new” global economy is a triumph of the elite,
in the form of corporations, which now surpass nation-states in
wealth and power.
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The twenty-first-century elite may not be descended in blood
from the nineteenth-century elite (although surely some members
are), but it is just as privileged, despite the existence of many
“democracies.” The communist dream of the withering away of the
state was really a dream of a vanishing elite, and the first act of
communist leaders was always to fortify themselves as an elite. The
dream of African revolutionaries focused on African leaders who
would not exploit the people, but, with few exceptions, the new
leaders not only exploited the people but robbed them blind.
Democracy is supposed to be a guard against elitism, but it grew in
elitist soil. It must constantly fight against its own foundation—
patriarchy—which is an assertion of the most basic elitism, men
over women.

The aggressive expansion of European states after the sixteenth
century succeeded at a huge cost to life and well-being for humans
and animals alike. It enriched and empowered a white male elite.
Exploiting its colonies, the West (Western Europe and the United
States) spread its culture across the globe and drained formerly self-
sufficient societies. By the late nineteenth century, ancient “Third
World” societies were prostrate before Western ships, guns, and
ideas. Britain dominated most of the globe. The men who con-
trolled technology and the wealth it reaped ruled not only their own
countries but distant colonies as well—literally, the world. This new
class, descendants of men who seized power in earlier insurgencies,
joined by men who got rich in industry, exploited their subjects
impartially. Most humans lacked rights.

Imperialist powers, aware of their colonies’ resentment, relied
on force to maintain a supremacy that was often the main reward
for their effort—the costs of colonization could exceed its profits.
Domination always destroys the dominator. Revolt begins at the
moment of victory: however helpless and inferior dominated peo-
ple may feel, they hate and wait (like Catherine de Medici), sim-
mering with resentment and rebelliousness until they can expel the
dominator. In the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Third
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World colonized peoples and First World working classes rose up en
masse. Most wars of this period were uprisings by nations or groups
demanding rights or independence. 

The twentieth century was convulsed by revolutions, genocides,
and civil wars unparalleled in ferocity and scale. Technological
developments—airplanes, submarines, rockets, tanks, and nuclear
weapons—made the wars of this century more murderous than ear-
lier conflicts, wider and more indiscriminate. Its two major wars,
the First and Second World Wars, were not revolutions. No one has
satisfactorily explained the first, and the second is seen as a war to
halt German expansion, yet both were desperate attempts to divert
and refocus the class and sex struggle.1 Most uprisings of the centu-
ry were won by the rebels, through war, passive resistance, or nego-
tiation, yet change proved elusive. 

No war succeeded in ending oppression. Former colonizers
retain their power under new guises, and most indigenous govern-
ments have become oppressive kleptocratic cliques or have been
forced by external pressure into attenuated war (as Mozambique,
Nicaragua, and Uganda were for many years). The stirring rhetoric
of revolution disguises the fact that war is always a struggle for
power and that the moral change always expected to follow victory
cannot occur in a culture concerned primarily with power. Moral
revolution, which changes values, cannot be violent, yet it is hard to
a c h i e ve peacefully. The enduring changes won in the past century
resulted mostly from peaceful movements by unions, black civil
rights workers, and feminists. These changes modified the status
quo and did not revolutionize society. Third World revolutions won
independence for some states, but the economic hardship and
power struggles among classes, peoples, and sexes still continue. 

Women, at the bottom of every class, oppressed and discrimi-
nated against under the old system, remain so in the new. No revo-
lutionary struggle, no matter how vocal its commitment to sexual
equality, actually achieved it; no matter how strongly revolutionary
leaders advocated women’s rights before or during armed conflict,
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none accepted women as equals once it was won. Women’s experi-
ence in struggle had local particularities, but men’s treatment of
women as a caste after the struggle is over is strikingly similar from
nation to nation. Part One examines women’s experience in three
kinds of revolution—socialist, fascist, and nationalist. 
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C H A P T E R  1

S O C I A L I S M  I N  E U R O P E

THE FIRST ENDURING SOCIALIST GROUPS were formed in the 1860s
and 1870s by the International Workingman’s Association or the

First International (1864–76). They were initially dominated by
conservative artisans hostile to women’s independence through paid
work or political rights, men who wanted to return to the tradi-
tional households or guilds they controlled. More regressive than
progressive, their socialism was less a vision of exploitation and
community than an awareness that industrialization was making
them obsolete. They wanted to stop factory owners from simplify-
ing and dividing tasks so they could be performed by unskilled
workers paid minimal wages. But industrialization could not be
stopped and, as it spread, unskilled workers and landless farmers
were drawn to Marx’s vision of collective struggle. Abandoning nos-
talgia for the past, most of them took Marxist positions and accept-
ed the idea of female equality promoted by Marxist intellectuals.
Soon they and Marx dominated the movement. 

The triumph of Marxist thinking in socialist parties in the lat-
ter nineteenth century gave women’s rights issues theoretical 
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legitimacy, but by the time conservative socialists were defeated, the
socialist project had already been defined. Marx envisioned capital-
ism as a dynamic system allowing social change so radical that the
powerless could become the authors of history. But his ideas tri-
umphed after women had been defeated in the socialist movement,
after organized labor had re-established patriarchal priorities.
Despite some strong efforts to emancipate women, socialism failed
women in the end. 

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels saw women as human and as
oppressed, and they advocated their political rights and economic
independence. But while Marx was aware of the importance of re-
production, he never thought about how women were to go on tak-
ing sole responsibility for it and still be productive citizens. Neither
Marx nor Engels seemed aware of the work and time required to
rear children and maintain families, the crushing difficulty of com-
bining these tasks with paid work; neither seemed to notice what
wives, daughters, and other servants actually did all day. Their fail-
ure to address the hardship of reproduction and family maintenance
set a precedent for later socialists to dismiss them as nonwork. 

Marx concentrated on the “masculine”—capitalist power and
strategies for overthrowing capitalism. His focus validated that of
later socialists, who were already drenched in disdain for “feminine”
aspects of life. Their contempt extended beyond women to all hum-
an life, because scorn for women means scorn for the essential, the
“necessary.” From its inception, socialism was penetrated by disdain
for the areas of life associated with the feminine.1

The socialist dream failed partly because of male indifference to
the necessary, the realm to which women are consigned. Socialist
men avowed principles of equality, yet denigrated feminism and
treated sexual equality as secondary. To attract men, they were will-
ing to sacrifice women. Yet socialist parties that ignored women
failed, and separate women’s groups were not formed until the
Second International, from 1889 to 1914.2 Repressive laws forced
the German party to create a separate women’s organization. The
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men had no premonition that this group would help it become the
largest and most radical socialist party in the world.

Nationalism, not democracy, spurred the 1848 revolutions.
Foreigners ruled middle-European and Italian states; Germany was
a set of small confederated states with a common language until
1871, when Bismarck unified it under Prussian rule. Most German
states, especially Prussia, had authoritarian political and moral sys-
tems lacking any conception of rights. In such a climate, women
faced even greater obstacles than in England and the United States.
When the German Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische
Partei Deutschlands, or SPD) was founded in 1875, it advocated
the vote for all citizens. Some thought this phrase included women,
but when August Bebel proposed adding “citizens of both sexes”
(women were not citizens in all German states), the party voted it
down. In 1878 Germany passed antisocialist laws, forcing the party
underground until 1890. 

In 1889 Clara Zetkin (1857–1933) addressed the founding
congress of the Second International in Paris. Her speech set the
standard for socialists’ attitudes toward women. Building on Engels’
and Bebel’s analyses, Zetkin assumed that socialists must support
feminist struggles. Since working-class women were slaves to both
capitalists and working-class men, she rejected collaborating with
bourgeois feminists, who shared capitalist men’s class interests.
Rather, she insisted that work which permitted economic inde-
pendence was the necessary basis of full emancipation for socialist
women. When the party was legalized in 1890, its make-up
changed. Industrial growth had created a larger proletariat open to
socialist ideas. Unions grew, and by 1911 over a quarter of a million
German women bakers, butchers, glaziers, woodworkers, leather
workers, lithographers, metalworkers, and saddlers, among others,
had joined unions. Bebel and Engels were widely read; Bebel,
Wilhelm Liebknecht, and Karl Kautsky (followers of Marx and
Engels) were its new leaders, and Zetkin was prominent. The 1891
SPD Congress at Erfurt voted for universal adult suffrage and for
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the abolition of sexually discriminatory laws. The “Erfurt Program”
became a key text for socialists everywhere. 

Zetkin demanded separate groups as necessary for women; the
SPD wanted women in its ranks, mainly to keep them from under-
mining men. Since the law in many German provinces barred
women from political activity, limiting them to “nonpolitical”
groups, the party ruled in 1890 that women could elect their own
delegates to party conferences at special women’s meetings.
Circumvention of the law, rather than commitment to women or
brilliant strategic insight, led the SPD to create a separate women’s
organization—the key to success for the German socialist women’s
movement. In their own group, women could speak and act pub-
licly, without fearing male disapproval or mockery. Ottilie Baader
(1847–1925), the “central Spokesperson” for “women comrades,”
headed 407 spokeswomen in the party hierarchy in 1908. By 1914
the SPD had 174,751 female members (twice the total membership
of the French Socialist Party); 112,000 subscribed to the party
women’s paper, Die Gleichheit (Equality), edited by Zetkin. The
German socialist women’s movement was the largest political
women’s group in Europe between 1890 and 1914, and the stan-
dard for others. 

By 1896 Zetkin had changed her mind about “bourgeois” fem-
inism. Deciding it was “completely justified,” she stopped criticiz-
ing it, but still insisted that suffrage was only a first step in the
emancipation of working-class women. When Germany repealed
laws barring women from joining political parties in 1908, the SPD
dissolved its separate women’s hierarchy. Zetkin objected so strenu-
ously that the male leaders compromised, keeping the women’s
bureau but making it subordinate to the national party executive.
Bypassing Zetkin and Baader, they appointed the younger, less-
known Luise Zietz as the women’s representative on the executive,
perhaps imagining she would be more deferential to their authority
on women’s issues.

Legalization legitimated women’s participation: within a year,
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women’s party membership doubled to over 62,000, nearly 10 per-
cent of the SPD. Among themselves, women were able to develop
political skills, and they formed a nucleus to embrace the hosts of
new recruits who were now joining legally. At Zetkin’s suggestion,
the 1910 International Socialist Congress designated March 8 as
International Women’s Day; after 1911, German and Austrian
women mounted major demonstrations on that day, giving visibil-
ity to the socialist women’s movement. When the First World War
erupted in 1914, 16.1 percent of registered party members were
women. Zetkin opposed the war as a capitalist struggle pitting
working-class men against each other and wrote an essay exhorting
socialist women to fight for peace: “When the men kill, it is up to
us women to fight for the preservation of life. When the men are
silent, it is our duty to raise our voices on behalf of our ideals.” Early
in 1915 Louise Saumoneau of France and socialist women in other
countries clandestinely distributed Zetkin’s essay. But the main
opponent of war, the figure who towers over all others in this peri-
od of German history, was neither German nor a feminist: Rosa
Luxemburg. 

Poland and Rosa Luxemburg

She was born Rozalia Luksenburg in 1870 in Zamosc, Poland.3 At
five, Rosa was diagnosed as having a tubercular hip, put into a cast,
and kept in bed for a year. Afterward, one leg was shorter than the
other; years of painful treatments left her with a severe limp, unable
to run or jump, and scorned by other children. She started school
at ten, an ungainly Jew craving assimilation in a school system that
took Jews by quota and persecuted them in countless ways. She pro-
tected herself by adopting an arrogant, assured facade. When she
was twelve, a pogrom erupted in Warsaw. A mob marched from the
Church of the Holy Cross to Jewish neighborhoods, including the
Lu k s e n b u r g s’, smashing windows, hurling stones, breaking into
houses, and looting. Te r ror of mobs never left her, and she re t re a ted
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into literature, mainly the poetry of Adam Mickiewicz, a Polish ide-
alist who urged the destruction of a decayed world and the creation
of one that would ease human suffering. 

Most Polish girls were not educated: the daughters of aristo-
crats, rich landowners, and the intelligentsia went to expensive pri-
vate girls’ schools that were closed to Jews. Only boys attending
Russian state gymnasia were exempted from the draft and eligible
for university. In 1879, teaching in Polish was outlawed and it was
declared a foreign language. Poles taught their literature and histo-
ry underground, and repression backfired as young students recep-
tive to patriotic fervor became rebels with their teachers’ and their
families’ blessing. 

Luxemburg did well academically and learned to control her
limp and facial expressions; her mother designed her clothes to con-
ceal her physical disproportion (her upper body was larger than her
lower). By sixteen, she had found others in underground circles
who were inspired by Mickiewicz and by social and economic
works smuggled into Poland, often from Russia. She experienced
the joy of political argument about the Catholic Church, Darwin,
materialism and idealism, revolution and socialism. After graduat-
ing from the gymnasium at seventeen, she joined an illegal socialist
group dedicated to building a workers’ party and became a gov-
erness. No institutions of higher learning in Poland accepted
women, so she applied for a passport and headed for further school-
ing in Switzerland—a country that swarmed with radical Polish stu-
dents and offered political freedom.4

Luxemburg was raised on a diet of revolution. She was eleven in
1881 when Sofia Perovskaia and Alexander Zheljabov were hanged
for assassinating the tsar, and thirteen when Aleksandra Jentys was
imprisoned with Ludwik Warynski, who had founded the first
Polish workers’ party, the Proletariat. This pair inspired all young
rebels: the beautiful, intelligent, elegant, cultivated Jentys had
taught by day in the exclusive Institute for Girls of Noble Birth and
plotted at night with her married lover, Warynski. From 1883 to
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1885 they were held in the notorious Tenth Pavilion in the Warsaw
Citadel, then exiled to Russia. When Luxemburg was fifteen, Maria
Bohuszewicz and Rosalia Felsenhard were jailed in the same place.
A Polish aristocrat, Bohuszewicz was head of the Proletariat’s
Central Committee at nineteen. Felsenhard, the daughter of a
Jewish doctor and Bohuszewicz’s friend and collaborator, courage-
ously saved thirty pupils from a fanatical mob invading her class-
room during an 1881 pogrom. Luxemburg was seventeen when
both died en route to Siberian exile, still in their early twenties. 

With many of their men in prison or Siberian exile or killed in
insurrections, elite Polish women often managed landed estates as
well as their children’s education. Women’s equality with men was a
fact of daily life, in conspiracies, on the battlefield, and at home.
Polish Jewish women had been liberated even earlier, ironically by
their marginality. Polish culture exalted Christian women; Jewish
culture ignored women, who escaped the constrictions of patri-
archal families because no one paid attention to them. After the sev-
enteenth century, they owned businesses and taverns, traded in
liquor and fabrics, and acted as matchmakers and go-betweens. In
the 1830s they worked as bankers and merchants in Warsaw. They
lacked prestige, regarded merely as rich Jews. 

Luxemburg recoiled from identification with unassimilated
Jews, scorning their dress, language (Yiddish), and ignorance, and
associating them with Jewishness itself. Like a gentile anti-Semite,
she slurred practicing Jews. She had deep connections with women,
but shrank from identification with women like her mother—
agreeable housewives. She wanted to escape being stereotyped; she
wanted love, a home, a child, respect, acceptance as a Pole, and
work for a cause. But no woman escapes her sex: Luxemburg was
sexually slandered and belittled, like all women in the public eye.
Her world saw her as a Jew with no roots, no tradition, no country.

Luxemburg joined a large Polish contingent in Zurich in early
1889. Polish men could not attend Russian universities unless they
were politically acquiescent, and women were not accepted at all, so
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the entire Polish intelligentsia flocked to Zurich, where they formed
a Union of Polish Students and a Polish National Museum. German
and Austrian socialists also developed their theories in this safe
h a ven—Liebknecht, Ed u a rd Bernstein, Bebel, and Kautsky
planned the SDP in Zurich. The German socialist club Eintracht
had a good library, reading room, and lecture hall. 

Rosa knew she was starting a new life: when she registered with
the authorities, she spelled her name Luxemburg for the first time
(and ever after). Through her German exile landlord, she met mem-
bers of the German Social Democratic press and learned about
political journalism. Enrolled in zoology courses, still unsure of her
future career, she met Leo Jogiches in the fall of 1890. Jogiches had
been born in 1867 in Lithuania, a land isolated from Europe by
thick forests, moors, and swamps.5 When Poland was partitioned in
the 1790s, Lithuania became part of Russia, which suppressed its
language and culture. An underground movement arose, centered
in the university at Wilno (where Mickiewicz had founded a secret
student society). In 1847 Lithuanian Jews opened a rabbinical sem-
inary in Wilno, and the city became the most important seat of
Jewish learning in the world (it was annihilated by the Nazis).
Russia focused Russification on Jews, because of their vulnerability,
leading Christian Lithuanians to condemn them as double trai-
tors—to Christ and also to Poland.

Despite pogroms, at the end of the nineteenth century Jews made
up over 40 percent of Wi l n o’s population. Jogiches, the youngest son
in a rich, cultivated, assimilated Wilno Jewish family, was sullen and
withdrawn, deeply connected to his musician mother. Considering
money-making exploitation, he left school, apprenticed himself to a
locksmith, and agitated among Jewish workers. Like Lu xemburg, he
did not consider himself Jewish and scorned unassimilated Jews and
their Yiddish. He dealt almost entirely with Jewish workers not
because of any feeling of kinship but because most workers we re
Jewish. Despite his contempt for Yiddish, he learned it so he could
communicate with workers who spoke nothing else. 
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When Luxemburg met him, Jogiches was famous for his ded-
ication and organizational skill, and infamous for his tyrannical
behavior. He impressed her with his knowledge of political reality—
she had been exposed only to theory and discussion—and she
changed her field of study to economics, law, and philosophy. He
began to study evolutionary theory, for Darwin’s ideas were trans-
forming Eu ropean thought. They became secret lovers and
remained connected, living together or in contact by mail, for the
rest of her life. They planned a political platform: Luxemburg had
long wanted to form an antinationalist Polish socialist party (she
never comprehended the force of Polish nationalism) and, in 1893,
they founded the Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland
(SDKP) and a journal, Sprawa Robotnicza (The Workers’ Cause). In
her first public speech at the Congress of the Second International,
Luxemburg asked recognition for the SDKP, impressing members
with her brilliance and vitality—a noteworthy socialist at twenty-
three. 

She also had the humanity that makes her a heroine today.
Luxemburg and Jogiches were always enmeshed in power struggles
with each other. Both were utterly dedicated to socialism, but to
him, life was less important than his image as the exiled stranger of
all hero myths, Mikhail Bakunin’s and Sergej Nechaev’s revolution-
ary, the lost man with “no interests of his own, no cause of his own,
no feelings, no habits, no belongings, not even a name. Everything
in him is absorbed by a single, exclusive interest, a single thought, a
single passion—the revolution.”6 Luxemburg hated this vision; she
told Jogiches that life was not about The Workers’ Cause, or the
workers or the cause, but about living. To limit it to issues, pam-
phlets, and articles was to kill the soul. Like Emma Goldman, who
wanted a revolution she could dance at, Luxemburg never lost sight
of the whole in pursuit of a part, and never preached a deformed,
deforming politics. 

In 1897 Luxemburg was awarded a doctoral degree in law and
political science magna cum lauda; a respectable publisher accepted
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her dissertation, and her articles we re published re g u l a r l y.7

Luxemburg wanted to live in Germany, then the center of socialist
agitation, but, as a Russian citizen, she was open to extradition on
political grounds. So Jogiches suggested she marry Gustav Lübeck,
the son of her beloved landlady. He agreed and, in May 1898,
Luxemburg left Zurich as a Frau, settled in Berlin, introduced her-
self to the SPD, and was sent to organize Polish workers in Upper
Silesia, which was controlled by Prussia. She had great success and,
despite strong German anti-Semitism and contempt for Poles, she
was accepted by German socialist leaders. 

Eduard Bernstein, an important socialist theorist, questioned
Marx’s dictum that intensified class struggle and pauperization of
workers would lead to capitalist collapse and world revolution. He
argued that neither was inevitable and that some of Marx’s theories
were outdated. Knowing that a rigorous reasoned rebuttal would
make her reputation, Lu xemburg wrote “Social Reform or
Revolution.” Its publication led the SPD press commission to elect
her unanimously as editor-in-chief of their journal, a position no
woman had held before (or would hold again). Four months after
arriving in Germany, she was an internationally famous socialist.
She still called members of “the new Russian ‘party’”—which
became the Communist Party of Russia in 1918—rascals. She dis-
liked the party’s coteries and its smug, self-serving, self-congratula-
tory, conservative attitude, closed to new ideas. Yet she worked hard
to support it, writing, “Poor is the party in which a botcher, an
ignoramus like me plays an important role.” She wrote on a wide
range of topics, including women’s liberation, condemning middle-
class women’s movements as individualistic and near-sighted, pur-
suing rights and freedom for themselves alone. Luxemburg was not
a feminist. 

Yet she unfailingly upheld feminist values, even against the par-
ty. In her 1904 “Organizational Questions of Russian Social
Democrats,” she criticized Lenin’s political thinking in One Step
Forward. With great erudition, she attacked him on two contradic-
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tory fronts, arguing that his “glorification of the inherent genius of
the proletariat” about socialism and his distrust of the Social
Democratic “intelligentsia” were not intrinsic to revolutionary
Marxism, and denouncing his “ultracentralism” or autocracy:

The “d i s c i p l i n e” Lenin has in mind is by no means implanted
in the proletariat only by the factory, but equally by the b a r-
ra c k s, by the modern bure a u c r a c y, by the entire mechanism of
the centralized bourgeois state apparatus . . . The ultra-cen-
tralism advocated by Lenin is permeated in its ve ry essence by
the sterile spirit of a night watchman rather than by a positive
and cre a t i ve spirit. He concentrates mostly on c o n t ro l l i n g t h e
p a rt y, not on f e rt i l i z i n g it, on n a r row i n g it down, not d e ve l o p-
i n g it, on re g i m e n t i n g and not on u n i f y i n g i t .

As a socialist, not a feminist, Luxemburg attacked Lenin for his
divisiveness in setting one group over others, his antidemocratic
bent, and his love of centralized power—in cells, the party, and the
Soviet state. Lenin’s structures silenced the rank and file, who were
expected only to obey; he cast the mold that strangled Eastern
Europe until 1989–90 and transformed a liberating concept—
socialism—into a synonym for tyranny. Divisiveness is a patriarchal
means toward domination. Like Emma Goldman, Luxemburg
opposed all tyrannies; her socialism was democratic. She never
stopped attacking Lenin, but her opposition was not personal: they
had great respect for each other, and she saw him and Jogiches as
the most outstanding revolutionaries of the time. But she believed,
with Marx, that a people’s revolution must be accomplished by rais-
ing workers’ consciousness, not by armed force. Her opposition to
Lenin had an added motive: his centralist ideas would eradicate the
Polish party, “turning it into one of the territorial organizations of
the Russian party.”

The “Bloody Sunday” massacre of January 1905 kindled strikes
across Russia and Poland. Luxemburg’s party, the SDKP(iL), which
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for years had only a few hundred members, grew to 2000 in late
1904 and 30,000 in 1906. The far more popular PPS was only
slightly larger; the Bund, a Jewish workers’ organization, had about
35,000. The three competed for worker support, mainly by the
written word. Luxemburg published almost ninety articles in 1905
alone. Strikes were so widespread that they amounted to an insur-
rection, especially in Poland, where twice as many workers struck as
in St. Petersburg, and three times as many as in Moscow.

Students and the intelligentsia joined the workers, who were
rebelling not just for higher wages and better working conditions
but against Russian domination. In Warsaw, a general strike pro-
tested a government-instigated pogrom of Bialystok Jews. In Russia,
sailors from the battleship Potemkin mutinied to join the rebel
cause. The Russians responded by imposing martial law on Poland,
which Poles defied: in October, after a general strike in Russia,
Polish railroad workers struck; industrial workers followed, swelling
it into a “common fight against the tsardom,” a strike so massive it
paralyzed the country. The Russians defused it by promising Poles
a constitution and civil liberties, political amnesty, and the abolition
of preventive censorship. But once they had blunted the edge of rev-
olution, they reneged. 

Jogiches went to Warsaw in February 1905 to organize strikes.
Luxemburg joined him in December, hectically writing articles to
foment rebellion. Gratified by busy excitement, both ignored the
fact that they were political outlaws in Russian Poland. In March
1906 the police arrested them and the government sought evidence
of their political activity. The Polish party devised schemes for
escape, but they were held in the dreaded Citadel. Investigators
seemed as concerned with proving Luxemburg immoral as treason-
ous. Lurid articles in conserva t i ve German journals accused
“bloody” Rosa of using sex to get German citizenship.

Luxemburg had been imprisoned before for insulting Emperor
Wilhelm II in a public speech in 1904. She was efficiency itself in
prison, meeting almost daily with a party official to manage party
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business and handling personal affairs—rent, Jogiches’ tailor’s bill—
through letters to friends. Her spirits remained high, but her health
suffered. When bribes freed her, she went to Kuokkala, in Finland,
where Lenin was based. She would never return to Warsaw and
never again live with Jogiches, who, tried and found guilty of
attempting to overthrow the Russian Empire by armed insurrec-
tion, was sentenced to eight years of penal servitude. But he con-
verted a guard and escaped after two months, went underground,
and returned to Berlin in April 1907.

As Lu xemburg came to know Lenin well, she admired him
e ven more, yet spent most of her time writing “Ma s s e n s t re i k ,
Pa rtei und Gewe rk s c h a f t e n” (The Mass Strike, the Political Pa rt y,
and the Trade Unions), an argument for a socialism different fro m
his. She asserted that a mass strike “cannot be artificially 
‘p roduced,’ ‘d e c i d e d’ at random, or ‘p ro p a g a t e d’”; rather, it is “a
historical phenomenon that at the right time results from social
conditions with historical inevitability.” Spontaneity was better
than organized action, the healthy instinct of the proletariat more
e f f e c t i ve than party leadership. Her assertion that pre p a red plans
cannot keep pace with the spontaneous movement of the masses
was validated in 1990, when the USSR fell after months of upris-
ings by masses in socialist states. Ab ove all, she argued, mass 
political struggle cannot be directed from above by a central part y
organization: “The ove restimation . . . of the role of organizations
in the class struggle of the proletariat usually goes hand in hand
with . . . disre g a rd of the unorganized proletarian mass and of
their political maturity. ”

Fundamentally, Luxemburg’s socialism was the freedom to
“think differently”; revolution meant fighting for a more humane
social system. Human progress was moving toward moral virtue.
Realpolitik, whether conceived by Marx or Lenin, was immoral and
so unusable. Marx was concerned with inexorable laws of history,
and Lenin with the dictatorship of the proletariat: they were both
hard matters, to be taken seriously. But Luxemburg was concerned
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with the ethics of socialism and with workers’ idealism—“soft,”
“feminine” matters—and she wrote no comprehensive work on
social change. She has been discounted as a political theorist, yet
events have proven her more astute than Marx or Lenin: Marx’s laws
of history have proven not “inexorable” at all, and Lenin’s dictator-
ship was not of the proletariat. She underestimated the power of
nationalism, but rightly saw it as a divisive force. Indeed, as nation-
alist movements have again flamed into life in middle Europe and
Africa, they still feature intolerance and fascism. 

Luxemburg believed that nationalism was fading in Europe.8

She imagined that an international proletariat could fill the need to
belong to a group, since working-class people have more in com-
mon with each other, in lifestyle and consciousness, than with the
elites of their own nation. Accepting Marx’s vision of proletarians—
people with no national allegiance—she envisioned them united by
common interests, not nation, race, or heredity.

In 1913 Lu xemburg published her major work, T h e
Accumulation of Capital. Rigorously, logically, she argues that capi-
talists can accumulate surplus value (profit) only by expanding into
foreign markets or less developed parts of their country. Capitalism
needs noncapitalist markets to function and ultimately to survive,
yet when it enters such places, it destroys them as independent enti-
ties, thereby destroying the demand necessary for it to realize sur-
plus value—a condition for continued accumulation of capital.
Capitalism must collapse because of the contradiction inherent in
laws governing accumulation. (This theory, accepted by socialists
and capitalists for decades, has not yet proven itself: capitalists are
very resourceful.)

As ruling elites threatened by growing socialism and feminism
inflamed their populations with nationalistic fervor, war became
l i k e l y. In 1913 Lenin urged national self-determination, and
German socialists supported Prussian militaristic self-aggrandize-
ment. Luxemburg, back in Germany, urged German workers not to
fight against workers of other states. In February 1914 she was tried
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for inciting public disobedience, and she put the Prussian govern-
ment on trial by Social Democrat standards:

Wars can be conducted only if the working people see them
as just and necessary, or at least accept them passively. But
once the majority of the working people concludes—and it
is precisely the task of Social Democracy to arouse that con-
sciousness and lead them to this conclusion . . . that wars are
barbaric, deeply immoral, reactionary, and against the inter-
ests of the people, then wars will become impossible . . .
According to the . . . prosecution, the party at war is the
army; according to us it is the entire people. It is the people
on whom the decision must rest whether or not to make a
war . . . working men and women, old and young, and not
the small section of the people wearing the so-called King’s
uniform.

But Luxemburg could not stop the war and she spent it in prison,
muzzled.

In the post-war chaos, Prince Max, trying to prop up the
m o n a rc h y, appointed a Social Democrat chancellor; a So c i a l
Democratic Republic emerged, created not by a desire for democ-
racy but by panic, hunger, and disastrous military losses. Its survival
depended on the very men who loathed it, Junker officers. The end
of war exposed the divisions within Germany. For generations, peo-
ple had thought German armies invincible. Theories of racial supe-
riority pervaded European and American thought and made it
inconceivable that heroic Teuton males could be vanquished. People
who never saw the battlefields had no sense of the dimensions of the
military catastrophe. Certain of victory, they were stunned by defeat
and readily swallowed the propaganda campaign the army launched
after the armistice, the “s t a b - i n - t h e - b a c k” theory: the superb
German army and navy were destroyed by degenerates—socialists,
communists, liberals, pacifists, and, above all, Jews. They had
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wrecked Germany by undermining the morale of noncombatants,
the military, and honest patriotic Germans. In 1930 Joseph 
Goebbels declared that “the Jew is the real cause of our losing the
Great War.” And now the Jews were plotting to turn Germany over
to the Bolsheviks. 

Luxemburg was freed from prison without notice on November
8, 1918, at ten o’clock at night. She was forty-eight years old, frail,
worn, and alone, yet she immediately plunged back into political
w o rk. Government propaganda did not distinguish betwe e n
Spartacists (Luxemburg’s party) and Bolsheviks, lumping them
together in a red scare campaign. And, indeed, the (Soviet-led)
Bolsheviks were trying to insinuate themselves into the German
struggle. Luxemburg thus had to fight on several fronts at once. She
never publicly criticized the Soviet regime, but never praised it
either. To stress the Spartacists’ similarity to Western socialists’ goals
and values and their difference from the Bolsheviks, she and
Jogiches proposed calling their party “socialist” rather than “com-
munist,” but they were outvoted. (This difference remains impor-
tant in leftist thinking today: communism refers to state ownership
and decrees pronounced from above; socialism is real democracy, a
form that has never been tried.) She tried to hold the international
workers’ congress in Germany to keep the Bolsheviks from domi-
nating the future International. Failing, she instructed German
delegates going to Moscow to oppose a Third International.

Her strongest arguments were comparisons of Lenin’s concept
of revolution and her own. She condemned Lenin’s means, especi-
ally terror, as the ultimate perversion of socialism, worse than the
disease his regime was supposed to cure: “The proletarian revolu-
tion requires no terror to achieve its aims; it hates and despises mass
murder.” Liebknecht and Paul Levi (her lawyer and former lover)
loyally supported the Bolsheviks. Except for Jogiches, she was iso-
lated from her comrades: as the victorious Lenin was realizing a pro-
gram she had criticized for fourteen years, the victorious German
Social Democrats we re, in her opinion, betraying socialism.
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Everywhere she went, billboard posters, scrawls on buildings, news-
papers, and leaflets denounced the Jewess devil trying to destroy
good God-fearing Christian Germans: “Judah is reaching out for
the crown. We are ruled by Levi and Rosa Luxemburg.” Predicting
pogroms against Jews in Germany, she went on with her task: to
promote socialism while separating her league from Lenin’s party
and trying to counter government propaganda exploiting German
fears of the Bolsheviks. The German government strategy was clev-
er and successful; but in winning, it not only prepared the way for
Hitler but eliminated an alternative that might have established a
more humane and just sociopolitical system in Germany.

The Treaty of Versailles limited Germany to a 100,000-man
army; the government evaded this restriction by establishing a “free”
corps (Freikorps), a volunteer outfit of demobilized soldiers, offi-
cers, unemployed workers, fanatical nationalists, and adventurers
(see chapter 9 in Volume III). It became a set of separate armies, each
with its own captain and its own agenda. Rumors that the Bolshe-
viks were about to invade Germany justified their leaping into
action. In city after city, they tore down and burned red flags. On
December 7, 1918, the Spartacists demonstrated, with armed work-
ers as guards; the next day they mounted a huge demonstration. On
Christmas Day government troops fought revolutionary sailors
occupying the royal stables: eleven sailors and fifty-six soldiers died.
Paralyzing strikes and armed fights between workers and troops
erupted all over the country. Social Democratic socialists and
Spartacists attacked each other for betraying the revolution. On
New Year’s Eve, Luxemburg addressed the founding Congress of the
Communist Party of Germany. She castigated the Social Democrats
for supporting the war, allying with the Kaiser’s army, and now
using it against German (and with British help, Russian) workers.
Only heightened economic struggle and the creation of a national
assembly with worker representation would help revolution. 

On January 4, 1919, the minister of the interior deposed the
president of the Berlin police, Emil Eichhorn, an Independent
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Socialist, the one man in government sympathetic to radical work-
ers, the only one they trusted. Refusing to give up his post, he
passed out arms to workers. Thousands took to the streets on
January 5, occupying Vorwärts, the Social Democratic newspaper,
and other buildings. That night, Germany’s Communist Party and
the Independent Social Democrats formed a Re vo l u t i o n a ry
Committee; next day they announced a “temporary” takeover of the
government, asking workers to gather next morning at the Sieges-
allee to organize a general strike. Liebknecht endorsed the takeover
without consulting his comrades. Luxemburg saw the insurrection
as the realization of her vision of spontaneous uprising of the pro-
letariat, but she feared it was turning into violence. On January 11,
after five days of blasting grenades and sniper artillery fire between
the government and the Spartacists, she wrote, “Ultimately one
should accept history as it develops.” Her dream of a reasonable
struggle evolving into a just order had shattered amid the violent
contest for power.

The Spartacist uprising was spontaneous but also disorganized.
The army, however, was not. The Freikorps killed with relish, sum-
marily executing anyone bearing a white flag, savagely beating
workers, and mutilating their bodies.9 As they killed, they jeered
“Where is your Rosa?” By January 12 it was over. Some Spartacist
snipers fought from rooftops at heavy artillery and machine guns,
but troops occupied Berlin. On January 14 Luxemburg wrote in
The Red Flag, “Order reigns in Berlin,” adding that an order whose
survival depends on ever more bloodshed “inexorably proceeds
toward its historical fate—annihilation.” The official war went on
until the Weimar Republic was established; the unofficial, until
Hitler took over.

Refusing to leave Berlin or abandon her comrades, Luxemburg
went into hiding. She lay in bed all day. When the doorbell rang
after nine that night, she got up fully dressed, took Goethe’s Faust
from the bedtable, put it in her handbag, and shut her small suit-
case. Nailed boots clumped on the floor, her name was barked out,
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someone protested, and her door opened. A man with a gun on his
shoulder stood in the doorway, staring at her legs. He ordered her
to get her coat. She did not look at him or ask for a warrant of
arrest: she knew there was none. She drew on her gloves. Soldiers
surrounded her, marched her out, and pushed her into a car. She
tried not to limp. They took her to the Eden Hotel, an army head-
quarters. As she walked through the lobby crammed with soldiers,
one shouted, “Röschen! There goes the old whore!”

Upstairs, officers asked her identity: “That’s for you to deter-
mine,” she said. They marched her downstairs. News had spread
that Red Rosa was there and a crowd had gathered. Impassive,
Luxemburg walked past. A soldier dashed forward and cracked her
on the head with a rifle butt. She fell. He smashed her again in the
temple and raised his rifle a third time, but another soldier stopped
him. The soldiers lifted her from the floor and carried her to the car
and drove away. Those in the hotel heard the shot that penetrated
her left temple. The car halted near the river; soldiers dragged her
out of the car and threw her in a canal. “The old slut is swimming
now,” one said. 

Liebknecht was killed the same night; Jogiches was beaten to
death. In May 1919 Luxemburg’s body was found in a canal lock
and furtively borne outside Berlin for secret burial. Her body was
decomposed, but the cause of death was murky: she may have been
thrown into the water alive.

German Socialism after 1920

When the war ended, the socialist women’s movement lay in ruins.
The war had accomplished its real, unspoken purpose—to destroy
the solidarity of workers necessary for a successful class struggle and
the solidarity of women necessary for a sex struggle. The force
behind the German women’s movement, Clara Zetkin, was dis-
lodged in 1908 after fighting the SPD leadership over retaining a
separate women’s organization. When she stood with Luxemburg
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and against the SPD to oppose Germany’s entrance into the First
World War, it expelled her and removed her as editor of Die
Gleichheit. Appalled that a German government made up of leaders
of the prewar SPD could repress the Spartacist revolt against the
Weimar Republic and connive at the murder of Luxemburg and
Liebknecht, Zetkin joined Lenin’s Third International to promote
communism. But she was excluded from a real position of power
within the Communist Women’s International because her concep-
tion of communism was closer to Luxemburg’s than to Lenin’s.10

Euphoric at the Kaiser’s overthrow and the founding of the
Weimar Republic by SPD leaders, large numbers of women joined
the SPD despite Zetkin’s defection: in 1919 they constituted over
20 percent of SPD membership. But many soon left, dismayed by
the conservatism of the SPD government: in 1923 women consti-
tuted only about 10 percent of the membership. As Hitler began his
climb to power, however, women again joined the party most
opposed to him and, in 1931, the SPD had 230,351 women mem-
bers, 22.8 percent of the membership. The Second International
was revived after the war, with Adelheid Popp in Zetkin’s position,
but the split between socialism and communism weakened the
socialist women’s movement and transformed it from a powerful
independent radical force in the party into the women’s auxiliary of
a male party—except in Austria.

The platforms of most European socialist parties were dictated
by the Second Socialist International, founded in 1889. The SPD,
which dominated the International, required workers “to admit
women into their ranks on an equal footing.” This demand may
seem innocuous—it merely gave women the right to join the Soc-
ialist Party—but no other European political party accepted women
until after the First World War (a few parties had female auxiliar-
ies). The International, faced with the same problem as feminist
groups—the contradiction between equality and special protections
for women—in 1893 passed a resolution proposed by Anna Kul-
iscioff of Italy requiring equal pay for equal work and stipulating
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that protective measures not be used to deny women jobs. It also
passed a resolution proposed by Louise Kautsky of Germany nam-
ing the protections women should receive: an eight-hour day and
prohibitions against night work, jobs harmful to women’s health,
and pregnant women working two weeks before and four weeks
after childbirth. Not until 1900 did it advocate woman suffrage.

Many national organizations remained ambivalent about the
issue: Belgian men opposed woman suffrage because, like
Frenchmen, they thought women would obey the Catholic Church,
a reactionary force. When the Belgian Socialist Party was on the
brink of passing a bill substituting universal manhood suffrage for
suffrage with property restrictions, a right-wing member of parlia-
ment tried to derail it with an amendment for universal suffrage.
Belgian socialist women sacrificed themselves, ceasing to press for
woman suffrage, so as not to jeopardize the bill’s passage. 

France

As France industrialized, a proletariat emerged with new ideas. After
Germany defeated France in the Fr a n c o - Prussian War in 1871, a
n ew conserva t i ve government tried to disarm the volunteer Pa r i s
National Gu a rd. Fearing the gove r n m e n t’s conservatism and ru r a l
base, the guard refused to give up its weapons, decreed itself inde-
pendent, and proclaimed the Paris Commune—a re vo l u t i o n a ry
committee—the true government of France. The uprising turned
into civil war: Ma rx and the First International supported the
C o m m u n a rds, while the middle classes recoiled from a “s o c i a l i s t
m a s s a c re.” True, the Communards had killed about sixty hostages,
including the archbishop of Paris, but the government had killed
25,000 rebels in battle, executed twenty-six, and imprisoned or
exiled thousands. The Paris Commune was defeated and the labor
m ovement, devastated by war losses, re-formed only slow l y. Ma rx i s t s
urged workers to accept industrialization as irre versible, to organize
in order to reform or collectivize it, and to support women’s rights. 
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French socialists had trouble uniting—there were five parties in
the 1890s—but the Workers’ Party eventually became the French
Socialist Party. Socialist women formed groups, but none lasted
until Elisabeth Renaud (1846–1932), Louise Sa u m o n e a u
(1875–1950), and others founded the Feminist Socialist Group in
1899. A watch-factory worker’s daughter, Renaud educated herself
to be a governess in St. Petersburg. Returning to France, she mar-
ried a printer who died after five years, leaving her two children and
a mountain of debt. She opened a boardinghouse, taught French to
foreigners, and attended socialist meetings. In 1879, as head of the
French socialist women’s movement, she led her following from a
hardline Marxist party, and in 1898, to Jean Jaurès’ new Indepen-
dent Socialist Party.

Saumoneau, a seamstress of independent mind, came to Paris
from the provinces in 1897. Primed for political action, she left
work one afternoon to attend a feminist meeting, which spent
hours debating the morality of dowry. Resentful at losing half a
day’s wages for an irrelevant debate—families like hers did not give
dowries—she determined to start a feminist group for working-class
women. In time she met Renaud and others and founded the
Feminist Socialist Group. Its manifesto protested the “double
oppression of women, exploited on a large scale by capitalism, sub-
jected to men by laws and especially by prejudice” and called for a
socialist women’s movement modeled on Zetkin’s. They tried to
work with feminists and socialists, but hit the class barrier at a 1900
feminist congress by proposing that domestic servants be given a
full day off every week. The ladies were not amused.

In 1900, having organized a seamstresses’ union and sister
groups in three Paris working-class neighborhoods, the group
became part of Jaurès’ party. The following year it began publishing
a monthly journal modeled on Die Gleichheit. By 1902 it had a
hundred members—a respectable number considering there were
still three rival socialist parties, and even in 1905 only about two
hundred socialist women in the Paris region. In 1902 Renaud and
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Saumoneau argued; Renaud left, and Saumoneau led those who
remained. Saumoneau hated feminism with a strange violence: she
refused to help a woman printer barred from her job by male trade
unionists because feminists might approve it; she advised against
establishing separate women’s groups in the socialist party because
feminists might infiltrate them. Her stance was so uncompromising
that she drove moderate women from her group. Yet the women
(mainly seamstresses) in Saumoneau’s group agreed with her, sug-
gesting intense resentment about class among French women.11

The male-dominated Section Française de l’ In t e r n a t i o n a l e
Ouvrière (SFIO), the socialist party that united in 1905, rejected
the group’s application to join, accepting women only as individu-
als. Consequently, the SFIO attracted the least number of women
of all Second International parties, and it never became a significant
force. In 1913 Marianne Rauze (1875–c.1950) gathered the leaders
of the old Feminist Socialist Group, including Saumoneau, into a
Socialist Women’s Group. But it was an auxiliary organization for
women already in the SPD, not a separate hierarchy. A year before
the First World War erupted, it had only 300 members.

Italy

Italy united under a constitutional monarchy in 1861, but many
Italians continued to identify themselves primarily by region or city,
as Romans or Milanese or Tuscans. People from different regions
often spoke different dialects; there was a wide gap between rich
and poor and a sharp difference between the north and the south.
The south, still agricultural and technologically undeveloped, was
burdened by absentee landlords who lived on income from grain
grown on land they owned but did not work. The system bred inef-
ficiency; without subsidies, domestic grain cost more than import-
ed grain. To keep southern landowners from rebellion that might
topple It a l y’s fragile unity, the government subsidized domestic grain,
annulling any motivation landowners had to increase efficiency or
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oversee their lands. The victims of this policy were the poor: subsi-
dies guaranteed that the cost of bread, the staple of poor people’s
diet, remained high.12 

In such a climate, class agitation was constant, and a united
Socialist Party emerged in 1892. Italian socialism was unique: it
lacked a separate women’s structure, but two of its most important
leaders were women, both, oddly, Russian-born: Angelica Balaban-
off (1878–1965) and Anna Kuliscioff (1854–1925). Balabanoff, a
leader of the party’s left wing, was not primarily concerned with
women’s issues. Kuliscioff helped to found the party and was the
driving force in all its attempts to organize women. Exiled from
Russia in 1877, Kuliscioff settled in Italy, took an Italian socialist
lover, and had a daughter in 1881. When her lover proved incapable
of accepting her as an equal, she left him to study medicine. As a
gynecologist, she practiced in a working-class neighborhood in
Milan, read Marx and Engels, became a socialist, and grew active in
the Italian feminist movement. In 1884 she met Filippo Turati,
with whom she spent the rest of her life. Both worked in the Italian
Socialist Party from its inception until it moved farther left in 1912.
But she did not use her party rank to press it toward feminist posi-
tions until much later.

After Zetkin lashed out at the 1907 International Socialist
Congress, Kuliscioff urged the Italian party at a 1910 party congress
to support woman suffrage. Noting that the Italian party had pro-
portionately fewer women than the German or the Austrian party,
she proposed that it support woman suffrage “as an altogether in-
dispensable, utilitarian and idealist necessity” to its life and devel-
opment. Her resolution passed, and Kuliscioff began organizing
women. In 1911 the party voted to fund a women’s newspaper she
edited; the next year, socialist women delegates attended the nation-
al party congress, which voted to establish a National Socialist
Women’s Union with Kuliscioff on its executive committee.

Balabanoff triumphed at the same congress, routing the moder-
ates and taking control of the party from the Kuliscioff clique. She
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was supported by Benito Mussolini, whom she had made editor of
the party newspaper—an action she rued the rest of her life. After
Balabanoff ’s victory, Kuliscioff resigned her posts. Balabanoff took
her place on the women’s executive, although she had little sympa-
thy for its purposes. In 1904 she had opposed“a feminist socialism
since, for us, the so–called feminist problem does not exist.” Once
she realized the importance of organizing women, however, she
took a major part in a 1904–5 campaign to organize Italian women
working in Switzerland. Women participated in significant num-
bers in uprisings in this period: huge numbers had turned out in
Milan on May Day 1898 to protest the cost of food, and in 1900
they joined Genoese dockworkers who put down their tools to mass
in public squares to confront the police. In strikes in Turin and
Florence in 1902, and in Rome in 1903, women stood in the front
lines hoping the police and the army would respect their right to
fight for bread and not shoot. 

Balabanoff vainly opposed Italy’s entrance into the First World
War, an act that only intensified hostility between the government
and the workers, especially in the northern industrial cities of Milan
and Turin. The war made it convenient for governments to bar
labor organizing and to treat strikes as insurrection, punishable by
death. Protest was outlawed, but women rose up as workers and as
housewives and transformed neighborhood streets into sites of
struggle. The war brought many Italian women into industry and,
when inflation and food shortages aroused discontent, the socialists
exploited the situation.

In August 1917 crowds of women demonstrated at Turin Town
Hall, demanding an end to the war and more food.13 On August
21, after more than eighty bakeries closed, declaring themselves out
of bread, desperate women took their children and marched from
their neighborhoods to the plaza before city hall. Outraged that
bakers had flour for expensive rolls for the rich, they demanded
bread for their children. The next day, local officials hastily ordered
bread from nearby provinces, but furious women led crowds that
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were vandalizing trolleys. Declaring “No food, no work,” they
inspired 2000 male railroad workers to strike. Once they had gen-
erated a communal strike, the women protested in their neighbor-
hoods. By August 27, 1500 had been arrested. Most men returned
to work that day, but the women did not. The impetus for the
women’s uprising was the scarcity of bread, but they also demand-
ed an end to the war and the return of their men. Married women
resented the dual load of waged labor and household work.

The women’s energy arose from their fury at a government that
r a rely heeded working-class men, never mind women. They turned a
b read riot into a coordinated work e r s’ effort to end the war, and many
who we re arrested we re charged with spreading discord and pacifism.
The war continued, but the communal strike planted an enduring
spirit of resistance in Turin, the center of It a l y’s metallurgical indus-
t ry.1 4 Metal workers and Fiat automobile workers struck again in
1919 and 1920, seizing factories and organizing work e r s’ councils
that we re modeled on re vo l u t i o n a ry Russian factory sov i e t s .

The war left socialist parties in disarray, and the Italian party,
like other European socialist parties after the war, split in 1921.
Some, dismayed by the German socialists, moved to communism;
Balabanoff, heartened by the 1917 Russian Revolution, helped
found the Italian Communist Party. Kuliscioff remained in the
Socialist Party, but in 1922 it split again and expelled Kuliscioff and
her faction as reactionary. Mussolini and fascism ended Italian
socialism completely.

Spain 

Spain had declined since its famous conquests, “consumed with
that which it was nourished by”—gold. From the sixteenth to the
eighteenth centuries it was torn by wars and revolutions. Prime
ministers ruled the constitutional monarchy, yet, despite universal
male suffrage, poor men had no voice in elections. Their misery
caused constant unrest among the urban working class and, from
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the mid-nineteenth century on, there were frequent communal
strikes in the south, in Andalusia. People regularly overthrew local
governments, set up democratic governments in their place, and ran
them until the slow-moving inefficient government managed to
move the army in to repress the insurrection. Many Spaniards were
anarchists: they viewed anarchy as a movement that could give peo-
ple direct democratic control of their cities and regions. Indeed, the
Spanish revolutionary tradition of popular democracy was anarch-
istic until the Spanish Civil War of 1936–39.15 Women were an
important part of the long struggle for industrial and agricultural
workers’ rights from 1868 to 1923.

Spain did not really participate in the First World War, but it
endured shortages because armies took precedence over ordinary
people. Bread grew scarce and costly, and even the cheap anchovy
that put protein in Spanish working-class diets soared out of reach.
In 1918 rumors sprang up in working-class neighborhoods near
Malaga harbor that more fish was being exported. On the evening
of January 14, Malaga women, determined to stop it, marched
through the streets chanting denunciations of speculators and
hoarders. They yelled to maids and laundresses at rich houses and
expensive hotels, exhorting them to join their cause of regulating
food supplies. At the railroad station, they seized food produced in
Spain but destined for richer foreign markets; they auctioned huge
boxes of fresh anchovies to each other at 30 cents a kilo and confis-
cated sacks of potatoes. Then they marched to the regional gover-
nor’s office to demand that he lower the price of potatoes, fish, and
olive oil. Doubting his promise to do so, they rushed to fish ware-
houses to make sure that fish merchants did not surreptitiously ship
the fish out that night. 

On January 15 hundreds of women gathered on the Alameda,
Malaga’s main street. They drove away men and children who tried
to join them, shouting “Only the women!” They did not want to
endanger others and hoped their sex would protect them.16 They
advanced on the city’s administrative offices, which were shut. But
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they stayed, gradually joined by hundreds more women. The Civil
Guard dispersed those in central administrative districts, but even
greater numbers later marched to the governor’s house to remind
him of his promise. Then the Guard shot, killing Josefa Caparros
and transforming a food riot into a feminist protest. 

The Spanish government took pains to assign soldiers to
unfamiliar regions, where they would not know the people or their
dialect. When the women cried to the soldiers, “We are your wives!
We are your sisters! We are your daughters!” the men did not under-
stand them and fired as ordered. Forming a cortege for Caparros,
the women treated her death as a murderous attack on all women.
They asserted women’s right to a voice in government when it failed
in its duty to help them feed their families. 

The women’s actions precipitated other insurrections, but labor
unions never tied male economic protests to the broader social con-
cerns galvanizing working-class women. No anarchist or socialist
group seized on the issues that drove women to mount communal
strikes or used women’s great energy and informal organization.
Women’s gallant struggles in Malaga, Barcelona, Valladolid, and
Valencia remain largely invisible to this day.17

Conditions continued to deteriorate, but not until 1931 was
the Spanish monarchy overthrown and a republic established by
popular vote. The new leaders, mainly socialists, made some pro-
gressive changes, including granting autonomy to Catalonia, an
anarchist stronghold. But Catholics and right-wing moderates over-
threw the republican-socialist coalition and gained control of the
republic in 1933. The new government was still too liberal for some
and, in July 1936, General Francisco Franco led a revolution of
reactionary nationalist military men who wanted to set up a fascist
government headed by Franco’s Falangist Party. Spain instantly split
into warring republican and fascist zones. Anarchists, opposed to
central government on principle, joined unionists, socialists,
communists, and liberals to form a Popular Front. It won a plural-
ity (by 1 percent) in the February 1936 elections; in July the organ-
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ized anarchist movement seized factories, communalized farms, and
tried to make self-government a reality—especially in Barcelona.18 

Hitler and Mussolini sent Franco troops and arms, but Br i t a i n ,
France, and the United States adopted a “n o n i n t e rvention policy”
that made them appear neutral in a struggle that echoed their ow n
domestic struggles. In all three countries, capitalists and class
s u p remacists favo red fascism over support for workers. The Sov i e t
Union sent aid to communist groups; Emma Goldman went to
Ba rcelona, bringing moral support. Pro g re s s i ve people all over the
world formed brigades to fight for the Popular Front against
Franco and fascism. Young Eu ropean and American intellectuals
saw the war as a stand against totalitarianism, and Er n e s t
Hemingway glamorized it. But it was hideous: for the first time in
h i s t o ry, undefended villages and towns we re battered into ru b b l e
and ord i n a ry people massacred by aerial bombardment. W. H .
Auden called it “the second crucifixion,” and Picasso mourned it
by immortalizing the tiny market at Guernica, the first victim of
fascist bombing.

Early in 1937 Goldman—a Cassandra who had already warned
the world against fascism—went to London to get help for the anar-
chistic Spanish Popular Front. Unfortunately, the communists—in
the process of creating a totalitarian government in Russia—feared
anarchism more than fascism. In May 1937 the Catalan gov-
ernment sent assault guards (a national urban police force created
by the first republican government) led by communists to seize the
Barcelona Telephone Exchange Building, which the anarchists had
taken from the fascists the previous July. The attack became a sub-
civil war: outnumbered, the anarchists surrendered. 

The anarchists were abruptly expelled from the Popular Front
government, but that was not enough for the communists, who
were on a witch hunt. The communists withdrew from the Cabin-
et when the prime minister refused to prosecute Trotskyites for their
part in the crisis, and a socialist prime minister formed a centrist
republican government to accommodate them. Anarchists, betrayed

S O C I A L I S M I N E U R O P E

• 4 9 •



by the arrangement, ruefully recalled the slaughter and imprison-
ment of the anarchists who had helped win the Russian Revolution.
The Popular Front split, and the many arms and troops Germany
and Italy sent Franco enabled him to win the war after three years.
Spain became a rigid dictatorship ruled by Franco with the support
of the Catholic Church. The days of uprisings were over.

Under Franco, the country froze into stasis, like a village in a
glass ball. The church supported him because he gagged women
and sexual expression. Spanish women did not challenge gender
myths: told by church and state propaganda that they were submis-
sive, secluded, frugal, and industrious, they contented themselves
with their central role in domestic life. Feeling the power that
comes from maintaining households and influencing children, con-
vinced they were using the male mystique for their own profit, they
remained strangled in rigid lives.19

Conclusion  

In principle, socialism is radical democracy, a philosophy holding
that all humans are fundamentally equal, not in ability but in
dessert: all babies are born to grow, suffer, and die; all deserve an
equal chance to develop, learn, and be; and no individual has a nat-
ural right to superiority over any other. In principle, socialism is
directly opposed to patriarchy, an ideology of superiority that justi-
fies hierarchical control by sex and by class, claiming that god or
nature has endowed a sex and a class with innate superiority.

No elite wants to lose the privileges with which it has rew a rd e d
itself: all elites oppose equality. But the make-up of elites periodically
changes; new classes are generated by war or wealth or decadence.
Class is not static: it can change for an individual or a family. Dis-
lodging an elite that has held power for a few hundred years is
daunting but regularly done. What is overthrown is a given elite,
not the idea of elitism. Socialist revolutions were waged in the belief
that elitism itself could be eradicated: none succeeded. They failed
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because the men who led them were themselves profoundly infect-
ed with elitism, especially the sexual variety.

Unlike class, sex is static: people are born as one sex or the other;
until the development of transsexual surgery, they could not change
their sex. And since the emergence of patriarchy, one sex has been
considered superior to the other. After several thousand years of
patriarchy, the idea of male dominance pervades culture and all
political, economic, and psychological structures. No new philoso-
phy can simply offer equality as a principle. Special efforts must be
made to counter ingrained sexism, yet male socialists everywhere,
on grounds of practicality, gave equality of classes priority over
equality of sexes.  

But it is foolish to imagine that an egalitarian society can be cre-
ated omitting women. To ignore women’s special contributions and
needs is, tacitly, to treat women as less than human beings—the
fully or semiconscious belief on which the idea of elitism itself rests.
It is as difficult to end class dominance as sex dominance, because
what must be changed is not who will rule but acceptance of dom-
inance itself. The heartbreaking fact about socialist revolutions is
that, despite the high principles behind them, they managed only
to substitute one elite for another and to change the standards that
determine class. Socialist societies only pretended to eradicate class
differences; as with earlier revolutions, they drew from a new pool,
but replicated the societies they replaced. 

Patriarchy triumphed in socialism as it did in Christianity and
Islam. Once the formative stage of a movement has passed, men cast
women out. Discarding utopian visions for future society as “soft,”
socialists dismissed women’s independent aspirations and concen-
trated on strategies for defeating capitalism. They derided feminism
as bourgeois deviationism, or conceded its justice but relegated it to
secondary status as a minor issue to be dealt with after the primary
struggle had been won. Dissident politics became a reflection of
mainstream politics. 

Ne ve rtheless, socialism was a re vo l u t i o n a ry new human discourse
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that changed life for millions of humans across the globe. It incor-
porates a human ideal of equality, justice, and humaneness. That
men tried to realize it through power unmitigated by humane val-
ues, and so created oppressive societies, does not alter the ideal—
although it has damaged the name of socialism. It is important to
see that whatever workers won in capitalist states—a living wage,
improved working conditions, job security—was grudgingly given
by governments and employers who feared that workers would oth-
erwise turn to socialism. At the same time, rulers in capitalist states
were fostering nationalism in order to mount a war that destroyed
socialist movements and international associations of workers and
women. After the Great War, socialist states remained isolated and
embattled. The recent collapse of European socialist governments
places the future of workers worldwide in jeopardy.

By interpreting social structure in terms of class struggle—
exploitation of labor and collective action to challenge it—socialist
thinkers provided the language and values for a feminist project.
The feminist agenda is complicated by three facts: women partici-
pate in both sides of the class struggle; they are members of both the
exploiters and the exploited; yet they are all in some way exploited
by men. Women’s loyalties are further fragmented by their sole
responsibility for maintaining men and raising children (half of
whom are males) to take a place in society dictated by the father’s
status. 

Socialism, based on the principle of equality, treated women
better than capitalism did—in several categories. Socialist states
granted women the vote, among other rights, long before “demo-
cratic” states. Women supported socialism as ardently as religions
that promised equality, and some continue to have faith in its prin-
ciples. Its failure of women is not, after all, unique. Yet capitalism
may be worse, for as European socialist governments collapsed,
women lost many former freedoms and opportunities. In several
countries, women lost the right to abortion. The Catholic Church
succeeded in outlawing most abortions in Poland in 1993 and,
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despite considerable seesawing with more liberal laws governing
abortion, it remains illegal there in most situations, making Poland
and Ireland the only two Western states where women’s ownership
of their own bodies is not admitted.20

In all former socialist states, constitutions still guarantee funda-
mental rights and freedoms to everyone, regardless of sex, race, reli-
gion, or ethnic background, but in none did real equality exist.
Women had high employment, but only in segregated areas, earn-
ing 20–30 percent less than men; they also had to do all the house-
work, shopping, and child care. Women in these states now face
greater unemployment, making up about 60 percent of the unem-
ployed in Poland, Bulgaria, and the ex-GDR, and perhaps even
more in the former USSR. They also have lower unemployment
benefits than men.21

Most former socialist states had quota systems designed to keep
women’s participation in Parliaments numerically high—but silent.
Women made up about 30 percent of Parliament members in
Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, but those chosen for the
job were usually young, inexperienced nonprofessionals without
political backing. Thus, women were largely fillers: a minority, with
even less influence than their numbers suggested.22 Since 1989,
when quotas were abandoned, far fewer women have been elect-
ed—an average of 8–14 percent of Parliament members. But those
now participating are much more visible in the public life of the
country, partly because their average level of education is higher
than men’s and they have considerable legislative and political expe-
rience.23 Yet few of them see women as a distinct group with special
problems. They dislike what they imagine is Western feminism and
shun anything resembling it. Partly, they do not like our emphasis
on individualism, seeing themselves more as part of families and
communities; and partly they identify Western feminism with
Soviet “feminism,” a top-down organization that imposed central
planning on localities to which it sometimes had little relevance.24

“None of the existing groups is willing to join or submit itself to a
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larger stru c t u re,” says Slawka Wa l c zewska, co-founder of the
Foundation of Women in Kraków. She adds that less centralized
activities are more successful and “more difficult for the police to
disrupt.”25 But Ann Snitow, of the Network of East-West Women,
says that women’s movements are cropping up everywhere in the
former Soviet bloc. Clearly, these women will make their own way
to their own brand of feminism—in time.
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C H A P T E R  2

R E V O L U T I O N  I N  R U S S I A

TH E SLAV S W E R E M AT R I L I N E A L; their powe rful autonomous
women once controlled both the household and production.

Mother right (to hold land, pass it to daughters, and confer bless-
ings) persisted longer among the Slavs than other Europeans.
Women ruled, made law, judged, testified in court, and fought in
battles: a male historian in the nineteenth century said that women
created Slavic civilization.1 Religion centered on avatars of the Great
Mother, self-inseminating deities who controlled natural processes.
Russia converted to Byzantine Christianity (later, Slavic Orthodox
Christianity) around 1000 CE, but goddesses and associations
between femaleness and earth (called Mother Moist Earth) endured
well into the Christian era. Wherever men tried to establish the
male-supremacist religion, they had to suppress matrifocal tradi-
tions—a challenge that, in Russia, required extraordinary efforts. 

Using traditional Christian tactics, men defined women as
impure by nature, tainted, sinful, walking temptations to sin, and
inferior to men in all respects. Priests taught that coitus was
unclean, ordering people to cover domestic icons when they made

• 5 5 •



love and to wash ritually afterward. Since female, not male, sexual
organs generated the uncleanness, priests soon forbade women to
enter churches during or just after their menstrual periods or giving
birth. Only menopausal women could bake communion wafers.
Women were segregated in churches; around the twelfth century
they were also segregated in the home.2

The degradation of women intensified under Tatar domination
from the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries, especially among the
boyars—an urban elite. The Tatars, who were Mongol Muslims,
believed that women’s only reasons for being were to satisfy male
desire and bear children, and that they should be kept in isolated
subservience to men. Tatar women were veiled and confined to the
house, where wealthy households had a female quarter or a tower
(terem).3 Men were raised to treat women brutally: the Tatar mar-
riage symbol was a whip hung over the conjugal bed. The Russians
eventually expelled the Mongols, but their attitudes toward women
lingered: in the sixteenth century, Sylvester, a Christian monk, pub-
lished a domestic guide, the Domostroi, with the imprimatur of the
Russian Orthodox Church and the strong support of Tsar Ivan IV
(the Terrible). It prescribes, in lip-licking detail, methods of pun-
ishing wives, who were ordered to remain silent about all domestic
problems, including abuse. 

To expel the Tatars, Muscovite society became militaristic and
authoritarian at every level. Matricentry was still alive in the eigh-
teenth century when Peter I (the Great) suppressed the use of the
term “motherland,” decreeing that it was now a “fatherland” (otech-
estvo) and that Batyushka Tsar (Little Father Tsar) would no longer
marry Matushka Rus (Little Mother Russia) in the coronation cer-
emony. Yet peasants still considered Holy Russia a goddess, explain-
ing, “Your fatherland is your mother.” Peter adopted French man-
ners and culture, which somewhat improved the treatment of
upper-class women, who were now expected to go out with their
husbands and were addressed politely in public. A 1702 law
required prospective brides to be given six weeks to get to know
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their future husbands; a 1714 law prohibited parents from forcing
girls into marriage. Such laws probably had little effect, but the cus-
tom of importing foreign governesses to educate wealthy girls
enriched their lives somewhat. 

Peter also made all slaves into serfs. Previously, about 10 percent
of the population were slaves. Poor people sold themselves into slav-
ery to survive, and the rich bought them more for prestige than for
labor. Serfs were free in principle, but as the Russian state expand-
ed and centralized, it encroached on their freedom. Workers on the
land were immobile; landowners restricted their movements even
further by forbidding them to move, legally, except during two
weeks of the year or by imposing “exit fees” on those who wanted
to leave their land. Bondage to land made them virtual slaves, and
by the mid-eighteenth century, owners’ formal power over serfs was
absolute, short of deliberate murder.4 Unlike African slaves in the
United States, serfs shared the owners’ ethnic background, lan-
guage, and religion, but they became as different from them as
African Americans were from European Americans. Serfs, who
made up half the Russian population, were owned by a tiny group
of noblemen with huge estates: in 1860 only one American owned
over 1000 slaves, but 3358 Russian nobles owned over 1000 serfs,
almost half the total. Most serfs belonged to men with over 200
acres, but some owned over half a million acres of land, with 10,000
serfs on estates in different provinces. 

Serfs rarely saw their owners, who visited their estates infre-
quently. Stewards or administrative staffs managed the estates, ex-
tracting profit and controlling the workers. Serfs bound to land and
to their owners were given little or no maintenance; rather, they
were expected to provide for themselves and their owner. The harsh
climate and poor soil produced low yields; serfs ate miserably and
had an appalling death rate (over a third higher than slaves in the
United States). Guarded on patrolled estates, serfs needed passes to
leave and were punished for breaking rules or failing to produce
what was required. They seem to have resented their arduous labor
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and long hours less than their lack of freedom—compulsion and
interference in their personal lives. They could marry within the
church, but owners could compel or forbid marriage to a person
from outside the estate. There was far less forced sex than in the
United States because the owners were absent, and there were fewer
broken families because imperial decrees (though often violated)
forbade splitting families or selling unmarried children. Serfs were
also cruelly punished by the dreaded knout (whip). 

Like African Americans, serfs gained whatever sense of au-
tonomy they had from their domestic lives. They lived entirely in a
s e l f - g overning peasant commune (m i r) that controlled village affairs.
Free peasants lived in the same mir, sharing culture, language, reli-
gion, and work. But the Russian tradition of male dominance 
contrasted with female-centered African American life: adult male
serfs brutally oppressed their wives and children, treating them with
the same cruelty that managers used on them. Since tyranny makes
tyrants as unhappy as their victims, eve ryone was wre t c h e d .
Nominal Christians, serfs were wary of and sometimes overtly 
hostile to priests—who supported serfdom and the nobles—and
preferred folk superstitions about sorcery and spirits.

In the late eighteenth century, the German-born Catherine (the
Great, one of two tsars to earn that title) wanted to ease serfs’ lives.
St. Petersburg nobles fought her, centralizing their power to lead
peasants, serfs, miners, and Cossacks in a revolt that lasted over a
year. It was eventually defeated, but Catherine was forced to back
off. Strong, intelligent, and sympathetic to reform, Catherine fos-
tered the work of other women, including Catherine Dashkova
(Catherine the Little). Like the empress, self-educated and fond of
the same authors, she became her friend. When Catherine became
tsar, she made Dashkova director of the Academy of Sciences. She
became its president, then president of the Academy of Arts—posts
she held with distinction. As Tsar Catherine grew increasingly auto-
cratic, a distance arose between them; when Catherine died,
Dashkova was internally exiled, but returned to favor late in life.
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Tsar Catherine refused male sexual regulation, scandalizing
men, but she gave Russian women a new model. She also influenced
Russian culture: she had French literature translated into Russian.
Works by Saint-Simon, the Utopians, and especially George Sand
sent Russian intellectuals into a ferment (Dostoievsky was deeply
influenced by Sand’s Oscoque) and introduced the idea of equality
(male equality, not human) to Russian soil.

Serf resistance weakened the manorial system, and even aristo-
crats began to criticize serfdom. In 1825 Tsar Alexander died and
was succeeded by his son Nicholas, the most rigid reactionary in
Europe. The autocratic Nicholas created a secret police to secure his
power; the Poles, expecting aid from Western Europe, rose up
against him. No aid came, and Nicholas crushed the revolt and ab-
sorbed Poland into the Russian Empire. Despite his reactionary ten-
dencies, Nicholas streamlined the bureaucracy and set Russia on the
path of industrialization. Railroads, telegraph lines, and factories
rose across the country. Peasants now worked in factories seasonal-
ly, but they lost their farms if they left permanently. Women did the
farm work when men went to the factories. Marched daily from and
to huge barracks where they lived, these men did unskilled work for
twelve to fourteen hours a day for measly wages. Here, too, the fac-
tories were unsafe and unpleasant. 

Toward Revolution

Socialist ideas were generating political agitation in Europe, and
Alexander II, who succeeded Nicholas in 1855, tried to modify his
autocracy. In 1861 he conceded some local control, reformed the
judicial system, and emancipated 22 million serfs, granting them
legal title to some of the land they worked. Men were given more
educational opportunities, and councils and schools became forums
for political discussion. But as middle-class Russians came to believe
that reform was possible, the government swiftly banned political
discussion in schools, councils, and the press. As moderate avenues
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to change were curbed, liberal Russians became radical nihilists,
utopian socialists, anarchists, and terrorists. 

Male revolutionaries courted women, who eagerly joined their
cells but were shut out of leadership and decision-making and
expected to provide casual sex: one group asked its women to sup-
port them as prostitutes. Political ferment in the 1850s and 1860s
inflamed young women who were longing for education, jobs, and
the right to leave their fathers’ houses. Seeking ways to escape the
oppression of middle-class families, they formed consciousness-rais-
ing groups to cleanse their minds of gender stereotypes. 

Higher education was not available to women anywhere in the
Russian Empire. Until the late 1850s, only daughters of wealthy
men received secondary education in convent-like institutions,
where they were virtually imprisoned and taught obedience, man-
ners, and French. Punished for intelligence, enthusiasm, curiosity,
or doing their hair, they were indoctrinated with a morality of
absolute obedience and uncoiffed hair.5 Middle-class girls were
tutored at home in religion, arithmetic, domestic skills, French, and
manners: how to dress, dance, and behave according to their class.
Such schooling prepared them for their lives. The law forbade
fathers to force them to marry, but few girls knew this restriction;
all they knew was that the law decreed their absolute obedience to
husbands. The only disobedience allowed was refusal to accompany
a man sent to Siberia. 

Like other European women, Russian women could not work,
study, trade, or travel without a husband’s express permission, and
divorce was virtually impossible for them. Still, they had rights
European women lacked: they did not cease to exist legally at marri-
age, and they could own and inherit property. Daughters inherited
from fathers (though less than sons), and wives from husbands (a
seventh of their real estate and a fourth of their movable goods).
Consequently, Russian men boasted that Russian women were
emancipated and needed no further liberation. As in the West, 
s i n g l e middle-class women had the grimmest fate. Few inherited
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enough to live and, barred from work, they had to live with their
families. 

Russian women had few options. After emancipation, serf and
poor gentry families could barely support their daughters. These
young women went to cities seeking work, but few resources were
open to them. In 1862 the first Russian organization created by
women for women was formed by three educated, well-to-do
women. The Society for Cheap Lodgings offered poor, single, gen-
teel women not only rooms but writing, reading, and dressmaking
classes and a publishing cooperative. Its deference to sexual conven-
tions and elitism alienated politically aware young women, but it
published some good books and gave women work experience while
protecting them from city life. 

Another successful project, the Sunday School movement, gave
adults free reading lessons. Secondary schools were established in
cities for girls of all classes between 1858 and 1860, but, since poor
girls worked, most students came from urban families of moderate
means. By 1875, 27,000 girls studied religion, Russian language
and history, arithmetic, geometry, natural history, sewing, and some
of the arts. Their training, intended mainly to prepare girls for
motherhood, was far inferior to boys’ education. In 1863 male
bureaucrats and journalists opposed to female education seized on
the discovery of some nihilists in these schools to urge the state, over
the objection of several universities, to close women’s schools and
bar women from auditing lectures. Thereafter, girls had to seek uni-
versity and medical training abroad.  

Nihilism, a Russian movement rather like the U.S. countercul-
ture of the 1960s, became extremely popular in the 1850s. It had
no program, but a consciousness exhibited mainly in unconven-
tional behavior, dress, and appearance. The movement fostered resi-
dential communes in which both sexes lived together, sometimes in
sexual pairs. Many political groups advocated equality among all
people, but only nihilists counted women as people.6 Nihilist con-
sciousness was molded by novels like What Is to Be Done? written in
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prison by Nicolai Chernyshevsky. Published in 1863, it inspired
generations of Russian women. Its heroine, Vera Pavlovna, escapes
from a predatory family, trying to sell her in marriage, by eloping
with a young idealist who promises to respect her bodily integrity.
She builds a successful collective workshop for women and eventu-
ally creates a sex life based on her desire. Its male characters, as
noble and strong as its heroine, create equally satisfying lives. The
novel envisions a utopian future based on a collective economy in
which female liberation is central; it implies that this future
depends on individual transformation. Vera must overcome fear
and deference to patriarchal superiors; the heroes must overcome
those traits too, as well as sexual jealousy, possessiveness, and male
rivalry if they are to become rational, socially aware rebels. This
vision was radically opposed to that espoused by Dostoievsky, who
attacked nihilist individualism in The Possessed. Nihilists wanted to
change the world by being—not doing—good and were not always
political. Female nihilists avoided organized movements, seeking
liberation from all oppressions—family, marriage, and sexism.  

Nihilist women wore plain dark dresses falling straight and
loose from the waist, with white cuffs and collars, short straight
hair, and often dark glasses. They smoked, some adopted rude man-
ners, some did not bother to wash. Single or married, they ran away
from home to study abroad or to join communes, form workshops,
and live in communal residences, none of which lasted long. Yet
their influence on the culture was enormous, and they were a pop-
ular literary subject. The word for nihilist woman (migilistka) was
eventually used for any educated, progressive woman. 

Organized radicals called Populists wanted to establish dem-
ocracy and agrarian socialism. After 1860, most advocated a feder-
ated network of artels (work communes). Earlier radicals like the
Decembrists had excluded women; the Populists welcomed them as
equals, encouraging them to use their skills, though they rejected
feminism and nihilism as too individualistic. They supported a
social platform granting women freedom within the family and
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requiring them to work for wages. They drew a huge following of
educated, idealistic young people willing to live underground and
die in order to liberate “the people.” Women joined individually,
and the various workshops and artels functioned as cells to spread
the new gospel. Many such groups were destroyed by the police.
After an assassination attempt on the tsar in 1866, the police moved
on all radical cells, attacking the members in the streets and ban-
ishing or jailing them. 

Russian women seeking an education often went to Zurich, a
hub for Russian exiles. The city was a hotbed of political discussion
centered on the theorists Michael Bakunin and Paul Lavrov, who
debated the proper role of intellectuals in freeing the peasants.
Lavrov believed that intellectuals should educate themselves thor-
oughly and use their learning to benefit the peasants; Bakunin felt
that education increased the distance between classes and urged stu-
dents to abandon it, work with the peasants, learn from them, and
persuade them to join the revolution. Russian women students in
Zurich founded the first Russian female radical organization. 

Most women agreed with Bakunin and returned to Russia to
join radical men in the Pa n - Russian Social Re vo l u t i o n a ry
Organization to spread across the countryside and convert peasants
to the revolution. But the men merely talked: the women actually
lived locked in factories except on holidays, at hard labor for thir-
teen to fourteen hours a day, lying on narrow boards in filthy infest-
ed dormitories, and whispering to exhausted workers at night about
revolution. The process was slow and, as they began to win con-
verts, they were arrested and held in solitary confinement for three
years before being tried.7 But the “Moscow Amazons,” as they were
called at their trial, got to tell their stories.8

Zurich radicals absorbed by issues of “The People” and “The
Revolution” gave perfunctory attention to the “woman question.”
They planned the abolition of the family, but postponed planning
other reforms. Yet women dominated the Zurich political cells, so
it was women whom the tsar attacked: in May 1873, charging
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female immorality, he ordered all women studying abroad to return
home by January 1874. Most gave up study for revolutionary act-
ivism; in the spring of 1874, thousands of young people poured
into the countryside to reach peasants in a movement of selfless
dedication unparalleled in the nineteenth century. But they were
young and amateur, and the police were right behind them: by fall,
1600 had been seized. Of these, 770 were arraigned (20 percent of
them women) and about 40 tried, but hundreds died in exile,
prison, and on the scaffold.

In 1878 the governor-general of St. Petersburg had a political
prisoner whipped for not doffing his cap in his presence. The with-
drawn, introverted Vera Zasulich hated corporal punishment and
was outraged enough to become the first woman in Russia’s rev-
olutionary struggle to use a weapon: she shot the governor. He al-
most died, yet she was acquitted. Her act split Land and Liberty
(Narodniks), the main Populist party. One group went on doing
education/propaganda; the other became a terrorist group—The
People’s Will (Narodnaya Volya). Women, a substantial presence
among Narodniks, made up a third of Narodnaya Volya. 

The attraction of terrorism for Russian women suggests a pow-
erful rage or, possibly, such narrow alternatives that death was not
unthinkable. Of more than 2500 Russians charged with political
crimes between 1873 and 1879, about 15 percent were women; of
43 sentenced to hard labor between 1880 and 1890, probably for
terrorist acts, half were women. An eighth of the 5664 revolution-
aries listed in the 1870s are female, but their proportion rises in
extremist groups. 

Narodnaya Volya imagined that Tsar Alexander’s death would
end oppression—a naïve hope at best. After six failed attempts, dur-
ing which Vera Figner held the group together, it succeeded in assas-
sinating Alexander II in 1881. The act was directed by Sofia
Perovskaia, who was hanged—the first Russian woman executed for
a political crime. Figner repudiated violence the moment the tsar
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was dead, but was arrested in 1883 and held in solitary confinement
for twenty-two years. The tsar’s successor, Alexander III, then insti-
tuted greater repression. Insisting that Russians, unlike Western
Europeans, were sustained by despotism and mystic piety and
would collapse without them, he curtailed local councils’ powers,
put rich nobles in charge of villages, expanded secret police powers,
and initiated a policy of “Russification” that was continued by his
son, Nicholas II. This policy involved imposing Russian culture,
language, and religion on groups that the tsar felt to be menacing.
The tsars forbade Poles to speak or read their own language, 
suspended the Finnish constitution, and abetted pogroms—the 
terrorist raids on Jewish hamlets in Russian-controlled territories. 

Literate Russian women, inspired by John Stuart Mill’s essay
“On the Subjection of Women,” campaigned for higher education
in 1868.  Aware that Russian women who studied in Switzerland
came home politicized, the government decided to educate them at
home and, in the 1870s, opened institutions of higher learning for
women in Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Kiev. But in the 1880s the
vacillating tsar closed all but the Petersburg school, which was high-
ly successful despite the fact that the state gave it only 3000 rubles
a year. Fearing female politicization, the government let Mme
Rodstvennaya donate 50,000 rubles to found a women’s medical
school in St. Petersburg. When war broke out in 1877, opening
opportunities to women, they comported themselves so heroically
and professionally as doctors in the Turkish phase of the war that
they became national heroines. Before the war, women with med-
ical degrees were “learned midwives”; afterward, they were “women
doctors.”

Historian Richard Stites thinks nihilist women were rebelling
against their families or social groups, aiming for personal, not
political, change. But personal change is political: personal libera-
tion frees women to act in the public arena. Feminists worked not
to overthrow but to alter the system, and between 1860 and 1900
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they won rights for women to do philanthropic work, found legal
societies, and attend universities. Impressive numbers of women
were graduated as lawyers, teachers, physicians, and engineers. At
the turn of the century, feminists began to lobby for suffrage, prop-
erty rights, divorce, and freedom of movement. They based their
suffrage campaign on that of Finnish women, who won the vote in
1904 after only twenty years of agitation. Most suffragists were
middle-class, but without the bias American and European suffra-
gists harbored against working-class or black women. Despite the
size and energy of the movement, despite the existence of four fem-
inist parties, on the eve of revolution in 1917 no woman could vote.
But then, neither could most men. 

In 1894 only 3.9 percent of Russian boys and 1 percent of girls
were in school. When numbers increased, proportions remained the
same. Some day schools prepared girls for university, though the
government periodically threatened to close these schools, charging
that “children of cooks” had too much freedom. About 1905 fem-
ale universities opened again. In 1914, 25,000 women enrolled in
women’s courses, and universities put women on a quota system.
Jewish women’s quota was 3 percent, and they were required to
remain within the pale of the Jewish Settlement. Young Jewish
women bribed janitors, made fictitious marriages, or listed them-
selves as prostitutes with the police to get the yellow ticket allowing
them to live inside the pale. Whatever they had to do, they did,
thronging to universities, more politically radical than males. 

Once girls had degrees, they struggled to find work commen-
surate with their education. Most became lower-grade teachers or
taught in girls’ schools, where they were paid less than skilled female
laborers (8–20 rubles a month). Some towns regulated female
teachers, dictating their dress, behavior, and residence (they had to
live at least two blocks from any male teacher). Some became jour-
nalists, architects, or designers, and fifty engineers graduated from
St. Petersburg Women’s Technical Institute between 1906 and
1916. Women physicians, theoretically equal to men, were in fact
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confined to pediatrics and gynecology; in towns they could work
only in maternity hospitals, girls’ schools, and examining prostitutes
in a police-supervised system. Still, by 1910, 1500 Russian women
were doctors, two-thirds more than any Western nation in 1930. 

A third of the girls in secondary education attended elite insti-
tutes or Russian Orthodox parish schools that trained priests’
daughters to become priests’ wives. These girls were poorly fed,
strictly disciplined, forced to wear uniforms, and taught religion,
liturgical singing, and embro i d e ry. Entrance re q u i rements at
schools for elite girls were Russian, French, some prayers, counting
to a thousand, and the absence of communicable disease.

Peasant women, a majority of the Russian population in 1897,
were not educated. Hardworking, deprived, illiterate, and ignorant
of their rights, they bore the brunt of men’s scorn for all women. In
some regions, brides had to give their grooms bedding and a whip.
Wives in extended families had to have sex with their fathers-in-law
when their husbands were away for long periods. But women were
most oppressed by their mothers-in-law. Despite frequent preg-
nancy, they did heavy field work. A 1908 report showed that one-
quarter of women forty-five years old had been pregnant more than
ten times; one fifty-five-year-old, married for thirty-five years, had
been pregnant twenty-four times and had two living children. As
industrialization spread and men went to work in factories, most
peasant women remained in village households. Laws passed in the
1880s and 1890s gave them the right to keep dowries, earnings, and
a share of household property. “Women without a lord” attended
mir meetings and ran them if the men were absent. Some left the
mir to set up independent farms with husbands, or to work as hired
hands or in cities. 

Most women who went to cities became domestic servants, “the
most rightless people in the Russian Empire”—32 percent of the
population of St. Petersburg and over 25 percent of Moscow’s in the
late 1800s. The few women who worked in factories were abused on
every front: poorly paid, they worked for long hours in miserable
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conditions, were beaten by husbands, sexually exploited and hum-
iliated by foremen, and harassed by male co-workers. Factory work
was unregulated by law until 1885, and some owners imposed
eighteen-hour workdays, with a two- and four-hour break. With
few safety measures, leather tannery workers got damaged lungs and
kidneys, while tobacco processors suffered from heart ailments,
asthma, and eye damage. In Moscow, men used a woman’s body to
sweep chimneys. 

During the Ru s s o - Japanese War (1904–5), factory jobs opened
to women. In the 1880s, women made up 25 percent of the labor
f o rce; in 1914, 40 percent. In towns, they slept at their machines, in
a corner of another’s room, or in tiny rooms of their own. Wo rk e r s
l i ved in a space that was, on average, the size of a telephone booth;
too exhausted even to undress, people slept wall to wall on the floors
of various rooms. Rural workers usually lived in factory - owned bar-
racks. An industrial center in Central Russia, located on a stinking
polluted rive r, housed 44 percent of its district workers in a barracks
with no washing facilities. T h ree or four families shared a room rank
with unwashed flesh, where people shared beds in shifts. Both sexe s
e n d u red such conditions, but women also suffered from fre q u e n t
male drunkenness, the seigneurial code of foremen and managers
(some factories we re used as re c ruitment pools by white slavers and
pimps), and re p roduction. They aborted themselves, or they sold,
abandoned, or killed their babies. The only baby tenders ava i l a b l e
we re incompetent, negligent old women or children. 

The government tried to limit night work for women: owners
protested, but women themselves were resigned. Resistant to organ-
izing, women only slowly developed the confidence to express their
resentment toward owners and male workers who froze them out of
extra work; then they complained about limits on their hours.
Middle-class women aware of their situation tried to organize them
in feminist or socialist groups. For the first time alliances sprang up
between different classes of Russian women.  Workers were easier to
organize than farmers, and organized men and women demonstrat-
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ed, struck, and mounted insurrections with increasing frequency
and intensity.

The bloodiest event occurred during a peaceful demonstration.
On January 6, 1905, 200,000 members of the Union of Russian
Factory Hands, founded by an Orthodox priest, Father Gapon,
marched to the tsar’s winter palace in St. Petersburg to beg relief
from starvation. Although the priest favored lower wages for
women, 200 to 500 women joined his march. Singing hymns, they
carried icons and portraits of the tsar. Peaceable as they were, they
refused to halt at order, and Russian troops opened fire on them.
The marchers fled, but mounted Cossacks pursued them, littering
Palace Square with a thousand dead and thousands more injured—
including many women and children. The massacre added another
“Bloody Sunday” to a long list of such dates, eliciting a wave of sup-
port that shut the city down by the autumn of 1905: owners closed
shops and factories; lawyers refused to go to court; and valets and
cooks deserted their jobs. Factories named women to investigating
commissions, but the government would not seat them. Cooks con-
vened a political meeting on the street. The police broke it up and
chased them, but they headed for a women’s bathhouse, stripped,
and held the meeting. In Ivano-Voznesensk, 11,000 woman textile
workers mounted one of the largest strikes ever held. 

The tsar was pushed by this spontaneous, unorganized uprising
(called the Revolution of 1905), as well as pressure from the
Constitutional Democratic Party (formed by middle-class business-
men and professionals to push for a Parliament and for Western-
style liberalization of Russia), to grant a constitution and a
Parliament, the Duma, elected by limited male suffrage. But over
the next two years, Tsar Nicholas rescinded almost all his promises.
As a result, a host of political parties arose. Only the socialists (like
the earlier Populists) favo red maternity protection and equal 
political and economic rights for women. The Social Democrats—
Marxists advocating an international working-class movement— 
had q u a r reled over strategy in 1903 and split into Bolsheviks 
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( “m a j o r i t y”) and Mensheviks (“m i n o r i t y”). Bolsheviks wanted a
s t rong central party to foment re volution and set up a socialist state 
i m m e d i a t e l y. Mensheviks, in contrast, believing that socialism must
b e achieved gradually, urged a transition government like those in
the West. 

The Uprising

Marxist feminism was deeply influenced by August Bebel. A
German Social Democrat, Bebel introduced labor legislation cover-
ing women to the Reichstag and addressed the first Social Demo-
cratic women’s meeting. He published Woman and Socialism in
1879, five years before Engels’ Origin of the Family, and revised it to
include Engels’ points. His book was enormously popular, issued in
fifty editions in fifteen languages. He supported feminist demands
for education, suffrage, acceptance in professions, right to divorce,
and property ownership. He dismissed women’s “natural calling” for
motherhood as “twaddle,” arguing that women should be able to
dress as they pleased and be sexually satisfied. Few women were dar-
ing enough to make such demands. He asserted that men, not just
capitalism, oppressed women. He felt that feminism alone could
not redress a problem that was rooted in history, not biology, but
that it could be altered in history. Bebel’s attention to working-class,
as distinct from middle-class, women was unusual, if not unique,
and he deeply affected them. 

In 1900 Nadezhda Krupskaya (1869–1939) published The
Woman Wo rk e r, a Russian Ma rxist interpretation of women’s
oppression based on her study of women factory workers. Printed
abroad and smuggled into Russia, it circulated illegally under-
ground, in an adumbration of the samizdats (illegal underground
publications in the Soviet Union), and led her husband, Lenin, to
approve some protective measures for women and include an equal-
rights plank in the party program after 1903. Lenin uncompromis-
ingly advocated female political equality, but he repudiated feminist
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means to achieve it. Marxists hated feminism. Marx knew that the
family replicated external economic relations, that wives were
proletarians to their husbands’ bourgeoisie, and that women were
paid half as much as men. He asserted political equality as a pre-
requisite for human emancipation, but he never developed these
perceptions and, in life, he was crudely sexist. A subterranean drive
to dominate women informed all male Marxist political groups. 

Alexandra Kollontai (1872–1952) was alone in this generation
in combining feminism and socialism. A general’s daughter, torn
between work and family, she joined first the Mensheviks, then the
Bolsheviks. Like other socialists, she denigrated feminism as bour-
geois, urging women to join the proletarian movement. But she
soon saw that women had to fight for themselves, and in 1905 she
founded the Proletarian Women’s Movement. To persuade working
women to join her group rather than the feminists, who were
organizing an “all-women’s” movement, she and a few supporters
propagandized among factory workers, taught them Marxism, and
tried to deflect their resentment from men to the bourgeoisie until
1908, when police harassment drove her out of Russia. 

By 1912, educational opportunities had produced thousands of
professional women, many of them in prison, exiled to Siberia, or
abroad for political activities. As workers protested ever more mili-
tantly, both Mensheviks and Bolsheviks intensified their efforts to
organize working women: both groups celebrated International
Women’s Day (an important holiday in much of Europe) in 1913.9

The Bolsheviks created the Zhenotdel, a women’s affairs bureau led
by Inessa Armand (1879–1920). With editors including Lenin’s sis-
t e r, Anna El i z a rova, Armand planned to publish a journal,
Rabotnitsa (Woman Worker) on International Women’s Day in
1914. The police, who had given the editors permission to meet,
charged into the editorial meeting on the eve of publication and
arrested everyone except Elizarova, who was late. Thirty of the
women were exiled. Working underground, Elizarova managed to
get the magazine out and, before long, daily newspapers were tak-
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ing up its concerns. Rabotnitsa was published until the war began in
the summer of 1914, and it was revived in 1917. It still exists.

Many women saw the First World War as a chance to change
the system. Well-to-do women went to work in hospitals; others
took over utilities and transport as telegraphers, trolley drivers,
conductors, and carters. Women were military drivers, one became
a pilot (another woman pilot was turned away), and many became
soldiers. A miner’s daughter rejected by the army disguised herself
as a man, fought in nineteen  battles, and won the St. George Cross.
While European feminists and socialists like Rosa Luxemburg spoke
against the war, most ended by supporting it, hoping for a reward
—suffrage. 

Seemingly purposeless to start with, the First World War
became a war of attrition—battles were fought until everyone was
dead. But considering the class and sex protest current in the era,
we may find, like analyst Walter Karp, that the underlying drive to
war was to bury socialist and feminist agitation under a “larger”
cause that would reinforce the old power structure and its rulers.10

For this, the elite was willing to sacrifice an entire generation of
young men and many women and children. 

By February 1917, after three years of war, food and fuel were
short and people in many European cities rose in revolt. Russia
alone lost over 2 million soldiers, and the government made no
effort to feed its civilians. Remembering their hunger in 1905, peo-
ple had little confidence in government. In Pe t rograd, on
International Women’s Day, a “Bread and Peace” meeting exploded
into a communal strike, triggered by the most militant women—
textile mill workers in the Vyborg District—who walked off their
jobs in outrage and influenced nonstrikers to follow them.
Marching to the Putilov factory, they called out the male metal
workers, who joined them after ascertaining that the police would
not shoot them.11 Heading for the bakeries, the women called to
those standing on the breadlines to join them, shouting: “Down
with war and high prices! Down with starvation! Bread for Work-
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ers! Bread!” Singing revolutionary songs, they ransacked bakeries
and grocery shops while the men marched to other factories, urging
workers to leave their jobs and join them. The horde marched down
Bolshoi Prospekt, a grand avenue lined with houses of the rich,
nobles, and government officials, as well as a high school, university
buildings, and a women’s adult education center. The women
counted on help from the students, who were experienced agitators.
They went to the army barracks and asked the soldiers to join
them.12 They grabbed the bayonets of soldiers in the streets, order-
ing them to “Put down your bayonets! Join us!” 

Women in working-class neighborhoods on Vasilevsky Island
and in the Petrograd District took similar actions that day and in
those following: thousands marched to the Duma, the symbolic
center of national political life. They stormed the jails, freeing male
relatives, many of them imprisoned for joining unions or socialist
cells. Women networked, sharing information about which retailers
were speculators, and they looted food shops, attacking those 
speculators. 

The political parties in the cities had decided against striking on
International Women’s Day because they knew working-class men
were not prepared to revolt and they feared that huge numbers
would be massacred or arrested. But few women belonged to these
parties, which were male-dominated. The women’s revolt included
no demand for suffrage or equality; they merely asked the govern-
ment to take responsibility, to help them nourish and raise the
children.13 Officials estimated that 87,000 workers struck on
International Women’s Day in 1917, drawing a crowd of 200,000,
and swelling to 300,000 on February 24 and 25. Both sexes
demanded an eight-hour day, an assembly, and a republic. When
the crowd surged into Nevsky Prospekt in the center of the capital,
the tsar ordered General Khabalov to shoot if necessary, including
women. On February 26 men took over the strike. The police fired
into the crowd, which retaliated by burning police stations. Almost
the entire working class of the city was on the street when the army

R E V O L U T I O N I N R U S S I A

• 7 3 •



arrived on Monday, February 27. Soldiers too were unhappy with
the tsar, whose poor management of the war had been responsible
for the deaths of masses of their colleagues. Women beseeched them
to think of the good of society and to join the people in protest. The
confrontation that followed was described by a tsarist officer:

The only sound that could be heard was the resonant ring of
. . . approaching hoofs. Then a girl walked out from the
c rowd. She wore a dark padded jacket and huge shoes with
galoshes. A simple knitted shawl of the same color as the
C o s s a c k’s coat . . . bound tightly over her head . . . she cro s s e d
over tow a rd the Cossacks, walking swiftly and lightly. . . . A
thousand eyes followed her and a thousand hearts we re numb.
Su d d e n l y, she threw away some wrapping paper—and held
out a bouquet of fresh red roses to the officer. [He] was yo u n g
. . . his epaulettes flashed . . . his saber, polished like a mirro r,
was firmly held in a strong hand—but suddenly the blade
w a ve red . . . and dangled . . . from the . . . white-gloved wrist.
The officer leaned over and took the nosegay. A mad riotous
shout went up—such a shout as I had never heard and neve r
expect to hear again . . . a wild bellow of uproarious joy.1 4

This “eyewitness” account is a myth: in February 1917 there was no
bread in Petrograd, much less roses.15 But it tells the emotional
truth of a revolution rooted in female values, led by women courag-
eous enough to risk being shot. Across the city soldiers refused to
shoot women; they put down their guns and mutinied, becoming
revolutionaries. The tsar abdicated. Liberal Duma leaders and rep-
resentatives of Petrograd workers (a governing council, or soviet)
established a provisional government to plan the election of an
assembly. Under feminist pressure, it granted women the vote, mak-
ing Russia the first major power to do so. It granted women equal
opportunity, pay, benefits, and civil service titles, and licensed them
to serve as jurors and attorneys. It set up women’s universities on an
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equal footing with men’s. But it also supported continuing the war,
and deferred workers’ and soldiers’ needs until its conclusion. 

In April 1917 Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, the Bolshevik leader exiled
in Switzerland, was smuggled into Russia by the Germans, who
knew he opposed Russian participation in the First World War and
hoped his presence would weaken it. Lenin brilliantly united sol-
diers, workers, and peasants and tried to connect with the female
masses. Other revolutionary parties made similar efforts, but the
Bolsheviks we re most effective because of vigorous work by fem-
ale organizers like Kollontai. Promising not to act independently of
the party, they got permission to form a Bureau of Women Workers
to spread information, lobby clubs and unions, and re v i ve
Rabotnitsa. Amid the chaos of revolt and squabbling leaders, they
created a powerful network of female agitators to organize factory
women. They also established a school for female factory workers
which forged them into a force to win new recruits and demonstrate
for Bolshevik positions. 

The soviets wanted to end the war and redistribute land. They
elevated Alexander Kerensky, from the Petrograd soviet, to prime
minister. Rightists of different stripes, fearing radicalism, united in
a military coup that the Kerensky government defeated. Lenin
resolved to mount a coup from the left, but Leon Trotsky triggered
the October Revolution by mounting a coup in Petrograd. The
American journalist Louise Bryant saw the ragged women of Petro-
grad, who were physically deformed from overwork, malnutrition,
and abuse, some carrying shovels, swarm into the streets to attack
the Cossacks, running “straight into the fire without any weapons
at all.” “It was terrifying to see them. . . . The Cossacks seemed
superstitious about it. They began to retreat.”16

On October 25, 1917 (November 7 in the Western calendar),
the Bolsheviks took power, initiating the grand experiment, the cre-
ation of a socialist state. At that time, women held high positions in
soviet and party organizations and in the Military Revolutionary
Committee. After the Bolsheviks urged women to vote for Bolshe-
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vik instead of feminist candidates in the First Conference of
Wo rking Women of the Pe t rograd Region held in Mo s c ow we e k s
after the coup, Russian feminism essentially died. In 1918 the 
Bolsheviks moved the capital to Mo s c ow, drafted a constitution, and
made peace with Ge r m a n y. But civil war raged through the country,
s u p p o rted by those who favo red Russian participation in the Fi r s t
World Wa r.  Eve ryone suffered, but women most of all. W h a t e ve r
their adherence or combatant status, they we re treated as prey by
Bolsheviks (Reds) and anti-Bolsheviks (Whites) alike. One city
d e c l a red it a crime for any woman to “refuse a Communist”; anoth-
er decreed all women state pro p e rt y, along with the children born
f rom this appropriation. Whites savaged Red nurses: in 1919 near
Pe t rograd they hanged three nurses in bandages from the beams of a
field hospital with Komsomol pins stuck through their tongues.  

Women fought, some disguised as men, on eve ry front with
e ve ry weapon. They we re riflewomen, armored train commanders,
saboteurs, spies: the female machine gunner became a stock charac-
ter in Soviet literature. Zhenotdel organized Bolshevik women
scouts, cava l ry, commanders, and reconnaissance, as well as commu-
nications, food, and medical workers. They built fortifications, dug
t renches, policed, waged psychological warf a re and pro p a g a n d i ze d ,
and ran food and sanitary operations. Many fought in all-female
units of roughly three hundred. During the Polish campaign, when
a male regiment faltered, a female company charged and saved the
situation, losing all but one member. Conditioned by fifty years of
re vo l u t i o n a ry activity to indifference to dress or social codes, women
adapted easily to the rough comradeship of camp life. 

Women were most important in political work. Kollontai,
especially good at training women, organized them into depart-
ments, managing groups of about twenty to travel with a wagon of
literature and their leaders (“commissars”). Women held responsible
posts during and after the civil war: Bolsheviks (re n a m e d
Communists), committed to female equality, instituted the most
sweeping program for female equality ever produced. By separating
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church and state, they removed religious restrictions on Orthodox
Christian and Muslim women in one stroke. Lenin loathed the
domestic enslavement of women to “barbarously unproductive,
p e t t y, nerve-wracking, stultifying and crushing [household] 
drudgery.”17 His government passed laws protecting pregnant and
nursing women and those in heavy or hazardous work. The Family
Code of 1918 abolished bastardy; gave women control of their own
earnings, inheritance, and ownership rights; and granted married
women the right to keep their own names, live where they chose,
have their own passports, and obtain divorces. The government
made prostitution illegal, abolished alimony (expecting everyone to
work outside the home), and opened all educational institutions to
females. Most important, it set up a women’s organization to over-
see these laws and programs. 

But the country was in a shambles. Almost 10 percent of its
population had been killed in the civil war; 7 million homeless chil-
dren roamed the countryside in gangs, hunting for food with
weapons found in deserted fields. Facing massive poverty and igno-
rance at home and frightening hostility from abroad, the Bolsheviks
concentrated on strengthening the state by industrialization and
collectivization. In such an environment, women’s rights seemed
inconsequential. Once the war was over, the government passed the
laws women demanded and let it go at that: the army got rid of
women; so did the government. Before the October Revolution,
three women sat in the highest party echelons; after 1923, no
woman held high rank. A few held middle-level administrative
positions, and many participated in the political process at the low-
est level, but men at all levels scorned women and their concerns,
begrudging them time or money. The programs established for
women were well-intended, but sexism was as endemic among
Soviet as European men. After granting women the vote, these men
made not the slightest effort to liberate them further.

Kollontai and Armand ran Zhenotdel, the women’s organization,
on a tiny budget with a small staff, sending organizers to 
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villages, factories, and working-class neighborhoods to start literac y
classes and explain the new laws. They crossed the steppe to 
c e n t r a l Asia, stopping at camps and oases along the way to show films.
They talked to the oppressed Muslim, Jewish, and Christian women
of the Caucasus, Volga, and central Asia. Or g a n i zers asked the
women to elect a delegate to Zhenotdel, who would spend three to
six months observing public activities, then re p o rt to Zhenotdel and
her village. Shy women aware of their ignorance bloomed. A Mu s l i m
woman described life in the 1920s: “We we re silent slaves. We had to
hide in our rooms and cringe before our husbands, who we re our
l o rds. . . . Our fathers sold us at the age of ten, even yo u n g e r. Ou r
husbands would beat us with a stick and whip us when he felt like it.
If he wanted to fre eze us, we fro ze. Our daughters, a joy to us and a
help around the house, he sold just as we had been sold.” 

Men ferociously tried to prevent organizers from speaking to
women, so they met in bathhouses, sewing circles, and women’s
clubs. When women newly aware of their oppression removed their
veils, men began to kill them. In Baku, as a group of women left a
women’s club, men assaulted them with wild dogs and boiling wat-
er; the father and brothers of a Muslim woman of twenty who dared
to appear in a bathing suit sliced her in pieces; an eighteen-year-old
Uzbek activist was mutilated and thrown in a well. In three months
in 1929, three hundred central Asian women were murdered for
political reasons by their own families. 

Despite male violence, the Zhenotdel women created programs
for child care, orphan care, schools, food distribution, housing
supervision, preventive medicine, public health, and antiprostitu-
tion campaigns, among others. They informed enormous numbers
of women who had never imagined they had human rights. People
of both sexes were drawn to the communist vision—to eliminate
poverty, offer equal opportunity to everyone, and create a just,
humane society. Architects and town planners designed communi-
ties with communal child care, cooking, and dining, carefully 
p roviding private rooms for singles or couples and easy room changes
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f o r divorcing couples. They tried to plan communities so that space
itself fostered male-female cooperation in tasks. Some communes
were built; others formed in cities and in the countryside. 

Men often ignored decrees of equality; the government lacked
money for the compulsory education, child-care centers, nurseries,
and communal laundries it had promised. Protective laws worked
against women, making employers reluctant to hire them. Of jobs
lost in the 1920s, women lost 70 percent; by 1928, women (mainly
w i d ows, divo rcees, and single women) made up under one-quart e r
of the labor force. Last hired, first fired, lowest paid, and consigned
to the most menial, heaviest work, they left jobs for the home if they
could: but few men supported their families. 

Sexual freedom meant liberty for men and maternity for
women.18 Wanting sex without responsibility, men charged women
who rejected them sexually with “bourgeois prudery.” Many cou-
ples lived apart; a few men did housework, but the overwhelming
majority drank heavily, were unfaithful, and expected to be waited
on at home. Wives asked the party to deduct a portion of their hus-
bands’ wages so not all would be drunk up. Annoyed at a dinner not
ready or socks not washed, men beat their wives or forced them to
give up their jobs. Women were abused by men at work too: the
complaint most often brought to Zhenotdel was that factory boss-
es treated women workers like a harem. Easy divorce meant that
men walked away from a marriage, leaving women with children to
support: in 70 percent of the divorces in this period, men aban-
doned their wives and paid no alimony or child support. The
divorce rate was very high—in 1927, four out of every five mar-
riages ended in divorce. In the country, peasants married women,
used their labor in the fields for a season, and divorced them after
harvest, having gotten free labor. In the early 1920s, armies of des-
titute women swept into Soviet towns seeking food or work.
Despite its illegality, many—including children—became pro s t i t u t e s .
In 1921 there were 17,000 prostitutes in Petrograd; a year later,
there were 32,000.  
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Most commentators blame the failure of the grand communist
vision of sexual equality on the ancient sexism of the culture (and
certainly it permeated society, women as well as men). But beyond
that, laws and programs ignored the basis of women’s status—their
reproductive powers. To treat women as men’s equals without refer-
ence to women’s reproduction, and men’s refusal to take responsi-
bility for children, is to place women in the impossible situation of
being expected to do everything men do, and to reproduce society
and maintain it, all at the same time and alone. 

Only Kollontai addressed herself to sexual relations and family
life, advocating communal facilities for child-rearing to be main-
tained by collective labor. Lenin supported her: when Russian
women thronged to a meeting and defiantly opposed giving up
their children to collective care, Lenin took the time to address
them supportively. Kollontai wanted voluntary public child care,
not forced removal of children from parents, and successfully
fought for maternity leave at full pay, nursing breaks at specific sites
in factories, free pre- and post-natal care, and cash allowances.
Seeing marriage as a mutual union of two independent people, she
wanted sex to please women as well as men, scandalizing everyone.
She hated sexual re g u l a t i o n — rules dictating virginity and
monogamy, or decreeing illegitimacy.

Kollontai, concerned about society as a whole, argued that
workers produced less when they were under surveillance. She
believed, like Luxemburg and Goldman, that society must be
remade from the bottom, by collective action of workers. This infu-
riated Lenin, who was authoritarian and believed in centralized
bureaucratic authoritarianism, but she would not shut her mouth.
He stripped her of her posts, sent her to Norway on a diplomatic
mission, and made her ambassador to Sweden. Her career in the
party was over, and so was the effectiveness of Zhenotdel: in 1930
it was dissolved. The party still held women’s congresses and
demonstrations, but they were mere echo chambers for male deci-
sions, bearing no relevance to women’s needs. After Kollontai’s
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dismissal, the only woman with influence was K rupskaya, who
handled propaganda and education. She continued in her posts
after Lenin died in 1924, but clashed with Stalin when he took
p ower and he ousted her from politics in 1925. 

From the start, the Bolsheviks favo red authoritarian central con-
t rol and hierarc h y, and these characteristics marked the society they
built. Like the tsars, who created elaborate bureaucracies, the com-
munists ruled through committees, commissions, congresses, and an
e ven more complex bure a u c r a c y. Gi ven a huge sprawling country
whose population spoke different languages and followed differe n t
religions and customs, this may have seemed the only way possible to
c reate a new kind of state; certainly it was easier than winning con-
sensus from people at the grassroots level, as Kollontai, Lu xe m b u r g ,
and Goldman advocated. The communist state made huge inro a d s
against disease, starvation, and illiteracy (illiteracy among women fell
f rom 90–95 percent in 1919 to 60 percent in 1929) and improve d
o p p o rtunities for young people across the country. But the re vo l u t i o n
was exceedingly costly for women: under the tsars they suffered op-
p ression and discrimination; during the re volution they we re arre s t-
ed, interrogated, tormented physically and mentally, torn from their
c h i l d ren, sent to camps, subjected to hideous conditions, beaten,
raped, and executed. And then they got St a l i n .

Stalin’s Revolution

Stalin essentially waged a second revolution in the Soviet Union.
Using a rhetoric drawn from old myths, he collectivized farms,
launched giant industrialization projects mainly for arms, and
transformed the USSR into a militaristic society. Acutely aware of
capitalists’ fear of socialism and the US government’s itch to destroy
the Soviet Union, Stalin closed the country. For the first time in his-
tory, a state built walls not to keep strangers out but to keep citizens
in, turning home into prison. His paranoia, inevitable in domina-
tors, had a factual basis, but he went amok. He murdered millions
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of citizens, many supporters of the revolution, and war heroes.
Eliminating the revolutionary elite, he raised a new one—rural men
who had become managers. Cities swelled with upwardly mobile
peasant immigrants who worshiped a new god—Stalin. More patri-
archal than the revolutionary generation, more imbued with mid-
dle-class values, Stalin ended egalitarian experiments, political dis-
course, and sexual freedom. In 1936 he re-established sexual regu-
lations: “We need men,” he pronounced, making divorce more dif-
ficult and costly, and outlawing abortion except under certain cir-
cumstances. Lesbianism was not officially banned, but he had male
homosexuals jailed for eight years simply for their inclinations. 

Stalin created campaigns to encourage women to attend techni-
cal and medical schools, partly by setting quotas. He propelled an
underprivileged group of women into education. They began to
invade previously exclusive male worlds—laboratories, construction
projects, and technical colleges. By 1939, 81.6 percent of Sov i e t
women we re literate, and 58 percent of people in advanced education
we re female. Unlike Western women in this period, they studied
a g ro n o m y, technology, sanitation, engineering, and animal hus-
b a n d ry. These careers did not save them from a double-bind, for
Stalin also pre s s u red them to have children. Propaganda featuring
hale women adorned with maternity medals and embracing large
healthy families—sons for the state—reinforced the idea that
women were responsible for maintaining families. High-ranking
men’s wives, exempted from working for wages, were photographed
decorating their husbands’ offices or factory grounds; ordinary
women, sunk in the endless labor that remains the lot of Soviet
women, worked one shift away and a second at home. As the world
tottered on the brink of the Second World War, Stalin initiated the
“great terror,” killing or imprisoning millions of loyal Soviet citi-
zens. Only 10 percent were women, but that included almost all
women who had reached any position of authority.

After Germany invaded the Soviet Union in 1941, government
policy tow a rd women changed again. The whole country 
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mobilized: a million women joined the army; another 800,000
became anti-aircraft and machine gunners, snipers, tankers, pilots
and bombardiers (some air regiments were entirely female), joined
signal or medical corps, became partisans, guerrillas, and saboteurs.
Thousands of women were killed, wounded, tortured, and execut-
ed by the Nazis. Women made up the majority of miners and indus-
trial workers producing weapons and a third of Baku oil-field work-
ers. They also worked in civil defense. 

But as usual, when the war was ove r, women we re forced back
into subservience. The government was obsessed with replacing the
lost population. It put men in women’s jobs and bribed them to
m a r ry with a grant of de facto head-of-household status and pre f e r-
ence in inheritance. Ab o rtion was made illegal; unmarried and child-
less people we re taxed; the legal and economic rights of women in de
facto marriages we re abolished; and divo rce was again made difficult
and costly. As a result, people simply separated, but women no longer
had rights as common-law wives. They lost the right to file paternity
suits, and children born outside marriage we re again stigmatized as
illegitimate and denied inheritance. Women who had been rew a rd e d
for having large families now had trouble supporting them: 20 mil-
lion Soviet men had been killed in the war and there we re 150
women to eve ry 100 men in the USSR. Fo rt u n a t e l y, women did get
child allowances—and larger ones if they we re single. 

When Stalin died in 1953, the terror waned but did not disap-
pear from the Soviet Union. His successor, Nikita Khrushchev,
released millions from prison camps and reformed laws governing
women. He made divorce simpler and easier to get, legalized abor-
tion, instituted maternity leave, and restored co-education, which
Stalin had largely abolished in 1943. Couples were neither encour-
aged nor forbidden to live separately, and separate personal and
property rights remained the norm. By 1967 the divorce rate was
2.7 (per 1000 inhabitants), higher than the divorce rate in the 
United States at the time. Most divorces were initiated by women,
and some dialog about women’s position was permitted. 
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Women in the Late Soviet Period

Since I began this book, much has changed. There is no longer a
Soviet Union, and the political situation changes daily. Before the
Gorbachev revolution, life was hard in the Soviet Union, though,
by any scale, people were better off than under the tsars. Like the
tsars, the communists created intricate bureaucracies and forbade
dissent by imprisoning, exiling, or executing dissenters. Still, no one
starved under the communists, despite a scanty and monotonous
diet. Medical care and education were free, and illiteracy was erad-
icated among people under sixty. Girls, encouraged to study for the
competitive examinations for advanced education, made up 52.2
percent of university students in 1982. The Soviet Union had the
highest percentage of women in the labor force of any modern
industrial society (almost 90 percent), and more women in medi-
cine, law, and engineering than any Western state. In 1970, over 50
percent of technicians and specialists, and 40 percent of veterinary
surgeons, agronomists, and livestock experts, were women.

Soviet women were more likely than Western women to reach
top positions—one was a space pilot, the highest scientific rank,
and many were permafrost experts, the second-highest. Women
were among the top mathematicians, and they made up about 12
percent of the managers in industry, agriculture, transportation,
lumbering, and communications. Over 90 percent of Soviet women
worked outside the home, making up 51 percent of the workforce.
The law decreed equal pay for equal work, equality before the law
and in the professions, free or low-cost child care, and free birth-
control devices, information, and abortion. 

Yet, like Western women, most women were ghettoized in low-
paid jobs—in  cleaning (women were 90 percent of the janitors in
St. Petersburg), building, and railroad construction. Women were
49 percent of factory workers and 46 percent of manual workers,
though less than a third of them used mechanical lifting equipment.
Men, who justify male supremacy by men’s superior physical
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strength, gave women the heaviest lifting and carrying jobs. If there
was a machine to do a job, a man ran it, thereby earning more mon-
ey and higher status. Rural men were twice as likely as women to
have some higher education, and they monopolized the administra-
tive positions on collective farms. In 1961 women made up about
half of the farm workers but represented less than 2 percent of farm
directors.  

Educated women did not escape discrimination. After univ-
ersity, women were slotted into lower-paid professions and, at every
level, earned less than men—about three-quarters as much (a high-
er percentage, however, than women earn in the United States).
Medicine was numerically dominated by women but poorly paid—
a good mechanic earned more. Only surgeons were well-paid, and
most of them were men. The majority of clinic physicians were
women, who often saw thirty patients a day; the heads of the poly-
clinics were men, who earned much more. Law also paid poorly,
except for judges and prosecutors—and here, again, most were
men. Female teachers taught the lower grades, and most of the
higher-paid administrative jobs were given to men. Professions
dominated by women—medicine and teaching—paid less than
engineering, which was dominated by men. An anonymous writer
in a feminist samizdat asserted that middle managers were con-
cerned only with preserving their privileges. Although there were
some really good men in science, most “just drink vodka.” The
worker on whom everything depended was a woman—who was
paid less, commanded less prestige, and also had a home to care
for.19

Women have a home to tend because women must marry, wrote
Ekaterina Alexandrova.20 In the Soviet Union, every citizen was
under surveillance, had a file, and knew that private lives were dis-
cussed at political meetings. To change jobs, enter an educational
program, or go abroad, people had to present reference cards from
their place of work or study, with an evaluation by superiors accord-
ing to standard criteria. A normal card read “politically mature,
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morally stable.” If this phrase did not appear, the person became a
third-class citizen with drastically curtailed opportunities. Someone
who married and divorced five times or had many lovers was in no
danger: such behavior was not considered morally unstable.
Someone interested only in drinking, sex, or sports was normal. But
one who did not abide by regulations, who read books, or prayed
outside of work was not normal. And for women, normality meant
marriage—not to be married was shameful and degrading. To be
divorced was better.

This situation was hardly unique to the Soviet Union: eve ry-
w h e re, discrimination pre vents women from using their talents and
keeps them poorer and lower in status than men. But Soviet women
carried a unique burden: they we re expected to maintain the family
and to bear and raise children without help in a society in which
domestic maintenance was a nightmare. Tatyana Ma m o n ova, editor
of the first feminist s a m i zd a t, described the elements of daily life in
the Soviet Un i o n .2 1 Soviet refrigerators we re tiny and few families
owned one, so someone had to shop eve ry day. That someone was
almost always a woman. To shop, she had to visit many small store s
containing little or nothing, queuing three times in each—to ord e r
her purchase, pay for it, and re c e i ve it. W h e re ver they we re, whateve r
they we re doing, women we re always ready to drop eve rything and
rush to a store ru m o red to have, temporarily, scarce items like toilet
p a p e r, oranges, soap, or tub stoppers and to stand an hour or two in
a queue with the net bag they always carried. Men usually lined up
for alcohol; women we re the food foragers. Some cities had no fre s h
food. Arkhangelsk, a busy port, frequently had no butter, meat,
milk, sausage, cheese, or fish. The only available food was dried soup
and cheap canned goods. Irkutsk, on Lake Baikal, the biggest fre s h-
water lake in the world, had no fresh fish when I was there in 1983.

Many studies show that, in all industrial countries, women
work much longer hours and get less sleep and leisure than men,
but the situation was extreme in the USSR. Men tended to put in
a desultory day’s work, went home, and drank, or sat in front of the

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 8 6 •



television while women rushed from queue to queue, then cooked,
cleaned, washed, and cared for their children. Many women, feel-
ing they had no more time or energy to give, stopped striving for
better jobs (yet, according to national polls, only 20 percent of
Soviet women would quit their jobs if they could afford to). A sur-
vey of housework in the USSR revealed that marketing, child care,
and housework took 275 billion hours a year—90 percent of the
time spent on paid work in the entire national economy—and most
of it was done by women.22

Men’s salaries were so much higher than women’s that women
gained materially through marriage, and many said it was impos-
sible for women to live singly: they had to be married. But some
husbands drank up their wives’ paychecks and contributed nothing
to maintenance, expecting to be waited on by wife-servants. Soviet
laws against wife-beating were stronger than in the West, but Soviet
men had an extremely high rate of alcoholism and battering was
rampant. No shelters existed for battered wives or rape victims, and
most women simply did not report such abuse. Social pressure mil-
itated against it—domestic problems were women’s fault. 

Contraceptives were hard to find, crude, and ineffective. Dia-
phragms came in two sizes; condoms, called galoshi, resembled their
name. Lack of contraceptives made abortion the major form of
birth control—there were four to eight abortions for every live birth
in the Soviet Union—and the procedure was savage. Doctors in
abortion clinics did not use anesthetics—some tied women to
chairs. When Yekaterina Nikolayeva had an abortion, the male doc-
tor shouted at her for staring at his bloodstained gloves and sneered
at a woman in pain: “You should have had second thoughts before.
You’re all fond of sweets, but you’re not willing to pay the price.”23

The Soviet Union’s backwardness in gynecology was startling, since
two Soviet physicians, Drs. Platonov and Velvovski, orginated the
technique of prepared childbirth in the early 1950s and taught it to
Lamaze, who introduced it to the West. Yet it was virtually
unknown in the USSR, where women’s needs were disregarded 

R E V O L U T I O N I N R U S S I A

• 8 7 •



during childbirth.24

Some feminist Soviet women tried to start a women’s move-
ment with a samizdat, Woman and Russia: An Almanac to Women.25

The journal grew out of informal meetings of feminist women in
Leningrad in the fall of 1979. (It was difficult to network in the
Soviet Union, where even telephone books were banned.) The edi-
tors asked for and wrote articles, typed them on a manual typew r i t e r
(mimeograph machines we re illegal in the USSR), using carbons to
get eve ry ten copies. Binding them in heavy paper (hard to get in the
USSR), adding exquisite handpainted illustrations, they sent them
out into the world. Ma m o n ova, one of the editors, wrote that they
tried to represent the mass of women, not an elite group. They were
essentialists, assuming that women have a distinct nature and that
g i vers of life are “n a t u r a l l y” opposed to war and violence.
Considering the differences between women and men to be 
profound, they did not advocate equality, but tried to describe the
realities of women’s lives and women’s unhappiness with systemic
discrimination. The only political position they took was to favor
peace. The first issue was passed from hand to hand by women in
Russia, Estonia, and the Ukraine.

The KGB interrogated and intimidated the editors, threatening
arrest if they produced a second issue. The courageous Mamonova
nevertheless produced one, entitled Rossianka (Russian Women). In
1980 she issued a third, which traveled as far as the Caucasus, the
Urals, and Central Asia. The four leaders of the women’s movement
were exiled; the rest remained at home, where they continued to
write under pseudonyms. Feminism was illegal in the USSR.
Another group of women produced a samizdat, Marija (Mary),
which advocated a religious feminism that offended Soviet author-
ities on two counts. 

Many female Soviet dissenters were religious women. Soviet
culture in general was essentialist, and the only discourse available
to most people to describe the importance of affection, nutritive-
ness, and refreshment was that of religion. Soviet women who
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wanted to assert different values fell back on the language and 
values of a religion that made them subordinate. Dissident women
had no place to turn: the government accused them of treason and
counterrevolution, while dissident men belittled issues affecting
women as frivolous and divisive. The dissident press, Mamonova
held, was dominated by “sexist language of the coarsest sort.” Only
Andrei Sakharov supported women at all.  

The defeat of communism and the break-up of the Soviet
Union has led to a chaotic situation in what is, once again, Russia.
In a mad rush to emulate capitalist economies, men nakedly seek
money and power. In such conditions, social ideals vanish and
hoodlums flourish. In 1989, in the freest multicandidate elections
since 1917, less than 15 percent of the Congress of People’s
Deputies were women; earlier, 33 percent of the Congress were
women. When quotas were dropped for the 1990 election to the
Parliament of the Russian Republic, the proportion of women
dropped from 35.3 percent to 5.4 percent. In a pre-election poll by
Argumenti i Fakti, voters felt one of the most important qualities in
a candidate was “being a man.” Reforms in the direction of
Western-style capitalism make those who cannot work on the “fast
track” obsolete—the disabled, older workers, and women. Women
fear they will become dependent on their husbands and lose all ben-
efits. In Soviet society, housing, health care, and pensions all
devolved on one’s job.

The Russian Revolution and its aftermath are paradigmatic of
every revolution waged in the twentieth century. Women fight,
struggle, sacrifice, take responsibility, follow orders, lead, suffer tor-
ture, and die along with men. They work, nurture their children,
and hope for a new society. Both men and women have been
disappointed by every revolution, but a fair percentage of men
earned new status, became the new elite, and offered the state
broad-based support. Women’s status remained unchanged: women
who gained were usually married to men who rose. In waged work,
women gained more in socialist revolutions than others, but social-
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ist revolutionaries, conceiving of humans mainly as producers,
i g n o red the re p roduction and maintenance (re f reshment, re -
creation) necessary for human life. 

Since the fall of socialism in 1989, Russian women have
become invisible in the Western press, which covered women main-
ly as markers in the contest between socialism and capitalism. At
present, a small, embattled feminist movement exists in Russia, but
there are problems. Women shun feminism, imagining that the
Western version resembles the Soviet version—a hierarchy headed
by an authority figure who determines the required dogma. A huge
problem in today’s Russia is surviving in a free-for-all economy
devoted to greed. Slightly more women hold political office in
Russia than in the United States, but only a few have taken advan-
tage of the new money-grabbing economy. There is a very high
male mortality rate (probably due to alcoholism compounded by
poverty), and men scapegoat women for the present situation.
Imagining that the USSR made good on its promises to women,
they say, “This is what helping women got us!”26

In 1992 a law was proposed in the Parliament on the Pro t e c t i o n
of Fa m i l y, Ma t e r n i t y, Paternity and Childhood, decreeing that
women with children under fourteen would work part-time, thirt y -
f i ve hours a week instead of fort y, and that women with three or more
c h i l d ren should be paid a minimum wage. It also mentioned the
rights of unborn children. Feminists, fearing that abortion rights we re
being undermined, approached the deputies. These re p re s e n t a t i ve s
told them the bill expressed a reaffirmation of the state’s commitment
to care for pregnant women and urged them to wait for public debate
b e f o re criticizing it. When they asked Deputy Gleb Yakunin (a we l l -
k n own democrat) if the bill did not discriminate against women, he
dismissed them, shrugging, “Why do women matter?”

No public debate on the bill occurred, and the women were
told that nothing they could do would amend or stop it. But they
persisted, using all their organizational resources: they contacted the
mass media, lobbied the democratic deputies in Parliament, 
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published critiques in academic journals, and kept the buzz going.
Their organization issued a critique of the draft. Finally, the con-
troversial items were modified or deleted. After a barrage of 
negative letters, faxes, and telegrams, the draft was killed. Still, the
Parliament removed abortion from the basic medical insurance cov-
erage provided by the Ministry of Health, passed laws covering
medical insurance and family planning, and set up a government
program on safe motherhood without consulting any women’s
groups or allowing public debate.27

As has happened in other former socialist states in which
women were guaranteed seats in governing bodies, the proportion
of women in the central government body dropped from roughly
33 percent in the late 1970s to 5.6 percent after the democratic
elections of 1991 (roughly the proportion in Western nations).
Russians voting in December 1993 faced a list of parties ranging
from nationalist and hard-line communist to pro-reform and social
democratic, and a women’s movement acting as a party concerned
with health care and other social issues. Surprisingly, the women’s
movement managed to receive 8 percent of the votes, breaking the
5 percent barrier. Elizabeth Waters and Anastasia Posadskay com-
ment that, a decade earlier, neither democratic elections nor the
existence of a party dedicated to defending the interests of women
was even conceivable.28

In the years since, the women’s movement has grown more open
and has split into segments devoted to special concerns. In major
cities, groups have been founded to offer shelter to battered women,
give rape counseling, and fight violence against women. Discussion
of men’s predations on women is more open than it has been in the
past. The foundations of a strong movement are being laid.29
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C H A P T E R  3

R E V O L U T I O N  I N  C H I N A

TH E WE S T E R N A P P RO P R I AT I O N O F T H E WO R L D described in 
volume 2 of this series, The Masculine Mystique, extended to Asia

as well, and, in different ways, the West took over China, Japan,
India, and Southeast Asia. In 1800 China was ruled by an incom-
petent Manchu dynasty and a scholar-official bureaucracy, adamant
about retaining the status quo. A comfortable cultivated elite
scorned trade, which had once made the Chinese Empire powerful,
but taxed and charged commissions on all foreign trade. Canton
was the only legal port of exchange for exports and imports, which
had to be conveyed overland five hundred miles to the capital,
Beijing. China exported silk, tea, and cotton cloth; it severely lim-
ited imports, demanding payment in silver. Western traders seeking
greater profit began to bring in opium.

The Chinese had long used opium as a medicine and, in the
seventeenth century, began smoking it as a drug. The emperor for-
bade the practice, but by 1829 China consumed millions of pounds
of domestic opium plus over 4 million pounds imported from
abroad. This trade was illegal, and therefore not taxed by the state.
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China tried to stop opium imports, claiming they drained the
country of hard currency. The Canton viceroy closed his door to
representatives of the British East India Company, which brought
in most of the foreign opium. Outraged and determined to force
China to abide by their rules of trade and diplomacy, the British
started the “Opium War” in 1839. When it ended three years later,
China was forced to cede Hong Kong to Britain, open four other
ports to foreign trade, and grant rights of residence in Chinese cities
to foreigners who had been given diplomatic privileges—mainly
immunity against prosecution for importing opium. During the
nineteenth century, foreigners demanded expanded privileges,
which they abused by extortion, recruiting Chinese for near slave
labor in the United States and giving light punishments to foreign
offenders out of reach of Chinese law.

The Chinese did all they could to circumvent the treaties.
Conflict inevitably arose, but the superior arms of the West always
won. In 1858–60 a British-French alliance invaded China, drove
the emperor to Manchuria, and burned the beautiful Manchu sum-
mer palace. They demanded entry to eleven ports, the right to trave l
throughout the country, Chinese protection for Christian mission-
aries, and a legalized opium traffic. The humiliated Chinese rulers,
acting haughty and superior, took no action, but individual Chinese
began agitating to reform the government and regain control of
their country. In Korea and Japan, too, in this period, people agi-
tated for reform, rebelling against greedy rulers. But only in China
did men’s demands for reform include women, especially for an end
to footbinding. Some Chinese women had earlier resisted their soci-
ety’s constrictions, but their acts were remembered only in oral his-
tory. One such challenge had been a widespread movement early in
the nineteenth century of women in a region of the Canton delta
who refused to marry. They were not trying to reform marriage law,
but simply refused to marry or cohabit with men.1

Wo m e n’s situation had changed little since the seventeenth century.
Still bought and sold, living as virtual slaves within their husbands’
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family compounds, women were excluded from the lineage until
they bore a son; they had no voice except to bully their daughters-
in-law. A woman’s life was dictated by her economic class. As
always, women of the gentry were most constricted, under constant
surveillance, locked in parts of large houses and rambling court-
yards. Servants shopped and marketed for them. The movements of
peasant women were restricted and guarded too, but they could not
be segregated in small peasant houses. When indoor light was poor,
they sat on their doorsteps to work. Village women fetched water
from wells, did laundry in rivers, spoke to shopkeepers and ped-
dlers, and in some areas traditionally did field work with the men
during busy seasons. The poorest women were most free—non-
Han ethnic minorities, servants, boat-women, water-carriers, fuel
gatherers, and scavengers moved about freely.

For the first three years of her marriage, a woman was forbid-
den to leave her courtyard: a traveler in nineteenth-century China
found that tens of thousands of women had never been over two
miles from their villages, and then only to marry. Chinese women
said they lived like a “frog in a well”: in the early twentieth century,
one told an Englishman that, in her next life, she hoped to be a dog,
for then she could come and go at will. One worker recalled that,
after she and her sister reached the age of thirteen, they were for-
bidden to walk on city streets and, if a stranger came to the door of
their house, they had to vanish into an inner room. In the district
where she lived, even visits by women were regulated: they were for-
bidden to visit on the first or thirteenth day of a month; when they
visited, they could not lean against the doorframe, stand or sit on
the doorstep, or touch it in crossing. Any of these acts might give
them power over the family and might ruin it because women were
unclean. Such drastic prohibitions suggest that men had endowed
women with enormous power.

Obsessed with female chastity, the Chinese deemed it desirable
that men should never relate socially to women in public or at
home: at seven years of age, boys and girls were segregated in the

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 9 4 •



household, forbidden to sit or eat together. When inquiries were
made about prospective daughters-in-law, the highest praise possi-
ble was to say, “We do not know, we have never seen her.” A cus-
tom in a southeastern village illustrates the status of Chinese
women: if a male visitor called out “Is anybody home?” when the
man of the house was away, the woman was to reply: “No, nobody’s
at home.”2

The feet of women who worked in the fields were not bound
(they were called “Big Feet”), but the gentry bound their daughters’
feet. A few wealthy fathers educated their daughters and gave them
considerable latitude. Taoist cultists called “Boxers” taught their
daughters martial arts. Minority (non-Han) generals trained their
children as soldiers: the daughters often became rebels or bandits.
Lower-class women in priestly or medical families became nuns,
shamans, herbalists, or midwives. Hakka women (a non-Han
minority) had freer, less subordinated lives. 

Western incursions affected all Chinese. Western industries
e stablished in Chinese cities changed the nature of women’s pro-
ductive work and immeasurably worsened their working condi-
tions. But Westerners also used the Asian treatment of women as a
metaphor for backward barbarity. They were able to shame some
Chinese men, who began to urge reform of laws governing women:
an end to footbinding and concubinage, and a call for women to be
educated and granted respect and a measure of power in families,
especially elite families. These reformers discredited the Ming say-
ing: “Only the virtuous man is talented; only the untalented woman
is virtuous.” They coined the term “women’s liberation,” exalting
the “good wife, wise mother.”  

No matter how Westerners treated their own women, no mat-
ter how arrogant and patronizing their treatment of the Chinese,
they did advance women’s cause and later took credit for creating
feminist traditions in China. They accepted girls in mission schools
and offered urban girls intellectually challenging curricula. Mission
schools, run by teachers independent, curious, and unconventional
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enough to work and live in a foreign place, sometimes demanded
devotion to a particular brand of Christianity as the price of admis-
sion. But once women had been educated to see themselves as
humans with rights, they soon conflicted with the men who had
originally supported their education, men whose goals for them
were limited.3

As the West tightened control over Chinese commerce, domes-
tic upheavals threatened the Manchu dynasty. The most serious, the
T’ai p’ing Rebellion, erupted in southern provinces with high un-
employment, inflation, and poor harvests. In 1851 a scholar who
had failed the civil service examination three times and who correc-
tly believed that the Manchus discriminated against southern
Chinese, created a political-religious movement to overthrow them.
Merging elements of ancient Chinese religious beliefs, Christianity,
and utopianism, the T’ai p’ing rebels advocated land redistribution,
communal ownership of property, and sexual equality. Hakka
women co-founded the revolutionary force, and the T’ai p’ing 
platform urged a ban on footbinding, opening the T’ai p’ing exam-
inations (a kind of civil service exam) and official positions to
women, abolishing concubinage and prostitution, and establishing
monogamous marriage based on mutual love. 

T’ai p’ing women organized a fighting corps whose mere pres-
ence was said to undermine the morale of the imperial armies 
facing them. The T’ai p’ing captured Nanking in 1853 and used it
as their capital for the next eleven years. They were eventually
defeated in 1864 with the help of Western powers, who preferred to
deal with a weak, corrupt government than the socialist T’ai p’ings.
But T’ai p’ing women had already been defeated by their own men,
who, despite Hakka women’s loud disapproval, had reverted to a
double standard, taking concubines, yet requiring chastity in
women. The T’ai p’ing movement is important for its ideals, which
were forerunners of those of the Chinese communists. 

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, China lost outlying
possessions to Russia, France, Britain, Japan, and Portugal. In 1900,
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Boxers (a Chinese political society) attacked Christians and foreign-
ers in Shantung and other northeastern provinces. Britain, France,
Germany, the United States, and Japan avenged attacks on their
embassies by sending armies to occupy and loot Beijing. But they
continued to prop up the Manchu government, extracting conces-
sions from it. The partition of China by Russia, Germany, France,
Italy, and the United States seemed inevitable.4

The Boxer Rebellion was as much a protest against Manchu rule
as against foreign domination. Continued disruption forced the
government to modernize the army and public education, abolish
the civil service examination, and plan to institute a constitutional
system. China escaped Africa’s fate of partition because it was not
fragmented into different political units. In addition, the Chinese
had supreme confidence in the virtues of their own civilization.
Suspicious and contemptuous of foreigners, few Chinese collabo-
rated—and collaboration is basic to colonial rule. In 1904 Sun 
Yat-sen founded the revolutionary Nationalist Party, the Kuomin-
tang (KMT), which accepted both women and men. (I use the 
initials KMT here because they are standard in older works on
China. Kuomintang is now transliterated as Guomindang.)

The Republican Revolution, 1911

As the West increasingly penetrated China, its wealth, power, and
stability and its principles of individualism, freedom, and self-
fulfillment inspired the Chinese reform movement of 1898, the Re-
publican Re volution of 1911, and, later, the May Fo u rt h
Movement of 1919. All attempted to redefine Chinese social and
political institutions and to eject foreign dominators. Women and
men were both influenced by the West. Women working in urban
capitalist factories, no longer isolated, discussed foreign encroach-
ment and Western ideas of rights. Women’s movements began to try
to win the right to a public role. Educated women opposed
Confucian reformism, feeling that the entire Confucian system
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should go. Ardently patriotic, wanting to redeem China from all
foreigners, they refused to join the Japanese Patriotic Women’s
Society and turned their rage at their families into fervor for the
anti-Manchu republican revolutionary movement. Feminism and
nationalism were intrinsically connected because a new society, with
women participating, was inconceivable in a Manchu and imp-
erialist China. Many young women joined revolutionary parties. 

Women had limited but conspicuous roles in the 1911
Revolution. When fighting erupted in the north, Canton boat-
women went there to nurse revolutionary troops. Nurses were des-
perately needed at the front, so one of the few Chinese woman doc-
tors called a meeting in Shanghai to exhort women to volunteer as
Red Cross nurses. On only one day’s notice, almost a hundred
women showed up and, next day, thirty or forty left for the front—
but not with the Red Cross. The doctor recalled: “We were so angry,
because the Red Cross in Shanghai said these men you call rebels are
only thieves and robbers, bad men, they will not be grateful! But we
knew they were brothers, our patriots, our homes. We must go
help!” She founded the White Heart Society to do similar work,
and her nurses remained at the front despite its horrors.   

Women like Sophia Chang (who took her first name from the
Russian revolutionary Sophia Perovskaia) carried messages, arms,
and ammunition; she was the heiress of a rich merchant and gave
her life and her father’s wealth to the cause. Jin Jilan, a famous
actress, was beheaded for spreading rebellion among the people
after many years of using her income and contacts in the United
States to purchase arms for the revolution. A Japanese journalist
called the women arrested during the Canton uprising in 1911
“veritable walking arsenals,” compared to whom “the militant
London suffragette is nothing.” (Obviously, the militance of the
British suffragists had impressed much of the world.) The “modern
Chinese woman daily . . . supplies arms and ammunition to her
brother revolutionaries and is occasionally arrested with her tunic
lined with dynamite.” Soumay Cheng joined a KMT auxiliary, the
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Beijing “Dare to Die” corps, formed to kill people considered 
obstacles to the creation of a new democratic government. They
transported explosives in suitcases and in coat linings. Cheng vol-
unteered to carry dynamite or bombs, thinking a girl would  draw
little notice. For months, she traveled twice a week back and forth
from Tientsin to Beijing, lugging suitcases of explosives.    

The most celebrated woman re vo l u t i o n a ry, Qiu Ji n
(1875–1907), was born to gentry, classically educated, and became
a poet. Her nutritive mother trained her to be independent but
could not prevent her being married against her will to a wealthy
landlord’s son. He bought an official position in Beijing. As litera-
ture spread ideas of democracy and nationalist revolution, Qiu Jin
became interested in politics. Having resented women’s restrictions
from her youth, she identified women’s oppression by men with
China’s oppression by a Manchu dynasty servile to foreign interests.
Offended by the corrupt luxury of official life in Beijing and by her
husband’s attitudes, she left him and her two children in 1904. She
sold her jewelry to raise money to join Chinese students studying in
Japan, where Chinese revolutionary organizations flourished. There
Qiu Jin wore a man’s long gown and black leather shoes, combing
her hair back in a man’s queue. 

Returning to China, she became the first woman to join the
KMT—with her mother’s moral and economic support. Sh e
accepted a position as a schoolteacher in Shanghai and politicized
her pupils and scandalized society by riding horseback astride and
having female students do military drill. She founded China’s first
feminist newspaper, The Chinese Women’s Journal, and wrote poems
filled with outrage at male domination. Assuming the name
“Qinxiong” (“compete with men”), she sometimes dressed in
Western male gear with a jaunty cloth cap. She engineered a num-
ber of uprisings, which exploded prematurely and were put down,
but her feminism and revolutionary enthusiasm aroused such ani-
mosity that she was arrested within a year. Under torture, she agreed
to confess and said: “Autumn rain and autumn wind sadden us.”

R E V O L U T I O N I N C H I N A

• 9 9 •



Beheaded at thirty-three in 1907, she became a Chinese martyr.5

The Nanking assembly voted to abolish the monarchy and es-
tablish a republic, and it elected Sun as president. He ceded the
office to General Yüan Shi-k’ai, a pivotal figure who eased the
Manchus out of power. Sun’s party, the Kuomintang, controlled
Parliament; as it drafted a constitution, women revolutionaries pres-
sured it for suffrage and full participation in politics. 

In 1912 Tang Junying, a student who had returned from Ja p a n ,
founded the Chinese Suffragette So c i e t y, which attracted mainly
educated urban women who had participated in the republican re v-
olution. Their program, aimed at easing the lot of all Chinese
women, included suffrage and an end to footbinding, concubinage,
child marriage, and prostitution. It called for female education, the
c reation of social services for women in industry, and raising the
position of women within the family. To further these aims, the soci-
ety set up schools, staffing them with its own members, and pub-
lished a paper with poems, re p o rts on foreign feminist move m e n t s ,
and articles on women’s issues. It put out two versions—one in the
language of the educated; the other in the popular ve r n a c u l a r.

Most activists we re privileged—wives or daughters of male
reformers and re volutionaries—or we re teachers or students in the
n ew schools. Only these women had the education needed for the
confidence to protest, and the personal pro p e rty (jewe l ry) to support
it. They operated mainly in schools in Beijing, Shanghai, Canton, or
Tientsin. Like the American Re volution, the Chinese republican re v-
olution was a middle-class uprising, lacking a program to improve
conditions for peasants. Sun was no democrat, and he believed that
m i l i t a ry rule was necessary to establish order in China. Only after
the elite pre p a red the people could re p re s e n t a t i ve gove r n m e n t
e vo l ve. Sun Yat-sen went down in history as the Father of the
Re volution, but woman re volutionaries we re later accused of “f e m i-
nist re f o r m i s m” for ignoring the needs of rural peasant women.

The new constitution made women citizens for the first time in
Chinese history.  It ordered education for girls, but granted them no
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political or social rights. Suffragists protested and forced their way
into the House to get the president’s attention, smashing windows
and attacking military guards. The next day the Beijing Women’s
Suffrage Association marched to the Assembly House to demand
women’s rights: the men were so frightened that they called troops
to protect them. The Suffragette movement was the first organized
collective expression of feminism in China.6 It was too small to
affect the Assembly, but its example inspired provincial women to
petition their own legislatures. 

In 1913 General Yüan Shi-k’ai, who had never been a republi-
can, asserted dictatorial powers, harshly suppressing reformist and
revolutionary groups and banning all political activity. He dissolved
suffragist unions and routinely executed women who kept their rev-
olutionary weapons. Wanting a “strong man” who would keep the
country weak, Western powers supported Yüan Shi-k’ai until he
died in 1916. Then women again took military action and joined
the National Army or the Assassination Corps, dressing and equip-
ping themselves as men. China was still riven by oppressive warlords
who contested for power when the Allies pressured China to declare
war on Germany in 1917. But the Allies humiliated China at the
Paris Peace Conference, treating it like a vanquished nation.
Women students, outraged by this treatment as well as by their
own, led a historic demonstration in Beijing on May 4, 1919—the
first massive manifestation of a moral re volution to upro o t
Confucianism and its three bonds of obedience. Students organized
to eliminate Confucianism and imperialism, and to fight for nat-
ionalism and feminism in a movement named for its starting date.

The May Fourth Movement

In 1919 Chao Wu-chieh of Nanyang St reet, Changsha, was pre p a re d
for a marriage against her will. In t roduced to the husband her pare n t s
had chosen, she loathed him and refused. They forced her to don the
elaborate Chinese wedding costume and sit in the ceremonial chair
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that would carry her to her husband’s family home, where she would
spend the rest of her life. As the chair was lifted, Chao Wu-chieh slid
a dagger she had hidden from under its cushion and slit her throat. 

It was not a re m a rkable event—in fact, such protests occurre d
re g u l a r l y. But Chao’s suicide happened during an emotional period
in the life of a re m a rkable young man, Mao Zedong, who was not
yet a Ma rxist. During the May Fo u rth movement, Mao wrote nine
impassioned articles about Chao Wu-chieh, protesting the system
that mart y red her. Perhaps like Ho m e r’s maidens, he was weeping for
h i m s e l f. Mao had a loving nutritive mother but a despotic father,
who bought an older girl as Ma o’s bride when he was a boy. This too
was common: men bought girls to get work out of them until a son
came of age and married her—slave and wife at once. When the time
came for marriage, Mao ran away. When he was forcibly re t u r n e d ,
he fought his father and did not marry the woman. Chao’s suicide
led Mao to connect the personal and the political.

The May Fourth Movement was a rebellion of youth against age
and authority. Love and sex (called “the woman question”) lay at its
heart and were raised in almost every issue of a huge number of new
periodicals, social critiques, and popular fiction that were now writ-
ten in the vernacular. Profoundly critical of the traditional Chinese
family structure, anarchist intellectuals of the May Fourth genera-
tion—feminist men like Li Ta-chao, Ch’en Tu-hsiu, and Mao 
Tse-min (Mao Zedong’s younger brother)—advocated free choice
in marriage, free love instead of chastity (for themselves), and
divorce. Seeing only wretchedness in married life, Cai Zhang (Tsai
Chang, who later led a national women’s movement), her brother,
and Mao Zedong vowed to remain single: some experimented with
communal living. Mao optimistically wrote:

If we launch a campaign for the reform of the marriage sys-
tem we must first destroy all superstitions, of which the
most important is destruction of the belief in “predestined
marriage.” Once this belief is abolished, all support for the

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 1 0 2 •



policy of parental arrangement will be undermined . . . the
army of the family revolution will arise en masse, and a great
wave of freedom of marriage and freedom of love will break
over China.7

Male domestic tyranny was increasingly scorned by literate
urbanites. Ding Ling, one of China’s most famous writers, attended
the Girls’ Normal School in Changsha, a traditional school whose
“energetic, enthusiastic and unrestrained” students were eager to try
out every new idea they encountered. Society in this period, both
west and east, strongly disapproved of bobbed hair, for women’s
long hair was symbolic. But as soon as they heard of it, the students
held a secret cutting session: eighty girls cut their hair  and stood in
the street weeping over China’s humiliation by foreign powers (they
were later killed because of this incident). The May Fourth
Movement resulted in women gaining access to education, the pro-
fessions, and public office. 

But some women opposed it. Hsiang Ching-yu  had attended
Changsha’s most progessive girls’ school and had organized a co-
educational primary school aimed at inculcating missionary zeal for
sexual egalitarianism and antihierarchical thinking. She went to
France on a work-study program, where she supported herself by
factory work in a rubber plant and textile mill. Learning about pro-
letarian life by living it and by studying anarchist, Marxist, and
social-democratic thought, she pronounced the May Fo u rt h
Movement a “bourgeois fight of women against men” and argued
that women could be emancipated only by a socialist revolution.
Others, reaching the same conclusion, organized the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) in Shanghai in 1921.

Civil War

Hsiang, her husband, and others in their work-study group joined
the CCP from France. Its leaders were overwhelmingly male, except
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for a few intellectuals like Hsiang and Teng Ying-ch’ao, who mar-
ried Chou En-lai in 1925. Unlike May Fourth anarchists, Chinese
communist men were dyed in their society’s age-old contempt for
women and scorned women’s rights groups, even those organizing
women workers. After Hsiang returned from France in 1922, the
CCP named her the first female Central Committee member and
the head of a newly founded Women’s Department modeled on the
Soviet Zhenotdel. Hsiang was the kind of woman they could
accept: always critical of feminism in China, she was exclusively
concerned with organizing women workers. She was said to have
organized over 100,000 women in Shanghai, Canton, and Hong
Kong between 1922 and 1925. The party ignored female Shanghai
cotton mill workers: in 1927 women made up 52 percent of
Shanghai workers and 15 percent of party members, but no woman
leader in the labor movement was a worker.

Loyalties were ambivalent in 1920s China. In 1923 the CCP
joined a united front with the KMT. The noncommunist Sun Yat-
sen accepted the CCP into the KMT because he needed it: foreign
domination was growing and the central government was chal-
lenged by regional warlords who had to be subdued one by one. As
Western capitalism created new economic relations in growing
cities, new classes emerged and the rural economy declined.
Communist organizers from the USSR mobilized a revolutionary
force of those who were angry with the  corrupt warlords, with
China’s subservience to foreigners, and with the rigid hierarchical
society. The CCP was controlled by Moscow, where Hsiang went to
study Marxist-Leninist thought. Returning in 1927, she organized
labor contingents in the Shanghai area.  

The KMT/CCP United Front wanted to maintain China’s
integrity and reform social, political, and economic structures, but
it deferred reform until after it had defeated regional warlords and
established a strong central government. It integrated the women’s
movement into the nationalist revolutionary movement by setting
up a Central Women’s Department. This linking of feminism to
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politics marked a turning point in the history of Chinese feminism.
Trying to draw women to the revolutionary movement and pressure
the government to legislate basic rights for females, the Women’s
Department successfully extracted resolutions from the KMT in
1924 and 1926 to enact laws decreeing free marriage, divorce, equal
pay for equal work, and equality between the sexes; other laws
granted women inheritance rights, prohibited trade in persons, and
protected women who fled marital oppression. Its strategy was to
train women to organize other women in the cities and the coun-
tryside.

Chinese industry was controlled mainly by Western capitalists,
who worked women in silk and cotton mills of Shanghai, Tientsin,
and Canton for twelve hours a day, seven days a week, for 12 to 15
cents a day. Most workers were indentured. Poor families rented
their daughters to factory owners for part of their wages; owners
provided their fare to the factory along with room and board. Many
Shanghai women were involved in the labor movement at the grass-
roots level, some as organizers. Of all the unskilled workers in
Shanghai, only female textile workers, male miners, and dockers
dared to strike for better working conditions.  

After Sun Yat-sen died in 1925, the young Chiang Kai-shek
took over command of the United Front armies. Charging north
from his base in Guandong (Canton) province in the “Northern
Expedition,” he conquered half of China’s provinces and eventually
become the political as well as the military head of the KMT. The
United Front planned the Northern Expedition to politicize women
as it traversed the countryside in a nation where four-fifths of the
population were peasants. The Women’s Department sent female
organizer teams—women’s unions three hundred or four hundred
strong—after the armies of the Northern Expedition to instruct
women on the revolution and their rights. They investigated
women’s complaints and helped girls who had been sold into pros-
titution by their parents, widowed daughters-in-law whose in-laws
intended to sell them, girls about to be married against their will,
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and abused women and slaves. They provided refuge to oppressed
women, and sometimes held kangaroo courts to try husbands for
abuse. They marched convicted men through town in dunce caps,
while the women followed shouting feminist slogans. 

Male peasants, outraged by unstunted women—“big feet”—
moving freely through the world and their villages, hated the
women’s unions for supporting women’s rights, curbing their pre-
rogatives, and helping women to divorce. Women, after all, were
property. Older women who had developed ways to cope with
oppression were also alarmed by the unions, which offended their
sense of propriety and seemed to threaten their survival.8 CCP men
too grew wary of the women’s unions: they considered men more
important than women, feared men’s default, and declined to risk
it.9 Mao Zedong supported the male CCP members and deplored
acts that eroded “peasant” support (that is, male support), arguing
that women would be liberated automatically once communists
altered the political and economic structures. The separate struggle
for women was unnecessary. However limited the CCP’s liberation
of women, it was enough to fuel KMT hostility for the party. When
Chiang Kai-shek campaigned during the White Terror to wipe out
the CCP in 1927, he focused mainly on women—leftists, CCP or
KMT members, or those who had adopted “modern” ways. He ter-
minated the KMT Women’s Department. His soldiers stripped
women who were wearing men’s clothes to the waist and paraded
them publicly, so “every man in town may see she is in reality a
woman,” before they killed them. They hunted down women with
bobbed hair and shot them. In Canton they wrapped women con-
sidered CCP members in gasoline-soaked blankets and burned
them alive. Everywhere, KMT agents or troops physically mutilat-
ed women, hacking off their noses or breasts and raping them
before they murdered them. 

In 1930 a KMT Civil Code granted women the right to choose
their own husbands, apply for divorce, and inherit property.
Adultery was made a crime for both men and women. Protective
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legislation for factory women would, it was claimed, lead in time to
equal pay for equal work. Once this was done, male educators and
officials declared that women were emancipated and announced
there was no further need for them to engage in politics. Unlike
American and European women, they claimed, Chinese women no
longer had to fight male opposition. “Politics” became a code for
communist doctrine. 

The KMT attack on the CCP split China into two zones, one
ruled by Chiang Kai-shek and the KMT; the other by Mao Zedong
and the CCP. In 1928 the CCP made development of women’s
unions secondary to that of peasant (male) associations. The next
year it retreated to rural Kiangsi, where it founded a soviet that the
KMT tried to encircle. The party mobilized for war. Aware of rural
men’s hard-core opposition to women’s liberation, it exhorted
women not to join the army. Rather, they should  urge men to join
the CCP forces and take over the men’s field work. Trade unions
organized women into rear-guard defense units and encouraged
them to sew for the army at the end of their day’s work. A few
women joined the army, but the CCP did not recruit them. 

Still, the Kiangsi soviet passed radical marriage laws beneficial
to women, banning infanticide, footbinding, prostitution, and tyr-
annical mothers-in-law. It granted free instant divorce to women
and men, and it allowed divorced women property rights, land
allotment, half of any property accrued during marriage, and cus-
tody of young children. Since poor women were entitled to their
former husbands’ farm work as economic support, divorce became
economically feasible for them. And, because the laws required mar-
riage and divorce to be registered, these events came under state
control for the first time in China. Gr a d u a l l y, even accidentally,
b u reaucratization and centralization replaced tradition. Kiangsi women
we re politically active, making up 30 percent of the re p resentatives
to district congresses in 1930, and 64 percent in 1932. 

The new laws and Kiangsi women’s politicization provoked
enormous male resistance. CCP cadres (official units) not only
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refused to enforce the new laws but punished women who asked for
divorce. As the KMT campaign intensified, the CCP tried to boost
men’s morale by curtailing soldiers’ wives’ right to divorce (most
young women were married to soldiers) and requiring a man’s con-
sent to a wife’s application for divorce (a requirement that remained
law even after the situation changed). Though CCP marriage laws
were radical for their time, and special consideration for soldiers in
wartime is understandable, this action was part of a long-term CCP
tendency to sacrifice women to the “revolution.”10 A revolution that
sacrifices women is a male fight—and should be so regarded.

In 1931 Japan invaded China’s northeastern prov i n c e s
(Manchuria), without formally declaring war until 1936. War with
Japan exposed Chiang Kai-shek’s (and his KMT government’s)
ambivalence about women and the women’s movement. The
moment war broke out, women were exhorted to pressure sons,
husbands, and fathers to take up arms, and they were mobilized to
take an active part themselves. Madame Chiang broadcast the first
of many appeals:

We women are citizens just as much as are our men. Our
positions, our capabilities, and our lines of usefulness may
be different, but we can contribute our share. . . . Today in
Spain, women are standing in the fighting lines with their
men; and during the Great War in every country they gave
their best to aid in the realisation of victory. We Chinese
women are not one bit less patriotic or less courageous or
less capable of physical endurance than our sisters of other
lands, and that we shall now show the world.

Women responded, forming their own fighting battalions and a
War Service Corps that  provided back-up services and fighters. The
Japanese were occasionally astonished to find their opponents
female. 

In the chaotic climate of 1934, the KMT tried to create some
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stability by a nationwide campaign—the New Life Movement. It
recanonized Confucius and traditional family virtues. It upheld
unquestioned (unquestionable) rules defining correct relationships
between rulers and ruled, generations, and the sexes. Chiang’s pro-
gram ignored the country’s profound crisis and offered a familiar
nostrum for social ills—return to the traditional family. Since the
family is the primary locus of societal power struggles, and the “tra-
ditional family” is patriarchal, this method attempted to restore
order by propping up absolute male power.11

Ignoring Japanese encroachment, Chiang directed his energies
and resources to a fierce drive to eradicate Chinese communism. In
October 1934 the KMT encirclement forced the CCP out of
Kiangsi. It began a northward march to link up with other com-
munist units. The Long March, which ended in October 1935,
involved 100,000 men and 30–50 women: women with stunted
feet could not march and stayed behind to till the land. They were
killed by the KMT. In 1937 Japan launched a massive invasion of
China, forcing the KMT and the CCP into a union that lasted
uneasily until Japan’s defeat in 1945. During this period, the CCP
pattern of sacrificing women’s goals to men’s became entrenched:
when Ding Ling exhorted the party to attack sexist attitudes in
cadres and comrades, she was relieved of all official duties for two
years. In 1943 the CCP formally foreclosed discussion of female
social and political inequality.

During the war years, many Chinese women began working in
textiles. Japanese occupation and a KMT blockade cut off cloth im-
ports, and Mao urged women to spin, weave, and sew. By 1947,
areas in CCP control were self-sufficient in cloth. Women cloth
producers usually worked together, breaking the age-old prohibi-
tion against women leaving the domestic compound. Talking to
each other politicized women, who eventually organized Women’s
Associations and began to speak publicly. The CCP reformed land
ownership when it expelled the Japanese from a territory. The party
took land from landlords and gave it not to “families” (men) but to
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people—women and men. For the first time in over a thousand
years, Chinese women had something of their own. Those who had
never done field work began to do it, using their new self-suffi-
ciency to escape abuse: 64 percent of all civil cases in CCP-con-
trolled areas of northern China between January and June 1948
were divorce petitions, most of them made by women. Statistics
suggest a turbulent reality in this territory in this period: of the 464
women who died violently, 40 percent, wanting divorces, were
unable to get them and were either murdered or committed suicide.

The Chinese drove the Japanese out in 1945, but the Chinese
people had no respite: like Soviet people, caught in the First World
War, then revolution and civil war, the Chinese were caught in rev-
olution, the Sino-Japanese War (the Second World War),  then civil
war. The War of Liberation took four years: when the People’s
Republic of China was established in 1949, women were among
those on the presidium and they helped to write the new constitu-
tion. They made up 14 percent of the delegates elected by popular
vote of the People’s Congress in 1954 and up to 40 percent of 
elected officials in some districts; some headed town governments.
The All-China Women’s Federation formed in the spring of 1949
was perhaps the largest and most active single mass organization
ever formed.12 With 76 million members (the CCP had 11 mil-
lion), it worked to support, unify, and direct thousands of Women’s
Associations across the country to teach women economic self-
reliance and solidarity. In time, however, the Women’s Federation
became defensive about male opposition and stopped intervening
to protect women’s interests, especially if they conflicted with 
economic priorities. 

The People’s Republic of China

Under Mao Zedong, the Chinese Communist government made a
serious effort to end the subordination of some men to others, and
of women to men. With slogans like “Women hold up half of heav-
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en” and “Anything a man can do a woman can do also,” programs
were established to redefine female roles and to give women equal
status with men in both public and domestic spheres. The govern-
ment used a three-prong strategy—passing equal rights laws, intro-
ducing women into production, and organizing them in their own
interests.13

Among the Communist government’s first acts was passing the
Marriage Law and various labor and land laws. The first forbade
extreme forms of abuse and reduced men’s and kin-groups’ power to
control women in marriage and divorce; the latter gave women
access to land and the right to work for wages and in political insti-
tutions. Entire communities opposed widow remarriage, but it was
mainly men who opposed divorce. Land reform laws gave women
the right to a share of family land when they left their husbands, so
men often killed wives who planned to leave them. In regions where
land reforms were not yet legalized, divorced women could not sup-
port themselves: either way, women suffered. Chinese women faced
a long tradition upheld by men who did not consider them jen
(human): Mao often reiterated that women were jen in his pam-
phlets on Chao Wu-chieh. The government made massive efforts to
persuade people to obey the new Marriage Law, publishing and
broadcasting propaganda condemning the old patriarchal system
and advocating equal sexual relationships, and sending thousands of
acting troupes to villages to dramatize the issues and offer literacy
classes. Peasant women were shy of speaking in public and peasant
men opposed change, so in every village cadres held meetings urg-
ing women to “speak bitterness” against men and mothers-in-law.
They also singled out model couples for praise. 

Believing that the expansion of women’s economic opport u n ities
was the most effective instrument of liberation, Communist offi-
cials adopted a number of strategies. First, they extended and reorg-
anized production, separating it from the household in state-run
industries and city work e r s’ cooperatives. These enterprises
employed almost the entire urban labor force, much of it female
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and full-time. Women adopted occupations previously held for
men. A small group of carefully chosen women was trained for
high-profile jobs, and successful women were publicized through
awards at huge meetings and recognition in newspaper articles and
documentary films. Among the acclaimed were steel workers in
Anshan, train crews that drove, stoked, fired, and guarded trains, as
well as pilots, lumberjacks, and crane drivers. Their example heart-
ened countless women to seek jobs they might otherwise have shied
from. Today women are highly visible in medicine, engineering,
light industry, and service occupations.

Second, land reform gave peasant women at least putative
independence. The knowledge that they owned land and could div-
orce or survive widowhood gave them an unprecedented sense of
power. Sayings like “Marry a man, clothes to wear, food to eat” or
“If you come, I shall feed you. If you go, you can take nothing with
you” no longer described women’s status. But in 1955 the Chinese
government, imitating Stalin, imposed collectivism, set up com-
munes, and encouraged women to engage in production equally
with men. This standard is, of course, impossible for a sex that bears
and rears children; moreover, neither sex had confidence in women
workers. Most peasant women entered the collective in some capac-
ity, but their involvement gave them a voice primarily in family
decisions—on what crop to plant in their private plots, how to
spend their money, or ways to solve domestic problems.

The third strategy for redefining women was creating separate
women’s organizations. Groups were established in cities, towns,
villages, and the countryside to guard women’s well-being, represent
them in local community and larger political bodies, and help them
acquire new skills. But no policy could dislodge women’s oppression
in the family—the seat of their first, crucial, formative experience.
The Chinese government under Mao Zedong was unique in mak-
ing serious efforts to empower women. In 1957 it launched a
“Hundred Flowers” campaign to re-educate people about the
responsibility for maintaining households, to pressure men to do
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half the work, and to allow women to register formal complaints
with the government. But without day nurseries and jobs in newly
established industries, women had few options. The next year Mao
announced the Great Leap Forward, an ambitious program that
urged women to work in construction, heavy industries like iron
smelting, agriculture, and experimental agriculture, and tool
re s e a rch and development. It also founded rural Pe o p l e’s
Communes, which paid people according to their labor, and gov-
ernment-subsidized community facilities to help women with
“their” responsibilities for raising children, supplying and preparing
food, doing laundry, sewing, and other maintenance. 

During this campaign, nearly a hundred million women joined
the industrial labor force; others were forced to work in small-scale
handicraft enterprises. Local service facilities appeared at a breath-
taking rate: nurseries, collective dining rooms, laundries, and sew-
ing and other service centers were hastily set up throughout the
country.14 But most were short-lived, closing as abruptly as they
opened, without explanation. Some services survived, mainly in
cities, but by the late 1970s they were spotty, not nearly fulfilling
demand. The Great Leap Forward tried to substitute labor for cap-
ital, and the collective for the family, in a massive effort to transform
China into an industrial society overnight. It was the most intense
concerted effort ever made by any government to mobilize women
in the labor force and, simultaneously, to reduce their double bur-
den. It ended in economic disaster and a famine in which, China
now admits, millions died. In this period, too, the government
ignored male domination in homes and workplaces.

The Cultural Re volution of 1966, a complex, multifaceted politi-
cal movement, was not concerned with women. Rather, Mao wanted
to shake up oppre s s i ve power stru c t u res. He directed women to unite
to oppose authoritarian bureaucracies and men’s rule in the home; he
urged them to study, organize, and criticize their families. As one crit-
ic expressed it: “It should no longer be a matter of who is supposed
to speak and who is supposed to obey in a family, but a matter of

R E V O L U T I O N I N C H I N A

• 1 1 3 •



whose words are in line with Mao Ze d o n g’s thoughts.”1 5 But auth-
oritarianism cannot be ended by authoritarianism. Mao undermined
his goal by replacing husbands’ or fathers’ authority with his own. He
still expected women to obey. His egalitarian intentions we re re d u c e d
to slogans as the government increased the personal pre s s u res on
women: it demanded that women play a man’s role, yet gave them
only rhetorical support. The Cultural Re vo l u t i o n’s anti-authoritarian
and antibureaucratic thrust propelled some women into high-pro f i l e ,
but short - l i ved, positions of powe r, while victimizing female intel-
lectuals and leaders, who we re criticized, demoted, physically assault-
ed, and imprisoned. Su rveys from the mid-1970s showed women still
doing most of the domestic labor. Nothing budged men’s demand
that women, whether working for wages or not, bear re s p o n s i b i l i t y
for maintenance and re p roduction. 

Women in Contemporary China

Communism vastly improved life for most Chinese. The Chinese
government paid more attention to social needs like housing, med-
ical care, and education than did the rulers of the Soviet Union. It
subsidizes all housing in cities and provides social services free; peas-
ants build their own houses and pay for medical care, but it is low-
cost and generally good. Just over 76 percent of Chinese are literate.
Women benefited from such improvements and from policies
specifically directed at them: they hold jobs barred to them twenty
years ago and have a voice in politics, if mainly at the local level.
The Women’s Federation keeps women visible nationally. The
Communist government is repressive, but less so than the family
control women lived under in the past. 

But 70 percent of China’s illiterate are female, and few women
a re in decision-making posts. Most prominent women are leaders’
w i ves or women who deal with cultural affairs. Few women do
e ven middle-level administration. The traditional division of labor
remains unchanged, and women are paid less than men who do the
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same work. Only in conspicuous, usually male-held, jobs or in
“f e m a l e” professions are they paid equally with men, but they are
not promoted at the same rate. Most female peasants and factory
w o rkers are confined to less-skilled jobs in lighter (not physically
less demanding) industries, doing the most re p e t i t i ve, unspecial-
i zed, unmechanized work. Urban women predominate in serv i c e ,
textile, food processing, and cooperative factories, while men dom-
inate in the more skilled, mechanized, and higher-paid sectors. T h e
same pattern occurs in the countryside, but where many men have
been given jobs with more prestige and higher pay, women have
been allowed a wider variety of agricultural tasks. A new division
of labor has arisen in rural areas: men hold almost all the adminis-
t r a t i ve and political jobs except the urban neighborhood commit-
tees, which are made up largely of older re t i red community
women. 

Since marriage remains patrilocal in rural China, families and
communities continue to prefer sons to daughters. Young men are
welcomed into training programs and leadership positions: they
have always lived in the village, worked on production teams, and
are often related. Daughters leave the household and natal commu-
nity at marriage, so parents and communities see no economic
advantage in educating or training them. Single women, considered
temporary residents, are discouraged from learning unusual skills
when they leave school and are assigned jobs. Newly arrived wives
need time to build up support networks. For all these reasons,
women face great barriers in joining the political decision-making
process. Sons remain to farm the land and care for aging parents:
the only way labor can be recruited for the household is by a son
getting married. Parents continue to try to control their children’s
marriages, and the sedan chair—the symbol of appropriation of a
woman by a man’s family—is still used in the countryside.16

Programs encouraging women to work in political or collective
decision-making, which is often unpaid, failed because, in China, as
in other states, the sexual division of labor in the household is
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unbalanced. No one can manage a household, hold a job, and do
unpaid political work too. The work of rural women, who fetch
water and fuel, produce and process food, is so overwhelming that
many cannot work for wages, much less do unpaid political work.

China, a communist state subject to capitalist hostility, has, like
the Soviet Union, felt compelled to spend its resources mainly on
industrial and weapons development and to defer welfare programs,
which most help women. Moreover, concentration on production
lessens attention to reproduction and basic human needs. Pressing
women to work in production, the Chinese government gave little
thought to how they could work long hours and still care for chil-
dren and maintain families. Socialist states exploit women’s unpaid
labor to subsidize their growth. 

Since 1978, ideology has been eclipsed by “modernization,” as
China’s leaders try to establish a market and increase productivity.
The policy changes of most moment for women have been a new
land policy and stringent limits on family size. The government
now allocates farmland to peasant households rather than collec-
tives. Since peasant families are still patriarchal and consider land
the men’s property, this policy has injured some women.

China’s family limitation law is draconian. With a population of
nearly a billion in a country with only 15 percent arable land, the
government’s anxiety is understandable, but people resent being
allowed only one child. Resentment is so intense that the state mod-
ified the law in rural areas to allow two children. But the burden of
birth control is usually placed on women, and preference for sons
leads to violence against women who give birth to daughters and a
resurgence in infanticide. That such events  still occur after decades
of campaigns for sexual equality is deeply disturbing, and the
Women’s Federation has intensified discussion of women’s issues. It
is now more able to intervene actively in government policy on
behalf of women. 

Oppressive traditions persist. In 1989 women were still being
sold as wives in China: tens of thousands in over twenty of China’s
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thirty provinces and autonomous regions, 30,000 in Shandong
province, and over 48,000 in Xuzhou in the years just preceding
1989. Wife-purchase was rampant in rural areas of Shandong, Heb-
ei, Sichuan, and Henan, but local officials are loath to discuss it,
insisting it is rare in their areas. The practice of wife-selling
increased when social controls were eased in the countryside and
people sought new ways to make money. Wife-selling involves a
chain of abductors passing women through the country. After sell-
ing human beings was outlawed and peasants no longer had to buy
wives at high prices, the cost of rural weddings rose. A wedding can
cost $25,000, whereas a black-market wife costs only $500 to $800.
It is unclear whether these wives have legal rights and, if so, whether
local authorities would honor them.17

Despite women’s significant presence, press coverage of the
1989 uprising in China focused on men, except for a nameless mid-
dle-aged woman caught by a television camera walking bravely into
the path of a tank entering Tiananmen Square and standing still.
But many women were imprisoned for daring to speak out for
democracy, like Long Xianping, a professor at Xiangtan University,
and Dai Qing, a prominent intellectual, reporter, and columnist for
the Guangming Daily, a national intellectual newspaper based in
Beijing.18 Dai co-drafted a petition for more press independence
and for direct talks between government propaganda officials and
journalists to discuss the matter. She wrote a long study of Chu
Anping, a free-press advocate damaged in Mao’s 1957–58 intellec-
tual purge, and articles arguing for the release of political prisoners.
The first citizen to protest the ruining of China’s environment, she
launched a campaign against the Three Gorges project—a dam that
has inundated between 11,000 and 114,000 acres of farmland
along the Yangtze River, forcing nearly a million people to resettle. 

Dai is not a Western-style liberal. She advocates what is called
the “New Authoritarianism,” the dictatorship of an ideal Confuci-
an (strong, enlightened) ruler. Dictators in Taiwan, Singapore, and
South Korea believe this description fits them; CCP leaders also like
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this image. But their attitude toward Dai changed when she pub-
licly expressed sympathy for the students in Tiananmen Square—
the first important intellectual to do so. Then on May 14, 1989,
just before the first Chinese-Soviet summit in a generation, she
begged the students to leave and seemed to withdraw from the
movement. (We do not know if she was being pressured.) The stu-
dents felt she had betrayed them, but so did the government. She
resigned from the CCP when the government suppressed the up-
rising on June 4. Seized by the police in mid-July and held in-
communicado for months, she became a political prisoner in the
infamous Qincheng Prison. The government claimed that her urg-
ing the students to leave was a pretext, that she was actually incit-
ing them to make trouble. She was released in May 1990 and was
offered prestigious posts abroad. Eventually she returned to China
to agitate against the Three Gorges dam. The future of China,
which has imposed repressive controls on speech, while allowing
some forms of capitalism, is unpredictable. 

The growth of a market economy in China enables some
women to earn more and have more autonomy. But it also intensi-
fies old problems, like prostitution, pornography, traffic in women,
pressure on women to kill their female babies, and abuse of rural
women who bear girls. Discrimination against women has also
increased in state jobs and political life. 

The All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF), established in
1949, has continued its work, along with a coordinating committee
on women and children set up in 1990 in the State Council. Twenty
state agencies are represented on it, and the committee has power
and authority to mobilize resources to work for women’s benefit.
One of its projects, since 1989, has been a literacy and technical
training campaign among rural women; by 1993 it had trained 120
million rural women, and 410,000 had earned the title of agronom-
ist. In cities, nongovernmental organizations address issues that are
pressing for women. In Beijing, for example, women can find mar-
riage and family counseling, a women’s hotline, a singles’ club (most
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members are educated women), and classes for teenage girls in un-
derstanding the changes they are undergoing. Also, the women’s
press has greatly expanded, and it is vital in documenting gender
inequality and giving women a forum. More than forty magazines
and newspapers focusing on women’s issues are in open circulation,
and the press has become increasingly vocal in exposing sex dis-
crimination and supporting women’s interests.19
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C H A P T E R  4

F A S C I S T  R E V O L U T I O N  

I N  G E R M A N Y  A N D  I TA LY

A FTER THE FIRST WORLD WAR, men granted women suffrage in
Britain, the United States, Ge r m a n y, Sweden, Latvia,

Lithuania, Estonia, and the states carved out of the old Austro-
Hungarian empire (Hungary, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia,
Romania, and Poland). Italy and France continued to deny women
rights: Catholics and socialists each feared that women would sup-
port the other. French women did not win the vote until 1944;
Italian women, until 1946. 

Women gained political rights, but they were economically
marginal.1 In Germany, improved working conditions in industry
drew laborers from the countryside; in France, oppressive landlord
traditions and inefficient farming methods drove workers to cities.
Farm workers, who were still virtual serfs, and war veterans
thronged to the cities, seeking better lives. In regions where agri-
culture was modernized, only men attended schools teaching new
agricultural technology; where it became big business, men claimed
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that males would not accept female supervision and gave even
experienced skilled women lower-ranking jobs. Women left the
farms even more quickly than men.

Competition between the sexes for jobs triggered conflicts in
w o rk e r s’ organizations across Eu rope.  Most unions re j e c t e d
women. Only in Germany, where a social democratic government
and Marxist tradition had created a powerful class-consciousness,
were women unionized. Christian unions, which had been formed
by antisocialists to keep industry from usurping artisan labor, drew
many women. In France, “free” (non-Christian), especially Marxist,
unions upheld egalitarianism, but only in principle; Christian
unions held fast to traditional dicta that women’s place was in the
home.

In 1919 the first International Congress of Working Women,
held in Washington, DC, drew female trade unionists from Asia,
Eu rope, and the Americas. It urged the International Labor
Conference to require female representatives and proposed new
labor standards for all workers: an age of at least sixteen, an eight-
hour day or forty-four-hour week, weekly rest of at least one and a
half days, and daily rest of at least a half-hour. Women should
receive free medical care and an allowance sufficient to support
them for six weeks before and after childbirth. The congress argued
that all workers should be protected against night work and work
with toxic materials like lead, and asked for international conven-
tions to distribute raw materials equally throughout the world—
goals still not met. By 1931, twenty-two nations had legislated six-
weeks’ leave for women after childbirth; fifteen more provided three
to five weeks. But most maternity allowances were only 50–60 per-
cent of a woman’s basic wage, too little to sustain life. Many
categories of workers were not covered, and those who were could
not always regain their jobs after childbirth. These benefits were not
extended to women in European colonies. 

After the Depression of 1929, industry dug in its heels against
the congress proposals, and the economic downturn propelled
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many women out of waged work. Large companies increasingly
took business from small ones, and industry or services offered
women who lost their businesses only low-paid dead-end jobs. The
De p ression justified governments that forced married women out of
waged work, urging them to have babies to make up the population
lost in the war. The female work f o rce grew younger as employe r s
f a vo red shop girls and office workers under the age of thirt y. In
France, 408,000 female small proprietors lost their businesses
between 1921 and 1936, and female waged workers increased by
179,000 as 156,000 men opened new businesses. Over 100,000
women became salaried workers. A similar shift occurred in
Germany: from 1925 to 1933, independent women dealers in
clothing, food, beverages, industry, crafts, inns, and taverns fell by
300,000 and white-collar female workers grew by about 250,000.
In Italy, agriculture contracted, throwing women out of work. They
were not hired by slow-growing Italian industry, which preferred
men.

In this period, European governments began to be alarmed at
the dropping birth rate. Prosperous families had limited birth for
several centuries; after the First World War, so did working-class
families. On farms, children were economically useful: they started
to work at four or five; by ten or twelve they were experienced. But
children were costly to raise in cities. By 1920, laws barred children
from factory work and forced those held responsible for them—
mothers—either to find child-tenders or stay at home earning noth-
ing. Moreover, most children now survived infancy—it was no
longer necessary to have several so that a few would live to adult-
hood. Men who wanted better lives agreed to limits on family size.

Demographers warned, however, that Europe was failing to
produce enough of the “right breed,” while “wrong” breeds multi-
plied madly in Asia, Africa, and India. For moralists, greater use of
contraception and illegal abortion indicated a decline in female
chastity, which they predicted would lead to the downfall of the
West and the rise of Bolshevist “free love.” Birth-control advocates,

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 1 2 2 •



some of them feminists, played on people’s fear of socialism to win
support for eugenic measures, arguing that, with fewer children,
poor people could live on their wages and stop agitating for wages
that fit their needs. In the 1870s they created neo–Malthusian
Leagues in Britain, France, Holland, and Germany, and, after 1900,
held international conferences. 

Freud’s challenging ideas about sexuality, sensationalized, led to
a rediscovery of female eroticism and bred new female images—the
sexually free flapper, bachelor girl, and lesbian—that appalled
moralists. But few women changed their lives as a result: most
women who adopted freer sexuality did so for economic, not moral,
reasons.2 Many middle-class families lost their property when capi-
tal centralized during the post-war inflation or the Depression.
Their daughters were freed from the restraints imposed on proper-
tied girls; they had nothing to lose by adopting the sexual freedom
customary to propertyless people. Since most middle-class women’s
behavior did not change, moralists’ anxiety was directed not against
changing customs (as in the 1960s and afterward) but against
female independence, sexual and economic. Indeed, they conflated
the “working girl” and the “loose” woman into a figure whose mere
existence threatened the fundamental values of middle-class life. 

Fascism advanced in Europe by claiming it could deal with
these problems. Conservatives believed that dictatorship was neces-
sary to reverse the gains made by liberal politicians and labor
unions. All Western cultures admired the strong man, the hero.
Prominent men in England, France, and the United States support-
ed fascism, but only Italy and Germany installed openly fascist gov-
ernments.3 Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler were passionate, 
eloquent speakers who roused audiences by exploiting their fear of
socialism and their hatred of the rich. Historians who point out that
Hitler and Mussolini were offered rule because the chief of state
considered them the only alternative to socialist revolution rarely
mention the importance to fascism of male fears of growing female
power and the struggle for human rights. But fascist dictators
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immediately took steps to resubjugate women to the state, claiming
they were healing society by reviving a “healthy” relationship
between the sexes. Hitler, especially, was obsessed with harnessing
women’s reproductive power. Fascism was an attempt to repress
both class and sex struggle and to revive patriarchal power in the
guise of a concerned state. 

Women supported fascism because it appealed to a past roman-
ticized by time: Hitler invoked a mythic “Aryan” pagan past in
which men were men (heroes) and women were women (subordi-
nate and admiring), and they all lived in same-sex groups.4

Mussolini invoked a similar mythic ancient Rome, in which fathers
held absolute power and women were serene and satisfied. What
makes these visions myths (like most modern depictions of nine-
teenth-century farm or small-town life in the United States or
England) is their tacit message that life then was happy, free from
conflict about money or between the sexes. In ille tempore, everyone
knew their place and accepted it. Every appeal to the past shares this
same characteristic.  

Most European nations experimented with eugenics in the
1930s. The United States began to apply eugenic theories under
Theodore Roosevelt. Many countries persecuted socialists and used
the fact that many socialists were Jewish to justify anti-Semitism—
which was already pervasive and openly expressed everywhere in the
West. But only Hitler and Mussolini built national ideologies on
prejudice, rooted in lies about socialism, race, and sex. 

Fascism has been defined as a mix of extreme nationalism, stat-
ism (the belief that the state is supreme, has power over every facet
of life, and owns the complete loyalty of all citizens), and militarism
rooted in the conservative doctrine that life is a contest one wins or
loses. These attitudes permeated twentieth-century fascism, which
was also rooted in a belief in biological superiority. Fascists adapted
socialist ideas of community to annul individual autonomy instead
of increasing it. 

In an ideal fascist state, parents’ social and economic roles are
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taken over by the state: fathers need only inseminate; mothers,
become pregnant and give birth. State-sponsored child care and
educational institutions staffed by women assume responsibility for
teaching racially acceptable children collectivist values. All have to
sacrifice for the welfare of the state and are judged by their contri-
bution to it, but the sacrifice varies by sex. Men are expected (sym-
bolically) to be warrior-heroes ready to die; women are expected
(literally) to smile, obey, support men, and give birth: old ideas in
new packages.

Hitler and Mussolini, both of whom tried to realize the fascist
ideal, had some similarities. They were raised in lower-middle-class
Catholic homes by devout mothers and abusive, atheist fathers.
Both drifted rootlessly until the First World War. Hitler openly
scorned Catholicism and mocked priests as “skirts,” while Mussoli-
ni wrote a novel of church scandal, Claudia Pa rticella, T h e
Cardinal’s Mistress. Both avoided the draft until their countries
entered the war, then enlisted as regular soldiers. And both were
transformed by it.5 They had the fire to inspire men—through
Mussolini’s Fasci di Combattimento, or Black Shirts, and Hitler’s
Sturmabteilung, or Brown Sh i rts—to join their paramilitary
groups, swearing total devotion to Il Duce or Der Führer. Italy
entered the Second World War siding with Hitler, but ended on the
Allies’ side, being, Mussolini felt, cheated of the rewards of victory.
Like other Germans, Hitler blamed the German defeat less on the
Allies than on German corruption caused by a Jewish conspiracy.

Nazi Germany

Germany’s defeat in the First World War was intolerable to many
Germans, who blamed it on a vague category of subversives inside
Germany—marginal people like Jews and communists. Paramili-
tary units, the Freikorps, were formed to combat them. Hitler, a
recruiter for such units, used communism as the great threat, but he
also blamed a “Jewish conspiracy.” In attacking labor unions for
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their socialism and capitalists for their wealth, he drew lower-mid-
dle-class support and, in 1923, tried to overthrow the government
in “the Beer Hall Putsch.” The president called out troops and had
him imprisoned. For the next ten years he designed his ideal society
and plotted strategy to take power, always building grassroots sup-
port for his National Socialist (Nazi) Party.

When he shifted from a strategy of armed revolution to legal
political action, women, who had by then won the vote, supported
fascism at the polls. Hitler made no particular effort to attract
women, but neither did he publicly insult them, as some of his male
deputies did. He claimed to honor mothers, yet did not live a “fam-
ily” life—his incestuous affair with a niece ended with her suicide.
After he became dictator, he took a subservient lover, Eva Braun,
but did not marry her until just before they committed suicide
together.

The six major political parties in the Weimar Republic wel-
comed women, ran them as candidates, and appointed them to
lobby on “women’s” issues. Even the most conservative politicians
officially favored equality. Only Hitler systematically excluded
women from any responsibility in his movement. Yet in the early
1920s, women made up 20 percent of Nazi Party members, believ-
ing Hitler to be “a genuine German hero—honest, God-fearing and
righteous.”6 Seduced by his racist vision of a new Germany based
on traditional values, they believed Nazi propaganda that declared
women equal and complementary to men: women of “inferior
races” (Mediterraneans, for instance) might be inferior to men, but
German women had always been equal to theirs. In time, they
would breed a superior race (Aryans) who would rule society.
Women believed that their Aryanism outweighed their femaleness. 

But women joined the Nazi Party for another reason. Unlike
political parties that welcomed women but anxiously scrutinized
them for possible feminist activity, the Nazis had absolutely no intere s t
in what they did. Just as more women joined socialist parties that
allowed them to build separate hierarchies than those that did
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not, so Nazi women joined a party that allowed them to create their
own organization, free from party surveillance, believing that this
independence gave them greater access to power. Male Nazi storm
troopers and leaders worked under constant surveillance to beat up
“enemies” and stage mass rallies; Nazi women, meanwhile, planned
their own activities and created their own ideology and structure in
the Munich “Brown House.” Taking the party’s indifference as a
mark of trust and respect, they started political clubs like Elsbet
Zander’s Red Swastika (later, the Order of German Women), which
had 200,000 members by the late 1920s. Proclaiming herself
Hitler’s right-hand woman, Zander published a newspaper, collect-
ed large sums of money, and organized help for Nazi men and their
families. The sixtyish Zander, single, childless, and dowdy, was a
vibrant speaker who attacked feminists for “masculinizing” women
and urged motherhood as woman’s true vocation. 

Another Nazi woman leader, Guida Diehl, had founded a
movement, New Land, during the First World War to bolster civil-
ian morale. After defeat, she mobilized it to fight communism. She
did not officially join the Nazi Party until it was about to take over
the government, but she worked independently to support it. She
drew educated, civic-minded Protestant women, the most conser-
vative members of the BDF (Federation of German Women’s
Organizations), by creating a substantial plan for women within a
Nazi society. She disapproved of women working outside the house-
hold, but, recognizing that not all mothers had husbands to support
them, proposed state subsidies for those who stayed at home with
children. Women would no longer act in the public sphere but
would build a separate women’s legislature elected by them alone to
balance the male legislature and defend women’s interests. 

With near-religious faith in the Führer, Nazi women worked to
exhaustion, setting up soup kitchens, collecting food and clothing
for poor party members, and sewing clothes for unemployed SA
men (party storm troopers). They propagandized for Nazism door
to door, passed out leaflets, nursed fugitive or wounded SA men,
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and risked arrest, or worse, smuggling campaign literature into Ger-
man states where the party was illegal. They rejected the image of
the “lady”—woman as decorative toy—yet violated their own defi-
nition of womanhood when they daringly faced down hecklers,
harangued passersby on streets, marched behind the swastika, and
smuggled weapons or messages past police check-points. Wearing
Nazi uniforms, they were harassed in the streets, heckled by cries of
“brown goose” or “Hitler whore!” They took pride in their soli-
darity, endurance, and, ironically, their “unfeminine” activities. One
woman wrote that harassment “forged a unity among us that no
power on earth could have rent asunder.” 

Apart from male Nazis, women interpreted Nazism as they
chose. Hitler often used the term lebensraum (“room to live”) to jus-
tify the German appropriation of Central European farmlands for a
growing German population. But to middle-class Nazi women, the
term meant “living ro o m”—space that harmonized society,
annulling class, sex, and political divisions. Nazi women’s image of
“loving womanhood” offset and softened the image of “powerful
manhood” earned by brutal Nazi men hysterically predicting doom.
It misled Germans about the nature of Nazism and an ideal Nazi
society. But the women also misled themselves.7

The Depression hit Germany with special force because it
depended on the United States for loans and trade. Its economic sit-
uation was desperate, with rampant inflation and nearly 30 percent
unemployment among men (10 percent among women who
customarily worked outside the home). Two million German men
had been killed and thousands wounded in the First World War, so
many women had unemployed husbands or none at all. Unable to
earn much on their own, women longed for a “natural” order of
“more masculine men and more feminine women.” As incessant
debate between socialists and conservatives paralyzed the Reichstag,
Hitler decided to get the women’s vote. In 1932, claiming Bolshev-
ism had wrecked the family, he promised, if elected, to find jobs for
all husbands—and husbands for all single women. Women’s vote
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for the Nazis soared; the party moved from ninth to first place in
the Depression years. 

In 1933, seeing him as the only alternative to socialist re vo l u-
tion, President Paul von Hindenburg appointed Hitler as chancellor.
The Reichstag granted him dictatorial powers and, when Hi n-
denburg died, Hitler was supreme in Ge r m a n y. During his decade of
waiting to take national powe r, he had built a party with over a mil-
lion members and 400,000 storm troopers, and he re c e i ved the vo t e
of a third of the German electorate (14 million people). Now about
5 percent of party members, women built support networks to
m o b i l i ze women voters, garnering nearly half the votes that put the
Nazis in powe r. Yet one of Hi t l e r’s first acts on becoming chancellor
was to take over Nazi women’s organizations and dismiss women
f rom high-level state jobs. Ge rt rud Bäumer, a major figure in the
w o m e n’s rights movement for thirty years, worked in the Ed u c a t i o n
Mi n i s t ry and re c e i ved one of the first termination letters. Sh e
p rotested, claiming she had long been of the “national socialist per-
suasion.” Her feminist colleagues defended her, but she was expelled. 

Middle-class working women rose to defend their right to work
in such numbers and with such fury that, in the fall of 1933, the in-
terior minister apologized for curtailing their participation and, at
the next party rally in Nuremberg, the new head of the Women’s
Bureau (Frauenwerk), Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, endorsed this posi-
tion. Women discovered that, if they showed enough zeal for the
Nazis, they could get jobs in state agencies. The Nazis pretended
that women had no function beyond reproduction and serving
men, but they needed them as administrators, teachers, and social
workers. Rigid quotas placed on women in universities were eased
in time, but women never worked in Nazi institutes to train men
for the elite. 

Within a year, Hitler had expelled virtually every woman leader
who had helped bring him to power. He wanted to handpick a dif-
ferent kind of woman leader, and his ministers experimented with
various chiefs and organizational structures, even to making a man
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head of the Nazi Women’s League. They sought the “perfect wo-
man,” who could lead women while obeying men and who fit Nazi
values for womanhood, yet could give herself completely to the
organization. She could be neither married nor unmarried. They
found Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, a mother of four whose ardent Nazi
husband had died of a heart attack during a party rally two years
before. “Racially correct,” opportunistic, and deferential, she ful-
filled the requirements. She was to bring all nonsocialist and non-
communist women’s groups under Nazi control. 

Leaders of non-Nazi groups had to join Frauenwerk, expel all
members with Jewish blood, and submit annual plans and financial
and membership records to Nazi officials. In 1933 Protestant
women leaders directed their 2 million followers to accept the Nazi
state without reservation; the Vatican gave the same order to a mil-
lion organized Catholic women. Even feminists bowed to Nazi
hatred: the BDF decided to disband, but its member organizations
purged Jewish women, who left “with great sadness” after decades
of cooperative work with women they considered friends. Bäumer
wrote in 1933 that since women rarely control the political struc-
ture of the nations they live in, they must fight for rights within the
context that exists. 

When Nazi men finally noticed Nazi women, they ended their
autonomy. They announced the new policy as soon as they took
power: “There is no place for the political woman in the ideologi-
cal world of National Socialism. . . . The intellectual attitude of the
movement on this score is opposed to the political woman. . . . The
German resurrection is a male event.” Scholtz-Klink did her job
admirably—in a few years, Frauenwerk had 8 million members free
of Jewish blood or Marxist ties—yet after four years in office she
complained that “she had marched with Hitler and often appeared
on the same speakers’ platform,” yet never once had been “allowed
to discuss any aspect of his policy on women.” In 1942 Hitler
wrote, “In no local section of the Party has a woman ever had the
right to hold even the smallest post.”
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The Nazi revolution began as a protest movement, drawing
people alienated by industrialization, threatened by socialism, or
hurt by the Depression, people who yearned for the stability, com-
munity, and clarity of an imagined past. But very soon Hitler re-
vealed his totalitarian vision, his intention to control everyone in
society totally. He did not tamper with the Weimar Constitution,
but for a time operated through it and existing agencies and
bureaus. Finding this structure an encumbrance, he silently created
Nazi Party agencies that duplicated the functions of the powerless
Weimar bureaus remaining in place. Power centered in Hitler; SS
power was disseminated by party bureaus. Without due process, the
party simply took the right to imprison and murder, to control edu-
cation, the press, the arts, and all political life, and, finally, to abol-
ish the private realm.

The Nazis called their program of exterminating the Jews the
“final solution,” as if a problem existed. But Jews were scapegoats:
those who blamed them for the German defeat in the First World
War gradually blamed them for all the ills plaguing Germany.  Once
Hitler rid Europe of all the Jews, he intended to wipe out gypsies,
Poles, the physically or mentally impaired, and the “inferior races,”
including many Germans. Hitler’s genocidal program amounted to
a campaign against humanness itself; only those who fit a narrow
standard (so-called Aryanism) could produce a master race. It aimed
at the heart of life—breeding, and therefore women. The Nazis out-
lawed birth control, amplified the harsh punishments already
placed on abortion, denied permanent jobs to women under thirty-
five, imposed quotas on those seeking higher education, and 
forbade women physicians to practice, except jointly with their 
husbands.

While forcing the “fit” to bear more children, the Nazis “pruned
the unfit.” They mounted a nationwide boycott against Jewish 
businesses, expelled Jewish children from public schools, and fired
Jewish professionals from their jobs. They drafted laws forcing
“racially unfit . . . Aryans” to be sterilized and ordering German
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social workers to send the deaf and dumb, mentally retarded, 
schizophrenics, alcoholics, and epileptics to eugenics courts, which
assessed the damage their procreation would do to the “race.”
Estimates claim that over 375,000 people were sterilized, including
prostitutes. The old, impaired, and feeble were killed, 150,000 of
them in the “euthanasia” program after 1940.

The Nazis initiated programs aimed at women as soon as they
took office. In 1933 the Education Ministry set up a program to
teach girls new values—anti-Semitic “racial” science, physical fit-
ness, home economics, and the equal importance of sexual and “ra-
cial” identity. It segregated most co-educational schools and, claim-
ing that all children belonged to the state, pressured them to join
youth groups. The Nazis wanted women indoctrinated with Nazi
values, but gave their leaders inadequate funds or authority for the
task. Nazi men treated women in the hierarchy contemptuously,
allocated no money to “Nazify” girls’ textbooks, and let “blacks”
(Catholics) teach them.  

Any state needs national unity and popular support most dur-
ing war, yet, as the Nazis geared up for war in 1936, Hitler
announced new programs that split what unity existed and damp-
ened morale. He now urged women to work outside the home, cre-
ated a new breeding policy, and attacked Catholic and Protestant
organizations. His campaign against Jews had even more deleterious
effects on the nation (not to speak of its victims). Like all large-scale
efforts at control, the Nazi system was full of contradictions. 

Frauenwerk had 9 to 12 million members, because every
woman with a job or membership in a civic organization had to
join, but few attended meetings or subscribed to Nazi journals. The
primary affiliation for many women was religious clubs, until,
under the new dispensation, Scholtz-Klink ordered members of
Nazi organizations to resign from non-Nazi groups. Christians who
had given their allegiance to the Nazi state because their churc h e s
a s s u red them that Nazi and Christian goals we re in harmony sudden-
ly had to quit their church groups. They looked to churc h
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a u t horities for protection, but the clergy supported Hitler. Several
women fought so hard to retain their autonomy, they were accused
of treason. Catholic women were especially uneasy with Nazi pol-
icies of sterilization or abortion of the “unfit,” but women of all reli-
gions were distressed by Hitler’s new reproductive policy.

“Racial revolution” had been the heart of Hitler’s plan from the
start. After a massive pogrom in November 1938, Himmler un-
veiled Hitler’s plan for breeding a “superior” race. Setting up special
camps, the Nazis stocked them with “racially fit” single women and
ordered SS soldiers about to be sent to the front to inseminate sons
before they left. Pregnant women were then sent to maternity
homes (with an allowance), and Germans were ordered to accord
them more, or as much, respect as married mothers. This scheme
had little effect on the birthrate but it shocked loyal citizens, espe-
cially religious women. Guida Diehl was appalled. And when
rumors circulated that Jews were being deported, the anti-Semitic
Diehl was horrified enough to write to Heinrich and Margarethe
Grüber (who ran a clandestine mission to help Protestants with
Jewish ancestors escape from Germany), deploring violence against
the Jews. For this she was found guilty of treason, but, unlike other
women, was not jailed because of her advanced age.  

Women were urged to fill new Nazi needs—to take jobs and
quit their roles as homemakers. Silently dropping restrictions and
quotas, the Nazis paid women 75 percent of male wages. When
women complained, the minister of labor declared: “There can be
no basic equality with the man.” Propaganda presented a new
image: woman as both the eternal mother and the fighting comrade
of man, while, simultaneously, Nazis wrote private memos calling
them “geese” or “dumb prattlers” who lowered morale by cluttering
up the streets as they stood in line to buy food. Women with big
families resisted pressure to take low-paid jobs; middle-class women
refused to sacrifice domestic servants to war work; and brides and
young mothers preferred to stay at home. The Nazis gave soldiers’
wives and widows high benefits, which were reduced if they took
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jobs. To please soldiers, the Nazis undercut their efforts to force
women back into waged work.  

In 1943, as the war began to threaten Germany, the Nazis
forced women to register with the employment bureau. Many evad-
ed this order, but others were given formerly male jobs in construc-
tion, munitions factories, shipyards, and foundries. Some were
made “social workers” (prostitutes) with the troops in defeated
countries. Whatever the circumstances, women were expected to
bear and indoctrinate children with Nazism. Children, in turn,
were supposed to report parents who failed in this duty. While
scorning women as fit only for sex and reproduction, Hitler was
obsessed with them.  Even as Allied planes bombed Berlin, he was
hiding out in a bunker, planning a post-war breeding program, a
polygamous society in which every decorated soldier was allowed
more than one wife. As Germany collapsed, Hitler announced that
women were now equal, and he pushed them into the military as
scouts, saboteurs, medics, communications aides, and messengers.
But gave them no uniforms or weapons.

Jewish Women in Nazi Germany

Jewish Germans were aware of the anti-Semitism of Nazi speakers
in the 1920s, but Germany was a liberal nation with a sophisticat-
ed culture. Many Jews considered themselves German, not pri-
marily Jewish, and lived in liberal milieux, isolated from those who
spewed such hatred. Racial, religious, and sexual hatred rumbles
ominously underground in all societies—no Jew outside Israel, no
black outside some African states, no woman anywhere in the world
has not experienced belittlement, contempt, and hatred on such
grounds. No one can predict if or when such emotions will erupt in
action, and no one on earth could have imagined the horrors the
Nazis would inflict on the Jews.  

Hitler’s planned “racial revolution” involved terrorism and
probably genocide of Jewish Germans. Anti-Semitism pervaded
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Nazi rhetoric in the 1920s, but the party platform never used the
word “Jew”: rather, it held that “only a racial comrade can be a cit-
izen,” and “noncitizens shall be able to live in Germany as guests
only, and must be placed under alien legislation”—statements that
intimate discrimination but not Shoah. Only once before he
became chancellor did Hitler discuss anti-Semitic policy with his
deputies: at a 1932 meeting, Nazi leaders agreed that if they took
power violently, they would immediately and violently deprive Jews
of citizenship, but if they took power legally, they would erode Jew-
ish rights gradually by administrative means. SA men sporadically
attacked Jewish lawyers, judges, businessmen, and community lead-
ers; in several cities, SA men forced prostitutes to march through
the streets carrying signs reading, “I have committed racial treason”
or “I fornicate with Jews.” In Nuremberg, Julius Streicher led an
attack on Jewish community leaders, arresting fifty men and taking
them to Dachau, where he beat them, forced them to eat their feces
and drink their urine, and killed nine. But these were local actions,
performed without official sanction.

Only in hindsight was Hitler’s plan inevitable. After taking
power in January 1933, he attacked socialists, religious objectors,
prostitutes, homosexuals, and the “genetically damaged,” shrouding
his intentions for Jews in euphemisms. While many Christian
Germans hated Jews, Protestants and Catholics also hated each
other: religious hatred was pervasive but not violent. When violence
erupted against German Jews in March 1933, Hitler worried about
international repercussions—the Berlin stockmarket fell drastically
and the Woolworth chain threatened to leave Germany. There were
domestic repercussions too: the middle class, which did not protest
mass arrests of communists or socialists, was appalled at attacks on
middle-class Jews.

In 1933 Germany was not a nation of fanatic Jew-haters: it took
six years of steady anti-Semitic propaganda and legislation to alien-
ate non-Jewish Germans.8 In the meantime, for each blow they
received, Jewish Germans could cite a kind act, a piece of good luck,
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or hopeful countersign. Each new discriminatory law or anti-
Semitic outburst sent Jews, with a history of persecution, reeling for
ways to circumvent, adapt, or protest. But the memory of no
pogrom could prepare them for Hitler’s plan.  

Hitler moved gradually: a boycott of Jewish businesses had
failed miserably. Many decrees affected others besides Jews: quotas
placed on Jewish university students included non-Jewish women;
rules expelling Jewish doctors from the national health program and
lawyers from the civil service exempted First World War veterans—
exceptions which left half the “non-Aryan” doctors and 30 percent
of lawyers in their jobs. Those harmed by such laws left the coun-
try. Some Jews welcomed an authoritarian state and even marched
in Nazi parades. When Hindenburg ordered Hitler to ease anti-
Semitic violence, many Jews were reassured. 

Laws made it difficult for Jewish Germans to earn a living, but
violence did not begin until 1938, when Goebbels began seizing
Jewish property and deporting eastern Jews to Poland. After his par-
ents were deported, a seventeen-year-old student in Paris shot a
German diplomat: Nazis used his act to justify a national pogrom,
Crystalnacht, on November 9, 1938. They arrested 30,000 Jewish
men. Women scurried to save them, calling influential friends,
offering bribes, writing appeals, and using clever ruses to fend off
SS search and seizure. Women whose husbands remained free
sought escape routes. Thousands of families left Germany, penniless
except for what they concealed in their clothes. Some went “under-
ground,” adopting the names and manners of non-Jewish Germans
with forged papers. 

But many did not escape: 300,000 Jewish Germans went to the
camps, and all but 5000 perished. In the face of such horror,
women’s talents sometimes saved them: some victims thought
women survived the camps better than men because they shared
and cooperated. Hannah Levy-Haas, a Jewish member of the
Yugoslavian resistance imprisoned in Ravensbruck, wrote in her
diary in 1944:
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One thing here upsets me terribly, and that is to see that the
men are far weaker and far less able to stand up to hardship
than the women—physically and often morally as well.
Unable to control themselves, they display such a lack of
moral fiber that one cannot but be sorry for them. . . . To
be sure, however, their behavior here is merely a continua-
tion of their past.9

A few German women helped Jews and many Jewish women
behaved with amazing nobility. The Nazis massacred between 5 and
6 million European Jews. Women helped to save some of those who
survived.

Women Who Resisted 

When the war was over and the Nazis were utterly discredited, their
horrors unveiled to the world, many Germans dissociated them-
selves from the regime. Some were lying, but obedient patriots must
have demurred privately and many people tried to circumvent
unpleasant repercussions. Some historians now claim that most
Germans we re not fanatic anti-Semites. Why they participated in
genocide remains debatable. Germans alone did not perpetrate the
h o r ror: huge numbers of Jews from other countries we re slaughtere d ,
and, proportionately, more Jews were killed in anti-Nazi countries
reputed democratic (Holland or Norway) and the egalitarian Soviet
Union than in Germany’s allies—Italy, Hungary, or Romania.  

Some Germans opposed fascism and offered passing kindnesses
to persecuted Jews (as many women did); others resisted fascism and
took actions that put them at risk.10 Most accounts of re s i s t a n c e
focus on men, but when surv i vors cite those who risked their lives to
help them, they name women as often as, or more than, men.
Socialist, communist, and religious women resisted Nazism, includ-
ing Je h ova h’s Witnesses, a few Catholics, and Protestants. Ma n y
resisters we re executed, as we re several male and female socialist and
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communist Reichstag delegates from the Weimar Republic. The
public outcry was enormous when a young mother, twenty-three-
year-old Liselotte Hermann, was executed for treason. Fearing the
damage to morale, the Gestapo did not execute another German
woman until 1937, though they killed dozens in jail. But many
women went undetected. Arrogant Nazi men shrugged off women
as a threat, and women represented only 20 percent of those arrest-
ed for crimes against the state. Yet they actively rescued victims,
maintained underground communications networks, distributed
anti-Nazi propaganda, and gathered information. When men were
caught, women ran the resistance groups. 

As an inferior caste, women are profoundly aware of men’s atti-
tudes and how to play into them. They flirted with Nazi guards or
acted maternal as they transported forged documents or harbore d
Jews. Ge rt rud St a ewen recalled Protestant women collecting
Motherhood medals from “A ry a n” mothers to disguise Jew i s h
women and children who we re trying to cross the Swiss bord e r. Car-
ola Karg carried pounds of illegal pamphlets under a maternity dre s s
as she did farm work on the French bord e r. Maria von Ma l t z a n
a r r i ved late at the train station, acting drunk, when she wanted to
smuggle a news dispatch to Paris. Far fewer people resisted than
b owed to or cooperated with the Nazis, and most of them are name-
less heroes. But women we re a significant presence among them. 

Fascist Italy

T h roughout the West, capitalist industry and education had
enabled women to rise powerfully in middle-class or socialist move-
ments and so win the suffrage and greater rights in most countries.
Terrified conservatives cried for restrictions that would lock women
into the home and family and reassert the authority of breadwinner
fathers. Seeing life as a struggle among men (only), they justified
greed for resources by pretending that all men started out equal. 

The word “fascism” derives from the Latin fasces, a logo of a
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bundle of sticks surrounding an ax, representing the authority of
the Roman state. Fascists believed in state authority and patriarchal
gender roles. No longer able credibly to assert the will of god or
nature’s purpose, they made patriarchy impersonal and inevitable by
substituting the power of the state for that of men (father, king).
Thus, they spoke not of women’s duty to husband and children, but
of women’s responsibility to serve their communities in special
“feminine” areas of expertise. They urged state support of mothers
whose husbands defaulted on their obligations.  

Like the Nazis, Italian fascists touched profound yearnings by
invoking a mythic past in which Rome flaunted its superiority over
all other “races.” In both countries, the fascist appeal to women was
pervaded with paradox. Nazi and Italian fascist men derived much
of their élan from the sexual exclusivity of their movement. They
did not welcome women in their ranks, and they wanted their wives
to obey them, not the state. Men’s ambivalence about the place of
women even informed fascist debate on women’s dress. Uniforms
meant women, like men, were citizens serving the state, but an ideal
wife should dress to please her husband above all. Women in the
party wore uniforms or distinctive clothing with an insignia denot-
ing rank, advertising the victory of the fascist insistence that all cit-
izens owed primary loyalty to the state. 

Hitler and Mussolini asked men and women, all classes and
both sexes, to stop struggling for rights and to sacrifice for the com-
mon good. But both men recognized that women, who bear the
burden of reproduction, have special needs. Fascists pleased con-
servatives by promising to return women to exclusively domestic
roles; they pleased women by offering them recognition and status
for their special contribution. Using a traditional rhetoric,
Mussolini and Hitler set out to forge a “modern” woman who
would feel important in society without being independent. Propa-
ganda encouraged women to engage in athletics; the New Mother
(an alternative to the New Woman) was honored with official
awards in public ceremonies and the media. The Italian government
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funded institutes of home economics, backed radio programs aimed
at “modern” homemakers, and tried to present motherhood as more
desirable than wage labor. A cult of motherhood re-emerged in
Europe in the 1930s, but only Mussolini and Hitler founded social
programs on pro-natal policies and indoctrination of the young—
the cornerstone of the fascist moral revolution. Whatever their atti-
tudes, Hitler and Mussolini knew that women’s support was vital.
Both established separate women’s organizations, but such organiza-
tions needed leaders—the very career woman they decried. 

After Benito Mussolini, a schoolteacher with a mélange of
socialist and conservative ideas, adopted socialism, Angelica Bala-
banoff, the head of the Italian Socialist party, made him editor of
Avanti, the Italian socialist newspaper. Mussolini supported her in
opposing the First World War, but soon reversed himself. Fired
from Avanti, he founded a newspaper to rouse fervor for war and
the Entente. When Italy joined the Entente in the spring of 1915,
he felt personally victorious. Fascism had no platform until 1919,
when Mussolini composed one advocating, among other items,
universal suffrage, abolition of the conservative Senate, confiscation
of most war profits, an eight-hour day, League of Nations member-
ship, and “opposition to all imperialisms.” Its support of equal
rights for women led some women to join fasci (bands of units) in
1919, but Mussolini reversed himself in a more conservative plat-
form in 1920. A Fascist Women’s Congress in 1921 had only four-
teen women delegates. 

While Hitler bided his time, Mussolini threatened revolution in
September 1922 with only 20,000 paramilitary followers. But his
blackshirts compensated for their numbers by rigid discipline and
extreme aggressiveness, and, in October, they marched on Rome.
When the Fascisti occupied the capital, the old elite simply col-
lapsed. The premier resigned, and King Victor Emmanuel III asked
Mussolini to form a cabinet. Somewhat curbed by a king who could
dismiss him at will and a Catholic Church with influence over the
Italian populace that no German church wielded, he managed to
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create a fascist state based in nationalism, statism, and militarism.
He abolished the cabinet, sapped parliamentary power by present-
ing voters with prepared lists of candidates, and eventually eradicat-
ed all other political parties. As prime minister and party leader, Il
Duce, like Der Führer, used party police to purge the opposition.  

As dictator, Mussolini repressed the socialists he once support-
ed, but, for some years, nonsocialist opposition parties ran candi-
dates and even took posts in his government. Some nonfascists
retained military or administrative jobs. Nonfascist newspapers kept
some freedom and continued to be more widely read than govern-
ment papers. Left-wing women felt the growing repression, but
conservative and religious associations barely noticed it. Most mid-
dle-class women’s organizations accepted his invitation to support
the new state, and feminist groups refrained from criticizing fascism
in theory or practice. Most Italian women were Catholic, and
Mussolini had promised to wipe out atheism and communism. A
pragmatist ruling an extremely conservative country, he bolstered
male authority in the church. He also boosted the role of fathers by
compensating them for loss of their political rights with more con-
trol over their families. After 1929, the church blessed the fascist
state.

Mussolini devised a strategy to end class conflict. He placated
workers by instituting huge public works projects; he quashed labor
unions and put workers under the direct control of the government,
which favored employers. Female agricultural, textile, and tobacco
workers struck to protest state-sponsored labor organizations, but in
vain. He did not at first define women’s status in the fascist state,
but his leanings were suggested by the tone of the government
newspaper. When a woman was named director of Milan’s La Scala,
it remarked: “Is our revolution so poor in men, that a woman
should be appointed to the premier theater of Italy?” He seemed to
favor woman suffrage for a time, but was vague with the interna-
tional press. Women we re unsure of his policies until 1923, when he
banned them from politics and urged them to do vo l u nteer charity
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work: “Naturally, I do not wish to turn women into slaves. But it
would be a personal affront to me if they voted. In our state women
will count for nothing. . . . Women must obey. . . . Do you know
how the Anglo-Saxons will end? In the Matriarchate!”

The fascists deputized women to organize female auxiliaries,
but mistrusted women too much to make them independent. The
state-founded Fasci Femminili, never given funds to be effective,
had only 40,000 members in 1924. Its leader, Elisa Majer Rizzioli,
who supported women’s rights, had no effect on official policy.
Most women featured in fascist propaganda were famous men’s
wives with glamor as writers or athletes. Fascist groups drew main-
ly bourgeois urban women who were uninterested in careers and
who did volunteer work. But the contradictions of fascism lured
some young, educated, progressive women who scorned both tradi-
tional female roles and feminism, woman looking to find in fascism
a new image—a sexually free, vigorous intellectual wife striding into
the future alongside her husband. Fascism offered them an escape
from constriction within the family and an entry to public life,
albeit without political rights. No Italian government had ever
favored female equality; whatever fascism offered was a plus.11

Despite his early contempt for the church, Mussolini allied with
it. Sexually and emotionally, he was very different from Hitler.
Mussolini lived with a woman and had two children with her. In
1925 he married her in the church and had the children baptized.
His long-time “official mistress,” Clara Petacci, and his many brief
affairs did not conform to Catholic doctrine, but they did fit Italian
custom, and he appeared to be a devoted family man. Mussolini
could not afford to alienate the 98 percent of Italians who were bap-
tized Catholics, and the quarter of the population who regularly
attended Mass—almost all of them women. In 1929 he made the
Vatican independent and gave it control of huge areas of public
life—education and Catholic women’s organizations with over a mil-
lion members. The numbers of nuns almost doubled in a decade,
and they began to do community work. In the nineteenth century
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t h e pope had denounced women’s emancipation and communism
as the two great threats to patriarchy and property. Strengthened by
allying with the fascists, in 1930 Pope Pius XI issued a papal
encyclical, Casti Connubi, defending men’s absolute rights over their
wives, which was handed out to couples at their weddings. The next
year he issued Quadrigesimo Anno, ordering women to devote them-
selves to motherhood as their major function.  

Mussolini reinforced the power of the church over society and
the power of fathers over families. In 1929 “physical correction and
discipline” was declared a husband’s right; runaway wives were
hunted by the police and imprisoned for two years. Adultery (an
exclusively female “crime”) was punished by two years in prison;
rape was allowed if the rapist could show that the victim, whatever
her age, had a bad reputation or was seductive. In 1932 Mussolini
decreed that the murder of wives, sisters, or mothers for purported
adultery was a crime of “honor,” exempt from punishment. After
this law, the homicide rate dropped by 50 percent: men stopped
murdering women for fear of implying they had been cuckolded.12

The drive to establish absolute male supremacy occasionally collid-
ed with the drive to increase the population. Dissemination of
birth-control information was punished by two years in jail, and
abortion even more severely. But if abortion was performed, with or
without a woman’s consent, in the interest of family honor as
defined by a man, it was a minor crime. There was virtually no
penalty for abandoning a child for “family honor,” but abduction
earned fourteen years of hard labor. As in ancient Rome, women
and children were men’s property.

The Italian economy improved a little in the late 1920s, like
other European economies, but Italy suffered like them all during
the Depression. Despite Mussolini’s claim to have revolutionized
Italian life, industrial progress proceeded at the same rate during,
before, and after his rule. When economic crisis occurred, Mus-
solini blamed women and machines for taking jobs from skilled
workers and ordered employers to hire no more women. Since such
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bans were issued frequently, they were probably not obeyed. The
industrial north needed women for low-paid factory work, health
care, and white-collar jobs. Despite rigid quotas, more and more
women entered universities, particularly after men began to be
drafted in 1935. A few even managed to become professionals.
More women entered the service sector, working in transport,
offices, and public administration. Poorly paid and rarely promot-
ed, women continued to need work and employers to hire them. 

Hitler demanded that Mussolini participate in the “final solu-
tion,” but Mussolini was not obsessed with Jews. Large numbers of
Jewish Italians we re deported and killed, but It a l y’s — o r
Mussolini’s—identity was not entwined with their eradication, so
the Italian climate was less pervaded with horror, less terrifying than
Germany’s.13 Mussolini’s drive to harness reproduction had more
impact on Italian women, who were secluded, than war and geno-
cide. In 1925 he established a program to improve infant health; in
1929 he gave wage-earning mothers maternity leave; in 1933 the
government granted small allowances to poor families with many
children; and in 1934 it granted factory and office workers broad
maternity benefits and let employers replace women by men even
in jobs traditionally reserved for women. 

As he prepared for war, Mussolini pressed women harder to
reproduce, announcing a “battle for births” and promising state
subsidies for child support, maternal relief programs, and a double
income tax on bachelors. The popular press echoed his propaganda
exhorting women to bear many children: “After the revolution,
there will be bread and glory for all!” “Marry young . . . Marriage at
20 is a splendid thing,” chirped the official newspaper. Ceremonies
honored extremely fruitful women; propaganda urged mothers to
inculcate fascist values in their children.

But Italians refused to let the state dictate their lives. Despite
severe penalties, they used birth control and abortion; infanticide,
too, was high. Births increased somewhat during the 1930s pro-
natalist campaign, mainly because those born during the post-war
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“baby boom” reached childbearing age in those years. Whatever the
law allowed, Italians married later—urban couples around twenty-
five for women and twenty-nine for men. 

Mussolini did not introduce a morality of “race” until the late
1930s. When deportations began and the government ordered all
Italian Jews arrested, Jewish women went outdoors carrying forged
Christian identity cards to get provisions for their families or to
carry messages. In contrast, the police routinely strip-searched men
and arrested all circumcized men with questionable papers. But over
half the population still lived in traditional Catholic rural villages
barely touched by government decrees. Few women in the south
dared to walk in a public place without a male escort; such women
barely knew what “nation” meant, living as they did in a bleak 
servitude approaching slavery.14 Some women, exposed to ideas,
had the confidence to fight and to join partisan units: the dedicat-
ed communist Lucia Canova, for instance, evaded arrest and joined
a rural brigade, one of many partisans who attacked fascist military
installations. Armed resistance existed in Italy, but not in Germany.

When the Second World War ended, fascism vanished, leaving
no respectable intellectual heritage behind. The separate compon-
ents of fascism are not automatically lethal, but they rarely occur
separately. Nationalism (belief that a country or a people is superior
to all others) is almost always accompanied by militarism (belief
that a superior group must dominate all others or lose its superior-
ity). Nationalism is inherently racist: superiority cannot exist 
without inferiority. When these fairly common beliefs include a
quasi-religious faith in the great man, a hero-savior who uses them
to build a statist system, dictatorship is born.  

People vary widely in their degree of sophistication about prop-
aganda, image-making, and myth. Even the sorry history of the last
century does not suffice to enlighten all of us. Both sexes are sub-
ject to appeals to a vague “law and order”; both yearn for a “healthy
society” where everyone “knows her place” and does his duty. Most
people are law-abiding and do not foresee what can happen when
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they allow police any sort of dictatorial powers. Fascism will endure
as long as people are willing to sacrifice basic human freedom for
the myths of a happy, ordered past. 
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C H A P T E R  5

A N T I - I M P E R I A L  

R E V O L U T I O N  I N  

L AT I N  A M E R I C A

W E S T E R N H I S TO R I A N S C A L L C O LO N I A L L I B E R AT I O N “d e c o l o-
nization,” suggesting that divestment of colonies was vo l u n-

t a ry. This terminology maintains the We s t’s reputation for armed
superiority and liberal political-social systems. But colonized peo-
ple in Latin America, Asia, and Africa fought for their independ-
ence, often against harsh suppression. European imperial powers
gave up at some point because either the wars or the colonies had
become too expensive and troublesome. Colonies required huge
infrastructures and military and bureaucratic superstru c t u res; eve n
with the loot the rulers extracted, most colonies we re only margin-
ally profitable. Eu ropean states collected colonies for the same re a-
son that Africans collected entourages and Londoners bought
s l a ves: empire was a status symbol. In 1776 the Scottish economist
Adam Smith noted the paradox that colonies had to be a liability,
yet no imperial state would voluntarily give them up. Im p e r i a l i s m
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flourished mainly because it inflated the national ego.1

When European powers finally relinquished their colonies, they
substituted economic for political domination and reaped even
greater profits. Economic hegemony created what are now called
Third World countries. Britain had the largest empire and, since the
Seven Years’ War in the mid-1700s, had controlled Canada,
Australia, some Caribbean islands, and India; it had seized Egypt
from Napoleon at the turn of the nineteenth century; and it con-
trolled much of Africa. France had lost most of its Canadian and
Indian empire to the British in the eighteenth century, retaining
only a few West Indian islands, but it acquired a second empire, in
Southeast Asia and Africa, mainly after 1871. Spain, Portugal, and
Germany also held colonies, and the United States became tacitly
imperialistic in the nineteenth century. Most Asian and African
struggles for independence occurred after the Second World War,
from 1947 to 1965; Spain and Portugal, however, began to lose
control of their empires in the Americas in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, after their wars with Napoleon. 

Latin American Revolutions

The same stirring principles that inspired revolution in North Am-
erica and France—the human right to liberty and equality—
inspired revolution in Spanish and Portuguese America. But only in
France were the most exploited people the nucleus of rebellion. To
rise against oppression, people must have energy left over after their
labor, exposure to ideas through reading or conversation, and,
above all, a sense of legitimacy, a belief that they have the right to
decide their own course in life. Oppressors try to ensure that their
subjects experience none of these qualities. Exploited groups in
North and Latin America lacked them all. 

No Na t i ve Americans, Africans (free or enslaved), poor white
men, or women instigated the American Re volution, although some
s u p p o rted it; none benefited from it. Latin America’s population,
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made up of similar elements—Indians, Eu ropeans, free and enslave d
Africans—had far more mixed-blood people in greatly different pro-
p o rtions: Spanish colonies averaged 45 percent Indian, 30 perc e n t
m e s t i zo, 20 percent Eu ropean, and 5 percent African; Po rt u g u e s e
Brazil, in contrast, was 50 percent African, 25 percent Eu ro p e a n ,
and 25 percent Indian and mameluco. But only white males bene-
fited from the various Latin American re volutions—and whites
remained a minority in these countries, divided from each other by
e xc l u s i o n a ry practices. Rich Creoles resented Eu ropean-born ar-
istocrats and re s e rved the highest, most lucrative positions in churc h
and state to themselves. Whites, bolstered by appropriational colon-
ial policies, controlled all the wealth, so eve ryone else was wre t c h e d .
Indigenous peoples resisted the encroachment on their culture of
Eu ropeans, whose policy was to conve rt them to Christianity and
assimilate them. Be yond these visions, Latin America was split into
small states that struggled separately from about 1810 to 1826. 

The literate 10 percent of the Latin American population and
Iberian aristocrats read Voltaire, Rousseau, and Jefferson, under
whose influence they tried to reform the colonies. Most reforms
were fiscal and administrative, but they did affect elite white
women. After the Spanish Enlightenment, writers began to urge
female education: Father Benito Jerónimo Feijóo, for instance, pub-
lished his Essay on Woman, or Physiological and Historical Defense of
the Fair Sex (1739).2 He claimed that a female brain was “too soft
for her to comprehend as much as a male,” but “exceptional”
women like Queen Isabella and Sor Juana de la Cruz showed that,
with education, women could be valuable members of society.3

Reformers stressed women’s role as mothers to justify educating
them, and began to treat motherhood as a civic function. Their
delight in instructing women on character, health care, extrava-
gance, and domestic affairs was muted by women’s inability to read
what they wrote, however, so, increasingly, they demanded female
education. In the later eighteenth century, teaching orders for girls
were founded in Buenos Aires and Bogotá.4
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These schools treated girls mainly as future wives and mothers,
teaching them reading, embroidery, religion, sewing, and music,
but also Latin, arithmetic, and science. By 1802, 3100 girls attend-
ed seventy convent, municipal, parish, and private schools. Still, the
overwhelming majority of Latin American girls were not educated.
Upper-class girls were secluded: if they did go to school, they were
taken out at ten and, thereafter, studied only music or drawing at
home. Yet, as widows, they successfully managed property and ran
plantations in Brazil. 

Robert Walsh, the chaplain to the British ambassador to Brazil
in the 1820s, wrote that “a common sight” in the Minas Gerais
mountains was a woman riding with an attendant. She “dismount-
ed like a man before us, without the smallest embarrassment,” at a
roadside store, drank a glass of sugar-cane brandy to “fortify her
against the mountain air—remounted—examined her pistols” for
readiness, and “again set off, her own protector.”5 Wives of fazen-
deiros (plantation owners), often widowed, managed their farms,
slaves, “and in all respects assume[d] the port and bearing of their
husbands.” But once conditions grew easier, female independence
was crushed. Richard Burton, the British consul in Santos, traveled
extensively in Minas Gerais in the 1860s and reported that “the
Mineira lives in . . . semiseclusion. . . . In none but the most civi-
lized families do the mistress and daughters of the house sit down
to the table with the stranger.” 

The Spanish government tried to bring poor women into the
labor force by abolishing guild rules banning women from crafts
and ordering public schools to include vocational training in the
curricula. Lower-class women did have a voice in their families’ eco-
nomic and social affairs. Indigenous women were important as
mothers, producers of food, and traders, but not in governance,
religion, or inheritance. Indians experienced tremendous social dis-
location from mit’a (corvée), work in factories and mines, and
encomienda, and women suffered more than men from these brutal
customs that disrupted their households.6 Inca, Aztec, and Maya
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women worked both inside and outside the home, but only aris-
tocrats had influence. Noblewomen retained some legal rights, and
in Aztec society, a few held high administrative, religious, or social
positions. 

Some Latin American countries fought for independence; oth-
ers achieved it peacefully. Fighting occurred as often between rival
leaders as between royal troops and rebels. Most rebels were uncon-
cerned with the unequal division of resources in Latin America and
revolutionary ideals soon faded. As it was, a tiny minority owned
almost everything, and the huge majority were destitute.

Gradually, nationalism replaced religion as the main organizing
principle of society.7 The new elite, an intelligentsia aware of con-
temporary European ideas, gained power through the periodical
press. Wanting to create a new industrial society based on liberal
ideas about pro g ress, they opposed the church. Uruguay and Argen-
tina secularized education and promoted immigration to modernize
the country. Since the Hispanic conquest, the church had defined
w o m e n’s ro l e s . New elites regarded women as pivotal to the new
society and reconsidered their nature and their function. Women
had shown great courage in the independence movements, but,
ignoring that model of female behavior, men chose the cult of
domesticity: women were mothers. They made single life impossi-
ble for women by abolishing convents, refuges, and cultural centers
and dispersing the communities. This redefinition of women pro-
vided the foundation of the new societies.

Spanish South America

Enlightenment ideas and successful revolutions in both North
America and France inspired Spanish colonists throughout South
America to rebel. Spain’s restrictions on colonists’ rights to deter-
mine their own economic and political structure provided the goad;
Na p o l e o n’s occupation of Spain in 1808 provided the occasion.
American c r i o l l o s ( Creoles) used the French usurpation of the
Spanish crown to justify forming juntas to take over the gove r nment.
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The ruling p e n i n s u l a re s ( Spanish-born) charged them with re b e l-
lion and sedition. When a conserva t i ve monarchy was re s t o red to
the Spanish throne in 1814, independence struggles surged in
many regions of Latin America. Simón Bolívar led the re volt in
n o rthern South America, José de San Ma rtin in the southern cone,
and Miguel Hidalgo and José Maria Mo relos in Me x i c o. T h e
Mexican insurrection, begun in 1810, was a true re volution, based
in a program of social reform to benefit the Indian and mestizo
masses. 

Simón Bolíva r, a Creole rancher and fanatic patriot, fought
with such fury that re volution splintered into civil war. He took
Caracas in 1813 and was named head of the Second Ve n ez u e l a n
Republic in 1814.8 But Spain quickly regained control of the state,
and Bolívar fled to Jamaica. Returning in 1817, he mustered an
a r m y, invaded Colombia, and decisively defeated Spain. This was
the beginning of the T h i rd Republic. He drew up a constitution for
a United States of Colombia, including Spanish-held Ve n ez u e l a ,
and kept trying to seize it, until he succeeded in 1821. Bolíva r’s
lieutenant, Antonio José de Su c re, initiated a re volution in Ec u a d o r
and, in 1822, won a battle that assured its independence. Bolíva r
went to Quito and persuaded Ec u a d o rean re volutionaries to unite
with Colombia and Ve n ezuela to create a republic, Gran Colombia.
When Pe ru was conquered in 1824, Bolíva r, adored by the populace,
c reated a constitution making Pe ru a republic, but giving all power to
a president-for-life. Pa rt of southeastern Pe ru then seceded, c a l l i n g
itself Bolivia in his honor. He gave it a constitution as autocratic as
Peru’s and made de Sucre its first president.

In the south, revolution arose from economic discontent.
Buenos Aires merchants had built up a lucrative trade with Spain
and Britain before Spain imposed monopolistic laws on them. They
wanted freedom from these laws, so, in 1810, after Napoleon had
replaced the Spanish crown with his puppet, Creoles in the city
overthrew the viceroy and appointed a council to rule in the name
of the deposed Ferdinand VII. But delegates from outlying prov-
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inces assembled at Tucumán in 1816 and declared themselves inde-
pendent of Spain. Contention between the capital and the
provinces, however, impeded the revolt.

José de San Martin, a Spanish soldier, fought the French in
Spain and then returned to Argentina. Ignoring local quarrels, he
had himself named governor of Cuyo province on the eastern
Andes, then organized and equipped an army to invade Chile. From
there he attacked Peru, the royalist stronghold in South America.
With Bernardo O’Higgins, a Chilean with an Irish father, he con-
quered Santiago in 1817. The Chileans offered him a dictatorship
but, intent on Peru, San Martin gave the post to O’Higgins. In less
than a year he entered Lima and, in 1821, declared Peru independ-
ent and took the title of “protector” of the new government. San
Martin thought that monarchy was necessary for stability, but he
felt inadequate to the role. A poor politician and orator, and a reluc-
tant ruler, he alienated his supporters and died in bitter obscurity.

Women of all classes participated in these struggles at eve ry
l e vel—helping male kin, organizing and hosting political meetings,
donating money, food, and supplies, and working as spies, couriers,
camp followers, or combatants. They lost money, pro p e rt y, people
they loved, and their live s .9 Propaganda aimed at women, part i c u-
larly in cities, urged them to act usefully in society and to stop living
in seclusion. Convents and re t i rement houses, which we re no longer
re g a rded as proper places for women, became invo l ved in social ser-
vices. Wo m e n’s groups also sponsored secondary schools for girls. 

The bloodiest fighting occurred in Ve n ezuela and Colombia.
Women we re not expected to fight in such battles, but some did:
Evangelista Ta m a yo fought under Bolívar in the battle of Boy aá; Te re s a
Corneja and Manuela Tinoco disguised themselves as men in the
s t ruggle. Bolíva r’s acknowledgment suggests the prejudice they met:

Even the fair sex, the delights of humankind, our amazons
have fought against the tyrants of San Carlos with a valor
divine, although without success. The monsters and tigers
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of Spain have shown the full extent of [their] cow a rdice. . . .
They have used their infamous arms against the innocent
feminine breasts of our beauties; they have shed their blood.
They have killed many of them and they loaded them with
chains, because they conceived the sublime plan of liberat-
ing their beloved country!10

Women worked as nurses in field hospitals. Upper- or middle-class
Argentinian Creole women donated their jewelry and silver, money,
horses, cattle, and property to finance independence movements.
They organized tertulias and veladas, social gatherings in which
women discussed politics with men. Mariquita Sa n c h ez de
Thompson, who, in 1805, had successfully petitioned the justice
department for permission to marry the man she loved over her
s t e p f a t h e r’s objection, used her famous t e rt u l i a s to form the
Patriotic Society. In Caracas, Josefa Palacios and her husband, Jose
Felix Rivas, gave tertulias to bring together Venezuelan liberals and
intellectuals to articulate political grievances and find solutions. In
Quito, Manuela Canizares launched the August 10 Ecuadorian in-
surrection at a tertulia, and in San Juan, Maria de las Mercedes
Barbudo, the local agent of the Puerto Rican separatist movement,
held group meetings in her house until she was exiled in 1823. 

Latin American women were considered innocents, incapable
of deceit or seduction. This reputation simplified their working as
spies and couriers, gathering or transmitting information on troop
movements or military conditions in Spain. The most famous, the
young Colombian Policarpa Salavarrieta, but known as “La Pola,”
was a seamstress raised in a separatist family. She worked in Creole
homes and was able to scent out loyalties and learn about troop
movements and maneuvers. Captured in 1817, she gave a fiery
speech before she was executed in Bogotá plaza. 

During the wars, men became aware of women’s leadership abil-
ity and stopped assuming that females were harmless, gentle, and
weak. This recognition did not lead them to give women more
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power, however, but only to punish women insurgents more harsh-
ly. Many beside La Pola were executed, imprisoned, or exiled.
Royalist women emigrated to Cuba or Puerto Rico, both of which
were royalist centers.

Castas (women with mixed blood) were not welcome in such
places. They survived by following men to war and maintaining
them—by cooking, sewing, doing laundry, and providing sex. They
tended the wounded, buried the dead, and bore the babies. The
Rabonas of Peru created a semblance of normalcy during the entire
period of chaos by providing for soldiers’ needs—they “wash and
mend their clothes, receive no pay and have as their only salary the
right to steal with impunity.”11 Single, these women lived with the
soldiers, ate and slept with them, and underwent the same dangers.

Portuguese America: Brazil

The Po rtuguese who colonized Brazil came from a culture much like
Sp a i n’s, one highly stratified by both class and sex. Tw o - t h i rds of
Br a z i l’s population we re African slaves, howe ve r, and there was only
a small middle class, with no cities and few schools: 10 percent of the
population was literate. When Napoleon invaded Po rtugal in 1807,
the Po rtuguese king, Dom Joao VI, and his court, protected by the
British navy, fled to Brazil. Upset by Br a z i l’s backwardness, Do m
Joao built hospitals, schools, colleges, and a bank, re o r g a n i zed the
administration, and sponsored new agricultural methods. Taking the
c o l o n i s t s’ part, he ended Po rt u g a l’s monopoly over trade; he opened
Brazilian ports, abolished restrictions on colonial manufacture, and
encouraged foreign immigration. Dom Joao patro n i zed the arts and
built a national library, museums, and a botanical garden. 

When the Portuguese monarchy was restored in 1816, Brazil
annexed Uruguay. In 1821 Dom Joao sailed back to Lisbon, leaving
his eldest son, Dom Pedro I, as regent. Once in Lisbon, however,
Dom Joao found himself beset by domestic conflict. He tried to
curtail Brazilian autonomy and ordered his son home. But the min-
erologist José Bonifacio had converted the young man to the cause
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of independence and he defied the order, remaining in Rio de Jan-
eiro. In 1822 Dom Pedro convened a Constitutent Assembly, pro-
claimed Brazil independent, and was named empero r. Br a z i l
became the only Latin American state to win independence as a
monarchy, not a republic.

Brazil’s independence was achieved without war, but not with-
out struggle. As in other Spanish colonies, women participated in
this change. They agitated, provided forums for debate, and even
joined the military. One ardent young nationalist, Maria de Jesús,
was discovered when her father asked the army to seek her out. Illit-
erate, clever, quick, “with education she might have been a remark-
able person,” wrote one contemporary observer, Maria Graham.12 

By 1826, all of South America was independent. Uruguay
remained a province of Brazil until 1828; Argentina did not unify
Buenos Aires and the provinces until 1853. But the vice-royalty of
New Spain—Mexico, Central America, some West Indies islands,
and Spanish territories in the United States—were all still colonies. 

The Caribbean 

Haiti, France’s most prosperous colony in the eighteenth century,
seethed with discontent. A few hundred whites, mainly French
planters and officials, dominated half a million brutally exploited
African slaves. Between them, hated by both groups, was a class of
mulattoes, who were divided among themselves. In 1791 Toussaint
L’Ouverture, the slave grandson of an African king, became the
African leader. When the French Revolution ended slavery in
French colonies, he led a massive revolt against the slave owners.
Like Nzinga of Angola, he used guerrilla tactics—his straggling
force of fighters, barely trained and poorly armed, would hit and
quickly run. It took ten years, but Toussaint gained control of the
entire island: he issued a constitution and assumed dictatorial pow-
ers. Outraged, Napoleon vowed not to “leave an epaulette on the
shoulder of a Negro” and sent a huge expedition to Haiti, led by his
brother-in-law, General LeClerc. After two years of unsuccessful
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fighting, LeClerc offered to negotiate and invited Toussaint to his
quarters. He had him seized and shipped in chains to a French
prison. Africans rose en masse and forced the French out: in 1804
Haiti declared itself independent. 

Santo Domingo shared an island with Haiti. It claimed inde-
pendence in 1822, but Haiti invaded and occupied it until 1844.
Santo Domingo was devastated by the revolution and the loss of its
functions as a slave entrepot and sugar producer, functions that
were taken over by Cuba. Immigrants from Florida, Louisiana, and
Santo Domingo expanded and diversified Cuba’s trade, introducing
large-scale sugar production. The prosperous criollo Cuban elite
feared slave rebellions and remained loyal to Spain. Puerto Rican
Creoles had the same complaints about Spain as South Americans
did, but the islands were key to Spain’s colonial defense network:
Spanish troops disembarked there for assignments on the mainland.
Latin American rebels, mainly Venezuelans, tried to free the Antil-
les, but the strong Spanish military presence made it impossible.
Cuba and Puerto Rico remained part of the Spanish Empire until
1898, when the United States took them in war. In the intervening
period, Spain tried to make a profit by intensifying colonization and
production on both islands.

There is little information about women in revolutions in the
Caribbean until the 1860s, when bands of women collaborated
with men in agitating for Antillean independence. Cuban women
in the United States formed clubs to aid the rebels during the Ten
Year War, which began in 1868 when insurgents in both Cuba and
Puerto Rico demanded abolition of slavery and independence. The
Pact of Zanjón, which ended hostilities in 1878, granted neither,
and the movement went underground until 1892, when exiles
formed Cuban and Puerto Rican revolutionary parties. From 1878
to 1898 the clubs met on and off the islands and became ve ry import a n t
in 1892, when the Mercedes Varona (a female hero of the Ten Year
War) Club was formed for political agitation. By 1897, forty-nine
clubs existed. 
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Elite women agitated within their own class. The Puerto Rican
Lola Rodriguez de Tió is credited with writing the revolutionary
anthem, while Mariana Bracetti sewed the banner of Lares. Others
took more dangerous roles in secret societies. The Cuban Mariana
Grajales, mother of the insurgent Antonio Macéo, was over sixty
when the war began, but, with her daughters and Macéo’s wife,
Maria Cabrales, she gave rebel soldiers safe shelter and provisions.
Women performed supportive acts that were fraught with danger:
the government imprisoned, exiled, or executed people for their
own acts or those of their kin. José Martí celebrated Grajales in the
newspaper Patria, describing her egging on her compatriots while
tending her dying husband on the battlefield and following, on
bleeding feet, the stretcher bearing her wounded son. She nursed
wounded Cubans or Spaniards. Martí, the poet-patriot of the revo-
lution, central to the movement, called her the true mother of the
Cuban nation. Despite women’s work in revolutions in Cuba and in
Puerto Rico, female status improved only slightly. Today, however,
it is normal for Caribbean families to be headed by women.

British-owned islands did not become independent until much
later, but, throughout the British Empire, slaves were freed in the
1830s.13 Jamaica and Trinidad (and Tobago) did not become inde-
pendent until 1962. The British seemed unsure how to free the
smaller islands: they tried various forms of limited federation and
then abandoned them. Barbados gained independence in 1966,
and, in 1967, Antigua, Dominica, Grenada, St. Kitts, Nevis,
Anguilla, and St. Lucia (and later St. Vincent) joined Britain as
“associated states”: they ran their own internal affairs, but Britain
controlled their defense and external affairs. The islands found this
arrangement unsatisfactory and, despite their small size, all but one
chose independence: Grenada in 1974, Dominica in 1978, St.
Lucia and St. Vincent in 1979, Antigua in 1981, and St. Kitts-
Nevis in 1983. But independence in small states is somewhat mean-
ingless,14 as the United States’ invasion of Grenada proved in 1983.

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 1 5 8 •



Mexico 

Creoles in Mexico were less powerful than in the rest of Latin
America. They hesitated to rebel against Spain, fearing that ideas of
liberty and equality might arouse Indians and poor mestizos to
revolt. The first uprising occurred in the countryside, among
Indians and the poor, led by the son of a poor Creole farmer, Mi-
guel Hidalgo y Costilla. Defeated and captured, he was condemned
by the Inquisition and shot. The rebellion continued, led by José
Morelos, a mestizo who tried to set up an independent government.
After four years, royalist troops captured and executed him.
Augustín de Iturbide, the son of a prosperous mestizo landowner,
fought for the royalists as a mercenary, then turned on them to
demand independence and racial equality. He drew massive sup-
p o rt, although his motivation was questionable. In 1821 he
marched triumphantly into Mexico City without a fight and per-
suaded the Mexican Congress to name him Augustín I, emperor of
a Mexican empire. But he ruled so harshly that he lost the army’s
support and was forced into exile in 1823. The next year, Mexico
adopted a republican constitution like that of the United States,
except for making Roman Catholicism the state religion.

Women were involved in these uprisings. They formed political
organizations like the Patriotas Marianas, one of the first secular
associations in Mexico to support the royalists. During the Cristero
War, mounted by Catholics to keep Mexico from becoming a secu-
lar state, women mobilized to support the conservative church.
They also supported the rebels: Josefa Ortiz de Dominguez, La
C o r regidora, an early agitator for Mexican independence, warned the
rebel forces of impending danger; Leona Vicario left her comfort a b l e
home to give embattled Mexican insurgents in the country s i d e some
material assistance and she joined them in the fight. 

Latin American revolutions were aimed at freeing propertied
men from European control. But the proportion of propertied men
was much smaller and they were much richer than their counter-
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parts in the revolution in North America. The new states were
economically and socially unbalanced. It is common, whenever
masses of people are exploited, for the elite to place a despot in
power. They hope a strong, repressive leader will keep the poor in
line. For decades, the struggle continued in Latin America between
proponents of dictatorship and anarchy, federalists and centralists,
conservative Catholics and liberal anticlericals, farmers-herders and
urbanites. But the basic fight was, and still is, between a small min-
ority of propertied men and everyone else. Land continues to be the
source of most wealth, and insurgents regularly demand its redistri-
bution. The plantation system remained almost universal well past
its time, but, with slaves or semiservile labor plentiful, landlords
had little incentive to improve their methods of cultivation. In this
environment, foreigners with money and ideas began to gain eco-
nomic control.  

Latin American Women after Independence  

When the revolutions ended, men expected women to return to
their traditional roles with their old social and legal status: they
could not vote, hold public office, advocate, witness a will, or testi-
fy in court; nor could they be judges, lawyers, or priests, adopt a
child, or act as guardian of a minor. Hispanic law considered the
governance of children a “public ministry” suitable only for men.
The law forbade women to dress like men, and granted men
authority over women at home and in society, and over sons and
daughters during the father’s lifetime. T h e o re t i c a l l y, childre n
became personally and legally independent around the age of twen-
ty-five, but most single women remained at home under the “pro-
tection” of male kin. Widows and emancipated single women could
manage their own affairs, but married women had the right only to
custody of children in most separations; to bequeath, own, and in-
herit property; and to keep their family surnames. Few women sued
for divorce: unless a marriage contract stipulated otherwise, hus-
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bands controlled the wife’s property. Wives could not enter legal
contracts, work, or keep their wages without his permission. 

Some scholars argue that Latin American women were confined
to a separate sphere, but had equal power, because Marianismo,
belief in the sacredness of the Virgin Mary, confers sacredness on
motherhood and gives women moral force. But nineteenth-century
Latin American Marianismo was a variant of Vi c t o r i a n i s m .1 5

Women were rhetorically exalted in the family and in principle, but
in reality, men dominated at home just as they did outside.
Moreover, the religious model perpetuated sexual myths: “decent”
(upper-class) women were believed not to feel sexual desire, while
lower-class women, most domestic servants, and prostitutes bore
the moral burden of the sexuality of the entire society.

Race and class divided women as always, but all classes of
women took the elite as a model. Indian, African, and mestiza
women populated the countryside, doing productive work, while
rich landowners’ wives set standards of behavior. Some prosperous
women headed households and found ways to own mines, hacien-
das, or businesses or to patronize religious and charitable institu-
tions. Lower-class women worked as always in the fields, in shops,
and as artisans and market vendors. Some theorists believe that
patriarchy began with land ownership, and, interestingly, most
Indians or mestizos who owned land lived in patriarchal patterns—
until the number of people in the household outgrew its capacity to
feed them. When land grew scarce, market economies arose, or land
and labor became commercialized, female-headed or extended
households emerged. Many such households existed at all levels of
society. However, in all homes, women were central. Upper-class
women, considered the pillars of society, derived power and pleas-
ure from directing their children’s socialization and education and
overseeing a household, servants, and domiciled kin. Nonelite white
women, Indians, Africans, and castas, with greater freedom in mar-
riage and separation, were more likely to live in consensual compan-
ionship than in legal marriage. 
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Blood remained a key factor, and by the 1850s a handful of elite
families dominated national and regional affairs. “Old” colonial
families intermarried with “new” ones created by earlier intermar-
riage with Creoles, as some men grew rich in the financial and
administrative chaos that followed revolution and married “up.”
They took government jobs that protected the interests of their
class. These networks expanded and eventually dominated all
aspects of Latin American society. Interest-based political and
bureaucratic structures superseded the old family networks in the
twentieth century, but nonelite families continue to use marriage,
kinship, business association, and political influence in exactly the
same way as the old elites. As we have seen, it is in family-based
political systems that women often possess a role of major impor-
tance and considerable informal authority.

Women’s Education

After the re volutions, “w o m a n” was redefined as a dependent being.
Having eliminated the one asylum women had, the convent, men
defined women as mothers only, and they tried to harness them into
s e rvice to the nation, rather than the church. To replace religious fer-
vor with national fervo r, men claimed the home to be an arena of sta-
bility and purity from which all “low” elements had been exc i s e d :
“p r i vate life” sheltered men from turmoil, and women we re the
g u a rdians of this realm. Again, women legislated powerless we re
made responsible for national “p u r i t y” and the patriotism, work ethic,
and belief in pro g ress of their children, whose “lazy habits” women
we re urged to wipe out. Rich women who had formerly sent their
babies out to wet nurses we re told to take a greater role in raising and
educating them. To fill this role, women had to be educated.

The major propaganda medium was the periodical press, which
was dominated by men who met in informal reading groups to cir-
culate and discuss the latest European journals and books. They saw
themselves as “apostles” and “redeemers” of their countries, chosen
to speak for the voiceless and defining the parameters of national
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literature. To do that, it helps to listen to the voiceless, but these
men saw women as only recipients of their knowledge.  

Some efforts we re made to provide women with a voice, as lib-
eral men urged the expansion of secondary education on the familiar
g round that educated women educated children, there by benefiting
the nation. In 1823 the Argentine government founded the So c i e t y
of Beneficence of Buenos Aires to manage a public school system
and appointed a group of elite women to run it. The society became
a model for other charitable institutions and gave educated women
a use for their talents, but had little effect on mass education.

As Argentina grew more prosperous, industry, agriculture, and
commerce needed better-trained workers. Secondary vocational
schools were set up to teach girls typing, accounting, telegraphy,
and stenography. In 1907 the National Girls’ High School No. 1
opened in Buenos Aires to educate girls in chemistry, natural histo-
ry, anatomy, psychology, and geography, as well as the usual domes-
tic science, music, and physical education. Most girls who attended
such schools came from middle-class or immigrant families. There
was no place for an educated elite in society: laws forced married
Argentine women to get their husbands’ permission to work, and
they were forbidden from signing contracts.

Be f o re independence, the Mexican government support e d
female education, claiming it would benefit men, and in 1842
Mexico City made education mandatory for all children seven to
fifteen years old. The first girls’ schools opened in Mexico City in
1869; other cities soon followed suit. B ut Mexican society
undermined female education even as it fostered it: José Joaquín
Fernández de Lizardi wrote a popular exemplary tract for girls,
Little Miss Quixote and Her Cousin, in which he compared a “good
girl,” brought up virtuously to marry, with Little Miss Quixote,
who was too smart for her own good. Lizardi believed that women
merely parroted knowledge. He recognized the problems facing
widows, but the only gainful occupation he could imagine a woman
filling was watch repairing. 
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By the 1880s most Mexican legislators supported compulsory
education and a standard curriculum. Late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century reformers like President Benito Juárez, educator
José Maria Vigil, and legislator Justo Sierra urged secular education
for women to weaken Catholic control over women  (and thus over
the family). Sierra wrote: “The educated woman will be truly one
for the home.”16 But as soon as women had a basic education, they
wanted more. This additional training, not so clearly “for the
home,” was strenuously opposed, and women were not accepted in
professional schools until 1888, when Matilda Montoya entered the
National School of Medicine. But many girls received vocational
training for low-paid jobs as clerks and as telephone and telegraph
workers.

Colombia’s first public schools opened in 1821, but few accept-
ed girls. In 1832 the Colegio de la Merced was founded to teach
girls a traditional curriculum as well as Spanish, French, drawing,
and music. To unify Colombian public education and create nor-
mal schools in each state, the first of many teacher-education col-
leges opened in Bogotá with eighty students in 1872.

In the slave-holding Brazilian empire, more class-ridden than
any other Latin American state, only elite families willing to pay
private tutors educated their children. In 1827 girls were admitted
to primary schools to study domestic science; in 1837 normal
schools, the only higher education available to them, opened to
women. By 1873 there were about 5000 public and private primary
schools with over 100,000 boy students and more than 40,000 girl
students. In the late nineteenth century, some schoolteachers, like
Francisca S. da Mota in Brazil, published feminist newspapers. But
co-education was banned, and few men wanted to spend money
schooling girls, so rich women studied abroad—Maria Augusta
Generosa Estrella and Josefa Agueda Felisbella Mercedes de Oliv-
eira, for instance, trained as physicians in the United States. Not
until the end of the century was medicine (including nursing and
midwifery) accepted as a career for women. 

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 1 6 4 •



The Spanish colonies of Cuba and Puerto Rico were even more
retrograde. Slavery was not abolished in Puerto Rico until 1873 and
in Cuba, 1886. The emancipation of women took longer, partly
because Latin American women themselves did not organize, and
men were the main backers of female education. Celestina Corde-
ro, a Puerto Rican educator of the 1820s, provided a model for later
generations of women who founded organizations to promote
female education. Men also urged women to demand rights. But
the vision held out to women—that their education would serve
others’ causes (while they lived in the same confinement)—was
hardly inspiring. Not until the last third of the century was educat-
or Eugenio Maria de Hostos able to establish a public school system
in Puerto Rico and to export his educational philosophy to Chile,
Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and elsewhere in the hemisphere. 

An exception to the general indifference about female education
was the West Indies, where the majority of people were African,
many of West African descent. West African women traditionally
had freedom and autonomy as local traders and managed their own
households within polygynous marriages, relatively free from sur-
veillance or domination by husbands. When enslavement broke up
their families, Africans set up matrifocal structures: Maroon com-
munities were matrifocal. In both Maroon and slave communities,
women, although subordinate to men, were the stable center: they
produced the food, controlled the Sunday markets, and maintained
families, thereby linking elements of their African heritage with
forms of resistance and solidarity. Their different view of women led
people in Barbados and Jamaica to support education for both
sexes, and women became teachers and nurses. 

Everywhere in Latin America, attitudes were the same. Men
feared educating women lest they rebel against their confinement;
for the same reason, the upper classes feared educating the lower
classes. When girls were given training, they were taught only the
skills needed in the home. Normal school was women’s only road
out. As they took it, the school system, especially at the primary
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level, became dominated by women. Teachers were a driving force
in all major movements for change in the twentieth century—and
such changes in society expanded women’s possibilities.

Women’s Work, 1880–1930 

Latin American economies were primarily based in mining (mainly
of copper) and agriculture (mainly sugar and coffee) well into the
twentieth century. Europe’s and North America’s hunger for raw
materials enriched plantation owners, who expanded their holdings
and devoured the land of small farmers. Once they were landless,
these formerly self-sufficient people trooped to cities to work for
wages or dwindled into peons on others’ land. In some regions,
individual Indians or entire communities were drafted for labor on
haciendas; ironically, Indians were often resettled as peons on land
they had once owned—in coastal areas of Guatemala and Peru, for
example. Women were essential in peasant families: they worked for
the hacienda family as cooks, seamstresses, weavers, and herders;
helped grow the food that fed their own families; and reproduced
and maintained them. 

Indians kept aloof from Latin society, maintaining their own
traditions. Women were largely responsible for preserving the
ancient customs and work ethics: they enabled their communities
to resist the dominant culture and religion, and also helped support
them, running markets in villages and towns, and selling woolens,
farm produce, and crafts.

Slavery dominated the culture of Brazil and the Caribbean
through most of the nineteenth century. Status determined one’s
life, and status was determined by race, color, and ethnic back-
ground. The small white elite legislated itself all the political privi-
leges and the economic and cultural opportunities. Most people
were slaves. After the legal slave trade ended in 1807, slaves were
American-born, many with mixed blood. There was no middle
class, only free people of color with none of the rights of the elite. 

Pedro II, emperor of Brazil from 1840 to 1889, tried to eman-
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cipate its slaves. But extreme opposition from the rich, most of
whom were plantation owners, slowed the process, which took
almost twenty years.  Finally, a rebellion overthrew the monarchy
and established a republic dominated by the rich and the military.

Cuba and Puerto Rico had slave minorities: the population was
largely Creole; c a s t a s, free and enslaved, made up the re s t .
Plantation owners, wanting a forced labor force, legislated one and
required all peasants over sixteen to carry passbooks—work papers
that limited mobility (just as Russians had immobilized the serfs, or
South African whites had regulated the blacks). Instituted in 1849,
this system remained in effect until 1873. Poor free women were
forced to do agricultural labor—picking or thrashing berries in the
coffee fields, or stripping, sorting, and bundling tobacco. In towns,
little girls were pressed into domestic service, while the older
women did laundry. Called criadas, they worked very long days
doing whatever their employers ordered. 

Early Latin American Feminism

After the mid-nineteenth century, feminists began to found their
own newspapers and journals, but they still wrote articles exalting
motherhood and the “sanctity” of the home. The Virgin Mary was
their model for their claim that women were morally and emotion-
ally superior to men. Women’s books and essays, like men’s, recom-
mended education to make women better mothers. Latin American
men who favored female emancipation had different goals from
women: they wanted free love, contraception, and easier divorce.
Women, worried about raising and supporting children, we re more
cautious about sexual freedom and concentrated on economic issues.
Se veral women wrote political essays from a feminist perspective in
the 1870s; María Eugenia Echenique in Buenos Aires, María Ab e l l a
y Ramirez in Uru g u a y, Adelia de Carlo in Argentina, and Is a b e l
Andréu de Aguilar in Pu e rto Rico. They all urged reform to make
women better wives and mothers. Agitators not calling themselve s
feminists worked for woman suffrage and improved education,
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wages, and work conditions. They wanted the right to make deci-
sions for themselves—to exist legally, eliminate the double standard ,
and improve working conditions for children and women.

Feminists, most of whom were educated abroad, became visible
at the turn of the century. In 1901 Elvira López wrote that feminists
in Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay wanted only economic and edu-
cational opportunities like men’s; the Argentinian socialist Dr.
Alicia Moreau de Justo insisted that women had to struggle along-
side men, not against them, to combat capitalism. Cecilia Grierson,
the first woman physician in Argentina, studied techniques for
treating blindness and deafness in Europe and wrote medical
treatises. On her return home, she founded one of the first institutes
for studying and teaching retarded children.17 Brazilian feminist
Bertha Lutz was educated in Europe. She dared to suggest that the
emancipation of women would benefit society, but urged woman
suffrage in order to end female “parasitism” and make women
responsible. Amanda Labarca, who studied in the United States,
started feminist reading circles in Chile.

Feminists talked about emancipation and annulling laws pre-
venting sexual equality, but were opposed not only by men but by
women, who feared a “breakdown of the family.” Many Latin
American women were deeply religious and bowed to the conserva-
tive dictates of the church regarding sex roles. When religious war
erupted later, they supported the church. 

In 1887, women were 39 percent of the Buenos Aires labor
force; in 1914, women in professions, industry, and commerce
made up 22 percent of the country’s workforce; by 1947, it was
31.2 percent. Yet they remained subject to male authority: men had
the right to women’s wages, and women could not vote or hold
public office.

In 1910 Cecelia Grierson and Pe t rona Eyle organized the Fi r s t
International Feminist Congress in Buenos Aires. It drew women
f rom Brazil, Pa r a g u a y, Uru g u a y, and Chile, and operated in seve r a l
l a n g u a g e s — Spanish, English, Russian, French, Italian, and Ge r m a n .
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The organizers invited major feminists and professionals like Dr.
Julieta Lanteri Re n s h a w, founder of the suffragist National Fe m i n i s t
Pa rty; Genia Chert k o f f, who agitated for childre n’s rights and against
the social and sexual exploitation of women; Dr. de Justo, the social-
ist who founded the Committee for Wo m e n’s Suffrage and Na t i o n-
al Feminist Union; Marie Curie; and Italian educator Ma r i a
Montessori. They sought common ground on civil rights, education,
d i vo rce, health, and domestic economics and passed a platform
a d vocating equality for married women, equal pay, a divo rce law, im-
p roved conditions for working women and children, and an end to
the system where schools pressed women into traditional studies.

The Argentinian National Feminist Party and the Women’s
Rights Association did not begin to lobby for political rights until
the 1920s, but they had swift success, pushing through protective
legislation (though it affected only a minority of workers) and a
Civil Code in 1926. This code changed the civil status of married
women, giving them limited control over their earnings and the
right to work without their husbands’ permission, to sign contracts,
and to separate from their husbands and retain authority over their
children and household goods. 

Revolution in Mexico

From 1833 until 1855, Mexico was ruled by Antonio López de
Santa Anna, a Creole dictator supported by the church and the mil-
i t a ry. After bungling a war with the United States (1846–48) which
lost Mexico its No rth American territory, he was ove rt h rown by an
Indian reformist democrat, Benito Juárez. Juárez tried to end mil-
itary and clerical privilege, separate church and state, and give
church lands to the people. The elite mounted a war against him;
they lost and, in the process, bankrupted the state. It had to sell
church land to secular landowners, transferring the peasants from
one exploiter to another. When Mexico defaulted on its foreign
loans, Napoleon III sent troops to install the Archduke Maximilian
of Austria as a French puppet ruler. When France entered the
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Austro-Prussian War of 1866, Napoleon had to withdraw his troops
from Mexico, and Maximilian’s government collapsed. Juárez was
elected president, but he accomplished little before he died in 1872.
His successor was overthrown by Porfirio Díaz. 

Díaz sought foreign investment, increased industry and trade,
and built railroads. He balanced the budget by mortgaging Mexico
to foreigners. Prosperity opened jobs for middle-class women in the
professions, and for working-class women in textile factories, rail-
roads, and other enterprises known for exploiting workers. The
inevitable problems of industrialization followed—migration to cit-
ies, overcrowded expensive housing, poor sanitation, as well as low
pay, unsafe and unhealthy work conditions, and lack of child care.
Most rural women who came to the cities worked as servants. In
Cuba in 1903, for instance, 70 percent of working women were ser-
vants; in 1919, domestic servants made up 50 percent of the labor
force.18 They suffered the usual fate of female servants: underpaid,
overworked, sexually used, and cast out if they became pregnant.
Many became prostitutes, whose numbers swelled; in 1907 Mexico
City had 20 percent of the population of Paris, but twice as many
prostitutes. Díaz required them to register and receive regular med-
ical examinations. He repressed workers, sending troops to crush
protests or strikes, and giving the rich the lands that Juárez had
intended for the poor. At the end of the Porfiriato (1876–1910),
half the population were peons on haciendas, communally owned
villages had almost disappeared, 95 percent of rural families were
landless, and 30 percent of Mexican mothers were single. 

Mexican feminists were organizing before the 1910 Revolution.
In 1870 Rita Cetina Gutierrez, a schoolteacher-poet, founded a
feminist journal, La Siempreviva. Its editors created a secondary
school that evolved into a state normal school. Women with knowl-
edge and training demanded education for all women, decent
wages, and reform of the Civil Code to eliminate the double stand-
ard and other inequities, thereby laying the groundwork for later
reforms.
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By 1910 the country was in revolution. Amid revolutionary
rhetoric advocating social and economic reform, Díaz was over-
thrown and succeeded by a series of leaders played against each
other by the United States. About a million people died in political
uprisings between 1910 and 1917. Women fought on both sides—
those devoted to the church fought with the elite; the others fought
with the rebels. They were so fierce that several generals declared
that, for the revolution to succeed, women would have to be “de-
fanaticized.” Some became famous, like the Zapatista La Coronela.
Women were journalists, propagandists, and political activists, but,
as soldaderas, they also had to grind corn and make tortillas for the
armies. John Reed wrote that the Mexican soldadera follows her
man into the army and becomes another soldier’s woman when he
dies. An American diplomat’s wife offered a somewhat different
account:

A thick and Heartbreaking book could be written upon the
soldadera—the heroic woman who accompanies the army,
carrying in addition to her baby, any other mortal posses-
sion, such as a kettle, basket, goat, blanket, parrot, fruit and
the like. These women are the only visible commissariat for
the soldiers: they accompany them in their marches, they
forage for them and they cook for them; they nurse them,
bury them; they receive their money when it is paid. All this
they do and keep up with the march of the army, besides
rendering any other service the male may require.19

Several revolutionary generals and the first president of post-
re vo l u t i o n a ry Mexico, Venustiano Carranza, advocated female
emancipation. A socialist general, Sa l vador Alvarado (later gove r n o r
of the Yucatán), made the province a feminist center from 1915 to
1924. Alvarado called the first two feminist congresses in Mexican
history in 1916 to discuss political rights, secondary schools, and
work, as well as divorce and birth control. The congresses drew
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mainly teachers, who approved resolutions favoring increased (and
progressive) education and political participation for women. Alva-
rado’s successor, the socialist Felipe Carillo Puerto, extended his
programs, advocating woman suffrage and right to hold public
office at the municipal level. Yet when a new constitution was
signed in 1917 granting suffrage to all men over twenty-one and
freedom of religion, it specifically denied women suffrage and
excluded peasant women from the land reform program and land
ownership.

At the First Feminist Congress of the Pan American League, held
in Mexico City in 1923, feminist delegates from twenty Me x i c a n
states and No rth American women’s groups ove rw h e l m i n g l y
endorsed woman suffrage. Middle-class women, who gained most
f rom feminism, tried to deal with the needs of poor and work i n g -
class women. But like middle-class women in England and the
United States, they imposed their own standards, rather than learn-
ing what was needed at the local level. But sometimes the desires of
the two coincided. Eve ry w h e re, huge numbers of women we re enter-
ing the labor force, mainly in domestic service and textile manufac-
t u re. T h roughout the continent, working conditions we re bru t a l :
women worked long hours for low wages without any provision for
child care, health, or sanitation. A woman’s suffrage move m e n t
emerged in Mexico, but women did not win the vote until 1958.

Activists: Laborites  

Latin American working women linked political emancipation to
improved working conditions from the first. They began to form
unions in the late nineteenth century: in 1880 women in Mexican
tobacco and textile industries unionized and struck for higher wages
and better working conditions. In 1905 textile unions like the Hijas
de Anahuac (Daughters of Anahuac) demanded a minimum wage
and an eight-hour day. Puerto Rican women, also organized before
1900, had unionized coffee pickers, domestic workers, and women
of Puerta de Tierra by 1910. Women in the Puerto Rican tobacco
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industry were elected as delegates to the Second Assembly of the
Union of Tobacco Workers. Female unionists agitated for political
and economic rights and the recognition of collective bargaining,
usually under the banner of the Puerto Rican Socialist Party. In
Argentina, working-class journals and the women’s journal of the
Argentine Socialist Party stressed the need for protective legislation
for women. 

In Mexico, unions fought the Díaz government, thereby aiding
the revolution (which continued in various phases from 1910 to
1927). In Veracruz, severe inflation and unemployment caused
widespread misery.20 In January 1922, 3000 people at an open-air
meeting asked a group of women and Heron Proal, a utopian social-
ist tailor with anarchist leanings, to lead a Revolutionary Tenants’
Union. By March 3 it had drawn 80 percent of the population,
many of them widows, sailors’ wives, and working women. They
held mass meetings, putting on plays to dramatize the political sit-
uation for illiterate people and fuel their sense of solidarity. The
union called a rent strike to demand immediate rent rollbacks and
recognition of the Tenants Union as the bargaining agent in det-
ermining fair rents and leases. 

When the government threatened to use force, the strikers
called an illegal public meeting at a park on July 5, 1922. At 8 p.m.
Proal, the only male leader of the union, appeared, surrounded by
forty women wearing red. The police and the army struck everyone
they could reach. When the forty women shouted “Viva la Revolu-
cion Social!” a crowd of 2000 echoed their cry. They tried to win
over the soldiers by yelling “Viva el hermano soldado!” (Long live
our soldier brother!). But these soldiers raised their rifles and fired
into the crowd, killing some, wounding more, and arresting every
union leader they recognized. 

For months afterw a rd, women led periodical community
demonstrations. Everyone involved agreed that women were the
lifeblood of the Veracruz strike. In 1923 the Veracruz Union won a
rent ceiling limiting increases to 6 percent a year, the right to a year’s

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N L AT I N A M E R I C A

• 1 7 3 •



lease at a fixed rent, and the establishment of boards of tenants and
landlords to rule on health standards. Such victories gave men a
chance to participate in government, but women we re still exc l u d e d .
Many of the men who led the Mexican Re volution of 1910–17
advocated free love and easy divorce, but not the vote. After the rev-
olution, the men formed a virtual one-party state dominated by a
single institutionalized revolutionary party run on corporatist lines.
Even now people can join it only as members of interest groups—
workers or peasants, say—which hinders women who lack an
extradomestic affiliation from political participation. Only recently
have women been elected to the national legislature, and few hold
positions in the judiciary. No woman has ever held a top position
in the executive branch of the Mexican government. 

Women were especially active in anarchist groups supporting
female education and emancipation. In many Latin American
countries, socialist and anarchist groups agitated for legal rights and
protection for the growing numbers of women and children facto-
ry workers. First to do so was the Argentine Socialist Party, led by
pioneers Alicia Moreau de Justo, Cecilia Grierson, Julieta Renshaw,
and Elvira Rawson de Dellepiane. But they lacked a large following;
Argentinian women could not vote until Juan Perón’s regime. Even
socialists were ambivalent about women’s independence—newspa-
pers like El Socialista, La Comuna, and La Internacional denounced
exploitation of women and defended their right to work, but they
also printed articles blaming women’s oppression on their “nature.”
Of all the independence movements, only anarchism had a consis-
tent ideology of equality. Other groups in which women were
involved—the Peruvian Aprista Movement of the 1920s and vari-
ous Communist parties—were  not concerned about women’s
needs.21

Political Action after the First World War 

When women in the United States and much of Europe won the
vote after the First World War, they encouraged Latin American
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women to intensify their effort. But these women faced formidable
opposition, and no campaign succeeded until the 1930s. Male
dominance in Latin America had a special intensity, an adolescent
cock-of-the-walk manner called “machismo” that has become the
universal name for such behavior. The double standard that per-
vaded Latin America after the First World War existed elsewhere as
well, but was more openly and shamelessly acknowledged there.  

Women, especially of the upper and middle class, were expect-
ed to be “pure” and faithful, patiently accepting men’s sexual free-
dom. Argentinian men ran a white slave traffic, importing women
from Eastern Europe for brothels in the capital. The casa chica, the
“little house” where men had a second household with a lover and
her children, is a venerated tradition in Mexico and Central
America. Well-to-do men may make several such arrangements in a
lifetime, but even poor men have them.22 This system bolsters male
pride by undermining women’s independence: a woman who is
totally or largely dependent on a man for survival will cling to and
flatter him whenever he deigns to appear. In such a society, fighting
for suffrage inevitably involved daily humiliation.

The United States dominated Cuba. In keeping with US for-
eign policy, it supported a series of corrupt, repressive leaders there.
Women of all political persuasions joined the Cuban Committee
for the Defense of Women’s Suffrage, led by Pilar Jorge de Tella and
Ofelia Dominguez Navarro, and helped oust President Gerardo
Machado; they won the vote in 1934.

The United States governed Puerto Rico directly as a colony,
but the island had a strong woman suffrage movement that won the
vote in 1932. The movement diffused after its victory, but did elect
113 women to municipal councils. Maria Luisa Arcelay-Rosa,
owner of a needlework factory in Mayaguez, was the first woman
elected to the Puerto Rican House of Representatives. Owner
though she was, she advocated progressive management practices,
improved working conditions, and a daycare system. In 1936 María
Martinez de Pérez Almiroty was elected to the Puerto Rican Senate,
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in a line of female representatives that continues today. Many
women held municipal offices—Felisa Rincón de Guatier, mayor of
San Juan from 1948 to 1968, was the best known. Many Puerto
Rican towns or municipios have elected women mayors.

Brazilian women also won the vote in 1932, but, unlike its fem-
inist pioneers, the suffrage movement there was concerned only with
middle-class women. This male-dominated, re p re s s i ve society imped-
ed women’s entrance into public life: while some women voted, most
did not, and none was elected to a position of leadership.

Argentina is special because of the Peróns. Here, too, a few peo-
ple had enormous wealth, but the majority were impoverished.
When General Juan Perón, a member of the military clique ruling
the country, became secretary of the Department of Labor and
Welfare, he spoke out for women. He established a new political
discourse welcoming women as equal partners in constructing the
“new Argentina.” Extolling the dignity of workers along with wom-
en’s contribution to the nation, he created the first special Women’s
Division of Labor and Assistance to propose laws benefiting
women. Perón banned piecework, established the principle of equal
pay for equal work, encouraged female employment, and support-
ed woman suffrage. A 1943 army coup brought him to power in
1946. For thirty-five years, bills extending the franchise to women
had been submitted to and defeated by the conservative Argentine
Senate; now Perón pushed one through a year after his election. He
also created a new Peronist Constitution in 1949, modeled on the
constitutions of the Weimar Republic and the USSR, affirming the
rights of women, children, workers, and the elderly: it was one of
the most progressive constitutions in the world. After a coup by the
army in 1955, however, it was abolished and the old Argentine
Constitution, copied from that of the United States, was restored. 

In 1954 the Perón government passed a divorce law. (This law
was also abolished by the army coup of 1955, which again made
divorce illegal until 1986.) The party created social security pro-
grams and passed laws redressing inequality in pay and working
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conditions for women. By 1949 women made up 45 percent of
industrial workers and 28 percent of the salaried employees in
Buenos Aires; in 1950 they were nearly 22 percent of Argentine
workers and half of those in textiles, garments, and chemicals.
Between 1931 and 1940, female students in universities increased
by 68.52 percent; from 1941 to 1950, by 139.51 percent; and from
1951 to 1960, by 153.62 percent.  

Many historians—and Peronists—believe the charismatic Eva
Perón was the architect of her husband’s policies. She held no elect-
ed post and was not formally part of the government, but she influ-
enced her husband with regard to poor workers. She headed the Eva
Perón Foundation and sponsored the creation of women’s centers in
poor and working-class districts. These centers offered daycare and
halls where women could meet and find free legal and medical care;
lessons in language, painting, sewing, and other subjects; and attend
lectures, conferences, and exhibitions on women’s work. They raised
women’s consciousness of their rights and imbued them with
Pe ronist ideals; they we re later assimilated into the Pe ro n i s t
Women’s Party, which Eva Perón also headed. As we know, a sepa-
rate women’s party tends to strengthen any movement, while it also
allows women to learn political skills and become politically
involved. 

Eva Perón wanted to draw women away from Socialist and
Marxist feminism and to elicit the blind devotion and loyalty of the
members. She succeeded: by 1952 the Peronist Women’s Party had
500,000 members in 3600 centers, and in the next election Juan
Perón won 63 percent of the vote of the women to whom he had
granted it. Upper-class women rejected Eva Perón because of her
humble origins and sexual mores; older people criticized her politics
and morals—she had openly lived with Perón before his election
(he took her everywhere with him, treating her respecfully as his
wife). But she offered an amazing role model to adolescents of the
1940s and 1950s, recalls historian Maria Gimenez, who grew up in
Argentina in that period.23 Working-class women appreciated her
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fiery antioligarchic, anticapitalist rhetoric and the recognition, 
status, and real benefits she brought them. In 1951, for the first
time in Argentina, more women than men voted (90.32 percent v.
86.08 percent), most for the Peronist ticket.24 In another first in
Argentine history, a large number of women were elected to nation-
al and provincial congresses, seven as senators and twenty-four as
deputies to the National Congress. 

Perón respected women, but had a traditional sense of their
capacities. He considered women more loving and peaceable than
men, and urged their participation in government on that ground.
He favored gradual reforms and cooperation between capital and
labor. Eva Perón was more radical. She developed a unique combi-
nation of feminism and working-class consciousness which radical-
ized the working masses and made her the inspiration of the left
wing of the Peronist party. When scholars discuss Peronism today,
they divide it into an orthodox collaborationist wing, headed by
Juan Perón, and a left wing, headed by Eva Perón. 

When Eva Perón died at the age of thirty-two in 1952, she had
touched the lives of millions of people, particularly women. The
standard of living of working-class women and the status of all
women were greatly improved by her policies and by her commit-
ment to a wearying schedule of public appearances, even in the last
months of her life. Poor women who wrote to her to ask for jobs or
medical care for their children were helped by her foundation.
Ruthless to enemies, arbitrary toward government agencies and
officials, she was a symbol of a new life to working people—what-
ever the real intentions of her and her husband. Juan Perón began
to lose his following when she died. He was overthrown by a mili-
tary junta in 1955, but returned in 1974 with a new wife, Isabel,
whom he tried to foist on the public as another Eva. Lacking force
or ideas, she merely shored up the patriarchy until Perón died and
she was thrust out of office. The military clique that followed ruled
Argentina through a system of state terrorism. 

Women won the vote in Ecuador in 1929, in Brazil and
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Uruguay in 1932, in Argentina in 1947, and in Chile in 1949.
Bolivia made suffrage universal in 1952, and has even had a woman
president. Women in Peru won the vote in 1955, and in Colombia
in 1957; once dictator-controlled Paraguay granted it in 1961, all
Latin American women could vote. But suffrage is not equal rights:
formal political rights don’t change entrenched vested interests. In
Latin America’s family-centered cultures, political behavior is large-
ly determined by family; and a family’s position is largely determined
by its class, level of wealth, and traditions. 

Still, where women voted and held office, their status improved:
more women were accepted in universities, business, and the pro-
fessions. On occasion, women have decided elections—they kept
Perón in office and put in Jorge Alessandri in Chile. Some held high
office: Gabriela Mistral, the Nobel Laureate from Chile, was special
ambassador to the League of Nations and the United Nations;
Mexican writer Rosario Castellanos and Carmen Naranjo of Costa
Rica were ambassadors to Israel. But public status does not affect
women’s subordination in the family. A double standard still infects
customs like divorce and domestic responsibility, which change very
slowly. Argentinian women were not granted authority over their
children until 1985. And, according to one authority, “the Mexican
family is founded on two fundamental propositions: the unques-
tioned and absolute supremacy of the father and the necessary and
absolute self-sacrifice of the mother.”25

The Cuban Revolution of 1959 ushered in a new era, raising
hope and intensifying the struggle throughout Latin America.
Socialist states made the greatest efforts to abolish sex discrimination
in both law and practice. Fidel Castro is a paternalistic ruler, but the
government he established in 1959 included important female
guerrilla leaders like Haydee Santamaria and Nicaraguan Doris
Tijerino. The new constitution asserts: “Women have the same
rights as men in the economy, political and social fields as well as in
the family” (Article 43), and, in 1960, the government set up the
Federation of Cuban Women to integrate women into all aspects of
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the revolutionary process. The Federation of Women developed
into an independent, effective organ for mobilizing women and for
creating education and health programs, a strong literacy campaign,
vocational courses, children’s circles, schools for the directors of and
workers in these circles, literacy brigades, female militia, a Women’s
Improvement Plan, and the Ana Betancourt School for Peasant
Girls. Fourteen years after its founding, an astonishing 54 percent
of Cuban women were members of the federation.

In 1975 Cuba passed the best social legislation for women in
Latin America, a Family Code mandating that both sexes share
household labor and child care and giving women control of mater-
nity. But too few jobs, boarding schools, and daycare allow men to
maintain their old ways, and women still do most of the child care. 

In 1979 Nicaraguan socialists overthrew the dictator Anastazio
Somoza, who took the entire treasury of the country with him when
he fled to exile. From the start, Nicaraguan revolutionaries incor-
porated women in their movement at every level. Rural and urban
women fought Somoza as spies, organized communications net-
works, provided food and care, fought alongside male soldiers, and
filled high-ranking positions in the army. Guerrilla fighter Doris
Tijerino joined the Sandinista government after its victory in 1979,
and women occupied every level of job.

Although Cuba and Nicaragua have a tradition of machismo,
women in both countries made great gains. After the revolution, the
FSLN and the women’s movement worked together to write and
pass the most progressive laws guaranteeing women’s rights in the
hemisphere.26 But the unyielding hostility of the United States 
created severe economic problems for both countries, and outright
war in Nicaragua. In addition, there were indications that Sandin-
ista men were shutting women out of high-level government posts
even before economic pressure and armed intervention, backed by
the United States, toppled the Sandinista government in 1990. 

Obsessed with keeping socialism out of the Western hemi-
sphere, the United States forced the overturn of popularly elected
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socialist governments in Guatemala in 1954, Bolivia in 1971, Chile
in 1973, and Nicaragua from 1979 to 1990. It supported military
dictators who suppressed dissent in Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Uruguay,
Guatemala, and Argentina—all harsh regimes that unleashed
extreme state terrorism. Poor women are vulnerable in every socie-
ty, but middle-class Latin American women had always been con-
sidered outside the public realm, inviolable. The terrorism of this
period spared no one, however: men, women, children, even nuns
were attacked. Both the state and the rebels who opposed it were
imbued with macho ideology, notions of honor and dishonor that
allowed no alternative but death or victory. Women in guerrilla
movements had to accept this code. 

Some women supported rule by the elite. When Chile elected
Salvador Allende’s socialist government in 1970, 68.3 percent of the
women who voted opposed him. Between his election and his inau-
guration, elite women, dressed in black, surrounded the president-
ial palace and marched with a coffin bearing the words “Chilean
democracy, dead.” US corporations cut off shipments and loans to
Chile, the CIA fomented upheaval, and the Chilean right wing
warned of the erosion of traditional values and the “family.” Elite
Chilean women believed this propaganda and, frightened by severe
rationing, demonstrated against the government. One wealthy
woman, fearing expropriation of her estate, rode on horseback to
Santiago and stationed herself in front of the presidential palace in
a bathing suit—a “decent” Latin American Lady Godiva! She was
hailed by the conservative press as an “Amazon of Liberty.” Other
elite women organized marches in the streets of most Chilean cities
every month in the last years of the Allende government. El Poder
Feminino—Woman Power—is widely perceived as contributing to
Allende’s fall. 

When Augusto Pinochet and his military junta took power in
1973, they stressed women’s contribution to “the victory of demo-
cracy,” but demanded they return to their passive, self-sacrificing
roles. Facing widespread opposition, Pinochet and his clique estab-
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lished a terrorist regime that penetrated private life through inform-
ants.27 State terrorism is more extreme than rebel terrorism because
the state has more power at its disposal. Argentine and Chilean mil-
itary oligarchies placed entire segments of the population under sus-
picion—students, workers, intellectuals. A new word entered the
language—desaparecidos, the disappeared—people who had been
made to disappear, kidnapped, held without due process, tortured,
murdered. Yet the majority of the middle and upper classes, espe-
cially business people, supported Pinochet until 1981, when a
depression or recession injured them. Pinochet consistently held the
support of the military and their families, who comprise a separate
caste in Chile: well paid, privileged, and living in a world of their
own with separate schools and hospitals. When he resigned as head
of state, Pinochet continued as head of the country’s armed forces
and lived in luxury, even splendor.

The government of Argentina also caused people to disappear,
leaving their mutilated bodies in remote places. Argentine torturers
threw people out of airplanes over the sea, and hundreds of bodies
washed up on the beaches of Buenos Aires. Some people had to
endure “living death” in hidden camps. Both sexes were tortured,
but women were also raped, often in front of children. The
Argentine government took away babies born to young women in
prison and gave them to military families, then killed the mothers,
leaving grandmothers utterly bereft. Political parties and trade
unions collapsed or were driven underground; newspapers were
closed down and their editors imprisoned. Dissent was banned.

The courage of Latin American women shines forth in their
public opposition to these re p re s s i ve regimes. In the 1970s work i n g -
and middle-class women in Chile, Brazil, and Argentina organized
protest demonstrations and smuggled information about events out
of their countries. Many were killed for their acts. While male
Argentines averted their gaze and everyone else was silent, women
marched in a circle every Thursday afternoon in the main square of
Buenos Aires in front of the Casa Rosada, wearing kerchiefs stitched
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with names of disappeared children. These Mothers and
Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, women of the
Families of the Disappeared in Chile and El Salvador, demonstrat-
ed carrying photographs of lost children and other kin. In response,
Pinochet had sewage shot at them from high-pressure hoses. Over
the pope’s objections, Catholic clergy, for centuries an obscurantist
force holding Latin America in repressive control, helped to organ-
ize protest movements run largely by women. Associations of the
Relatives of Detained-Missing Persons sprang up in Chile to
demand information on over 10,000 desaparecidos taken between
1973 and 1983. 

Chilean women glued scraps of fabric to a backcloth to form
tapestries, or arpilleras, to tell the stories of torture, the missing, and
other horrors. Smuggled abroad, the arpilleras shamed Pinochet
before the world. Women’s unceasing efforts, despite mounting
government terrorism, turned world opinion against Pinochet: even
the United States urged him to step down. After he did so in 1990,
the Chilean populace defeated his hand-picked candidate. Brazilian
and Argentine groups were equally effective. A band of women
marching in a public space may not seem much of a weapon against
state terrorism, but the women of all the plazas helped to bring
down the governments of Argentina, Brazil, and Chile. 

Women in Literature

Courage is also needed to write books and articles that expose
oppressive regimes. Women who do so often work alone, without
the support even of their families, and are easy targets for
g ove r nment wrath. But in Latin America, for a woman merely to
write was an act of political rebellion requiring great fortitude.28

Latin America’s female literary tradition began in the late nine-
teenth century. One of its first writers, Gertrudis Gómez de
Avellaneda (1814–73), a Cuban, achieved some success in Spain as
a poet, dramatist, and novelist. Her best-known work was an 
abolitionist novel, Sab (1833), published in a Cuban journal. Her
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relatives withdrew most copies from publication, and it was omit-
ted from an 1869 edition of her complete works. Her novel, Two
Women (1842), was the first Latin American fiction to deal with
adultery. There is still no complete edition of her work.  

After independence (between 1900 and 1960), the consuming
i n t e rest of Latin American literature was a search for national identity,
which was presumed to be male. Indeed, the major concern of most
literature is to define humanness, or identity, and it is almost always
presumed to be male. In Latin America, men incorporated women
into the national identity as symbols of sweetness and emotion, in
allegories centered on female figures that represent a territory or a
quality. Women had trouble adapting to a tradition in which
women function only as poles of male experience. Some poets
adopted personae of the oppressed masses, but women were per-
sonally in no-win situations: to write freely they had to belong to a
bohemian group, but joining such groups alienated their families in
a culture in which the family was still the main social institution
and refuge. Women who dared to write freely suffered painfully iso-
lated personal lives. Their isolation reinforced the lack of self-
esteem so common to Latin American women, and many women
writers led anguished lives. Their pain appears in works like The
Diary of Helen Morley, and Rachel de Queiroz’s autobiographical
novel, The Three Marias (1985).

It is not possible to write against a prevailing current without
arguing with that current. Writers who offer a new vision must to
some degree be either reactive (which leads to accusations of didac-
ticism) or obscure. Latin American women writers had to challenge
men’s images of women or abandon the attempt to offer a new
vision. Most women simply wrote lachrymose odes to motherhood
or tired celebrations of national heroes. Women’s sexuality was
taboo in literature until the early twentieth century, and, even then,
it was easier for a man to write about female sexuality than for a
woman. Avant-garde men who emulated Parisian culture created a
Modernist movement; they liked sexually free intelligent women
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and accepted some in their ranks, mostly poets from the Southern
Cone (Uru g u a y, Argentina, Chile). Uruguayan poet De l m i r a
Agustini (1886–1914) adopted the persona of a child to speak bold-
ly about her sexuality.29 

Most Latin American women writers seem to have lived in
anguish, victims of the Latin American belief that “Mujer que sabe
latin, ni tiene marido ni tiene buen fín” (a woman who knows Latin
will find no husband and come to no good). Jean Franco describes
some women writers who paid for their achievement with tragic
lives: the Chilean Gabriela Mistral (1889–1957, born Lucilla
Godoy Alciaga), and the Argentinian Alfonsina Storni, both suc-
cessful journalists, and Julia de Burgos (1914–53), a Puerto Rican
poet.30

These three women we re educated in normal schools and became
teachers, m a e s t ra s expected to conform to a nun’s standards of celibacy
and purity. Mistral felt that women we re primarily mothers, that writ-
ing was a secondary form of creation for them. She had success as a
poet, but considered herself “m u t i l a t e d” because she had an unhappy
early love affair and never married. Her poems, many for children, cel-
ebrated the m a e s t ra. In 1924 she was invited to Mexico to part i c i p a t e
in a post-re vo l u t i o n a ry literacy campaign and produced a book of
readings for women preparing for motherhood that present public life
as a male province. Yet she also dealt with public themes: her nation-
alist poems about Chile did not traditionally glorify war but focused
on a journey: an Indian mother and child travel through Chile on foot
seeking their roots. This poem was ve ry different from anything her
near contemporaries, men like Pablo Ne ruda, we re writing.

Because Mistral celebrated her nation and seemed not to 
challenge gender stereotypes, she was acceptable to men and
became internationally famous. Representing Chile, she participat-
ed in League of Nations meetings and was consul to Italy; she even
won the Nobel Prize. But the honors she received may have been
based on a stereotyped reading of her work: an edition of her com-
plete poems published after she won the Nobel Prize was arranged
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by theme—on love, on nature, or for children, for example—and
her essays and correspondence have never been published. 

Storni, who was born in Switzerland but raised in Argentina,
escaped childhood poverty by becoming a maestra. A poet and well-
known journalist, she wrote on feminism and social issues; to
protest female subordination, she tackled the differences between
idealized images of Woman and actual women like herself.  In one
poem she compares herself with Baudelaire: the male poet, filled
with contempt and desire, confronts a femme fatale, while the fem-
ale poet toils to squeeze an atom of response or feeling from an
emotionally constipated man. In another, addressing a man who
imbibes all pleasures greedily yet wants a woman made of foam of
mother of pearl, she writes: “You want me white, / You who have
held all the wineglasses / In your hand / Your lips stained purple /
With fruit and honey.”31 Her love life was tormented; she had a child
outside marriage and committed suicide in 1938. The day of her sui-
cide, she wrote a letter to Buenos Aires newspapers that re i nforced
the myth that women who use their minds or talents outside the
domestic realm are damaged beings. Her poetry was never nat-
ionally acclaimed like Mistral’s, or, posthumously, like de Burgos’
works. 

The life of de Burgos, another schoolteacher from a poor fami-
ly, also buttressed the myth of the doomed woman artist: she had
an unhappy love affair, began drinking heavily, and died young in
penniless exile in New York. Writing from a wide range of experi-
ence but against the social and political conventions of her time, she
achieved no success in her lifetime and had to publish her work
herself. She craved independence and defended the humanity of
workers and blacks. After her death, she was nationally (but not
internationally) recognized, yet no complete edition of her work has
ever been published. A substantial collection, Obra Poética, was
published in 1961 by the Institute of Puerto Rican Studies. In her
most popular poem, “Great River of Loayza,” the persona begs to
be submerged in the protective embrace of the river: water is a fre-
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quent image in her poetry.
Franco calls these women’s texts “s c h i zo i d” because they alternate

between imitating male heroics and drowning in submission to
anatomy as destiny. Until re c e n t l y, howe ve r, Latin American
women writers had no language but that of religion to describe
body or emotion. The great Mexican artist Frida Kahlo (1910–54)
painted herself as twins, one adorned, the other naked; she also
painted her body (injured in a motor accident) penetrated by surgi-
cal instruments, or with her organs hanging outside her carcass, or
giving birth to herself. Her paintings are small next to her hus-
band’s, the muralist Diego Rivera. That they are equally magnifi-
cent has only recently been acknowledged.

Critics called the work of Rosario Castellanos (1925–74), a
Mexican poet, novelist, and feminist pioneer, sentimental, bitter,
domestic, and, most damning, feminine. Not until Castellanos died
did the poet José Emilion Pacheco write: “We were on guard in
defense of our privileges; naturally we did not know how to read
her.” Castellanos had a keen sense of social justice, and she did pub-
lic work on behalf of Indians and women. After writing a thesis,
“ On Feminine Cu l t u re,” for a master’s degree from the Na t i o n a l
Un i versity of Mexico in 1950, she returned home, gave the land
she had inherited to the Indians, and became a cultural pro m o t e r
for Chiapas. Her personal experience—disastrous marriage at thirt y-
two, two miscarriages, one son, a divo rce, and the exhilarating dis-
c ove ry of “becoming what one is” late in life—is subsumed in
dramatic monologes written in “a public voice brutally frank about
p r ivate pain”:32

Beyond my skin, deep in
my bones, I have loved.
Beyond my mouth and its words,
beyond the knot of my tormented sex.
I will not die of sickness
or old age, of anguish or of tiredness.

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N L AT I N A M E R I C A

• 1 8 7 •



I will die of love, surrender
to the deepest lap.
I will never be ashamed of these empty hands
or of this hermetic cell they call Rosario.
On the lips of the wind I shall be called
a tree of many birds.

Castellanos may be the most important Latin American woman
poet since Sor Juana: she wrote journalism and criticism, directed a
university press, taught Latin American literature at university level,
and was Mexican ambassador to Israel when she died. She was
buried in the national Rotunda of Illustrious Men in Mexico City.
Her work, which has had enormous influence, has recently been
given an excellent translation into English by Magda Bogin.33

The novel was the most problematic literary form for women.
Most Latin American males write “national allegories” in which a
male protagonist makes a journey of self-discovery that is also the
nation’s journey, in which women are moral poles in male experi-
ence. The only novel about the Mexican Revolution written by a
woman, Cartucho (Cartridge) by Nelly Campobello, is a tribute to
the mother of a supporter of revolutionary Pancho Villa. It does not
challenge gender stereotypes. Mexican women’s essays often cele-
brated revolutionary heroes, contributing to machismo and the glo-
rification of the caudillo. The Venezuelan Teresa de la Parra’s
Memories of Mama Blanca defends aristocratic values and criticizes
men while asserting female superiority. Like later women writers,
she saw nationalism and modernization as degradation. 

Many current writers use fantasy to suggest values and experi-
ence beyond the material surface of life. The Chilean Maria Luisa
Bombal uses dream and nightmare to suggest women’s impris-
onment in stereotypes. Her female characters cannot adapt to the
image and confinement required of them and go mad or live in fan-
tasy. Silvina Bullrich depicts Argentina as alienated and apathetic in
Reunión de dire c t o r i o. Luisa Va l e n z u e l a’s novels and brilliant
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Kafkaesque parables, Strange Things Happen Here, use surrealism to
describe the former political situation in Argentina. Isabel Allende
(a niece of the onetime Chilean president) disclaims political inten-
tions, but The House of the Spirits uses surrealism to exalt a “femi-
nine” approach to life and politics. Elena Poniatowska focuses on
Mexican history and traditions but tries to depict all Latin America,
to speak for those denied a voice who are struggling with poverty,
gender roles, physical handicaps, and class or racial discrimination.
The Nicaraguan Gioconda Belli, a university student during the
Somoza regime, writes revolutionary poems. Rosario Castellanos’s
novel Vespers portrays a woman inciting an indigenous uprising. 

Latin American women’s low self-image is implicit in the rarity
of their autobiographies. The few that exist describe public rather
than private struggles. The single exception is Victoria Ocampo, a
writer and publisher who was central to the innovative journal Sur,
which dominated the cultural life of Buenos Aires for several
decades. Ocampo broke taboos by having a long relationship with
a man she was not married to and by writing about it in her auto-
biography.

In recent decades, anthropologists used tape to re c o rd the life of a
subject, leading to a new autobiographical form, the t e s t i m o n i o. T h e s e
re c o rdings give the illiterate—many of them women—a vo i c e .3 4

Another sort of t e s t i m o n i o, I . . . Rigoberta Me n c h ú (1984), recounts the
experience of an indigenous woman who was politically persecuted in
Gu a t e m a l a .3 5 Menchú lived in a traditional agricultural community
that divided labor sexually. When Efrain Rios Mo n t t’s re p re s s i ve
g overnment launched a bloody campaign against dissidents in the
n o rt h west highlands, troops occupied Indian communities,
killing thousands of indigenous people, and the survivors had no
choice but to resist. Menchú’s family became prominent in the
resistance and, in a brief span, her brother, father, and mother were
killed. Priests who consoled her believed in liberation theology and
helped her to emancipate herself both as a woman and as a guerril-
lista. Menchú was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992. Recently,
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she has come under attack because her memoir is not strictly accu-
rate to her life. She had more education than she admitted, and the
events of her book are not always authentic. But the book is a mov-
ing and accurate depiction of the experience of Guatamalan Indians
in a repressive regime backed by the United States and waging war
on its own people.

In 1977 fem was founded, the first modern Latin American
feminist journal in Mexico to provide a pluralistic nonsectarian
approach. Latin American women writers highlight the extreme
economic inequality of their societies by focusing on indigenous
and working women, especially in biographies and bildungsromans.
A growing body of female literature deals with the concrete details
of women’s lives in cultures permeated by Catholic bigotry. Much
of it is satirical, like the work of Rosario Ferre, Cristin Peri Rossi,
Elena Poniatowska, and Luisa Valenzuela. Women show increasing
boldness in writing about politics and sex, especially in poetry, and
female sexuality is no longer taboo. Many do not like to be catego-
rized as women and repudiate North American feminism, but sev-
eral write strongly feminist poetry. Latin American women writers
like Allende, Valenzuela, and Poniatowska increasingly earn inter-
national recognition.  

Women in Latin America Today

Until the nineteenth century, three subcultures coexisted in Latin
America: indigenous, traditional, and modern.36 Indigenous cul-
tures are family-centered and tend to fatalism, a sacred/magical view
of the world. Such cultures appear wherever there are large popula-
tions of indigenes who were once mainly subsistence farmers. Few
indigenous cultures remain in Argentina, Chile, Brazil, Paraguay,
Uruguay, or the Caribbean. Only in Paraguay do Amerindians (the
Guaraní) play an influential role in shaping society, mainly because
Paraguay’s Iberian men were killed in wars and rural areas are dom-
inated by Amerindian women. 

Traditional cultures follow the old European patterns granting
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state and church authority over everyday life. Traditional people see
life in static terms and expect each generation to follow the same
path as the one before. Status is inherited, identity is conferred by
family membership, and sex roles are highly differentiated. Sexual
inequality, taken for granted, is backed by religion and law. Modern
cultures follow the capitalist-industrial model. They allow great
social mobility and expect status to be earned, not inherited. They
feature nuclear families and extreme individualism; they worship
science and rationalism, and progressively challenge sexual inequal-
ity. The ambience of each particular society is determined by its par-
ticular mix of these subcultures and the number of immigrants it
absorbed. 

European immigrants with anarchist, socialist, and communist
ideas catalyzed Latin American culture with their political ideas and
values: they urged education for everyone, regardless of sex. They
helped industrialize Latin America and are part of its urban work-
force, labor movement, and labor parties. They also helped to cre-
ate a climate of acceptance of women’s intellectual abilities. Today,
children are educated without regard to sex to the age of fourteen;
even at the university level the difference is small. In 1964–65 the
University of Buenos Aires graduated nearly as many women in law
and medicine, and over ten times the number of dentists, as United
States universities, and the percentage of women graduates in
Argentina surpassed those of the United States in almost every cat-
egory.37 Because state universities in Latin America charge only
nominal fees, women from humble as well as privileged back-
grounds are professionally trained in medicine, law, architecture,
dentistry, and biochemistry.

All Latin American countries, except Cuba, suffer from extreme
social and economic inequality because of the unequal distribution
of land: in 1965, 94 percent of the land was owned by 7 percent of
the people.38 Almost all wealth remains in the hands of a few
landowning and industrial elites. Because of this economic struc-
ture, independence in Latin America did not lead to political or
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economic independence, and the power elite has always needed
help from foreign powers (mainly Britain until the end of the nine-
teenth century, and the United States since then) to maintain its
dominance. The United States, which has claimed hegemonic
power since the 1823 Monroe Doctrine, consolidated it in wars
against Mexico and Spain, and in repeated military interventions in
Central America, Panama, Grenada, and elsewhere in the south. 

With this huge gap between poor and rich, most Latin Amer-
ican countries are extremely elitist. Men in every kind of society
fight fiercely to retain dominance over women, but men are most
adamant about it in highly elitist societies. Socialist societies are as
unjust, rigid, and obstructional as capitalist societies, but they make
some effort to redress the prejudice against women that, under cap-
italism, is treated as normal. Latin Americans continue to insist that
women’s place is in the home and that men alone belong in the
public sphere. Catholicism remains the dominant religion. North
American social scientists describe this situation ideologically, call-
ing Latin American women “marianist.” This term means that they
base their self-image on the Virgin; they are self-sacrificing, passive,
and forgiving; and they are morally and spiritually superior to men.
“Marianism” makes them suffer patiently their husbands’ infideli-
ties and overbearing machismo. Latin societies entertain a double
standard, divide women into categories of good and bad, and main-
tain a cult of virginity. But within the family, where women’s
decisions and feelings are respected, women have authority.

Women of the wealthier classes inherit property and manage
businesses. When elite women enter politics, they do not challenge
class privilege, but support it. Latin American political women dis-
like American feminism, believing that it focuses on the common-
ality of women’s interests and ignores class differences and conflicts.
Female solidarity across class lines is difficult because even socialist
women depend on servants. The daughters of the poor become ser-
vants, and the fortunate ones among them learn household skills
and attend school in the afternoons or evenings. Here, as elsewhere,
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domestic servants are sexually exploited; if employers refuse to let
the girls go to school, they become prostitutes or sink into destitu-
tion when they leave service. Males are servants too, but the vast
majority are female. Laws make a minimum wage, paid vacations,
and retirement plans mandatory for full-time workers, so people
hire two or more part-time maids to evade such costs. Servants fear
to press employers for compliance because they know they can eas-
ily be replaced. In another irony, a high level of professional partic-
ipation by women is paid for by the exploitation of poor women.
Women are caught in such contradictions because they bear the
entire burden of raising children.

The ove rwhelming majority of Latin American women work at
home in traditional female occupations: as dressmakers, typists,
hand or machine knitters, caterers, translators, accountants, teachers
of foreign languages or other subjects, haird ressers, baby sitters, nurs-
es, and re p a i rers of nylons or fine wool clothing. Elite women with
“c o n n e c t i o n s” sell luxuries like perfume, imported clothing, elec-
t ronic equipment, or haute couture f rom their apartments to eva d e
paying taxes. Professional women—lawyers, dentists, doctors—work
at home so they can oversee the household at the same time. 

Wages are low for everyone, and survival is increasingly precar-
ious for poor people in Latin America. As agriculture was mecha-
nized, women workers were excluded from it. Women migrated to
cities, mainly to become domestic servants. However, more are
entering industry in runaway shops; modern transport and
communications have made possible the phenomenon of the “glob-
al factory,” in which businesses hire workers, particularly women,
anywhere in the world they can pay pittances, often in Asia.
Electrical and electronic assembly enterprises clustered on the
United St a t e s / Mexico border hire mainly women, who are paid the
l owest wages of anyone in the work f o rce and provided with worse
w o rking conditions than men. Most transnational companies hire
only women, so men increasingly migrate to the United States. Wi t h
men absent or unemployed, women cannot form stable families. 
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A huge influx of people into cities has caused a crisis in housing
and every other aspect of life, including schools, sanitation, medical
care, air quality, and the availability and quality of water. After the
1970s, working-class women began forming squatters’ movements,
organizing around issues of housing and work and demanding gov-
ernment attention to their needs, especially in Peru, Argentina, and
Mexico. Like working women everywhere, they do two jobs, at
work and at home, but lack adequate child care and live in particu-
larly squalid conditions. 

Despite hardship in surviving, fertility levels are high in Latin
America because of early marriage and strong community pressure,
and because male-female power relations in macho societies make it
difficult for women to insist on family planning or contraception.
Affluent women have big families because servants care for them;
poor families have many children out of fear that few will survive to
adulthood. Infant mortality is very high, but varies by class and the
mother’s education: in the 1970s the rates for all classes of mothers
compared with those for educated mothers were 96:26 per thou-
sand in Argentina, 126:32 in Colombia, 125:33 in Costa Rica,
176:46 in Ecuador, and 207:70 in Peru. Although infant mortality
rates in Latin America have declined since the 1970s, they remain
high relative to the industrial world, and rural/urban and class dif-
ferences persist. 

Birth control is a loaded issue. Women’s traditional medical lore
taught methods of birth control and abortion, but peasant women
rarely used them because large families were an asset for farmers.
The Catholic Church opposes both with great fervor, but a rapid
increase in Latin populations led the United States to promote birth
control. Women are now expected to take a political and religious
stand as they make personal choices, complicated by the racial and
class factors. 

Children can provide additional labor or income (child labor is
illegal but common in Latin America), but survey after survey
shows that Latin American women favor small families. Since they
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continue to have large ones, the problem lies beyond them. Women
who are fully assimilated into the “modern sector,” in which chil-
dren are liabilities, not assets, have controlled their fertility. But
Latin governments are pro-natalist, especially in the Southern
Cone; fearing the burgeoning power of Brazil, they insist that their
countries would be stronger economically and militarily with
greater population growth. Government policies on birth control or
abortion shape women’s lives: most Latin American governments
have made abortion illegal except in cases of rape or incest or when
bearing a child threatens a woman’s life. Argentine women found
guilty of abortion are punished by one to four years in prison, and
a b o rtionists by up to ten. Adolescent death from self-induced or ille-
gal abortions is commonplace, and illegal abortion accounts for
30–50 percent of all maternal deaths. 

In socialist Cuba, education is free. Abortion, legal during the
first twelve weeks of pregnancy, is free for minors (who need
parental consent) and for women with three children or more.
Others must petition the Ministry of Health and pay if the right is
granted. Puerto Rico, a “showcase” for population control, bears the
questionable distinction of being the only country in the world that
has made over a third of its women of childbearing age sterile. The
United States assimilated Puerto Rico into its political and eco-
nomic sphere after the Spanish American War and transformed the
island into a tax haven for American corporations. Its policies
destroyed Puerto Rico’s rural economy. While improvements in
public health, sanitation, and medical care made Puerto Rico safe
for its new rulers, Puerto Rican mortality rates actually increased.
Americans blamed the population explosion that ensued on
Catholicism and male chauvinism, and set up a network of family
planning clinics. But abortion only upset the Catholic Church, so
the clinics claimed that Puerto Rican women “chose” sterilization.
But sterilization was often coerced, and Puerto Rico, claiming gen-
ocide, eventually took the case to the United Nations. 

No rth American observers find Latin American women depend-
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ent, subject to their parents’ authority. They in turn find North
American women selfish, individualistic, cavalier in their treatment
of the elderly, and lacking in a sense of family responsibility and loy-
alty. American feminists do not understand that Latin American
women see themselves primarily as part of kin-groups, not as indi-
viduals. North American social scientists who belittle Latin Amer-
ican feminists for stressing “women’s issues” do not understand that
such issues are vital everywhere, as quality of life issues.   

The most potent cultural influences on Latin American women
today are the mass media. The Mexican government censors even
government-subsidized films if they offend the military. Mexico
banned a Spanish version of Oscar Lewis’s Children of Sanchez for
depicting a family living in marginal poverty in Mexico City, not in
revolutionary idealism but jealous rivalry, and sternly dominated by
an emotionally remote father with a second family in a casa chica.
Growing political opposition to government censorship culminated
in 1968 in a student uprising, suppressed by a government mas-
sacre, at Tlatelolco.

Because the economic reality of Latin America today is interna-
tional, most Latin American governments are shifting away from
the nationalist rhetoric traditionally used by military governments:
national debt ties these countries to the International Monetary
Fund and economically powerful transnational corporations. Like
other Latin governments that are trying to “modernize” their coun-
tries, the Mexican government wants to sway people away from
reformist ideas toward deregulation, making scarcity the incentive
for people to work. Women, often the perpetuators of tradition, are
crucial to the modernization of the populace; as low-paid, margin-
al workers, they are also the target group for employment in new
industries. In this scenario, women must be modernized—that is,
they must adopt a work ethic. Mass media are the instruments of
this modernization.

In both North America and Latin America, women purchase
most of the fiction published. In Mexico, each volume in two pop-
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ular series of comic-strip novels aimed at women sells from 800,000
to a million copies every week, and more than one woman proba-
bly reads each copy. These books convey attitudes that are consid-
ered proper for their target audience. The bourgeois press, which
ensconces women in the domestic world, shapes the consciousness
of women of all classes; people always emulate the highest in status.
Glossy magazines or soap operas infrequently promote education or
emancipation, but, mainly, they encourage consumerism. They tar-
get women of the prosperous classes, but reach working-class
women with poor, ugly homes. Women immersed in such literature
often adopt the values of the dominant class and want bourgeois life
as depicted in fiction—sentimentalized, idealized. The demand
such fiction creates for material goods causes massive emigration
and looting sprees, and provides material for right-wing govern-
ment propaganda comparing the scarcity in socialist countries with
the wealth in the “free world.” Much popular culture stresses tradi-
tional roles and female subordination. Gender roles are the major
theme of popular media. One element missing from all popular cul-
ture directed at women is the idea of female solidarity.

*   *   *

Most Latin American countries achieved limited independence in
the international sphere. To maintain class supremacy and great
economic disparity, their ruling classes bound themselves first to
foreign powers, then to transnational corporations with no local
loyalties, and eventually to the International Monetary Fund, which
is bent on maintaining Western dominance. To keep people poor
and quiet, they welcomed dictators. Latin American countries are
now ripped by severe poverty, social unrest, and guerrilla move-
ments. In such a climate, whatever men’s sympathies, “women’s is-
sues” are usually deferred, considered less critical than “men’s is-
sues.” Women’s awareness of this truth, and of their common
ground, is growing in Latin America. 
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Today, Latin American societies place less emphasis on race and
ethnicity, but class differences remain huge. Working-class women
tend to unite with working-class men to challenge and try to change
their societies, which assign privilege by birth to a chosen few.
Middle-class women have an investment in maintaining inequality
because they are held completely responsible for rearing children, a
job assigned to them by men, which they in turn assign to lower-
class women. Men have always been able to ignore class lines to
achieve male solidarity when they are opposing women. Latin
American women, like most women over the ages, are slow to break
class ties (which are also family ties) to form solidarity with other
women. But without solidarity, women cannot change their lot.
Only a few middle-class Latin Americans have seen through the
delusions of class, and many of these women are feminists. 
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C H A P T E R  6

A N T I - I M P E R I A L  

R E V O L U T I O N  I N  I N D I A

I T IS IMPOSSIBLE TO MAKE BROAD GENERALIZATIONS about the
huge, sprawling, diverse territory of Southern Asia. To make it

comprehensible, writers divide India into an Aryan-Indo-European
north and a Dravidian south, into Hindu and Muslim cultures.
Social arrangements in northeastern India are similar to those in
Southeast Asia; those of northwestern India resemble those of west-
ern Asia, yet all these sections speak Indo-European languages and
have mainly Muslim populations.1 In addition, various tribal soci-
eties are scattered throughout South Asia from the Himalayas to the
Malabar coast. Tribal societies resisted integration into either Aryan
or Dravidian social frameworks until the twentieth century. This
chapter cannot do justice to India’s variety; it will focus on the more
cohesive north and Hindu culture, and the past and present of
Indian women.

For centuries, India was ruled by invaders. Turkish Muslims de-
feated the Rajputs in 1192, taking over most of northern India.
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England began to trade with India on the last day of 1600, when
Queen Elizabeth I signed a charter granting a monopoly over east-
ern trade to the new East India Company. In 1613 India allowed
Britain to found a trading post on the northwest coast: a year later
the first cargo of Indian cotton and indigo reached London.  After
that, England grabbed Indian raw materials—silk, cotton, sugar,
indigo—for its factories and shipped manufactured goods back to
Indian markets.2 Some historians claim that England wanted just to
trade, that it colonized India almost by accident. But English
traders attacked Indian and European trading rivals, and after
Emperor Aurungzeb died in 1707 and the Mughal Empire, cleft by
internal warfare, gradually collapsed, Britain, perhaps the strongest
military and economic power in the world, reached out for control
under the aegis of the British East India Company.

This period is often called the Raj (a Hindi word meaning sov-
ereignty). The term denotes both rule by the East India Company
in India (which ended in 1858) and rule by the British crown and
Parliament (which ended in 1947). By seizing strategic positions in
the interior and in areas ringing it, Britain ruled nearly half of India,
influencing the native princes who governed the rest. Some Indian
leaders were women—Ahilyabi Holkar of Indore; Begum Samra, a
widow with an estate east of Delhi; and Mamola Begam of Bhopal.
Each, educated by her father or her husband, assumed power and
gained her subjects’ approval by military leadership, judicial skills,
and administrative talents.3 To serve as an administrator,
Englishmen had to know Greek and Latin but nothing about India;
they managed their regions incompetently and erratically. The am-
bitions of the British military precipitated a suicidal mission to
Afghanistan (one man survived out of 16,000), the annexation of
the Sikh-ruled Punjab (rebellious to this day), and the “Great
Mutiny” of 1857. In this revolt, sepoys (Indian soldiers under
British command) rebelled, backed by Muslims and Hindus with
their own agenda. Britain quashed the mutiny, but, in its wake, the
British East India Company was dissolved in 1858. 

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 2 0 0 •



The Raj   
After assuming responsibility for Indian affairs, the British govern-
ment conquered by dividing. It disarmed the populace and reor-
ganized the army: it assigned men of different ethnic or religious
backgrounds and no common cause to each unit, and Europeans
commanded most of these units and the heavy artillery. Rulers of
small princedoms kept their hereditary rights and possessions if they
ceded control over all external affairs. To pay for their regime, the
British levied a tax on even the poorest people of half the rental
value of their land. When Indians protested, the British argued that
the assessments were lower than those of earlier rulers. Those
regimes could never collect the taxes they levied, however; the
British did. They spent little on health, welfare, or education, devot-
ing most of the revenue to courts, police, and, especially, the army.
Moreover, the British used the Indian army in their own wars in
Burma (now Myanmar), Afghanistan, and China. Indian resources
were used not to improve Indian life but to support institutions that
repressed the local population or to pay the salaries of English
administrators and military men, dividends to East India Company
stockholders, or interest on debt held mainly by Englishmen. The
English drained India of its wealth.

Perhaps the most injurious part of the Raj was England’s eco-
nomic policy. As it did with all its colonies, Britain passed laws to
prevent India from exporting manufactures, forcing it to absorb
British goods. This system undermined India’s own handicraft
industries. Many villages had long survived on handicrafts, many
created by women. Now people had to farm, in a country already
too populous for its land. Before the British appropriation, India
was poor, regularly swept by famine and epidemic. But under
British rule, it suffered the worst famines in its history: 15 million
people died in famines between 1877 and 1900. Bengal was a rich
cotton-producing area with advanced manufacturing skills—it built
warships, for instance. But the British, wanting to raise opium to
sell in China, took over its farmland and destroyed its agriculture.
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Bengal (now Bangladesh and Calcutta) became one of the poorest
spots on earth. 

Re venues extracted from India made England rich, but Br i t i s h
g overnors of India knew that En g l a n d’s domination could not last.
They wanted to create stru c t u res to protect English settlers and com-
m e rce when it ended.4 To accomplish this end, Britain suppre s s e d
internal warf a re, improved sanitary and medical facilities, built rail-
ways,  roads, and irrigation works, and, in 1833, introduced We s t e r n -
style education. Many Hindus welcomed Western education, but
Muslims did not want their religious-based system displaced by a sec-
ular Western system. After the 1880s, when England established civil
s e rvice examinations and let Indian men compete for positions in
a d m i n i s t r a t i ve bureaucracies, to reject Western education meant fore-
closing access to prestigious jobs. Hi s t o r i c a l l y, Hindus and Mu s l i m s
had been rivals; when Muslims, the former ruling class, saw yo u n g
Hindu clerks surpassing them, animus intensified. 

In 1852 a remarkable meeting was held in Bombay of Parsis,
Muslims, Hindus, and Jews. The Bombay Association then peti-
tioned the British government for moderate reforms, mainly Indian
participation in administrative and judicial affairs. The association
tried to use the conqueror’s political and philosophical weapons for
its own ends, believing this approach more effective than resorting
to arms. In this way it foreshadowed the Indian National Congress,
which was established in 1885. Feeling nationalist pressure, the
British decided to grant a degree of representative government and
allowed a few elected Indians to sit on the Viceroy’s Legislative
Council in 1861. But early in the twentieth century the dictatorial
policies of the viceroy, Lord Curzon, provoked a nationalist cam-
paign, a boycott of British goods, and a revival of Indian industries.
The Muslim League was founded in 1905, and in 1907 nationalist
fervor split the Indian National Congress—weakening Indian unity.
But in 1909 the British allowed nonofficial (and not necessarily
elected) majorities to sit on the legislative councils of the Indian
provinces. 
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Like all dominators, the British had to justify their rule—and
they sought grounds that would persuade Indians, British citizens,
and the English ruling class. Many British officials confused tech-
nological and military superiority for moral and racial superiority,
and Britons soon saw India and Africa as the “white man’s burden.”5

Convinced of the superiority of their moral standards and behavior,
Britons set out to reform India. A major vindication of their rule
was to “improve” Indian women’s lives.6 Some scholars think the
British focused on women to impugn Indian men’s “masculinity”
and ability to control their women. But British scrutiny of Indian
customs, rituals, and treatment of women produced perhaps the
largest ethnographic study ever made of one culture by another.

The first attempt in this analysis was made in 1772, before
Britain appropriated India, by Governor General Wa r ren Ha s t i n g s .
He ord e red texts governing Hindu society to be chosen, translated,
and proclaimed authoritative in all “p e r s o n a l” matters. Br a h m i n
scholars we re only too happy to re s u r rect the law of Manu and
h a ve it imposed on all Hindu groups. The same “s e rv i c e” was re n d-
e red the Muslims—the s h a r i’ a was translated and codified as the
s u p reme law of Muslims—although many Muslims continued to
f o l l ow local custom on marriage, divo rce, inheritance, and the
rights of women. 

Sati, Widow Remarriage, and Women’s Rights

One custom the English wanted to eradicate was sati (suttee), the
burning of widows on their husbands’ funeral pyres. Widows usu-
ally remarried until the Mauryan Era (322–200 BC), when Manu
decreed that “nowhere is a second husband permitted to respectable
women.” Upper-caste Hindus soon held that marriage was for
life—for women, who could not divorce or remarry if widowed.
Niyoga (levirate marriage), the forced appropriation of a childless
widow by her husband’s brother, had been practiced, but it faded
during the Gupta Era (sixth century), and the emperor Akbar
banned it in areas under Mughal control.
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By the Middle Ages, higher castes had extended the rule even to
children whose marriages were not consummated—which led to
many virgin widows twelve or thirteen years old. In such cases, the
family—the girl’s parents, brothers, or in-laws—had to support her
for the rest of her life, and she had to live as a sati (virtuous woman):
sleeping on the ground, eating one plain meal a day—without
honey, meat, wine, or salt—and avoiding ornaments, colored gar-
ments, and perfumes. She had to spend her life fasting, praying, and
performing rites for her husband. Any breach of this discipline
brought extreme social opprobrium, rebirth in unhappy circum-
stances, and danger to the man’s soul and next life. A widow’s mere
existence was inauspicious: considered a bad omen, she was denied
the right to attend festive or religious occasions.

It is unclear how and when immolation began: not even Manu
urged widows to kill themselves.7 The first written mention is a rec-
ommendation in a third-century text, but sati did not gain legiti-
macy until after the Muslim invasions. Stories were told about
courageous Hindu widows committing jauhar (mass suicide) after
their husbands were killed in battle by Muslim invaders. But sati
was not always a voluntary courageous act: not only were widows
forced to live cruel lives but tremendous pressure was placed on
them to throw themselves on their husbands’ funeral pyres. Many
satis were involuntary. By 1000 BCE, sati was an ideal for
Kshatriyas and the practice was spreading to Brahmins. 

In late eighteenth-century Bengal, sati took hold with particu-
lar ferocity: families drugged widows, tied them to the bodies of
their dead husbands, and forced them into the fire with bamboo
sticks. They devised an elaborate rite invoking Kali, in which a
widow dressed as a bride entered the flames with fanfare acclaiming
her for conferring glory on her natal and conjugal families. Of the
women burned, 55 percent came from the upper classes, and 45
percent from upwardly mobile lower-caste families. For many fam-
ilies, sati led to social status and a reputation for virtue, but male
fear and hatred of women was an important factor in it.8
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Customs like subjugation, seclusion, and the denial of rights of
divorce, remarriage, and property occurred mainly in the higher
castes, which could afford to provide for widows. For peasant
women, Hindu or Muslim, purdah was an impossible luxury, and
remarriage by widows was widely accepted. But why was the suicide
of women—who, presumably, were loved—demanded? Why did
even feminist Indian commentators try to “explain away . . . defend
. . . rationalize” the custom?9 It is as painful for women as for men
to confront a male hatred for women that is as old as patriarchy.
Other societies we have examined—Japan and China, for
instance—allowed women no escape from oppression but suicide.
Other societies also forbade widow remarriage. But sati was unique. 

After the British abolished sati in 1829, Indians exalted it even
more: widows who expressed even the faintest inclination to com-
mit it, but later wavered, were dragged to the flames kicking and
screaming. But many did not have to be dragged: in a society in
which a widow’s lot was humiliating and miserable, and suicide
(even of this painful sort) brought her glory and praise, it was not
entirely undesirable. As sati grew more popular, men changed reli-
gious myth to justify it, assimilating the protective goddess Chandi
with Kali, the unpredictable, punitive mother worshiped mainly by
marginal groups like thieves and prostitutes. The bifurcation of
Chandi into Durge, the protector, and Kali, the punisher, gave rise
to a new theory: men’s deaths were their wives’ faults. These wives
had performed ritual poorly, refusing to make full use of their enor-
mous powers to manipulate natural events and protect men. So
widows created their own fate. 

Blind to their own practices, the British judged India by Karl
Ma rx’s statement that a society’s treatment of women was the prime
indicator of its level of civilization, and they became obsessed with
raising Indian women’s status. Early nineteenth-century anthro p o l o-
gists observed that tribal women we re not constricted by many 
regulations on premarital sex, bans on divo rce, or marked pre f e re n c e
for males. (Cu r rent studies, in contrast, do not show tribal peoples
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to be egalitarian.) Western-educated Indian men in the 1800s want-
ed to eradicate sati, child marriage, polygyny, and purdah, and they
urged the British to pass corre c t i ve laws. They promoted female 
education and widow remarriage and raised awareness of women’s
lot, but they did not consider women men’s equals or want them to
be independent, legally, economically, or socially. Having abolished
sati, the British tried to advance widow remarriage, raise the mar-
riage age, modify purdah, suppress temple prostitution, and build
health and education facilities for women. But most Indians ignore d
British laws and followed traditional customs.

Their reforms broadened the options for elite women, who
were able to benefit from education and dramatically—if slowly—
began to enter the professions. Reform movements sprouted in
some localities and, by the end of the nineteenth century, spanned
the nation, most led by upper-caste men or men of classes allied
with Britons. Seeing that reform justified British rule, they were also
concerned about Indian social conditions. Some nationalist groups
advocated change to prepare people for self-rule. But Britain
dragged its feet in acknowledging even the modest demands of the
Indian National Congress, and its cautious, corporate approach to
independence was discredited at century’s end.

During the Raj, the British introduced a multitude of new prac-
tices: industry, especially in textile manufacture; cash cropping
(raising crops for export rather than subsistence and local markets)
and modernized agriculture; modern communications—railways,
telegraph, printing presses; government by a bureaucracy chosen
partly by educational achievement and supported by systematic tax-
ation, legal codes, and military power; and Western educational 
systems and ideas—individualism, democracy, progress through sci-
ence, and equality before the law. All these ideas can raise women’s
status, but, as we have seen, they are rarely so used. The subject has
not been thoroughly studied, but in India these innovations appar-
ently eroded the economic position of lower-caste women.
Competition from machine-made textiles and the power loom
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damaged their traditional work of weaving, spinning by hand on
the charka, and doing hand embroidery. In the early stages of
industrialization, many women and children were hired, but were
then dismissed mainly because labor laws passed from 1881 to 1911
limited the hours women could work and banned the employment
of children.10

Some tribes owned property communally. Women in matrilin-
eal groups in South India, for instance, could ask for maintenance
from separated husbands according to joint-family ownership of
land; but once British law invested absolute ownership of private
property in male heads of household, their rights ended. The Brit-
ish imposed ancient Hindu law on groups not formerly governed by
it, annulling the rights women possessed even in patrilineal and
p a t r i a rchal regions. British administrators ove r rode Mu s l i m
women’s inheritance rights, disregarding Muslim law and harming
lower-caste women. Restoration of Islamic law later became a
nationalist issue for urban Muslims.  

Yet British colonial officials made what they saw as Indian
women’s degradation into a major ideological foundation for Brit-
ish rule in India. They passed laws expected to benefit women, but
also set in stone the Brahmanic Laws of Manu, which before the
Gentoo Code of 1772 had been applied flexibly. In ignorance of
Indian customs and of the complexity of competing legal systems in
India, they reduced the flexibility inherent in customary law.
Ironically, they created an extensive system to enforce a legal code
that further restricted women’s independence, right to property, and
control over their children. 

Women’s Education in the Colonial Period, c. 1857–1950  

Missionaries and philanthropists built Western-style girls’ schools.
The first was founded in Calcutta in 1820 by David Hare, a watch-
maker who was influenced by European rationalist philosophy.
With an explicit evangelical mission, missionaries for a time drew
students only from the lower castes. In response, Indian groups
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suspicious of the missionary agenda opened girls’ schools to stop
conversion. The first school to attract high-caste women was es-
tablished in Calcutta in 1849 by Vidyasagar, with the help of J.E.D.
Bethune, one of the Governor General’s Council, and was called
Bethune School (later College). Girls’ schools were supported by
individuals, reform societies, missionaries, and, after 1854, by mod-
est grants from the Indian government. In 1882 there were 2697
educational institutions for females in India: most were primary
schools, but there were also eighty-two secondary schools, fifteen
normal schools, and one college, with a total of 127,066 students.11

The graduates of these schools, a tiny fraction of India’s women,
became the next generation of leaders of social reform movements.

After the fall of the Mughal Empire, Muslim reformists blamed
the collapse on Islam’s rigid traditionalism—conservatives consid-
ered military defeat divine punishment for moral laxity. An impor-
tant reformer, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan, held British weapons and
the British educational and judicial system responsible for the
Mughal defeat and British rule. He admired Western technology
and ideas, especially science, and tried to inject them into Muslim
intellectual life, while defending the Islamic social system from
Western criticism. He began reform-oriented exegetical studies of
the Qur’an and Hadith, and in 1875 he founded Aligarh University
to teach Western science in a Muslim context. But he was less eager
to reform laws governing women.

Ac k n owledging that the Qu r’an mandated neither purdah nor deny-
ing females education, Khan wanted men to be educated first, especially
in Western subjects. He felt female education should emphasize m o r a l
and spiritual values, and did what he could to hinder radical re f o r m-
ers who wanted women too to be exposed to Western ideas. Not until
the twentieth century we re schools founded for Muslim girls, with
some Western studies. Since these schools opened over men’s opposi-
tion, they we re especially strict about upholding purdah and stre s s i n g
family traditions, obedience, and authority. Male students, in con-
trast, we re encouraged to re i n t e r p ret tradition. 
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Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain (1880–1932) has been called the
“first and foremost feminist” of Muslim society in Bengal. Born to
a conservative father who became wealthy as a landlord, she was
taught secretly by her older brother to read and write, then married
a supportive man. Hossain gradually liberated herself and went to
work in a school for Muslim girls. In 1911 she started the first
Muslim girl’s school in Calcutta, and introduced adult literacy pro-
grams for both Hindu and Muslim women. She also founded the
Association of Muslim Women. She wrote a book about the stifling
life at one school for girls. Explaining that Muslims did not want
girls (who had to travel to reach school) to be seen, the school
devised a special bus, without windows but with two blocks of lat-
ticework, three inches wide and eighteen inches long, above the
front and back doors. The first time the bus was used, the airless
heat and darkness in the metal box made the children ill. The Eng-
lishwoman who ran the school opened the lattices and hung c o l o re d
c u rtains over the openings. Still it was too hot, and the girls fainted,
had headaches all day, and vomited. Pa rents complained, and many
took their daughters out of the school. Muslim men wrote the
school letters signed “Brothers-in-Islam,” objecting to the curtains
because, they said, breezes blew them open and violated purdah
rules. They threatened to close the school if this problem was not
corrected.

A decade before Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland, Hossain
also wrote a utopian feminist fantasy, Sultana’s Dream (1905),
which reversed the position of Muslim women and men.12 Women
move freely in a garden-city that has been cleaned and made mos-
quito- and mud-free (mud and mosquitoes were serious problems
in Hossain’s India) by solar energy and harnessed rain clouds, sys-
tems invented by women. After a general war, which women won
using concentrated light (lasers), men retreated to their houses.
They now live in seclusion, so the streets are crime-free. Society is
s e g regated, but women allow men a wider circle of social intercourse
than Muslim men allowed women, letting them see eve n
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distant cousins. The men, used to confinement, cook, tend babies,
and do domestic work. But women also spend time with their chil-
dren and cook because they enjoy it and their blooming world.
When Hossain’s husband read the manuscript of Sultana’s Dream,
he cried, “What a terrible revenge!” This is a staggering statement:
he was saying that to impose the same restrictions Muslim women
suffered on men would be “terrible revenge.” Did that mean that
restrictions on women were revenge on them?

At the turn of the century, a mere 725 of In d i a’s millions of
women worked in the pro f e s s i o n s .1 3 Men who had pre v i o u s l y
s u p p o rted reform began to oppose it when a few literate women
challenged the authority of men over women. Ne ve rtheless, the
p ercentage of literate women slowly grew—from 0.9 percent in
1901 to 3.4 percent in 1941. By 1936 over 3 million Indian girls
and women were studying in 38,262 schools, in contrast to approx-
imately 100,000 in 1882. 

Little is known about women’s economic activities during the
colonial period, but Ramusack writes that some elite women in
Bengal were zamindarins (landholders), with varying degrees of
authority over their estates. Most elite women who worked for pay
were in professions that catered to women. Some commoner
women became we a l t h y, mainly as courtesans, especially in
Lucknow. They maintained a traditional elite culture and earned
enough to buy property and pay taxes. Some women worked in
manufacturing, most making jute, matches, and textiles. But then
as now, the vast majority of women worked in agriculture. The
most visible to the English were the women laboring on tea and cof-
fee plantations. Most women laborers were not included in statisti-
cal surveys. Women also worked inside the zenana (the women’s
part of the house) processing food—cleaning or grinding grain.

Western Women in India

Accounts of British colonialism that mention women at all usually
place responsibility for the deterioration of the colonial relationship
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on them. One colonial governor, David Lean, said: “It’s a well-
known saying that the women lost us the Empire. It’s true.” The
myth is familiar: pure, “vulnerable” European women aroused lust
in indigenous men, creating a barrier between them and their white
rulers.14 But this time it had a twist: English wives displaced the loc-
al concubines, severing Englishmen’s connection to their mentors in
indigenous culture. Wives distracted men from their responsibili-
ties; those who isolated themselves from Indian culture were guilty
of racism. 

At first, the East India Company tried to avoid the expense of
shipping Englishwomen to India and encouraged its employees to
take Indian wives and concubines. By the turn of the century, more
“ h a l f - c a s t e s” or “Eu r a s i a n s” than Britons worked for the company,
which then tried to limit Eurasians in the civil service. One Br i t i s h
woman, Fanny Pa rkes, the wife of the collector of customs at Allaha-
bad, came in 1822 and “immediately plunged into the rich texture
of Indian life: she celebrated Hindu festivals, learned Persian, playe d
the sitar and made vast collections of Indian insects, fossils, re l i g i o u s
icons, and animal skulls.” Romantic and adve n t u rous, she toured the
c o u n t ry without her husband on an Arab horse. She wore Tu rk i s h
t rousers, slept in tents, ord e red her servants about in fluent
Hindustani, and, with a native crew, sailed for fifty-one days up the
Jumna River to Agra to pitch a tent near the Taj Ma h a l .1 5

After Britain took India from the company in 1857, it sent
women to India and created a sizable European community
(though men always outnumbered women). As the Br i t i s h
a p p roached complete conquest, their moral tone grew sanctimonious
and they charged women with maintaining the new morality. T h e
large number of English women permitted the British to create an
exclusive society within the alien culture. Wives and hostesses main-
tained the hierarchy in embattled circumstances, creating social dis-
tance from  “inferior peoples” by elaborate rituals.16 Independent-
minded women condemned these colonial customs, but most
Eu ropean women patriotically supported the imperial state. 
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British m e m s a h i b s b rought mid-Victorian piety, pru d e ry, and
Christian superiority, sitting “behind silver teapots, corseted,
Christian and correct, dressing and behaving exactly as they would
have in England, unanimously agreeing that the sooner the natives
could be decently clothed and converted the better.”17 A prime
example, Charlotte, Lady Canning, believed that Indians should be
converted to Christianity by missionaries and often visited mission
schools to spur them on.  

Not all European women in India were upper class. Women
able to find neither work nor husbands, partly because so many
men migrated to the colonies, followed them, from prostitutes to
doctors. Most found work as domestic servants, though many were
missionaries. Female missionaries pioneered zenana education,
teaching upper-caste Indian women at home, others at schools.
Zenana education, begun in Bengal in the 1820s, consisted mainly
of reading, writing, and enough arithmetic to manage household
accounts, but it also included Bible stories and embro i d e ry.
Teaching girls in schools was a problem because the trip to the
school required abandoning or modifying purdah and relaxing
Hindu purity/pollution rules. Parents removed girls from school at
about the age of ten to marry. But missionaries were persistent: in
1869 an American Methodist, Isabella Thoburn, took in pupils in
Lucknow, laying the foundation for the first Christian college for
Indian women. 

Since British women were barred from medical schools until
1870 or so, the first woman physicians in India were American.
Clara McSwain from Pennsylvania Medical College for Women
went to India in 1870; a host of others soon followed, including Ida
B. Scudder, who built a major medical complex at Vellore in South
India. Confined Indian women were treated through intermediar-
ies, who listed their symptoms for male doctors, sometimes using a
doll to describe them. Women giving birth were attended by mid-
wives, “untouchable” because they handled a polluting element,
blood, the afterbirth. Two English woman doctors came to India in
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the 1890s. These pioneers added medical education to curricula,
and Indian women began to study medicine, mainly obstetrics and
gynecology. Bengali Brahmo women studied new delivery methods
emphasizing sanitation to use with relatives and friends. 

As Western medicine spread in India, women came to dominate
obstetrics and gynecology, reversing the pattern of the West, where
male gynecologists gradually eradicated female midwives. Un-
fortunately, Indian female physicians joined men in denigrating the
abilities of midwives, who remained the only medical resource for
the vast majority of Indian women. But elite women were increas-
ingly treated by Indian women doctors with Western training.
Paradoxically, Indian women were professionally trained because of
purdah: they were needed to treat confined women. 

European women initiated or catalyzed nineteenth-century
Indian reform movements. Margaret Cousins (1878–1954), an
Irish feminist theosophist, organized a delegation to petition for the
vote and co-founded the Women’s Indian Association. Whatever
English-speaking women did—collaborated with Indian women,
listened to them, or insensitively imposed their own ideas and atti-
tudes—they invariably stirred things up. Missionaries had not been
able to convert elite women to Christianity: most converts came
from marginal Hindu groups—lower castes and widows. But mis-
sionary activities spurred Indian men, who feared women might
convert, to establish schools for them. In 1828 a Bengali Brahman
reformer, Ram Mohan Roy, founded a rationalist Hindu society, the
Brahmo Samaj, in Calcutta. In the 1870s Brahmo Samaj built a
Victorian Institution and the Brahmo Girls School; the Hindu Arya
Samaj set up Kanya Mahavidyalaya in Jullunder, Punjab; and
Muslims opened a girls school within the boys school at Aligarh.    

The Gandhi Era

From the first, the Indian National Congress claimed to speak for
all India, although its members were graduates of the University of
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Calcutta—a narrow class of professional men trained as lawyers,
teachers, doctors, and journalists. It included no women and few
Muslims. (The Muslims formed their own Muslim League.) After
the First World War the Congress tried to include men of other
classes, but the Untouchables complained that it represented only
caste Hindus and ignored their grievances. The Congress attacked
Britain for aggravating Indian poverty by huge spending for mili-
tary purposes, draining profits from India to London, and ruining
Indian industry by means of economic policies. It demanded that
Britain employ more Indians in higher administrative ranks and
develop representative political institutions in India. 

India contributed greatly to the Allied cause during the First
World War, hoping, like suffragists, for recognition of its efforts
afterward. Instead, after severe famine and epidemics, including an
influenza epidemic that killed 13 million people, the British pro-
mulgated the India Act of 1919, which enfranchised a tiny minor-
ity of male landowners (about 3 percent of the population) and
required them to vote as part of a constituency—as Hindus,
Muslims, Sikhs, or landowners. They introduced the principle of
“dyarchy,” ceding education and health to Indian control, but leav-
ing government firmly in British hands, although Indians now had
a majority in the Legislative Assembly. England adopted a harshly
repressive governing policy.

Indians erupted in protest campaigns and hartals (general
strikes) across the country, which the government quashed puni-
tively. The Punjab was a center of unrest—a number of Europeans
had been attacked there, making officials, who remembered the
Mutiny of 1857, extremely nervous. In April 1919 the British sent
General Dyer to Amritsar with a small force; he banned public
meetings, but a huge crowd, including many women and children,
gathered on open land called Jallianwala Bagh. Some came intend-
ing to defy the ban, but others had come in from the countryside
for the annual horse fair and were unaware of it. On April 13 Dyer
blocked the exit from Jallianwala Bagh with soldiers and opened fire
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on the crowd without warning. In this notorious Amritsar
Massacre, the troops fired for ten minutes without stopping, killing
almost 400 people and wounding over a thousand.   

Eighteenth-century India had less ethnic, linguistic, or cultural
unity than Europe’s nation-states. Only under Asoka in the third
century BCE and under the Mughals had a single ruler unified a
large segment of India. Nationalism, the belief that the state
deserves primary citizen loyalty, is a fairly modern Western concept
that did not really exist until the nineteenth century—although
most people felt loyalty to a family, clan, city, or religious faith.18

Nationalism, however, became colonized people’s most successful
ideological tool against imperialism. Gandhi managed to unify
much of India through nationalism. 

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, deeply influenced by his pious
Hindu mother, had studied in England and practiced law for twen-
ty years in South Africa. There he campaigned against the country’s
racist treatment of Indians. He had developed a philosophy of
resistance, partly by observing woman suffragists protesting in
London. Believing that violence breeds violence and that ends do
not justify means, he invented a technique of mass action called
satyagraha—a loving standing-firm. Often translated as “passive” or
“nonviolent” resistance, it literally means “soul force” or “the power
of truth.” Its success depended on the courage of masses of Indians
to refuse to obey British orders even when facing their guns, and on
Gandhi’s belief that the English conscience, sensitized by a long tra-
dition of humane philosophy, would not permit the massacre of
thousands of unarmed protesters. The British did kill many
resisters, but in the end Gandhi’s gamble proved correct—and he
always stood in the front lines. 

Gandhi returned to India in 1914 and, believing that the Allies
were really fighting autocratic militarism, he supported them,
against his pacifist principles, in the Great War. But when the Brit-
ish ushered in the repressive regime that unleashed the Amritsar
Massacre, he took a stance of noncooperation and persuaded the
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Indian National Congress to follow him. A pacifist who insisted on
religious tolerance, he drew support across sectarian lines, even
from the Muslim League. He launched his first civil disobedience
campaign in 1922, but canceled it when he discovered that some
groups were behaving violently. In the 1920s Motilal and Jawaharlal
Nehru—father and son, wealthy, educated, principled Hindus who
admired Gandhi—joined the nationalist movement.

The British had no idea how to deal with Gandhi. Britain had
levied a salt tax, which brought in considerable revenue. But some
independent Indian states had great salt lakes where Indians could
get salt free. To keep them from smuggling it into British India, the
British built a customs barrier, a thick, high prickly pear hedge
1500 miles long, manned by 12,000 inspectors and tax collectors.19

To protest the tax and the hedge, Gandhi led a throng on a “march
to the sea” to fill pans with sea water and let it evaporate, breaking
the law granting the government a monopoly on salt-making. He
also led boycotts of state liquor shops. His inclusive, unifying vision
healed the split between moral and political principle, showing
them to be one. His second mass demonstration, in 1930, led masses
of Indians to resign from public office, boycott foreign goods, pick-
et shops and courts, and refuse to pay taxes. The British arrested
hundreds of demonstrators, including Gandhi, who was sentenced
to six years in jail. Released in less than a year, Gandhi shifted strat-
egy and tried to talk with British leaders. The racist Winston
Churchill was disgusted at the mere thought, and the effort proved
unproductive.

Gandhi ended his civil disobedience campaign in 1934 and
retired from politics to devote himself to helping the poorest of
India’s poor—the peasants. He built an ashram in central India and
worked with the peasants to develop better methods of cultivation,
sanitation, and industry—especially spinning and weaving (he spun
every day, but he also exploited young girls to wait on and service
him). He wanted to approach revolution from a different, positive
angle, eschewing money or force to build a decent world from the

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 2 1 6 •



village level. He especially championed the Untouchables, renaming
them Harijan, children of god. (They now call themselves Dalits.)

In 1935 the British took another tack and wrote a new consti-
tution allowing princely states and provinces of British India to gov-
ern themselves with ministries responsible to elected legislatures.
But provincial governors retained great emergency powers, and
defense and foreign affairs remained in English hands. In 1937 the
Congress party won six of eleven provinces, and it formed ministries
in the seven provinces in which it had majorities. The chastened
Muslim League (which won only in Bengal, the Punjab, and Sind)
made overtures to the Congress, but, unfortunately, the Congress
would not compromise. Mohammed Ali Jinnah, president of the
Muslim League, gave up all hope of cooperating with the Congress
and began to take seriously the idea, first suggested in 1933, of a
separate Muslim state. 

Women participated hugely in the nationalist movement. They
worked for female education, birth control, increasing the age of
marriage, dress reform, and nuclear families. Confinement began to
be phased out as women entered public life—in politics, the pro-
fessions, and social work. And a new companionate marriage
emerged. These developments contributed to what journalists called
“the new woman.” The nationalist leaders—Gandhi and Jawaharlal
Nehru of the Indian National Congress, and Jinnah of the Muslim
League—were open to enlarging women’s sphere. Gandhi is credit-
ed with drawing women into nationalist political activities, for he
considered female emancipation an essential component of India’s
regeneration. As he said, “We must be incapable of defending our-
selves or healthily competing with other nations, if we allow the 
better half of ourselves to become paralyzed.” Indeed, women were
indispensable in the mass movement he created: they maintained
the family when men were away fighting colonial rule; and they
organized, marched, and picketed. By 1900 women had become
deeply involved in the swadeshi movement, which exhorted people
to use indigenous, not foreign, products. Women contributed
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extraordinarily to the independence movement and formed their
own organizations.

Women in India’s Revolution

In 1914 a male reformer and his wife, Sheikh and Begum Abdullah,
and Sultan Jahan Begum of Bhopal, the only woman ruler among
the princes of India at the time, founded the All-India Muslim La-
dies Conference to build a new residence hall for the Aligarh Girls
School. New organizations we re also founded in this period: the
Wo m e n’s Indian Association (1917), the National Council of
Women in India (1925), and the All-India Wo m e n’s Confere n c e
(1927). Elite women took over leadership of the women’s social
reform movement. For example, Ma r g a ret Cousins and Do ro t h y
Jinarajadasa, an English feminist married to a Ceylonese Bu d d h i s t ,
o r g a n i zed the Wo m e n’s Indian Association. Based in Madras, it
a d vocated woman suffrage and worked for social reforms. We a l t h y
women founded the National Council of Women in India to spon-
sor local aid projects—orphanages, working girls’ hostels, education-
al facilities, and pro s t i t u t e s’ homes. It avoided partisan politics. 

The largest, most diverse, and most politicized gro u p, the All-
India Wo m e n’s Conference (AIWC), came into being when the g ov-
ernor of Bengal asked women for advice on an educational curriculum
a p p ropriate for girls. Cousins did most of the early organizing, but she
closely collaborated with Indian women in establishing the Lady Irw i n
College of Home Sciences in Delhi. In 1932 the AIWC risked pub-
lic opprobrium by urging public clinics to provide contraceptive
information. During the ferment over constitutional reform and
civil disobedience in the early 1930s, it joined other women’s organ-
izations in demanding the vote for women; in 1934 it began to
l o b by for a uniform civil code guaranteeing legal rights for women
of all religions, especially with re g a rd to marriage, divo rce, adoption,
and inheritance. In the late 1930s, many of its officers joined the
s t ruggle for independence. Its activities diminished in
the early 1940s when AIWC officers like Rajkumari Amrit
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Kaur and Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, Jawaharlal Nehru’s sister, were
jailed for political activity.

Women we re central to Ga n d h i’s nationalist agenda, and he
attacked dow ry, child marriage, and polygamy. He never derided
female chastity, but claimed it was an inner quality, not one imposed
by external forms like purdah. He supported remarriage for child
widows, but admired older widows who withdrew from society. Un-
like most revolutionaries, he insisted that political and social agen-
das must be promoted simultaneously. Gandhi was humane but saw
things strictly as a man—he believed in male supremacy and com-
plementary spheres, though he felt that women should be decently
treated within them. He urged men to defer to women’s greater
knowledge of domestic affairs, and women not to devote their lives
entirely to domestic work. He claimed that women were men’s
moral equals, and that Hindu culture excessively subordinated
women to men, but he never denounced subordination per se. He
disapproved of women earning money outside the home or “under-
taking commercial enterprises,” and opposed birth control (urging
women to use self-control). He created a special role for women in
the nationalist movement that did not compete with men’s but
relied on women’s greater moral and spiritual capacity for suffering
to serve others. As a result, women thronged to him. 

The success of the Noncooperation Movement required women
to boycott foreign goods and to spin khadi (homespun, as in the
American Revolution). In An Appeal to the Indian Woman, Gandhi
made spinning women’s religious duty (d h a rm a): “the 
economic and . . . moral salvation of India . . . rests mainly with
you,” he wrote. Basanti Devi (1880–1974) and Urmila Devi
(1883–1956), the wife and sister of C.R. Das, the Bengal Congress
leader, were among the first women arrested for selling khadi.
Gandhi ennobled the domestic sphere by giving it political import.
Women returned his respect by being in the vanguard of all major
independence actions. They faced down police charges during a tax
strike in 1928. Gandhi barred women from the Salt March that
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opened the 1930 civil disobedience campaign because he did not
want to be charged with using women as a shield, but Sarojini
Naidu led thousands of women in the raid on the Dharsana salt
field. Once Gandhi was arrested, women openly challenged British
authority, organizing protest marches in Bombay, picketing toddy
and foreign cloth shops, promoting hand spinning, and wearing the
coarse, itchy khadi. Nationalist women endured arrest, detention,
verbal abuse, and violence from British authorities for thirty years.
Their acts defied the Indian definition of female possibility.

Feminist scholars debate Ga n d h i’s effect on women. Some claim
he offered women a way to personal dignity; others say that in the
years when women elsew h e re we re demanding equal rights in law,
education, and the vote, Gandhi was encouraging them to be like
the goddess Sita, selfless servants of the nation.2 0 One wrote that
since most of the women in the nationalist movement had grown up
in purdah or near it, it is amazing that “they dared as much and . . .
accomplished so much.”2 1 Perhaps most interesting is the claim that
the ve ry notion of s a t y a g ra h a exalts “f e m i n i n e” qualities like the
repudiation of violence, the will to fast unto death, and the ability to
c o m p romise, there by re valorizing these qualities.2 2

After the 1930s, women activists began to demand rights.
While Gandhi was opposing birth control, the All-India Women’s
Conference passed a resolution in its favor. Indian women began to
demand social reform: they legitimated their entrance into the pub-
lic sphere by claiming they were upholding ideals of purity; they
ended by demanding the extension of male civil rights to women by
claiming the right to fulfill their capacities. Some went even further
and became revolutionaries. 

In the late 1920s, particularly in Bengal, women in their late
teens and early twenties joined terrorist groups that targeted British
officials and property. British reprisals had fragmented the older
revolutionary groups; the new ones accepted women, assigning
them the same work as men—smuggling messages and weapons,
raiding British armories, making bombs, and assassinating British
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officials. Most of these women, like female reformists, were drawn
to terrorism by male relatives. Elite, articulate, individualistic, they
were marginal in society and marginalized even further by their
form of protest—robbery and assassination. 

Women’s courageous resistance won them powerful allies. The
Congress and the Muslim League increasingly accepted the idea of
woman suffrage, which was promoted not as a basis for altering 
sexual-power relations but as an indication of India’s readiness for
self-government. By 1930 women had won the franchise in all prov-
inces, but national suffrage took decades of struggle mainly by elite
women, who fought in many arenas at both the provincial and the
national level. 

Two Government of India Acts, passed in 1919 and 1935,
granted limited male and female suffrage, but in principle and on
terms unacceptable to most women’s organizations. The franchise
was granted to female property owners, but few married Indian
women owned property, so the British proposed that the wives of
certain classes of male property owners and of military personnel be
allowed to vote. Britain gradually enfranchised women in this way,
but Indian women demanded universal franchise, not partial steps
based on women’s relations to men. In the years in which woman
suffrage was debated, women argued with men and with each other
and campaigned vigorously before committees, conferences, com-
missions, and legislatures, generally learning political skills. 

By the 1930s the National Council of Women in India and the
All-India Women’s Conference were agitating to reform Hindu laws
on marriage and inheritance, which generated more heated contro-
versy than either the franchise or child marriage. These issues fused
women and property—an explosive combination—and battles over
them continued into the early years of independence. Women’s
rights activists lobbied for bills to equalize divorce, outlaw polygy-
ny, permit intercaste and interfaith marriage, grant equal rights of
guardianship, require both parties’ consent to marriage, and grant
women equal rights to inheritance. They had little success. The
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Hindu Women’s Right to Property Act of 1937 gave some widows
limited estates during their lifetimes. By the 1940s progressive leg-
al circles and Congress leaders advocated comprehensive reform of
the Hindu Code, but, despite the Congress Party’s endorsement,
the male elite was divided on these issues, especially on divorce.
Progress stalled when the Second World War began, along with a
Civil Disobedience Campaign. 

To eradicate veiling, women used subtle means, trying to draw
women who observed purdah into their organizations, stretching
the boundaries of the female sphere. Many Indian women did not
disapprove of purdah, only its excessive application, and supported
segregation in most aspects of life. Although Gandhi, Nehru, and
Jinnah denounced the practice, only the All-India Wo m e n’s
Conference of all women’s groups sponsored antipurdah demon-
strations. Hindu women deflected Hindu men’s antagonism by
blaming the practice on Islam, not male oppression, further inten-
sifying the rising tensions between Hindus and Muslims. 

Muslim women sought greater freedom while adhering to tra-
dition; they did not challenge but tried to expand the boundaries of
purdah, justifying their actions as extensions of their domestic roles.
Abadi Banu Begum (1852–1924) offers a striking example of such
behavior. Her sons, the Ali brothers, were active in a campaign to
keep the British government from destroying the Ot t o m a n
Khalifat, a symbol of Muslim unity. When they were arrested, she
toured the country as a mother protecting her children and her reli-
gion, and urged Muslims to emulate her sons. Raised in strict pur-
dah, she first spoke in public from behind a veil, a picture of one of
her sons standing beside her. But in 1921 she addressed a mass
meeting in Punjab (in a joint Hindu-Muslim noncooperation cam-
paign) and lifted her veil, declaring that all those present were her
children in the nationalist cause. Like Victorian women in England
and the United States, she accepted her confinement within the
domestic sphere, but expanded its purview.

The first Muslim women’s organization with a reform agenda
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was the All-India Muslim Ladies Conference (Anjuman-e
Khawatin-e-Islam), founded in 1914 by literate upper-class wives
and relatives of prominent male professionals and educators. In
1918 it passed a resolution condemning polygyny as violating the
true spirit of Islam because it was impossible for men to obey the
Prophet Muhammad’s injunction to treat each wife equally. This
resolution caused an uproar in some Muslim journals, but it had no
other effect. 

In 1940 Mohammad Ali Jinnah, president of the Muslim
League, formally declared its intention of forming a separate state.
Needing women’s support, he claimed that women’s “uplift” was
essential to the national cause. He encouraged women organized by
a female auxiliary of the All-India Muslim League to march and
picket. A significant showing in the 1945 elections was crucial to
the league’s claim to speak for all Muslims: it ran women candidates
and let women organize voters, registering and canvassing Muslim
women and fundraising. Many of these women were imprisoned
when they picketed and protested against the Punjabi government. 

When the Second World War erupted, the Congress refused to
help England except as an independent state with its own constitu-
tion. The British put India off with promises; the Congress had
Gandhi begin a new satyagraha campaign, a war of words in which
Indians informed Britain about each speech in advance. The British
arrested every speaker and Indians again filled English jails, but no
violence or disruption occurred. In the end, India contributed even
more to the British cause than in the First World War, sending 2
million men and many manufactures to fight the Axis. 

After Japan invaded Malaya and Burma (Myanmar), the British
tried to rally support by making India a dominion with a consti-
tution drafted by Indians—but deferring Indian control until after
the war and allowing provinces that opted out of the federation to
make separate arrangements with England. Eve ry Indian or-
ganization rejected this compromise, suggesting the end was at
hand. The war in Europe concluded in May 1945; the war in Asia
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three months later, when the United States dropped nuclear bombs
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The British economy was nearly
ruined by the war, and Britain depended heavily on American aid.
But the United States was not sympathetic to British imperialism in
India. In the spring of 1946 a British Cabinet Mission went to India
to seek a basis for settlement with Indian leaders and to convince
them to reach agreement among themselves because the British
really were going to withdraw. Their plan for a federal union safe-
guarded minorities and left considerable regional autonomy, but
several Congress members hinted they would not be bound by any
British promises, and Jinnah too rejected the proposal. Deciding
the Muslim League must show its strength, he declared August 16,
1946, to be “Direct Action Day.” He claimed he had intended only
demonstrations, but about 4000 people were killed in riots that day,
mainly in Calcutta.

A Labor government succeeded Churchill and, in 1947, Prime
Minister Clement Attlee announced that England would leave
India in June 1948. He offered the hope that India would remain
within the British Commonwealth. With independence imminent,
Muslim–Hindu resentment exploded in riots, killing about 12,000
people. The British, who had dragged their feet for almost a centu-
ry, were now in a hurry to relinquish responsibility and simply
accepted partition of the country. The northwest and northeast had
the largest concentration of Muslims, but they made up between a
fifth and a quarter of the entire population, with communities scat-
tered all over India. In most cases, Indian and Pakistani boundaries
could serve as the boundaries of the new states, but Bengal and the
Punjab had to be partitioned, and the Punjab’s irrigation system had
to be severed—to the detriment of both parts. East Bengal became
East Pakistan, separated by over a thousand miles from larger West
Pakistan. An agricultural region raising cotton, tea, and jute, it was
cut off from processing plants and export ports in West Bengal and
could barely survive. 

Massive mindless violence in the fall of 1947 checked any hope
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of cooperation between India and Pakistan. It occurred only in
Bengal and the Punjab, but reached appalling proportions—about
half a million people died. Ten million Indians changed places—
Muslims fled to Pakistan; Hindus and Sikhs to India. Over 12 mil-
lion were left homeless. Frail, in his late seventies, Gandhi exhorted
Hindus to end the violence, threatening to fast. He stopped riots in
Calcutta; in 1948 he went to Delhi and fasted to force Congress
leaders to promise to protect Muslim life and property. When they
agreed, he went to pray and was assassinated by a member of a
chauvinistic Hindu group. The world mourned him.

Amid the violence and the immense suffering of the partition,
Muslim women voluntarily provided medical relief for the wound-
ed and ran blood, food, and clothing drives. In 1949 women veter-
ans of the struggle for freedom founded the All-Pakistan Women’s
Association to promote the substantive reforms they—and Hindu
women—had earned and expected now that their countries were
independent. We have seen many examples of women helping in a
struggle, only to be excluded once it is over, but what happened to
women in India and Pakistan is unique. 

Women After Independence

Hindu Women  

The period following independence was fulfilling for Hi n d u
women: they won the vote in 1947, when India established univer-
sal adult suffrage. Indira Gandhi became prime minister from 1966
to 1977 and again in 1980; Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit was ambassador
to Washington and Moscow and high commissioner to the United
Kingdom, Padma Naidu was governor of the state of West Bengal,
and Sucheta Kripalani was chief minister of Uttar Pradesh. Women
were elected to state legislatures and the Lok Sabha (the lower house
of the Indian Parliament) in numbers slightly higher than the 3 1/2
percent of women usually elected to such bodies in Western
nations. Many of these women were kin of prominent people in the
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independence movement: Indira Gandhi was Nehru’s daughter,
Pandit was his sister, and Padma Naidu was Sarojini Naidu’s daugh-
ter. Almost all the women elected came from the elite class.

Se veral points need to be made about this phenomenon. First, it
was In d i a’s traditional feudal stru c t u re, not democracy, that enabled
elite women to act in the public world. As we have seen, aristocratic
societies are made up of families, within which women often have
p owe r. This domestic power easily translates into political power in
aristocratic states. Second, Indira Gandhi was chosen by an all-male
C o n g ress Pa rty leadership because of her relation to Ne h ru and
because they believed they could control a woman. This proved not
to be the case; Gandhi was able to hold power for almost twe n t y
years, until she was assassinated in 1984. She and the other women
who rose to important positions performed their duties intelligently,
p roving their ability. But their status was unrelated to ability: they
became prominent after independence because of their relation to
men. Male systems that allow elite women to hold power do so
s e c u re in the knowledge they will not use their position to benefit
women at large. No female ruler in history has made substantive
i m p rovements in women’s lives; few have even tried. This general-
ization held true in India: Indira Gandhi was no friend to women.

The Preamble of the new Indian Constitution produced in 1950
p romises all citizens “equality of status” and guarantees women equal
p rotection under the law and equal opportunity in employment. It
also re s e rves the right to make “rational, re a s o n a b l e” distinctions by
sex to benefit women, a condition women’s organizations accepted.
But the constitution did not provide a uniform civil code. No single
legal code governs marriage and inheritance in India: Hi n d u s ,
Muslims, Christians, Parsis, Sikhs, and splinter groups—like the re s-
idents of former Po rtuguese Goa and French Po n d i c h e r ry— each
h a ve their own laws. Ne h ru, who promised women he would re f o r m
Hindu personal law, had difficulty doing even that: ort h o d ox male
Hindu groups resisted reform. Not until 1954–55 was he able to
enact the laws known collectively as the Hindu Marriage Code. Hi s
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decision to let Muslims follow their personal law—he was trying to
reconcile the 10 percent Muslim minority that stayed in India after
the creation of Pakistan—disappointed women activists, who felt it
was made at the expense of women.

There was resistance to reforms prohibiting child marriage and
polygyny, but Nehru encountered the greatest opposition when he
tried to guarantee women equal inheritance rights. Not until 1956
was he able to push through the Hindu Succession Act, granting
equal and absolute inheritance rights to the widow, mother, sons,
daughters (and their immediate heirs) of men who died intestate.
Men granted this right with certain conditions: that male heirs
could inherit their own and part of their father’s shares; that men
who made formal wills could bar women from inheriting; and that
agricultural tenancies were exempt. Thus, powerful conservative
male groups in some states prevented widows and daughters from
inheriting. Traditionally, women could not inherit land absolutely;
in India, their new ability to do so existed only in principle.23

The law grants daughters the right to live in their birth family’s
dwelling, so long as they are unmarried, widowed, or legally sepa-
rated. Married daughters have no claim at all, not even the right to
stay in their fathers’ house if they need to flee their in-laws’ house
because they are being harassed, battered, tortured, or threatened
with murder. A father may choose to take in his daughter, but is not
bound to do so. It is extremely difficult for women to get out of
oppressive marriages because they often have no place to go, and
fathers usually get custody of the children. A father is considered the
“natural” parent; a mother’s claim is secondary. As divorce becomes
more common, child custody and support become thorny issues.
Some judges have awarded custody of children to mothers, but the
law emphasizes the rights of the father’s family. In addition,
divorced mothers have a hard time supporting their children: laws
prohibit discrimination against women in work but place the bur-
den of proof on the individual woman, a demand that daunts even
educated women. 
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The Indian Constitution of 1950 directs that all children up to
fourteen shall be given free compulsory education, but this goal is
still unattained. Many villages are too poor to finance a school, and
schoolchildren need shoes, writing tablets, and pencils. Families
with a tiny surplus educate only their sons. The female literacy rate
in India has slightly improved—it was 0.69 percent in 1901; 8 per-
cent in 1951, after independence; about 25 percent in 1981; and 38
percent in 1999. Across the board, it is less than half that of males.
In the mid-1970s, 99 percent of boys and 68 percent of girls attend-
ed primary school. Many villages have no school. Older girls are
taken out of school: 33 percent of boys, but only 13 percent of girls
attend high school. This attrition is attributed to the need for girls’
labor in the household, but is probably connected also to rural
communities’ demand for female virginity at marriage. Girls are
taken from schools at puberty, but even poor families let their sons
go to high school. Most middle- and upper-class families educate
their daughters, and many attend college. At the college level, then,
there is less of a sexual gap in enrollment.

Despite a 1961 law prohibiting dowry, the practice has grown,
spreading from upper to lower castes.24 Historically, dowry is com-
pensation to the groom’s family for taking on a dependent nonpro-
ductive member; bridewealth compensates the bride’s family for los-
ing an active productive member. Yet in most societies, all but very
rich women work in maintenance or production or both, and most
produce children. In India today many wives work, yet dowry con-
tinues: families demand higher dowries from educated brides with
jobs.  

As Western individualism and greed become more visible in
India, dowry has become the basis of a hideous new atrocity.
Families agree on a dowry, but after the wedding the groom’s par-
ents begin to blackmail the bride to squeeze more out of her fami-
ly—a television set, motorcycle, or wristwatch for the groom, a
refrigerator for them. She knows that if their demands are not met,
the family may kill her, usually by holding her over the cooking
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stove so her sari catches fire and she burns to death. Then they can
begin the process of getting a new wife—and a new dowry—for
their son. Bride burning has become a new form of capital accu-
mulation.25 Thousands of women have been murdered this way in
recent years—1000 women a year are burned alive in Gujarat state
(Gandhi’s birthplace) alone.26 During the last decade, 11,000 to
15,000 women have been killed each year in dowry murders, an
increase over the past of 170 percent.27 Moreover, the murders are
often performed by women, by mothers-in-law, although most wife
burnings seem to culminate a pattern of battering by husbands. 

India’s patriarchal socialization has had enormous success in
dividing women. The bride’s mother-in-law usually decides how
dowry items will be distributed (men control all cash) and deter-
mines the correct reciprocal relations with the families of women
who marry in. Her interests are completely focused on her sons.
The same is true of the bride’s mother, who may care less about
daughters and enjoy creating an appearance of wealth with a large
dowry. Some observers believe dowry is inevitable as long as there is
overwhelming pressure on girls to marry: 99 percent of Indian
women between the ages of twenty-five and forty-four are or have
been married.

Moreover, families known to have disposed of daughters-in-law
can easily find another family willing to sacrifice its daughter to
them. Dowry death is one manifestation of a deeper condition, a
belief that pervades Indian culture: that females are worthless. 
The family of a prominent Rajasthan politician boasts that it has
produced no girls in forty years. 

Many urban women’s groups have mobilized to end this mon-
strous practice: they do consciousness-raising work, picket house-
holds suspected of dowry murder, and set up women’s shelters so
that brides who sense their conjugal family’s intention have some
escape. They held a major conference, urged a change in the atti-
tudes of police, and demanded legal reform limiting dow ry 
payments and enforcing inheritance rights. The police rarely do
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post mortems after suspected dowry deaths and almost never pros-
ecute the murderers. 

In general, animist tribal women have more sexual freedom
than women of high-god religions.28 No scripture mandates their
inferiority or sanctions male control of female sexuality. Women
may have lovers before marriage, choose their husbands, divorce,
and remarry. Tribal peoples’ greater sexual egalitarianism and ease in
daily relations are based less in ideological than economic factors:
they do slash-and-burn agriculture and are only loosely part of a
money economy, so they are not socially stratified. Subsistence cul-
tures are concerned not with profit and property, but with survival,
and they promote women’s concerns and individual autonomy.
However, as tribal communities are increasingly assimilated into
Hindu society, Hindu definitions and expectations of women
increasingly restrict their women. Tribal communities are beginning
to arrange marriages, demand dowry, and try to control women’s
movements and their bodies. Because female freedom is equated
with low status throughout India, women bear the burden of men’s
desire to rise socially.

In most Hindu communities, women hold religious festivals
celebrating a positive aspect of “femaleness”—fertility, beneficence,
or self-sacrifice. Hindus associate women with mother goddesses in
the village pantheon; in some places, low-caste women act as priest-
esses of the goddess, but high-caste Hindus abhor this practice and
use only male Brahmin priests. Hindus worship in temples but
more at home, where women are the major worshipers. Rites and
prayers, however, are imbued with male-dominance. Some women
fast each week for their husbands’ well-being.

Hindu scriptures (which most women cannot read), sacred leg-
ends, and folklore are obsessed with dictating proper female behavior.
Women are enjoined to be meek, self-sacrificing, subordinate to hus-
band and elders, chaste before and after marriage, and totally devo t e d
to husband and children. All women must marry and produce sons
because only a son can perform his father’s funeral rites. Howe ve r, a
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w o m a n’s marriage is in the control of her male re l a t i ves, who are
blamed if she is left unmarried. Upper-caste Hindus believe a woman
has only one destined husband in a lifetime and may not divo rce or—
e s p e c i a l l y — re m a r ry if widowed or abandoned. These beliefs perva d e
Hindu culture, influencing even agnostics or atheists.2 9

Worship in Islam is more centered on the mosque, from which
women are usually barred. Although Indian Muslims have adopted
many Hindu customs, Islam has no major women’s festivals. These
women are cut off from their religion, bearing its burdens but not
its communal pleasures. Even Sikkhism, which mandates spiritual
equality between the sexes, allows women no priestly roles or spe-
cial ceremonies. But it does enjoin women to pray, recite scripture,
and work in the communal kitchen attached to every gudwara. Men
too work there in a rite symbolizing Sikkhism’s freedom from the
pollution taboos of Hinduism: everyone works together in a caste-
free labor force, and everyone together eats what the others have
cooked. 

Feminism in India

Throughout India, girls are fed less than boys and neglected more,
a difference that is visible in the family: girls are pitifully thin and
die more often than boys in every decade of early life. Female
infanticide exists, although it is illegal, and some towns (especially
in Rajasthan) boast they have not had a wedding in over a century
(because they produce no girls).30 Women earn far less than men.
Women, who prepare the food, are expected to wait until the men
are finished before they can eat. A female construction worker told
me, guiltily looking about, that she ate a little something first. She
had to, she said: the men never leave anything. Moreover, when the
men finish their work, they go out—to town, to the movies, to
brothels—or, if they have access to one, they watch television.
Women can never relax: they work fifteen or more hours a day.

In the 1970s, after the UN declared 1975 to be the opening
year of the Decade for Women, government welfare officials and

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N I N D I A

• 2 3 1 •



social reformers were shocked to discover that Indian social pro-
grams aimed at “the poor” had benefited mainly men, and that
Indian men had not shared their gains with their families but had
spent 98 percent of their higher wages on themselves. Decades of
“development” (the code for industrialization and modernization of
a g r i c u l t u re through mechanization, chemicals, and high-yield
crops) had not helped but only harmed women.31 The government
appointed a Committee on the Status of Women to prepare a report
on the condition of Indian women for submission to the United
Nations.32

The committee, nine women and one man, found that, since
independence, the ratio of women to men had declined; females
were more malnourished and had higher mortality rates than males;
and fewer women had paid employment, especially in agriculture
and unorganized manufacturing, the two areas where most
unskilled women had found work. Only professional women had
increased in number. Officials determined to shift their focus from
the poor to women.

The 1970s were rocky in India: drought and famine added to
problems that arose as a result of the increasing commercialization
of agriculture; rising unemployment and rising prices for food and
cooking fuel (and its scarcity) triggered violent outbreaks. In the
midst of a crisis in December 1974, the committee submitted its
report, Towards Equality. In June 1975 Indira Gandhi imposed a
state of emergency on India, restricting civil rights on grounds of a
purported threat to national security. Women activists, galvanized
by the suspension of civil rights and new information on women’s
condition, protested Sanjay Gandhi’s (Gandhi’s son) forcible impo-
sition of birth control, police rape of women held in local jails, and
the new phenomenon of bride burnings. The Indian women’s
movement revived.

The committee’s research was addressed by vital new organiza-
tions founded by women. Urban Western-educated groups call
themselves feminist, but Madhu Kishwar, the editor of the journal
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Ma n u s h i (Women), feels that  the word “f e m i n i s m” bears We s t e r n
connotations, ideas and ideological divisions among women that
o b s c u re Indian re a l i t y. Some groups prefer the terms St ree Sh a k t i
( w o m e n’s power) or St ree Sa n g a t h a n a ( w o m e n’s organization).   

Groups invo l ved in women’s issues can be autonomous, af-
filiated with institutions, or dedicated to self-help and include
consciousness-raising groups, institutions like trade unions and
tribal organizations, professional women’s associations, women’s
auxiliaries to political parties, and re s e a rch networks for aca-
demics and activists. They affirm a variety of ideologies—feminist,
left-wing political activist, civil libertarian, humanitarian, Ga n d h i a n ,
Ma rxist, and religious—though most subscribe to a broad agenda. 

One of the most important groups is SEWA, the Se l f - Em p l oye d
Wo m e n’s Association, a self-help group founded by Ela Bhatt in
Ahmedabad to help women ragpickers and sidewalk vegetable ve n-
d o r s .3 3 Bh a t t’s Gandhian philosophy of self-reliance led her to cre a t e
an institution for women, especially poor women who cannot get
c redit in India. They join SEWA, which has a bank to finance their
p rojects, we l f a re services like legal aid, maternity and widow s’ bene-
fits, consciousness-raising groups, and a support i ve network. SEWA
lends money to women to set up small businesses that help them and
their children surv i ve; they repay the loans at a rate of about 98 per-
c e n t .3 4 S EWA adds collective strength to women’s efforts to found
crêches and to end battering and police harassment; it finances
w o m a n - owned dairy farms, which are generally clean, efficient enter-
prises, some of which experiment with cheap forms of solar powe r.
The Wo rking Wo m e n’s Fo rum in Madras run by Jaya Aru n c h a l a m
does similar work. 

Women have organized self-help gro u p s — c o o p e r a t i ve dairy
farms in Gujarat, Madhubani folk painters, housew i ves marketing a
dried snack in Bombay, and women who patrol the streets of Ma n i-
pur for alcoholics. In Bombay and some rural areas, they demonstrate
to embarrass husbands who beat their wives; and in Bombay and else-
w h e re, they protest rising food prices. Hu n d reds of gro u p s
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devise creative projects, asking local women for suggestions for proj-
ects. Such groups mobilize on specific issues like bride burning,
rape, forced marriage, wife-battering, media sexploitation of
women, police violence (including rape) against women, and “Eve-
teasing” (harassment of women in public spaces). Most are urban
and have sprung up in recent years. 

Educated young women founded Saheli (female friend), a De l h i
c o l l e c t i ve, to teach women their legal rights and help them find paid
w o rk, especially when they decide to divo rce. But they soon had to
turn Saheli into a shelter too, as battered wives and girls being forc e d
into unwelcome marriages came to their headquarters for have n .
The police broke down their doors, trying to re s t o re the female
“p ro p e rt y” to its male owners. The Saheli women perform stre e t
plays about women’s rights. Groups in other states also use this
means for reaching illiterate people who rarely or never hear radio or
see television: one based in Tamil Nadu put on skits on wife-beating
and the enormous burden of women’s daily life—fetching wood,
fuel, and water, field work, cooking, and child care. Saheli also
o r g a n i zes charivaris, mounting demonstrations in front of the hous-
es of families that murd e red their daughters-in-law, and in front of
legal courts to pre s s u re judges to take dow ry death seriously.

Other young college-educated women go into the countryside,
where life is incredibly hard, and live among villagers trying to help
women unite, discover a voice, name their needs, and obtain them.
What is perhaps most inspiring is that they go to listen, learn, and
help, not to impose their own abstract knowledge, and they cross
the huge class lines in a spirit of joy, not martyrdom. Other women
go to the countryside to unionize agricultural or other unorganized
workers in local units. 

India remains open to many problem-solving methods. It has
not made any system taboo (as the United States did with socialism,
and the Soviet Union with capitalism). The split between socialist
and mainstream feminists that occurred in the United States and in
England did not occur in India. Indian feminists debate different
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approaches internally; difference does not rupture them. Left-wing
women take the initiative on some women’s issues, even though left-
wing parties in India  also insist that “men’s issues” (political or eco-
nomic power) matter more than “women’s issues” (survival of
women and children and the overall quality of life).  Women were
highly active politically in Bengal in the 1940s, but the Bengal
Communist Party of India (Marxist) has ignored women, and its
women’s branch degenerated into an auxiliary, mobilizing the vote
and sponsoring social and recreational activities. Indeed, all politi-
cal parties in India have women’s wings and they all demonstrate the
same failure.

Women founded a feminist press, Kali, and feminist journals
like Manushi (published alternately in English and in Hindi).
Manushi defies categorization; it probes every aspect of women’s
lives, from India’s socioeconomic structure, in which 20 percent of
the population controls 80 percent of its resources, to poor women’s
struggles as middle- and upper-class women benefit from new laws,
to the daily oppression of women by fathers, brothers, and hus-
bands, who are “virtual prison guards” for “too many women in
India.”  Despite their willingness to acknowledge the behavior of
ordinary men, not just institutions, in oppressing women, Indian
feminist journals like Manushi do not advocate transforming sex
relations, as many Western feminists do. Holding fast to the posi-
tive in women’s culture, trying to avoid Western individualism, and
recognizing that the family can support as well as oppress, they try
to find another course. 

Muslim Women in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh

In the past century, Muslim women lost ground in the same ways
as Hindu women. Men’s life expectancy rose faster than women’s,
and industrial development, agricultural modernization, and popu-
lation growth harmed women, especially the poor, who lost jobs in
many sectors. About 11 percent of the population of India, over 70
million people, are Muslim. But they are not united; contrary to the

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N I N D I A

• 2 3 5 •



male egalitarian principles of Islam, the Ashraf (elite) claim Arabic
or foreign ancestry and scorn the Ajlaf (commoners), who are main-
ly Indian converts or their descendants. 

Ajlaf women have more freedom of movement—they work in
the fields and in craft industries with their husbands, or sell petty
goods to upper-class women in purdah. Because Ajlaf women have
relative freedom, they are less “respectable” than the Ashraf. Like
Hindu women, urban, Westernized Ashraf women are entering col-
leges and the professions, while upwardly mobile Ajlaf become
more conservative in gender relations, copying discarded Ashraf
norms. Working-class women, Muslim and Hindu, have lost work
because of “development,” but whether Muslim women work, and
what work they do, is also determined by purdah.

Fewer Muslim than Hindu women are educated and participate
in paid work or politics—only a handful have sat in parliament
since 1952. Muslim women’s traditionalism is caused partly by pur-
dah regulations, but also by the uneasy position of Muslims after
the traumatic partition in 1947.35 Most Muslims who went to
Pakistan were young, educated, urban professionals; those who
stayed behind were a small, rich Muslim class and a mass of fright-
ened, vulnerable poor. A huge gap yawns between them, and to
keep the community from fragmenting along class lines, Muslim
political leaders play on minority fears of engulfment and rigidly
insist on tradition. Pakistan itself, with its Muslim majority, is fun-
damentalist. Its longtime ruler, General Zia ul Haq, claimed that
purdah had an “Islamic” basis, so opposed “promiscuous mingling”
of the sexes in education and interpreted family law with great
rigidity. After Zia died and Benazir Bhutto became prime minister,
she made no improvements in the situation of women. Nor have
any governments since.

Every Indian government since independence has shrunk from
trying to reform Muslim family law, fearing accusations of “Hindu
majority meddling” and a fundamentalist backlash. Although many
Muslim nations have reformed their laws, Muslim personal law in
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India is static. Despite India’s constitutional guarantee of equality
for all citizens, Muslim men may marry several wives, divorce by
repudiation, and treat women unequally in inheritance. The one
advantage Muslim women have over Hindu women is less stigma-
tization for divorce or widowhood. Polygyny is rare: poor Muslims
cannot afford multiple wives. But Islam advocates stricter forms of
purdah than Hinduism and tends to discourage female education as
corruptive of chastity. Because of purdah, women are less likely to
work outside the home, and they endure hopeless poverty without
being able to alleviate it.

In Pakistan, women are subject to Qur’anic law as modified by
legislation. Islamic authorities dictate the dress and work permissi-
ble for Pakistani women. Conservative women wear the burqa, the
long cloak covering their heads, faces, and bodies, the cloak Rokeya
Sakhawat Hossain loathed. Moderate women conceal themselves
with a chaddar, a large shawl, or a duppata, a rectangular scarf.
Professional women are slotted into segregated jobs like education
and female medicine; women can also work in all-female banks
dealing only with women. They are forbidden to take part in inter-
national athletic competitions like the Olympics, but can vote,
belong to political parties, and run for office. Benazir Bhutto, the
daughter of a former prime minister murdered by Zia, became
prime minister twice. 

Bangladesh (once East Pakistan) became independent in 1971.
Its population is mainly Muslim, but its culture resembles Southeast
Asian more than Middle Eastern cultures. Physical confinement of
women is a cultural ideal, but its poverty means that veiling is rudi-
mentary. Poor women have to work; they bow to the ideal of pur-
dah by trying to avoid contact with unrelated males. Because of
poverty and women’s subordinate position, in 1981 a woman could
expect to live to forty-nine, a man to fifty-three. The maternal mor-
tality rate is one of the highest in world: 27 percent of women
between ten and forty-nine years of age die in childbirth. Elite
women here, too, are channeled into careers in female education or

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N I N D I A

• 2 3 7 •



medicine; here too, women can vote and hold office. The two major
political coalitions that opposed the government of former presi-
dent Ershad were headed by female relatives of former male politi-
cal leaders, and in 1991 Begum Khaleda Zia was elected prime 
minister. Yet in both Pakistan and Bangladesh, women are confined
in curtained sections in public spaces like buses and railway car-
riages, offices, banks, and schools, and they must plan expeditions
carefully because few women’s toilets exist in public places.36

Poor rural women cannot be confined because they have to
work, but they try to veil themselves. Poor urban women who do
not work outside the home are often confined for life to one small
room where the family lives. These women call themselves “frogs in
a well.”37 A 1960 study of a village near Lahore, Pakistan, listed 97
percent of the women as houseworkers; the other 3 percent did
midwifery, spinning, weaving, bread baking, and sweeping. In 1968
only 14.6 percent of Pakistani women over fifteen were paid for
their work, and women who worked in their husbands’ trades were
regarded as subordinates. In the 1960s many Bangladeshi villages
kept women completely confined to compounds of between four
and ten houses, neither visited from outside nor allowed to meet
anyone but residents of their compound.38 In 1985 I interviewed a
woman who lived in such a compound in Delhi. Not yet twenty,
she had three children. She was unveiled, illiterate, and very poor,
although her literate husband worked for UNICEF and could drive
a car. She could do nothing to relieve their poverty because she was
not allowed to go out. Her husband did the marketing, errands, and
shopping (about which he complained to me: it took up so much
of his time, he lamented). So the woman’s confinement was intensi-
fied by boredom. The young husband, who spoke English, hovered,
answering questions for her. He insisted that she could leave the
compound, but was murky about just where she could go: it seemed
she could visit the compound next door. “She can go to the
mosque!” he finally declared, triumphantly. “Ah!” I said. “And
where is that? The mosque across the street?” Well, she could not go
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there, he confessed, but she can go to the woman’s mosque. I was
surprised. I had never heard of such a thing. Where was it?
Embarrassment. There was none.39

Purdah forces men to do work done by women in other socie-
ties: they buy the food, take children to school, pick them up, take
them to doctors and dentists, and do all out-of-house tasks. Muslim
or Hindu women from confined backgrounds are often afraid to
venture out alone even if their husbands want them to. The hus-
bands must take time off from their jobs to do the chores, lost time
that can damage their careers. But here, power over women matters
more than money and power in the world. And poor women who
cannot read or write, do not own radios or television sets, do little
but sit all day, simmering with boredom. They cannot be agreeable
to come home to. Yet purdah continues.

Women are organizing. Behbud, a women’s welfare organiza-
tion directed by Nighat Khan, provides vocational training and
scholarships for Muslim women, helps them get loans to start small
businesses, and offers literacy programs, a library, family planning,
and women’s health centers. One volunteer tried frantically to get
legal help for a woman with cancer who needed a mastectomy, but
whose husband had denied permission for the operation even
though he knew that, without it, she would die.40 

India Today

Discussions of women and political power often confuse two very
different situations: an extraordinary woman coming to power as an
individual in a male governing establishment and political power
held by women in general. Since the rise of the state, no state has
ever allowed women in general a voice. But rule by family (clan rule,
feudalism, monarchies) often brought women to power. Within
families, women matter and they hold personal, as opposed to for-
mal, power. Hosts of women have ruled in the past, and even more
behind the scenes. But they ruled as men among men: elite women
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take political power without changing the situation of women as a
caste. They do not heed women’s voice.

Where women accede to power, they are women only inciden-
tally. They may be seen as extraordinary, able to overcome the
“weaknesses” of their sex, but all are subject to special surveillance
because of their sex. It may be ironic that a woman, Indira Gandhi,
ruled a nation that, more than any other, kills its females, but the
two factors are not related. That Indira Gandhi, Golda Meir, or
Margaret Thatcher held power does not mean that their countries
have less contempt for women than others. Today, women usually
come to power in countries with traditions of inherited elite rule:
elite men may allow women of their own class to hold power if they
have the potential to unify a country, counting on their being mal-
leable to male control—as Indian Congress Party men mistakenly
thought Indira Ghandi, and Israeli Labor Party men thought Golda
Meir. Whether or not such women defer to male control, men can
usually count on them to uphold class interests. Women, not hav-
ing wives, need servants more than men do. And they know they
govern by men’s sufferance.

India elects more women to top political posts than other countr i e s
because it has a tradition of rule by elite kin-groups: it still has ele-
ments of a feudal state. Few monarchies remain, but countries like
Pakistan, ruled by elite clans and extended families, within which
women can hold influence, run on similar principles. In India, class
(caste) distinctions are of huge importance and difficult to ove r-
come. In 1990 the lower house of In d i a’s Parliament had a larger 
p e rcentage of women than the American House of Re p re s e n t a t i ve s ,
and in the upper house, Raya Sabha, 9–10 percent of members we re
women. Amartya Sen notes that more women we re tenured in De l h i
Un i versity in 1990 than at Ha rva rd .4 1 Howe ve r, as the Indian caste
system gradually erodes and becomes less constricting, elite women
will no longer be privileged over lower-class men; indeed, fewe r
women of this generation have important government jobs than in
the first generation after independence.
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Kerala   

Kerala, a southern Indian state, was still matrilineal in the nine-
teenth century. Matrilineal groups still exist today in southern
Tamil Nadu, but such systems were most developed in southern
Karnataka and Kerala, which even had a matrilineal Muslim com-
munity. The most famous matrilineal group in Kerala was the Nay-
ars, a high-ranking land-owning community that passed property
and lineage in the female line.42 Heads of households (karanavan)
were men—uncles, not fathers—but women had considerable
autonomy, living in taravad (matrilineage) houses that men could
only visit. Men lived with their grandmothers and mothers. After
the evening meal, a man took a lantern or burning branch and went
to his wife’s house, to spend the night, returning to his maternal
house for a bath and breakfast the next day.

Within a taravad, older women had authority over younger
ones, but no woman was ever abused by a mother-in-law or
shunned for being a widow. The karanavan arranged a girl’s first
marriage, usually a useful economic, social, or political alliance.  But
women could take two or three husbands, serially or simultan-
eously. If a man visited his wife and found another man’s sword and
shield outside her door, he was expected to leave quietly. A woman
initiated divorce by putting a man’s clothes and possessions outside
her door. The only limitation on women’s marriages was that they
had to marry men of their own or a higher caste. 

The British outlawed Kerala’s matricentric practices; defiant
remnants were dampened by the disapproval of Christian mission-
aries, Tamilians, and other Indians. Nayars were enthralled by West-
ern education and produced many famous intellectuals, including
V.K. Krishna Menon, India’s first delegate to the United Nations.
Nayar women were also educated, and many are professionals.
Women in Kerala still have a status they lack elsewhere in India:
Kerala is the only state in India with more women than men; many
women work for wages; 70 percent are literate (three times the

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N I N D I A

• 2 4 1 •



national rate); their average age at marriage is twenty-two (com-
pared with eighteen nationwide); and the birth rate, 33 per 1000
elsewhere, is 23 per 1000 and falling.43

Three-quarters of the families in Kerala use sterilization to limit
family size, and most of those sterilized are women. But the use of
any contraceptive indicates that women have a voice. The director
of public health services in Kerala, Vijay Lakshmi, says that, here,
women are partners in the family, with “a higher stake in deciding
how many children each family has . . . a male cannot just brush his
wife aside and make her a child-rearing machine.” She disdains
northern India, where “women just do the housework and have
never learned to read and write.” The press adviser to the Indian
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Rami Chabbra, added:
“Our population problem symbolizes the powerlessness of women
in our society.” A less positive development is that Nayars are begin-
ning to give dowry.

Kerala is one of the few states in India with a strong Communist
Pa rty (it won a recent election) and a high pro p o rtion of Christians
(one-fifth of the population). Both of these facts seem to bear on
Ke r a l a’s generosity in health and social programs. It has a history of
s u p p o rting female education and also offers women many job
o p p o rtunities: they harvest tea and coffee, we a ve, make textiles fro m
coconut fibers, process fish, and roll cigarettes. Catholic women can
choose not to marry but to become nuns: then they teach, nurse, or
do social work. Women in Kerala limit the number of their childre n ,
to give those they bear a better chance in life as much as to ease their
own lot. K. Krishnamurt h y, the state health secre t a ry, said: “We have
found that women are less selfish than men. They want their wages
to be used to improve their families.”

*   *   *
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Several new trends threaten Indian women—the spread of dowry;
the use of amniocentesis to reveal a fetus’ sex and abort girls; 
militant Hindu and Muslim fundamentalism; and a new feature in
Indian films—the obligatory rape. Clearly, women in India face a
profound, pervasive, and lethal misogyny that infects them as deep-
ly as men. The only cure for this disease is education and solidarity.
Indian women make impressive, generous attempts to provide these
tools to women in cities and villages, but female solidarity is diffi-
cult in so caste-ridden a country. Caste no longer informs every ges-
ture in India, and laws prohibit certain forms of discrimination
against low castes. But it remains a potent marker and hinders
attempts to organize workers and women. In one large village,
organizers had to set up four women’s sangams (organizations): one
for Naickers, two for Harijan colonies at a distance from each other,
and one for Mudaliars. In a smaller village, Harijans and Naickers
each had a separate sangam because higher-ranked women refuse to
associate with lower.44

Many educated Indian women are strong feminists, working in
every possible area to improve women’s lot. The first campaigns of
the contemporary Indian feminist movement were against dowry
and rape, and these campaigns continue still.45 But now, in an ex-
tremely heartening development, the young women who move
about the country helping other women are not just the privileged
college-educated women of the 1970s and 1980s but the daughters
of the overworked, disfranchised, and impoverished women of the
countryside.46 If this group has joined the campaign, victory is
assured. 
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C H A P T E R  7

A N T I - I M P E R I A L

R E V O L U T I O N  I N

A L G E R I A

THE TERRITORY IN NORTH AFRICA NOW CALLED ALGERIA was once
inhabited by matrifocal peoples who created one of the most

powerful cave-paintings of the Mesolithic period. It shows a naked
woman standing behind a naked man, who is holding a bow and
arrow. Her hands are raised in a gesture of command, as a force
flows from her vulva directly into the penis of the male about to
shoot.

Later, Algeria was home to the Berbers. The territory was invad-
ed regularly, and was ruled by Carthage for 700 years, by Rome for
600, and by Vandals, Byzantines, Arabs, Spaniards, and Turks for a
total of 300 years. Sunni Muslims arrived in the seventh century; by
the twelfth, most Berbers were Muslim. In 1830 its last invaders,
the French, imposed Algeria’s first strong central government. Of all
its conquerors, Muslims most influenced Algeria by introducing
Islamic customs—egalitarianism for men; segregation of the sexes
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in separate spheres; confinement and the veil for women. 
Before Islam, Berber clans had an elaborate system of “paths to

the fountain,” a women’s forum where women discussed matters
that men could not talk about without “dishonor” and that they
learned about only from their wives. In Berber society, a man who
was exposed physically or psychologically before men, especially
men from other clans and, even more, before women, lost honor.
There was a virtual male veil. Berber women did not inherit prop-
erty, but they could ally with a husband’s mother (and thus his
father) or with uncles or children; they could withdraw emotional-
ly or sexually and gossip about a man’s behavior or sexual ability.
Men could abuse women verbally and physically and repudiate
them.1

Land was held by the tribe, the communal ’arsh. Tillers used the
land they needed and had usufruct rights. Nomads had free access
because all land belonged to God. The Berber concept of private
property—melk—theoretically allowed land to be sold if the entire
tribe consented. In practice, however, it was not sold, but it could
be donated to a religion or charity as Habus land, worked by the
community. The French later confiscated such tracts. Berbers traced
ancestry through males and gave fathers absolute authority. The
highest ruling body, a tribal council or djemaa’, controlled ’arsh
lands, adjudicated interclan conflicts, banished men for adultery,
and disinherited men who violated tribal norms. Only male heads
of clan lineages sat on the djemaa’, all with equal status. The French
nullified them, but they continued underground. 

When Spain expelled the Muslims in the sixteenth century,
many went to Algeria. Spain then invaded Algeria, forcing the
regency of Algiers to ask help from Baba Aroudj (Barbarossa) to
defend its coasts. Defense became a corsair activity, and Algiers
became a hub for pirates motivated by greed and religious convic-
tion. The French invaded in 1830, writing the final chapter in a
long history of conflict between Algerians and the West, when
Charles X sent a force to flush out the Barbary pirates who were
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preying on Mediterranean ships.2 The French did not at first intend
to invade Algeria, but once there they did so. Arab nationalists
launched a strenuous opposition to the French, believing they saw
conquest as a crusade against Islam, the return of African land to a
Latin (Roman) past. 

Unlike the British, who adopted a policy of devolution in their
empire, granting different parts some degree of autonomy, the
French centralized their empire and tried to assimilate their
colonies. Insisting that the colonized were French, the administra-
tion in each colony not only immersed local people in French cul-
ture and language but appointed colonial deputies to Paris to help
govern the whole empire. French policy toward Algeria was, in fact,
inconsistent, especially in regard to the majority Arab population,
but, more than its other colonies, France saw Algeria as a genuine
département of metropolitan France.3 Islam proved to be a major
obstacle to assimilation, however. Marshall de Bourmont, who led
the first French troops to set foot on Algerian territory, had declared
that France guaranteed its new subjects their property and religious
rights. Nevertheless, religion became the single most important ele-
ment in French efforts to control Algeria. Like Spaniards in Latin
America, the French wanted to eradicate the indigenous religion in
Algeria (yet not in Morroco or Tunisia). As the missionary-explorer
Charles Foucauld explained: “If we cannot succeed in making
Frenchmen of these people, they will drive us out. The only way to
make them into Frenchmen is to make them Christians.” Foucauld
was later killed by desert tribesmen. 

The French authorities’ obsessive preoccupation with Islam
only served to politicize it. Before the French invasion, Algerians
had considered themselves Muslim just as Frenchmen considered
themselves Catholic: they took their religious identity for granted.
They defined themselves primarily by region, tribe, and family.
After the arrival of the French, Islam became the most salient ele-
ment of their identity.4

In 1830 Algeria had 6 million inhabitants. Ap p rox i m a t e l y
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100,000 French soldiers fought for seventeen years to subdue them;
by 1852, only 2 1/2 million Algerians remained alive. Considering
Islam a religion oppre s s i ve of women, the French used women to jus-
tify their presence (as the British had done in India). They con-
scripted Algerian men for their armies, seized Algerian lands, and
limited the movement of flocks by the many Berbers who we re herd-
ing nomads. Algerians who surv i ved the wars lost their land and
their livelihood and re t reated into the family. Women became their
emblem too: the veil became far more widespread. After these seve n-
teen years of fierce fighting, despite continued Arab re s i s t a n c e ,
France decided to colonize the country. By the mid-nineteenth cen-
t u ry, Eu ropeans made up about a sixth of the population and we re
the elite, owning the best land and running the government, indus-
t ry, finance, and trade. Arabs and Berbers we re either peasants or
l a b o rers, or they ran shops in the c a s b a h ( n a t i ve quarter) of large
c i t i e s .

In 1873 and 1881 the French began to expropriate Algerian
land, dislocating small farmers. As Western economic structures and
dominance spread, 84.5 percent of male heads of families in mid-
sized cities were unemployed; in Oran, Algiers, and Constantine,
the figure was 65.2 percent. Men became monogamous, unable to
support several wives, while the wives took work as cleaners or part-
time and seasonal servants. By 1900 half a million Europeans
(colons) lived in Algeria. By 1919 half the peasantry was landless and
had moved to Algerian cities or to France. Many of those born in
cities or in France (where 76,000 Algerians worked by 1921)
became a new class of petit bourgeoisie with no firm values. Once
homes ceased to be centers of production, rural and urban women
lost their chief source of employment and became isolated and
dependent on their husbands. 

The French tried to make Algeria a French province subject to
French law, which meant conforming Algerian law—based on the
shari’a, the Islamic regulations of marriage, divorce, and property—
with French law. Property issues were swiftly brought in line, but
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Algerian laws governing marriage, divorce, and inheritance could
not be changed without extirpating their religious foundation. The
naturalization laws passed between the 1800s and 1920s, which ini-
tially excluded women, made renunciation of shari’a a condition for
French citizenship. Few Algerians accepted it. The French granted
Algerian men the vote and ended specifically Arab taxes. Workers,
mostly males, grew even more macho. French schools opened in
Algeria, but even educated Algerians were second class under
French rule. Military resistance waned at the turn of the century, as
Algerian intellectuals formed reform movements to resist colonial
rule or to raise the status of their own people.

Secular and religious reform movements focused on women.
Secular reformers, mostly young professionals who had been trained
in French schools, chafed under a colonial double standard that
encouraged them to believe they we re Frenchmen but denied them
French political rights. They modeled themselves on the “Yo u n g
Tu rk s” who reformed Tu rkey under Kemal At a t u rk in the late 1920s,
and, indeed, they came to be called the “Young Algerians.” T h e y
wanted women to participate in public life and, to that end, they
a d vocated female education. They argued that Islam was not nec-
essarily incompatible with “p ro g ress,” but they conceived of pro g re s s
in French terms and adopted a French value system. Most Algerians
saw them as apologists for colonialism and, there f o re, as anti-Mu s l i m .

The religious reform movement, the ulema (religious scholars),
founded by Shaikh Ibn Badis, dealt with matters that were pressing
to most Algerians. Ibn Badis’ group also believed that women’s sta-
tus needed improvement and advocated female education, but they
wanted girls to attend school only from the age of seven to twelve,
educated merely to be believers and mothers. The ulema urged seg-
regation after puberty and approved of the veil, but it did not
require female seclusion. While the Young Algerians wanted inte-
gration into colonial society on secular terms, the religious reform-
ers wanted to improve education, check the spread of alcoholism,
drugs, and prostitution, and limit the influence of French culture
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on young French-educated Algerian men, an influence they per-
ceived as an assault on their cultural integrity.

Above all, these religious reformers wanted to restore Islam to
its original form, freed of superstitions and “magical excrescences,”
and they called their association Al Salafyia (the society of the
prophet’s companions).5 Even as they supported female education,
they exhorted women to model their behavior on the virtuous wives
and daughters of Muhammed and his companions. They 
circulated biographies of legendary women, emphasizing their 
religious faith, sense of duty, and willingness to sacrifice. 

Both sets of Algerian reformers wanted to raise women’s status
as a means to raise men’s, and women’s status was one of the main
issues they discussed. However, they consulted no female leaders. A
feminist manifesto was written by a Tunisian man and condemned
by religious reformers. France also offered a poor example—French
feminists were co-opted at the end of the First World War, when
their husbands took power and silenced them. French men, who
were deeply anticlerical and believed that women were more reli-
gious than men, denied them the vote. The French Senate tabled
motions for woman suffrage in 1929, 1932, and 1933, and, from
1936 to 1938, the socialists, who were indifferent to women, held
power. Women’s invisibility in both French and Algerian society was
emphasized when a man gave the report on the woman question at
the International Congress on Mediterranean Women held in
March 1932.

During the Second World War, France lost control of its African
empire. By 1954 one million French colons lived in Algeria: France
had poured millions of dollars into Algeria to build French districts
and suppress Algerians, and it tried to reassert control when the war
ended. Arab and Berber nationalists resented this restoration of a
foreign elite to economic and political dominance. A general resurg-
ence of Islam, which had begun in the nineteenth century and now
gathered momentum, reinforced Arab nationalism. Nationalist
groups coalesced to create the National Liberation Front (FLN) in
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1954, and Mostepha Ben Boulaid led 500 insurgents in attacking
seventy French installations. The FLN urged Algerians to rise up to
demand equal status with Europeans. When cautious Algerians did
not rise en masse, the FLN attacked them: “To take no interest in
the struggle is a crime; to oppose it is treason.” 

Nationalists formed the ALN (Armée de Liberation Nationale)
to appeal to Muslims. Peasants, not workers, were the staunch
Muslims, and by 1956 the ALN had 15,000 to 20,000 men. After
January 1955 the ALN accepted women nurses. The following year,
the FLN platform enjoined women to lend “moral support to
combatants and resisters, gather information, act as liaison agents,
take care of military and medical supplies, provide shelter to people
sought by the police, and help the families of guerrillas or those who
were imprisoned.” No provision was made for women combatants,
though a few did fight. The majority, however, were nurses, cooks,
or laundresses. In any capacity in the FLN, women risked arrest and
execution.  

The FLN, grounded in the old djemaa’, valued collective deci-
sion-making and, to achieve its goals, political over military means.
When the leaders decided that, to attract men to a revolutionary
group, they had to overcome the weight of tradition, they decided
to include women as bait. Initially they were concerned with pro-
tecting girls’ virginity, so they approached women who were mar-
ried to militants, widows, or divorcees. But when these women were
killed, their children were left parentless. And single women per-
sisted in volunteering, so the FLN began to use them, keeping cells
segregated and allowing no woman to lead. No women were com-
batants until 1955, when they began to carry messages and bombs
and to act as terrorists. A major issue for female revolutionaries was
dress. At first, operating inside casbahs carrying tracts and doing
liaison work, women wore veils. When they began to venture into
the European districts of cities, they put on Western dress. But in
1957, when the French authorities realized that women were par-
ticipating in revolutionary actions, women resumed the veil, strap-
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ping bombs, grenades, and machine-gun clips to their bodies
beneath the burqa. When the French began to unve i l
Algerian women forcibly, women who had repudiated the veil took
it up again.6

Some nurses demanded and got weapons to protect themselves
during French ambushes. Women became militants and many died
in combat—10,949 women’s names appear on nationalist lists, 78
percent of them in the countryside. Of these military women
(including armed soldiers), two were political commissars and five
were terrorists; of those killed, over half were between the ages of
fourteen and twenty-four, and 38.8 percent between the ages of
twenty-five and forty-nine. Djamila Bouhired, aged twenty-two,
the liaison for a terrorist group, was wounded, captured, arrested,
tortured (the French used cruel tortures widely in Algeria), and con-
demned to death. But she was jailed, not killed. Djamila Boupacha,
jailed for bomb-throwing, was tortured with electric shocks, ciga-
rette burns, and kicks, and raped with a bottle neck (she was a 
virgin). She survived and was released at the end of the war. Both
women became heroines because they betrayed nothing under tor-
ture. Zohra Drif, a law student in a terrorist network, was arrested
and sentenced in 1956 to twenty years of forced labor. But the war
ended in 1962.

War had given women a chance to change the sexual power
structure, unimpeded by religious principles and unopposed by rel-
igious leaders. By fighting in the war, women essentially freed them-
selves from colonial oppression. But the FLN was an underground
movement and could not institute reforms. Some leaders tried: in
mountainous areas where French troops had trouble getting control
and the FLN could act openly, they challenged the prevailing cus-
tom of having a bride absent during the signing of her marriage
contract, insisting that she witness it along with the groom. Like all
revolutionary movements, the FLN needed to rally the widest pos-
sible popular support (i.e., male support) and would have preferred
not to interfere with male control of women. But the French gov-
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ernment had often intervened in Algerian sexual politics, so the
FLN did the same, to challenge the French. 

In 1958 the war entered a new phase. In September the Provis-
ional Government of the Algerian Republic (GPRA) was founded,
its army based in neighboring Morocco and Tunisia. Colonel Hou-
ari Boumédienne rose as a leader in the new government. Born to a
middle-class peasant family and educated in Islamic schools,
Boumediene wanted agrarian reform and considered the revolution
a peasant revolt. Another important figure in the revolution, the
socialist Frantz Fanon, was a Haitian physician who came to Algeria
in 1956 to work as a psychiatrist at a military hospital. Fanon’s lec-
tures, newspaper articles, and books had enormous influence. His
books on colonization are still among the most profound and
searching on the subject.7 But Fanon understood neither the lure of
Islam nor the fact that women, as much as men, need and deserve
independence and self-respect.

As more women joined the struggle, French propaganda target-
ed them, ostensibly to win them ove r, but really to turn them against
their men. Women are easily used as instruments during conflict
because they are always oppressed and open to promises. Like the
British appealing to African Americans during the American
Re volution, or companies hiring poor people as scabs during strikes,
the powe rful always know that society does not value women, and
can lure them with offers of rights. French colonial generals, worried
that France was losing heart for the war, formed the Se c ret Army
Organization (OAS) to seize power and keep Algeria French. T h e y
mounted a coup, ousted the French governor of Algeria, and held a
huge rally in May 1958 on the steps of the Gove r n o r’s Palace in
Algiers. The centerpiece of the event was the unveiling of some
Algerian women, a symbol for French victory over the last obstacle
to the total Frenchification of Algeria. 

Wo m e n’s vo l u n t a ry participation in the war radically broke the
traditional relations between the sexes. It meant that women min-
gled with men who we re not kin, defied parental authority, and left
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confinement for uncert a i n t y. Many women married fellow combat-
ants, choosing their own husbands. Women whose husbands or sons
were arrested traveled alone to detention camps, seeking their loved
ones in what must have been terrifying first steps towards freedom.
With husbands absent, many women took up the farm work or
found jobs to support themselves and their children. But for the
family—the realm of male authority—to claim to re p re s e n t
Algerian society, it had to remain intact.8 Male and female revolu-
tionaries believed that the primary issue was winning the war, not
women’s rights. 

Before the Algerian war was over, France had committed half a
million French troops to the conflict, but it never extinguished the
FLN. The battle raged in Algeria and in the streets of France, where
demonstrations erupted on both sides. Finally, in March 1962, the
French president, Charles de Gaulle, agreed with Algerian national-
ists that the question of Algerian independence should be put to a
referendum in France in April. De Gaulle’s prestige and French
weariness with the Algerian war prevailed: over 90 percent of the
French voted in favor; a referendum in Algeria in July won by
almost 100 percent. In July 1962 Algeria became independent. 

That is, Algerian men became independent. If, during inde-
pendence celebrations, an unmarried woman appeared on the stre e t s
with a man, male vigilante groups ord e red her to marry immediate-
ly or go to jail. Algeria’s first president, Ahmed Ben Bella, hid patri-
a rchal attitudes under pro-woman rhetoric. The new constitution of
September 1962 granted both sexes equality and the franchise, but
it also made Islam the state religion and Arabic the official language.
Since Islamic law treats women as men’s pro p e rt y, contradiction was
built into the ve ry founding of the new nation. The authoritarian
Ben Bella banned all parties but the FLN and purged it of “r a d i-
c a l s”—those who supported work e r s’ right to strike. He also dis-
s o l ved the French FLN, which favo red a secular state.

The Algerian state deferred to the mullahs, making the Ram-
adam fast compulsory, banning alcohol, and closing cafés. In 1963
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it expropriated all foreign-held agricultural land and, by 1965, over
80 percent of the colons had left Algeria. Two million people were
out of work. Foreign-educated young male technocrats planned the
new state, using a socialist economic model that nationalized large
estates owned by the colons and created state-owned heavy industry.
The model placed a priority on steel works and petrochemical
plants, ignoring the well-known social costs of capital-intensive,
labor-saving industrialization. Men thrown out of work by this new
industry had little choice but to emigrate to France. And the devel-
opment planners and nationalists did not consider women at all,
pretending they were all supported by their husbands or fathers. In
1964 only two women were elected deputies.

While Ben Bella scoured the Qur’an for passages justifying soc-
ialism, others tried to defend private property. Ben Bella was too left
wing for Muslims, and in June 1965 his opponents rose in a revolt
led by Boumédienne. They imprisoned Ben Bella and suspended
both the National Assembly and the constitution. Boumédienne, a
conservative nationalist authoritarian, wanted to speed up industri-
al development and transform a mainly agrarian economy into an
industrial one. The French bought Algerian oil, iron ore, wine, cit-
rus fruit, and labor, in exchange for exports of French manufactures.
Most rural Algerians were subsistence farmers or laborers on French
colonists’ estates. Women were important in production, and they
g rew vegetables, fetched water, raised chickens for sale and consump-
tion, wove rugs, and made pottery, blankets, and clothing. 

Boumédienne ran the country through a Pa rty Central
Committee and included no women in the government. The new
state was not concerned specifically with women’s participation in
industrialization, but industrial societies need literate citizens.
Boumédienne extended state power over education and began to
educate more females. However, only those girls who had reached
school age after 1962 were affected; the overwhelming majority of
women remained illiterate. Islam does not explicitly prohibit birth
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control, but orthodox male Muslims and Algerian nationalists
oppose it. In 1967 women bore ten children on average, of whom
6.5 lived to maturity. Algeria’s population grew by 50 percent from
1960 to 1970, so in 1966 family “regulation centers” began to give
contraceptives to women with four children. Five years later, the
Muslims closed them down. Algeria’s rulers insisted that women’s
place was making couscous, a traditional grain dish—in effect, code
for confinement in the home. 

When Boumediene died in 1978, Colonel Chadli Benjedid
headed the government. Less committed to agrarian reform and
redistribution of land, Benjedid sharply criticized both agriculture
and industry for inefficient bureaucratic management and low pro-
ductivity. He restructured industry along capitalist lines, aiming at
freedom from state control, efficiency, and high profits. Agriculture
drew fewer workers of either sex as industrial wages rose, but state-
owned industrial plants even today employ few women. The 1988
labor statistics show that only 343,000 women, out of an estimated
female population of 11 million, had full-time paid jobs that year.
Including housewives who work for wages part time, the number
reaches only 523,000. Most employed women today live in urban
areas, and they work in the professions and in clerical jobs as often
as in domestic service. Hiring women as managers of agricultural
enterprises is the most significant change for women since inde-
pendence, even if few of them have such jobs.9 The mechanization
of agriculture eased farm women’s work, but it also lessened their
productiveness and their status in rural families. They feel less use-
ful and less content. Increased education has somewhat altered the
traditional division of labor: boys who used to herd animals now go
to school and their sisters do the herding. 

A 1977 survey in Algiers revealed that social class more than
religious belief determined people’s attitudes toward women work-
ing outside the home. Even educated women have difficulty finding
jobs, but they are increasingly entering the workforce. Most single
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women are secretaries, and their brothers control the $200 to $250
a month they earn. They still must do housework in the evenings.
An unintended consequence of the state’s control of imports was
that some women could open shops to manufacture ready-to-wear
clothes with relatively little capital. Unable to find jobs, some
women set up beautician and hairdressing shops in their homes.
Women’s opportunities for paid work are likely to continue to be
limited, but as women move into the public sphere, men’s efforts to
suppress them have intensified. 

By the time Benjedid took over, Algeria’s deteriorating econom-
ic situation, urbanization, and disruptions had induced some Alger-
ians to invoke tradition, yearning for a return to an old, “pure”
Islam. Male students struck for Arabized education in 1979 and
1980 in Kabylia. The 1978 fundamentalist Muslim revolution in
Iran inspired a young graduate in physics from London to form a
Muslim brotherhood. The “brothers” focus on women, command-
ing their segregation from men and forbidding them to work or
travel without escorts. “Morals police” spy on women, charging
them with attente de pudeur if they are alone in a café, at the beach,
renting a hotel room, or going out in the company of more than
two men. Women seen with foreigners after dark can be questioned
or beaten. Women who kiss in public are punished. More women
are wearing veils to protect themselves from men or to placate men,
and to hide their poverty.

Until 1989 the government tried to undermine the Muslim
brothers by allying itself with the orthodox Muslim clergy. It named
a committee to reform the Islamic Family Code and to create a new
law that mixed shari’a with amendments made by the colonial 
government. No women were named to the revision committee.
On International Women’s Day, 1979, 200 university women held
an open meeting at the industrial workers’ headquarters in Algiers
and passed a motion to inquire about the membership of the com-
mission. They sent the question to the authorities, but received no
reply.
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In January 1981 the government forbade women to leave the
country. The women’s collective met at the University of Algiers to
sign petitions and name delegations to visit government officials to
denounce such “revolting discrimination.” The minister of the 
interior admitted a delegation of four women and told them that no
such law existed. The women pro c u red a draft of the revised Fa m i l y
Code and distributed it clandestinely: it returned women to the
legal status of minors. In September 1981 the revision was accepted
by the Council of Ministers and, the following month, women
launched a campaign of confrontation and embarrassment, holding
three major demonstrations in Algiers with a lawyers’ collective,
labor union representatives, and former freedom fighters. They
conducted a national campaign and obtained 10,000 signatures on
a petition opposing the code. Tacitly comparing the Algerian gov-
ernment to the French, they paraded independence heroines like
Meriem Benmihoub (then a member of the bar), Zohra Drif, and
Djamila Bouhired and thereby forced the police to avoid brutality.
They made counterdemands for monogamy, an unconditional right
of women to work, equal inheritance rights, identical ages at mar-
riage, identical divorce conditions, and the best possible protection
for abandoned children—and they filmed their protest. It has never
been broadcast.

The women who protested were a very small minority, mainly
university graduates and professionals, but they forced the govern-
ment to withdraw the code. However, it was resubmitted in June
1984 and the new version was even worse than the earlier one.
Divorce by mutual consent was eliminated, as was the right of a
divorced wife to demand housing from her former husband (unless
she has custody of the children). Polygyny was permitted in both
codes, but the 1981 version had maintained the shari’a condition
that a man had to provide separate houses for each wife and allowed
women to exclude polygyny in marriage contracts. Both conditions
were eliminated in the 1984 version. The 1984 Family Code con-
fines women in the family as in a “cell,” to protect and preserve
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them from “social ills.” It requires a husband to support his wife; in
return, he may marry more than one woman “if he can justify his
action.” Wives who object may divorce. A man may marry by proxy
and divorce at will; a woman may divorce only under specific 
conditions unless she can pay her husband to grant her a divorce.
Women are required to “obey” husbands, “respect” their in-laws,
and “breastfeed their children if they can.”

There was no uprising of women when the 1984 code was
issued—they may have been intimidated by the Muslim brothers.
The code satisfied the orthodox clergy, but not the Muslim broth-
ers, who took it as signaling that their persistence would be reward-
ed by even greater constriction of women. They incited students to
attack progressive students with axs and bicycle chains. One was
killed and several were wounded. Some Muslims were arrested.

The brotherhood’s reading of the political climate was accurate.
They were initially suppressed, but the government’s new policy of
greater democracy gave the brotherhood the status of a political par-
ty, the Islamic Front of Salvation (FIS). Since the creation of the
FIS, the Muslim brothers have grown even louder in demanding the
imposition of an Islamic ethic that bans Western secular customs. It
focuses on women: the brotherhood insists that women wear a hid-
jab (ankle-length raincoat-like garment with a scarf completely cov-
ering the hair), and some of them also want women to give up their
jobs. No birth-control information, contraceptives, or daycare exist
in Algeria. The official women’s department is a government
mouthpiece. 

During the revolution, nationalist men talked about and sup-
ported a variety of political and social rights to make women adult
citizens of the state, but they deferred their implementation until
after the revolution. After independence, women’s rights were again
deferred in favor of development and industrialization. Since 1962
it has become increasingly apparent that political leaders used
women cynically: jobs created by the new state have gone to men
and, over thirty years later, women still have trouble finding jobs;
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when they get one, it is usually low-paid and low-prestige work.
Most rural women are still illiterate and unemployed. Both the
Family Code of 1984 and the state-approved FIS have severely
injured women. 

In Algeria, Egypt, Tunisia, and other Muslim states, fundamen-
talism is considered nationalism, and is the only alternative to
Westernization. For many Middle Easterners, We s t e r n i z a t i o n
means the ills of development: wealth and privileges for a few, high
u n e m p l oyment, strikes, and greater independence for women
(although this issue is never publicly acknowledged as a motive to
oppose change). No party runs on an antiwoman platform—any-
where. Yet, in Algeria, many men claim women should be more
constricted for the cause of nationalism.10 Muslim men perceive
modernization as emasculating, because, for them, “honor” (man-
hood) is control of women. One historian explains that Islam is
based on a belief not in female inferiority, but in female power.11

Sexual institutions like polygyny, divorce by repudiation, and segre-
gation are strategies for containing female power. Male control over
women becomes harder as new forms of production break down
female seclusion, as women begin to be educated, and as women
work for wages outside the home. But the tacit agenda of funda-
mentalist groups is apparent—to thrust women forcibly into the
veil and out of work. One woman said that “Algeria’s 500,000 work-
ing women are not going to march to the slaughterhouse silently,
even if it means a civil war.”12 A civil war of women against men?
But militant Muslims are now killing women simply for appearing
on the street bareheaded.13 In 1995 Algerian militants vowed to kill
all women who were married to “atheists”—by which they mean
opponents of theocratic government. They also killed twenty or
more women who refused to marry Muslim fighters in zawaj al
mutaa marriage (see volume 1, chapter 11), a nonbinding marriage
that can last a day or a week.14

More recently, bands of armed men, some as large as one hun-
dred, have been massacring Algerians in their homes.15 Islamic
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extremists target women in particular. Houria Zedat was training to
become a national judo champion when the extremists ordered her
to stop practicing, put on a veil, and stay home. She ignored them.
In the next few years they killed her young brother, slitting his
throat before her eyes, shot her mother, and killed her second
brother. These men also kidnap attractive young women to serve as
sexual slaves in their mountain hideouts. Activists say that thou-
sands of young women have been abducted. One such young
woman, kidnapped and raped by a gang of men, was found and lib-
erated. She was treated in a hospital for a year, but at the age of
twenty-four she committed suicide.

In the face of this violence, women are standing firm—the first
time such a stance has been reported. Some women refuse to wear
the veil, and they encourage girls to do the same. Aicha Barki, the
head of the Iqra Foundation, which works to end illiteracy, says:
“We have crossed the cape of fear.”16

*   *   *

Every society to some degree holds women responsible for male as
well as female sexuality, expecting women, not men, to control male
sexual predation. Islam, Orthodox Jewry, and certain Hindus
demand segregation of the sexes in schools, institutions, public
spaces, and even at home. But only Islamic states demand that
women sacrifice all freedom of movement and ease in the world to
restrain men. With the growing strength of Islamic fundamental-
ism, women face a long, difficult struggle.

The illiteracy rate for women in Muslim countries is staggering:
in the mid-1970s, 95 percent of Saudi Arabian, 70–95 percent of
Iranian, and 98 percent of Afghani women could not read or write.
While more girls are being educated in all Muslim countries, many
are still removed from school at puberty. In Tunisia in 1975, 63 per-
cent of girls between six and eleven were in school, but only 24 per-
cent of those between twelve and seventeen. In Morocco in the
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mid-1970s, 30 percent of younger girls and 20 percent of older ones
were in school; as of 1982, girls still made up roughly a third of the
students in elementary and secondary education and a quarter of
university students. In the 1980s women’s studies programs prolif-
erated: Beirut College (Lebanon), Cairo University, and Al-Azhar
(Egypt), the Center de Documentation des Sciences Humaines
(Wahran, Algeria), the University of Jordan, Kuwait University, and
the General Federation of Iraqi Women all sponsored such pro-
grams. Still, few women are included in government in Muslim
states, and many states have all-male parliaments. In 1999 Kuwaiti
women were once again refused the franchise.

Women’s groups in most Arab states are composed of upper-
class women and are often under government control, especially in
one-party states. Women keep trying to participate and be heard:
the number of their voluntary associations has doubled in recent
decades. They debate ways to integrate women into development as
well as the very meaning of development, and discuss the condi-
tions necessary for women to liberate themselves. Rose Ghurayyib,
the editor of Al-Raida, a journal published by the Institute for
Women’s Studies in the Arab World at Beirut University in
Lebanon, believes that women cannot advance until the Middle
East is at peace. She argues that war harmed women’s liberation
movements in Lebanon, Iraq, Iran, Libya, and other Arab countries,
and that “a larger proportion of refugees, illiterates and poor, are
women. Violence against them is linked to the violence of war. The
participation of Arab women in peace movements and conferences,
locally or internationally is . . . imperative.”17

Still, some Muslim countries have strong feminist groups.
Muslim women’s rights movements date at least from 1858, when
the first girls school was founded in the Ottoman Empire; its first
teachers college opened in 1870, and women were first permitted to
study in universities in 1914. The Ottoman Empire was dismem-
bered and, in 1923, Kemal Ataturk became head of an independent
Turkey; as a nationalist rebel leader, he had enlisted women as sol-
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diers, ammunition carriers, and nurses. In 1926 he abolished
Islamic family law and replaced it with a secular civil code that for-
bade polygamy, set a minimum age for the marriage of girls, and
granted the sexes equal rights in divo rce, child custody, and inheri-
tance.   By 1934 Turkish women had the right to vote, hold office,
and appear in public (in 1920, a woman had been arrested for act-
ing on a Turkish stage). In 1989 Turkish women demonstrated to
protest the growth of Muslim fundamentalism. Over 1000 women
marched, sang, and carried banners on the anniversary of Turkey’s
becoming a secular state under Kemal Ataturk. In 1993 a woman,
Tansu Ciller, became Turkey’s prime minister. Recently, however, a
woman elected to the Turkish Senate was denied her seat because
she wore a head scarf. She was eventually deprived of her Turkish
citizenship.

In the early twentieth century, Muslim women made powerful
arguments for reform within Islamic tradition. The Lebanese Nazir-
ah Zein Ed-Din, whose father headed the Lebanese Court of
Appeals and encouraged her study of theology, published Removing
the Veil in 1928.18 Her arguments were so erudite that critics
charged that her book had been written by nine men, including
missionaries and lawyers, who wanted to undermine Islam.19 A
feminist, Azizah al-Hibri, wrote that “patriarchy co-opted Islam
after the death of the prophet” and cited passages in the Qur’an that
were interpreted “loosely and out of context in support of a vicious
patriarchal ideology.” One passage central to the assertion of male
dominance is translated: “Men are in charge of women, because
Allah hath made the one of them to excel the other, and because
they spend of their property (for the support of women).” Al-Hibri
reads this passage differently: “Men are ‘qawwamun’ over women in
matters where God gave of them more than others, and in what
they spend of their money”; she points out that the word qawwa-
mun can be rendered as “protectors,” rather than “maintainers” and
believes that the original meaning was “moral guidance and caring.” 

Feminists have restored the role of women to Islamic history as
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saints in mystic orders, Muslim scholars, and mothers, influencing
the home. But, like black women in the United States and South
Africa, Muslim feminists are as concerned about their men as they
a re about themselves. Western colonization of most of the
Arab world and enduring Western contempt for Islam and for Arabs
have fixed the two worlds in opposition. Since feminism arose in
the West, and most advances for women—the first schools for girls
and pressure to put off the veil—were initiated by Westerners, fem-
inists feel a need to distance themselves from Western ways. Some
Arab feminists have resumed the veil to proclaim their distance
from Westernization and to affirm their tie to indigenous culture. 

Arab women often adopt the veil voluntarily because they dis-
like elements of Western feminism. They insist that they want lib-
eration with men, not from them. They find American ways
particularly repugnant and often blame American women for
Western sexual mores. They think American women are oppressed
by being objectified as sex objects, and equate “loose” women with
feminists. Moreover, many Islamic women do not consider their
constriction a subordination. Like many women in the West, they
start from an assumption that feminists question: male domination
is inherent in nature or in human social structures, and therefore it
is inevitable. Many men who deplore the treatment of females by
males, having suffered from male predation themselves, share this
assumption. Otherwise, though, nonfeminists see the same world
that feminists see—a species where half of the members prey on the
other half—and they seek strategies to deal with this fact and to fos-
ter the survival of women and children. So, women in a village in
Syria, Toqaan, did not see the veil and laws privileging men as evi-
dence of subordination, but as protecting women and the family
from male predation.20

In the 1990s world events began to widen the mutual antago-
nism of the Muslim and the Western worlds. U.S. leadership of the
Gulf War against Iraq put a strain on all East-West alliances, includ-
ing that between Israel and the United States. The peace agreement
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between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization begun in
the fall of 1993, which seemed to offer grounds for hope for stabil-
ity in the region, collapsed in a new intifada. In 2001, terrorist
attacks on New York City’s World Trade Center and on the
Pentagon were taken by the Bush Administration as a declaration of
war against the United States by all Muslims. The United States
turned this into a live hot war against Afghanistan and Iraq.
Although it is questionable what could be won if victory were even
imaginable in these wars, tens of Americans and Iraqis continue to
be killed weekly, especially in Iraq. Women’s rights are always cur-
tailed in wars, and women in both Afghanistan and Iraq have expe-
rienced diminishments in personal liberty. At this writing, the out-
look for any improvement in this situation or for harmony between
the Muslim world and the West is bleak.

A pitiful footnote is the attempt of elite women in Saudi Arabia
to use Western military presence there—including female sol-
diers—to legitimate their demand to be allowed to drive.21 On
November 6, 1990, seventy veiled Saudi women, having discussed
the act with supportive husbands or male kin, had their chauffeurs
drive them to a supermarket in Riyadh, then dismissed them and
took the wheel themselves. The Saudi police intercepted and arrest-
ed the women, releasing them only after they signed a pledge that
they would not repeat the action.

These were elite women driving luxury cars. Only wealthy
Saudi women would know how to drive; they could learn only in
the West, where poor or lower-middle-class women do not go. And
they were fighting for a right that must seem an enormous luxury
to women of lower classes, but that hardly seems to threaten male
supremacy. But, of course, it does: women who drive can escape—
like women with whole feet in traditional China or women who
lived within running distance of a temple in traditional Japan. The
government took a hard line, however. Women with academic jobs
were suspended, and fundamentalists defaced their offices. No law
bars Saudi women from driving, but the Ministry of the Interior
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stated that Muslim scholars had determined that driving “degrades
and harms the sanctity” of women. Government officials said 
privately that the women had made a political error: “Now they
have made this into a power struggle with the conservatives. They
have probably set back driving by women for five more years,
maybe a decade.” And if they had not? How long would it take
these women to get a right they did not claim?
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C H A P T E R  8

A N T I - I M P E R I A L  

R E V O L U T I O N  I N  A F R I C A

MOST EARLY ARAB AND EUROPEAN INVADERS OF AFRICA settled
on the coasts, leaving internal Africa governed by chiefs, mon-

archs, or consensus communities. After Britain abolished slave trade
in 1807 and Africans began exporting palm oil, rubber, and other
industrial raw materials to Europe, however, European industrialists
clamored to own the source of these resources. They pressured their
g overnments to appropriate African territory. In the ensuing
“scramble” for land, nations vied with each other to grab some of
the continent. By the 1880s Britain, France, Spain, Portugal,
Holland, and Belgium claimed most of Africa; at the Berlin Confer-
ence of 1884–85, they partitioned it. 

Despite their sophisticated weapons, Europeans did not con-
quer Africa easily; they fought for almost a century to subdue it.
And almost as soon as the European powers gained African empires,
they began to lose them: Spain lost most of its colonies in the
Napoleonic wars. The Portuguese, the first Europeans in Africa,
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were the last out, holding fast to Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, and
Angola. They zealously tried to convert Africans to Catholicism.
Less racist than other Europeans, they allowed considerable inter-
marriage, which made for ambivalence about independence for
those with mixed loyalties. In 1951 Antonio Salazar, dictator of Por-
tugal from 1932 to 1968, decreed the colonies “overseas provinces”
and sent masses of white settlers mainly to Angola. These people
were poor, competing for the same jobs as Africans: cities—and ten-
sions—grew. In 1959 severe economic pressure led Guineans to
strike; police killed many. Despite resistance, Portugal refused to
leave Africa. 

Italy came late to empire-building: it conquered Eritrea and
Italian Somaliland and tried to invade Abyssinia (Ethiopia) after
1885. Just before the First World War, it grabbed Libya from the
declining Ottoman Empire. In the 1930s Mussolini won Ethiopia
and set out to rebuild the Roman Empire, but Italy lost it all after
the Second World War. In 1941 Ethiopia became independent
under Haile Selassie; in 1972 he was overthrown by a socialist rev-
olution. England made Eritrea a British protectorate, then gave it to
Ethiopia in 1952. Somalia became independent in 1960, but there
was internal conflict, and in 1968 Major General Mohammed Siad
Barre took over the government; he had designs on Ethiopia and
made war there until 1988. In 1991 a rebel group overthrew the
military regime, and civil war has ripped the country since. The
northern part broke off and called itself the Somaliland Republic,
but other governments have not recognized it. Eritrea rebelled
against Ethiopia in the 1970s, and won independence in 1993.
Conflict continues there. 

The Dutch, with a very wealthy empire in the South Pacific and
Caribbean, stayed aloof from the nineteenth-century “scramble” for
colonies, but King Leopold II of Belgium entered the contest and
got a colony in the Congo basin. At the 1885 Berlin Conference,
European powers recognized this territory as Congo Free State, 
but it was really a royal fief.1 Catholic missionaries were sent to
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indoctrinate and educate the populace, enabling a Belgian journal-
ist to describe the Congo in 1955 as  “the most prosperous and tran-
quil of colonies.”2 But in fact, Congo suffered from an oppression
so cruel that shocked writers exposed it, forcing Belgium to put
restraints on its citizens’ behavior.3

France lost its first colonies in Canada and India to Britain,
keeping only some West Indian islands, Algeria, and Senegal. But
after France lost the Franco-Prussian war in 1871, its machismo was
aroused, and it acquired many African colonies—Mauritania, Ivory
Coast, Dahomey, the French Sudan, French Guinea, Upper Volta,
and Niger in West Africa; Chad, Gabon, Middle Congo, and
Ubangi-Shari in Equatorial Africa; as well as Togoland, Cameroon,
and Madagascar. Like Britain, it approached its colonies with an
unshakable belief in the superiority of its civilization, even as it
acted with cruel savagery. France enlightened its African territories
with rationalist philosophy. Following its usual policy of assimila-
tion, it made colonized peoples French citizens with the right to
send deputies to the Senate and Chamber of Deputies. Now, to
French dismay, Islamic fundamentalists proselytize among the 3.5
million Muslims living in France.4

In 1956, weary and unhappy with the Algerian war they were
losing and a war in Indochina (Vietnam) they had lost, the French
decided to give their colonies more autonomy. A spirit of inde-
pendence was sweeping all colonies; the French felt they had to
choose between granting independence—with the colonies re m a i n-
ing in a loose federation with France—or allowing a host of colonial
representatives to vote in French political forums. In 1960 French
sub-Saharan African states became independent.

Britain grabbed a huge share of the African pie, but acquired
too much territory too quickly to administer all of it efficiently. At
first, it made many territories protectorates, turning others (Nigeria,
Kenya, Uganda, and the Rhodesias) over to the doubtful mercies of
chartered companies. All but Southern Rhodesia eventually became
colonies. Gambia, Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast, and Nigeria in the
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west and Uganda, Tanganyika, Zanzibar, and Nyasaland in the east
had few white settlers. But No rthern Rhodesia had 73,000
Europeans in 1959, Kenya and Southern Rhodesia even more.
Britain also controlled Egypt, the Egyptian Sudan, and the Union
(from 1961 the Republic) of South Africa.

Like Belgium, Britain left colonial education mainly to mission-
aries who shared their culture’s assumption of superiority. Such
thinking was oppressive to Africans, and led to occasional collisions
with local leaders, as it had in India. The Islamic emirates of North-
ern Nigeria refused to replace Islamic education with European; the
Ibos of southern Nigeria, politically fragmented and not tied to a
strong belief system, welcomed Western education. They were soon
clerks and civil servants for the administration, but bitterly resent-
ed in the north. All British colonies produced a new Western-edu-
cated middle class at odds with traditional African authorities. The
British did not offer practical and vocational education to the extent
the Belgians did in the Congo, and college-level training was not
available in British colonies until after the Second World War.5 Uni-
versities were started in Nigeria, Uganda, the Gold Coast, and the
Sudan only when independence became imminent. 

Colonial officials did not educate girls until later in the period
and as a subordinate caste. From the first, their education was in-
tended to supply a growing male elite with suitable wives, and
schools strongly emphasized domestic science. A vast network of
official and voluntary programs “domesticated” women European-
style, teaching basic literacy and enough mathematics so women
could budget, cook, sew, heal, and know hygiene and child care.6

Programs designed and promoted by women’s clubs in Tanganyika,
the Maendeleo wa Wanawake (Women’s Progress) movement in
Kenya, “improvement associations” in Mombasa, foyers sociaux
(housekeeping schools) in Usumbura (Ruanda-Urundi), or mining
companies in Northern Rhodesia taught girls that women’s primary
place was in the home and family, backing this stance with moral
precepts. 
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A major irony of colonization is that Eu ropeans often justified
their domination of Africa by promising to improve the lives of
African women (as they did in India and Algeria), but instead, their
laws, attitudes, and institutions directly or indirectly impove r i s h e d
them. In this chapter we will discuss women’s experience in the colo-
nial period, the independence struggles, and since independence. 

Early Colonialism: 1880–1920s

If colonization ended war in a region, Africans at first felt it as a
relief; it brought stabilization.7 The colonists took land, but
Africans felt land was to be used, not owned, and had not always
used all of theirs: people—followers, not land—signaled status and
made a person politically important. Borders had never been clear
except in mining country, and became an issue only when profit-
motivated elephant-hunting for ivory for export began, because
custom entitled the head of the domain where an elephant fell to
one tusk. But the colonial powers fixed borders, transformed
African economies and social structure, and, in western Africa espe-
cially, maintained their rule by force. 

Before Europe colonized Africa, Africans lived in self-governing
autonomous “tribes.”8 The Europeans partitioned the continent,
drawing new borders (allegedly against other “tribes,” but really
against other Europeans), which disregarded African realities, com-
pacting antagonistic groups and dividing kindred peoples like the
Ewe in Ghana and Togo, the Somali in Kenya and Italian and
French Somalia, and the Hausa in Nigeria and Niger.9 Many cur-
rent African conflicts are rooted in this disregard. 

Colonialism had a severe impact on women. It is thought that
men took over farming (from women) when the plow was intro-
duced around 1905, and that colonialism destroyed what econom-
ic independence and traditional political and social authority
women had left.10 In West Africa, British and French officials
ignored women in authority, directing everything through men. For
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example, the Igbo omu (queen mother) managed women’s markets
and settled their disputes while the male o b a managed men. T h e
British legitimized the o b a’s rule by paying him, but not the o m u,
a salary. By the time of independence, the office of the o m u i n
many Igbo towns lay vacant. 

But some scholars argue that African women in reality had lit-
tle authority, and that colonialism lessened traditional patriarc h a l
c o n t rol over women by reducing the likelihood of tort u re, slave ry,
or death as punishment for female rebellion, and made divo rc e
possible for women living in intolerable conditions. T h ro u g h o u t
Africa, women we re subordinate, although in most societies they
had some autonomy or control. Women we re subordinate in the
c o l o n i s t s’ home cultures also. Each culture allowed women a few
rights or freedoms—but not necessarily the same ones. W h e n
Eu ropeans granted African women Eu ropean women’s rights, they
violated African custom, and, like the British in India trying to
raise the marriage age for girls or eradicate s a t i, they failed.
Meanwhile, they had eradicated African women’s traditional rights.

From the start of colonization until 1953, Eu ropean gove r n-
ments tried to keep African women, especially single ones, fro m
migrating. They forbade or restricted women’s movement, locking
them in villages like hostages to lure their husbands back home.
Without women, men we re less likely to create African neighbor-
hoods in Eu ropean towns, and women would take back male work-
ers who we re ill, old, or rejected. To ensure that men from their vil-
lages would return, colonial officials pre s s u red African leaders, who
a l ready supported this policy. Na t i ve courts, a colonial institution,
p e n a l i zed women who migrated even more seve rely than colonial
c o u rts did. In precolonial days, divo rce was granted by village
assemblies made up of men and women, and elder women we re
h e e d e d .

Colonists introduced taxation, railroads, missionaries, and
corvée; they exploited African mines and appropriated African
land—and they spread disease. Before colonization, sub-Saharan

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N A F R I C A

• 2 7 3 •



Africa was protected from foreign epidemics by natural barriers.
The period b e t ween 1890 and 1930, when many foreigners came
to Africa, was the unhealthiest in African history.11 Ships bearing
smallpox had exposed several generations of West Africans to
Western diseases before 1800, but smallpox was a serious menace in
West Africa into the twentieth century. Africans resisted European
diseases somewhat better than Native Americans, Polynesians,
Melanesians, or Australian Aborigines. Their slightly greater contact
with outsiders may have given them some immunity, African med-
icine and care may have been better than that of other indigenous
populations, and African economic practices were designed in such
a way that the economy did not collapse despite widespread death.12

Also, Africans traditionally valued fertility and childbearing so
highly that birth rates were high enough to balance or slightly
exceed high death rates until 1945. European practices also spread
preventive and curative medicines. 

Colonization also introduced a cash economy and wage labor,
replaced local goods by imports sold for cash, and imposed taxes, to
be paid in cash. At first, colonial governments, pressured by mine
and plantation owners, coerced men into wage labor, but as cash
became necessary, men migrated seeking wage labor. Colonial gov-
ernments made property rights individual, “reserving” some land
for Africans (land often uninhabitable and miles away from a year-
round water source). Decent land was soon overcrowded and grew
steadily poorer from over-farming. Europeans blamed primitive
African farming methods. Africans had to leave land when tsetse
flies invaded, but now had now h e re to go. The Eu ropeans re i n f o rc e d
patriarchism by assigning headmen to oversee production of crops
for the European market. But Africans who deferred to Europeans
lost their traditional ritual and punitive powers. 

Europeans pushed women out of independent or leadership
roles, hiring mainly men to work their plantations and construct
railways or mines. In central, east, and south Africa, Europeans took
men from their villages to build and work large plantations, break-
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ing their resistance by force or the lure of higher wages.13 When
slavery was abolished, household slaves were freed, ending extended
households and cooperative farming and fostering nuclear families.
Jesuit missionaries brought plows to Africa and lent plows and
plowmen to rich men who could set an example.  

By gratuitously or accidentally favoring some men above others,
imposing corvée on some, and privileging some by giving them
decent land, Europeans created classes. African landowners had
women and dependent men farm it. Women did not own even the
land they had worked for centuries. Landowning men used the
earnings from their crops to enlarge their herds, sell cattle, growing
richer and more powerful. Marriages were made by bridewealth,
and after “buying” a wife, men insisted wives raise their cash crops,
not subsistence crops; when markets failed, people starved. In
villages that men abandoned to work elsewhere, female control of
re s o u rces and labor diminished while their workload gre a t l y
expanded. The major cause of rural dislocation in Southern and
Eastern Africa was colonists’ disproportionate reliance on male
labor to work their farms and plantations, build roads and railways,
and, most significant, to mine the gold, diamonds, and 
copper that became the economic backbone of South Africa.14

Female Strategies for Survival

In East Africa some rural women were able to take advantage of
European innovations and the loosened patriarchal control that
resulted from economic changes and the removal of men from vil-
lages. The rise of cities enabled them to flee unpleasant family
restrictions, which often became tighter with the end of slavery.
Some were forced to live outside the law, working illegally as pros-
titutes, but most were petty traders. Whatever their lives were like,
they were less controlled by men and their lineages. 

In Kenya, Luo women experimented creatively with new crops
and farming techniques and increased their trade. The most suc-
cessful were often Christians: missionaries’ stress on agricultural
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training and hard work led some male converts to help with farm
work, easing women’s workload. The women used their profits to
amass large herds of livestock.

But the experience of Mozambican women in Delagoa Bay was
more typical. Men who had left their villages to work in South Afri-
can mines brought back venereal disease, rapidly infecting women
and causing declines in the birth rate and agricultural production.
The male chiefs’ response was to marry off girls as soon as they
began menstruating. Women, already solely responsible for produc-
ing food and maintaining the family, were now also mothers at a
very young age. 

European slave trade increased African slavery—the number of
slaves owned by Africans increased, especially after European-run
slave markets closed. Slave raids continued after slave trade was
abolished, but with no European outlet, the price of slaves fell until
even slaves could afford to buy them. Many slaves were female.
Much of West Central Africa, populated mainly by matrilineal vir-
ilocal Bantu-speakers, escaped the worst depradations of slave raids
until the nineteenth century, when raids moved northward.15 Slave
trade came increasingly under the control of African men who lived
in all-male coastal commercial centers. Internal traders needed
access to these merchants, who dealt only with men, so only men
succeeded in business. 

Many of these men, who could buy what they needed without
wives’ help, segregated their wives at home and in public and pre-
ferred not to marry free women with obligations to kin. To evade
obligations to a matrilineage, the men created endogamous patri-
lineal trading firms that recruited slave wives. Yet the wealthy men
who formed these companies did not father enough children to repro-
duce themselves. Owners and slaves had different economic interests
in reproduction: men had to support children for years before they
(especially boys) could contribute to the family. They preferred to
procreate by cheap slave imports. Women wanted children mainly
to share the burden of producing food. But slave women had no
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rights over their children, who belonged to their owners and might
not be able to help aging mothers. Their response to forced mar-
riage and enslavement was to limit the number of children they
bore.

In places like the Congo Free State, missionaries and lineage
elders joined to attack the growing independence of young women,
and disparaged the practice of pawning young girls, which gave elite
women access to labor. Elite women lost power and influence. The
decline in elite women’s status led to the disappearance of an elite
female class in this region over the nineteenth century. As a result,
European observers saw few differences between slaves and free
women: both farmed, and few had time or resources for the leisure
activities of earlier elite women. No female leaders emerged in this
period: political life was dominated by male traders, and women
spent their lives providing food for their families. They took advan-
tage of a few new opportunities, raising food for the wide-scale clan-
destine slave trade that succeeded abolition and farming the crops
that replaced slaves in Afro European trade. But women’s abandon-
ment of subsistence agriculture led to food shortages in some
areas—they could not do both cash crop and subsistence farming,
and men did not help.

Both colonial and African authorities tried to keep women in
the countryside but when the land no longer supported their chil-
dren, women desperately traveled to cities. But city employers gave
them only low-paying, exploitive jobs. (Rural African women were
illiterate and untrained in marketable skills, but so were African
men: European employers treated literate European women the
same way.) Economic options for black women were probably worst
in South Africa, where the best job most could find was brewing
beer. But this was illegal in many places. Europeans preferred men
even as domestic servants; some women found such work but rela-
tively protective families dissuaded others. Domestic service was
hard for women with children because they were expected to live in,
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leaving their own children elsewhere. Many women preferred to do
laundry informally. After the First World War began, domestic
clothing production increased, and young “colored” (mixed-race)
women in Cape Town entered this industry. Despite abysmal wages
and working conditions, it was preferable to working in white peo-
ple’s homes.  

Women who wanted to be independent, retain some flexibility,
and have a chance to support themselves comfortably had only the
usual option: prostitution. Sometimes even this was barre d :
Johannesburg strictly controlled sexual commerce, allowing poor
white women to dominate the field until the early twentieth centu-
ry (except when severe rural crises impelled large numbers of black
women into the cities). But some African women did well as pros-
titutes. Nairobi (then as now) had far more men than women and
prostitutes and brewers working independently could earn enough
to amass considerable savings. They invested their money in real
estate and by the 1920s made up a significant percentage of African
householders in the city. These women often grew estranged from
their rural families and sought community elsewhere, joining Islam,
or creating fictive kinship bonds based on ethnic notions of blood
“brotherhood” and woman-woman marriage. 

Women sought employment through marriage: some Central
African rural women fleeing poverty and male domination at home
migrated to Abercorn in northeastern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), a
polyethnic commercial town. Clever, sure of their goals, seeing mar-
riage opportunistically (marriage in Africa had always after all been
an economic arrangement), many managed to marry up. This
appalled colonial authorities; in 1903 they began to support local
men in strictly enforcing rules governing bridewealth and marriage,
in order to regain control over women. 

Once slavery ended, colonial authorities promoted marriage
and male dominance as a means of social control. That men should
dominate women was the one area of agreement between colonial
authorities and male Africans. But sex was the area of greatest colli-
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sion and most African intractability between Africans and
Europeans. Western notions of property and individuality violated
African values, but Europeans simply rode roughshod over Africans;
when it came to regulating sex, however (regulating sex anywhere in
the world means controlling women), Eu ropeans in Africa encountered
obstacles. Although missionaries disapproved of polygyny and
female mutilation, they could not end them. 

Resistance

Women resisted in both new and traditional ways. Rural African
Christian women in a Cape district boycotted local shops and
schools in the 1920s. Protesting the terrible burden placed on
women by high rates of male migration, limited polygyny, taxation,
and land registration, the women succeeded in harming local capi-
talists. The women’s power base lay in rural networks like manyano
( p r a yer) groups and later the American Methodist Ep i s c o p a l
Church (AME), which spiritedly took an antiwhite, Africanist posi-
tion. Female coffee pickers in Kenya organized labor stoppages to
demand higher wages and an end to physical and sexual abuse.
Organized through work-based networks, they used the form tradi-
tional to women of the area to humiliate men: they turned their
backs and raised their skirts, mooning them. 

Muhumusa in Rwanda

A 1912 uprising in northern Rwanda was led by a woman named
Muhumusa.16 Northern Rwanda was inhabited by the Abahutu
(Hutu), farmers in the fertile highlands of Rwanda; Abatuutsi
(Tutsi), pastoralists in the hot dry plains, who made up 10 percent
of the population; and some Abatwa (Twa), descended from the
original gatherer-hunters who still lived in the old way but also by
banditry. All three groups shared a common language and culture,
and traded with each other, but the Twa were scorned by the two
other groups. Most people farmed and raised goats, sheep, and
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some cattle.
When Rwabugiri, a Tutsi king from the south, conquered the

north, he sent nobles to collect tribute in goods and services from
the region. Their arrogance and snobbery aroused resistance, and
local leaders formed a ranked bandit society. A new set of leaders
e m e r g e d — Nyabingi mediums, who took their name fro m
Nyabingi, a powerful woman in the court of Ndorwa before
Rwanda defeated it, who was transformed after her death into a
spirit. In the nineteenth century, mediums who believed Nyabingi
had “chosen” them began to invoke her, begging her to help the
sick, poor, or infertile. After mid-century, these mediums, male and
female, had strong obedient political followings, most of which
opposed Rwabugiri. He blamed the mediums for the defeat of his
troops in several battles. When Rwabugiri died in 1895, Kanjogera,
his most powerful wife, killed his successor and named her son
king, actually taking power herself with her brothers. 

But the kingdom never settled into peace under her rule, and
when the German military arrived, Kanjogera agreed to a German
protectorate over Rwanda in return for help against her rivals. The
Germans, however, merely set up two small military outposts on
Lake Kivu, supervised by an administrator based in Burundi, who
insisted that only missionaries and traders be allowed to work in
Rwanda. 

After 1900 the north was again invaded by pre d a t o r s .
Kanjogera’s son Musiinga, imitating his father’s expansionist policy,
sent agents north with little supervision but with German guns and,
sometimes, soldiers. Nobles, aware of northern Rwanda’s wealth,
bribed lineage leaders or used private armies to seize land; some pre-
tended to represent the ruler, others did not bother. Missionaries
cooperated with the nobles, sending their employees along on tax-
collecting rounds. Germany, Belgium, and England quarreled about
boundaries and sent expeditions of soldiers and surveyors trooping
through, taking food, shelter, and men as porters. When traders
seeking ivory and other goods passed through northern Rwanda on
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their way from East Africa to the Congo, they took what they want-
ed with little or no recompense, ignoring all protests. Rich, well-
armed Roman Catholic White Fathers settled in Rwaza and
Nyundu to impose their order, demanding goods and services from
the locals. 

The horde of newcomers demanded food and service and began
to seize land, forcing farmers to work it. To build a town, the
Germans forced workers to transport wood and build roads; so did
the missionaries. Northern chiefs lost status and wealth. Residents,
weakened by epidemics that had swept through in the 1890s and by
feeding and servicing the invaders, also faced conflict among local
leaders, and fled. The land turned to bush.

Some northerners petitioned Musiinga and tried to ally with the
nobles, the Germans, or the missionaries, but nothing helped. Some
chose active opposition, robbing the outsiders, burning their hous-
es and disrupting their travel and communications. Others with-
drew to new lands in the forest. Basbeya, an Abatwa formerly in
Rwaburgiri’s personal guard, withdrew to a swamp to hunt and steal
from nearby farmers. After a 1905 famine weakened the farmers,
Basbeya drove them out. Survivors paid him tribute and many
joined his band. His banditry was not politically motivated but was
opposed by the government. 

Many Nyabingi mediums challenged or defied Rwandan rule,
claiming that their power, based in a tie to the spirit, was as legiti-
mate as that of the rulers. One woman medium, Muhumusa,
claimed to be an agent of Nyabingi and became prominent, attract-
ing many followers. By 1909 Musiinga and Kanjogera realized that
both Basebya and Muhumusa had agents at court—his to inform
him of troop movements, hers to overthrow Musiinga. They asked
the German soldiers with Maxim guns to chase Basebya back into
the swamp and capture Muhumusa. After her capture, she was
jailed and exiled outside Rwanda.

In 1911 Muhumusa escaped and returned home. Greatly excit-
ed, people thronged to her as she tried to re-establish her old power
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base by waging war. British soldiers feared her by reputation, and
she won several battles easily, which led Basebya to offer her sup-
port. Deciding to become a resistance leader, she toured the area
with a child said to be the rightful heir to the Rwandan throne. But
a British–German force with a cannon and sixty-five rifles attacked
Muhumusa’s spear-wielding followers and injured her. She was
again sent into exile. Her reputation motivated some to rise up and
kill Europeans and others to transfer their loyalty to a new medium,
Ndungutse, who claimed he had received her power to overcome
oppression. His claim transformed the tradition by which mediums
passed on their powers to their followers into the idea that “the
drive to resist might contain within itself moral force sufficient to
legitimate the exercise of power.”17

After the war, Belgians tried to dominate the north but the spir-
it that had been solidified and articulated by Muhumusa and
Ndungutse continued to spark resistance. Northerners resisted
Belgian domination, rebelled against colonialism in 1959, and
joined the government of the republic that succeeded it. “Marginal”
people and “rootless intellectuals” are often catalysts in peasant
revolts.18 Both Muhumusa and Ndungutse were rootless strangers
of unknown parentage. Magnetic, charismatic people who had been
exploited, they gave a shape to people’s oppressions and were intel-
lectually able to articulate them.19 Legitimating themselves by
claiming both a spiritual and monarchical identity, they drew sup-
port from every rank of society, from individuals and blocs. They
attacked foreigners and Rwandans, in the process undermining
both and creating a spirit that ended colonial rule. 

Mekatalili in Tanzania

A woman, Mekatalili, empowered the Giriami of Tanzania to resist
British colonization.20 Over the nineteenth century, the Giriami left
the Mombasa area to settle in the Malindi hinterlands, to farm and
graze cattle. But Masai raids and disease eradicated the cattle, so
they became just farmers. During the migration their political
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structure changed: the single council of elders in the kaya (fortified
settlement) was replaced by many local councils. This change 
de-emphasized rituals and made young men less dependent on their
elders, who controlled the medicines used to solve problems need-
ing ultimate arbitration. Severe generational conflicts arose.

Arabs who owned slave-worked maize plantations on the coast
began trying after the mid-nineteenth-century to enslave the Gir-
iami. Occasionally, fighting erupted: the Giriami always won on
their own terrain, but some were enslavesd, some bought slaves, and
some converted to Islam. In time, the British appropriated Arabs’
coastal plantations to grow the same crops—cotton, rubber, and
sisal. But they needed labor and the London syndicates that owned
the plantations pressured the provincial governor to find workers.
The Giriami did not need money from contract labor, and fearing
enslavement, did not trust the English. The responses of the British
reflect their colonial mentality: they dismissed the Giriami fear of
enslavement as “irrational,” dismissed their form of government,
demanding it conform to British standards, and urged the people to
defy medicine men, thinking that the reason headmen were not
complying was fear of witchcraft. They threatened to take the land
by armed force. The Giriami did not know how to resist effectively.
An old woman, Mekatalili (Manyazi wa Menza), called the women
to a meeting to stop the British from recruiting labor and re-estab-
lish the traditional Giriami government.

Mekatalili, a widow without high rank as councilor, had no spe-
cial position among the Giriami, but she was charismatic and pop-
ular. She began a campaign drawing on the tradition of the Giriami
prophetess, Mepoho, who probably lived in the nineteenth century.
Mepoho had predicted the disruption of Giriami society: she
warned that newborns would be smaller, the land would go bad,
and youth would disobey and disrespect their elders; boys would
take snuff and chew tobacco, girls marry young, and elders lose
power. Citing a current drought, Mekatalili recalled these prophe-
cies. She urged the Giriami to end the generational conflict and

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N A F R I C A

• 2 8 3 •



entreated the women to revive Giriami traditions. 
After some rituals and considerable politicking, she called a

meeting at the kaya in 1913. Women, elders, and young men came,
but no headmen. Mekatalili insisted that Europeans were not to
blame for the drought, but said that if headmen repaid the wages
given them by the British, thereby severing their connection with
them, the Giriami would no longer owe them labor service. The
people swore oaths—a serious act among the Giriami. Mekatalili
did not frame the oaths: she simply laid out the issues, defining the
field of discourse. All in all, the gathering reasserted Giriami unity
and opposed the British.

The oaths, which involved relations with headmen and the
British, were secret: to reveal them meant death. So the British had
no idea what was happening when suddenly they could not get any-
one to do anything. They blamed the headmen, who in turn
became frightened and blamed Mekatalili and the women. Furious,
the British pursued Mekatalili, and arrested her along with Wanje
(a headman who supported her), and deported them for five years
to Kisii, 620 miles (1,000 kilometers) away, with a blanket apiece
and a little money for food. But in 1914—almost a year after the
oathing—the Giriami went to war against the British. 

The war was precipitated by the rape of a Giriami woman by an
English policeman and the British dynamiting the kaya to punish
the Giriami for not building a new one in another location, as
ordered. In trying to force the Giriami to evacuate their most fertile
land, British troops killed 150 Giriami (one British policeman was
killed). Despite their old age, Mekatalili and Wanje escaped and
returned but were caught and sent back into exile. The British des-
perately needed porters during the First World War for their cam-
paign in German East Africa, and used the Giriami; for some years
Giriami land was totally disrupted. But in the end, the British lost
the war—in 1918, they gave back Giriami land, and pardoned and
restored Mekatalili and Wanje. When Mekatalili died, the women’s
council ended, but she had helped reconstitute Giriami society.
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The Women’s War in Nigeria

In November 1929 tens of thousands of Igbo women from Calabar
and Owerri provinces in Nigeria converged on the Na t i ve
Administration Center (which housed the headquarters and resi-
dences of district colonial officers, a court, jail, bank, and trader’s
store). The women chanted, danced, sang mocking songs, and de-
manded official insignia as Warrant Chiefs (Igbo chosen from each
village by the British to sit on the Native Court). They broke into
prisons and freed prisoners; they stormed sixteen Native Courts,
wrecking or burning most of them. Twice the British summoned
troops or police, who killed fifty and wounded fifty. The protest
nevertheless went on for a month. The Igbo call it Ogu Umum-
wanyi (the “Women’s War”); the British, the “Aba riots.” They never
understood that the women had rioted out of distress as women.21

Most West African societies were patrilineal and patrilocal but
women were extremely active politically.22 The Nigerian Igbo
shared language and culture but not political structure: seven and a
half million Igbo lived east of the Niger River in democratic villages
run semiautonomously; half a million lived west of the Niger in an
area highly influenced by Benin, under a constitutional village
monarchy. Both systems were made up of small units in which
authority was shared among lineages, kinship, and age groups,
among secret and title societies, and oracles, diviners, and other pro-
fessions. Each sex managed its own affairs through parallel insti-
tutions but no distinctions were made between public and private
spheres, judicial, executive, and legislative functions, or the political
and religious. 

The western Igbo had two monarchs, a male obi, the acknowl-
edged head of the entire community but actually concerned only
with men, and a female omu, acknowledged mother of the whole
community (omu = mother) but actually concerned only with
women. The omu did not take her position from any relation to a
man. Both obi and omu had parallel councils of twelve advisors; the
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omu’s, the ilogo, supervised the community market and could chal-
lenge male authority. The omu performed rites to prevent calamities
like epidemics; she also mediated disputes between women and
between spouses, the latter along with the obi.

The Igbo preferred consensus, which they thought vital, to
judgment. The omu, representing all the women of her communi-
ty, asked their opinion and approval on all major decisions through
the ikporo ani. This was a body of women from each section or
quarter of a village or town, some chosen for lineage but all for
achievement: they had to “talk well,” enjoy the confidence of their
neighborhood or lineage, and act as liaisons between the omu and
their constituencies until consensus was reached on every major
issue. 

Women had other political institutions, notably the umuada
and the inyemedi. The Igbo were exogamous and patrilocal, so
women had to leave their homes at marriage. To counter the dislo-
cation and alienation this caused, women invented a lineage system
for married women. In their natal villages they were umuada,
daughters of a village or lineage; in their marital village they were
inyemedi, co-wives of a village or lineage. They had two homes, with
an otu (organization) in each. The otu umuada included all married,
single, widowed, and divorced women of a lineage or village and
acted as a political pressure group to stop quarrels and prevent wars.
They were very powerful, with higher status than the inyemedi,
whom they called “our wives,” demanding homage or service. The
senior woman in the umuada could perform rites and sacrifices,
purifying new brides from any clandestine sex after becoming
betrothed, and absolving adulterous wives.

As in all patrilocal societies, married women were aliens with-
out rights: some villages barred them from burial there until they
bore a son; only sons could perpetuate a lineage, or  minister to and
become ancestral spirits. Not to have a son was the greatest calamity 
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that could befall a couple. But Igbo women we re beloved in their
natal villages, seen as having left home only temporarily; some
villages would not let their daughters be buried in their husbands’ vil-
lages. To ease wives’ lot somewhat was a role of the otu inyemedi,
headed by the anasi, the most senior wife in length of service. They
helped members during sickness or stress, gave practical advice,
helped discipline lazy, abusive, or adulterous husbands, and pun-
ished adultery and other violations of marital law swiftly and dras-
tically. They also planned crops and went on sorties to destroy ani-
mals that damaged their crops.

When the British took over Nigeria, they recognized only the
obi, and gave him a salary, making the omu subordinate: she no
longer made policy but took orders from the obi. Her medicine and
rites were replaced by clinics and drugs, the cases she had mediated
went to a British-appointed colonial magistrate, and goods were
imported, ending her price-fixing in the market. Given the enor-
mous formal, institutionalized solidarity among Igbo women, the
British were foolish to subvert it. And in 1929, Igbo women re-
belled. They had a tradition called “sitting on a man.” If a man
abused his wife, broke market rules, or let his cows eat women’s
crops, they gathered at his compound to dance, sing scurrilous
songs attacking his manhood, bang on his hut with pestles, wreck
it, and tear off the roof. For this war-making, women wore loin-
cloths, smeared their faces with charcoal or ashes, bound their heads
with ferns, and carried sticks wreathed with palm fronds. 

The women made war on the British to protest a rumored plan
to extend a tax on men to women. Fearing technology, they cut tele-
graph wires and demanded the removal of the railroad. The men
merely put in an appearance. Women thought the British were
draining their land and bodies of fertility. Indeed, the British did
destroy women’s traditional roles. Policy-making became masculin-
ist and elitist, the public sector was split off from the private, and
the economic sphere was totally dominated by men. Girls were not
educated, and women were increasingly barred from public life.
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After Nigeria became independent in 1960, the role of the omu was
revived: an omu named in 1972 oversees weaving cooperatives.
But the religion of Nigeria is now Roman Catholic; other institu-
tions are not as important. Female solidarity was broken by stratifi-
cation and national politics were exclusively male until recently.
Women in Nigeria, a cruel dictatorship controlled by Chevron and
Shell, recently forced concessions from the oil companies by para-
lyzing their operations.23

South Africa 

South Africa was forcibly subdued from the first, although the sub-
jugation was done covertly, hidden from both the British govern-
ment and people. It has a long history of imperial rule, Western
education, and Christianity. Even African resistance leaders ground-
ed their authority not in tradition but in Western reformist protest
methods. Most leaders were of the black bourgeoisie, like Charlotte
Maxeke, the first black female university graduate in the country, a
teacher in the eastern Cape. She became a member of the executive
committee of the South African Natives National Congress (later
the African National Congress: ANC). African men had long had
to carry passes to travel in their own country, but women were not
so restricted until 1913. That year, using Gandhi’s strategy of pas-
sive resistance, and drawing support from African women who
feared forced domestic labor in white homes, Maxeke protested
about women’s passes and the rule was withdrawn. 

“ Pro l e t a r i a n i ze d” (without land, homes, or work) young black
women in Johannesburg sometimes became disru p t i ve, joining male-
led Amalaita gangs to burgle houses in the wealthy white suburbs.
This method was more threatening but ultimately less effective .2 4

Colonialism: 1920s–1950s

By the end of the First World War, Europeans controlled most of
continental Africa, and they expanded cash cropping (still male-
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dominated). Many men had migrated to jobs in towns and mining
areas (which excluded women), but, not wanting black towns
springing up in their neighborhoods, Europeans required African
men to live in all-male hostels. Rural women, left alone without
male help to clear fields, worked harder but were not able to eke out
an existence without trading. 

In Kenya and Mozambique the needs of a swelling white popu-
lation outgrew the availability of black men, and women were hired
as ayahs (nursemaids). They worked as domestic servants in parts of
South Africa, too. Industry also employed women, mainly poor
young Afrikaners or, at the Cape, “colored” (mixed-race) women. A
tiny group of black women managed to stay in school long enough
to become teachers or nurses, members in their own right of the
middle class. The only other African women to rise economically
we re Na i robi prostitutes, who bought pro p e rty until 
Nairobi officials drove them from the streets in the name of health. 

Many women migrated to cities to escape the control of hus-
bands, headmen, or fathers. Wanting relationships in freedom, they
made short-term informal “m a r r i a g e s”: similar to “kept” women in
the West, they exchanged domestic and sexual services for support .
Such relations, although common in inter-war Na i robi, offended
Eu ropean and African headmen, perhaps because women contro l l e d
them: African marriage had always been an exchange among men.
Because mine owners had difficulty re c ruiting labor, they allowe d
men to have their families live with them in mine areas. This con-
cession drew women to urban centers, thwarting colonial officials
and African chiefs who wanted them to stay in the country s i d e .
From 1930 to 1937 South African officials regulated women enter-
ing cities (not yet requiring them to carry passes), gradually extend-
ing the Natal Code, which defined women as legal minors, to all
South African black women. Chiefs and headmen in No rt h e r n
Rhodesia tried to reclaim their authority over women and yo u n g
men by gradually recodifying the South African “c u s t o m a ry” law. 

Even the few powers that women retained in matrilineages van-
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ished eventually. For instance, in Malawi, as nonagricultural female
work—iron and salt production, and cloth-making—declined, and
household-based cotton production rose in importance, female
Ma n g’anja elders’ authority as political leaders beyond their
communities dwindled. Earlier conquerors of the Mang’anja, the
Kololo, had imposed misogynous rules; the British extended them,
replacing the few remaining female heads with men. But Mang’anja
women elders retained enough influence to limit the detrimental
effects of commercialized farming on women. 

In western Kenya Luo women had been experimenting with
new crops and tools before the depression, and some had enough
success to amass bridewealth for “wives” who enabled them to farm
more intensively.25 But in the 1920s official trading centers super-
seded local markets; Indians opened permanent shops, and African
men took over open-air commerce. Luo women had always
depended on trade and commerce, but in the late 1920s and early
1930s, the depression, a plague of locusts, drought, and famine
convinced Africans that economic security came not from farming
but from formal education and waged work outside the home.
Neither was as available to women as to men. In the 1940s Luo men
bought shops as investments, local markets were re-established, and
women returned to outdoor trade. But agriculture and trade were
no longer profitable growing areas of economic activity. Rural
Kikuyu women in central Kenya earned wages by picking coffee on
European farms—the most menial, lowest paid work. And they
were sexually harassed. 

Yet in many parts of West and Central Africa, economic
changes began to threaten men’s control of women, much to colo-
nial rulers’ surprise.26 Successful female traders earned enough to
live without husbands and could divorce them. Such independence
appalled lineage elders, as well as colonial and local authorities: men
who had to grow their own food or cash crops had no free time for
other activities. Authorities on every level tried to limit women’s
mobility and independence by making marriage tighter.
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In 1931 it dawned on mining company officials that men’s
work would improve if their lives were more stable and pleasant,
and they let men bring their wives to mining areas. But they did not
always provide housing, and if they did, they demanded marriage
certificates. In 1933 Native Courts tightened the leash on village
women by banning them from working in towns. Such policies cre-
ated two worlds: adult men working in the “advanced” sector of the
economy and women working on farms to support children and
elders. Some husbands sent home blankets or gifts; some sent goods
to male kin, who passed them to wives they felt behaved well
enough to deserve them; some sent nothing. Desperate women
went to cities, and colonial government policies plunged them into
the “second economy” of informal work and prostitution. 

Effects of Colonialism on African Women 

Ultimately, expansion of the world economy was disastrous for
most women. As women left farming for trade, trade became less
important in the overall economy than it had been at the opening
of the colonial era. We will examine some effects of colonialism on
African women in various parts of Africa.

The Tonga of North Rhodesia

The matrilineal Tonga lived in the Gwembe-Zambezi Valley in
Mazabuka, North Rhodesia (later Zambia), but during famines
they often moved to the Tonga plateau.27 There they were welcomed
into established communities headed by people with large follow-
ings, transient people without strong lineage loyalty. Few could
recall ancestors beyond three generations. Men bound themselves to
headmen or set up as headmen themselves. Divorced women went
to their brothers’ houses or made new settlements, taking villagers
with them. 

But after colonization, European officials decreed that only
heads who controlled ten units would be recognized: fewer women
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than men were acknowledged heads. Missionaries, railway builders,
and plantation owners competed for male labor, drawing men away
from the community; their departure harmed older women espe-
cially. Herds were stricken with Rinderpest in the 1890s, and
men—who had an edge of power because of colonial demand for
their services—tried to rebuild them by demanding bridewealth. As
bridewealth superseded brideservice, the balance between female-
controlled resources (male labor) and male resources (cattle: land
belonged to neither) tilted in favor of men. In time married
women’s plot holdings dwindled and their autonomy eroded.
Among wealthier commercial farmers, no woman had her own plot;
middle-class women had transitory satellite plots, and poor women
only scattered fields.

When Se ve n t h - Day Ad ventist missionaries arrived, they
declared Saturday the sabbath, forbidding alcohol, coffee, tea, and
tobacco; and they demanded that people live in patriarchal monog-
amous families. Men were allowed only one wife, but any amount
of hired help (which they always used sexually). By 1945 all rich
Mazabukan farmers belonged to this church and there was no more
available land. Men did little: boys herded cattle; women still
worked very hard in the fields and household. Yet if a woman
divorced, she owned nothing and had no land to go to.

The Ga of Ghana

The Ga people live in Ussher Town, Central Accra, Ghana, on the
coast at the Atlantic terminus of the main slave trade route from the
interior.28 They had lived in the area for over a thousand years and
traded with Europeans from the time of their arrival, selling their
produce and goods imported from the inland Ashanti. They had
longer, closer contact with Europeans than any other Africans. Most
Ga commoner men farmed or fished; some traded slaves, gold, or
ivory. Ga women also farmed, but they were mainly traders, selling
produce or fish and luxury items like linen, knives, pins, cloth, coral
beads, bracelets, or mirrors. They sat in the marketplace under
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shade trees with their wares spread out before them, or hawked
them through the streets. They prospered. 
Ga society had complex arrangements: people traced clan affiliation
patrilineally, inheritance rights cognatically, and maintained bilater-
al residential rights. That is, they were members of their fathers’
clans, inherited from both parents, and lived in the same compound
as the parent of the same sex. Women lived with their mothers’
female relatives and men lived with their fathers’ male relatives, in
separate compounds. Women processed food communally in their
compounds, supervised by their elders, each night sending dinner
to their husbands by a child (preparing dinner seems as hard for
men as having babies).

Husbands were expected to give wives money for the family’s
food and clothing, but women had their own money from trading.
Small children lived with their mothers; boys between six and ten
years of age could go to their fathers’ or live with siblings—broth-
ers and sisters had strong bonds. A husband had to ask his wife to
visit him on a given night. No one knows if the marriage pattern
arose from economic arrangements or vice versa. 

The Ga still live in Accra, but their quality of life has deteriorat-
ed. Eu ropeans hire only men as artisans or clerks, jobs which do not
re q u i re wifely cooperation. Men own pro p e rty separately: a wife does
not necessarily inherit unless a husband gives her a share before h a n d .
Men conceal the amount of their salaries from wives, doling out
a l l owances to them. Many do not repay wives who (reluctantly) lend
them money. Some Ga women still market their husbands’ pro d u c e
outside Accra, but fewer fishers and farmers come to work in the city.
Most cooperative couples are self-employed. Women too conceal
details of their businesses, especially profits, from their hubands,
fearing men will cut back their support of the household (women
raise the children). Men tend to demand such information before
they give their wives capital, so many wives will not ask husbands for
capital. Younger women get less support than older ones but more
often get capital from their husbands—as a loan. 
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Women sell goods for cash: they used to give men a share
because they were usually better off than the men. They used to feel
an obligation to sell their husbands’ produce; now they consider on-
ly economic concerns: a woman will say the fish her husband catch-
es aren’t her specialty, for instance. Some keep all profits for them-
selves and are even better off than before. Men are very frustrated:
they cannot compel their wives to sleep with them, nor do wives
treat them with the old devotion and respect. Most women are illit-
erate, but they have legal rights. 

In central Accra, most women are worse off than they were, but
suburban women are worst off. Most city men are artisans, where-
as suburban men have succeeded in white-collar work and keep
their wives in high-status dependency. Their wives have no money,
but need it to run the household, educate the children, give loans
to kin and other females, and invest in land and houses. Most
women help their mothers—the mother-daughter tie is the strong-
est cultural bond. Sons help mothers too, but daughters do not help
fathers (who do not raise them). Women try to save cash or jewel-
ry. These days most Ga are monogamous because of the high cost
of living and the influence of Christianity, but men have rampant
extramarital affairs.29

The Yoruba in Lagos, Nigeria

Yoruba culture was made up of patrilineal groups ruled by an ala-
afin. Each lineage had usufruct land and fishing rights, which a lin-
eage head could grant to strangers who offered fealty, labor, or gifts,
and who were eventually incorporated into lineages. By the nine-
teenth century, Lagos was Africa’s center of international trade.
Slave trade transformed it from a fairly egalitarian society to a strat-
ified one by concentrating wealth (slaves, arms, ammunition, war
canoes, and luxuries) in a few hands. When the Europeans took
over, they brought Christianity, which altered the city’s economic
and political structure. New job opportunities and Western stratifi-
cation generated an elite, a small group of Christian-educated
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African men who grew rich and evolved a distinctive culture. But
change undermined it almost immediately.30

In the 1860s Britain seized Lagos island and a strip of mainland
to suppress the slave trade and get a foothold for its own ambitions.
When slave trade ended, Lagos exported palm oil. Britain began to
rule it directly, importing Christian missionaries whose schools edu-
cated an elite. Women, educated short of university, became house-
wives. Men were educated for top jobs and grew rich, but wealth
was not the standard for membership in the elite—rich Muslim
merchants were not part of it. This elite class, powerful in Lagos and
influential with Europeans and other Africans in the nineteenth
century, led the political movements that challenged colonial rule in
the next century.

The pivotal element in forming the elite was marriage, either
African (Yoruba) or Christian. Yoruba marriage is primarily an eco-
nomic relation; parents choose their children’s mates, often without
consulting them, from among their kin. Love is not an issue: emo-
tional needs and intimacy are expected to be satisfied by same-sex
relations. Men sexually own their wives, but are themselves poly-
gynous; most have no more than two wives. Divorce is fairly easy—
spouses simply stop acting married or return bridewealth. When
Christian marriage became possible, women preferred it because
colonialism had already undermined traditional economic customs.
In Christian marriage, a man’s siblings and unofficial children did
not inherit unless he specifically provided for them in a written will.
It made men owners of wives’ bodies but required monogamy,
which women preferred and found morally superior. It also made
divorce impossible.

The Christianizing of Africans altered their culture in other
ways. In Africa Western education was usually provided by mis-
sionaries. Missionaries in the Kongo shared colonial rulers’ con-
cerns, and until the Second World War tried only to Christianize
students, offering little beyond religious instruction. Belgium did
not want to create an assertive Westernized elite like that which had

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N A F R I C A

• 2 9 5 •



emerged in Sierra Leone. But after the war, they began preparing
boys for administration and waged work. They trained a few girls as
Christian wives and mothers (in 1960, on the eve of independence,
under 4 percent of secondary school pupils were girls). When
Kongo became independent, few women had attended anything
but the convent or elementary school and were not hired for wages.
Europeans hired men, who used their wages to buy land (which
they now monopolize). Men rose to run the state. 

Missionaries to the Yoruba opened elite girls’ boarding schools
to mold women in a Christian image. Obsessed with possible preg-
nancy, they implanted shame in their students, training them in
domestic virtues proper for African Christian mothers and wives for
the new male bourgeoisie of teachers, ministers, and evangelists.
The religion of urban South African missionaries was devoted to the
nuclear family as much to Christ.31 Preoccupied with shielding girls
from premarital sex and pregnancy, they vacillated between training
them for domestic life in their own homes and as servants. African
women embraced the colonial-sponsored cult of domesticity
because it reanimated the traditional but dwindling prestige of
African mothers, and African families were disintegrating from
internal and external pressures. 

In an area in which Westernization might improve women’s
lives, it failed. Missionaries condemned clitoridectomy and infibu-
lation wherever they remained, for example in the Kikuyu area of
central Kenya. But local people and early nationalist agitators val-
ued these practices and felt the missionaries were attacking cere-
monies that lay at the heart of Kikuyu identity. They left mission
churches and set up alternative primary schools for their children.
African women returned to religious traditions to fill women’s
needs: women doctors led a new spirit cult in Nyasaland to give
women a voice in their communities; chisungu initiation ceremon-
ies remained central to religious life in East-central Africa; in South
Africa, the Lovedu rain queen was still powerful, offering women
religious expression and, they felt, control of weather.
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Bemba, Lungu, and Mambwe Women in Abercorn, Rhodesia 

Some colonial officials supported women’s rights. In Abercorn,
Rhodesia, now Mbala in Zambia, during the initial colonial period,
no issue was more sensitive than control of women.32 At the turn of
the century, Abercorn was a thriving commercial center. Because
new technology was being installed, more food was needed for
workers, and women’s value rose because they grew it. As they deliv-
ered food to sell to transport and construction workers who made
steamboats for Lake Tanganyika, women suddenly saw they could
work in workers’ camps, administrative centers, and commercial
centers. Their new independence aroused a backlash of protective,
possessive emotions in men in outlying communities; many accusa-
tions of rape and adultery are recorded. But European money van-
ished once the telegraph lines and steamers were built, the area was
deforested, rubber vines were destroyed, and salt from distant
Uvinza had become cheaper than the local kind. As central ad-
ministration grew stronger, the power of district officers weakened
and they had to work at keeping good relations with chiefs, whose
major complaint was runaway wives who had relations with other
men. The court often settled these by payments or the return of
children to the chief.

As power was transferred, most matters we re re f e r red to
Abercorn courts. Records show that women were complainants in
civil cases and (usually) victims in criminal cases; they also reveal the
conditions under which many women lived. Men who complained
about runaway wives could be silenced by receiving goods from
their new men. The husband of a woman who ran away from him
because he took her wages claimed that she was a slave and he had
a right to them. Courts had to discourage slavery, so they denied
men’s claim to the wages of female dependents. Men also treated
children as slaves, sending them to work wherever they chose.
Courts sometimes returned children to their mothers, annulling the
father’s custody. They also tried to prevent male exploitation of
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pawns who were married off for bridewealth twice the debt they
had been pawned for. Women were raped or beaten for refusing sex.
Under pressure of economic and social change, men victimized
women. British courts often upheld male rights over those of
women, but they sometimes considered women as human beings
and worked for the welfare of children. 

European Women in Colonial Africa 

When numbers of Eu ropean women arrived in Africa, Eu ro p e a n
men blamed them (like Englishmen in India) for ruining their
supposedly harmonious former relation with Africans. W h i t e
women, they said, inhibited men’s liaisons with local concubines,
which gave them valuable entry to local culture, and they also
a roused lust in native men (yet their memoirs show no fear of indige-
nous men).3 3 T h e re w a s a falling-off in harmony between Africans
and Eu ropeans after the 1880s—when many evangelical Christian
missionaries also arrived, sure of the universal truth of their re l i g i o n
and superiority of their cultures. They attacked local sexual arrange-
ments, especially nonmarital liaisons. And Eu ropean women’s pre s e n c e
generated families and Eu ropean enclaves, both usually xe n o p h o b i c .
Racial prejudice grew with the Eu ropean population.

According to the “myth of the destructive female,” female
European colonists were petty, frivolous, racist, unproductive, and
dependent, contributing nothing to the imperial project or the
indigenous people.34 European women rarely spoke against their
rulers—like men, most supported the imperial venture. However,
they all had to work hard, even well-to-do women, in unfamiliar
environments running farms and homes and raising children, who
(as in India) suffered a very high mortality rate. Many were lower-
class women seeking work or marriage. Emigration is frightening:
few risk it without need. Male migration to the colonies steadily
increased the ratio of women to men in Britain after mid-century:
1042 per 1000 in 1851, it was 1068 per 1000 by 1911. The English
called women without husbands or work “redundant” or “surplus,”
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as if women existed only to pair with men and should wither if not
plucked. Because they would die if they had no work, they migrat-
ed. Most servants in Africa were African, but many British women
arriving in South Africa after 1850 became domestic servants. In
the 1880s and 1890s, these servants united, forming the British
Women’s Emigration Association (BWEA). It recruited women by
offering them genteel domestic service, potential marriage, and the
chance to civilize the world by promoting British values in the
colonies—the values of colonial administrators and missionaries. 

Women were lured by money: white servants in South Africa
could earn as much in two months as their counterparts in England
in a year. Between 1902 and 1912, about 1500 white women
entered the Transvaal as domestic servants: lower- and middle-class
single women competed for the same jobs. But once they arrived,
many married or found other work: racial ideology dictated that the
most menial work be done by Africans, and many emigrants found
work in factories after a year of domestic service. Marriage consti-
tuted a loss to an employer but was approved by the colonial state,
which wanted to increase the population. For a woman herself,
marriage meant entering privileged white society.

Many women came as missionaries. The most famous British
female missionary in Africa was Mary Slessor, who lived for forty
years in southeastern Nigeria. Her career promoted empire perhaps
more than Christianity—she made few real converts but she
opposed slavery, human sacrifice at the burial of important people,
poison ordeals, and the killing of twins (some Africans thought
twins “unnatural” and a threat to the community).35 She had an
enormous influence on the Efik and Ibibio peoples, with whom she
lived and built mutual trust and affection. When the British Niger
Coast Protectorate was established, Slessor was named Vice Consul
and District Magistrate, and she worked against sexual discrimina-
tion locally and in England, improving the lives of Efik and Ibibio
women (especially those who bore twins), and British women,
whom she supported in mission work. She helped extend colonial
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rule when in 1901 the British used military force to suppress an
important local oracle used in the slave trade.

Some female missionaries and colonial administrators’ wives,
fascinated by the indigenous culture, became ethnographers, studying
the mores of a group or its women. Anthropology is supposed to be
an “objective” study of cultures in their own terms, but the ideal is
not possible; anthropologists in Africa between the wars were close-
ly linked to colonial administrators. Not until the early twentieth
century did the study of women seem worthwhile and then male
bias kept female anthropologists from prominence. Daisy Bates
worked for fifty years among Australian aborgines only to have her
material appropriated by A. Radcliffe Brown. Husbands often
appropriated their wives’ research: classic works of the period by
men acknowledge such contribution in a preface, not on the title
page.36 A few—like Audrey Richards in Chisungu (1956), a class
study of female life cycle rituals—dealt with social problems, but
none penetrated the male mystique of colonialism, which would
have required a radical assessment of their own culture, not just
anthropology itself.

The only European women who tried to undermine imperial
rule were reformers. During the 1940s and 1950s reformers inter-
ested in African women’s concerns helped form African women’s
organizations on European models. In South Africa, white women
made legal and illegal efforts to dismantle racial segregation and
white economic exploitation of Africans. Some acted to ease the
effects of colonialism and breach the social boundaries that colonialism
had placed between ruler and ruled. After the British Colonial Se rv i c e
a l t e red its mission from control to trusteeship and development,
women pressured it to hire female officers. In 1938 it dropped its
ban on admitting women and after the war began to recruit women
educators and social welfare officers. 

Female reformers too were ethnocentric, alienating Africans.
Their campaign against clitoridectomy split the male Kikuyu com-
munity, which denounced them for cultural imperialism. In this
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case, humane principle, not ethnocentricity or imperialism seems
the motive, but they could not halt female genital mutilation. 

Two important white women wrote on Africa: Olive Schreiner
and Isak Dinesen. Schreiner (1855–1920), born to Ge r m a n
missionaries in South Africa, was a reformer who at the turn of the
century denounced British treatment of the Boers in South Africa.
When the British allied with the Boers, she became a pariah in her
homeland by advocating suffrage for Africans and urging white and
African workers to unite in class struggle. She went to England and
under the pseudonym Ralph Iron published the first sustained
imaginative work to reach the West from Africa, The Story of a
South African Farm (1883). Schreiner, alienated from white South
African women, found intellectual kinship in England, where she
wrote on women’s rights and pacifism. Woman and Labor (1911)
was one of the most influential feminist works of the period.
Schreiner quit the Women’s Enfranchisement League in the 1900s
when it supported the vote for white women only. Like Isak
Dinesen’s, her sympathy for Africans was tinged with patronization. 
Isak Dinesen was the pen name of Karen Blixen (1885–1962), a
Danish noblewoman who lived in Kenya. Although her writing was
not overtly political, she described the situation in Africa in Out of
Africa (1938). More popular in Europe and the United States than
in Kenya, Dinesen eventually returned to Denmark. 

Like most women in strongly authoritarian, repressive societies,
white South African women rarely left the home. But a small group
of progressive white women opposed white privilege. In the 1930s
they organized trade unions, and after the Afrikaner Nationalist
Party won the 1948 election and installed apartheid, they joined the
massive multiracial nonviolent resistance movement. Massive gov-
ernmental repression drove activists underground until the 1970s
and 1980s, when workers and students again rebelled. Women’s is-
sues, however, were a minor part of the agenda of the anti-apartheid
movement. Helen Joseph and Ray Alexander Simons, who organ-
ized trade unions, were banned and placed under house arrest for
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working against apartheid; Betty Sacks, Hilda Watts Bernstein, and
Ruth First worked through the Communist Party of South Africa.
Ruth First, the subject of a film, A World Apart, was killed by a
South African secret police letter bomb. Other white women too
joined black Africans, Asians, and colored men and women in the
ANC.

Local Resistance 

The West subjugated Africa but it also educated thinkers to rebel
against subjugation: many African nationalists studied in the
United States or Europe. African Americans were very influential,
awakened to their heritage by Edward Blyden, a West Indian who
in 1850 moved to Liberia and began writing proudly about
Africans. Another West Indian, Marcus Garvey, preached “Africa
for the Africans,” urging African Americans to return to their moth-
erland (an exhortation with which some white racists agreed). A
major influence on Kwame Nkrumah, Garvey was open to using
force. But the key figure was W.E.B. Du Bois, who wrote an 
important history of the slave trade and dreamed of a pan-African
movement embracing American and African blacks. In 1919 he
organized a Pan-African conference with Senegalese Blaise Diagne,
to influence the Peace Conference in Paris. 

This was a vain hope, but Pan-African Conferences, held at
intervals over the years, were dominated by African Americans until
after the Second World War. By 1945 the fifth Pan-African
Conference in Manchester was much more radical. Over 200 dele-
gates attended, among them leading African nationalists like
Kwame Nkrumah and Jomo Kenyatta. The delegates unanimously
endorsed the “doctrine of African socialism based upon the tactics
of positive action without violence.” Like the Indian National
Congress after the First World War, it turned itself into a nonvio-
lent but militant body, ready to confront the colonial powers.

In the 1940s and 1950s, as nationalist movements swept the
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continent, women agitated locally. In Lagos, Alimotu Pe l ew u r a
o r g a n i zed 8,000–10,000 poor illiterate Nigerian marketwomen into
the Lagos Ma rket Wo m e n’s Association. Openly anticolonial, it
p rotested taxation of women and a price control scheme imposed
during the Second World Wa r. In 1945 the association joined a gen-
eral strike. In the same period, Oyinkan Ab a yomi, whose husband
led the Nigerian Youth Movement, formed the British West African
Gi r l s’ Club, attracting middle-class We s t e r n i zed Christian women.
The most successful cross-class organization was perhaps the
Abeokuta Wo m e n’s Union, founded by Fu n m i l a yo Anikulapo Ku t i ,
who was radicalized while studying in England. Returning to
Nigeria as principal of Abeokuta Gi r l s’ School, she wore only Yo ru b a
clothing and spoke Yo ruba at meetings to identify with fellow union
members. Her union agitated against indirect rule and taxation, tak-
ing a nationalist approach to women’s economic intere s t s .3 7

A Women’s Brigade leader, Makatindi Nganga Yeta, a princess,
was the granddaughter of a Lozi king who signed the first agree-
ment with the British South Africa Company in 1890; she was the
first member of an old aristocratic family to join the Women’s
Brigade, headed by Betty Kaunda (wife of Kenneth, a resistance
leader who later became Zambia’s first president) and later the first
woman elected to Parliament. At the other end of the social spec-
trum, Julia Mulenga (Mama Unip), a Bemba woman who sold veg-
etables at the Lusaka market, joined a political party and went out
at night shaking a tin of pebbles to call women to their secret meet-
ing place. She collected money for the party, was always in the front
lines during demonstrations, singing slogans and songs, and was
known for her courage. The activities of hundreds of such women
contributed to the eventual liberation of the country.

In 1950 pass laws were extended to black South African
women. The Federation of South African Women, a nonracial
group led by the ANC Women’s League, was formed in 1954 to
fight this change. One day in 1956, 20,000 women, mostly black
Africans, delivered petitions to the prime minister, walking to his

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N A F R I C A

• 3 0 3 •



office in groups of two or three because the government had banned
processions that day. But disciplined nonviolent resistance did not
work in South Africa, which banned or imprisoned resisters. 

East African women who worked for wages (ayahs in Mombasa
and Nairobi, teachers and nurses in the Sudan) joined newly emerg-
ing trade unions. In 1945 northern Tanzanian Pa re women
marched to district headquarters to protest new taxes they felt
would disrupt family and agricultural life. Attacking the local chief,
they insisted that the British district officer impregnate them—their
metaphoric way of stating that his policies undermined their hus-
bands’ position. The government heeded these women to the point
of reforming local policies but did not consult them in the decision-
making process. South African food and clothing workers also
formed unions, making up the core of the Federation of South
African Women that agitated against passes for women in the late
1950s. In Usumbura, Muslim women protested a special tax on sin-
gle women that implied that divorced, widowed, and polygynized
women were malaya (prostitutes). They protested for several years
and finally had the law rescinded.

In the 1950s rural South African women in Natal erupted in
rage at forced re m ovals (the government seized people, expro p r i a t e d
their land and houses, and transported them to a wasteland), stock
c o n t rol, and a new system of land allocation that ended female ow n-
ership of land. Rising spontaneously, they smashed trucks, burned
fields, and attacked any state symbol they came across. The Du r b a n
g overnment wanted to foster Municipal Beer Halls, and re s t r i c t e d
domestic beer-brewing. This was one of the few trades open to
women, who responded violently, invading and burning beer halls,
picketing, performing ribald acts, and clashing with police.

In the 1920s Kom women of Cameroon created a tradition of
punishing men who offended their community through the anlu, a
hierarchy with local chapters, dedicated to women’s interests. In the
1950s, believing colonial officials were giving their land to the Igbo
and angry that local chiefs did not protect their crops from Fulani
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herders’ cattle, Kom women felt their survival threatened. In 1958,
about 7000 women gathered at the anlu to to mount a year-long
protest against British agricultural and market regulations. Colonial
officials chose not to use force and none of the protesters was hurt.38

A small group of women risked ostracism—if not jail—for act-
ivities considered radical by white South Africans, conservative by
United States standards, and hopelessly ineffective by African mili-
tants. At a tea party in 1955 white housewives, alarmed at African
Nationalist Party efforts to erode the already limited franchise of
colored men, founded the Women’s Defense of the Constitution
League. Keeping vigil for two nights at government offices, despite
rocks, garbage, and threats hurled at them by young Afrikaner men,
they wore black sashes to mourn the “death” of the Constitution,
and later took the name Black Sash. 

Some women tried to control their lives and gain a political
voice through religion: the Legio Mariae of Kenya, founded by a
man, Gaudencia Aoko, was given its character by a Luo prophetess.
In Côte d’Ivoire, Marie Lalu founded the Deima religion in 1952,
and her work was continued by Princess Geniss. Mai Chaza
(Mother Chaza) and Alice Lenshina Mulenga Lubusha founded
churches in Zambia. In 1953 Lubusha had a spiritual experience:
she died and was taken to God, who entrusted her with two books
and told her to return to earth to preach against evil. Her Lumpa
Church drew many followers (100,000 members from 1955 to
1957). Its clash with the government in 1964 became a civil war.39 

In the 1960s Zambian women formed their own brigades,
shocking men with their ferocity. Women in the Chilenjie section
of Lusaka fought for the right to choose their meat from a butcher
shop. Like most shops in the town, butcher shops were owned by
whites, who abused Africans. Chilenjie women had to rise very early
in the morning, walk miles to the shop, then queue at the window.
Those arriving late had to stand in line for hours. Then an African
would give money to a butcher through a small window; the butch-
er randomly chose a cheap cut of meat and threw it unwrapped at
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the buyer. The Women’s League organized a boycott of all butchers,
timing it in the wet season when vegetables were plentiful. They
waited nine weeks, then marched into the shops and demanded
service. The shocked butchers served them. 

Nationalist Movements: 1950s–1990s  

Transfers of Power 

During the 1950s and 1960s, a wave of nationalist movements
inundated British and French African colonies in agitation so fierce
that it drove colonial rulers to negotiation tables. Finding compro-
mise unacceptable to Africans, most rulers granted independence
peaceably, willing to cede political control if they could retain their
hold on profitable enterprises. 

The Gold Coast, the first British colony in sub-Saharan Africa
to win independence, became prosperous through its exports of
cocoa after the First World War. When the war ended, as the world’s
largest producer of cocoa it had a bigger middle class and more
money for education and health than most African states. The
African party, made up of African professionals and businessmen,
asked Kwame Nkrumah to return from London to be its secretary.
His views, shaped by British communists, were more radical than
theirs, but he returned to the country as an organizer. In 1948
Accra, Kumasi, and other towns exploded in riots that killed 29,
and injured 237. These incidents convinced the British that consti-
tutional reform would not mollify the Africans. Suspecting that
Nkrumah had incited the riots, British officials had him seized and
searched, and felt vindicated when they found a communist party
card and a document listing the aims of “The Circle.” In 1949
Nkrumah broke with the moderates and formed his own party,
aiming for mass support, mainly from trade unions (youth sections
and trade unions were the power base of many African nationalist
movements). He began a campaign of agitation, strikes, boycotts,
and noncooperation on a Gandhian model. 
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In 1950 the British sentenced Nkrumah to three years in prison
for sedition. He became one of Africa’s many “prison graduates,”
men who moved from prison into power. The British made little
effort to keep him from organizing during his imprisonment, and
when elections were held in 1951 his was the strongest party. The
new British governor, Sir Charles Arden-Clarke, who believed in
self-government, released Nkrumah to take over as prime minister
(the name given the post in 1952). Unfortunately, on the eve of
independence, the cocoa crop was infected with a fungus, severely
disrupting the economy. Nkrumah had to win two more elections
before Gold Coast became independent Ghana in 1957. 

Although reluctant to let go of Gold Coast, the British did not
want it enough to commit prolonged armed force. In the face of
African discontent, they drew up a new constitution to transfer
political power to Africans, and handed over power without vio-
lence because the Africans did not demand changes in the econom-
ic structure of society, and England would continue to get profits
from Ghana. This condition existed in all the African revolutions. 

The boundaries drawn for Nigeria by the Nigeria Company
between 1885 and 1899 squeezed into one political unit disparate
peoples at odds with each other: Yoruba in the Western Region, Ibo
in the Eastern, and Muslim emirates in the north. Nigeria was a
poor country with almost no middle class, few educational or social
services, and no nationalist movement until after the First World
War. But in the mid-1950s, with their eyes on Ghana, the Nigerians
demanded independence from the British. Three parties reflected
the nation’s visions. Aware that regional division was the country’s
most intractable problem, Yoruba chief Awolowo echoed Met-
ternich on Italy: “Nigeria is not a nation. It is a mere geographical
expression.”40 Nigeria became independent in 1960, and a republic
in 1963. In 1993 military dictator Sani Abacha took over and ruled
in league with Western oil interests. Abacha, who in 1995 murdered
political dissenters, including Ken Saro-Wiwa, despite worldwide
protests, died in June 1998. The new ruler, Olusegun Obasanjo, a
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Yoruba Christian, promises democracy, but his strength is not yet
clear: in the face of agitation by northern Muslims, he has been
silent. Recently, women demonstrating in Warri forced the oil com-
panies to treat workers better.

Sierra Leone became independent in 1961, and a one-party state
in 1978. It has been torn by civil war for decades. Uganda, which
became independent in 1962, was another artificially created state.
Se ve re internal riva l ry divides the peoples who make it up—
Buganda, Bu n yo ro, To ro, and Ankole—who are also caught in local
conflicts. The country could not unite enough to form a nationalist
m ovement and Britain simply let it go. The first president, the head
(Kabaka) of Buganda, was ove rt h rown in 1966 by his prime minis-
t e r, Milton Obote, whose troops we re led by Idi Amin. When Ob o t e
was abroad in 1971, Amin made himself head of state. He system-
atically murd e red all rivals, and his rule, one of the bloodiest eve r
seen in Africa, ended only when Tanzania sent an army to ove rt h row
him in 1979. Obote became president again in 1980.

Kenya’s population contained many Britons and Asians, espe-
cially Indians. Imported to build railroads, the Indians opened
shops and prospered, to the profound resentment of the Africans.
Inspired by Gandhi, Indians agitated for franchise after the First
World War. In 1927 the Legislative Council was restructured to
include eleven elected Europeans, five elected Indians, one elected
Arab and one nominated African. At this time, among Kenyan
Africans, only the Kikuyu were organized. As they farmed the area
near Nairobi, they were most disrupted by European incursions and
exposed to European ideas. In 1920 a group of moderate chiefs and
elder men formed the Kikuyu Association; the next year, younger
men educated in mission schools, with more radical ideas, founded
the Young Kikuyu Association. Jomo Kenyatta, educated at a Pres-
byterian mission school, lived abroad from 1929 to 1946. On his
return, he discovered the British had made no progress on produc-
ing a new constitution and had condemned the young men’s group
during the war on grounds of sedition. Africans were not elected to
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the Legislative Council until 1952, and then only by a complicated
method. 

Between 1952 and 1955, the disturbance known as the Mau
Mau revolt—the only guerrilla struggle for independence in eastern
or southern Africa before the 1960s—had white Kenyans shivering
in terror. It is not clear who the “Mau Mau” were or if Kenyatta was
linked to them: they attacked Africans more than whites. But the
rebellion was centered in the Kikuyu, and Kikuyu women, ranked
in a clearly defined hierarchy of rural female leaders, held oathing
ceremonies that bonded them to the movement. Some women were
soldiers but their most crucial role was to maintain supply lines to
funnel food, information, medicine, and weapons from towns and
reserves to forest retreats. Since no one in the Mau Mau revolt had
reflected on the oppressive aspects of gender relationships and the
revolutionary strategies required to end them, women’s part in the
revolt did not lead to change in the actual status of women.

That white settlers had to petition London for troops during
the Mau Mau revolt shook their belief that they could rule Kenya.
The British drew up a constitution designed to let Africans gain
some experience in government, but settlers opposed it, forming a
new party to devise a multiracial state that would safeguard whites’
property. Africans had other ideas and formed two main political
parties: the Kenya African National Union (KANU), supported
mainly by the Kikuyu and Luo, favoring a centralized government;
and the Kenya African Democratic Union (KADU), supported by
the Masai and smaller groups, which wanted a federation. KANU,
led by Kenyatta, won the 1963 election; independence followed
later that year. Kenyatta made Kenya virtually a one-party state
before he died in 1979. It remained a one-party state ruled until
1994 by the corrupt dictator Daniel Arap Moi. He ruled until
2002, when, under pressure, he retired. The new president, elected
by the people on December 27, 2002, is Emilio Mwai Kibaki, an
economist who promised free universal education.
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Protracted Armed Struggles 

Some Eu ropean nations would not give up their colonies, perhaps
because the uprisings we re designed to alter the stru c t u re of socie-
ty and would not allow the former imperialist rulers to continue to
extract profits from their former vassals. 

Po rtugal would not give up Angola, Mozambique, and
Gu i n e a - Bissau; Rhodesian whites vetoed majority rule; and So u t h
Africa, technically independent (not a colony), imposed bru t a l
minority rule and apartheid on Africans inside its borders. Wi t h
roughly 38 million people (about 18 percent white), South Africa
re s e rved 87 percent of the land for whites in 1990 and occupied
South West Africa (Namibia) despite UN condemnation and a
World Court ruling of illegality. In these countries, there was war,
though it went undeclared. 

The groups that fought for independence in these nations did
not want merely to replace white rulers with black; philosophers of
re volution, they wanted to build nonexploitive societies, and they
e m p h a s i zed women’s liberation. The Zi m b a bwe African Na t i o n a l
Union (ZANU) and the Zi m b a bwe African Pe o p l e’s Un i o n
( ZAPU) fought for five years to transform Rhodesia into
Zi m b a bwe in 1980. Na m i b i a’s South West African Pe o p l e’s
Organization (SWAPO) also won independence. The courageous
stubborn African National Congress (ANC) under Ne l s o n
Mandela forced ruling whites to allow democratic gove r n m e n t .
T h ree groups fought Po rtugal—the Popular Movement for the
Liberation of Angola (MPLA), the Front for the Liberation of
Mozambique (FRELIMO), and the African Pa rty for the
Independence of Guinea and Cape Ve rde (PAIGC). The Er i t rean Pe o-
p l e’s Liberation Front (EPLF) fought for years for independence fro m
Ethiopia, winning it in 1993. 

Rhodesia was the virtual fief of one man. Using false pre t e n s-
es, Cecil Rhodes won a Royal Charter to exploit the land betwe e n
the Tr a n s vaal and the Congo Free State, later No rthern and So u t h-
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ern Rhodesia. Rhodes’ company ruled both until the 1920s, when
t h e y became colonies. Joshua Nkomo, a moderate, founded a nat-
ionalist movement in Rhodesia. In 1963 it split into his Zimbabwe
African People’s Union (ZAPU), and the Reverend Nbabaningi
Sithole’s more radical Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU).
White settlers used the split to claim that majority rule would cause
the internecine strife that had devastated Zaire (once Belgian
Congo) since its independence in 1960.

Under Ian Smith, whites declared Rhodesia independent of
England in 1965. Deeply embarrassed, the British imposed eco-
nomic sanctions on the country; these were ineffectual because
white-ruled South Africa and Mozambique ignored them. Africans’
unremitting struggle against white domination, plus the collapse of
the Portuguese empire and the withdrawal of South African aid,
brought the white Rhodesian government down. Rhodesia reverted
to colony status; the British held elections with universal suffrage in
1980 and Zimbabwe became independent later that year. The elec-
tion split along tribal lines, foreshadowing future division: the
majority Shona-speaking people voted for ZANU, led by Robert
Mugabe; the minority Ndebele (Matabele) people in the south and
west of the country continued to support Joshua Nkomo.
Disruptions and claims of massacres have sporadically erupted in
Zimbabwe since independence. Mugabe made Zimbabwe a one-
party state, promising to protect the rights of whites in Zimbabwe,
but over the years, most have left, depleting the managerial class. A
few years ago, Mugabe began appropriating white-owned land and
distributing it to blacks. This has led to further white exodus and a
food shortage.

Colonizing East Africa in 1885, England made Zanzibar a pro-
tectorate; Germany seized land it called Tanganyika and forced Afri-
cans to work on plantations. In 1905 three Matumbi leaders, one of
them, Nantabila Naupunda, a female religious leader, led a rebellion
in which Africans uprooted cotton on a Kilwa plantation. Slaves
and poor free people—indeed, nearly all Africans in southern
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Tanganyika—followed religious leaders in a full-fledged war, the
Maji Maji War. Its most important leader, Kinjikitile Ngwale,
taught that all Africans were one and compared the German-forced
labor system to slavery in the Zanzibar Empire.  The Germans retal-
iated against the Africans by seizing herds and crops, burning
homes and granaries to the ground, and burning crops in the fields.
To create a famine, they killed women to keep them from raising
food. Against the German Maxim guns, the Maji Maji army used
spears, knives, bows and arrows, and shotguns, but it took the
Germans two years to defeat the Africans— from 1905 to 1907.

Both Germans and Britons plundered the Africans again during
the First World War, and German Tanganyika was taken over by the
British in 1919. England “requisitioned” crops, herds, and labor
during the Second World War. The economy was entirely capitalist.
Transnational companies based in Germany and later England
owned the plantations; Asians owned smaller companies and most
coconut plantations. Slaves were replaced by migrant and day-
laborers from nearby villages, mostly women, contracted at very low
wages to weed, pluck tea, pick coffee—cash crops, raised mainly by
colonists until independence—and to grade and sort produce. 

Cities bloated up: Dar es Salaam had 10,000 people in 1894
but 128,742 in 1957. Most city residents were male until the mid-
1950s, when women became 42 percent of residents, most doing
small production and trading. In the 1960s women dominated
pombe (home-brewed beer) production, and the food business, and
they fetched and sold firewood, the main fuel for cooking, heating,
and agroprocessing. They owned 19 percent of the African-owned
houses in the city.41

Rural women raised export crops, working harder without male
help, but men, household heads, received the payments for them.
The crops the women raised to feed the family were insufficient,
and malnutrition became a permanent feature of African existence
for the first time. Colonial appropriation of African land created a
dispossessed disruptive populace, tarnishing the colonial image. Yet
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colonial officials like one secretary of native affairs argued that the
state need do nothing for rural people because they had “natural . . .
comparatively healthy living conditions.” 

Men devised a new lifestyle: migrating to cities to work. T h e y
kept wives in the villages to support their children and parents, and
l overs in town to serve them and contribute their earnings—all
women supported themselves. In towns some earned good livings
cooking and selling sweetmeats, fish, beans, and cakes, or splitting
and selling firewood, yet they we re port r a yed as immoral. Colonial
authorities favo red, regulated, and sometimes imposed bridewe a l t h
to “s t a b i l i ze” marriage by putting wives in bondage. Women mount-
ed major protest actions. In 1945, 500 women in Usangi pro t e s t e d
taxation, converging on the headquarters of the colonial chief, mob-
bing and stoning his car. District authorities we re outraged and
horrified. One wrote: “Only five hundred women we re able to shake
the whole security system. What would happen if the thousands of
men . . . we re to turn violent?” 

Women brewers earned so much that Dar es Salaam authorities
tried to monopolize beer-brewing—while condemning female
brewers for making a profit. Men supported women’s resistance.
Women’s demonstrations seemed spontaneous but were planned by
networks strong enough to coordinate sustained protest.42 The gov-
ernment issued the monopoly, but after three months of effort
Tanganyika breweries could not produce pombe that was acceptable
to Africans. Consumption dropped by half of beer half its usual
strength. The municipal breweries wanted to get out of their con-
tract and the government was forced to restore the industry to
women. 

These women lay the groundwork for the first nationalist polit-
ical organization in the country: the Tanganyika African National
Union (TANU). Created in 1954, it led the fight against British
domination. While the small Christian-educated elite stayed home,
traditional Muslim women with little or no education joined
TANU. Having built solidarity in ngoma, dance groups, or women’s
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lelemama societies, which integrated Swahili-speaking urban people
across ethnic lines, they had hundreds of members organized in a
complex hierarchy and saw in TANU a chance both to help the
cause of national independence and to end male domination.
TANU had strong support in Dar es Salaam, especially among beer
brewers, traders and artisans  in the “second economy.” The major-
ity of card-carrying TANU members in the 1950s were women; all
were Muslim, all but one had been active in a ngoma group, and all
sold pombe, fish, and mandazi (doughnuts). 

Julius Nye re re, a chief ’s son educated at Ma k e re re and
Edinburgh, led TANU when it won independence for Tanzania in
1961, and in 1964 Tanganyika and the Zanzibar islands formed the
United Republic of Tanzania. Nyerere, an intelligent dedicated
socialist, tried to turn the country into a socialist state. But the
unremitting hostility of Western capitalist states, including the
United States, caused him difficulties.  

In Portuguese colonies, nationalist parties had to fight long
cruel guerrilla wars. War lasted eleven years in Mozambique and
Guinea-Bissau. Impoverished though Mozambique was during this
war, it sent help to the rebels in Zimbabwe, contributing to the vic-
tory of Robert Mugabe’s ZANU and Joshua Nkomo’s ZAPU
decades later, in 1980. After Mozambique became independent,
though, Southern Rhodesia retaliated by sending the Mozambique
National Resistance (RENAMO), a terrorist force, into the country.
After whites lost Rhodesia, South Africa backed a greatly expanded
RENAMO, claiming that RENAMO wanted Mozambique to
expel exiled ANC members, but even after Mozambique agreed to
do this, it backed RENAMO terrorism.  

Well-financed, armed, and trained RENAMO terrorists utterly
disrupted life in rural Mozambique, destroying people, buildings,
and vast areas of cultivated land. A third of Mozambican children,
half in some regions, died before they reached five. Two hundred
thousand children lost one or both parents to death or separation in
1986 alone. RENAMO massacred over 100,000 people in
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1987–88. It targeted women, 80 percent of whom lived in rural
areas and raised food. Most refugees in camps were women and
children.  It destroyed farms, so that people starved to death, and it
ruined the economy.

Women in the Revolutions 

Some nationalist groups put women’s rights on their agendas. In the
early 1920s the Kenyan East African Association protested the beating
and sexual harassment of women on coffee estates. The assocation’s
l e a d e r, Ha r ry Thuku, was arrested in 1922; the association demon-
strated, but women members felt the men we re too timid. Using their
traditional form of bodily display (mooning) to express scorn and
resentment, they led a crowd to the police station. But when the gro u p
became the Kikuyu Central Association (KCA), it barred women fro m
meetings. Women joined the Mumbi Central Association until 1933,
when KCA began accepting women members.

Women took part in armed struggle to the degree that men
permitted. Guerrilla movements involve every segment of a popula-
tion, but not all of them care about freeing women, and to make a
commitment to liberate women, leaders first have to recognize their
oppression.43 Revolutionary leaders in Zimbabwe, Mozambique,
Angola, and Guinea-Bissau consistently declared their commitment
to free women from both colonial and customary domination by
what they called degrading practices like polygyny and bridewealth.
Women responded eagerly, especially young women educated
through primary school. They were eager to end racial, economic,
and sexual oppression, and worked as full partners in all phases of
struggle. They were vital to the wars of independence in the Portu-
guese colonies, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe, all of which established
socialist governments after liberation.

Robert Mugabe, head of ZANU and now of Zimbabwe, made
a commitment to emancipate women. In 1979, he admitted:
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Custom and tradition have tended more to favor men than
women, to promote men and their status and demote
women in status, to erect men as masters of the home, vil-
lage, clan and nation. Admittedly, women have . . . been
allowed sometimes a significant, but at other times a
deplorably insignificant role to play. The general principle
governing relationships between men and women has, in
our traditional society, always been that of superiors and
inferiors. Our society has consistently stood on the princi-
ple of masculine dominance—the principle that the man is
the ruler and the woman his dependent and subject.44

A few women incorporated into armed units rose to leadership
positions in Zimbabwe. Teurai Ropa, for instance, who finished
military training at nineteen, was put on the General Staff of
ZANLA, the ZANU army. Twenty-two years old in 1977, she was
the youngest member of the ZANU Central Committee and
National Executive, but the only woman to hold a ministerial post
in Zimbabwe, as secretary for women’s affairs. She describes
women’s activities:

Our women’s brigade is involved in every sphere of the
armed revolutionary struggle. Their involvement is total. In
the frontline they transport war materials to the battlefield
and . . . fight their way through enemy territory. . . . They teach
the masses how to hide wounded comrades, hide war materi-
als and carry intelligence re p o rts behind enemy lines. . . . At the
rear our women comrades’ tasks are even more extensive.
They are involved in every department of ZANU. They
w o rk as commanders, military instructors, political
commissars, medical corps, teachers, drivers, mechanics,
cooks, in logistics and supplies, information and publicity,
as administrative cadres.”45
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After winning the war in Rhodesia early in 1980, ZANU ruled
independent Zimbabwe and soon r estored old notions about
women’s place. In 1983 it launched a campaign to end prostitution,
incarcerating several thousand women in prison camps.46 Using a
colonial vagrancy law, police arrested women in streets, hotels, cin-
emas—even at home—unless they showed proof of marriage or
employment. Those without it were sent to a rural “resettlement
camp.” To arrest prostitutes without their customers is sexist, but it
goes beyond antiprostitution in aiming to impede women’s freedom
of movement. Prostitution is often the only profession in which
women can earn enough to support their children. Antiprostitution
campaigns always aim mainly at women: male prostitutes are rarely
arrested. In this case, the police targeted any woman without a male
escort, any woman walking around the town.

Zimbabwean women’s groups avoid confronting men. Focused
on women, they exhort them to end their subservience and def-
erence to men, yet do not exhort men to end their domineering
parasitical behavior. But women politicized during the war respond
to reactionary campaigns with creative energy, forming clubs and
cooperatives to teach women literacy and domestic science.  They
build irrigation systems for their fields, arrange revolving credit to
buy seed, tools, and fertilizer, and pool resources for money-making
projects like handicraft production. Their projects are local immed-
iate responses to a need for income and collective child care, in-
dependent of government or party. They are also deeply political.
Hundreds with low-level jobs in ZANU attend ZANU leadership-
training courses. Even more striking are their spontaneous political
protests, most often on economic issues such as rent strikes, food
prices, or changes in trade licensing. 

When politicians include women in nation-building or devel-
opment, they usually view them as homemakers, and channel assis-
tance to them through community development and social welfare
agencies. Even in socialist states like Tanzania, where ex-President
Nyerere supported feminism, men do not see women as economic
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beings, as producers needing land and jobs. Development schemes
for registering and consolidating land gave land and its proceeds to
men, totally ignoring women’s work. The women so essential to
TA N U ’s 1950s success have vanished from public view. 

Tanzania has suffered since independence, despite Nye re re’s
dedication and intelligence. Its mainly agricultural economy is in
ruins, partly because development programs focused on men
a l o n e .4 7 Nye re re resigned as president in 1985 after twe n t y - t h re e
years in office (he was succeeded by President Mwinyi). Be f o re
re t i rement, he pursued u j a m a a (familyness), resettling peasants in
c o l l e c t i ve villages, nationalizing factories and plantations, and build-
ing state-run corporations. He encouraged egalitarianism and dis-
couraged the accumulation of private wealth, but was not deeply
committed to sexual equality. One inescapable conclusion is that
socialism cannot re a l i ze its ideals if it does not support sexual equal-
i t y. Nye re re did emphasize literacy. Tanzania now enjoys one of the
highest rates of primary-school enrollment and literacy in Africa,
and has avoided the civil wars and tribal conflicts that plague many
other African countries.4 8 Tanzania no longer has a socialist econo-
m y, howe ve r.

In Mozambique, Samora Machel, FRELIMO head who became
the country’s president, called the emancipation of women “the fun-
damental necessity for the re volution, a guarantee of its continuity
and a precondition for victory.” But the government did not push
moral change or urge men to alter the division of household labor
during the war. And afterw a rd, it did not integrate women in deve l-
opment policy, but stressed cash crops controlled by men. Ma c h e l’s
g overnment did include women in party affairs, as well as village
political and economic projects. 

But politically active Mozambican women still have to raise both
the food and the children; women still produce most household
food. At the founding conference of the Organization of 
Mozambican Women (OMM) in 1973, Machel said, “Ge n e r a l l y
speaking, women are the most oppressed, humiliated and exploited
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beings in society. ”4 9 Despite this, OMM was reluctant to question
government agricultural policies, and focused on self-help, hygiene,
and health. It shied away from disputing the sexual division of labor
in and outside the household. Mozambican women are still indoc-
trinated to “speak with kind words” to husbands. Mozambique’s
“new women,” who are literate, go to cities and work in factories,
single by choice or abandoned by their husbands, have the same
problems. Most have children and support them even if they have
husbands. They are expected to feed the family themselves, even
though they lack a machamba (family plot), hold jobs, and have
husbands with jobs. 

In 1986 Machel was killed in a mysterious plane crash over
South Africa; the more “pragmatic” Joaquim Chissano became pres-
ident and turned the country toward capitalism. He ended the pro-
woman policy and the few women with high-ranking posts are in
the predictable areas of education and social welfare.50

In Guinea-Bissau, Luís de Almeida Cabral, seeing the expulsion
of the Portuguese as a phase in transition to a socialist society, con-
sidered the transformation of internal social relations, including sex
relations, integral to his struggle.51 Envisioning a revolutionary
socialist society that would not need unemployment or divide
workers and classes like capitalist societies, he stressed women’s
emancipation. PAIGC (African Party for the Independence of
Guinea and Cape Verde) leaders knew women had to take the lead
if male domination were to end, and saw that the key to perpetuat-
ing oppression lay in ideology, which enables a ruler to convince the
oppressed to collude in their own servitude. Ideologies of oppres-
sion teach people they are inferior. PAIGC policy was articulated by
PAIGC leader Carmen Pereira: “In Guinea-Bissau, we say that
women are fighting two colonialisms—one against the Portuguese,
the other against men.” PAIGC encouraged women to rise up in the
1960s and early 1970s. Once aware of themselves as oppressed, they
could envision a freer life. Maria S., an old peasant woman in
Guinea-Bissau, explained: “We women really suffer. . . . It is very
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hard, our life. As for men, the only thing they do is till the land. We
are responsible for everything after that. The women alone harvest
the rice and we have to transport it without their help, to the 
village.”52

When the rebels in Guinea-Bissau won a district, they put their
revolutionary theories into practice, trying to raise political aware-
ness, particularly women’s. Guinea-Bissau was at war for two years,
and its present state is dire. 

In 1966, two years after war began in Mozambique, the FREL-
IMO Central Committee decided to encourage women to take
more active revolutionary roles by widening their range of political
and military training. Men opposed this strongly, as a member of
the Women’s Detachment recalled:

When we started to work there was strong opposition to our
participation. Because that was against our tradition. We
then started a big campaign explaining why we also had to
fight, that the FRELIMO war was a people’s war in which
the whole population must participate, that we women
were even more oppressed than men and that we therefore
had the right as well as the will and the strength to fight. We
insisted on our having military training and being given
weapons.53

The Wo m e n’s Detachment of the FRELIMO army was formed in
1967. As in Gu i n e a - Bissau, when the rebels took a sector, they insti-
tuted re vo l u t i o n a ry practices and education. Pauline Mateos, a sev-
e n t e e n - year-old commander in the FRELIMO Wo m e n’s
Detachment, led 200 female guerrillas fifteen and older in these lib-
erated provincial areas. Not eve ryone embraced re vo l u t i o n a ry poli-
tics: people had to be convinced, and women we re expert at persua-
sion. Josina Machel, a top woman cadre in FRELIMO, said it was
easier for women to approach other women and “men are more eas-
ily convinced of the important role of women when confronted with
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the unusual sight of confident and capable women militants who are
t h e m s e l ves the best examples of what they are pro p o u n d i n g . ”54

Women responded more eagerly than men to political mobilization
because they were more oppressed. And with more to fight for,
more to gain, they often surpassed men in political commitment. 

Some PAIGC tactics were sexist: cadres urged politicized wives
to taunt their husbands: “Go and join the fight. If you don’t, I’ll
wear the pants and I’ll go”; “If you don’t join the fight, you can stay
in the kitchen and do all the cooking and I’ll go and join the guerril-
las.” Josina Machel said: “The presence of emancipated women
bearing arms often shames [men] into taking more positive act-
ions.” A regional commander of PAIGC’s local army reported that
at the onset of war, recruiters would take a band of armed women
to a village: “All the men would join up so as not to be shown up
by the women!”55 Sexist tactics were also effective in Zimbabwe. 

Despite all this, and despite the fact that at the start of the war
PAIGC trained women as combat guerrillas, when it reorganized
the militia into a national army, it took women out of combat, leav-
ing them only in village militias and in some local armed forces.
They explained this spuriously: there were more than enough men
in the army; working to overcome men’s opposition to women
slowed the war; women in liberated zones were to lay the ground-
work for an egalitarian society when war ended. (They might as well
have said in heaven.) 

On the other hand, Cabral always downplayed the importance
of military force, stressing more “feminine” activities (yet describing
them as male): “Between one man carrying a gun and another car-
rying a tool, the more important . . . is the man with the tool. We’ve
taken up arms to defeat the Portuguese, but the whole point of driv-
ing out the Portuguese is to defend the man with the tool.”56 Still,
PAIGC practice sounds much like that of other religious and ideo-
logical revolutions.

Stephanie Urdang draws certain conclusions from the situation
in Guinea/Cape Verde: no formal political policies of economic and
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political equality, not even revolutionary socialism, can realize
equality unless individual male members of the ruling regime are
actually committed to male-female equality; roles do not change,
people change them; and while group strategies determine social
processes, individual motivations matter.57 Since relative peace has
arrived in these nations only in the 1990s, and Cabral was assassi-
nated, it is too soon to tell if the groundwork laid has diminished
men’s need for control.

In South Africa, when the ANC drew up a constitution in
1919, it denied women voting rights. It was not changed until
1943. The ANC auxiliary, Bantu Women’s League, existed only to
provide food and entertainment. The Industrial and Commercial
Workers’ Union (ICWU) also viewed women mainly as hostesses
and wives until it went on strike in East London, South Africa, for
six months in 1930. By the second week women were fully engaged. 

In later years, however, the Congress Women’s League organized
huge demonstrations: police arrested over 2000 women demon-
strating in Johannesburg in 1958.58 South African women put the
struggle for national liberation before their own. Their demonstrat-
ions against passes for women were rooted more in fear for their
children than in the idea of women’s rights. The government’s sys-
tem of removing men from their villages to work in mines and 
factories meant most men were absent most of the time. If women
had had to carry passes, they would have been forced to work as
live-in servants in white houses. In such jobs, they could not take
their children, who would be virtually orphaned. They fought
fiercely: 20,000 women demonstrated in Pretoria in 1956; protests
became angrier as they spread to rural areas. In Bafarutshe Reserve
near Botswana, women waged virtual war against those who coop-
erated in distributing passes.

The South African Black Women’s Federation, launched and
banned by the white government in the mid-1970s, linked region-
al women’s groups into a new national women’s federation in the
1980s, and the ANC finally accepted women in its training camps. 
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An African specialist writes: “If women’s part in nationalist
movements were known, Bibi Titi Mohammed, Lilian Ngoyi,
Rebecca Njeri Kairi, and Wambui Wagarama would be as famous as
Julius Nyerere, Nelson Mandela, and Jomo Kenyatta.”59 But most
histories ignore women’s activities. 

African Women After Independence

Colonialism profoundly and irreversibly altered African society. The
cash economy and technology introduced by Europeans and their
appropriation of African land (much of which they kept after 
independence) changed life for both sexes, and both sexes were
impoverished. But their situations were different. 

African men suffered moral confusion from the collision of
African custom and European law. Migrant workers endured sordid
loneliness in European-run urban settlements. But men’s traditional
view of themselves did not change. In a cash economy they could
earn money; although paid shamefully, they were still better off
than women. They had sexual freedom, perhaps more than before,
since prostitutes, concubines, and lovers were available and did not
have to be married. Men retained dominance over their wives. 

Women as a group were profoundly changed. African women’s
traditional identity was mainly as mothers. Most African societies
e n d owed motherhood with a near-sacred mystique.6 0 A f r i c a n
women were happy to be called “mother of [their child]” rather
than by their own names. They dreaded barrenness, and some had
emotional breakdowns if they did not conceive. Men traditionally
sent barren women back to their families, which had to return the
brideprice, despite their reluctance to accept a woman whose bride-
price might be forfeit forever. Childless women living with a hus-
band’s lineage had low status and bore an aura of malignancy. They
became scapegoats during troubles, with no place in the communi-
ty. Many societies refused to bury childless people, but threw their
corpses into the bush for wild animals to eat. 
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Motherhood gave women status; agricultural work gave them
value as commodities, but only men’s production brought status.
Motherhood became even more important after slave trade, wars,
and widespread female sterility (resulting from poverty, epidemics,
and venereal diseases) depopulated Africa. A global economy and
urbanization broke up the traditional family, heightening individu-
alism, but colonial and African governments tried to keep women
from becoming “individuals.” They forced women to produce food
and babies, while forcing or encouraging men to migrate and enter
the modern sector. Women alone bore the burden of feeding the
community, raising cash crops and rearing children, but they were
not rewarded despite their work—harder than before—and their
added responsibility. Status now came from money, and women
could not even pay for taxes or children’s education. When moth-
erhood no longer conferred status, many women developed “dread
of motherhood” and resisted having children. Men fought this with
harsh controls like divorce for childlessness, but women still hard-
ened toward motherhood.61

In Africa, celibacy was traditionally a crime against society, but
t o d a y’s educated young women with good jobs often reject marriage,
p referring economic autonomy. In Kenya, where women can inher-
it and own pro p e rt y, 24 percent of women aged twenty to twe n t y -
four we re single in 1984; in 1989, 32 perc e n t .62 Many feel men are
parasites on women. African women do not trust men because they
s h i rk responsibility for supporting their children. In socialist Ta n z a n-
ia, where women are increasingly being pushed into subord i n a t i o n
by male appropriation of land, women call marriage “male col-
o n i z a t i o n” and say it is too expensive to maintain a husband.6 3

The keystone of traditional African social organization was con-
trol of the labor of women and young men. Production was organ-
ized through the family, by male control over access to women—
marriage. To control women was to control both production and
the reproduction of the production force. All hierarchies—age, sta-
tus, or power—aimed at this. Colonialism disrupted the tradition-
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al family by destabilizing the cornerstone of the economic and
social system. Today, economic pressures force most Africans to live
in nuclear families, a system alien to other customs, which works
under different laws. In many towns, family stru c t u res have
changed but laws have not. Both matrilineal and patrilineal socie-
ties allowed polygyny: marriage, a union of lineages, gave the group
stability and continuity. Marriage was fragile, lineage permanent.
Such societies see nuclear families as ephemeral. 

Pro-natal African governments pressure women to have large
families, which many women still consider necessary to their emo-
tional and economic well-being. In most of Africa abortion is ille-
gal and contraception contentious, so unmarried girls leave school
to bear children. Propaganda warns that the family is imperiled,
not by irresponsible men, but by working women. In 1974 the
National Council of Catholic Women in Lusaka declared: “The
woman worker ought to know that her income is only a supplement
to her husband’s income: she ought to be fully aware of her re-
sponsibilities as a mother and a wife and never neglect them for the
sake of extra-domestic work.” A Ghanian woman’s magazine lec-
tures: “Women who talk of liberation seem to forget that they were
born to be subordinate to men. Many modern families have been
wrecked by the attitude of females who have found this hard to
accept—educated women. You can see them treat their husbands
with a heavy hand, and keep the house and the purse strings under
strict control: they actually dominate the man.”64

Few African women are exposed to ideas that could liberate
them. In authoritarian states, political groups are controlled by the
government, which forbids independent women’s liberation groups
and may curb local groups. South Africa backed its coherent nat-
ional policy of repression with enough force to have widespread
effect. The only channels of protest—underground revolutionary
parties or movements—were dangerous.65

A N T I- I M P E R I A L R E V O L U T I O N I N A F R I C A

• 3 2 5 •



Marriage, Brideprice, and Polygyny

Africa is made up of thousands of small societies: no generalization
about any facet of women’s lives is true for all. Indeed, all general-
izations can be contradicted. Rules governing puberty rites, marri-
age, brideprice, divorce, and polygyny vary among societies: we do
not even know all the variations. What follows is drawn from stud-
ies with broad application. 

In laws governing marriage, governments consider women’s
rights but try mainly to avoid offending men, and so do not outlaw
traditional customs like bridewealth, polygyny, and clitoridectomy.
Laws make more women prefer single motherhood to the con-
straints of marriage, yet most women marry at some point in their
lives. But marriage does not ease most women’s lot. Mobility has
weakened kinship and marriage bonds, especially in cities. Men, the
wage earners, often work far from their homes. Few women can get
jobs and farm, sew, or trade. But in a cash economy, they need
money and are therefore dependent on men. In some societies, a
groom pays a lineage and removes a wife over whom he has virtual
rights of patriapotestas: young husbands are arrogant in ways they
would never have dared to show earlier. Many men beat their wives.
Men of different generations lack harmony: men who pay for boys’
education demand repayment; fathers or uncles choose a boy’s wife,
dowry, and marriage rites, invariably choosing a village girl who has
been raised to be inferior to her husband. Some boys resent this,
wanting congenial educated wives, and may marry the village girl
(without her consent) a n d an urban woman (with mutual 
consent).66

Women, caught between Western ideals of love and attraction,
and traditional ideals like chastity, find chastity hard to maintain
and marriage hard without it. An educated woman who wants to
marry well has trouble finding a man and may become the lover
(“outside wife”) of a married professional. Having two wives and
many children gives men status, and few are faithful. Women toler-
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a t e infidelity if men are discreet and maintain the family’s social and
financial status, but outside children cause conflict. 

In much of Africa, families marry adolescent girls to much older
men, but increasingly women in their twenties marry men their
own age. Young people are freer to choose their own partners than
in precolonial times; marriage is less an alliance between lineages
and more a matter of personal preference as migration and educa-
tion weaken parents’ control of daughters. Some societies have
abandoned traditional marriage ceremonies and marriage contracts
bridging gendered economic spheres. But without an economic
base, marriage suffers from a weak core. Some couples suffer
because they cannot talk together. Bemba boys and girls are sepa-
rated young and never play together; after puberty, male and female
siblings live in separate huts. Adults eat and live in segregated units;
even community life is segregated. Bemba girls are taught that “a
good wife does not talk with her husband. A good wife is expected
to go to her man’s bed early in the morning and ask him if he has
anything to tell her.” 

Urban couples also live this way. The Ga in Accra maintain their
custom of spouses living either in separate houses or separate parts
of a house; women or children take food to the men, and women
occasionally stay overnight with their husbands. In Tema (an indus-
trial town in Ghana), 82 percent of women live alone; 58 percent
of Accra’s married women do not live with their husbands. But only
7 percent of married male wage-earners do not live with a wife.
(Men are happier about this than women; men like to live with
women less for companionship than comfort.67)

In urban Zambia, educated women tend to avoid marriage yet
depend on men’s contributions to their lifestyle, but poor market
women still raise their daughters traditionally, forcing them to be
mutilated and teaching them to subordinate themselves to their
husbands. At the same time, they insist that the institution of mar-
riage requires drastic reform. In a study of men of various ethnic
groups, all agreed that women who worked in towns were too “big-
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headed” to accept male control; even those whose wives did not
work for wages lamented that women needed not men, but their
money.68 Some, mainly Luo men, wanted wives who were willing to
live in villages, and had no “fancy ideas” about urban jobs. But
many preferred women who worked: about twenty young men
admitted they asked women if they worked before becoming ser-
iously involved with them. They wanted financial assets. 

A man starting to date a working woman heaps her with gifts,
hoping she will reciprocate. If she does not, he drops her as cheap.
Men and women struggle to save money: economic security is more
important than romance or sexual attraction. Many urban young
men attach themselves to older women, who are more willing than
young women to support them. Students, clerks, and unemployed
school drop-outs are kept, fed, and clothed by older women but still
have sex with younger women (whom they accused of stinginess).
The woman lover of one young man bought him land in a village,
built him a house, and bought him a wife. Through contacts, she
got him a job as a coffee maker at a government office. Many
Ganda men in rural areas live this way, and most successful inde-
pendent female householders have younger lovers whom they pay
taxes for, feed, and clothe. 

Women bear such heavy economic burdens that they need help
f rom others. But marriage bonds are fragile and kinship ties are
attenuated by migration, leaving urban women with no help with
c h i l d ren. Africa has no nurturant male model: many African women
n ow view relationships with men instru m e n t a l l y, using them to get
re s o u rces and a chance to further their social and economic ambi-
t i o n s .6 9 African society condemns women (but not men) who marry
for economic gain, yet traditional African marriage was always an
economic part n e r s h i p. But now, women increasingly choose their
p a rtners. Many choose to remain independent, especially educated
women with good jobs. Many professional women refuse to marry
polygynists, refusing to share a husband and his re s o u rces with
another woman and her children. Yet they rarely find the faithful
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monogamous marriages they want: most men have outside wives or
l overs. Elite women are more likely now than in the past to live with
their husbands apart from their matrikin, and are devastated if the
men take second wives or abandon them.  

The introduction of money sent brideprice soaring. Seen as pay-
ment for potential offspring, brideprice recompenses a woman’s line-
age for the appropriation of her children by a man’s lineage.
Br i d ewealth turns women into commodities, and the higher the price
women fetch, the more jealously men (mainly fathers and bro t h e r s )
g u a rd them to guarantee their chastity. Thus bridewealth puts women
under male surveillance and control throughout their live s .

Divorce is fairly common throughout much of Africa but the
rules governing it vary greatly. It is often easy and mutually avail-
able, but in patrilineal societies women cannot initiate divorce at all.
Divorced women often choose what the Asante call “lover mar-
riage,” a long-term informal sexual relationship with a man. After
the Second World War, the Ewe of Southern Ghana virtually aban-
doned traditional and Christian marriage rituals. Even earlier,
divorce was common because Ewe women held land rights from
their matrikin and could support their children. Many prefer to live
alone, and the number of woman-headed households is growing.       

In Europe death ends a marriage, and survivors, free of all mar-
ital duties, may remarry. This is not always true in Africa. In many
societies, widows may not remarry or have a sexual liaison until they
have ritual sex with the husband’s successor and mourn for a given
period. A woman who does not fufill these obligations has essential-
ly committed adultery; the dead husband’s kin can demand dam-
ages from the next man she has sex with or from her. In colonial
times, men abused these rituals: the dead man’s kin would demand
cash or goods to free a woman, or procrastinate in naming the sur-
rogate husband to keep her bound to the clan, producing food. All
women’s organizations today, even conservative groups, urge aboli-
tion of these customs. 

Polygyny is almost universal in Africa. Patrilineal groups favor it
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because they get the children. It is hard for men in matrilineages to
have many wives: wives remain with their natal families and a man
would have to visit wives in different villages. Some matrilineages
require a wife’s consent to a husband’s polygyny; patrilineages never
do—in principle. In principle, men must treat wives impartially,
maintain each in her own house, giving a senior wife certain pre-
rogatives. But sometimes relations between co-wives are bad and
lead to accusations of witchcraft. Women use magic to harm each
other, or give men drugs to keep them from having erections with
another wife. Emotional insecurity and rivalry can arouse a wife’s
hatred for a man and her children by him. Some women go mad
re p ressing emotions considered unacceptable in their society.
Wo m e n’s emotional state worsens during pre g n a n c y, when 
husbands cohabit only with other wives.

Rural Women

The effects of colonialism pervade Africa even after independence.
African men still raise cash crops on women’s land, and women still
do the work, and work to feed the family. Men do not share the
money they earn from cash crops with women or their children. In
most places, men took the best land, expecting women to feed the
community on the land that was left. Corrupt governments often
do not pay men either, but men spend what money they get on capi-
tal investment like trucks or fert i l i ze r. Ge n e r a l l y, women and childre n
eat more poorly than men and have high mortality rates. Colonists
and postcolonial development experts gave men tools and advice on
raising cash crops or encouraged their migration to plantations,
mines, or towns to work, leaving women at home trying to feed all
of society.70

During colonialism, Europeans introduced cocoa as a cash crop
in southern Ghana. Women worked their husbands’ cocoa farms
and produced their families’ food. Women own only 5 percent of
cocoa farms, and those are small. Cocoa prices fell in the 1960s, and
men used to cash migrated to towns for work, leaving the women
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to feed themselves, the children, the elders, the sick and impaired.
The trend begun during the colonial era of giving women sole
responsibility for subsistence has continued, but cocoa farms
monopolize the best land despite the fall in price and women must
feed the community on increasingly infertile land. To supplement
their poor yields, many combine farming with trade, food process-
ing, and waged labor—when they can get it.

Luo, Luyia, and Gusii men in western Kenya control women by
controlling access to land: women have no rights to land or child
custody in their fathers’ lineage. Most men migrate, leaving women
to work the land. But for access to land and livestock, a woman
must be married. By making it nearly impossible for women to sur-
vive outside marriage, these groups put the responsibility for main-
taining marriages on women. Marriage is extraordinarily stable:
landless women are reluctant to leave their children. But husbands
cannot divorce women who have had their children and farmed
their land. If a husband dies, the lineage gives the wife to another
man, so she retains access to land. The growing influence of
Christianity, which disapproves of such levirate marriage, has led
some women to refuse new husbands. But those who do lose access
to land, animals, and their children.71 The only alternatives to mar-
riage are prostitution or woman-woman marriage, but it is hard for
a woman to amass enough wealth to buy a woman.72 Moreover,
employers expect the wives of migrant male laborers to feed them,
so they pay scanty wages and men send little money home. Western
Kenya’s soil has lost its fertility and most plots are small: women
own only 5 percent of individually held land titles. They are in a
desperate condition. 

Among the worst hit women are South Africans, who live in
deep poverty with almost no way to earn money. Women and chil-
dren suffer extreme malnutrition, and infant mortality rates are
staggering. In South Africa, 95 percent of wage-earners work in Les-
otho and 70 percent of rural households are run by women whose
farming brings in almost no cash and too little food to sustain them.
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To supplement occasional remittances and bridewealth payments
f rom husbands, they farm cooperative l y, brew beer, trade, and sell sex. 

Increased trade throughout Africa has helped some women
grow more economically and personally independent, weakening
the control of husbands and kin groups. But husbands and lineag-
es give women less economic support and help in child care (this
preceded female independence, is not a consequence of it), and
women cannot get capital, so cannot enlarge petty local trade oper-
ations in low-margin items into more profitable long-distance trade
in commodities and manufacture. Yet, according to the World
Bank, women produce 70 percent of Africa’s food, without tractors,
oxen, or even plows. Beyond survival—and many do not survive—
few are rewarded for this productiveness. In ten African countries
where women and children make up 77 percent of the population,
women have the legal right to own property in only 16 percent of
households.73

Urban Women

Dire conditions in the countryside impel women to go to cities. It
is hard for women to find work in towns but enterprising women
increasingly do so, some with their husbands. In most cities,
employers did not hire women for wages until after the Second
World War. In South Africa, Kenya, and Mozambique, local indus-
tries hired a few women to process food or tobacco and manu-
facture clothing. Industry hired large numbers of women during the
Mau Mau revolt of 1952–56 in Kenya, but fired them when men
again became available. Many women now work in factories and
service industries in South Africa, the most industrialized African
country. They do low-paid, semiskilled work, most in clothing or
food processing or preparation, at least until machines are intro-
duced, when men usually replace them. More women are clamor-
ing for work but many employers will not hire women. 

One job that opened to African women was domestic service,
in cities like Lourenco Marques (Maputo) and Johannesburg, and
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in Kenya to Kikuyu women. The lowest-paid, most exploited of all
urban workers (especially in South Africa), servants are often
required to live in an employer’s house, where they cannot raise
their own children. The system has made it impossible for them to
support and care for their children at the same time. Female domes-
tic servants have little bargaining power and employers make extra-
ordinary demands on their time. Young women with urban kin
often work as servants for them in exchange for their school fees. 

Even in cities, men expect women to take exc l u s i ve re s p o n s i b i l-
ity for feeding the children. Many urban women now are single
heads of household, juggling to surv i ve by various independent casu-
al jobs and through relationships with men, which they manipulate
to their own advantage with extreme skill. Women must be re s o u rc e-
ful and motivated enough to create a job. Their usual re s o rt s — p e t t y
trading and preparing food—are saturated. Many become pro s t i-
tutes. A study in Kinshasa (Za i re) showed prostitutes earned a high-
er income than any other women and many men. But they must
earn it eve ry day to feed their children. Those with husbands who
contribute to their support work only when they need money.

Some African societies were stratified before colonialism, but
class distinctions were neither universal nor commonplace. Now
most people are ranked by class, age, and status. Stratification is par-
adoxical for women, for whom higher status often means less free-
dom. In some regions, some women found jobs in industry or large-
scale agricultural projects, gaining enterprise and autonomy.

Birth Control 

In Africa fewer than 5 percent of couples use modern contracep-
tives. People in many nonindustrialized societies tend to resist con-
traception: many children die, and couples produce prolifically
hoping a few will survive. Many African men fear contraception
will free women sexually from their control. Some Zambian family
planning clinics require women to bring letters of permission from
their husbands before they help them. 
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Yet many African men shirk responsibility for the children they
father, thinking of children as a kind of free good: once they have
secured a wife, blessings will flow to them. While men monopolize
the benefits of a wage economy, women, often malnourished to
start with are further depleted by long, often uninterrupted breast-
feeding, feeding, clothing, sheltering, and educating their children.
They pay for babies in hard labor and bodily wear and tear. Women
in industrialized nations bear children over a three- to five-year peri-
od; African women bear them over eighteen to twenty years;
between two and six of every 1000 African women die in child-
birth, 100–500 times the Western European rate.

Men oppose contraceptives even though AIDS, transmitted
h e t e rosexually in Africa, has spread like rumor through Za m b i a ,
Za i re, Bu rundi, Rwanda, Uganda, and Tanzania, and more slowly in
Kenya, Congo, Zi m b a bwe, and Malawi. Half the adults in Ug a n d a ,
the worst-hit country, may have AIDS. In Botswana and Zi m b a bwe ,
a quarter of all adults are infected, according to UNAIDS.7 4 T h i rt y
to 40 percent of military and civilian leaders in some states are
b e l i e ved infected. Men also refuse to be tested or allow their wives to
be tested for AIDS. African women gladly use contraceptives if they
can get them, but they are legal in few states, and men oppose their
use. Legality makes contraceptives morally acceptable and more
a vailable, bolstering the re s o l ve of women willing to break with tra-
dition and defy their husbands. Contraceptive use more than dou-
bled in Zi m b a bwe in five years to about 27 percent. 

Family planning and health programs tend to fail with illiterate
women, but some planners offer basic literacy. There is a close cor-
relation between women’s education and children’s health—in
Kenya, for instance, women’s education seems responsible for over
an 80 percent drop in infant mortality in the last twenty years. It is
understandable that people whose traditional religion centered on
fertility find contraception immoral. Historians are unsure how
widespread traditional beliefs are today, but more than any other
people in the world, Africans want many children. 
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Education, Religion, and Political Participation 

Although male sexism is the major impediment to waged work for
African women, they are also hampered by lack of education. For-
mal education in Africa discriminated against females from the
start, in accord with both Western and African mores. Families
wanted girls locked into field- and homework, and feared education
might free them to abandon these. Most West Africans are illiterate;
only a small elite is literate, fewer girls than boys. Girls who go to
school rarely go beyond the primary level. 

Most African governments dismiss female education. In Ghana,
which supported it more than other African states, in 1960, at the
end of the colonial period, 33 percent of girls and 54 percent of
boys of fifteen had any schooling. In 1970, after a decade of inde-
pendence, 62.6 percent of boys and 53.4 percent of girls 6–14 were
in school. But older students were mainly male—36.5 percent of
males and 16.6 percent of females 15–24, 0.3 percent of males and
0 females 25 and older. In 1971 Zaire (now Congo), women were
5 percent of university students; in 1974, one in thirteen; in 1975,
one in ten. 

In new African states, Africans we re hired in high-ranked jobs in
g overnment and industry. As they expanded female education, they
began to hire educated professional women—but most in stere o t y p i c
low-paid female fields. Educated women, denied the high pay they
deserve, often use men (the deniers) to support them in luxurious
lifestyles. A very few Western-educated women work in acceptably
female professions like teaching, nursing, and social welfare. In sex-
segregated Mombasa, Muslim men require women in such jobs to
deal only with women. Swahili women were encouraged to educate
themselves for professional work, but the small Christian elite
encourages domestic dependency for women. 

The increasing stratification of women creates great tension as
more girls go on to university to become teachers, nurses, and sec-
retaries and others rise in the social hierarchy by careful marriages.
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Wo m e n’s groups claim to speak for all women yet may define lowe r -
class women in ways that suit elite interests. In the 1970s
Maendeleo, Ke n y a’s major national women’s organization, was a mil-
itant group fighting for all women’s rights, but under a dictatorial
regime, it became the organ of an exc l u s i ve, politically connected
urban elite alienated from rural members.

Wo m e n’s changing role touches the profoundest level of people’s
feelings. What the West calls subconscious behavior, Africans may see
as witchcraft. As women’s power and independence erode, some
re s o rt to witchcraft, often a source of female cohesion and stre n g t h .7 5

For Luo women of Kenya and Tanzania, relations with a husband’s
family are primary: a woman spends her life with them, yet they tre a t
her with suspicion until she has a child. Even then, her mother-in-law
or other female kin may compete with her to keep her from getting
enough land and cattle to maintain her husband and children. Living
in perpetual insecurity and struggle, she may flare up in “p o s s e s s i o n”
when tension becomes unbearable. Women use accusations of witch-
craft to eject or socially demote weaker females, especially old
women. Older women, who used to have high status, may be blamed
for all the ills affecting other women in the family. This is part l y
because of education: educated young women have higher status than
their female elders and feel guilty about it, while the older women re-
sent it. Mutual bad feelings generate accusations of witchcraft.

Women, the mainstay of most independent Christian
communities, outnumber male members two-to-one, and support
the priests with their labor. They conduct choirs and organize
mutual aid, social activities, and prayer meetings for the sick. But
the few male members aged twenty-five to forty-five monopolize all
the responsible positions in the congregations, and young men who
attend sect schools look down on elders. Women are drawn to these
churches by a need for a social and emotional center; most are mar-
ginal in their society.

Many African churches are independent—that is, they are con-
trolled by Africans and reject some tenets of their father churches.
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Most independent churches broke away over women’s issues—gen-
ital mutilation and polygyny. All independent African Christian
churches tolerate polygyny but try to limit it by demoting poly-
gynous men from prestigous positions. African Christian churches
stress respect for wives. The Congolese Jamaa movement stresses the
creation of a vital bond between mates through mutual respect and
comradeship. Jamaa women, less inhibited than other women, are
freer to speak out and manage social functions; some Jamaa hus-
bands even help in the house. Thus, many men suspect the move-
ment. They resent losing their prerogative as “bwana, the household
head, who reigns over his woman and his children.”76 Men often
demand that their wives give up their membership or be divorced.
Many new religions are extremely reactionary.

In urban areas of northern Sudan, Muslim men keep women
secluded and segregated, but women meet each other at zaar, spir-
it-possession ceremonies, multiethnic events with regular meetings
for dance, and healing rituals. They do not challenge their confine-
ment or infibulation, which in this century marks middle-class sta-
tus for women. In some regions religion is blatantly used to enforce
patriarchy.77 Women in the matrilineal Malawi village of Magomero
who have lost economic power adopt their husbands’ religion,
although it supports patrilineal inheritance to their detriment:
dependency generates self-destruction.

Men associate women’s religions with reactionary politics,
claiming that women are conservative by nature. In truth, “mod-
ernization” is masculinization; new methods narrow experience into
linear progress toward a goal and ends into means or instruments.
From the beginning of Western “modernization,” in the fourteenth
century, it belittled “feminine” activities like procreation and main-
tenance as marginal nonwork requiring no skill and deserving no
reward. But far more than Western women, African women have
been denied a chance to become modern at even the lowest level, as
factory and office workers. Bound to the land, expected to procre-
ate and support the community by agricultural labor even as this
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became impossible, African women often support conservative
positions. For example, in Nigeria, Ibo women futilely protested the
introduction of oil-mills, which improved the quality and quantity
of palm oil and raised the average wage. They did so because only
men could run the oil-mills. Formerly, women prepared the oil and
their husbands sold it, and women kept part of it to sell and keep
the profits. Now, they get nothing.

After almost four decades of independence, only six states have
m u l t i p a rty systems (Botswana, Gambia, Ghana, Ma d a g a s c a r,
Mauritius, and Senegal). Thirty-eight of the forty-five African states
have single-party systems or no parties at all: over half are ruled by
military governments that exclude women from authority. But few
African states grant women many rights. Many, such as the Pare dis-
trict of Tanzania or Lesotho, limit women’s participation in politi-
cal process to the local level and allow even that only where there
are few men. In twenty-nine states, women vote, are elected to leg-
islatures, fill professional or high-ranking government jobs, yet
remain minors, needing a father’s consent to their marriage what-
ever their age or experience, even if they are widows. The Ibo and
Yo ruba dual-sex systems, which gave women political powe r
through parallel institutions, have changed to a Western unisex
model favoring men. Nigerian women no longer have much politi-
cal voice: few are elected to office: those in office are appointed by
men and are indebted to them.78 In the north, a Muslim govern-
ment has installed shari’a law. Some African states passed laws that
improve women’s situation but don’t enforce them.

African men insist on a double standard. For example,
Tanzanian men are extremely promiscuous, but try to keep their
wives from working outside the home where they might meet other
men, and from using contraceptives, which would free them to
choose their own sexual life. Africans also tend to scapegoat women.
Throughout Africa, all problems—high divorce rates, illegitimacy,
or the vanishing of African customs—are blamed on women. Young
urban women especially are verbally and physically abused for 
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wearing make-up, miniskirts, or foreign hairstyles. Ir re s p o n s i b l e
p romiscuous men condemn professional women who marry late or
n e ve r, for immorality. Such scapegoating, hardly unique to Africa,
is especially strong in societies with strong Western influence. In
Africa, as in other post-colonial societies, men justify imposing
constrictions on women by invoking “a u t h e n t i c i t y,” claiming that
as the bearers of African (or Islamic, or Hindu) culture, women
must be protected from Western influences like cosmetics, wigs, or
s h o rt skirts. Men who are unable to withstand neocolonial forc e s
that subordinate Africa demand women do so. 

They demand mainly symbolic “a u t h e n t i c i t y”—clothes, hair-
styles, or sexual habits minimally affect economic or political sys-
tems. But men’s surveillance of women’s dress and morality keeps
women from being effective in the political arena. A sex that is 
constantly being corrected is unlikely to be taken seriously in the
political realm. The few brave women who do enter politics are con-
tinually reminded by hecklers and friends that their proper place is
“beside the three cooking stones with the children.” Single or persist-
ent women are discredited by charges of sexual immorality. Bu t
women fight back.

Wo m e n ’s Protests since Indep e n d e n c e

Ma rket women and beer-brewers in Na i robi and Kampala cre a t e d
formal support organizations, sometimes investing their funds in
c o l l e c t i ve enterprises. Women traders in Lusaka formed groups to
p rotest their economic grievances. In Na k u ru, a small town in
Kenya, women formed associations to buy farmland collective l y,
with some success. Urban Zambian women use “love medicines” to
get control of their marital and economic lives. Kenyan Ma s a i
women unite to protect women charged with adultery. The sus-
tained pre s s u re of Sudanese women’s groups forced legal reform of
w o m e n’s economic and family position. But the Wo m e n’s Un i o n
has been careful not to attack strongly held “t r a d i t i o n s” like infib-
ulation. The Somali government supported a campaign against
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infibulation by the Wo m e n’s Democratic Organization in 1977. 
Most significant are female industrial workers in South Africa,

who we re deeply invo l ved in labor protest in the 1970s and 1980s.
In the 1990s, a few active women trade unionists forcefully pro t e s t-
ed the division of time and labor in the household. Women organ-
i zed squatters groups, struck over rents, and protested as members of
w o m e n’s organizations, parents of young children we re arrested by
the government, and we re taken political prisoner in the liberation
m ovement of the 1980s. South Africa has vigorous articulate politi-
cal women across the board, but the younger generation of African
men has been making ve ry strong antiwoman statements that the
older generation symbolized by Nelson Mandela does not counter.

Still, more and more women are speaking out politically. In
Birnin Kudu in 1988, Ni g e r i a’s former first lady, Ma ry a m
Babangida, held a women’s conference, “Better Life for Rural
Women,” inspiring Ladi Adamu, a Fulani, to run in the first
Nigerian election since 1983. As an appointed councilor, she built
support among rural women by teaching villagers about immun-
ization, digging wells, installing modern water pumps, and building
roads to remote villages in the countryside. She was elected to the
new thirteen-member local government council, but its chairman,
Falalu Mohammed Rukur Gantsa, a mallam (Islamic teacher),
denied her an office, secretary, car, or portfolio.79 When the coun-
cil goes on official inspections, Gantsa puts the men in air-condi-
tioned cars and sends Adamu in a pickup truck. In a 1980s debate
on women, all speakers were men. When government councilor
Adamu stood to speak, the chairman cut the power off. She held a
dead microphone. Adamu says, “In this part of the country, people
always think that a woman who speaks out must not follow tradi-
tion and must be a prostitute.” The chairman’s hatred wins her the
people’s sympathy.

Ugandan president Yower Museveni’s government is working to
rebuild the country after two decades of devastating violence caused
by male rivalry and a murderous ruler, Idi Amin. Museveni’s regime
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is one of the most progressive in Africa on the subject of women.80

He has appointed women to his cabinet, even to the vital post of
Minister of Agriculture. Every parliamentary district reserves an at-
large seat for a woman. But over 80 percent of the mostly illiterate
population live in the country. As educated people returned from
exile after the civil war following Idi Amin’s brutal rule, women
attorneys started the Uganda Association of Women Lawyers and a
Women’s Legal Aid Clinic to help uneducated poor women, which
teach rural women their legal rights and visit rural villages to talk to
them.81 Women do not know wife-beating is illegal or that unless
the state recognizes a marriage, a woman is not legally married and
lacks protection if her husband dies. In Buwunga, Sarah Bahalaal-
iwo, chairwoman of the Association, sat on the grass with local
women, telling them about their right to own property: “If you
inherit land from your father or earn enough to buy some yourself,
register it in your own name, not your husband’s. A husband may
try to take all the household possessions during a divorce or separa-
tion. He might beat you up, but don’t give in. Fight back.”

Even politically prominent women are abused. The Kenyan
government planned to build a $200 million sixty story tower, the
tallest commercial structure in Africa, to hold a larger-than-life stat-
ue of President Daniel Arap Moi.82 It was to be erected in Uhuru
Park, a popular downtown park, but Kenya cannot afford it—
already $400 million in debt, Kenya is seeking loans for an oil
pipeline, a sugar project, and equipment for Kenya Airways. But
Kenyans know they have to keep their mouths shut. The only per-
son daring enough to protest was Professor Wangari Maathai, head
of the Green Belt Movement, an environmental group.

Maathai studied on scholarship in the United States in the
1960s, and became a professor of veterinary medicine at the Uni-
versity of Nairobi. Her husband, a member of Parliament, sued for
divorce, charging her with adultery with another Parliament mem-
ber. She lost. When she accused the judge of incompetence, he
jailed her, releasing her only after she promised to apologize.
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Deciding to run for Parliament, she resigned her university chair
only to discover that a technicality disqualified her. She then devot-
ed herself to the Green Belt Movement, run by the National
Women’s Council of which she was chair. The movement plants
trees to beautify the land, stop soil erosion, provide fuel (which
helps women), and earn women income: for each tree surviving
over three months outside the nursery, the woman who planted it
earns 50 Kenya cents (2.3 cents US), often the only cash she earns.
Maathai won a United Nations Environmental Program Global
500 award for protecting the environment. 

When the tower was announced, Maathai filed a lawsuit con-
tending that Uhuru Pa rk was the wrong place for it: the suit was 
dismissed. When she urged that the tower be built elsew h e re, pro m i-
nent politicans and the president attacked her. Kenyan police evict-
ed her group from its building. The president said his opponents
“had insects in their heads”—a woman ought to know that Ke n y a n
tradition forbade a woman from criticizing a man. Chances are that
the tower will not be built or will not be so tall—but not because of
Maathai. To date, it is not built, and Moi is no longer in powe r.

Other educated women take risks to help poor women. Female
doctors and health workers organize locally against clitoridectomy
and infibulation. African women work with the global women’s
movement and write world literature. Among the female writers
best known outside Africa are Buchi Emecheta and Flora Nwapa of
Nigeria, Grace Ogot of Kenya, and South African Bessie Head, who
now lives in Botswana, Miriam Tlali of South Africa (the first South
African woman to have her work published outside the country),
and Mariama Ba of Senegal.83

Women’s Experience in Socialist States

In 1952, overriding the desire of a majority of Eritreans for inde-
pendence, the United Nations federated it with Ethiopia, but
guaranteed it democratic rights. Over a decade, Ethiopian emperor
Haile Selassie abolished those rights. Demonstrations and appeals
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to the UN in protest won Eritreans only more repressive controls.
In 1961 a desperate populace formed the Eritrean Liberation Front
(ELF) and rose up in arms. The leaders of the ELF were mostly
chiefs from the north, traditional Muslims. Women involved in
1950s protests and an underground independence move m e n t
joined the ELF to fight for independence, but it did not want them
participating, and sent women who came to fight in the 1960s to
work in offices in neighboring Sudan. (A maxim in Eritrean society
is “women and donkeys are made to be beaten.”) 

In 1970 a group of intellectual, left-leaning, socially conscious
Eritreans founded the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF),
and in 1972 a virtual civil war exploded between the two groups,
which reconciled in 1974. The EPLF was committed to democracy
and wanted to eliminate discrimination against women and other
Eritrean minorities. EPLF encouraged women’s participation, and
many women joined. At first, men aspersed women in EPLF mili-
tary forces as weak and treated them as dangerously divisive temp-
tations. But as the EPLF got control of more territory, women were
highly successful in promoting egalitarian land reform (the EPLF
distributes land to women and men), education for Muslim
females, and more egalitarian marriage. By 1978 women made up
13 percent of EPLF soldiers and those in local militias in villages
and towns under EPLF control. A year later, they were 13 percent
of front-line fighters and 30 percent of the EPLF as a whole; by
1989, they were 23 percent of front-line fighters and 40 percent of
the front as whole. They were still excluded from the upper ranks of
the organization; at the first EPLF congress in 1977, women were
10 percent of delegates but not one was elected to the Central
Committee. At the second, in 1988, about 25 percent of delegates
were women and 8 percent (six) were elected to the Central
Committee.84

The ELF became defunct in 1981, and the EPLF controls
Eritrea. The government claims to remain committed to women’s
equality, and the new constitution, passed in 1997, guarantees
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equality on the basis of sex and other qualities. However, war broke
out between Eritrea and Ethiopia in 2000, and after an agreement
between the opponents, a UN peacekeeping force occupied the
country. Education is a priority in the country: most Eritreans are
illiterate, women more than men: in 1980, 95 percent of women
were illiterate; in 1988, 90 percent, as of 2000, 85 percent.85

Women were 53 percent of students before a terrible drought; over
27,000 women registered for literacy courses in 1983, but only
9390 attended, because people fled their villages during a famine
that year. At the largest EPLF child’s school (Revolution School),
girls comprised nearly half of the students in the late 1980s and over
a third of the teachers were female. In 1988, women were over half
the first graduating class of the EPLF Institute of Technology.

As a de facto government, the EPLF redistributed land exten-
sively, assigning it not to households, but to individuals, including
women, who now have legal rights to land. About 80 percent of the
population live by agriculture and/or herding; families raise subsis-
tence crops but it is taboo for women to plow. Men are forcibly con-
scripted, or go to Arab countries or the Sudan for waged work, or
graze herds wherever they can; women must support the children.
Many female-headed households are in precarious condition. The
EPLF urges village cooperatives to work land for the disabled and
plow for women without men but some women defy the century-
old taboo and plow. They are beginning to enter agricultural 
training programs; eighty women were graduated in 1985. Women
participate in the government: 30 percent of the seats in Parliament
are reserved for them, and as of 2000 there were two female minis-
ters in the cabinet and two female ambassadors.

Rural women train to be health workers and tailors, facing
obstacles in the latter, traditionally considered men’s work. Many
women went to Asmara to work in the 1950s; they now make up
about 40 percent of permanent workers and 72.9 percent of
permanent employees in textile factories. Most are unskilled and
poorly paid. 
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Progressive laws governing marriage, divorce, child custody,
property ownership, and equal pay have abolished child marriages
and arranged marriages, and granted women custody of children
and economic support after divorce. But the most significant
change may be EPLF pressure on men to take responsibility for
maintaining the community: “All fighters, men and women, com-
manders and rankers, share cooking, fetching wood and water, and
cleaning.”86 “You see men looking after children everywhere in Eri-
trea,” writes a scholar.87 But men not under military discipline do
not share in household work or child care, although the peasant
association tries to teach them about equality. Two scholars report
widespread male resistance to change, and the government has a
habit of taking over female projects.88

The defeat of Portugal by FRELIMO and the MPLA in
Mozambique and Angola reverberated through European-dominat-
ed colonies, and sent a wave of hope through the black townships
of South Africa.89 Hope revived the dormant tradition of resistance,
drew an angry young generation into the ANC, and fueled 1976
student uprisings. Mozambique sacrificed to help Africans win
Zimbabwe; when Angola won independence in 1975, it sacrificed
to support SWAPO, the military wing of the Namibian liberation
movement, which provided bases and refuge for civilians fleeing
South Africa’s apartheid army. Without Angolan support, Namibia
would still be a South African colony; without Cuban support,
Angola could not have helped Namibia.90 When South African
troops invaded Angola at Cuito Cuanavale, 50,000 Cuban soldiers
helped the Angolans stop them in perhaps the most crucial military
confrontation in the region since the Boer War.

But victory costs as much as defeat and one cost is the ideals
that fueled the fight. In Mozambique and Angola, revolutionary
socialist ideals have almost been extinguished by sorrow, hunger,
and destruction. Africa’s capitalist autocracies suffer too: children in
Malawi, closely allied with the United States and South Africa, die
faster than perhaps any others on earth. Most of the problem arose
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from South Africa’s relentless determination to destabilize these
countries. With rich natural resources extracted by cheap African
labor kept subordinate by apartheid, white South Africa made itself
a power machine. The measurable costs of destabilization surpass
$60 billion, or two-fifths of the gross domestic products of all these
countries, by UN estimates. The immeasurable costs are refugees
irremediably scarred by grief and rage, millions of deaths, and the
ideals that inspire revolutions—which would, if realized, improve
everyone’s life. 

Political ideals die in socialist and capitalist states: the multi-
party governments of Zimbabwe and Botswana used the South
African threat to justify repressive legislation restricting the right to
dissent; Mugabe made Zimbabwe a single-party system. Fifteen
years of war against the United States and South Africa have
strengthened the MPLA, Angola’s ruling party, but have also made
it more politically rigid, and despite a treaty, the civil war continues
intermittently. In Zimbabwe, whites still own most of the best
farmland, although Mugabe is now pursuing a policy of land appro-
priation. White power structures quietly work to secure control of
South Africa’s economy despite the ANC victory. The government
sold off the state iron and steel company; the De Beers company,
subsidiary of a huge Anglo American transnational conglomerate
that dominates South African mining, moved half its assets to a new
holding company in Switzerland. 

That no socialist state created in this century has been humane,
just, or egalitarian, is partly a result of our almost universal faith in
domination, government from above. One cannot deplore the
decline of Soviet hegemony over eastern Europe or of single-party
governments in Africa. The governing party of the Congo officially
abandoned Marxist ideology in 1990, adopting a social democratic
platform. In 1991, after over two decades of one-party politics, it
legalized opposition parties. Huge protests in Benin forced the pres-
ident, Mathieu Kerekou, to grant multiparty elections and disavow
Ma rxism-Leninism. Nye re re supported competing parties in
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Tanzania. Autocratic capitalist states too fall in this domino game:
Félix Houphouët-Boigny, the only ruler of Côte d’Ivoire since inde-
pendence in 1960, agreed to legalize opposition parties and to
resign as head of the ruling party—but he died first. Zambia too
was dominated by one man, President Kenneth Kaunda, from inde-
pendence in 1964. In 1991, in a referendum, Zambians chose mul-
tiparty elections and Kaunda lost the presidency to Frederick
Chiluba. Zaire’s president for the last twenty-five years, Mobutu
Sese Seko, promised to allow two parties to compete with his own
for power, but never did so and was overthrown by Laurent Kabila,
who came to power at the head of a rebel force, promising democ-
racy, but delivered nothing before he died. His son, Major General
Joseph Kabila, presently rules newly renamed Kongo.

Colonialism did not really end. It left a legacy in law, in owner-
ship (Europeans still hold much of Africa’s richest land), and above
all in borders. Not only the best land, but virtually all government
aid went to whites. Africans in colonies were generally not allowed
to compete with Europeans in growing cash crops, but had to work
for them to pay the new taxes imposed on them. European map-
makers ignored political arrangements like the linked Ibo villages of
eastern Nigeria or sprawling Yoruba towns scattered across western
Nigeria, or indigenous political systems like democratic village
councils dedicated to consensus. As a result, in the sixty to eighty
years that colonial governments ruled, they never acquired moral
legitimacy in the eyes of the people. 

It is a cruel irony that exploitive and brutal as colonialism was,
what has followed has sometimes been worse. Some governments—
Britain in India and Belgium in the Congo—intervened to restrain
private companies. Few European colonial governments were total-
ly irresponsible. If they were not checked by their own consciences,
or the forces of public opinion, they were restrained by the expec-
tation that they would still be governing the colony for the foresee-
able future. They had every interest in making sure that it remained
reasonably prosperous and was not stripped of all its assets.
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Multinational companies have no such automatic check upon their
operations. In some areas, neocolonialism has proved worse than
colonialism.91 In addition, AIDS is gradually wiping out entire pop-
ulations across the continent.

There is some cheering news. For example, a 1993 editorial
observed that South Africa, once “one of the world’s most sexist
governments . . . has emerged as one of the . . . most progressive.”
With 106 women in parliament, it “moved from 141st place on the
list of countries with women in Parliament, to 7th.” This leap from
2.7 percent to 26.5 percent, means that “South African women are
now better represented than their British counterparts.”92 In addi-
tion, women have joined across geographical, racial, class, religious,
and political lines to create a forum for discussion of issues like eco-
nomics, housing, and education. Women from groups formerly at
war, like the ANC and the Inkatha Freedom Party, have joined
together with women from other political parties (the Azanian
People’s Organization and the Democratic Party, for instance) and
groups like the Rural Women’s Movement, the Executive Women’s
Club, the Methodist Women’s Manyanos, the Union of Jewish
Women, the South African Domestic Workers Union, the South
African Association of University Women.93

On the other hand, women are not well re p resented in the prov i n-
cial parliaments, and are absent from regional exe c u t i ve committees.
Activists are uncertain that female ministers are able or willing to use
g e n d e red analyses and approaches to the matters they deal with.

Namibian women were mobilized in the liberation struggle,
and although the liberation movements remained male-dominated,
women for the first time came together in discussion of gender
issues and began to act in their own interests in local organizations.
With independence, they took part in political life, and constituted
almost a third of local government representatives in 1990—partly
because a law required political parties to include a specific number
of women among their candidates. The Namibian constitution,
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written in gender-inclusive language, explicitly forbids discrimina-
tion on the grounds of sex, and authorizes affirmative action.
Women still make up only a tiny fraction of representatives at
national and regional levels, but got a boost by the ratification of
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women in 1992.94

The government of Kenya has been outright hostile to female
empowerment, but Kenyan women are tremendously active, and
h a ve formed self-help groups to build water cisterns, schools, bridg-
es, dispensaries, and roads. They have created groups to help rural
women earn money, something long denied them. In Central
Province, women learned to build permanent roofs for their houses
and were so successful and famed that they came to be known as
mabati (iron-roofing) women groups.95 In an even more revolution-
ary development, women’s groups are buying land and businesses.96

Green Zones, an agricultural project in Mozambique, reserves
land around Maputo for women only. Most of the women who par-
ticipate in it are single—unmarried, widowed, or divorced—and
raise crops alone. They have been very successful.97

The most heartening fact about these examples is that they
abound. With so many women working for themselves with other
women, having seen through the cultural blinders of patriarchal
customs, they cannot be stopped. They, and their children, and
their men, will all benefit.
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C H A P T E R  9

WO M E N  A N D  

D E V E LO P M E N T

THE VAST MAJORITY OF WOMEN ALIVE TODAY are poor and live in
nonindustrial countries. Most of them strain to raise children

with little or no help from men, much less their governments or
global agencies. For some decades now, nonindustrial countries
have been the object of charitable attention from institutions like
the United Nations, churches, and foundations. This attention is
called “development.” Examples of development projects include
increasing cash-crop production, building wells in a village, or
establishing industries to exploit a country’s oil or gas.

Transnational corporations also invest in projects to exploit nat-
ural resources and a large, unskilled labor force. Unjust and cruel as
colonialism was, the conditions that have followed it are often
worse. Western companies abuse Third World workers and pollute
their environment without check, returning little of the profit to
the subject nation. Yet national governments cooperate in these pro-
jects because they hope the “development” will benefit the country
economically.
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The term “d e ve l o p m e n t” sounds neutral, like something grow-
ing by itself, in the way children or plants do. But development pro-
grams are rooted in political ideologies and created by policy-makers
with their own agendas. They are large- or small-scale efforts to forc e
and direct growth in goal-directed, linear ways. “Ma s c u l i n e” process-
es are useful, but sometimes narrow; planners see only one goal and
one road toward it and they often shape goals to serve men’s need
for status, which is attained by rank, wealth, and “boy toys.”
Development projects, however altruistic at root, often benefit
mainly a neocolonial elite, along with the European and American
capitalist investors behind them. As technological advances in the
Green Revolution increased farms’ yields and efficiency, huge
agribusinesses swallowed more land and used more machines. In
many Third World countries, small farmers have been dispossessed,
like English peasants centuries earlier; they now work as migrants or
day laborers “surviving precariously in the outskirts of overpopulat-
ed cities.”1

The Planners: Theories, Attitudes, and Policies 

Global charitable organizations, transnational corporations, and
most national governments are headed by men. Their schemes
ignore women, not so much from malice as from a variety of un-
conscious motives. The one issue that can unite men as a caste, their
one point of agreement, is the definition of manhood as control.
Some men control other men, but all men are supposed to control
“their” women. Theoretically, the price men pay for dominance is
bearing the burden of dependent inferiors. And many men do.
Because they support their families, the men who determine policy
ignore the overwhelming number who do not; consequently, all
governments, institutions, corporations, and moralists assume that
men, in general, use all or most of their income to feed, shelter, and
clothe women and children, and that helping men is therefore help-
ing whole families. 
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This assumption is false, as are its corollaries: that to develop
national economies is inherently good and benefits everyone; that
women’s needs and interests are basically the same as men’s; and that
women’s participation in technological, economic, and organiza-
tional innovations is irrelevant to national development.2 Policy-
makers assume that the male sex is friendly to the female sex. Much
as one wishes that this assumption were true, experience shows that,
with many exceptions, in homo sapiens the male is a predator on
the female.

Government policies reflect masculine values even on the local
level. Governments consider assistance to cash-crop farmers, who
are always male, an investment. To guarantee that cash cropping
will show increasing returns, governments offer men incentives like
seeds, machines, fertilizers, and improvement loans. As long as
women’s work continues to be the feeding of men and children
(however poorly) without such help, governments gladly leave that
responsibility to them. Projects focused on women funded by donor
agencies other than the United Nations receive dramatically less
money and attention than larger (male) development projects.3 A
study of planners, to determine the extent to which they contribute
to the “domestication of women” (“housewifization”)—treating
women as if they were dependents of men who actually supported
them—found blatant bias in project after project.4 Even planners
who considered themselves “liberated” showed a total lack of infor-
mation about women and a widespread unconscious bias.
Development planners act “as if women didn’t exist at all.”5

Development planners did not recognize that their schemes
harmed women until Ester Boserup’s pioneering work of 1970,
Women’s Role in Economic Development, challenged the accepted
belief that modernization and industrialization raised women’s sta-
tus.6 Boserup alerted scholars to the fact that colonial rule, urbaniz-
ation, and a world market economy disrupted women’s position,
especially in Asia, Latin America, and Africa, changing patterns in
the sexual division of labor and marginalizing women formerly
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equal to men in political decision-making, access to and control
over resources, and legal rights and privileges. Urbanization made
women economically dependent on men, while a world market sys-
tem excluded women from land tenure and ownership. Yet neither
urbanization nor a world market system needed to injure women:
the changes are sex-neutral. They harmed women because they were
made by men who ignored women, who assumed that men sup-
ported women.

Generally, development has not benefited women. It can foster
sexual equality by making women more central in the economy and
in political life, as it did to some degree in the West. Similarly, it can
exclude women from paid production, relegating them to house-
hold or informal work, as has occurred in much of the Third World.
But everywhere it creates a female proletariat that works for low
wages, allowing employers to accumulate capital at minimal cost.7

Even when planners try to include women, they subordinate them
to their own narrow vision of “progress,” blind to women’s lives or
needs.8 They encourage women to produce for a market, to earn
income, while, like state planners in socialist Europe, completely
ignoring the fact that someone has to raise the children and that
women usually take that responsibility. Planners of irrigation proj-
ects ignore women’s use of water, although everywhere in the world
it is women who must fetch it. A Tanzanian man complained:
“Water is a big problem for women. We can sit here all day waiting
for food because there is no woman at home. Always they are going
to fetch water.”9

Planners are not interested in helping women get control over
land, increase subsistence production, or produce the clothing or
other goods they and their children need. Development planners
are interested only in income—cash—which can be earned only by
producing something that can be sold at market. Poor Third World
women with no money to buy anything can get money only by pro-
ducing something for people with money—urbanites in their own
countries or Westerners.10 Integrating women into development as
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presently defined means getting these women to produce not what
they need, but what others will buy.

De velopment has three major forms: mechanizing agriculture ;
i n vesting capital to transform traditional manufacturing and handi-
crafts into large-scale enterprises; and expanding markets to include
m o re small communities. De velopment officials urge training, espe-
cially in new technologies, but exc l u s i vely for men. If they consider
women at all, it is as housewives whose support men need to be pro-
ductive and stable at work. The only form of development for
women is training them in domesticity. Women who are allowed to
continue productive (nondomestic) activities are relegated to two
lines of work: to subsistence, traditional handicrafts or to domestic
service and clerical and low-paid professional duties in teaching,
nursing, and social work.

In industrial societies, wealth flows from parents to children. In
traditional agricultural societies, children start to help in the house-
hold by the time they are five, and by adolescence they contribute
as adults. In Africa, parts of Asia, and other areas that live mainly
by farming, parents value children for providing income or labor. In
the past, in Africa especially, fathers’ authority over children could
last throughout their lives; many had total control over adult sons’
labor and surplus, and children were responsible for maintaining
their parents in old age. The introduction of wage labor shattered
this ancient tradition. The shift from a mainly agricultural econo-
my, in which children were assets, to a predominantly industrial
economy, in which children are burdens, is reflected in changes in
custody law: where children have no value as property, courts begin
to award women custody after divorce. Worldwide, in societies
where children do not support aging parents, many men do not
support children.

Studies of projects in which men were given new technologies
for cash cropping show that, while income may increase, nutrition-
al levels fall. The reason is that the income belongs to the men, who
use it to throw “prestige feasts” or buy transistor radios; in
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Cameroon, men use their income to pay their children’s school fees,
but in Kenya, men buy liquor, gamble, and pay prostitutes while
their families starve. The women can no longer feed the family
because their work and land is used for the men’s cash crops.11 In
India, researchers found that men spend about 80 percent of their
earnings on “toys”: motorcycles, wristwatches, radios, television
sets, and entertainment like movies, alcohol, and prostitutes.
Migrant workers in Africa send home an average 10 percent of their
earnings: women residents in the hostels in Cape Town roll their
eyes at the cars in various states of disrepair that clutter up the space
around them. In the United States, too, a huge number of men
desert wives and the children they have fathered so they can spend
more on themselves and force the family onto welfare. 

Studies also show that, when women have resources or earn
income, children’s nutritional levels and well-being improve. Indian
women consistently spend 95 percent of their wages on their chil-
dren. As the saying goes: “A penny to a woman is a penny for the
family; a penny to a man is a penny for the man.” Yet when a
Zambian tax code was amended in 1986 to give women half of a
child allowance that men had formerly received, men sneered that
women would waste it on “perming their hair, buying make-up and
expensive dresses.” In places where women are excluded from wage
labor or earn little, or where men take their wives’ wages as their
own, women are forced into dependence by a lopsided system that
enforces male dominance. These women have difficulty negotiating
what they need. Since women take responsibility for children, the
world’s children are at risk.

Agricultural Development

In areas where women traditionally did subsistence agriculture, cash
cropping created competition between the sexes. Some cash-crop-
ping schemes require women’s labor yet do not acknowledge it. If a
crop needs heavy watering, for instance, women must find the
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water; fetching water is woman’s work, for which women are not
paid. Cash cropping can undermine systems of mutual responsibil-
ity: in many polygynous societies, most people live in monogamous
relationships with mutual cooperation. A man who raises cash crops
may earn enough to buy a second wife, who provides extra labor.
But he then gives less support to his first wife and children. Cash
crops lead men into debt for seed, fertilizers, and mechanical
devices. If crops fail from drought, pests, or other natural causes, or
if markets fall disastrously, the farmer earns little or nothing. He has
no food, but has a debt. Some projects fail because planners ignore
women’s expertise.12

In a project called “Operation Flood,” Indian women we re lent
money to buy buffalo to produce milk for sale. Tending buffalo is
w o m e n’s work because it is arduous, dirt y, and menial: doing the
milking, cleaning the pen eve ry morning and night, walking miles to
find grass and fodder at a field’s edge or on uncultivated land con-
s i d e red common pro p e rt y, and lugging it back. Once the dairy
scheme was launched, landlords claimed that all grass growing on or
a round their fields was private pro p e rt y. They accused the poor
women who collected grass in the traditional way of stealing it and
they beat and harassed them.1 3 The women had to pay back their
loans eve ry month, even when the buffalo calved or we re ill. Ma n y
could not pay because, when the milk was sold, men took the milk
m o n e y. But the women we re saddled with the burden of keeping the
animal. Be f o re Operation Flood, the villagers drank the milk they
p roduced. Now they export it to cities. Since most poor city people
cannot afford to buy milk at market prices, dairies use it for luxury
p roducts—ice cream, sweets, or baby food. Operation Flood bene-
fited the middle class who could afford to buy such products, while
health levels declined in the villages that participated in the pro j e c t .

Many scholars of development direct their animus mainly at
capitalism, blaming capitalist greed, policies, and attitudes for the
annihilation of peoples who have lived for millennia by subsistence
farming. Their outrage is understandable, but capitalists do not
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have a monopoly on attitudes that are destroying ways of life that
kept the human race alive over the millennia. The problem is a
value system that is spreading across the globe and is now nearly
universal. In socialist countries too, large-scale plans dispossess peas-
ants from the land their ancestors farmed, direct production at the
market, and ignore the fact that women are generally responsible for
raising the next generation of humans. 

In a socialist state committed to equality, women spread manure
to fertilize their crops and carry their produce on their heads as they
trudge the many miles to market. Nearby, men quickly spread
chemical fertilizers and, when the crops grow, transport them on
bicycles and trucks.14 Such scenes recur regularly in India, Greece,
and Turkey. In the former Soviet Union, men almost exclusively use
large machines, while women lift and carry heavy loads by hand and
do the most menial work. 

Development programs ignored women’s role in agriculture
until the late 1970s, after the United Nations decreed the Decade
for Women and after food crises had occurred in many parts of the
world. At that point, groups in several countries devised ways to
benefit women—and thus children and men. Everyone gained
when women were given a voice. 

In the Gambian villages of Jahally and Pacharr, women used
primitive tools to grow rice in a swamp with poor water distribu-
tion. Women did most of the cultivation but got only 16 percent of
the government credits for land improvement—the rest went to
men. Since every development program for improvement and irri-
gation shifted more land and rice from women’s to men’s control,
women warily resisted the UN International Fund for Agricultural
Development (IFAD) and a donor consortium’s offer of $16 million
for a project to increase production. IFAD drew up regulations
protecting women’s rights, but village men demanded that women
be ousted from the land allocation committee. The women, who
were losing valuable planting time, formed a committee and asked
to launch the project on their own. The government’s and the
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donor’s tact, combined with the women’s energy, finally persuaded
the men: 2500 swamp acres were drained and an irrigation system
installed. Women got credit for seeds, fertilizers, threshers, and lev-
eling and irrigation machines. Yields rose from one ton or less an
acre to three tons, so less rice had to be imported for cash. The
Agency for International Development (AID) found that agricul-
tural projects that gave women themselves the resources appropri-
ate to their particular kind of farming were much more likely to
succeed than those that did not. 

Since 1980, Oxfam America’s projects in India have focused
exclusively on poor women.15 Sakuti, group leader of the Khond tri-
bal people in southern Orissa, says that women spend their 10
rupees on food for the family, but men spend half their earnings on
drink. Women walk six miles or more for firewood to sell, work far
harder than men, and hide their money from them. This is true too
of Malayalee tribal women in the Kalrayan Hills of Tamil Nadu,
who do field work, housework, and raise children. Unlike Hi n d u
women, tribal women can re m a r ry after divo rce or widowhood, but
only men inherit land and sit on the p a n c h a y a t s, traditional village
councils that settle disputes and grant divo rces. Women field work e r s
a re paid 5 rupees a day, men 8. Men divo rce sick or injured wives who
can no longer do field work: without husbands they are destitute even
if they do work. KALWODS, an agency for women in the area,
helped Poochie buy a dairy cow. A divorcee living with an eleven-
member extended family in a tiny one-room house, Poochie repaid
her loan and now earns 10 rupees a day selling milk. Literacy classes
and women’s meetings enabled her to write her name and gave her
the confidence to confront government officials and lead women’s
group meetings. 

CODES, a local development society supported by Oxfam in
Sathumadurai, a farm village in northern Tamil Nadu, funded
palm-leaf weaving cooperatives and other projects. The women
wanted a crafts center and a dairy cooperative. The village had a sel-
dom—used temple where men sometimes gambled, but the men
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would not let the women use it. When they re c e i ved Oxfam fund-
ing, the women bought a small building in the village, but, because
they we re all illiterate, they made men both president and secre t a ry
of the cooperative. They worked hard, yet after two years they we re
still operating at a loss. They persuaded the men to resign, elected a
woman president, and hired Si vagami, an educated woman from a
neighboring village, to keep the books and handle the money. T h e y
began to earn a substantial profit. Sixty women, most of whom did
not own animals before, purchased milk cows and buffaloes. Si v, a
Harijan who used to be harassed by eve ryone from village boys to
g overnment officials, now walks pro u d l y, a respectable business-
woman. Men who opposed the women’s cooperative are happy—the
women let them help decide how to use the money they earn.

Industrial Development

Colonial governments outlawed local manufacturing to make room
for their own products. In many regions, industrialization destroyed
the home manufacture of textiles and pottery by flooding local mar-
kets with cheap imported manufactured goods. Family industries
(in which women were important) could not compete. In recent
decades, transnational corporations have backed much of the indus-
try introduced in Third World countries. Wherever they operate,
these companies are concerned only with profit and they ignore the
effects of their activities on the people and the environment. The
people most victimized by such enterprises are women. 

Because transnational corporations can muster labor pools
across continents, they profoundly affect people in any area.
Transnational disregard of local needs undermines the traditional
social structures in any region. Such enterprises “internationalize”
workers: they inure them in Western values and assumptions that
are foreign to their cultures and that do not exist outside work.16

Women who work in factories or offices especially may find them-
selves violating prevailing cultural norms. Transnational corpora-

WO M E N A N D D E V E LO P M E N T

• 3 5 9 •



tions often hire women because they think women are more docile
and obedient than men, will work for almost nothing, lack experi-
ence in labor organizing, and are more likely to tolerate frequent job
turnover. Consequently, women constitute the majority of the labor
force in industries like electronics, garment manufacture, and
assembly. Transnational companies are not the only exploiters:
repressive national governments with an investment in keeping
workers tractable and silent punish those who protest low wages
and poor working conditions. Women everywhere are so used to
oppression they often do not recognize it.

Third World women who made traditional goods for home use
or sale (like African women who made cloth, bread, clothing, and
bricks) were easily incorporated into the first stage of industrializa-
tion, producing foodstuffs and clothing for growing urban popula-
tions. Before 1970, for example, small Latin American businesses
h i red many female seamstresses and embro i d e rers. But when
demand increases, companies with low-level technology cannot fill
the orders and industries with the capital for machines move in.
They replace large female workforces with a small male workforce
to run the new machines, sending women back to traditional jobs
in handicrafts, petty trade, or domestic work—cooks, maids, wash-
erwomen, and nannies. Women do not become part of the later
stages of industrialization. Most industries developed to substitute
for imports were highly capitalized and used a male labor force; they
hired women only in domestic or supportive jobs, as cleaners,
clerks, and secretaries. Capitalism boasts about people’s “freedom”
to sell their labor: the epitome of this freedom is the working-class
woman prostitute, who is “free” to sell her labor and her body, but
in reality must do either or both to survive.17

Employers justify not hiring women on the ground that they
are unskilled and illiterate, but so are most men. However, when it
suits their purposes, industries hire mainly women. Since the
1960s, burgeoning export industries in India have created new jobs
for women—because of their “nimble little fingers”—in plants
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making clothes for export and in a small pharmaceutical industry.
Those who fit this stereotype, which appears also in Latin America
and elsewhere in Asia, are paid very low wages. 

Transnational corporations hire females for intensive labor in
the processing stage of production at a low minimum wage. They
prefer single girls willing to work for next to nothing, believing they
are better educated, work harder, complain less, and are less likely
to unionize or be tired or absent than adult women with family
responsibilities. Businessmen admit these reasons openly: Texas
Instruments in Curazao prefers women because their sex dictates
low wages.18 Foreign corporate managers in Singapore claim that
women have special qualities—docility, diligence, a tolerance for
repetitive tasks, and “swift fingers.” The personnel officer of INTEL
Corp., a U.S. semi conductor firm in Malaysia, said: “We hire girls
because they have less energy, are more disciplined and are easier to
control.”19

In Mexico, companies find it advantageous to assume that
w o m e n’s wages are “extra,” a mere supplement to the income of a
f a t h e r, husband, or son. Men paid such wages or given such unsta-
ble jobs would either move to other jobs or organize and strike for
higher pay.20 In Mo rocco, a female machinist earns about 70 perc e n t
of a male machinist’s pay. Male workers and factory managers shru g
off the inequity by saying that women “w o rk for lipstick” and other
small personal luxuries.21 This attitude allows employers to continue
to pay women shameful wages, and men to demand that all house-
hold work be done as efficiently as if women did not work outside
the home. Hot meals on the table at the right time, marketing, laun-
d ry, child care—all these tasks remain the responsibility of those who
a re working only to buy frivolous items fit for a vain sex!

Women’s wage levels reflect the segregation of the industrial
workforce. In much of the developing world, male workers are
trained and typically earn three to four times more than women,
who are untrained. The wage disparity seems to increase with indus-
trialization.22 We have focused on factory work, but men dominate

WO M E N A N D D E V E LO P M E N T

• 3 6 1 •



office work, too, in the Third World. Most women still live in the
countryside, far from any source of waged work. 

By removing men from rural areas, industrialization breaks
down once supportive kinship ties. It can make formerly self-suffi-
cient women dependent on wages by taking over the markets for
which they produced. But paid work can also give women status by
giving them income. In some cases, it gives them mobility too, en-
abling them to free themselves from oppressive patriarchal bonds.

Medical Aid and Education

Some efforts to improve the health of women and children in Third
World countries have been very effective. UNICEF, for instance,
devised a simple program of vaccinating infants and teaching moth-
ers a basic diarrhea remedy that has saved the lives of countless
African children, 40 percent of whom die before the age of five. But
corporations obsessed with profit are indifferent to human well-
being, and Third World governments have few controls over them.
Pharmaceutical companies dump birth-control devices like IUDs
and high-estrogen birth-control pills on unsuspecting populations,
often with the support of US aid programs. They charge many
times more than they do in industrialized countries for such prod-
ucts. Companies exhort mothers to use powdered milk, although in
countries with unsafe water it produces milk that makes babies sick
or kills them. Such policies have been challenged by feminist net-
w o rks like the International Contraception, Ab o rtion and
Sterilization Campaign based in London.

Educational aid is one of the most successful programs in parts
of the Third World, especially Africa, where, right after independ-
ence, foundations were laid for university education to train 
African professionals. Within twenty years, universities in Nigeria,
Zambia, Senegal, Ghana, and Congo were filled with students
studying for degrees in engineering, computer science, and agro-
nomy. But most programs aid male students. World Bank support
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in Tanzania, however, helped to improve primary and adult educa-
tion, including that for females, and brought the literacy rate up to
80 percent. 

The percentage of rural African girls in school remains very low,
and girls still have a different curriculum from boys, one male
authorities consider fitting for them. Of the few African women
who attend university, most are urban-born or raised and they grav-
itate towards or are channeled into professions that are considered
appropriate for respectable young ladies: nursing and teaching. Still,
women do not have a monopoly even on these professions: in most
of Africa, half the nurses are male.

Men against Women  

Most students of development agree that policies detrimental to
women arise from a pervasive male belief that men support women
and that governmental and institutional support for women is
therefore not necessary. They attribute such policies to men’s failure
to notice women’s plight, rather than from malice toward them. But
this claim is hard to swallow: most Third World policy-makers grew
up in communities where women led hard lives; they may even have
watched their own mothers struggle to keep them from starving.
When even visitors notice women’s hard lot, how can a native not
be aware of it? 

Blaming women for male failures is a traditional patriarchal tac-
tic. World governments scapegoat women to an extraordinary
degree for failures in their own policies and in capitalist dev-
elopment. In Nigeria, where national policies emphasized “mascu-
line” values—profit, self-aggrandizement, and power—oil became
the main source of government revenue in the early 1970s. The
Nigerian government (like the colonial English) ignored or dis-
missed food farming, small commodity production, and small-scale
trading—all activities in women’s domain. It was not just unsup-
portive but somewhat hostile to the women who fed the nation.
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When the price of oil fell and the massive investment in aggrandizing
public works and industrialization that had begun when oil rev-
enues were high brought little return, an extreme economic crisis
occurred. The Federal Military Government mounted a coup and
took control in 1984–85. The FMG swiftly blamed the crisis on
“indiscipline”—the “failure of particular social groups to perform
adequately their prescribed social role, preventing society from
functioning as it should.”23 The “indisciplined” groups included
almost all Nigeria’s women. Wives and working mothers were said
to neglect their children; single women were said to be prostitutes
leading men into undisciplined behavior; and petty traders were
said to hoard goods and create a crisis in consumer items. Women,
the most marginal and vulnerable members of the population, were
at fault for the failure of wide-scale policies, just as the Vestal
Virgins were to blame whenever Rome lost a war.

In truth, if one looks to blame a person or a group, one can
always find grounds. Petty traders made an easy target because high
inflation and shortages angered citizens, who easily blamed traders
for these problems. But traders are the most powerless link in the
retail food chain. The FMG sent soldiers to the markets to beat the
traders and force them to lower prices. All this action could possi-
bly accomplish was to drive traders’ families into destitution, but
blaming small traders fit into the FMG development ideology. This
ideology in turn derived from colonial ideology, which divided 
Nigeria into traditional (backward) and modern sectors and urged
modernization through industrialization and urbanization, as in the
West. Women, whether traders or subsistence farmers, who inhab-
ited this traditional sector in need of modernization, we re 
suddenly responsible for its existence, as if, without them, Nigeria
would suddenly be modern. 

Men try to repress women when women’s economic power
begins to rise.24 Male passersby who assaulted Egyptian women
workers as they walked to work claimed that the women were
“loose” because they were walking alone in the streets at an odd
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hour and it was the responsibility of any male to “teach them a les-
son.”25 In many countries, men invoke religion to repress women.
When militant Pakistani Muslims complained about women’s
growing independence, Zia ul Haq limited female legal and civil
status.26 The Ayatollah Khomeini had done so earlier in Iran, and
insurgent Muslim militants try to enforce strict compliance in most
Muslim countries today. Individual men too, threatened by women
with independent incomes, use religion to restore them to their
“proper” subordinate position in the family—in the West as well as
in the East. As soon as a family in Harbassi, India, attains some
prosperity (partly from women’s work), men force their wives to
withdraw from agricultural labor and live in confinement. 

If men are hostile enough, planners may cancel a women’s proj-
ect. A large project aimed at women in Burkina Faso was opened to
both sexes for fear of male sabotage.27 Men can also push women
out of a project. A state-owned steel mill in Ciudad Guayana, Ven-
ezuela, tried to integrate women into previously all-male produc-
tion jobs.28 Women had worked at the mill for years, but only in the
office. Low-ranking men, mainly day laborers who felt the factory
was an all-male domain, were extremely hostile to the women. Fore-
men harmed laboring women even more by sexual harassment.
Female engineers encountered discrimination mainly from pater-
nalism and dead-ending: men treated them in a patronizing way
and did not promote them.

But the most blatantly exploitive form of development is what
is called sexploitation or sex-tourism: tours for men to Third World
countries to visit brothels created especially for them and “wom-
aned” by virtual slaves—girls, often just children, who have been
sold into servitude by poor peasant fathers. Sex-tourism was pro-
posed as a development strategy by international aid agencies. The
sex industry was first planned and supported by the World Bank,
the International Monetary Fund, and USAID.29 Thailand, the
Philippines, and South Korea are the present centers of Southeast
Asian sex-tourism. Parties of Japanese businessmen are flown to one
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of these places by their companies as a reward. American workers at
a construction site in Saudi Arabia, totally fenced off from the cul-
ture around them, were flown to Bangkok every two weeks to be
serviced by Thai women working in massage parlors. Another part
of the sex industry is marriage brokerage: private companies, most
of them in West Germany, sell Asian or Latin American women as
wives, openly advertising them as “submissive, nonemancipated,
[and] docile.” Both industries are maintained by a support network
of multinational tourist enterprises, hotel chains, airlines, and relat-
ed industries and services.

A New York-based international women’s rights organization,
Equality Now, estimates that twenty-five sex-tour companies oper-
ate in the United States alone.30 These groups take American and
foreign male tourists to brothels throughout Southeast Asia, where
millions of women and girls are forced into prostitution.

Women’s Responses to Development

Since poor men usually earn small or irregular incomes, it has
always been risky for women to rely on them for support and they
often turned to other women for material help.31 They do so in the
Third World today. Poor rural women in the Dominican Republic
in the 1960s lived with men but preferred not to marry. They sup-
ported themselves by their own efforts and those of close female
kin.32 The survival strategies of urban African American women
often bypass support from men, depending on their own work, wel-
fare payments, and female support networks. Women in Nairobi
shantytowns generously help each other get established producing
bootleg beer and give each other extensive financial and emotional
support, especially during the regular police raids.

Women hostile to a male development project may resist or
subtly subvert it. Third World women farmers resist coercion by
developers—forced crop cultivation, forced labor in government
projects, and forced marketing of crops. Women workers resist 

PA R T O N E:  T H E T W E N T I E T H C E N T U R Y—R E V O L U T I O N

• 3 6 6 •



g overnment efforts to outlaw off-the-books businesses like beer
b rewing, food processing, and prostitution. Female entre p re n e u r s
e vade tax laws and zone regulations. This resistance contributed to a
d rop in crop sales to official marketing agencies, a decline that affect-
ed food supplies and fore i g n - e xchange earnings. Wo m e n’s insistence
on their right to move where they choose, to settle in towns, and to
s u p p o rt themselves, threatened the ruling classes in several African
countries. Officials in Kenya, Tanzania, and Zi m b a bwe ord e red peri-
odic round-ups of “u n a t t a c h e d” townswomen to expel them fro m
c i t i e s .

In the mid-1970s, growing political unrest in the T h i rd Wo r l d
and women’s increasing inability to feed their families—especially in
Africa, where children we re dying of starvation—led governments to
fear that their labor force was shrinking.  Western development agen-
cies came up with the idea of Women in De velopment (WID). Bu t
WID programs do not empower women but control them; they co-
opt female protest. WID officials infiltrate autonomous women’s
g roups and networks to spy on women’s activities in off-the-books
w o rk and self-organized gro u p s .3 3 Nearly all international agencies
n ow have a WID policy in addition to a development policy and
post special WID staff in T h i rd World “re c i p i e n t” countries to liaise
with local women’s groups. Wo m e n’s projects are almost always low
in funding and prestige and are separated from overall deve l o p m e n t
p rograms. Agencies favor “income-earning” projects that pay women
little or nothing but re q u i re a great amount of labor. The heads of
these projects use the earnings for private ends and sometimes
e m b ezzle them. WID projects are widely considered Band-Aid pro-
grams applied to situations of extreme deprivation. Ne ve rt h e l e s s ,
WID policy has been adopted by government and nongove r n m e n-
tal organizations in the T h i rd Wo r l d .

Like Western industrialization, development in the T h i rd Wo r l d
g rows in soil already poisoned by sexism. Yet it can give an enter-
prising woman a chance for freedom from male domination.
De velopment changes a society and shifts it from one kind of econ-

WO M E N A N D D E V E LO P M E N T

• 3 6 7 •



o m y to another. How we work affects all other aspects of our lives,
including the make-up of the family and its power arrangements.
Change enables people at the bottom of society to maneuver for
advantage. Development projects have added to women’s physical
burden and decreased their economic security by destabilizing
households and communities. But they have brought education to
some areas, and education and jobs raise women’s self-esteem. 

Any ability to move is a step forward for many Third World
women; for some, just taking that step brings joy. Some women
intend to gain freedom from male control. In Tanzania, many rural
women migrate to cities, extricating themselves from the intricate
web of male control over their work in peasant households. Some
avoid marriage. While they face sexual subordination in the wider
society, working for minimum wages at jobs riddled with sexual dis-
crimination and rarely being promoted, no repression is as painful
as that by family: “Paid work away from home releases [women]
from the grip of the patriarchal family system, and gives them a
measure of economic independence and status in the family which
they may never have had before. Despite the exploitative nature of
the work, social disapproval of independent working women and
the multitude of other problems these women confront, many . . .
see their work as liberating.”34

Feminists are perplexed about how they should view work that
combines exploitation with liberation. Factory work may improve
women’s well-being but exploit them miserably at the same time.
Companies and governments in international markets profit from
women’s disadvantages in all labor markets. But if disadvantaged
women organize and win even minimal improvements in wages and
working conditions, they lose their jobs because transnational com-
panies move elsewhere. Development and industrialization both
neglect women and target, liberate, and exploit them—as they do
men. Women suffer more because of sexism at every level, from the
bosom of the family to the community to corporate and govern-
ment decisions. Male insistence on retaining prerogatives over
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women—and their solidarity on this point—is now accompanied
by a degree of selfishness that threatens human survival, as men
increasingly refuse to take responsibility for children.

T h i rd World women need a two-pronged approach: practical
help and strategic help.3 5 Projects that address women at all almost
always offer the first—wells, grain mills, health facilities, and help in
re p roduction. Such male-directed projects almost never try to help
women strategically, empowering them to end male violence and
obtain abortions, equal pay, and access to waged work. The ramifi-
cations of the masculine value system are endless: many T h i rd Wo r l d
countries actively seek huge populations, imagining that people
make them strong in the same way that “big men” of the past had
huge followings. The long-term consequences of this value system
may be to destroy the ve ry society or culture it claims to stre n g t h e n .

Welfare Systems

Welfare systems are not usually discussed in the same breath with
development projects, but development is to the Third World what
industrialization was to the West, and welfare is the institution the
West uses to ameliorate industrialization. Women’s philanthropic
work in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries provided the impe-
tus to welfare systems. As this work was “professionalized,” men
took it over, retaining women as unpaid volunteers or low-level
staff. Women and children are the main recipients of welfare assis-
tance because they are the most vulnerable, poorest members of soc-
iety. Welfare is an intermeshing set of social programs intended to
alleviate the consequences of economic and personal life cycles like
inflation/unemployment and impoverished motherhood, illness,
and old age.36 The term “welfare” also usually describes programs
for giving the poor more access to education or medical care, or
requiring those who benefit most from amenities like garbage col-
lection, police protection, or schools to pay for their larger share
through graduated taxes.
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People have argued about the nature of poverty for centuries.
Indeed, arguments about human nature are often really about in-
equity. To posit Man as an aggressive, predatory, selfish creature
who, ever since his emergence on earth, has fought to possess
resources—women, land, and goods—is to hold that economic in-
equity is programmed by nature and is therefore ineradicable. In
this case, to the victor belong the spoils (women, money, status,
goods), and those without them are inferior beings, natural losers in
the Great Game. People who hold this position claim that everyone
s t a rts from the same gate and runs the same track; winners are literally
the best, a superior breed. 

But to posit that humans began as one species among many,
sharing and cooperating with each other to survive, and that this
structure most benefits humans, is to find economic inequity
unjust, a consequence of millennia of predation and indoctrination.
People who hold this position believe that humans retain little of
their natural programming and that our special talent for symbolic
thought is also a special burden, since we believe our own prop-
aganda. They believe that people start out in life in very different
positions, and that centuries of acquisitiveness have put some peop l e
so far behind that they cannot “w i n” without seve rely deforming
themselves. “Winners,” deformed by convincing themselves they
have won by desert, think that welfare is an attempt to allay the
most visibly heartbreaking miseries of losing. In this way, welfare
alleviates their guilt of having been born a winner.

We no longer live in small lineage groups in which eve ryone is en-
titled to land and animals, helps eve ryone else (even if in a ritualize d ,
rule bound way), and cares for the sick, the old, and the children. No r
is it likely that we will ever again live in communal kin-gro u p s .
Socialism, in its various forms, was an experiment in enabling
humans to maintain their present economic level, yet give all citize n s
such security. Initiated in a hostile environment in which self-
defense was necessary, all socialist states became oppressive and
most have failed. Welfare, less radical an effort, has encountered
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somewhat less antagonism. It is a bandage on a gaping wound, but
it eases life for some people.

After the eighteenth century, revolutionary agitation spread in
the West for the abolition of slavery, the right to a living wage, and
universal manhood suffrage. Women had to fight harder, longer,
and virtually alone for the right to education, work, and equality in
law, but their struggles changed the social discourse, introducing
the idea that humanness, not sex and class, endows people with
rights. Before the Second World War, many countries offered relief
for the poorest, maternity benefits and leaves for woman workers,
allowances for families with many children, some old age pensions
or health care for the indigent or for members of state insurance
programs, and other forms of relief of economic distress. After 1945
these programs were coordinated and made comprehensive; most
important, they were based on a new rationale: that every citizen
had a right to a minimum standard of life. By the later twentieth
century, the idea was legitimate that the state provides what is nec-
essary for survival when people cannot provide for themselves. 

At the core of the idea of social welfare is a belief in universality:
policy-makers wanted all citizens to have access to help, financed by
deductions from their wages. But many citizens—middle-class mar-
ried women—worked without pay. Planners argued whether to
treat such women as individuals, eligible for benefits because they
were citizens or merely as part of a unit, minors controlled by a male
wage-earner. Britain and France decided this question differently.

During the interwar years, British feminist pressure led to the
establishment by 1945 of many state programs to aid poor women
and their families. Eleanor Rathbone wanted family allowances
based on the number of children to be paid to mothers; trade
unions demanded that men re c e i ve a “family wage.” Rathbone argued
that the needs of single men and men with large families were dif-
ferent, implying that men spent most of their wage on themselves:
paying mothers allowances was the best way for the state to
acknowledge the importance of mothers’ contribution. But male-
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dominated labor unions and political parties balked at empowering
women, under the guise of economic concerns, and during the war
Lord Beveridge, the major architect of the British welfare state,
chose a scheme different from Rathbone’s. He defined a family as a
wage-earning male citizen supporting a wife and several children.
Beveridge’s program gave women access to money only through
husbands, assuming that most married women did not work out-
side the home and that the few who did would work intermittently,
so would neither pay contributions nor acquire a claim to benefits.
Most women would be exempt from the program, unable to be eco-
nomically independent. Married women who did contribute and
qualify earned lower benefits than men or single women. 

After the Second World War, the French set up a Conseil
National de la Résistance (CNR) to create a system like Britain’s to
help citizens survive in case of unemployment, accident, or sickness.
The CNR, made up of representatives of all major political parties
(including the Communists) that had resisted the German occupa-
tion, created the Securité sociale, which entitled all working people
to social security whatever their marital status. French legislators
tied the system to a general overhaul of existing labor law, decreeing
better working conditions along with social security, and making
payments, responsibilities, and benefits as equal as possible. Women
became eligible for social security when they began to work for
wages, but the plan did not recognize the special contribution of
mothers and did not pay child allowances. It did provide maternity
leaves and pre- and post-natal protections.

The difference in the two systems was rooted in different male
thinking in the two countries. Neither British nor French men we re
concerned with women’s well-being; both we re extremely misogy-
nous. As we have seen, British trade unions spent more energy
e xcluding women from the work f o rce than fighting employers, and
the left supported government groups in keeping women dependent.
Frenchmen believed that a dynamic economy depended on women
w o rking outside the home. A higher percentage of women work e d
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for wages in France than in most industrialized countries, and the
French left believed that women would support socialism only if
they worked for wages. T h roughout the interwar period, the
Communist Pa rty especially tried to organize women in trade unions
and political groups. Many French feminists believed that female
emancipation depended on economic independence. They demand-
ed better training and jobs, and tried to organize women in unions. 

The outcome in both countries helped and harmed women.
Laws decreeing equal access to work and family allowances helped
more women enter the workforce. As states took over philanthrop-
ic work, they hired women as clerks to maintain the system, as man-
agers of charity organizations and as social workers to liaise with
families needing help. Welfare law mandated more schools, and the
schools hired women teachers disproportionately to men. National
health plans hired women nurses, paramedical workers, and clerical
staff. Extended education kept youngsters in school longer. At the
same time, older people and mothers of young children got benefits
small enough to keep them in poverty but close enough to their
potential take-home pay to deter them from seeking jobs. Without
waged work, they did not identify with organizations beyond their
community. Welfare indirectly gave people a basis for political
organization that was not based on personal networks and the tra-
ditional political parties. This was a major shift: politics in the early
twentieth century had been characterized by class conflict—and
class was determined mainly by work and social relations within the
workplace. 

Governments throughout the West instituted welfare systems
after the Second World Wa r. For the first time in history, gove r n m e n t s
of large nations moved to improve their people’s well-being. But their
p rograms varied in their degree of fidelity to re a l i t y, not stere o t y p e s :
the best we re created in the Scandinavian states; the worst in the
United States. Many commentators felt that we l f a re had eradicated
old conflicts, that class and sex warf a re we re ove r. Ha v i n g
announced the “end of ideology,” they were shocked at the 
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eruptions of the late 1960s as workers went on strike, students
occupied schools, both workers and students took to the streets,
and feminism arose—partly from the new trend of forming politi-
cal alliances on grounds other than work. Feminists intensified this
new networking scope by advocating democratic pluralism and
opposing broad state control over citizens’ lives. They appealed to
women across lines of nation, class, color, and social position based
solely on the experience of subordinate status all women share.
Urging women to add to or to replace class with sex-based affilia-
tions, women’s movements changed the make-up of traditional
political parties. Insisting on women’s difference from men and on
decentralization, they challenged welfare systems—universalist pro-
grams imposed on people by the state. 

Global markets have changed work relations both in the Third
World and in the West. Transnational corporations with no neces-
sary home base feel no need to abide by the laws of any state or care
about the welfare of any citizens. Devoted to profit, they control
resources greater than those of many nations. They spread across the
world, enormously mobile, superseding national economies with a
global economy, building factories, buying raw materials, and hir-
ing workers to assemble and sell their products wherever it is cheap-
est to do so. They shut factories in places that offer high wages and
expensive social programs, and open them in Third World countries
with low wages and no social programs. They fire full-time workers
for whom they have to contribute to costly social programs and hire
part-time workers at minimum wage with no benefits in what has
been called “McJobs.” Capitalism has responded to the massive
efforts of labor unions by canceling their gains.

Many European nations provide universal health care, free edu-
cation, child allowances, and free or subsidized child care that make
women’s lives more bearable. Of the industrial countries, only the
United States does not offer its citizens such care. It is hard to
oppose welfare programs that keep a family from starving, even if
they reinforce women’s dependence on men and their subordinate
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image (as men realize when they design them). But debate about
whether welfare programs harm or help women is becoming irrele-
vant as governments, especially in the United States, eradicate it. In
1997, responding to men’s clamorous protests against welfare moth-
ers, the United States passed a law requiring localities to offer wel-
fare recipients jobs, which they cannot refuse and still retain welfare.
It is too soon to know the long-term consequences of this new sys-
tem, in terms of malnutrition, infant and female mortality, and gen-
eral well-being. 

As multinational corporations devise more strategies to evade
laws requiring decent working conditions, a wage people can live
on, fair employment and promotion policies, and environmental
concerns, the efforts of working women and men over the last cen-
tury and a half fall into oblivion. What they are faced with now is
the necessity of worldwide organizing—a huge task. Perhaps in time
women and men will be able to find global human solidarity, which
will enable them to turn what multinationals offer to their 
advantage.37
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PART TWO

T H E

T W E N T Y- F I R S T  C E N T U R Y —

D AW N

THE FEMINIST MOVEMENT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT revolution
that has ever occurred on earth. Its nature is so radical that many

people, even women themselves, do not perc e i ve it; more ove r, it is
rooted in qualities so natural they go unspoken. Many women seem,
b a s i c a l l y, to be spiritually anarchic: they do not easily bow to author-
i t y, rarely re ve re authority, and are loath to act against their own va l-
ues in the name of authority. The feminist movement challenges the
ve ry root of patriarc h y, the idea that one person can be humanly
superior to others and entitled to have authority over them. 

But to create a nonpatriarchal world in the face of 5000 years of
patriarchal culture is a massive and overwhelming task. It cannot be
compassed in a century and a half. Feminism might gain power if it
created a violent revolution, but violent revolutions fail, not in seiz-
ing power but in establishing their values. The means destroy the
ends. It will require years of gradual change, as humane values rise
to the surface of life after five millennia of suppression.

•  3 7 7 •



The feminist re volution was well under way as the twe n t i e t h
c e n t u ry ended. Despite periods of quiet struggle, feminists have
w o rked steadily since 1848. After the Nineteenth Amendment to the
US Constitution was passed, women worked in areas of personal
concern, on committees, in women’s organizations, and in gove r n-
ment. Wo m e n’s social reform network grew during the De p re s s i o n
into “A m e r i c a’s most vital institutions of resistance to despair.” 

In settlement houses and community centers, women nour-
ished the hungry. While “the United States retreated from its com-
mitment to the League of Nations . . . the women of the peace
movement” agitated for mutual security politics and the World
Court.1 Ida B. Wells’ antilynching movement continued to agitate
through the 1920s; in 1930, southern white women, led by Jessie
Daniel Ames, repudiated men’s claim that lynching was intended to
protect the “honor” of southern womanhood. Thousands of south-
ern women joined the group she founded, the Association of
Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching.2 Women, most
notably Eleanor Roosevelt, worked on issues of environment, health
care, housing, and civil and human rights. “Fifty years after ER
worked to place human rights on the international agenda, the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights [was] adopted by the
United Nations on 10 December 1948.”3

Set back by the Second World War and the tyrannical social
movement for conformity that followed it, women rose again in the
1960s, during the Vietnamese war, with protest on their lips. This
phase of the movement, which still continues, has heaped success
upon success, provoking a severe global backlash. Undeterred,
women continue, now campaigning globally and leaving no area of
life untouched. Through these years, the women’s movement has
remained true to itself: it remains a horizontal movement, with ad
hoc leaders but no final authority; active in many fields and causes,
but with no dogma and no heresy. The women’s revolution asks
people to live for it, not die for it; women believe, with Emma
Goldman, that revolutions are to dance at.  
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C H A P T E R  1 0

T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  F E M I N I S M

F EMINISM IS A GLOBAL REVOLUTION, the most important revo-
lution in philosophical and political thought since patriarchy

emerged. Because it is antipatriarchal, feminism does not conform
to patriarchal stru c t u res. Pa t r i a rchal organizations have heads, dog-
mas, fixed agendas, and hierarchical organization: their principles,
s t ru c t u re, and even the rivalries among their leaders can be analyze d
in terms of powe r, without much re f e rence to actual life. Although
their reality is always complex and messily human, they aim at a near
mathematical perfection of form—which re q u i res that they be in
some sense cut off from actual life. In addition, because patriarchy is
rooted in a falsehood—the belief that one human can be superior to
others—its laws and “f a c t s” are matters of language, not concre t e
re a l i t y. A man is d e c l a re d divine in an utterance, much as the son is
d e c l a red god by the w o rd of god in the biblical book of John. 

Feminist acts are immersed in real life: campaigns arise when they
a re needed, then they fade. Leaders are ad hoc: women who lead local
m ovements may abandon leadership roles after winning their goals or
switch to different movements. Their authority is personal, not lin-
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guistically pronounced. Mo re ove r, no woman has authority over oth-
ers in the feminist movement itself (outside the employe r / e m p l oye e
relationship): each woman is her own rabbi. This is something the
media have never understood: no woman can speak for other women.
Each woman speaks for herself. No one can say what “the feminist
m ove m e n t” believes or extract obedience from her cohorts. 

Over time, women have been oppressed by different forces and
have devised different strategies to resist. All those strategies are in
some sense feminist, even if the word and the concept were
unknown at the time. Movements or groups may be unconsciously
feminist or may repudiate the name feminist: a person or thought is
feminist if it regards women as being as important as men, overtly
or tacitly.

Feminism has many forms, so scholars refer to it in the plural:
feminisms. Most historians define feminism as an attempt to
change women’s position in society—one that often takes the form
of a political movement or organization. I define feminism as a set
of values that encompasses all attempts based on a female perspec-
tive, by either women or men, to improve the lot of any group of
women.1 Because helping one group of women may, in fact, harm
another, feminist groups are sometimes at odds with each other. But
in all forms, feminism is a movement to help women as a group
against the oppression of men as a group.

Since women’s only universal experience is growing up as girls
in a world owned and ruled by men, feminism is not monolithic.
All feminists are influenced by their society and by class, color, rel-
igion, region, history, and politics. For a woman, simply standing
up for oneself is a feminist act, so demanding equal rights with men
makes one a feminist. But the ultimate goal of feminism is to
change society. Feminists work to educate both sexes, to show the
suicidal nature of domination. They try to empower women to
fight for themselves individually and in groups. Women’s criticism
of men is noticed, singled out, and commented upon, but men’s
unremitting war on women is so normal and everyday that many
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people see it not as a political act but as a fact of nature.
Elite classes are not permanent, fixed minorities; they change

over time. Elitehood is not given by nature: the elite always rises
from lower classes and always falls back into them. But elites con-
tinue to exist, testifying to the power of the idea of superiority.
People may hate or scorn elites, yet be awed by them and strive to
be part of them. As long as we feel this way, elites will continue to
exist. They are exclusive: to claim superiority, a group must exclude
most people. No psychology degree is necessary to understand that
this need to claim superiority arises from feelings of inferiority too
strong to allow equality—and this claim is relevant to the relation-
ship between males and females.  

Feminism is the only philosophical and political movement to
challenge the legitimacy not of a particular elite but of elitehood
itself—the idea of superiority. Male rebellions always challenge the
supremacy of a particular class or group. The rebels insist they are
equal or morally superior to an elite (of state or church) and there-
fore deserve rights and privileges. Many men think feminism is
another movement of this kind—that it asserts that women are
equal (or superior) to men and deserve the same rights. When men
accept women in colleges, well-paid jobs, or professions, they feel
they have responded to feminist demands: they are assimilating
women, just as earlier elites assimilated earlier waves of the disen-
franchised. Bewildered that feminists still protest, they ask: What do
women want? 

Most people, especially most men, do not give much thought to
feminism; they think they know what it is and don’t bother to re a d
its documents. They do what Rokeya Hossain did in her utopia:
re verse the present situation, put women in men’s seats, and imagine
—with horror—women treating men as men treat women. This sce-
nario provokes considerable hostility. But feminism does not aim to
re verse the present situation. It is not just a campaign for equality.
The assertion of equality is a first step in gaining women a voice in
the male world, a necessary prerequisite for the real goal—changing
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that world. The male landscape is one of unremitting war for power
and control that defines people only as winners or losers. The goal
of feminism is to create a cooperative world in which no one wins
(which isolates) or loses (which undermines). 

This goal is clearly a major undertaking, not to be achieved in
a few generations. It is a task we cannot accomplish as we are pres-
ently constituted, for all of us—women and men, feminists and
patriarchists—are infected with patriarchal values and modes of
thought. It is a task we can only work toward. But unlike male rev-
olutions, feminism does not ask its adherents to sacrifice, to kill or
die for it, but to live and enjoy it. It is a revolution one can dance
at. Its ends and means stress cooperation, felicity, and the fostering
of life. Every success improves life for some women; we do not need
to eradicate patriarchy completely to savor joy.

Historical Feminism 

In Western Europe and the United States

Richard Evans theorizes that nineteenth-century feminism was
rooted in liberalism, in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.2

Liberalism, an intellectual revolution that arose from economic
change, challenged the medieval belief that the classes—nobles,
clergy, and a “third estate” of commoners, serfs, and villeins—were
immutable. Liberals defined humans as free, reasonable, and equal
before god. They impugned the legitimacy of hereditary aris-
tocracies, which were based in an old assumption of divine pedi-
gree. The rulers of society, they argued, should be those whose
superiority was based in industry and ability. But liberalism was one
more male movement that preached equality but meant a new elit-
ism. Liberals demanded the removal of legal restrictions barring
men of their class from competing with upper-class men, but they
never thought that industrious able peasants, slaves, and workers
were also their equals.

Since nineteenth-century women had no voice in society, femi-
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nism could not succeed without male support, and liberals were the
main backers of feminism in almost every country. National femi-
nist groups “took on the coloring of the liberals around them,
whether they were anti-clerical, as in France or Italy, nationalist, as
in Finland or Bohemia, or moderate and rather timid, as in
Germany and Russia.”3 Those most opposed to middle-class liber-
alism, mainly conservative agrarian or aristocratic groups, also most
strongly opposed feminism. Socialism, however, challenged liberal
political and economic power with the liberals’ own argument, forc-
ing liberals to face their hypocrisy. Acknowledging the accuracy of
the socialist diagnosis but disliking the left’s revolutionary solution
to social problems, liberals chose an approach they could control—
state intervention. 

In Evans’ view, liberalism collapsed as socialism rose; propertied
people abandoned liberalism for more conservative politics after
communism triumphed in 1917. Si m u l t a n e o u s l y, he claims, 
feminism declined: the female suffrage movement was a highly suc-
cessful movement for status, not sex equality, and, after the 1920s,
feminist movements died or were suppressed in nations where
women won the vote. No other countries granted women suffrage
until after the Second World War.

This hypothesis does not account for the continual politicking
of women in the United States and elsewhere for more humane gov-
ernment policies toward the poor, as well as justice for women. Nor
does it account for the revitalization of the 1960s, feminism’s “sec-
ond wave.” Feminism is unquestionably rooted in the notion of
rights first articulated in eighteenth-century France. Fe m i n i s t s
began their assault on male privilege by championing others—
middle-class men in the salon world of the Enlightenment; poor
men and women in the French Re volution; African Americans in
the n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u ry United States. This is not to say that all
feminists are democratic egalitarians: many nineteenth-century
feminists were biased and blind, like most people who live in b i a s e d
c u lt u res. So m e middle-class women assumed that poor women
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should live like white middle-class women and tried to “lift” others
out of their group, not empower them. Some white women felt
superior to people of color; presumably some women of color felt
the reverse. This diversity is true today as well. But despite prejudice
and personal limitations, the nineteenth-century feminist move-
ment laid the foundation for a full-fledged assault on patriarchal
thought. 

The notion that all human beings have inherent rights is a rev-
olutionary one. Carried to its logical conclusion, it subverts the idea
of superiority. We speak here not of small superiorities—one per-
son’s talent for playing the piano or catching a baseball or giving
speeches. Class is posited on a transcendent superiority that, as we
have seen in this history, began as an assertion of divine ancestry.
Divine forebears produced kings and nobles. While the nature of
elite classes has changed greatly over the millennia, the sense that
they have a superior pedigree remains, hovering over them like
haloes. If no person born lacks human rights, however, no one is
inferior. And if no one is inferior, no one can be superior.

In a totally male-dominated world, to challenge belief in supe-
riority was to challenge the existence of god. Early feminists had to
tread lightly. In the fourteenth century, Christine de Pisan could
only hope that heaven would provide the justice women were
denied on earth. Early feminists had to “prove” that women were
human, capable of rational thought. To disarm blanket disdain for
their sex, they sought “exceptions” (female leaders or moral exem-
plars). But by the mid-nineteenth-century they, if not their oppo-
nents, could take women’s moral judgment and intellectual and
physical capacities as givens and begin to demand human rights. 

All women’s defenses of their sex and arguments for enlarged
scope challenge patriarchal thinking, the thrust of which is to place
greater and greater constraints on women. That women’s arguments
were couched in terms familiar to an era, posited on a basic agree-
ment with those terms, is not surprising. People, no matter how
radical, tend to reflect the values of their own time and to accept
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them, to some degree. Nineteenth-century middle-class feminism
exploited liberal discourse, a language current in the period.
Christine de Pisan expressed feminist ideas in the religious, monar-
chial terms her period understood. During the French Re vo l u t i o n ,
women we re foreclosed from feminist consciousness and female sol-
idarity by the lack of a language to express such ideas. They had to use
re vo l u t i o n a ry or religious discourses, both of which ignored or
constricted them. African Americans, labor unionists, anarchists, and
socialists also used male discourses current in their time. The feminist
p roject is so huge, so radical, that women have had to think their way
t h rough it step by step, tearing the veils of masculist culture. 

What women never had was a feminist discourse. And before
they could create one, they had to penetrate their own patriarchal
biases. Most nineteenth-century women believed that, by natural
endowment, environment, or training, human females were moral,
nutritive, peaceloving, and philosophically disinterested (unselfish),
while males were competitive, self-aggrandizing, belligerent, and
self-interested.4 Others saw humans as a single species with equal
intellectual and spiritual endowments, deserving of equal or similar
opportunities. In the United States, women of both persuasions
achieved a solidarity that lasted only until they won the ballot. Then
the women’s movement splintered. It did not decline, as Evans
holds, along with liberalism: it fragmented because the great victo-
ry had been won, and now smaller ambitions had to be pursued.

The division was precipitated by the Equal Rights
Amendment. In 1923 militant suffrage activists re n ewed the
National Wo m a n’s Pa rty and tried to exploit their momentum by
l o b bying for a constitutional amendment for full legal equality.
The NWP was highly effective: focusing solely on the Un i t e d
States Constitution, it created women’s voting blocs, lobbied
national political leaders, and used direct action techniques—pick-
eting, demonstrating, accepting imprisonment.5 But an equal
rights amendment would annul pro t e c t i ve legislation for women,
which many groups felt was needed by women who, unlike men,
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c a r ry, bear, and raise babies. So groups that allied with the NWP
to win the ballot—major women’s vo l u n t a ry organizations and the
Wo m e n’s Bu reau of the United States De p a rtment of Labor—
opposed the ERA. This split, between those who see women as in
need of special protections because they raise children (unpaid
labor in our world) and those who see women as capable beings
d e s e rving of the same rights as men, continues to this day as a 
conflict between conserva t i ve and liberal women. 

During the second wave of feminism in the late 1960s, women
started consciousness-raising groups to pool their experience. From
them came a language of shared experience: the feminist discourse.
Never before were there words to describe concepts like prejudice
against women (sexism), men’s belief in their transcendence and
superiority (machismo), the double standard as a cohesive in socie-
ty (the personal is political), the construction of masculinity and
femininity (gender), or the political ramifications of gender (sexual
politics). This language was forged by a host of women—poets,
theorists, activists—struggling with themselves, each other, and
social forces. By creating this discouse, they created a feminism pro-
foundly different from any earlier form. No longer dependent on
male categories of thought, intent on demystifying patriarchal atti-
tudes, it did not so much resuscitate nineteenth-century feminism
as use it as a springboard into revolutionary philosophy and politics.
It could name the enemy—patriarchy; name the kind of world it
wanted—feminist; and list the ways men denied rights to women.
For the first time, women could move from a defensive position—
vindicating their sex from diminishment and attack, insisting
women were human beings and so entitled to rights—to an aggres-
sive demonstration of how sexism brings men political, social, and
economic gain and emotional and biological loss. 

This revolutionary feminism emerged in the mid-1960s in the
United States and England. In the United States, the events usually
credited with precipitating it were the publication of The Second Sex
by Simone de Beauvoir (1953) and The Feminine Mystique by Betty
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Friedan (1963) and women’s experience in the antiwar campaign.
Although de Beauvoir was an essentialist who believed women were
limited by their biology, she compiled a mass of information dem-
onstrating their subjection by law and custom, in the process re-
opening the argument about women’s nature and place. Friedan’s
book galvanized middle-class housewives who were smothering in
invented lives. Female protesters of American participation in the
Vietnam War, relegated to serving and sex by antiwar men who
publicly attacked domination as immoral, left to form women’s
groups. Later, women members of human rights groups followed
suit, tired of male leaders’ denial of humanness to women.

To these milestones I would add the invention of the birt h - c o n t ro l
pill in 1955 and the “sexual revolution” of the late 1950s and 1960s,
in the wake of revelations about female sexuality by Kinsey (1953)
and Masters and Johnson (1966).6 Not all feminists consider the
change in sexual mores called the sexual revolution a benefit to
women, since it increased male objectification of women and male
irresponsibility about marriage and fatherhood. However, Barbara
Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess, and Gloria Jacobs show that the sexual
revolution did not really change male sexual behavior, only permit-
ting men to be more open, but changed women’s sexual behavior
dramatically.7

Masters and Johnson legitimated clitoral orgasm, which Freud
had called “immature.” Legitimation of the clitoral orgasm leg-
itimated female sexuality: it is hard to argue that god made asexual
the only sex with an organ devoted entirely to providing sexual
pleasure. Sexual freedom is essential to feminism. People afraid to
enter the public world lest they lose their all-important virginity, or
lest they be spoken about disparagingly, cannot act independently.
But people who had internalized traditional mores could not sim-
ply drop them. Nor could women trained to defer to men change
their behavior overnight. Many were thrust into painful conflict,
their sense of justice and rights warring with ingrained behavior.
Internal war made them angry, and their shared anger gave women’s
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groups cohesion and a center.
Differences about the nature of femaleness continue to divide

feminists. Unable to assume a common biological female identity,
socialists and Marxists insisted women were defined by their social
identities.8 Radical feminists, essentialists for whom anatomy was
destiny, believed all women were united by nature—biology—and
could be freed only by technology. Shulamith Firestone suggested
hatching babies in bottles.9 They formed the “women’s liberation
movement” in an implicit alliance with nineteenth-century middle-
class feminism. They marginalized black or lesbian groups. While
narrowing their movement, they stretched the idea of Woman (and
social history in general) by searching for women’s history. Since
examining women in history subverts the idea of a single entity,
Woman, the radical feminists deconstructed the very idea they were
founded on. 

At the same time, women’s liberationists of the 1960s appealed
to women and articulated goals in general terms, assuming a unity
grounded in their shared experience as a second sex, victims of
oppression, and in their common response. They had low hopes for
themselves, a sense of inadequacy, and narrow horizons. The move-
ment tried to create solidarity among women, a sense of sisterhood
arising from shared perceptions. It was not then called feminism (a
term reserved for the fiercely attacked “radical feminists”). Most
women’s liberationists remained aloof from campaigns for sexual
equality, but women everywhere demanded just that—legal and
economic equality, equal opportunity at work and in education, an
end to the double standard and the laws that bolster it. 

There are other feminisms: socialist, Marxist, lesbian separatist,
feminists of color, mainstream feminism. Some French feminists
focus on women’s bodies, trying to render sensuous experience in
“female” syntax.10 Mainstream feminists work for greater political
representation and equal rights in every area for women. In the
Third World, feminists live in rural villages, earn local women’s
trust to discover what they need, and work through feminist, gov-
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ernment, or development agencies to help them get it. Feminist
scholars research history, biology, psychology, social life, science, 
literature, music, art, and other disciplines free of the distortions
created by exalting maleness. Feminist artists express a female per-
s p e c t i ve in their work. Ord i n a ry women who may not call 
themselves feminists work in their communities to improve life for
themselves, other women, and their children—across the globe. 

Feminism has certain defining characteristics. It uses collective,
not individualist, language: feminists speak of “we,” not “I.”11

Feminists invented a political form called the consciousness-raising
group. Few exist today, but feminist political organizations are
structured like consciousness-raising groups: they are usually self-
organized, and leaders cannot command others. Even highly intense
campaigns like Women Strike for Peace were based on grassroots
organization. Women’s groups stress participation, not representa-
tion. Feminists invented a new concept, “sexual politics” (a term
made famous by Kate Millett), the perception that sex differences
are political differences, that men’s sex alone gives them power over
women, that to learn your gender role is to learn your place in soci-
ety. Feminists invented the discipline of gender studies and recog-
nized that gender (the qualities assigned to the sexes by society) is
constructed and symbolic, not biological. 

Feminists, both female and male, have succeeded amazingly in
a little over thirty years in undoing double-standard laws and practic-
es, rethinking social structures, politics, and gender, and overturn-
ing some of the unwritten laws of male supremacy. Feminist ideas
and language have become public discourse in the West, valid cur-
rency in the world of thought. But sexism cannot be eliminated
without eliminating the foundations of Western society, and we do
not have a blueprint for what to put in its place. We have ideals,
principles, but no structures. To create feminist structures will take
time: it can happen only slowly, as patriarchy gradually erodes and
young people grow up with brains less cluttered by an invidious 
ideology. Until then, we must foster cooperative egalitarian ideas
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and structures wherever possible. The great worries are co-option
and obliteration. Our female descendants may be blinded by the bit
of carrot they are offered, as some of us are—or men may obliterate
feminists from history as they have in the past. Robin Morgan notes
that the latest wave of feminism is not the second, but more like the
ten thousandth.12 Women rebel and often win a victory. But ten-
dencies toward widescale female autonomy have been quickly sup-
pressed in history.

Feminism in Asia and the Middle East 

Women’s rights movements emerged in Asia and the Middle East in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.13 In Asia and
Africa the force driving emergent feminism was often a nationalism
aimed at ending colonial domination. When intellectuals and pro-
fessionals who had studied abroad or in modern schools at home
joined local capitalists thwarted by imperialist economic policies to
fight colonial and economic domination, they either expelled the
colonists or negotiated themselves into power.14 Yet most new states
established authoritarian, hierarchical social stru c t u res. T h i rd
World revolutions or reforms and feminism were rooted in local
material circumstances and thinking: no ideology was simply
imported from the West. But Western feminism, thought, and
examples (especially the Irish struggle against Britain, with its mar-
tyred freedom fighters and hunger strikers) influenced events in
these nations. 

The competition between economic systems that characterized
the West for fifty years had an impact on women and feminism in
other places as well. While not at all feminist in intention, capital-
ism can work to women’s advantage. Industry prefers cheap, docile
workers—qualities associated with women—and as industry grew,
especially textile-related businesses, so did the demand for women
workers. China manufactured silk and allied products; Iran, carpets;
Japan, textiles and other goods; India, textiles; Egypt, cotton; and
Turkey, rugs and textiles. Women’s labor was crucial in plantation-
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raised cash crops like tea, rubber, coconut, sugar, and other agricul-
ture. Confined women were of no use to industry: when Shah Reza
Khan passed laws to bring women out of seclusion, he argued, “One
half of the country’s working force has been idle.”15 Thus, when
fundamentalist Muslims take powe r, they immediately forc e
women out of jobs. Jobs allow women some money of their own
and provide them with a place where they can meet each other and
speak together—a necessity for slave rebellions everywhere.

Socialists, who always promised much to women, felt they had
to deliver something when they had won their struggles. For a time,
women were part of a contest between socialist and capitalist sys-
tems competing to see which system delivered more to the female
half of the population. On the whole, socialists gave women fairer
laws and social services; capitalists gave them stuff—some of it nec-
e s s a ry, like tampons. Western women missionaries, socialists,
theosophists, and freethinkers, who were often dissidents at home,
visited Asia and introduced its women to the discourse and activi-
ties of women elsewhere in the world.16 The wife of a Dutch colo-
nial official influenced Indonesia’s pioneer feminist, and Dutch
socialist feminists helped inspire Indonesian feminism.1 7 A n
American spread feminist revolution in the Chinese revolutionary
army, Japan, and India.18

What has made the huge difference for women in Third World
countries are the United Nations conferences devoted to women’s
issues that have been held over the last decades (see chapter 21).
Feminist pressure on national delegations to the United Nations has
changed the surface of the discourse about women. The importance
of the conferences to ordinary women cannot be overstated.

Turkey

One of the earliest feminist reformers was Mustapha Kemal in
Turkey. His reforms inspired discussion and change in many other
societies and became an example that stood for decades. Kemal
(later called Ataturk, “the father of the Turks”) acted from true
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respect for women. Deeply impressed by the courage and militancy
of Turkish women during the Balkan wars and the First World War
when they did everything from farming to working in banks, from
nursing to fighting in battle, he accepted Anatolian women in his
a r m y. He married (and divo rced) an educated woman who
appeared with him in public unveiled. He expanded educational
opportunities for women and introduced a new civil code that
barred polygamy and marriage by proxy and gave women equal
rights to divorce, child custody, and inheritance. The code raised
the minimum age of marriage to seventeen for women and eighteen
for men and, shockingly, allowed Muslim women to marry non-
Muslim men (the reverse had always been permitted). It separated
marital property and gave women the right to control their own.
These reforms caused a sensation: Turkey was the first Muslim state
to replace the shari’a with a civil code. The government urged, but
did not compel, Turkish women to abandon the veil, and Kemal
campaigned for Western dress. 

But these reforms rarely affected the majority of Turkish
women, bound to the land and to men’s control. Although a
woman was prime minister of Turkey a few years ago, a woman who
recently ran for Parliament and was elected was denied her seat
because she wore a headscarf. Later, the state revoked her citizen-
ship. One wonders what rights women do possess in Turkey today.

Egypt 

In Egypt after the First World War, professional and business men
led by Saad Zaghlul formed the Wafd party to spur Egyptian self-
determination; it drew intellectuals, peasants, and women. Wafd
men, secular Muslims who favored female education, created a cli-
mate in which women could write on feminist issues. Malak Higni
Nassif (1886–1918) wrote as Bahissat El Badia (Searcher in the
Desert); she was a forceful journalist concerned with veiling, seclu-
sion, education, marriage, and divorce. One of the first Egyptian
women to qualify as a teacher, in 1900, she left Cairo for a desert
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area when she married her polygynist husband. Her experience of
patriarchal subjection among secluded rural women made her a
keen critic of the system and, in 1911, she addressed the Egyptian
Legislative Assembly and proposed a program to improve women’s
situation. She endorsed universal elementary education, urging that
women be trained to heal and teach other women, but also said that
girls should be taught religion, hygiene, first aid, and child rearing.
She was the most famous of the many women who wrote for Arabic
women’s journals after the turn of the century.

Newly confident, women joined the nationalist anti-Br i t i s h
m ovement. When the British suppressed the Wafd in 1919, vio-
lent demonstrations erupted: militant nationalists, including
women, engaged in Wafd-led strikes and assassinations.1 9 So c i a l i s t
and Communist Pa rty members organized factory workers, tram
d r i vers, waiters, and lamplighters to strike over wages and work
hours. Their demonstrations in Cairo and Alexandria drew
enough support to mount a general strike in 1924. The gove r n m e n t
s u p p ressed both parties and arrested Charlotte Rosenthal, among
others, as a Communist leader. Women are rarely specifically
mentioned in discussions of labor movements, but are always aff-
ected by them. Elites often re p ress workers by targeting women:
for example, the militant Muslims trying to force women back
into confinement in Egypt today also focus on women in their
e f f o rts to re p ress work e r s’ movements and deflect work i n g - c l a s s
men from the labor stru g g l e .2 0

In 1922 England granted Egypt nominal independence. T h e
drafters of the new constitution supported female education, ye t
i g n o red women’s political rights. Their main rew a rd to women was
to raise girls’ minimum age of marriage to sixteen. A major militant,
Huda Sharawi (1882–1974), a we a l t h y, educated woman who had
founded a girls’ school, formed the Egyptian Feminist Union with
other middle-class women in 1923. In Ma rch 1924, when the
Egyptian Parliament opened, Egyptian women held a demonstration
demanding suffrage. The union was the main women’s group con-
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cerned with social welfare, education, and legal equality of the sexes.
Sharawi became famous when she cast her veil into the sea after
returning from an International Conference of Women in Rome in
1924. This act was scandalous because her husband was an eminent
pasha, and many prominent women imitated her. In 1925 she start-
ed a French-language journal (L’Égyptienne) for French-speaking
women in Egypt’s elite, to discuss issues like Turkish reforms of laws
regulating women and Islam’s treatment of women.

Egyptian men kept women on so tight a leash that, when the
University of Cairo admitted women in 1928, orthodox men
revolted, causing a crisis in the government. Not until 1962 did Al-
Azhar University admit women students. Some Egyptian women
were educated nevertheless, even earning professional degrees, but
most remain illiterate. Muslim leaders and laymen firmly opposed
woman suffrage until 1956. In 1979 women’s pressure forced
Parliament to reserve 30 of its 392 seats for women and to liberal-
ize marriage and divorce laws in their favor. But in 1985 the
Supreme Court struck down the provision allowing women to
divorce husbands who had taken second wives. Egypt remains a
major site of female genital mutilation.

Japan 

The Orient tried to preserve its integrity by intense xenophobia, but
the West pushed in anyway. Japan repelled all efforts to colonize it,
outdoing the West at its own game by rapidly industrializing. In the
late nineteenth century several male reformers urged that women’s
status be raised. One wrote, “Combining Western women’s rights
with [the] traditional virtues of our women . . . will produce mod-
els of perfection.” In 1870 the government gave concubines the
same rights as wives. In 1872 an enslaved prostitute escaped, caus-
ing a scandal: the government declared itself averse to prostitution,
voided prostitutes’ debts to the houses that imprisoned them, and
freed them. But it did not ban prostitution. Some men suggested
that the traditional Japanese family should be replaced with nuclear

PA R T T WO: T H E T W E N T Y-F I R S T C E N T U R Y—D AW N

• 3 9 4 •



families. Tokutomi Soho, an influential liberal who later switched to
conservatism, called the traditional family a “breeding ground of
e ve ry abuse, serv i l i t y, double-dealing, jealousy, alienation and
treachery,” where women were treated as the “natural slaves” of
men, with no independent life or identity: “Women are not recog-
nized as human beings,” he said.21

Much of the non-Western world in the late nineteenth century
abandoned traditional dress. In Japan the emperor led the way, cut-
ting his hair in a Western style; the government urged long-haired
samurai to imitate him. But when a group advocated short hair for
women, the government decreed this style illegal and required
women not only to claim health reasons for wearing short hair but
also to get government permission. Female appearance seems always
to be symbolic: Japanese feminists cut their hair to protest women’s
lack of rights and adopted Western dress. When the bourgeoisie
took up Western dress, it became a sign of status.

Influenced by liberal ideas, the government decreed that all Jap-
anese should be literate, even girls. Girls’ secondary schools taught
mainly morality and “womanly virtues” until Christian missionaries
opened girls’ schools after 1870 with a richer curriculum. By 1927
women made up a third of the teachers in coeducational primary
schools; by 1910, 99 percent of boys and 97 percent of girls atten-
ded elementary school, but women were still barred from the uni-
versities in Tokyo and Kyoto. In 1941 40 women and 30,000 men
attended the imperial universities.

Educated women entered the workforce as teachers, nurses,
physicians, and clerical workers. They had already entered industry,
making up 60 percent of factory workers by 1876, most in textiles.
These women were treated worse in Japan than elsewhere. Young
single women from poor rural families who went to factories to
work were put in prison-like dormitories and worked fifteen hours
a day for a contracted period. Working conditions were harsh, and
half of them left after a year, drained to exhaustion. Most ran away,
but some committed suicide. In 1886 one hundred women struck
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at a silk mill in Kofu when the owner proposed to increase working
hours and reduce wages. Their partial success encouraged other
female mill workers to strike in subsequent years. Scorned as igno-
rant farm girls, they were the “pioneers of Japan’s modern labor
movement.”22 They had almost no contact with Liberal Party fem-
inist activists, nor did male trade unionists organize them.

Male reformers founded Merokusha (Meiji Six Society) to
spread liberal ideas, support female education, and attack concubi-
nage, the double standard, and traditional marriage. Japanese 
journalists were inspired to enter the new discourse, and they trans-
lated Western feminist works by John Stuart Mill and others. This
climate encouraged women to speak out and join the rights move-
ment, which became the Liberal Party. Many women joined, and
the best known of them all, Kishida Toshiko, who was intelligent,
beautiful, and from a rich family, was made lady-in-waiting to the
Meiji empress. After two years, stifled by court life, she left and
began speaking publicly: after an appearance on a Liberal Party
platform in 1882, she spoke publicly across Japan. One of her
speeches was titled “The Government Lords It over the People;
Men Lord It over Women.” She demanded equal educational
opportunities for women, training for work that provides econom-
ic independence, and a single standard in sexual codes, law, and civil
and property rights. She had great impact on women and inspired
the founding of women’s groups like the Kyoto Women’s Lecture
Society. She also motivated Japanese women to agitate politically.

The government intensified its repression of the Liberals and, in
1890, barred women from political parties, political groups, or pol-
itical meetings. This law radicalized women, many of whom
became socialists or anarchists. Fukuda Hideko, who joined the
socialists, began publishing a journal, Sekai Fujin (Women of the
World), as a forum for socialist debate on women’s issues. It, too,
was shut down by the state. 

The main opposition to the Japanese government at this time
came from leftist groups—socialists, communists, and anarchists—
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in all of which women were prominent. The most famous of these
women, Kanno Suga (1881–1910), with only an elementary school
education, left her merchant husband to become a reporter. As a
member of the Osaka Women’s Reform Society, she edited a news-
paper while caring for a consumptive younger sister. Conflict with
socialist men radicalized her; she joined the radical socialist faction
and was among those arrested in 1908 for raising banners declaring
“Anarchism” and “Anarcho-Communism.” Released from jail in
1909, she and some colleagues started a new journal, which she
edited. It was suppressed after two issues. In despair, Suga planned
to assassinate the emperor. With twenty-five others, she was arrested
for treason in 1910 and condemned to death. People from all over
the world protested and won reduced sentences for many, but not
Suga. At her trial, she eloquently attacked the authoritarian gov-
ernment and faced execution bravely.

Other left-wing women and trade union activists also fought a
despotic government. In 1918 women stevedores refused to load
rice onto ships at Ootsu because the price of rice in Japan was soar-
ing. This insubordination triggered the Rice Riots—widespread
demonstrations, strikes, and uprisings by miners, peasants, and
workers in other ports which lasted several months. Repressive tac-
tics backfired and the government fell. 

At the same time, feminism was flowering in literature. In
1911 Hiratsuka Raicho (1886–1971) founded the group Se i t o s h a
( Bluestockings) and a journal, Se i t o, to disseminate women’s phil-
o s o p h y, literature, and culture, avoiding economics and politics.2 3

In 1915 Ito Noe became editor of Se i t o. A bolder feminist, she
discussed issues like abortion and prostitution, which frightened
many moderate women into dropping out of Bluestockings, caus-
ing it economic problems. The last issue of Se i t o was published in
early 1916 and Bluestockings gradually dissolved. Noe married the
a n a rchist Osugi Sakae. They we re ve ry poor and, constantly har-
assed by the police, lived as virtual political prisoners for the next
six years. In September 1923 Ito, Osugi, and his five - ye a r - o l d
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n e p h ew we re murd e red by military police as “enemies of the state.”
Ito was only twenty-nine, but she and her colleagues left a legacy:
Bluestockings raised feminist consciousness in Japan, and Se i t o
deeply influenced the generation who created the Ja p a n e s e
w o m e n’s movement. 

Seito published Yosano Akiko (1878–1942), one of the Shin-
shisha group who revolutionized Japanese poetry in the early 
twentieth century. Akiko analyzed patriarchy and the family, urged
female economic independence, and wrote antimilitarist revolu-
tionary work. Her poetry dealt with erotic love from a female 
perspective: her theme and her unconventional lifestyle made her
notorious. She dared to deflate the war hysteria the government
promoted during the 1904–5 Russo-Japanese War, opening one
poem, “Do not die a purposeless death on the battlefield.”24 People
wanted her prosecuted for treason. In 1911 Seito published “Sozo-
rogoto” (famous in the anglophone world as “Mountain-moving
Day”), which compared women’s power to a long-dormant volcano.
It ends:

The mountain-moving day is coming
I say so, yet others doubt.
Only a while the mountain sleeps
In the past
All mountains moved in fire,
Yet you may not believe it.
Oh man, this alone believe,
All sleeping women now awake and move.25

Persecution of leftist groups in the 1920s suppressed female
militants and silenced most feminists, but a few courageous women
kept debate alive. Ishimoto Shizue studied Margaret Sanger’s work
and tried to launch a birth-control campaign in Japan. Sanger vis-
ited Japan in 1922, but the police kept her from speaking. The ban
aroused interest and her writings were translated into Japanese, set-
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ting off a debate on birth control. 
In 1919 Hiratsuka, Ichikawa Fusae, and others formed the

Association of New Women to campaign for equal rights, suffrage,
unionization of women, and repeal of the 1890 law barring women
from political activity. In 1928 a leading political party urged
woman suffrage, and the Japanese press began to support it. But a
government minister told women, “Go back to your homes and
wash your baby’s clothes! This is the job given to you and there is
the place in which you are entitled to sit!” Women’s hope rose when
he was replaced by a minister more sympathetic to women’s issues,
but in 1931 a women’s suffrage bill that passed the lower house of
the Diet was rejected by the upper.

In the 1920s conservative businessmen and the army held
Japanese economic and political life in a stranglehold that precluded
the growth of democratic institutions. Their power boosted by the
1930s Depression, they adopted militaristic expansionist policies to
gain total control. Inflamed by the racist immigration policies of the
United States and Australia and the Naval Agreements of 1931 (fix-
ing a ratio of 10:10:7 ships for the United States, Britain, and
Japan), Japan occupied Manchuria and northern China. In 1937 it
launched a full-scale invasion of China, Vietnam, Indonesia, Sing-
apore, and Malaysia and, in 1941, bombed Pearl Harbor, an
American base in Hawaii. Japan entered the Second World War as
a German ally.

The men who had furiously demanded that women stay home
now urged them to work in factories. Easing laws restricting
women’s work, they exhorted them to produce more “subjects of the
Emperor” and passed a Motherhood Protection Law (1937), giving
benefits to poor mothers. “Women were told that their children
were not their own property but the Emperor’s”; they were to send
their sons away “joyfully, as the Emperor’s soldiers,” producing the
means for aggression.26 Although Japanese women’s suffrage organ-
izations denounced government policies, most women supported
the war effort. The war ended in 1945 with Ja p a n’s defeat, after the
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United States dropped atomic bombs on Hi roshima and Na g a s a k i .
Japanese women could not vote until the American occupation

in 1945. In 1946 they elected thirty-nine women deputies. Ja p a n-
ese men, forced by treaty to abandon militarism, turned their ener-
gy to economic aggression, but the tone of Japanese society
remains much the same. Social pre s s u re on women to be a “g o o d -
wife, wise-mother” remains intense. Continued suppression still
h u rtles some Japanese women into the terrorist groups. 

Feminist Stra t e gies 

It is re m a rkable that people with no rights, no money, and often
no education, denied the right to speak in public or even to occu-
py the public sphere, we re able to ove rt h row the laws and customs
constricting them. To do so, they adopted strategies based on their
diagnosis of the causes of women’s oppression. It is questionable
whether antifeminist and conserva t i ve women believe that women
matter as much as men, but because they link women’s secondary
status to their biology, they make it inalterable. Yet some conser-
va t i ve thinkers urge change in the distribution of power betwe e n
the sexes. Liberal feminists consider women’s oppression unfair dis-
crimination and work to change laws and attitudes to end the bias. 

Most activists believe feminism can reach its goals without
radically changing society, but others do not. Traditional Marxist
feminists locate women’s oppression in the class system. Socialist
feminists are rooted in traditional Marxism, but find gender and
class oppression inseparable. Radical feminists see the oppression of
women as the most fundamental oppression and the cornerstone of
patriarchy; they believe that social, political, and economic struc-
tures must be profoundly changed to create a just and benign
world. Feminists of all persuasions believe that color, class, and caste
raise the toxicity of sexual oppression significantly and 
exponentially.27

The ove rwhelming majority of feminists espouse no part i c u l a r
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philosophy, but simply move in the world as feminists, joining
group protests when an issue has importance to them personally.
They spread feminist ideas by the way they carry themselves, speak,
and build personal relationships. Some feminists have fixed chan-
nels of expression—lobbying, networking, activism, or writing and
teaching theory. For some, the overriding task is rethinking patriar-
chal attitudes and structures, concentrating on philosophy, political
theory, psychology, sociology, history, literary criticism, or science;
others want to feminize their religion. Some want to revalorize the
female body, sexuality, and emotional texture; or spread feminist
attitudes through the popular media; or create and foster feminist
art. A band of dedicated feminist activists works mainly with grass-
roots women’s groups.

All feminists are in some sense activists, seeking the most effec-
t i ve means to change harmful institutions and practices. But patriar-
chal laws and customs limit women’s courses of action and re n d e r
them powerless, voiceless. When women cannot vote, own pro p e rt y,
or hold political office, how do they persuade men to support them?
How have women managed to change the laws and customs that
perpetuated their subordination? How have they gained a voice on
issues considered strictly male—war, militarism, tyranny, injustice? 

Before people can act for themselves, they must think for them-
selves. All societies conceal—mystify—the facts of subjugation,
largely through language and religion. Most cultures profess that
the sexes are equal, that women’s lot has improved over the ages, or
that women enjoy—or need—subordination. To think otherwise,
women have to defy their culture, a terrifying prospect. Women
who do so, if they are not validated from outside, suspect they are
mad. Their first strategy is to talk to each other; their second is to
read—writing is essential to feminism. The third is acting in soli-
darity with other women on an issue of passionate concern.

Feminist action ranges from guerrilla warfare or terrorism to
direct action to conventional political action. Direct action differs
from conventional political action in being militant. Militant action
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means confrontation and risk. In some nations, rallies are an accept-
ed part of political discourse, but in others they are illegal and risky.
In the 1960s and 1970s in the United States, supposedly a liberal
democracy, soldiers killed students rallying at Jacksonville State and
Kent State universities and, in 1979, five members of the Commu-
nist Workers Party at an anti-KKK rally. People may be beaten at
rallies and at marches supporting labor, civil rights, antiwar, femi-
nist, or gay rights movements. In South Africa, police killed chil-
dren rallying for education in their own language. Participants in
the Lesbian Strength March in London in June 1984 did not intend
civil disobedience, but when the police arrested two lesbian
photographers, demonstrators sat down spontaneously and blocked
roads until the two were released.

Most feminist acts are nonviolent. Nonviolent direct action may
i n vo l ve destruction of pro p e rt y, but it never plans injury to living
c re a t u res—though demonstrators may erupt in violence if attacked
v i o l e n t l y. Women have always performed nonviolent collective
actions. In classical Athens, women rose up to defend a female right
to practice medicine when Agnodice, who treated Athenian women
and dressed as a man, was denounced and exiled. Their action fre e d
h e r. Women in the Iroquois Confederation established a centuries-
long peace by boycotting sex and childbearing until men conceded
them the power to decide on war and peace.

The nonviolent direct action tactics of militant British woman
suffragists influenced Gandhi’s ideas on nonviolent resistance and
satyagraha. Gandhi wrote about the women’s movement “more
than a year before he discovered Thoreau’s ‘Civil Disobedience.’”28
He followed British news closely and knew about the first arrests of
English suffragists in Manchester and London in 1905 and 1906,
when he was formulating South African Indians’ demands for legal,
political, and human rights. In 1906 he went to London to plead
his cause; three days after he arrived, eleven women were arrested
for demonstrating at the House of Commons. A few days later
Gandhi published an article commending the suffragists’ courage
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and choice of prison over fines, taking his title from their slogan
“Deeds Better than Words.” Again in London in 1909, he attended
a mass meeting celebrating the release from prison of the first group
of suffrage hunger strikers and held them up as an example to Indi-
ans: “When we consider the suffering and courage of these women,
how can the Indian satyagrahi stand comparison with them?”29 

Direct Action Strategies30

Women held mass demonstrations everywhere in the first half of the
twentieth century. Egyptian women demonstrated against the Brit-
ish and French occupation of Cairo and Damascus in 1919, and in
1923, against the veil and for women’s rights. Chinese women ral-
lied in the streets for women’s suffrage in 1924. Some women
demonstrate with prayer. In 1957 forty women in Santiago, Cuba,
walked in a procession mourning sons killed by Batista’s police.
Others followed “praying in unison and fingering their rosaries,”
carrying a banner reading “Stop the murder of our sons.” More
women joined the procession, swelling it to a thousand or more, in
the first public display of broad, effective, organized civic resistance
in Cuba “under the aegis of the fidelista movement.”31 When
African women rallying in Ixopo, South Africa, in 1959 were ord-
ered by the police to disperse, they “fell down on their knees and
began to pray! The police hung around helplessly.”32

Circles, symbolic of equality, sharing, and strength, are a
favored female form. In 1904 Iranian women ringed a group of
mullahs with their bodies to protect them from government forces.
Thousands of women encircled the Pentagon in November 1980,
linking hands or scarves or anything that enabled them to surround
the building. On December 12, 1982, 30,000 women encircled the
missile base at Greenham Common in England. Some penetrated
the base on January 1, 1983, to dance in circles on the missile silos.
On International Wo m e n’s Da y, Ma rch 8, 1983, women surro u n d e d
a military base at Comiso, Italy. That December, American women
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c i rcled 10 Downing St reet to protest Br i t a i n’s harboring of
American Cruise and Pershing missiles. 

Because women have historically been silenced, they often use
the technique of “t ru t h - s a y i n g”—speaking, writing, or otherw i s e
publishing censored truths—to empower women and protest male
domination. Since 1982 Israeli socialist feminists have demonstrat-
ed to protest their militaristic society and Is r a e l’s invasion of
Lebanon, and they have distributed pamphlets and led work s h o p s
on the link between militarism and male supre m a c y. In 1987 and
1988 Palestinian women mounted mass truth-saying demonstra-
tions to protest Israeli policies in the occupied territories. T h e y
m a rched, held sit-ins, interf e red with arrests, harassed Israeli soldiers
a r resting Palestinians, and protected children with their bodies.

Women use singing, dancing, and keening (wailing) as tools.
During a miners’ strike around 1910, women hooted at scabs for
“taking the bread from their children’s mouths,” as Mother Jones
charged. The sheriff arrested them for disturbing the peace and they
were sentenced to thirty days in jail. Mother Jones advised them to
take their babies to jail and sing all night, spelling each other, sleep-
ing by day. Five nights of “howling” was enough for the sheriff: he
freed them. Australian women mounted a series of demonstrations
against rape in 1981: sixty-one were arrested and sang to those out-
side the jail, who sang back, all afternoon and evening as they were
processed. “Back and forth the voices rang, the women inside and
the women outside singing to each other.”33 In 1982 British women
protesting its military build-up stood outside Parliament keening,
touching the members emotionally. With sound, “we could actual-
ly penetrate the building.”34 

In the 1830s sixty women’s Anti-Slavery Societies in the United
States imitated Englishwomen who had helped win the abolition of
the slave trade and slavery in Britain “by their needles, paint brush-
es, and pens, by speaking the truth.” They kept the issue of slavery
constantly in the public eye by stitching the words “May the points
of our needles prick the slaveholder’s conscience” on bags, pen-

PA R T T WO: T H E T W E N T Y-F I R S T C E N T U R Y—D AW N

• 4 0 4 •



wipers, needle-books, pincushions, and other items.
The Congressional Union disrupted President Wilson’s speech

to Congress on December 4, 1916, by unfurling an embroidered
banner in the gallery. In the 1970s and 1980s, women in Chile dec-
orated arpilleras with pictures of torture and starvation and smug-
gled them abroad to expose the Pinochet government’s policies.
Women in the “Chipko” (hug the trees) movement in India assert
the harmony between humankind and nature.35 In 1973, tribal
women in the Garhwal Himalayas tried to stop commercial devas-
tation of their forests by tying a rakhi (a sacred thread symbolic of
the brother-sister relationship) around trees, pledging their lives to
save them. When axmen brought contractors and armed police, the
women hugged the trees, chanting slogans. The Chipko movement
became a widespread, well-organized ecological movement. 

Women in Chile, Argentina, El Salvador, Lebanon, and other
countries embroidered the names of the disappeared on their ker-
chiefs or pinned their pictures on their clothes when they demon-
strated, demanding information about political prisoners or their
release. The women who keened at the British Parliament in 1982
carried “trees of life,” twigs beautifully adorned with ribbons or
sequins in suffragist colors (green, purple, white) and doves of
peace. In August 1985, 15,000 people enclosed the Pentagon with
a fifteen-mile “ribbon” of over 25,500 panels, each a yard long, dec-
orated or embroidered mainly by women over nearly three years.

Women’s graffiti caused a male outcry at Brown University in
1990 when they wrote on toilet walls the names of men who had
raped them.36 In 1916 women’s suffrage militants chalked “Votes
for Women” on sidewalks and walls. In Brazil, men commonly use
a “defense of honor” to justify killing wives or lovers supposedly for
infidelity. Feminists launched a campaign against this custom in
1980. Demonstrations and public denunciations had little effect,
but the whole country was shaken by the news that Belo Horizonte
(capital of Minas Gerais, the most traditional state in Brazil) had
awakened to a blanket of graffiti saying: “He who loves does not kill—
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Down with the farce of honor—How many more corpses until
women’s oppression is acknowledged?” After that, women dem-
onstrated at each trial. By 1981 feminist pressure had forced the
government to reconsider legal assumptions in such crimes.37

Weaving webs is a symbol of the women’s peace movement
because it resembles women’s actions: each link in a web is fragile,
but a spider’s web can halt a lion, an African proverb reminds us.
Since 1981 women at peace encampments at Greenham Common,
Seneca Falls, Hasselback, and elsewhere have decorated barbed wire
fences around missile sites with woven webs, yarn, drawings, ban-
ners, and items like baby clothes to express their values and feelings.
The Women’s Pentagon Action encircled the entire Pentagon with
a woven braid in 1981 and blocked entrances with webs of bright-
ly colored yarn. 

When women take power into their own hands, they assert
female autonomy. Women were excluded from the dedication of
the Statue of Liberty in 1886, so in 1986 a group called Women
Rising in Resistance sailed a boat around the island to reclaim it
under the rubric “Take Liberty.” Taking liberty may involve escape
from slavery, prison, or domestic abuse. Harriet Tubman, a major
taker of liberty, led hundreds of black slaves to freedom (see volume
2). In many countries, Japan and England, for instance, the law
often treated “free” women as slaves. Puerto Rico passed a law in
1824 penalizing those “who hid runaway slaves, minors, or married
women who left their legal owners, parents or husbands to live by
themselves, take refuge in the interior of the island, or abandon it
altogether.”38 Slaves who wrote passes for blacks or taught others
their secretly acquired knowledge of reading and writing were
taking liberty. African American Susie King Taylor recalled, “I often
wrote passes for my grandmother, for all colored persons, free or
slave were compelled to have a pass.”39 In twentieth-century South
Africa, blacks took the liberty of publicly burning passes. 
Sojourner Truth took the liberty of boarding segregated trolley cars
and staring down angry conductors. After years of such actions she
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was sued, and won, announcing that “before the trial was ended,
the inside of cars looked like pepper and salt.” 

In nineteenth-century China, single women formed sisterhoods
to avoid marrying. In 1920s China, women followed Nationalist
armies in the Northern Expedition. In each region they reached,
they formed independent women’s unions to encourage women to
ban footbinding, harbor runaway slaves and prostitutes, intimidate
wife beaters, and grant divorces on their own authority. They set up
a women’s political school in Hankou in 1926.40

Polls show that women everywhere are antiwar, but they do
more than favor peace—they take liberties for it. Women built
peace encampments at over a hundred sites in the 1980s, at
Greenham Common and Molesworth in England, Comiso in Italy,
Hunsrück in West Germany, Nanoose in Canada, Seneca Falls and
Puget Sound in the United States, Soesterburg in Holland, and Pine
Gap in Australia. Shibokusa women have protested Japan’s occupa-
tion by American troops since the 1950s, to save their land and
their way of life. They sit in, disrupt military exercises, and build
cottages on or around the military base, “small bastions of ordinary
life amid the soldiers’ incessant preparations for death.”41 Peace
camps assert women’s right, authority, and power to take the envi-
ronment and the future in their own hands and to create an 
alternative society—the webs, baby clothes, plants, and other sym-
bols they use to decorate their encampments signify life, harmony
with nature, and simple equality.

Igbo women’s tradition of “sitting on a man” discomfited
British officials in 1929. The New York Female Moral Reform
Society embarrassed many in 1834 when it printed the names of
local men who entered brothels. In 1938 the entire membership of
the Women’s Association in China followed Mother Tsai to a local
official to complain about an opium and gambling den, then
“stalked” into the den itself and “peremptorily” ordered the men
home.42 In the 1980s rural Indian women held “people’s courts,”
blackened the face of a rapist landlord, and paraded him on a don-
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key. Feminist activists in Delhi demonstrate in front of middle-class
homes where women have been killed in dowry deaths, trying to
confront the perpetrators physically. These acts are a kind of chari-
vari, a medieval shaming exposure that used noisy mockery, parad-
ing on animals, and singing. So too are street theater (a form of
instruction), burnings (like that of President Wilson’s effigy by the
National Woman’s Party in 1918–19), demonstrations at Miss
America contests, nude sit-ins, mock trials of public officials by
women in witch costumes, gheraos in India, “die-ins” (pageants
mourning the nuclear arms race), picketing, silent vigils, and chain-
ing oneself to a fixed object to target political persecution. 

Direct actions always strive to get attention, and some involve
making trouble. One tactic is to interrupt speakers or disrupt meet-
ings of parliamentary or political bodies, as women disrupted a
1969 New York State legislative hearing on abortion, shouting “We
are the real experts!” An elderly Navajo woman disrupted a 1985
White House honors ceremony to denounce Reagan’s economic
policies. Trespass, sit-ins, blockades, and occupations serve the same
purpose. In 1962, at a rally to protest nuclear testing, a member of
Women Strike for Peace climbed the fence at Camp Mercury, Nev-
ada. Women climbed the White House fence, invaded missile bases,
and demonstrated on the steps of the Supreme Court.

One form of trespass, the sit-in, first occurred in the United
States in 1838, when the Anti-Slavery Convention of American
Women adopted a policy of sit-ins and ride-ins. American civil
rights, labor, feminist, antiwar, and antinuclear movements, like
protest movements elsewhere, often organize sit-ins. They become
blockades, if people use their bodies to bar entrances, as at the
Women’s Pentagon Actions and at women’s peace camps. Sit-ins
lasting over a few days are occupations. In Iran in 1979, during a
series of massive demonstrations after International Women’s Day,
15,000 women seized the Palace of Justice in Teheran and occupied
it for several days. In 1982 black women students occupied the
office of the president of Medgar Evers College in Brooklyn, New
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Yo rk, remaining there for more than a hundred days. The Gr a s s ro o t s
Group of Second-Class Citizens occupied the Illinois State Capitol
building for four days. In 1983 we l f a re protesters occupied the
Pe n n s y l vania State Capitol for over two we e k s .

In the Middle Ages, women mounted small-scale strikes. T h e y
s t ruck in late eighteenth-century England, with men in Pa w t u c k e t ,
Rhode Island, in 1824, and alone in Dove r, New Ha m p s h i re, in 1828
and in Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1834. In 1888 women match work-
ers in London mounted a successful strike. In 1909–10 approx i m a t e-
ly 25,000 women shirtwaist makers struck in Philadelphia and New
Yo rk. The largest strike of women workers in history, it was crucial to
the development of the International Ladies’ Garment Wo rk e r s
Union, one of the most important unions in the United St a t e s .

Most American unions excluded blacks, but in 1933, when 900
black female pecan workers in St. Louis went on strike, white
women workers struck with them. To divide them, the factory own-
er offered whites higher wages. They responded by marching on
City Hall, 1500 strong, black and white. The owner gave in.43 In
the 1880s Mexican women were so important in organizing work-
ers and strikes that Carmen Huerta was named to preside at the
Second Congress of Workers in 1880. Women dominated the many
strikes in the French tobacco industry between 1870 and 1900. In
Vienna in 1893, women workers’ first strike won them a ten-hour
day, a minimum wage, and other demands from textile manufac-
turers. In 1904 women textile workers in Crimmitschau, Germany,
struck for over twenty-two weeks. Women still strike—metalwork-
ers in Brazil in 1980, textile workers in Poland in 1981, bakers in
India, and Asian textile workers in Birmingham, England, in 1984.
In October 1984 tens of thousands of Icelandic women struck for
t wenty-four hours to protest discrimination against women.
Mothers, bus drivers, secretaries, teachers, and others closed down
the city of Reykjavik.

To stop lynchings, Ida B. Wells used her paper, the Memphis
Free Speech, to lead a boycott of white businesses in Memphis in
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1892. When whites threatened to burn her newspaper down, she
got a job as an independent journalist and urged blacks to boycott
Atlanta streetcars. In the 1940s and 1950s, African American wom-
en boycotted with the slogan “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work.”44

When Rosa Parks refused to sit in the back of a bus in 1956, she
triggered a black boycott of buses in Montgomery, Alabama. Black
women were vital in this boycott, setting off the great thrust of
direct actions for black civil rights in the 1950s and 1960s.

As colonial women boycotted tea in the prerevolutionary peri-
od in the United States, colonized Indian women boycotted com-
mercial salt, British cloth, and liquor during the Indian independ-
ence struggle. In the 1980s women organized networks interna-
tionally to boycott Nestlé products, protesting its irresponsible pro-
motion of infant formula in the Third World. Men worked in the
boycott, but women conducted the campaign. 

Women deface images of women’s bodies as objects for sale, as
commodities, or those that show sexual violence against women. At
the Women’s Pentagon Action in 1981, three women were charged
with defacing federal property for spilling blood at the entrance to
the building. In June and July 1982, after the United States
Congress defeated the Equal Rights Amendment, women wrote in
blood on copies of the US Constitution and on the marble floors of
the Illinois State Capitol building; they spray-painted female statues
at the National Archives building in Washington, DC.

Hand spinners in Leicester, England, protested the introduction
of spinning machines in 1788 by wrecking them. Mi l i t a n t
American temperance crusaders like Carrie Nation smashed liquor
bottles, bars, glasses, and mirrors, trying to close down saloons in
the 1870s. In 1972 tribal women in India protested male alco-
holism and wife-beating, and rural rich men’s exploitation and sex-
ual harassment. They joined the Maharashtra Workers Union, but
acted on their own. In rage, they broke bootleggers’ alcohol-storage
pots, attacked alcoholic men with brooms, and beat their wives too.
They paraded men who molested women through the village on a
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donkey, festooned with a garland of footwear.45

After 1908, militant British suffragists used the tactic of dam-
aging or destroying property: they broke windows in posh London
shops, tore up turf in polo fields, and burned down empty build-
ings to “attack the secret idol of pro p e rt y.” Annie Kenney 
acknowledged the risk to human life in burning houses, but the
protesters made sure the buildings were empty. “Providence pro-
tected us,” they said: no one was killed in suffragist militant
actions.46 In 1977 Rochester Women Against Violence Against
Women chained and glued the doors of a cinema showing “snuff”
films. To protest thousands of kidnappings and disappearances in the
unending war, Lebanese women blocked Be i rut roads with burning
t i res in 1984. Hu n d reds of women built and burned barricades near
London in 1985 to obstruct a nuclear Cruise missile convoy.

Sabotage is usually a covert terrorist act, but after 1912, British
suffragists performed acts of sabotage like cutting telegraph wires.
In 1985 women from the peace encampment at Hunsrück, West
Ge r m a n y, sabotaged concrete used for construction at the
Hasselbach base. In 1987 Katya Komisaruk destroyed the comput-
er console for a missile guidance system at Vandenburg Air Force
Base. None of these acts injured anyone.

Women in China and Japan committed suicide to protest their
suffocating lives—the only form they were allowed. Such acts are
personal, but personal despair can arise from political powerless-
ness. Self-injury as a political act is tied to a cause outside the self
and expresses hope. Political suicides perform an act epitomizing
powerlessness in hope of forcing change. The most famous feminist
suicide is that of Emily Wilding Davison, who in 1913 threw her-
self in front of the British king’s horse, crying “Votes for women!”
Nhat Chi Mai, a Buddhist nun, protested the Vietnam War by writ-
ing to the United States government, “I offer my body as a torch /
to dissipate the dark,” then immolating herself.

Less final self-injuries, like fasts and hunger strikes, are also
rooted in hope. Hunger strikers like imprisoned suffrage militants
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in England and the United States, Ilwa women in Mauritius in
1978 and 1981, and eight Illinois women who fasted for thirty-six
days in 1982 for the Equal Rights Amendment wanted to force peo-
ple to see that women’s lack of social, economic, legal, and political
equality was a matter of life and death. Another risky act is putting
one’s body on the line by lying down in front of vehicles or on roads
or tracks. In the 1929 Ecuadorian railroad strikes, Tomasa Garcés
lay on railroad tracks to stop trains from leaving the station; in the
1940s Korean Louise Yim barred the doorway of her school to keep
Japanese soldiers from taking over the school: “You will have to run
a bayonet through me if you want to enter,” she said. Ordered to fix
bayonets, the soldiers eventually withdrew. The Indian women of
the “Chipko” movement risked violence from commercial lumber-
men when they hugged trees. 

Such acts do not always achieve their goal, and gains can be re-
tracted in the next generation, the next decade, or the next year. But
women’s actions often led to significant changes and to permanent
improvements in their lives—suffrage, removal of discriminatory
laws and customs, recognition that women are human. Women’s
protests significantly contributed to India’s achieving independence,
to the overthrow of the Marcos regime in the Philippines, and to
the ouster of military dictatorships in Argentina and Chile.
Women’s actions are a legacy that women and other disenfranchised
groups can draw on for courage and inspiration, a tradition of the
socially powerless exerting power.

Women are sometimes violent. They revolted in twelfth-centu-
ry Arab harems, in third- and eighteenth-century China; female ter-
rorists worked in China and Russia in the nineteenth century.47 In
the 1980s women made up half the terrorists on Interpol’s Wanted
list and dominated some terrorist organizations. The Baader-
Meinhof gang that terrorized Germany in the 1970s was 80 percent
female; the women were known to have better ideas, to be calmer
under pressure, and to be more intellectual than their male “leader,”
Andreas Baader. Ulrike Meinhof, its noted journalist leader, criti-
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cized Baader for keeping them constantly on the run without plan-
ning their next move. He spent his energy trying to control women
who could have organized the group without him. Yet the press,
unable to treat the women seriously, called one of them, Astrid
Proll, “The Gun Girl.”48

Dr. Margherita Cagol and her husband founded the Italian Red
Brigades; the Japanese Red Army is led by Fusako Shigenobu,
whom the press calls “The Red Queen of Terror.” Of thirty-five Red
Army Faction members in Hamburg, 80 percent are women; its last
leader, Inge Viett, is a former nursery-school teacher. Viett, on the
run since the 1970s, was twice imprisoned and escaped, once by
sawing through her cell bars. When two policemen approached her
in Paris, she shot them, killing one. In 1989 RAF blew up the direc-
tor of the Deutsche Bank. Nathalie Menigon (press name “The
Wild Beast of Terror”) and Joelle Aubron (who once wanted to be
a nun) were members of Action Directe, a French anti-NATO
group that was captured after killing Georges Besse, the head of
Renault. Susanne Albrecht, a lawyer’s daughter, was arrested in East
Germany in June 1990 for participating in the 1977 killing of her
godfather, Jurgen Ponto, head of the Dresdener Bank. And sweet-
faced Palestinian Leila Khaled, now a mother of two children,
hijacked two airplanes decades ago.

Antiterrorist police now consider women as likely as men to
plan and realize terrorist attacks, yet they still draw stereotypical
gender distinctions. Christian Lochte, an ex-judge who runs a sur-
veillance unit in a Hamburg federal internal security agency, says:
“Women shoot without hesitation, whereas men tend to think
about escape routes. In a terrorist group, it is the women who
organize things, who hold everything together. Men are good at
arranging the fine details of an operation, but women will figure out
safe houses, who to trust and how to run the daily life of the group.”
They are taken aback, however, by what they perceive as women’s
greater penchant for violence, their willingness to shoot and kill
even people they know well, and they hypothesize that women have
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to prove themselves in a way men do not. Perhaps. But I suspect
these men have no inkling of the rage inflaming the hearts of a sex
that is belittled even as it expresses that anger in an ultimate way.

Feminist Accomplishments in Law and Politics

Law, a seemingly impersonal arbiter of human affairs, is in fact not
impersonal at all. Supposedly a tool to achieve justice, it is not con-
cerned with justice (as many jurists have pointed out); rather, it
delineates the rights or privileges of the elite. This bias is true every-
where. Even in small-scale societies, social control fields are almost
always sexually differentiated.49 Men in gathering-hunting societies
rarely use physical force on women, but they have other “legal”
means to control them. For example, Luo members of an inde-
pendent African Church in Kampala intimidate women, force them
to confess before the group, and limit their access to property.50

Women may be prevented from obtaining legal redress: rules pin-
pointing situations particular to women combine with lack of
access to the courts to control them. 

Thus, to obtain a hearing at law is a major accomplishment for
women. Law alone cannot transform a patriarchal into an egalitar-
ian society; feminists must continually struggle to educate and com-
pel compliance. But without laws asserting equality, women can
only plead, persuade, and pressure. Law, vital in feminist struggle,
was the first area feminists sought to change. 

The ultimate arbiter of law in the United States, the Supreme
Court, generally reflects mainstream opinion. Illuminated by fem-
inist ideas and moved by feminist pressure, the court made some
landmark decisions after 1964. To fathom the groundbreaking
nature of the new decisions, one should recall that, as recently as
1961, the United States Supreme Court justified the categorical
exemption of women from jury service by invoking woman’s place
at the “center of home and family life.”51

An inspiring feature of egalitarian movements is that the
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achievements of one oppressed group benefit others. Nineteenth-
century American white women, still tacking their cause onto oth-
ers’ pursuits, first walked out of the house and onto the platform
from an urgent wish to abolish slavery. Fighting for abolition gave
them confidence; men’s hostility to women on platforms gave
women the impetus to fight for themselves. Demanding the right to
be treated as human beings, they contributed significantly to the
liberation of slaves in the United States. In the twentieth century,
African Americans fighting for the right to be treated as human
beings returned the favor, contributing significantly to the libera-
tion of women in the United States. African American activism
prompted passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which provided
the foundation for many challenges of laws upholding the double
sexual standard. 

The struggle began when the Civil War ended and whites in the
south (and later, the north) formed vigilante groups to keep black
Americans subordinate. Of many such groups, the largest and old-
est, the Ku Klux Klan, held a special animus for teachers in black or
integrated schools, intimidating, beating, or even killing them.
Women teachers (black, white, north and south) heroically faced
the KKK. Mrs. Baldwin, a teacher who came to a southern town in
1868, could not find a place to live because the KKK had threat-
ened local families. It mailed her “vile books and pictures,” threat-
ening to kill her if she did not leave town. It did murder Julia
Hayden, a seventeen-year-old black teacher in charge of a freed-
men’s school in Tennessee.52 Teachers still went south.

In 1909 black militants like Ida B. Wells and Ma ry Churc h
Te r rell, along with white pro g re s s i ves like Jane Addams, Ma ry W h i t e
Ovington, and Lillian Wald, formed the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to end lynching.
They worked courageously and untiringly, using nonviolent direct
action techniques: educating people by publicizing lynching stories,
mounting demonstrations, investigating riots, bringing legal suits
on behalf of victims, and indefatigably pressing for antilynching
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laws. The NAACP worked with the National Association of
Colored Women led by Mary Talbert, who also formed the Anti-
lynching Crusaders, bringing together Zona Gale, Florence Kelly,
Grace Nail Johnson, and Alice Dunbar Nelson to wage a publicity
campaign in national newspapers and periodicals “until not a single
person who reads the daily press shall be ignorant of the fact that we
are the only country that burns human beings at the stake.” 

Whites hurt by the Great Depression of 1929 scapegoated
blacks: the lynching rate doubled in 1930. In response, Jessie
Daniel Ames founded the Association of Southern Women for the
Prevention of Lynching, which became expert in pressuring the
press as well as sheriffs, state senators, and governors dependent on
local votes, including those of women. On several occasions this
group thwarted lynchings by mustering the press and law officers
when they received early warning of mobs forming. One woman
alone changed the thinking of many whites about blacks: from
1925 to 1966 Lillian Smith wrote essays, speeches, and articles in
the Chicago Defender and a popular novel, Strange Fruit, about a
black-white relationship (Billie Holiday recorded the song of the
same name). Smith taught whites that racism, not Negroes, was the
problem and that it profoundly injured both blacks and whites.

The Fifteenth Amendment guaranteed black men the right to
vote; the Nineteenth enfranchised all women. But the Klan or other
groups denied African Americans the vote in the south. In the
1940s Moranda Smith, the first woman regional director for an
international union in the south, fought this curb by “teaching
workers how to negotiate the registration process” and leading
groups “to the courthouse to demand the right to vote.” Her col-
leagues called her “a striking spark of the union spirit that set thou-
sands of workers into militant motion for labor’s cause.”53 Smith
was fair game for Klan persecution. The risk of challenging white
structures was immeasurably greater for blacks than whites, even in
the 1960s, after law and public opinion had succeeded in reducing
the number of lynchings. 
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Fannie Lou Hamer expected to be killed. Born in 1917, she work-
ed on a plantation in Ruleville, Mississippi, for over eighteen years but
was fired after she began working as field secre t a ry for the St u d e n t
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). In 1964 she lost a
race for Congress but became vice-chair of the Mississippi Fre e d o m
Democratic Pa rty (MFDP) delegation to the Democratic Na t i o n a l
C o n vention in Atlantic City. It became her route to unexpected fame.
Mi s s i s s i p p i’s Democratic Pa rty completely ignored its black citize n s .
Hamer and Aaron He n ry, vice-chairs of a black Mississipian delega-
tion, we re determined to publicize the fact that the delegation sent to
the Democratic National Convention re p resented less than half
Mi s s i s s i p p i’s residents. Ha m e r, Annie Devine, and Victoria Gr a y
Adams challenged the seating of the Mississippi delegation at the 1964
Democratic National Convention. Testifying before the cre d e n t i a l s
committee, Hamer told of trying to register to vote and being beaten
for it in Winona, Mississippi, in 1963. Speaking simply and mov i n g-
l y, she educated the entire nation. The MFDP rejected Hu b e rt
Hu m p h re y’s insulting proposal of two votes in the regular delegation
and was not seated at the convention. Neither this failure nor know-
ing that, returning home, they would face the Klan crushed Ha m e r,
who ruminated, “You can kill a man, but you can’t kill ideas. Cause
that idea’s going to be transferred from one generation till, after awhile,
if it’s not too late for all of us, we’ll be fre e . ”

The next year the MFDP challenged the state’s all-white con-
g ressional delegation. The campaign, known as Mi s s i s s i p p i
Challenge, led to passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Morton
Stavis, a white civil rights lawyer, compiled and presented to
Congress evidence of civil rights abuse in Mississippi; in 1966, with
three other lawyers, he founded the Center for Constitutional
Rights. The Mississippi action totally changed the make-up of
Democratic Pa rty conventions, which now feature a brilliant rainbow.
Hamer courageously faced continual threats from the Klan and its
sympathizers until she died of natural causes in 1977, having helped
transform a failure into a freedom. 

T H E H I S T O R Y O F F E M I N I S M

• 4 1 7 •



By participating in southern civil rights activism in the 1960s,
some whites shared the suffering inflicted by the Klan on thousands
of blacks. Whites Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner were
m u rd e red along with black James Chaney in Ph i l a d e l p h i a ,
Mississippi, in 1964; Viola Liuzzo, mother of five childre n ,
marched in Montgomery to protest the Alabama state policy of
denying voter rights. She was shot and killed by Klansmen on
March 25, 1965, as she shuttled marchers in her car between
Montgomery and Selma. But whites and blacks often conflicted
within the civil rights struggle. White men tended to take over,
without necessarily understanding the pressures on southern blacks,
and to take credit for the accomplishments of the campaign. Black
men responded by forming new organizations and excluding
whites.

Black and white men both impeded female solidarity. Men
derided women who challenged the sexual division of work and
excluded them from leadership roles and a voice in the intellectual
side of movement work—in both the civil rights and the antiwar
campaigns. White women in the civil rights movement inspired
feminism in some white men, but their presence created a deep rift
with black women and caused tensions between black men and
black women.54 Most white women in the movement were middle
class, privileged compared with blacks. Organizing gave them con-
fidence and a sense of political efficacy. Southern black women were
far more likely than white women to be brutalized by the police and
jailed. Inspired by their tough, hardworking, activist mothers, they
resented white women’s racial insulation from the more dangerous
and dehumanizing aspects of the movement. 

This tension was exacerbated by black men’s behavior. They
made sexual advances to white women, accusing them of racism if
they refused. If they accepted, black women accused them of
betraying their sisters. Black women’s anger became a powerful
force within SNCC, creating a barrier that sisterhood could not
transcend. Black women already felt cruelly torn between the male-
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dominated civil rights movement and white-dominated feminism,
while white women felt belittled by all—mainly by white northern
New Leftists. In time, each group created a separate movement. 

Civil rights agitation initiated in the 1950s intensified in the
1960s and led to passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This
significant comprehensive law is divided into eleven main titles.55

Two titles deal with voting rights and desegregation in public facil-
ities: Title V set up a Commission on Civil Rights; Title VII listed
practices prohibited to employers and labor unions, obliged the fed-
eral government to set up an “affirmative” program of equal
employment opportunity for all workers and job applicants, and
created an Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC)
to monitor compliance with the law. The act had outlawed discrim-
ination by race, color, religion, and national origin until
Representative Howard Smith of Virginia added sex, hoping to
defeat it (joking that the addition would guarantee every woman’s
right to a husband). Martha Griffiths of Michigan and other
congresswomen rose in support of the bill, and conservatives,
counting on the inclusion of sexual equality to cause the whole bill
to fail, also supported it. It passed. 

When the EEOC began operating in the summer of 1965, it
expected virtually all complaints to come from blacks, but in the
first year, 25 percent came from white women. To handle them, the
commission and the courts had to analyze female job categories and
work patterns closely. A section of Title VII, women’s greatest tool
in achieving equality, required employers who wanted to define job
categories by sex to show that sex was a “bona fide occupational
qualification,” not just a traditional one. 

By 1968 American feminism was fully in the public eye. In
1971 the Supreme Court held that laws treating women and men
differently might violate the constitution. In a landmark case, Reed
v. Re e d, the court used the Equal Protection Clause of the
Fourteenth Amendment to assert that state legislatures cannot 
penalize people for their sex without a reasonable explanation for
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different treatment.56 Sally Reed sued her estranged husband for the
right to manage her dead son’s estate. They were Idaho residents,
and Idaho law preferred male relatives to manage a deceased per-
son’s estate—men were named administrators automatically. Reed
held that this practice violated her rights under the Equal Protec-
tion clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The court asked a 
question it never asked before feminism arose: What is the rational
relationship between sex and the law’s purpose? The state had not
compared the Reeds’ relative abilities to manage the property; it
privileged men as a convenient way to end disputes. The court
found this custom to be an arbitrary distinction based on sex and a
violation of the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection clause.
It was the first application of the Fourteenth Amendment to
women, the first major constitutional bar to discrimination by sex
by legislatures, and the first legal treatment of women held account-
able to constitutional principles. 

In 1972 and 1978 the Civil Rights Act was amended to give the
EEOC substantial new powers and responsibilities. In 1978
C o n g ress passed the Pregnancy Discrimination Act, enlarging the
definition of sex to include pre g n a n c y, childbirth, or related medical
conditions. The EEOC was willing to acknowledge that sexual har-
assment is a form of sex discrimination, but the term was not
defined. For example, posting pictures of naked or seminaked
women in a workplace did not qualify as harassment until 1991,
when Judge Howell Melton of the Federal District Court in
Jacksonville, Florida, held that maintaining “a boy’s club atmos-
p h e re”—an unrelenting “visual assault on the sensibilities of female
w o rk e r s”—constituted harassment.5 7 But this case was brought by
the feminist NOW Legal Defense and Education Fund, not by the
EEOC, which as a government agency reflects government attitudes
and policies. The EEOC never endorsed the concept of comparable
w o rth. Republican administrations do not fight sexism; under
Reagan and Bush I the exe c u t i ve branch systematically undermined
the EEOC by failing to appoint personnel and by cutting funding. 
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In the classical republican tradition, political identity was not a
right but a purchase. Men bought citizenship through property
ownership and military duty. In the United States, male, but not
female, citizens owe the state military service. Men need not actually
p e rform that service: the existence of the obligation confers status.
Women served as nurses in the armed forces, but did not make up
substantial numbers of the military until the Second World War,
when the services set up women’s sections. Accepting volunteers
who fit narrow guidelines and exempting them from combat, the
armed forces limited women’s numbers and their rank (until 1967
no woman could hold a command position), and granted them
fewer benefits than men of the same rank. During the Vietnam War,
these restrictions were modified slightly, and in 1976 West Point,
Annapolis, and the Air Force Academy admitted women. 

In 1980 President Jimmy Carter recommended re s u m i n g
s e l e c t i ve service registration in peacetime, requiring women as
well as men to re g i s t e r. The ensuing debate, occurring simultane-
ously with debate over the Equal Rights Amendment, exposed
male legislators’ urgent need for a double standard. They did not
object to women in the military, but feared that treating the sexe s
equally in draft registration would force equal treatment else-
w h e re .5 8 They finally passed the Mi l i t a ry Se l e c t i ve Se rvice Act of
1980, ordering peacetime draft registration for men but not
women. Men challenged this law, claiming it denied them the
equal protection by law guaranteed by the Fifth Amendment. In
1981 the Su p reme Court upheld the law in Rostker v. Go l d b e r g,
almost entirely because women we re excluded from combat,
without questioning the reasons for or the wisdom of the bar.
Legal historian Leo Kanowitz pointed out that excluding women
f rom combat (which is the usual practice) implies that men
a re less precious than women. As a point of comparison,
in Israel, women are drafted but limited to noncombat assign-
m e n t s and are sometimes not given weapons; in the former Soviet
Union, most servicewomen were nurses or administrators.
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In 1989 Roberta Achtenberg and Clare Migden, self-declared
lesbians, were elected to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors
(city council), and Dale McCormick became the first declared les-
bian elected to the State Senate of Maine. Lesbians are being elect-
ed to head mixed gay groups as well—some claim because the AIDS
epidemic has killed off gay male leaders and women are filling a
void. Perhaps lesbians’ support of men in the AIDS struggle has
won them gay male loyalty,59 or perhaps the AIDS crisis has moved
gay men closer to women’s values. The two groups (insofar as they
are coherent) have in the past been divided by different agendas:
men were more concerned with sexual liberation and creating
power bases; women focused more on social issues like child cus-
tody and care or women’s health. Now both groups are urgently
concerned with social issues and health care.

On the issue of peace, a gender gap has appeared in the polit-
ical realm: in 1964–65, as the United States started to build a sig-
nificant force in Vietnam, polls showed a gap of 12 points between
the sexes on the use of military force. As Bush took the country into
the Gulf War, the gap was 25 points. To the question “Shall the
United States attack Iraqi forces in Kuwait?” men answered 48 per-
cent against and 48 percent for; women were opposed by 73 per-
cent to 22 percent.60 But the gender gap has yet to suffice to win an
election for a liberal administration, make women 50 percent of
governing bodies, or keep the United States out of war or “police
actions.” In New Zealand, self-declared lesbian legislator Marilyn
Waring brought down the government and her own party in June
1984 by persuading her country to refuse to permit nuclear sub-
marines to refuel there. She prepared the ground for 1999, when
Prime Minister Helen Clarke, the head of the Labor Party, led a
coalition of center-left parties, including the Green Party.

Women dared to express their commitment to peace in
“Women Strike for Peace” (WSP) in 1961. The 1930s American
“Red Scare” went on until the fall of communism: capitalist inter-
ests dictated suppression of all dissent. In the 1950s (as in 1990–91
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and in 2002–3), peace movements were seen as dissent, and people
who deplored aggression as suspect. Government bodies like the
House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) and the
Senate Internal Security Subcommittee interrogated members of
peace organizations, trying to smell out communists. Women’s non-
hierarchical methods generated a hugely successful action, yet pro-
tected women from political persecution. For HUAC, opposing war
or nuclear testing was radical; it commandeered membership lists of
“radical” groups in order to intimidate the populace. 

Five Washington, DC, women, appalled at the arms race in
both the capitalist United States and the socialist Soviet Union,
joined SANE, the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy, a highly
structured male-dominated group opposed to the arms race.61 In
1960 the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee ordered Nobel
Laureate physicist Linus Pauling, who opposed nuclear testing, to
reveal the names of the scientists who collected signatures on an
antinuclear petition. Nervous SANE leaders began their own inter-
nal Red hunt, expelling communists and communist sympathizers.
The women—Dagmar Wilson, Jeanne Bagby, Folly Fodor, Eleanor
Garst, and Margaret Russell—were already frustrated by SANE’s
slow reactions to international crises and the men’s reluctance to
deal with “mother’s issues” like milk contamination from radioac-
tive fallout in nuclear tests. Upset by SANE’s “Red Hunt” and con-
vinced that no political body on earth cared about human life, they
sought a way to call attention to the moral dimensions of the
nuclear arms race. Remembering British women’s marches at Alder-
marston and civil rights sit-ins, they decided on a strike.

Their approach was to call friends and acquaintances across the
country, spreading their idea in “female” style networking. The
women they called contacted others, directly or by telephone.
Women dug out Christmas card lists and sent chain letters. Within
a year, the idea of a one-day strike for peace had become a national
women’s movement, with local chapters in sixty communities and
offices in ten cities. From the first, the WSP was a nonhierarchical
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participatory network of activists whose greatest strength was the
Washington founders’ willingness to let each group act in ways that
best suited its constituency. The women returned this confidence
with trust and admiration. Knowing the dangers of keeping lists,
they kept none. As an unforeseen benefit, the WSP could never
accurately gauge its numbers, so its legend grew even when its
membership did not. But on November 1, 1961, about 50,000
women in over sixty cities across the country left their kitchens and
offices for a day to strike for peace. The demonstration and their
demand—“End the Arms Race, Not the Human Race”—created a
sensation across the country.

The WSP celebrated its first annive r s a ry the follow i n g
November, a month after the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. Confident
and with a sense of urgency, it planned new protests. But in early
December HUAC subpoenaed Dagmar Wilson, the national WSP
spokeswoman, and thirteen women peace activists from the New
York metropolitan area, three of whom had not even been part of
the WSP. The surveillance establishment and right-wing press had
from the beginning recognized what the Rand Corporation called
the WSP’s potential “to impact on military policies.” The FBI had
put the WSP under surveillance from its first public planning meet-
ing in Washington in October 1961.

Days after HUAC summonses began to arrive, about fifty New
York area “key women” held an emergency meeting and decided to
support any woman summoned before HUAC, whatever her past
or present affiliations, if she supported the WSP’s position oppos-
ing both Russian and American nuclear policies. It would support
the three women not in the WSP, if they wished, along with the
WSP women. In sharp contrast to SANE in 1960, the WSP refused
to isolate or criticize any woman for her affiliations or conduct at
the hearing. This decision “not to cower” before the committee or
to conduct internal purges, but to respect each woman’s right to act
for peace and to conduct herself according to the dictates of her
conscience, was courageous in that period. 
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The politically unknown but savvy WSP leaders understood
that, if HUAC was to succeed, it needed press support for its tactics
of intimidation and persecution. They saw the hearing as a war
between the sexes in which female common sense, openness,
humor, hope, and naiveté fought male rigidity, solemnity, suspi-
cion, and dark theories of conspiracy and subversion. In December
1962, in the Old House Office Building of the United States
C o n g ress, a hearing was held to determine the extent of
Communist Party infiltration into “the so-called ‘peace movement’
in a manner and to a degree affecting the national security.” It last-
ed three days, during which, for the first time, HUAC was belittled
with humor and treated to a dose of its own moral superiority.
Instead of refusing to testify, like radicals and civil libertarians of the
1950s, large numbers of the WSP participants volunteered to
“talk.” About one hundred women telegraphed Representative
Francis Walter, the HUAC chair, offering to come to Washington
to tell all about their movement. (The offers were refused.) This
original WSP tactic exposed the committee’s real intent—to smear
those it chose to investigate, not to get information. At the hearings,
the women captured the sympathy and support of much of the
national media and strengthened the movement instead of destroy-
ing it. A typical newspaper account read: 

The dreaded House Un-American Activities Committee
met its Waterloo this week. It tangled with 500 irate
women. They laughed at it. Kleig lights glared, television
cameras whirred, and 50 reporters scribbled notes while
babies cried and cooed during the fantastic inquisition.

When the first woman headed to the witness table, the
crowd rose silently to its feet. The irritated Chairman Clyde
Doyle of California outlawed standing. They applauded the
next witness and Doyle outlawed clapping. Then they took to
running out to kiss the witness . . . Fi n a l l y, each woman as she
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was called was met and handed a huge bouquet. By then
Doyle was a beaten man. By the third day the crowd was 
giving standing ovations to the heroines with impunity.6 2

In Thirty Years of Treason, Eric Bentley wrote: “In the 1960s a
new generation came to life. As far as HUAC is concerned, it began
with Women Strike for Peace.” And in 1970, Science reported that
“Wiesner [Jerome Wiesner, Kennedy’s science adviser] gave the
major credit for moving President Kennedy toward the limited Test
Ban Treaty of 1963, not to arms controllers inside the government
but to the Women Strike for Peace and to SANE and Linus
Pauling.” 

The WSP used Friedan’s “feminine mystique” to legitimate
women’s right to a voice on foreign and military policy, just as
eighteenth-century women used the concept of Republican moth-
erhood to justify their demand for female education, and nine-
teenth-century women used the cult of true womanhood to legiti-
mate their work in antebellum reform movements. Accepting the
confines of a traditional female role, facing HUAC with courage,
candor, and wit, WSP raised women’s sense of political power and
self-esteem. The WSP-HUAC hearing is a monument to coura-
geous, principled women unafraid to take a stand against Cold War
paranoia. But despite (or because of ) women’s success in making
HUAC and what it stood for look foolish, men have consigned the
event to oblivion. 

Accomplishments in Conditions of Work

The number of women in medicine, law, and management has
grown by 300 to 400 percent since the early 1970s. But the fact that
women now make up more than half of the American workforce
has not changed the stereotype of working husband and home-
bound wife. Since women almost always also rear children and
maintain the home, their contribution to society is greater than
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men’s. Moreover, men’s participation in the workforce is gradually
dropping as women’s rises sharply.

One group of women is leaving the workforce: in the United
States, because more women are in universities and colleges, 73 per-
cent of women between the ages of twenty and twenty-four worked
in 1985, compared with 71.8 percent in October 1990. Many find
the pay offered in expanding areas of work (often under $8 an hour)
insufficient to cover child care. Of the 58 million married women
living with a husband, 51.7 percent work outside the home—
almost 60 percent of those with children under six, and 75 percent
of those with older children. Counting those both with and with-
out male support, 52 percent of women with children under one
year old work outside the home. In Sweden, which has government-
financed child care, over 80 percent of women aged twenty-five to
fifty-four work outside the home; the figure is 74 percent in the
United States.63

Feminism has made it more difficult for male employers to
claim that women are unreliable workers because of pregnancy and
child-rearing. Indeed, studies of women in military service show
that female soldiers, despite menstruation or pregnancy, miss fewer
days on duty than males, are less often absent without leave, and get
into less trouble with drinking or drugs. Yet many male officers
resent them, fearing men will lose their solidarity. They cite an old
army saying: “Soldiers don’t fight for their country, they fight for
their friends.” (They seem to believe men and women cannot be
friends.) Men spend less time together because married soldiers live
with their spouses. One general has acknowledged that women’s
presence has transformed the military.

Since the mid-1970s, working-class women have become more
radicalized, profoundly altering the organizational and ideological
balance of the feminist movement. Some commentators find this
assertiveness a mixed blessing because, when any group dominates,
the focus narrows.64 Many American feminists opposed directing
women’s energies to passing the Equal Rights Amendment, since
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campaigns for equality help middle-class women, often to the detri-
ment of working-class women. When working-class women take
over, the agenda tilts toward economic projects. 

In the 1970s Canadian working-class women fought for limit-
ed practical goals—equal pay and training, getting women hired in
nontraditional jobs—which meant tackling the issue of sexual
harassment. Mothers over twenty-five began entering the workforce
and unions in dramatically greater numbers. To cut costs, the gov-
ernment downgraded working conditions for professional women
like nurses and teachers, who increasingly turned to unions and
professional associations for support. Hoping “affirmative action”
would be cheaper and easier than writing, passing, and enforcing
rigorous equal value laws, the government and organized labor
made propaganda stars of the few women who worked in heavy
industry (rail, steel, mining, manufacturing, and forest products)
and were members of male-dominated heavy industrial unions,
ignoring the fact that unions, socialist feminists, and women job-
hunters had had to campaign to overcome employers’ opposition to
hiring women in such jobs. 

Sexual harassment, an explosive issue for working-class people,
is unlike other “women’s issues”—daycare, equal pay, and materni-
ty leave. It exposes men’s deep unacknowledged hatred of women.
Women are harassed not just by supervisors but by fellow workers.
When a supervisor harasses a woman, the act has a class dimension:
the man is telling her that she holds her job at his pleasure, empha-
sizing her inferiority to him in both class (or position) and sex. Male
workers’ running comments on women’s sexuality, appearance, and
incompetence express hate, tacitly threaten rape or battery, and
appropriate a woman’s sexuality. Supervisors tell a woman she is
there at his will; fellow workers tell women they do not belong there
at all. 

Sexual harassment reinforces male solidarity across class lines,
even if all the men in a workplace do not participate or witness in
silence. It splinters working-class solidarity by dividing men and
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women, and strengthens elite or upper-class domination. This fac-
tor is important in understanding why governments foster sexual
sadism toward women. Ruling classes are always small; working
classes, large. To control the majority, the minority must divide it by
sex, color, or any other trait. Men who challenge women for acqui-
escing in male domination should ponder their long submission to
this divisive technique. 

Ad vanced capitalist economies—Canadian, American, and
European—are being transformed, seemingly permanently. New
technology and “deindustrialization” (moving industry to other
parts of the globe) take work from growing numbers of Westerners
of all ages, sectors, and levels of skill and education. The move of
industry leaves behind ghostly cities, unemployed masses, and eco-
nomic and emotional depression. Employers who remain are often
high-handed and treat their workers poorly.65

Women office workers must trade off their wages, lower than
factory wages, for “clean” jobs that let them wear nice clothes and
claim status. Secretaries may have as much education as their male
bosses, yet are slotted into a female occupation that allows their
male bosses to treat them like servants. An important development
for working women was the formation of Local 925 of the Service
Employees’ International Union. Women in banking and insurance
companies in cities like Cleveland, Boston, and Washington, DC,
have organized to deal with sex discrimination and poor treatment
in offices.66 At first, organizers formed groups to negotiate solutions
piecemeal. This process proved unsatisfactory and they eventually
affiliated with the Service Employees International Union as Nine
to Five: The National Association of Working Women, District 925
of the Service Employees International Union. Nine to Five has
12,000 members and the union, 50,000, almost all women. The
movie Nine to Five inspired women across the country to form 
similar but independent groups like Women Em p l oyed and
Working Women.67

Few clerical workers are unionized, but women form vital net-
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works at work, which some believe do not challenge managerial
authority but perpetuate and ease women’s “adjustment to a stuck
situation.”68 Others think these networks can potentially create sol-
idarity in opposition to management. Using “feminine” modes like
gossip about family life, secretaries create a “world which male 
bosses . . . cannot penetrate, thus allowing women to get away with
doing . . . things that cannot be controlled.”69

Unions like Nine to Fi ve and the Coalition of Labor Un i o n
Women help women discover their own feminism. Ei g h t e e n
months after the Textile Wo rkers Union of America won bargain-
ing rights in a National Labor Relations Board election, workers at
the Oneita Knitting Mills in South Carolina struck. The strike last-
ed from Ja n u a ry to June 1973, though the national boycott that
accompanied it was never widely know n .70 But the strike succeed-
ed because of black solidarity, white cooperation, and male sup-
p o rt—a rare occurrence in labor union history. The character of
the thousand-strong Oneita workers had changed: new work e r s
we re mostly black, yo u n g e r, and more militant than earlier gener-
ations (85 percent we re female, 75 percent we re black, and the
strike committee was 50 percent black and about 75 perc e n t
female). Strikes in small southern towns can challenge the entire
p ower stru c t u re of the community, where factory owners, political
leaders, and church leaders are all extraordinarily influential. In
Oneita, black women challenged the power stru c t u re of their
c o m m u n i t y, got help, and won. They we re strongly supported by
the black community, especially political leaders and clergy, and by
u n i o n i zed work e r s — St e e l w o rkers, Rubber Wo rkers, Retail Wo rk-
ers, and Fu r n i t u re Wo rkers from nearby communities. Some of
these unions we re mostly black; others we re racially mixed. So m e
of On e i t a’s black union activists had worked in the southern civil
rights movement, where they had gained political experience 
and ties to sympathetic blacks and whites, both local and statewide.

The 1976 boycott of J.P. St e vens, a textile manufacture r, drew
m o re attention and support than any other except the United Fa r m
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Wo rkers in 1989–90.7 1 For forty years, the Textile Wo rkers Un i o n
and its fore ru n n e r, the Textile Wo rkers Organizing Committee, tried
to organize the work f o rce (about half female and 25–30 perc e n t
black) at St e vens mills in No rth and South Carolina. It agitated at
the Roanoke Rapids, No rth Carolina, plant in the 1940s, 1950s,
1960s, and 1970s, and finally won an election in 1974. Wo rkers felt
that St e vens violated labor laws, discriminated against women and
blacks, maintained poor health and safety conditions, and paid
women poorly. Because St e vens owned plants all over the south and
simply transferred work from a struck plant, striking was useless
unless all the plants cooperated. And St e vens was extremely tough in
negotiations. One rank-and-file woman, Crystal Lee Jo rdan (later
Sutton), took the lead at the Roanoke Rapids plant and urged an
unusual route—a consumer boycott. It was hugely successful: work-
ers at ten St e vens plants won collective bargaining agre e m e n t s .

When an inexperienced man was hired as loan officer at $700 a
month at the Citizen’s Bank of Willmar, Minnesota, the women in
the bank were outraged.72 Female tellers started at $400–$500 a
month, with no overtime pay, and were rarely promoted. The
women filed charges of sex discrimination with the EEOC.73 In
December 1977 eight women went on strike. The Willmar Eight
action was the first strike against a bank in Minnesota history and
it so upset the owners that they sold the bank. The strike went on
for a long time and permanently altered the women’s lives: towns-
people felt threatened by it; husbands, relatives, and friends grew
angry with the women, who were not hired by the new bank own-
ers. But by arousing fears of similar action in other banks (especial-
ly after a documentary made about the strike was shown across the
country), these women influenced banking policy. The action trans-
formed them into committed feminists/unionists, supported by
women’s and union groups across the nation. 

The city of San José, California, paid jobs dominated by women
18 percent less than jobs dominated by men, even though both cat-
egories had the same number of evaluation points (equal skill or
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training).74 After this discrepancy was verified by an outside con-
sultant, the American Federation of State, County and Municipal
Employees (AFSCME) tried to negotiate the inequity. San José’s
female mayor and the mainly female city council resisted the union,
which, after six months, filed charges with the EEOC, charging that
the city used segregated job classifications to underpay workers. In
July 1981 Local 101 of the AFSCME went on strike. Nine days
later, over 800 workers, 70 percent of them women, won $1.5 mil-
lion in restitution, plus regular pay increases of 15.5 percent. This
strike is notable for two reasons: the men in a mixed local strongly
supported the women, even though only 30 percent of the bargain-
ing unit was female; and the union dealt successfully with a techni-
cal legal issue—comparable worth.

African American Women

African American and African-British women often feel excluded or
slighted by white feminists, but black and white feminists in the
United States have also worked together for their mutual benefit.
However, African American women emerge from a different histor-
ical and social context from Euro American women and they face a
more excruciating problem. Euro American women are tied to men
who are unambiguously either part of the problem or part of the
solution. But black men in the United States are so severely subju-
gated and exploited that they live virtually as a colonized population
and, some believe, are being exterminated. This dire situation sig-
nificantly influences the attitudes of black women. 

Many African Americans are mired in a pove rty that is impossi-
ble to ove rcome because of discrimination: they cannot get decent
jobs or move to certain neighborhoods. Poor schools offer poor edu-
cation, which leads to low-paid jobs or unemployment, and a cyc l e
of hopelessness sets in. After the Su p reme Court decreed segre g a t e d
schools illegal in 1954 (the Brow n decision), the south integrated its
schools fairly successfully. But in almost all northern cities, more
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black students attended de facto segregated schools (with 90–100
p e rcent black enrollment) after the decision than before it.7 5

Mo re ove r, educated black inner-city men do not get better-paying
jobs as educated white inner-city men do. A study of ten urban ghet-
tos showed educated black men no more likely to get jobs than 
uneducated; in some, they we re more likely to be unemploye d .7 6

African American women have struggled to maintain their fam-
ilies and their community despite these obstacles, both raising and
supporting their children. During the 1930s they organized neigh-
borhood “Housewives Leagues” in Chicago, Baltimore, Wash-
ington, Detroit, Harlem, and Cleveland to boycott white shops that
excluded blacks from clerical and sales positions. “Don’t Buy Where
You Can’t Work” boycotts gained an estimated 75,000 jobs for
blacks and had “an economic impact comparable to that of the
CIO’s organizing efforts, and second only to government jobs as a
new source of openings.”77 During the Second World War, black
people were given limited opportunities in defense work—the per-
centage of black women employed in industry grew from 6.5 to 18
percent—but in low-paying, low-skill jobs. Blacks were barred from
clerical and sales jobs until the 1960s.78

Because “white America” sees many African Americans in pove r-
t y, it fails to re a l i ze the size of the black middle and elite classes that
a rose in the late nineteenth century. Ni n e t e e n t h - c e n t u ry black
female philanthropists used a rhetoric of “racial uplift,” based on the
notion that oppressed groups are responsible for their oppre s s i o n
and must “improve” themselves (a message today of Louis
Farrakhan). In this climate, many blacks we re educated and achieve d
p rosperity and confidence. These we re the African Americans who
launched the Civil Rights Movement, using strategies of nonviolent
d i rect confrontation—sitting-in at lunch counters, staging mass
demonstrations, boycotting public transportation, taking “f re e d o m
rides,” and registering to vote. Malcolm X re vo l u t i o n i zed African
American thinking in the early 1960s by re valorizing black iden-
t i t y.7 9 He created a new discourse, bringing terms like Black, Afro
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American, and African American into widespread use. “Bl a c k”
became a new political-class identity when black nationalism grew
s t rong enough to inspire mass resistance. Such organizations we re
not sex-segregated, but their official leaders we re all male.

In disproportionately large numbers, women became the back-
bone of local organizations. A woman, Ella Baker, ran Martin
Luther King Jr.’s campaign of peaceful protest and helped found the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.80 Older working-
class women, “mamas,” inspired and supported younger workers,
black, white, male, and female; they fed and housed civil rights
workers, risking their jobs and sometimes their lives. Fannie Lou
Hamer, Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and hosts of other black
women stood on the front lines of the Black Power movement.
Black men formed the SNCC and the Black Panther Party (BPP).
The Panthers, an international revolutionary organization focused
on self-help and pride in race and heritage (“Black is Beautiful”),
taught that Africans in the United States were colonized people. If
some members planned terrorist actions against oppression, they
never carried them out. Mainly they initiated self-help programs
like feeding black children. The government immediately acted to
suppress the new movement.

J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI infiltrated King’s inner circle and perse-
cuted him with threats and intimidations. But he did not stop and
he was murdered. Although there is no proof the FBI killed him, by
1967 Hoover considered the Panthers, not organized crime or the
Communist Party, the greatest threat to “national security.” A 1970
top-secret Special Report for President Nixon called the Panthers
“the most active and dangerous black extremist group in the Unit-
ed States.” The government worried less about its “hard-core mem-
bers” (estimated at about 800) than the respect in which blacks held
it: “A recent poll indicates that approximately 25 per cent of the
black population has a great respect for the BPP, including 43 per
cent of blacks under 21 years of age.”81 It set up Cointelpro, a
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counter-intelligence program, “to expose, disrupt, misdirect, dis-
credit or otherwise neutralize the activities of black nationalist hate-
type organizations and groupings, their leadership, spokesmen,
membership and support e r s . ”8 2 It spread false rumors about
Panther leaders and forged letters implicating them in robbing the
p a rty tre a s u ry, informing for pay, holding secret Swiss bank
accounts, and having affairs with white women.

Cointelpro tapped phones, monitored shipments of The Black
Panther, and infiltrated meetings, rallies, and headquarters. It assas-
sinated twenty-eight Panthers in eighteen months in the late 1960s.
Before dawn on December 4, 1969, the FBI induced the Illinois
State Attorney’s office to send police to a Chicago apartment where
some Panther leaders were staying. They fired multiple rounds into
the apartment, killing two leaders, Fred Hampton and Mark Clark,
in their sleep and wounding four others. John Kifner, of the New
York Times Chicago bureau, the first reporter at the scene, verified
that what was described as a fierce exchange of gunfire was a unilat-
eral police barrage—only one shot was fired from Hampton’s apart-
ment.83 Most shots were aimed at the inside corners of the room
holding the beds. Hampton’s bodyguard, William O’Neal, an FBI
infiltrator, had given the FBI a floor plan of the apartment; an
autopsy revealed he had also given Hampton a sleeping drug the
night before the raid. Government agencies mobilized to destroy
the Black Panthers simply because of their potential to muster sub-
stantial social or political force.84 Julia Cade of the American Civil
Liberties Union (ACLU) National Prison Project counts at least fif-
teen former Black Panthers still in jail. The rest are dead. The party
was wiped out within a decade.

Legal codes adopted during and after slavery were aimed pri-
marily at black men, as the main threat to the existing “system” of
white domination. Unemployment among black men is twice or
m o re the national average; black men fill American prisons. T h e
United States imprisons a larger percentage of its citizens than any
other country in the world, having surpassed South Africa and the
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former Soviet Union. The USSR used to imprison 268 people per
100,000; Afrikaners, 333 per 100,000. The United States jails 426
per 100,000. The figures are even more shocking if we look at the
racial bre a k d own: apartheid South Africa imprisoned 729 black
males per 100,000; the United States imprisons 3109 per 100,000.8 5

This is the context of African American life today. The United
States government has systematically crushed all attempts by blacks
to forge solidarity in the face of oppression: lynch mobs may be
gone, but black males can be killed simply for walking in a white
neighborhood; police regularly harass, beat, or kill blacks on suspi-
cion of a crime or without it, and selectively persecute black driv-
ers. Demoralized, intimidated black men may express their rage in
criminal acts; crime may bring prosecution, but it will not bring
down on their heads the entire apparatus of government suppres-
sion. Political organizing, even when aimed at building peaceful
black solidarity, does. 

A black mother knows her son has one chance in three of avoid-
ing prison before he is twenty-one. In such a climate, black women
naturally cleave to and support their men, and devote huge energies
to enabling their children to survive. As they were under slavery,
African American women remain the backbone of the family. All
poor families have strategies to deal with poverty, strategies middle-
class thinkers like Daniel Moynihan deprecate, yet which enable
people to survive. But class, not race, is the main influence on fam-
ily forms and behavior, which vary little with color. The more afflu-
ent a family grows, the more it acts like others on its economic level.
Yet social critics adopt Moynihan’s dictum that black families are
maladaptive because they are headed by women and they focus
mainly on the matrifocal family. Research shows, however, that the
most common family structure among blacks is a married couple
living together in a relatively egalitarian relationship.86

Some black women understand and forgive black men for vic-
timizing women as white men do. Some don’t. Women continue in
the forefront of civil rights actions in government offices and insti-
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tutions, but are reluctant to insist on their own needs if these needs
might pit them against men’s. Black men as a group are extremely
hostile to feminism in black women and often refuse to share gains
in rights and freedoms with women. Stokely Carmichael and
Charles Hamilton mention not one woman, not even Angela Davis,
in Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America. Black working-
class women suffer oppression on three levels—sex, color, and class.
But a dramatic upsurge of organizational activity has occurred
among African American women since 1970, a date that also marks
an African American female literary renaissance. 

American black women have created literature since Phillis
Wheatley paved the way in the eighteenth century, yet only men are
included in the African American literary tradition. This canon
omits Harriet Jacobs’ vivid story of her escape from slavery, Harriet
Wilson’s Our Nig (1859), the first African American novel, and
Harlem Renaissance figures Zora Neale Hurston and Alice Dunbar-
Nelson.87 Black Writers of America, an ambitious anthology, includes
no women.88 Except for Gwendolyn Brooks and Margaret Walker,
no woman had status in the black literary establishment before the
1970s. Alex Haley simply stole parts of Margaret Walker’s Jubilee,
the first modern slave narrative novel, for Roots. But in 1988 Oxford
Un i versity Press began issuing the Schomburg Library of
Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers in thirty volumes.89

Dismissed by male-dominated literary establishments, whether
black or white, black women announced their own literary tradition
in 1970 with the publication of extraordinary first novels by Toni
Morrison (The Bluest Eye), Alice Walker (The Third Life of Grange
Copeland), and Toni Cade’s anthology The Black Women, a collec-
tion of poems, stories, and essays that “reflect the preoccupations of
the contemporary Black woman in this country.” Ignoring the def-
initions of male experts and white feminists, they defined
themselves.90 In 1977 Barbara Smith published a landmark essay,
“Toward a Black Feminist Criticism.” Responding to strong pres-
sure on black women to support black men, she showed that black
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men omit or denounce black women writers and that white fem-
inists exclude them, while everyone ignores black lesbian writing.
She urged black women to speak for themselves and to deal with
sexual as well as racial and class politics. 

The most egregious example of black male writers’ animosity
for women writers is their attitude to Toni Morrison. For years a
senior editor at Random House, winner of many awards and the
respect of mainstream American literary organizations, Morrison
won the Nobel Prize in 1994. And she is a great writer—in my
opinion the greatest living American author. Her highly acclaimed
novels—The Bluest Eye, Sula, Song of Solomon, Tar Baby, Beloved,
Jazz, Paradise, and others—deal with the pain of African American
men and women, describing their lives honestly and sympathet-
ically. Yet black men accuse her of “selling out,” being a tool of
white feminism, a black man hater who engenders “sexual immoral-
ity among black women.”91

Black women’s experience is unique—they do not experience
racism as black men do, nor sexism as white women do. The two
prejudices, compounded, interact dynamically to create something
devastating. Black women writers courageously break taboos to talk
not just about the racism that splits black and white feminists but
about the issues that divide women of color from each other.92

Today, African American women writers enjoy a wide audience,
black and white, female and male, and are reaching out to women
of color across the world. The global black women’s literary ren-
aissance is informed by Black consciousness or nationalist thinking
as well as the women’s movement. But women of color suffer “triple
jeopardy” worldwide.93 As Burakumin women in Japan are dis-
criminated against by sex, class, and caste, women of internally
c o l o n i zed gro u p s — South African, Palestinian, Amerindian,
Northern Irish, Japanese Ainu, and some Pacific women—are
oppressed sexually, racially, and nationally. Women disinherited
economically or politically because of sex at home are locked out
because of race when they emigrate to industrialized societies. In
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1987 a collective of unemployed black women founded Black-
womantalk, the first black female publishing house in England, to
deal with such women’s problems. And in 1994, American writer
Meredith Tax founded Women’s WORLD: World Organization for
Rights, Literature, and Development, an organization intended to
help women writers of the Third World find and deal with pub-
lishers in the First World and to become better known.

The new scholarship on Afro American women builds largely
on Angela Davis’ perception that black women’s domestic work was
“the only labor of the slave community which could not be directly
and immediately claimed by the oppressor.”94 Many black women
describe mother-centered worlds the heroine must leave to become
herself or from which she continues to draw consolation and
strength. “The memories of the mothers handed down through the
daughters” keep communities together, Temma Kaplan notes.95

Mothers in oppressed societies use language, symbol, and song to
open the future for their children, just as Harriet Tubman used spir-
ituals as signals when she led people to freedom. Similarly, Gertrude
“Ma” Rainey, the “Mother of the Blues,” and Bessie Smith sang to
affirm ties among women and to urge them not to depend on men,
a tradition that directly influenced Billie Holiday.96

Lesbians 

When Go re Vidal wrote that there are heterosexual and homosexual
acts, but no heterosexual and homosexual people, he suggested the
ambiguity of sexuality, the fact that most people are capable of a range
of behaviors wider than they may choose to live out. Women and
men may perform both hetero- and homosexual acts over a lifetime,
yet consider themselves strictly homo- or heterosexual. An estimated
6 to 13 million lesbians live in the United States, and 1.5 million of
them are mothers—most we re married, but some adopted children
or used artificial insemination.97 Lesbians may be feminists or not,
activists or not, white, black, Latina, Asian, Native American, or
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European. They have taken part in all the direct actions discussed
here; their contribution to feminist work is not discussed separate-
ly. But it is necessary to discuss lesbianism as a source of contention
within feminism, and the particular contribution lesbians have
made to feminist thinking. 

Lesbians demanded a distinct voice in all early feminist groups,
believing that patriarchal censure of lesbianism illuminates its atti-
tudes toward all women. Lesbians, the most totally woman-identi-
fied women, asked women’s organizations to support them. Some
organizations drew back from associating with lesbians, mirroring
patriarchal prejudice; others wanted to avoid identification with
them, fearing male hostility. Men call women who speak up bitches
or dykes, names women feared. 

Dissension over lesbianism as a feminist position split early
mainstream feminist organizations (only the issue of legal abortion
was more divisive). It was partly healed at the women’s conference
in Houston in 1977 when Betty Friedan, the most famous oppo-
nent of public support for lesbianism, stood first in a line of women
who spoke publicly in favor of including women’s right to their own
sexuality as a plank in the conference proposal. Her statement
brought down the huge hall: purple and white balloons went soar-
ing and the crowd roared, as if all those thousands of women were
lesbians. Indeed, the public stance of many mainstream feminists
today is that “we are all gay and black.” 

Among the most influential forces that changed women’s atti-
tudes we re penetrating writings by lesbians on patriarchal attitudes
t ow a rd women.9 8 Lesbians by and large have written the most
insightful analyses of women’s issues because, of all women, they are
least afraid of male censure. Lesbians love sons, fathers, brothers, and
male kin—and even ex-husbands or male lovers—but, less likely
than heterosexual women to be emotionally or economically
dependent on men, they are often more honest and direct. They
have produced a brilliant body of work that analyzes men’s use of
women in bolstering patriarchy and in the ideology of heterosexu-
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ality. Patriarchy has forced women into heterosexuality through
early marriage (justified by men’s insistence on virgin wives), wifely
subordination to husbands, outlawing institutions that let women
live alone without male domination, opposing wages sufficient to
support a woman and her children, and sanctions against contra-
ceptives and abortion. 

These analyses moved directly into the center of feminist think-
ing, enlarging both radical and mainstream feminist theory. With
the courage to think what many straight women repress and to say
what many straight women only think, lesbians have contributed
hugely to feminist actions and theory.99
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C H A P T E R  1 1

T H E  P O L I T I C A L  
I S  P E R S O N A L ,

T H E  P E R S O N A L
I S  P O L I T I C A L

B ECAUSE ALL GOVERNMENTS PRIVILEGE MEN and discriminate
against or ignore women, women often feel like pariahs, people

without a country. They can be torn between loyalty to their coun-
try and family, which may dismiss them, and loyalty to self, to the
integrity of their existence. For millennia, women have been emo-
tionally tortured by this conflict, but feminism offers an insight that
points a way out of the dilemma. Feminism teaches that the per-
sonal is political, and the political, personal: the way one is treated
in one’s family reflects the power relations between the sexes in the
country at large; and the way a state views females in terms of power
will be reflected in one’s domestic situation. Both are reflected in
the situation in the world at large. Seeing this correlation, women
can pinpoint what needs to be changed.
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Now, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, women of every
color, culture, and class can connect with global feminism. “Global
feminism” refers to a network of indigenous feminist groups and the
emergence of a feminist culture—women hearing and teaching each
other, using participatory democracy as means and end, and, in the
process, developing a global perspective. They try to avoid nation-
alism as a prevailing determinant, calling their movement “global”
rather than “international.” The motto of global feminism is
“Think Globally, Act Locally.” And just as local problems are part
of global situations, so personal problems are part of political and
economic situations. Everything coheres.

The Political Is Personal 

C o n f e rences have been the major instrument for connecting
women globally. But to work effectively, they must be run by
women, not governments, their content dictated by women, from
g r a s s roots organizers to women who manage institutions.
Conferences managed by governments or agencies are always
shams. Charlotte Bunch, who has dedicated her life to global femi-
nism, writes that the 1975 UN International Wo m e n’s Ye a r
Conference in Mexico City was treated as a joke by the media and
most governments, who used it as a perk for wives, lovers, and
female creditors.1 When the United Nations declared the Decade
for Women (1975–85), it did not intend to foster feminism; rather,
it intended to find a way to control the direction the “woman issue”
took in the face of emerging global feminism. But nothing seemed
to emerge from it: the representatives carped at each other, arguing
about Israel versus the Arab states, while representatives from
African countries bristled at Western women’s criticism of genital
mutilation. This, they insisted, was an internal matter, a cultural
difference, and no business of Westerners. Westerners begged to dif-
fer: the torture and mutilation (and sometimes, death) of children
and girls as a result of clitoridectomy or infibulation was a crime
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against women and a concern to all women. Male power entities
totally ignored the Plan of Action the conference drew up to
improve women’s status. 

Inadvertently, however, the UN had empowered women, as
thousands of female private citizens descended on Mexico City for
the meeting. They came in great numbers, women from all parts of
the globe, lacking governmental status. As nongove r n m e n t a l s
(NGOs), they could not speak in public or offer resolutions. No
doubt the official delegates mocked them. But these women could
do something else: they could and did talk together. They found
areas of agreement; they exchanged telephone numbers. With no
government assistance, they were becoming a lobby.

Many were leaders of nongovernmental women’s groups, eager
to meet each other and discuss issues they were passionate about.
Among these nongovernmental groups were the Center for Women
and Global Leadership, led by Charlotte Bunch; the International
Reproductive Research Action Group (IRRAG), led by Rosalind
Petschetsky; the Wo m e n’s En v i ronmental and De ve l o p m e n t
Organization (WEDO), run by Bella Abzug; and several different
organizations that operate within the United States, for which
Gloria Steinem agitates. Originally founded to monitor the lan-
guage of male development and population projects, to insure that
women were remembered, WEDO became something far more
potent. When the NGO women met, sparks flew, and talks went on
late into the night. They stayed in contact, grateful for each other’s
support and advice. Much of what was accomplished at later meet-
ings was a result of the interaction of these nongovernmental
groups. 

The year 1975 was named the beginning of the Decade of
Women, and some steps were taken to improve the lot of women.
India, for instance, launched development projects like the Self-
Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) (see chapter 15) to raise
women’s income. Another microcapitalist project was initiated in
Bangladesh in 1976, by Professor Muhammed Yunus, whose
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Grameen Bank made small loans of $50 to $100 to women for
investment in entrepreneurial projects. In a few years, the bank
made $900 million from these loans, which the women repaid at a
rate of about 98 percent. Third World women don’t seem to default.
And since women who make money spend it on their children, the
long-term consequence of improving women’s lot was that their
c h i l d ren re c e i ved some education. This outcome would have
important consequences. 

At the Asian and Pacific Center for Women and Development
conference in Bangkok in 1979, feminists listed their goals: they
wanted to assure the right of every woman to equity, dignity, and
freedom of choice through the power to control her own life and
body within and outside of the home and to remove all forms of
inequality and oppression in society. For them, feminism is a world
view affecting all aspects of life, all intimately interconnected: “The
personal is political.” They decided that the most important step
was building women’s movements independent of governments and
male political parties. They did not argue that women should not
work within these channels but that they must have their own pow-
er base. Grassroots organizing and autonomous organizations give
women control of the direction of their movement. 

By the Mi d - Decade UN Conference on Women in
Copenhagen (1980), the mood had changed, not because govern-
ments had adopted feminism but because they no longer found it
amusing. Threatened by women in groups discussing politics, gov-
ernments wanted to control the second conference tightly. When
word got out that the preamble committee was discussing sexism
across traditional political lines, for example, governments hastily
sent their most loyal delegates to seize control of the committee and
re-establish traditional divisions (between North and South, Israel
and the Arab states, for instance). A prime law of patriarchy is
divide and conquer, and the governments succeeded to the degree
that the word sexism appeared in the final report only in a footnote
describing what some countries saw as one cause of women’s
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oppression, as if women’s subordination was always local and due to
local circumstances, and not a matter of male complicity.2

Government and UN officials often feel that their political, eco-
nomic, and social power, their jobs and lifestyles, depend on per-
petuating existing political divisions. They were not about to let a
few idealistic women in Copenhagen get out of hand and upset
their rule. They knew that if women ever united globally against
sexism, men would lose their prerogatives. And, indeed, they suc-
cessfully kept control of the Mid-Decade Conference at the official
level.3

Copenhagen was perhaps even more rancorous than Mexico
City, but women triumphed on the unofficial level, holding their
own autonomous NGO forums, which permitted real conversation
and networking across political lines, especially among feminists.
Intended to transcend divisive nationalistic agendas, they did not
affect the official surface of the UN conferences. The media were
hardly aware of them, and the various squabbling governments con-
tinued in their arrogant ways. But the discussions changed the par-
ticipants, introducing them to new friends and new ideas.4

Only at a global conference can women place the family, whose
structure and power relations vary with culture, in a larger context.
Kenyans talked of female exploitation in the family. Working
women earn too little to pay for scarce expensive child care and
must leave their children with uneducated preadolescent girls, often
relatives. Ignorant of rudimentary cleanliness and hygiene, the girls
exchange their work for board, lodging, and a little pay if they are
lucky. Many try to attend school if they get time off. They tend chil-
dren and do housework and other tasks for very little reward: in
short, they are exploited. Exploited working women can work only
by exploiting poorer female relatives who cannot find even a low-
wage manual job. At maturity, these girls marry men of their own
class or move into casual work—trading, hawking, prostitution.
Their poverty makes them eminently exploitable by both their fam-
ilies and the outside world. Their family teaches them social skills,
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ignoring the time when they have to find marginal work, but fam-
ily exploitation also reinforces their poverty and dependence.5

Marriage, divorce, widowhood, and aging present very different
problems for Western and for Third World women. In the Third
World, divorced women are ostracized and destitute, owning noth-
ing and lacking welfare. Not to marry at all (many do not) is social-
ly demeaning and impoverishing, but in places like South Africa,
poverty and the work structure make marriage difficult. Only 28.2
percent of black South African women marry.6 But married or not,
countless women worldwide live alone much of their adult lives.

A major project that emerged during the decade was
Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN),
an India-based international organization that brings together
T h i rd World women activists, re s e a rchers, and policy-makers 
developing a global perspective on women’s economic and political
situation.7 DAWN sponsored workshops on feminism and social-
ism. Panellists who had fought in socialist-feminist wars in Cuba,
Nicaragua, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, and China stated that socialists try
harder than capitalist states to better women’s condition, yet they
openly admitted socialism’s limits for women. 

A follow-up conference held by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) committed itself to tar-
gets for 2015: to reduce poverty by half, mainly through education
and the extension of human rights to poor people. The World Bank
announced that its main reason for existing was to eradicate pov-
erty, and it became the largest contributor in the world to the social
sector.

By the time of the UN Third World Conference on Women in
Nairobi in 1985, at the end of the Decade of Women, the NGO
women had broken through the barrier and were able to influence
events. Third World women broke the precedent of 1975 and 1980
and criticized their countries’ oppressive social and political prac-
tices. African women criticized African customs harmful to women,
including clitoridectomy and infibulation, and reported on their
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many efforts to end it. Just as important, Third World women got
together to critique the kind of development that was being
imposed on their countries. For the first time, they suggested a fem-
inist analysis of structural adjustment programs at the UN—an eco-
nomic critique. We saw in chapter 18 how development programs
focused on men and how some of them destroyed a traditional
women’s economy. The women in Nairobi insisted that the macro-
economic framework of development projects had to be changed.
In addition, the Asian Women’s Research and Action Network
(AWRAN) produced a detailed report on government repression of
Filipinas. Domestic violence, not on the agenda in 1975, was a
major subject in 1980 and 1985, when delegates passed proposals
urging governments to try harder to help victims. 

The UN Decade for Women saw some improvements: the State
of the World’s Women Report, issued at its end, disclosed that, in
1985, 90 percent of nations had official agencies dedicated to
women’s advancement, half of which had been created during the
decade. Only twenty-eight states had required equal pay for equal
work before 1975; in 1985, ninety did so. Most participating coun-
tries granted women constitutional and legal equality; sixty-five
signed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women.8 Changes can be tokens or can
even disguise a worsening of women’s situation, but legal changes
give women the tools to forge real change. And incorporating
women’s new status in official documents gives it a legitimacy it had
not formerly possessed.

Nevertheless, at the end as at the beginning of the UN decade,
women performed two-thirds of the world’s work, raised 45 percent
of its food, earned one-tenth of its income, and owned one-hun-
dredth of its property. Moreover, woman-hating religious groups
and authoritarian governments throughout the world are under-
mining recently won rights to property, constitutional equality, and
reproductive choice. Aware of this reaction, DAWN, in the van-
guard of a movement to forge a global feminism that privileges no
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group of women, suggested that “feminism cannot be monolithic”
in issues, goals, or strategies but should “reflect the concerns of
women from different regions, classes, nationalities and ethnic
backgrounds.” It supports diverse approaches based on a shared
opposition to oppression by sex and hierarchy as “the first step in
articulating and acting upon a political agenda.” 

Success bred more UN conferences. A 1990 World Summit on
Children, held in New York, was largely ignored at the time, but it
had important reverberations. It set goals for the year 2000, made
up of measurable targets in improving the health and education of
children, and set an agenda for the twenty-first century. The United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) became the direction maker
for children’s projects in the developing world. 

In 1992 the Earth Summit, the UN Conference on
En v i ronment and De velopment, was held in Rio de Ja n e i ro. It was a
b l o c k b u s t e r. Stephen Lewis of UNICEF, who was present, described
Bella Abzug “bludgeoning” Maurice St rong (the Canadian dire c t o r -
general of the UN En v i ronmental Program and secre t a ry-general of
the conference) into submission, forcing him to allow the NGOs to
be heard publicly! This was, Lewis says, the moment when gove r n-
ments began to listen to civil society. He re, women questioned who
had the authority to shape Agenda 21, the agenda for sustainable
d e velopment that was the object of this environmental meeting. T h e
United Nations De velopment Fund for Wo m e n (UNIFEM), led by
Noelene He y s e r, played a strong role here, bringing peasant women
f rom many countries to the UN to explain their work and claim the
right to shape the agenda: it is, after all, they who have to live out the
consequences of such agendas. No such people had ever been
b rought before that august body before, yet the women had a gre a t
impact. In the end, governments accepted that international
c ovenants we re necessary to protect the environment, and follow - u p s
we re planned for Kyoto and Mo n t re a l .9

But the most thrilling conference, says Lewis, was the 1993
World Conference on Human Rights, held in Vienna. Women took
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over, especially Charlotte Bunch and Bella Abzug, and “govern-
ments ran for cover.” The Asian and Latin American women’s cau-
cuses were brilliant, and Bunch and Roxanna Carillo of UNIFEM
mounted an extraordinary “Day of Testimonies,” in which twenty-
five women from all over the world described personal violations
they had experienced—physical, sexual, legal, and other kinds—
before an audience of a thousand—which offered them utter silence
and muffled tears. All the judges declared that things had to change.

This conference was extraordinarily important: it destroyed the
line between public and private that, for centuries, had been sacro-
sanct in liberal theory. Liberal men insisted that to guarantee free-
dom in the private realm, it was necessary to distinguish between it
and the public realm. But doing so guaranteed only men’s freedom.
The private realm is, after all, the first and most profound site of
female victimization. So, a human rights organization would criti-
cize states that tortured or imprisoned journalists, writers, or polit-
ical figures, but not raise a murmur of protest against states that
made legal the physical battering and torture, or even murder, of
women. The division between public and private meant that
women’s human rights were violated. But this abuse did not seem a
serious problem to men who, consciously or not, do not think of
women as fully human. 

The decision to abandon the distinction between public and
private was, essentially, a recognition that the political is personal,
the personal political. In 1993, after years of splintering argument,
the human rights women succeeded in getting the human rights
men to admit that women had human rights. This admission means
that women were declared to be human beings—a matter that had
been in contention for millennia. The very idea was world shaking. 

The admission that women have human rights did not change
the lives of women immediately, but it will. It represents a shift in
thinking that makes women matter in a way they had not previ-
ously. It brings women to a level equal with men in global aware-
ness and lays the groundwork for future thought, legislation, and
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institutions. Ever since Aristotle, the world at large has seen women
as “defective men,” not as human beings with rights not to be
assaulted, maimed, tortured, or killed, as people needing, as men
do, food, clothing, medical care, and education. Of course there are
still people who don’t believe women are fully human—the Human
Rights declaration can’t change that. But it fixed new assumptions
for future behavior.

In addition, the 1993 conference appointed a female rapporteur
to handle women’s rights issues. Without a rapporteur, items can-
not be placed on the human rights agenda. One of the subjects the
rapporteur will investigate is the report that, in some countries,
women who are about to be executed are routinely raped first. One
of the items demanded by the NGO women was the ability to mon-
itor all resolutions in a realistic way. They are determined to avoid
a set of paper resolutions that everyone signs at the meeting and
then goes home and forgets. And they planned follow-up confer-
ences for reports from the various monitors.

In 1994 the International Conference on Population and
Development in Cairo changed the basic assumptions about popu-
lation control, a subject of great concern because of fears that huge
population growth in Africa and Asia will cause unrest and insur-
gence in the world. For generations, institutions have tried to cut
back the birth rate. The formulaic cure for large families has been
to raise men’s income, based on the assumption that, when men
consider themselves middle class, they sire fewer children so they
can spend more on the nutrition, education, and medical care of
each child. But when development projects in Asia and Africa did
raise men’s income levels, women’s and children’s nutritional levels
went down and the birth rate stayed up.

Birth control is a ticklish subject. Development agencies believe
that in countries where many children die young, men want large
families to guarantee that a few will survive; that in Africa in par-
ticular, a large brood of children testifies to a man’s virility and
power; and that men dislike birth control because it gives women a
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sexual freedom men do not want them to have. In addition, the
opposition of certain religious groups, especially the Catholic
Church, has made it a dicey matter. And large official conferences
do not tackle dicey things. But experiments conducted in several
places, including Bangladesh, one of the world’s poorest countries
with one of the world’s highest birth rates, concentrated on women;
instead of money, they gave them education on birth control and
access to it. In a few years, the Bangladeshi birth rate dropped 
significantly.

The heroine of the Cairo conference was Nafis Sadik, the
Pakistani head of the United Nations Fund for Population Activities
(UNFPA), who dared to face down Pope John Paul II. During a 
private meeting with him, held before the conference, Sadik did not
dissemble, apologize, or make nice, but told the Pope that the Vati-
can would not dictate to the world’s women. Reporting on their
unfriendly meeting, she gave an inspirational speech to the entire
conference. She, along with Bella Abzug of WEDO and Noeleen
Heyser of UNIFEM, helped set the entire development movement
on a new course. Women had never been the center of birth-
control discussion. It was apparently assumed by developers that
women’s wombs were owned and controlled by men. Abzug insist-
ed that reproduction was not women’s sacred duty but their right—
the right to be in control of their own bodies, their own lives.

The impact of Vienna has been enormous, says Lewis. Inspired
by the human rights principles enunciated the year before, the con-
ference placed women firmly at the center of any discussion of pop-
ulation, just as they had been positioned in the poverty discussion.
Knowledge about children’s poverty gained through work for the
1990 conference enriched this discussion. Henceforth, family plan-
ning would be seen as part of women’s education and women’s
rights. Where women had greater equality with men, the popula-
tion dropped. After this conference, there would be no develop-
ment without the massive education and empowerment of women:
this is the new mainstream thinking and, because it is written in a
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document signed by most of the world’s governments and because
it sets standards for the world, it has become part of the thinking of
those governments. 

A Pledge to Gender Ju s t i c e, written by members of the T h i rd
Pre p a r a t o ry Committee for the Fo u rth World Conference, was
endorsed by over 100 organizations worldwide. Heyser writes: “At
Na i robi, women outlined a compre h e n s i ve plan of Fo rw a rd Looking
Strategies for the Ad vancement of Women. At Rio, women we re re c-
o g n i zed as managers of natural re s o u rces and the moving force for
sustainable development. At Cairo, women’s health, empowe r m e n t
and re p ro d u c t i ve rights we re placed at the center of population-re l a t e d
d e velopment policies. At Copenhagen, the political, economic, and
social empowerment of women was re c o g n i zed as key to eradicating
p ove rt y, unemployment and social disintegration.”1 0

Early in 1995, a conference was held that did not focus on
women: the Summit on Social Development, held in Copenhagen,
was intended to address poverty, social disintegration, and employ-
ment. Again, there were battles between North and South, and
complaints about a decline in assistance to the South by the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Although
women were not on the agenda, Abzug created a women’s caucus
and joined the press briefings held by the men. Her group insisted
that you cannot understand poverty without looking at the femi-
nization of poverty; you cannot look at social disintegration with-
out looking at women’s role in the family; and you cannot look at
employment without paying attention to women’s supposedly
“casual” work. The world over, women’s work is unvalued, often
unpaid, and often part time; it is unrecognized, secondary work,
“working for lipstick.” Yet this casual work feeds most of the world’s
children and must be recognized and valued whether it is paid or
not. Gro Brundtland of Norway gave a powerful speech pointing
out that poverty was largely female, and the phrase, “feminization
of poverty,” entered the language. The final plan to deal with pover-
ty mentioned this feminization of poverty and urged universal 
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education and universal health care. For the first time in history,
many of the world’s states committed themselves to these two goals. 

In 1995 the UN Fourth World Conference on Women was held
in Beijing. It was the largest women’s conference in history: 50,000
people participated, women and men, governmental representatives
and NGOs. Hillary Clinton, the wife of the president of the United
States, appeared. Despite the hostile atmosphere generated by the
Chinese government, everything came together. Heyser describes it
as “not a UN conference on women, but a women’s conference on
the world.”11 The conference succeeded in placing women’s issues at
the center of concern. Every part of the agenda created in earlier ses-
sions became part of the official international agenda: violence
against women, health and education, inheritance rights, and
women’s rights to own their own bodies. It set women’s agenda for
empowerment and emphasized the need to look at economic and
political power in all countries. The conference gathered a million
signatures on a petition to end violence against women and made a
commitment to declare rape a war crime. Through a General
Assembly resolution, a trust fund was set up to support campaigns
to end violence against women, focusing on four areas: family vio-
lence, traditional practices, violence in war and crisis situations, and
economic violence. It also established a monitoring system. 

In just twenty-five years, these conferences have forged an
entirely new conception of women on a global level. For the first
time in history, governments recognize that women are human
beings with human rights; that they are central to development
projects attempting to eradicate poverty; and that their education
and health care is doubly important, since women are the ones who
care for, and often support, the children. Violence against women
has been declared not a male right but a crime, whatever religious
legal codes may hold. Human rights organizations are now com-
mitted to taking a stand against violence toward women. In a 
world in which the political and the personal are identical, taking a
global perspective means using our knowledge of sexual politics, 
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feminist theory, and experience to expose the connections between
“women’s issues” and world problems. 

It is not possible to overestimate the importance of these con-
ferences. Governments are not, of course, suddenly converted to
feminism; they are as misogynist as ever. But the agreements they
signed give the women of every country a tool, a weapon, for forc-
ing changes in law or in enforcement of existing law. Perhaps the
most important accomplishment of Beijing was to provide funding
for women activists in each country to monitor compliance. We
have seen how the daughters of peasant women in India, helped by
groups like SEWA, are now the college-educated missionaries to
other peasant villages, succeeding the philanthropic privileged col-
lege-educated women of the earlier generation (see chapter 15).
When change is being impelled from the bottom, from the grass-
roots, it is inevitable. The revolution Rosa Luxemburg and Emma
Goldman wanted, the revolution from below, is happening now. It
is called feminism, and it owns the twenty-first century.

The Personal Is Political

Physical Abuse of Women

Date rape and sexual harassment were, Gloria Steinem says, just
life—until women turned them into crimes.12 Nowadays, every-
where in the world, women are organizing against the most perva-
s i ve oppression they suffer—personal abuse in the home.
Patriarchists often claim that men dominate the public realm, but
women dominate men and the home. Yet the home—the sanctuary
from the harsh outside world, sacred to religionists of all persua-
sions, and the place even liberal men believe women should be if
they have children—is the primary site of female persecution, where
girls are taught from infancy the true status of their sex: to be owned
and controlled by men. 

Many—perhaps most—human beings emerge from childhood
b ruised, scarred, or deformed from emotional or physical punishment
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and deprivation. We lug our pain into adulthood, buried under lay-
ers of defenses, to inflict it, intentionally or willy-nilly, on others. A
more just and humane world demands a more just and humane
upbringing and an end to physical punishment. 

The patriarchal law that men “own” women and children also
gave men the right to abuse them physically, like their animals. It
bears pondering that people may treat animals better than women
and children. Children of both sexes are beaten, even tortured. In
general, boys are punished more often and more severely than girls,
to teach them that they must be obedient to the Father. But in ado-
lescence, boys are given far greater freedom than girls and forced to
do less domestic maintenance or none at all. The overall message
boys get is that they must obey the Man, but can exercise power and
enjoy freedom once they are men. Girls are taught submission and
are confined in the home from infancy to marriage. 

Both sexes are sexually abused as infants or children, but here
the balance tilts the other way: more girls than boys are abused and
for longer periods. Sexual abuse has only recently entered public
discourse, but experts suggest that girls subjected to repeated
molestation and rape feel voided (as do adult women who have
been raped), feel that their will, their existence as human beings, has
been obliterated. (I do not know of studies of boys in this regard,
but their feelings are probably similar.) Women rarely sexually abuse
children, but they batter them more often than men. What is
remarkable is not that women beat their children but that men,
who spend little time with children (most statistics claim children
spend 90 percent of their time with their mothers and 10 percent
with their fathers), are responsible for nearly half the battering and
most of the sexual abuse.13

Nineteenth-century women instigated reform of child welfare
laws, and women’s movements organized the reform. Women in the
West finally got exclusive responsibility for rearing children after
children became financial liabilities rather than assets; they found
paternal discipline too strict. To try to protect children was to chal-
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lenge patriarchy, yet women softened child-rearing norms, “senti-
mentalizing” the Calvinist tradition. Feminists campaigned against
corporal punishment and, by the mid-nineteenth century, the pros-
perous classes frowned on it. But child-beating was not considered
a social problem in the United States until the 1870s. Reformers
focused mainly on poor families, blaming drunkenness, ignorance,
or poverty for the ill-treatment of children. By the early twentieth
c e n t u ry, child-we l f a re advocates had found that most children suf-
f e red not from assault but from neglect. Pa rents we re absent or
i n a t t e n t i ve. Children we re sometimes sent to reform schools on
s t u bborn-child charges. Society wanted to protect children, but
reformist thinking was stuck in a patriarchal rut: children were still
property to be controlled by all-powerful fathers. If biological or
marital fathers were not up to the mark, the state would step into
the breach.

Nineteenth-century feminists redefined family and, particular-
ly, mothering norms, but for most women, especially poor urban
women, motherhood was hard or impossible. Many mothers were
isolated from support networks of kin; caretakers are isolated by
small children, who are accepted in few public places or workplaces.
Cities grew dangerous for children, and the new norms of mother-
ing, which invo l ved “p s ychological parenting,” increased the
grounds on which a mother could “fail” (the very idea of failing at
motherhood was inconceivable before the nineteenth century).
Social workers asked to intervene in family conflicts were invited by
the weaker members of the family power structure, women and
children—yet they were the people who suffered most from that
intervention. Fathers might be outraged at losing face, but agency
action usually led not to prosecution and jail, but removal of child-
ren from the family. Mothers (and children) dreaded this outcome
far more than fathers.14

In every country, family relations have always been socially reg-
ulated, although community standards and methods for achieving
conformity vary. The idea of failing at motherhood or of an
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autonomous family is foreign to most people in the world. The idea
of family autonomy arose in the nineteenth-century West to offer a
personal, caring haven from the public realm of instrumental rela-
tions. In the 1950s Talcott Parsons asserted that professionals had
taken over family functions like child care, education, therapy, and
medical care and that this was progress—it left families more time
and energy to devote to emotional interaction. But the Frankfurt
school of German Marxists condemned the decline of family auton-
omy, blaming it in part for the horrors of totalitarianism. Such
thinking now dominates left-wing criticism of social control, which
continues to identify the “private” sphere as somehow natural, pro-
ducing strong egos and inner direction, in contrast to the invasive
public sphere, which produces passive conformist populations.15

The right wing, too, has attacked social welfare programs over the
last decade in its campaign to keep women dependent. The unac-
knowledged agenda of the left may not be different.

“Family autonomy” is a foolish idea, especially since the power
of the male household head it is intended to protect has eroded.
The United States Census Bureau defines a family as a household of
two or more people related by blood or law. In 1960, 94 percent of
the American population lived this way; in 1977, 90 percent. The
other 10 percent lived alone, with unrelated people, or in insti-
tutions (hospitals, prisons, orphanages, old-age homes). But the
Census Bureau definition masks different kinds of “families” made
up of parent-child, childless couples, or those with grown children
not at home (recently called “broken families” or “remnants”).16 In
1989 only one in four families was made up of two parents and
children. In 1991 there were 9.7 million single-parent families—
8.4 million of them headed by women.17

“Family” is not identical to household: people share households
without considering themselves family, and people who do not live
together feel like family.18 The 1975 Journal of Home Economics sug-
gests that family denotes interdependency, interconnection, intima-
cy, and commitment over time.19 But many people are not intimate
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or interdependent with kin, sharing only a common past.
Permanence is not a mark of kinship: early death used to rearrange
family relationships regularly. Today, one of two marriages in the
United States ends in divorce. 

Social agencies have helped poor women who need protection
from physical attack at home or in shielding their children from
abuse. Social control is desirable to some reformers so long as poli-
cies give mothers both legal custody and the power to support their
children while tending them according to their own standards of
care. A beneficent social policy could help battered women by
enabling them to leave abusive situations and live in comfort and
dignity without men, while teaching them to expect decent treat-
ment from others. It would be hard to empower children similarly.
It is also hard to know when a child is better off apart from its
mother. One of the cruelest elements in child abuse is that the abus-
er may also be the main source of affection—that the one who loves
also hates—while the other parent is indifferent. 

Millions of women raise children and support them in a society
that undervalues their sex and pays them little more than half the
standard (male) wage for their work. In the United States in the
early 1990s, 60 percent of working women did not have job-
p rotected maternity leave; 75 percent of working women we re single
or married to men earning under $15,000 a year; 50 percent of
babies under a year had working mothers, yet federal funds for day-
care (already insufficient) had been cut by 25 percent since 1980.
European women, on average, have maternity leave of five months
at full pay; in France, 90 percent of three-year-olds attend govern-
ment-sponsored preschools; in Sweden, parents can work six-hour
days until their child reaches eight; and in Italy, working women get
two years’ credit toward seniority with each new child. Women in
Europe earn 70–80 percent of the male wage. Women in the United
States earn less than that. 

Social policy on child abuse cannot be discussed out of this con-
text. Like every other issue involving women, it is inextricable from
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a web of culture. What we are talking about when we talk about
“women’s issues” is life itself, issues disdained by those pursuing
power. Patriarchy defines women as mothers, and mothers as nur-
turant, provident creatures who live entirely for others. This ideol-
ogy of mothering is so widespread, ancient, and powerful that it
remains, even if one’s lived experience does not validate or even cor-
respond to it. A woman may see her experience as an aberration, or
may intensify her efforts to achieve this ideal, or may blame herself
or her own mother in a destructive cycle.20 But whatever women
do, no such being can possibly exist.

Blame of the mother, pervasive in American culture, is most
striking in cases of incest. Most important studies of incest show
that the mother is the main focus of the daughter’s anger, hatred,
and sense of betrayal, even though the father was the abuser.21

Women molested or raped in childhood almost always direct their
rage mainly at women, not men. Incest victims tend to regard all
women, including themselves, with contempt. The mother in an
incestuous family is likely to be a defeated woman, defeated by the
same force that is eradicating her daughter—male power in the
family, backed by political and economic power in the outside
world. Incest victims also tend to blame and despise themselves for
the incest. Since girls often identify with their mothers, contempt
for the mother drains them of all faith in female power. Boys who
are severely physically abused by their fathers also often bow, later,
to their fathers’ “rightness,” despising their mothers’ helplessness. 

One accomplishment of feminism has been to expose and bring
into common knowledge the facts of female abuse. The National
Organization for Women has calculated that, in the United States,
a husband or lover beats a woman every fifteen minutes. Every year,
500–750 women of the beaten millions strike back. At least 40 per-
cent of women who kill do so in self-defense. Men have beaten,
molested, imprisoned, raped, tortured, and murdered children,
wives, and lovers for millennia. In past societies, indeed until the
feminist movement of the nineteenth century, men’s right to per-
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form such acts was given by law (and still is in Muslim law). Even
after such rights were rescinded, women could not get help from
police or social agencies and could not escape unless their families
were sympathetic—and not all of them were. Even so, men can pur-
sue the women who leave, and they often kill the entire family. Men
sexually assaulted their children with impunity, and few were pros-
ecuted for it. Not until nineteenth-century women joined in soli-
darity to end these horrors and agitate for laws forbidding assaults
of women and children, whatever their relation to men, did people
in general believe that such acts could be opposed effectively.

Women continue to further this humane agenda, with signif-
icant effects.22 In the United States a few years ago, feminist activists
urged lawyers for the first time to use a plea of self-defense for such
women. Some women won new trials or reviews on this ground and
were released from jail. The efforts of these reformers have led just
and humane men to act. In December 1990 Richard F. Celeste, the
outgoing governor of Ohio, granted clemency to twenty-six of over
one hundred such women in Ohio prisons; in January 1991
Governor William D. Schaefer of Maryland commuted sentences
for eight women similarly convicted. Women’s and criminal justice
groups lobby other governors and are working across the country
for laws explicitly allowing battered women charged with violence
against their abusers to introduce evidence of their abuse and its
p s ychological effects in their defense. Missouri, Ohio, and
Louisiana now have such laws; Schaefer lobbied for one in
Maryland in 1991. Similar legislation is being considered in other
states.23

Women across the world have created shelters for battered
women, rape crisis centers, and centers for displaced homemakers.
They have to beg every year for government funds (which are cut
whenever money is tight), but they try to provide a safe home, food,
and clothing for battered women and their children, a haven for
rape victims, and counseling and retraining for displaced home-
makers. Until such shelters were founded in the late twentieth 
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century, women were allowed no escape from male abuse.24 If this
were all feminism had accomplished, it would be remarkable.

The Body: Reproduction, Sexuality, Health, and Violence 

Women in Brazilian shantytowns told DAWN workers that their
main problem was reproduction. The Brazilian left, campaigning
against population control, had distributed a flyer showing a man
giving women birth-control pills and the women demanding
resources instead. The Sao Paulo women said this was a false repre-
sentation: they wanted both. Forming “Proyecto Esse Sexo que e
Nosso” (Project for This Sex That Is Ours), DAWN produced illus-
trated booklets about women’s health, reproduction, and sexual
pleasure. The most effective educational material for poor women
in Brazil, these pamphlets are now distributed by the government.25

After women in the slums of Lima, Peru, asked their Women’s
Center for information on sex, health, and birth control, the
Manuela Ramos Movement center held workshops on women’s
lives on personal, informational, and organizational levels. They
offered discussion of women’s bodies, sexuality, and roles as human
beings, mothers, and citizens, along with information on health,
primary education, and neighborhood organization. 

Women of Southeast Asia organized projects to assist victims of
battery and rape, but also to change rape laws and community atti-
tudes. In Indian towns, women banged pots and pans outside the
houses of men particularly abusive to their wives and agitated
against rampant “dowry deaths.” They forced passage of a law
requiring any “accidental death” or “suicide” of a woman in the first
seven years of marriage to be investigated for foul play.

Before global feminism, Africans refused to discuss female gen-
ital mutilation. But in 1984, women from twenty-four African
countries held a conference in the Sudan, African Women Speak on
Female Circumcision. They advocated its total eradication, declar-
ing that the Qur’an in no way supported it. In Nigeria, Africa’s most
populous nation, girls are married very young (from eleven to thir-
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teen) and most are genitally mutilated. As a result, many have agon-
izing childbirths. Obstructed birth can tear a hole between the birth
canal and the bladder. Without corrective surgery, this damage
renders a twe l ve - year-old incontinent for life. About 20,000
women, mainly northern Nigerian Muslims, suffer this disability
(vesicovaginal fistula, or VVF). Their husbands divorce them; their
families shun them. Nigerian women’s groups have recently mount-
ed a campaign against early marriage.26 

In Latin America, the Catholic Church demands that contra-
ceptive and abortion information be suppressed, but complications
from illegal abortions are the major cause of death of Latin
American women between the ages of fifteen and thirty-nine. In
Colombia, feminists have set up illegal clinics to perform sanitary
abortions, with a sliding payment scale. Movements for legal abor-
tion are increasing across the continent: several Latin American
women (including a Peruvian nun, Rosa Dominga) signed the New
York Times ad placed by Catholics demanding choice.

While the governments of China, Singapore, Malaysia, and
India have forcibly sterilized women or penalized them economic-
ally, the Kampuchean government coerces women to “recover” the
population massacred by a previous government. Population pol-
icies almost always focus on women, as if men had nothing to do
with conception. Many states use coercion, which often backfires.
A Bangladeshi program bribing women with wheat for using con-
traception heightened local opposition to birth control. In China,
India, and Korea, government pressure leads to murdered female
babies. Feminists advocate programs like the Bangladeshi “Seven
Village Women’s Self-Reliance Movement,” which integrates family
planning with a range of services to improve family income, educa-
tion, and health.27

Female sexual slavery may be the most serious human rights
violation in Asia. Poor Indian families sell daughters as servant/con-
cubines to Arabs or as Devadasis; they are impressed for life as pros-
titutes in temples or brothels run by priests. As we have seen,
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“tourism to Third World countries, particularly in Asia, became a
growth industry in the 1970s and continues to be propagated as a
development strategy by international aid agencies. In fact, this
industry was first planned and supported by the World Bank, the
IMF and USAID.”28 Sex-tourism helped make up for the econom-
ic loss when the American military left Southeast Asia. Companies
in Thailand, the Philippines, and South Korea lure women by
promising good jobs, then enslave them in brothels where male cus-
tomers treat them sadistically. They also sell Asian women as
“compliant” mail-order brides to Western men. Organized multi-
million-dollar transnational businesses offer sex-tour packages to
men from wealthy regions—Japan, Europe, North America, and
the Middle East—systematically selling women’s bodies as part of
packaged tours, feeding various middlemen, and bringing foreign
capital into the country.

When a national economy relies on prostitution—as in Viet-
nam and the Philippines when American troops were stationed
there, or in Thailand, with brothels patronized mainly by Japanese
businessmen—only a global feminism can fight back. Women are
mere commodities in brothels: most of the money they bring in
ends in men’s hands. Feminists try to end such practices in their
own countries, but since the traffic is international, steps must be
taken on that level. Filipinas protest sex-tourism and militarism
simultaneously, giving shelter to women who escape and teaching
them skills that allow more control over their lives. Japanese fem-
inists, who first opposed this traffic, worked with Southeast Asian
feminists to expose local travel agencies and companies that ran
such businesses and to expose the men’s practices to their wives.

Feminist groups like GABRIELA in the Philippines and the
Women’s Information Center in Thailand help victims of forced
prostitution and try to spread suspicion of deceitful ads and jobs
abroad. They also denounce their governments for complicity in
sex-tourism, which brings in much-needed foreign capital and is
sometimes even included in the budget for national development
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plans. Women from Japan, Thailand, Korea, and the Philippines
worked the crowd at the International Tourism Conference in
Manila in 1982, demonstrating there and at national airports,
embarrassing everyone involved. Feminists in Holland and West
Germany, where Southeast Asian women are brought as prostitute-
slaves and mail-order wives, set up centers for foreign women try-
ing to escape, demonstrate at airports when sex-tours leave for Asia,
and confront traffickers in their own countries. 

Female sexual pleasure and lesbianism are not on the agendas of
any government, and feminists raise these issues over opposition.
Brazilian feminists incorporate them in women’s health projects,
and a workshop on these subjects took place at the first Feminist
Encuentro for Latin America and the Caribbean held in Colombia
in 1981. At the second Encuentro in Peru in 1983, the lesbian ses-
sion drew half the 600 participants and had to move to a bigger
room. Since then, lesbian feminist groups have formed in Peru,
Brazil, Mexico, Chile, Argentina, and the Dominican Republic. In
Chile, feminists invented a board game called “knowing our sexual-
ity,” which they still play with women in the barrios. The women
get so heated about the issues that they manage to make only a few
moves a week. Lesbianism was discussed in workshops at a Costa
Rica health conference and in Nairobi in 1985, and a regional les-
bian-feminist conference was held in 1987 in Mexico.29

Years ago, the Boston Women’s Health Collective produced
Our Bodies, Ourselves. Widely translated, it revolutionized women’s
health care. The Black Women’s Health Network in Atlanta devel-
oped a holistic approach to health, self-affirmation, and race/sex
oppression that Kenyan women have adopted. For several years, the
Geneva Women’s Health Clinic (Dispensaire des Femmes) has
offered nonmedical collective feminist health care, using Western
and herbal treatments, and has trained women to establish clinics in
Costa Rica, Brazil, Nicaragua, and India. 
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Work

Of all countries, India has created the most projects to help women
e c o n o m i c a l l y, perhaps because of a highly developed moral sense
among many Indians or because elite women have considerable
influence in the country and many dedicate themselves to the plight
of the poor. One of them, Ela Bhatt, founded the Se l f - Em p l oye d
Wo m e n’s Association (SEWA), which organizes women in informal
vocations. SEWA helps women earn more by forcing banks to give
them credit—it creates a credit system within the cooperative and
trains women in various skills. It also eases their isolation: many
Indian women are confined at home; they work alone and need
middlemen to sell their work. SEWA eliminated these men, who
generally exploit the women. It also created a women’s political base.
The Wo rking Wo m e n’s Fo rum, Annapurna Mahila Ma n d a l ,
Bh a g a vatula Charitable Trust, Bangladeshi Chanchte Sh e k h a ,
Bangladesh Rural Ad vancement Committee, and many other organ-
izations help working women form dairy cooperatives, economic
and social planning groups, savings groups that invest in small busi-
nesses and lease land, local credit organizations, and a global pro j e c t ,
Wo m e n’s World Banking, that has been ve ry valuable. 

In Nigeria, the Street Foods Project organized the (primarily)
women who sell food on the streets and pushed for laws regulating
selling zones, making them safer and cleaner and protecting women
from male harassment. It also trains women in marketing and other
skills. In Ghana, Flight Lieutenant Jerry J. Rawlings seized control
and, in 1979, tried to force market women to accept his price con-
trols by whipping violators and bulldozing their stalls. The women
persisted in their practices. He razed the Accra market; next morn-
ing the market women were in place in the ruins. By 1986 he con-
ceded the battle, unveiling a new central market with a cement
floor, steel roof, and no price controls.30

Togo market women have kept its president in power for the
last twenty years. Gnassingbé Eyadéma knows he must defer to the
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market women’s lobby, the Professional Association of Retailers.
Other women in the region share the market women’s pride and
power—the music of a favorite local song, “If My Husband Goes
Out, I Go Out Too,” is illustrated with a bird flying out of a cage.31

Feminist projects aim mainly to help women, but women want
to improve their families and communities, not just themselves. To
improve their families’ lives, Latin American women came up with
the idea of Comedores Populares (People’s Food Places), communal
kitchen-dining rooms for slum families. They created them (some-
times with help from a local church or development organization)
and run them, usually rotating responsibility for buying and pre-
paring food. Communal cooking enables them to feed their famil-
ies more cheaply but also gives them more free time and compa-
ny—each woman no longer works alone in her house. Together, the
women discuss their problems—from male abuse to water sani-
tation—and find communal solutions. They even mount demon-
strations to call attention to grievances like rising food prices. 

On the whole, development agencies have ignored women’s
needs as they introduce technology to a region, yet women are often
expected to maintain tools that may be impractical for their re g i o n .
The 1985 Na i robi conference held Tech and Tools sessions to discuss
the technology women felt was appropriate for them. Its slogan, “If
i t’s not appropriate for women, it’s not appropriate,” tacitly contest-
ed development expert s’ belief that women re q u i re less sophisticated
machines than men and suggested that women we re experts in prac-
tical needs. African women took the lead, demonstrating useful tools
like indirect solar dryers to pre s e rve food for storage, community
s t oves, and hand-held or cast-iron maize shellers.

Mind and Heart

Women have initiated many projects to discover, express, and foster
female culture. Historians probe archives to discover an obliterated
women’s history; women approach their disciplines from a woman’s
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perspective, producing original criticism of literature, art, and film
and studies in psychology, sociology, science, medical research,
political analysis, and just about every other field. Their work has
provided a foundation of knowledge for succeeding generations;
their ideas offer fertile soil for new ways of thinking. This enter-
prise, too, is global. Feminists encourage women to record their life
stories. Feminist groups across the world—the Centro de
Documentacion Sobre La Mujer in Peru, for example—seek the
history of their country’s women.

Women make audiovisuals—film, video, and slides—docu-
menting every aspect of women’s lives in their culture. Film festivals
are a regular feature at women’s conferences in India and Latin
America; and in Africa and Asia, groups use video to raise the con-
sciousness of illiterate rural women. In some Latin American coun-
tries, television helps raise women’s consciousness: in Mexico, soap
operas offer information on birth control to make it more socially
acceptable. On Argentinian television, spot features present famous
actors of both sexes conversing about equality at work and domes-
tic violence. A spot feature in Costa Rica concerns a family prepar-
ing to go out for a walk. It first shows the men reclining, waiting
while the women rush about cooking, cleaning, and dressing; then
it segues into a scene of the whole family working together around
the house, finishing the chores before their outing. It is titled,
“Democracy Begins at Home”—a slogan also used by Chilean
women to raise consciousness.

SISTERN, a women’s theater collective in Jamaica, uses drama
to educate urban poor and rural women. It publishes a new s l e t t e r
and scripts, mounts photograph exhibits, and made a video, Swe e t
Sugar Ra g e, documenting its use of theater with female sugar work-
ers. T h roughout the T h i rd World, feminist groups use Ma rch 8,
International Wo m e n’s Da y, as an occasion for marches, demon-
strations, and cultural festivals. Eve ry year since 1983, Lima
women have marked the day with a massive festival, drawing
7000–8000 people, which displays women’s art and publications
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—a boon for women who would never see such things elsew h e re .
To raise the consciousness of United States Hispana, women

initiated Proyecto La Mujer, one-day conferences in three Illinois
cities. Many Latinas are confined to home and church, where they
encounter nothing new or stimulating.32 The conferences intro-
duced Latina community women and scholars, poets, and artists to
each other. In the spring of 1983, creative women from Hispanic
barrios held sessions in Aurora, Joliet, and Elgin to explore Latina
image and identity through the perspective of Midwest Hispanic
women artists and poets. It was not an academic intellectual exer-
cise but a dialog among women. The artists read poetry and showed
photographs, sculptures, and other art offering new images of
Hispana. Over three hundred women attended, proud that a con-
ference was held just for them, eager to discuss their feelings as a
scorned minority in Anglo culture. They themselves planned con-
ferences for the following years.   

Feminists in many countries work to encourage parents to send
their daughters to school and to establish nonsexist curricula and
sophisticated research centers. A woman in a rural area near
Calcutta opened a school for children who work part of the day.
When she found that families were sending only sons, she began to
accept boys only from families that sent their daughters. 

In Saudi Arabia, a bastion of male privilege and female con-
striction, women fought for education. A million Saudi girls now go
to school, and 100,000 females study for advanced degrees. As a
result, more educated women are entering the workforce. The
50,000 female teachers and clerks employed by the government in
the General Administration for the Education of Girls make up 80
percent of the country’s female workforce. The Ministry of Health
employs 5000 female nurses and doctors; a few thousand women
work as tellers, bank loan officers, merchants, and manufacturers.
Naila al-Mosly, a petroleum engineer, manages a reservoir engineer-
ing department at Aramco with 186 employees, 50 of them Saudi
men.33
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Women’s studies is now an accepted discipline in colleges and
universities in both the North and South, and women’s research
centers dot the globe, from Senegal to Lima, Santiago, and Mexico,
from the Dominican Republic, to India, and the United States.

A Voice:The Political Is Personal

Women who demand human rights challenge traditional patri-
archal families. This demand is always painful, particularly for
Third World women living in tight-knit kin-groups. The experi-
ence is illuminating, however, because it reveals the woman-hatred
underlying traditional structures. The families of poor women,
especially in rural India, may attack women just for attending a
women’s meeting or conference. Most of these women have had no
association with outsiders and they rarely leave the domestic envi-
rons unaccompanied by kin. For them to attend a women’s confer-
ence is to take independent action that is the first step toward a rad-
ical break. 

In one Hawaiian community, women who were upset mainly
by male violence eased their problem by addressing both the polit-
ical and the economic situation—and so related the personal to the
political. The thousand-year history of the Hawaiian community of
Wai’anae, five valleys on the leeward side of Oahu, Hawaii, is told
in ancient chants and “talking story.” Then, people lived coop-
eratively, using land from the mountains to the sea in a reciprocal
communal economy.34 Hawaii’s annexation to the United States in
1898 terminated Hawaiians’ rights in the islands, however, and the
horticulture and fishing that gave them their identity.

In the 1980s Ho’oipo De Cambra and Sister Anna of the local
Health and Community Council found more local women coming
for help than they could deal with. They started the Wai’anae
Women’s Support Group, in which women met to talk about their
lives, their desire for community and freedom, and ways to escape
from victimization. Many of them were battered; many children
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were abused. Wai’anae has one of the highest unemployment rates
in Hawaii—almost 30 percent. Many people lack houses, jobs, and
food, and the men frequently erupt in violence. Accepting anger as
a signal of something wrong, the group tried to identify the wrong
and change it. They initiated a program called Peace Education.
Eight of the nine public schools in Wai’anae now offer this two-
week program, which teaches students to examine their anger and
aggressiveness and to learn to create harmony in the family. The
women hold health seminars for women and girls, and they drew
up and submitted a grant proposal for a Women’s Handicraft
Cooperative to create a cottage industry. Working in groups, the
women came to see that all their concerns were interrelated and
basically political. In 1985 they helped homeless Hawaiian beach
people who had been evicted from beach parks by the Honolulu
City officials. They made a film to promote nuclear disarmament:
many of them protested the US Navy’s control and test-bombing of
the island of Kaho’olawe and joined with a Native Hawaiian move-
ment, the Protect Kaho’olawe ’Ohana (family).

In India, where technology and industrialization have not ben-
efited women, the “feminization of poverty” is a major problem.35

Women were excluded from new jobs by social considerations and
lack of training. As industrial wages and working conditions
improved, men took traditionally female jobs in jute, mining, and
textiles. But in the 1970s, as feminist consciousness emerged,
Indian women began to change their lives. During a famine in Ma-
harashtra, leftist women organized lower-middle-class and poor
women to protest price rises, adulteration of products, and cheating
at ration shops. Thousands demonstrated with rolling pins, thalis,
and brooms. Tribal women protested prosperous men’s economic
exploitation and sexual harassment, along with alcoholism and wife
beating in their own families. One of most brilliant campaigns
women initiated in this period was the “Chipko” (hug the trees)
movement, which grew into a widespread and well-organized eco-
logical movement. 
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In 1979 a fourteen-year-old girl was raped by two constables at
a police station. The High Court convicted the rapists, but the Su-
preme Court reversed the judgment, ruling that the girl had con-
sented because there were no wounds on her body. Middle- and
upper-class women and the women’s fronts of leftist political part-
ies erupted together to protest this decision. That year, needing a
base and forum of their own, women founded Vimochana to help
battered women. It drew battered wives and their kin, whose suf-
fering became a window on woman-hatred in general. Vimochana
uses consciousness-raising to empower women to deal with person-
al and structural violence. It helps women who are harassed about
their dowries, those with bigamous husbands who abandon them
without support, and sexually harassed or exploited women. It deals
with structural violence by organizing women in slums, in indus-
tries, or in working women’s hostels around issues of oppression and
discrimination. Seeing struggles for justice as interrelated, many
Vimochana women join groups that are committed to changing
consciousness—peasant and workers’ associations, for instance—
and sometimes lead them in actions.36

Women are in the vanguard of peace movements and groups
opposing nuclear energy and militarism. In Eu rope, No rt h
America, and Australia, women’s groups focus mainly on nuclear
energy, on weapons, and, during wars, on antiwar demonstrations.
South Pacific women in the Nuclear Free Pacific Movement try to
stop nuclear testing. Everywhere, women work locally.

Nowhere have women campaigned as indefatigably against war
and the nuclear arms race as in England. Women were important in
the 1980s Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, but their most
famous peace action was the Greenham Common. In 1979 NATO
announced plans to place hundreds of American nuclear missiles in
Western Europe in a broad intensification of the nuclear arms race.
The first installation, planned for 1983, was of ninety-six ground-
launched Cruise missiles at a US air base at Greenham Common,
near Newbury, about sixty miles west of London. In September
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1981, forty British women walked 120 miles from Wales to
Greenham Common to protest and publicize this use of British
soil.37

The media ignored the march, just as they ignored antiwar
marches in the United States during the Gulf War—an omission
that is really censorship. Their plans thwarted by lack of media
attention, the women decided to stay at the base until the British
public became aware of the American scheme to use England and
Europe as a shield against the Eastern bloc, keeping war from
American soil. The Greenham Common women’s peace camp
developed from this vigil outside the gates of the base. They put up
tents and settled in, many with children. The small, stubborn peace
camp grew, and on December 11, 1982, 20,000 women formed a
nine-mile human chain around the base.38 They “redecorated” the
site, adorning the barbed-wire fence with thousands of bits of fab-
ric, poems, personal treasures, children’s pictures, toys, and clothes.
Originally, the protesters wanted to start a public debate on the new
nuclear weapons, but as more and more women joined them and
they received international attention, they decided to try to block
the deployment of missiles at Greenham. 

Both the British and the US governments ignored them, and
missiles began to arrive at the base in November 1983. But the
women remained, maintaining permanent vigil in protest. They put
up comfortable tents and shelters, until the government evicted
them from the land outside the base. They remained until the base
closed in 1992. The number of women actually camping out at
Greenham varied over time, but they continued, day and night, in
all seasons, in sun or rain (mostly rain in that part of England!).39

Moreover, their protest inspired large numbers of British women to
agitate for peace and to build peace camps in Europe and the
United States. Every year after Greenham began, 50,000 women at
a time demonstrated at the base, infusing the peace movement with
new life. 

Some might not consider Greenham a feminist action. It was
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not intended to gain any right for women or to raise women’s
status, and it drew nonfeminist women who were passionate about
peace. But it was in the profoundest sense feminist because it was
an attempt to force men to heed a female voice, to inform political
leaders that much of the population ardently opposed war and
wanted leaders to adopt a different stance. War and weapons are
“women’s issues,” although men deny it.

From 1975 to 1991, war raged in the once beautiful Lebanese
city of Beirut. A factionalist war among Christians, Muslims, and
Druzes, surrogates for outside forces (Israel and Syria), it defied
solution. Evelyne Accad urged the Lebanese to adopt both nation-
alism and feminism—the first to overcome factionalism and unite
the country; the second to alter its value system of “ownership and
possession.”40 Lebanon has a tradition of freedom of expression
nonexistent in other Arab countries; it has long welcomed political
refugees, including many women writers. When Egypt banned
Nawal el-Saadawi’s Al-Mar’ah Wa Al-Jins (Women and Sex) in 1972
and expelled her from her job in the Ministry of Health, she fled to
Lebanon. Republished there, her book became a bestseller in the
Arab world, a “stepping stone” in Arab feminism. Similarly, the
Syrian writer Ghada Al Samman ignored the war to settle there, and
she founded a publishing house in a place without censorship.

Lebanese women’s lives are regulated by the laws of their religi-
ous communities, not national laws. But these communities are
insular and prevent people from talking together. In communities
where women are confined or kept under surveillance, isolation
equals ignorance. To help end the suicidal war, some women joined
political parties—Kataëb (Christian Maronite), PPS (Popular Pro-
Syrian), Amal (Muslim Shiite), PSP (Progressive Socialist Druze),
PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization), Murabitun (Muslim
Sunni), Phalangist, Ba’ath, National Block, and Communist—but
these groups only increased the general paranoia and rivalry. At the
UN World Conference for Women in Copenhagen in 1980,
women did converse. They agreed that the solution was negotiation
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to achieve peace, harmony, and nurturance, not dominance, and
decided only feminism could unify people across parochial 
differences. 

Since then, Lebanese women have formed interdenominational
groups aimed at achieving peace. They organized peace marches,
sit-ins, and hunger strikes. Standing defiantly between the guns of
the divided city, they appealed to fighters by visiting refugee camps
and military headquarters and sticking flowers in gun nozzles. To
eliminate militia checkpoints where people were kidnapped, they
went from East to West Beirut, from Phalangist to Progressive
checkpoint, begging men in the name of their wives, mothers, and
sisters to stop the butchery. They blocked passageways dividing the
two sides of the capital, organized all-night sit-ins, and stormed
local TV stations, interrupting the news to broadcast their
demands. In May 1984 Imam Khalifeh, a kindergarten teacher and
member of the Institute for Women’s Studies in the Arab World in
West Beirut, organized a peace march by women from both sides of
the city who were to meet at the only crosspoint, the Museum pas-
sage. They were halted by a “blind” shelling—a randomly aimed
shelling—that killed and wounded many from both sides. 

In 1997 Rachel Ben Dor, whose son was a soldier in the Israeli
army, formed Four Mothers—Leave Lebanon in Peace. This group
generated a large antiwar movement and was initially treated with
scorn and derision. But in June 2000 it was honored as the force
responsible for Israel’s unilateral withdrawal from Lebanon.41

Women pioneer environmental movements too. In 1975 Cathy
Hinds moved her family to Gray, a small town near Portland,
Maine, to benefit from the fresh air and quiet of the country.42 The
water smelled bad, but country water often does, she thought.
When she bathed her two- and five-year-old daughters, they cried,
complaining that the water burned them: but it was not too hot.
The children developed skin rashes; Hinds had a miscarriage; and
her older daughter began to have dizzy spells. Cheryl Washburn, a
neighbor with similar problems, asked her doctor if her problems
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could be connected with their water; he scoffed and prescribed
tranquilizers. But other neighbors too spoke of dizziness, headaches,
and respiratory problems; and they could all see they had similar
rashes. 

The neighborhood women met in their houses to discuss the
problem. Washburn contacted the city health officer, who sent
water samples to be tested. But the technology did not yet exist to
test water for a range of chemicals, and it was months before a
Massachusetts lab identified three contaminants: trichloroethylene,
t r i c h l o roethane—both toxic and potentially carc i n o g e n i c — a n d
dimethyl sulfide, perceptible through its smell. Eventually dozens of
contaminants were found in the local water.

The group stopped drinking the water, and gradually learned
that it was not safe either for cooking or even bathing: even fumes
from the water were hazardous. In January 1978 dozens of wells in
the neighborhood were capped. Trying to track down the source of
the contamination, the health officer homed in on a waste recycler,
the McKin Company, which had grown to handle wastes for 300
companies. McKin was closed, but the chemicals remained.

But officials conducted no health studies on the residents of
Gray. The Gray health officer proposed one, but the state of Maine
would not fund it. Hinds and Washburn formed the
Environmental Public Interest Coalition (EPIC). When McKin
ignored an order to excavate and remove contaminants, the women
grew skeptical of government assurances of a clean-up and called a
press conference. A state official was at Hinds’ door next morning.
Hinds took him and some reporters to the site and demanded that
it be cleaned up in two weeks. When the official demurred, she
threatened that EPIC would do it themselves, with the press docu-
menting their work. Pressured by fear of publicity and by EPIC, the
state, believing that EPIC was a big organization, did the job. But
the contamination problem was not over. After reading studies sug-
gesting that McKin had polluted the river, spreading toxins further,
Hinds lobbied until the McKin site was placed on the Superfund

PA R T T WO: T H E T W E N T Y-F I R S T C E N T U R Y—D AW N

• 4 7 6 •



list for clean-up by the government. After warning the people who
bought her house of possible residues, Hinds moved away, but still
works on pollution. She co-founded the Maine Citizens Coalition
on Toxics, which joined a state citizens group, the Maine People’s
Alliance. 

The United States discove red the consequences of decades of
u n regulated dumping of toxic chemicals in 1978, when Love Canal
hit the news. An abandoned waterway in Niagara Falls, New Yo rk ,
L ove Canal held over 20,000 tons of toxic chemical wastes dumped
by the Hooker Chemical Company. In the early 1950s Hooker filled
the canal, cove red it with soil, and donated it to the local Board of
Education, which built houses on it and a school. Early re s i d e n t s
complained of health problems, but government officials ignore d
them until the late 1970s, when they began to study birth defects,
miscarriages, and stillbirths in the area. The rates we re abnormally
high, as was the rate of chromosome damage (which can cause can-
cer). A local woman, Lois Gibbs, organized residents and led the fight
for compensation and fair treatment. After years of struggle, the gov-
ernment moved several thousand families and shut the houses up.
They we re eventually resold, despite questions about their safety.

Latin American women focus on militarism and the machismo
tradition that is a major source of the coups that plague the continent.
Asian and African women try to build bridges between opposing fac-
tions. As civil war wracks Sri Lanka, Women for Peace organize
n o rthern Tamil and southern Sinhalese women, circulate peace peti-
tions, hold public meetings, and publish newsletters criticizing
g overnment policy. In one pamphlet, a Tamil and a Sinhalese moth-
er talk about their sons, who have been killed in the conflict, and
urge its end. Feminists in the New Delhi Ankur project help widow s
of Sikh men who we re killed by Hindus in the riots that followe d
Indira Ga n d h i’s assassination. They try to forge ties between them
and the Dalit (untouchable) women who live in the same housing
p roject and whose caste was set against the Sikhs during the riots.
Si m i l a r l y, some Israeli women reach out to Palestinian women. 
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Knowing their sons were murdered, in July 1987 mothers dared
to protest in authoritarian South Korea. Mothers, wives, and female
kin of political prisoners held a huge rally at the headquarters of the
ruling Democratic Justice Party in Seoul. They threw eggs as they
shouted “Down with dictatorship!” They hurled bottles at a bus
carrying policemen convicted of torturing student prisoners to
death, demanding the release of all political prisoners. Fifteen of
them were arrested.

Women’s groups fight local governments too. In 1985, wanting
to stop the erection of a state prison in a residential area with dozens
of schools in East Los Angeles, a predominantly Mexican American
neighborhood, women asked their parish priest to organize them.
Every week 400 women marched, wrote letters, and lobbied in
Sacramento—and they stalled the project. Next, they derailed a
plan for an above-ground pipeline to carry oil from offshore rigs in
Santa Barbara through East Los Angeles to Long Beach, bypassing
affluent white coastal communities. They also incorporated as a
nonprofit organization and allied with a mainly black group in
south-central Los Angeles to keep a toxic waste incinerator from
being built in their area.43

Hands 

Women reach out hands to other nations, classes, or neighborhoods
with rigid, exclusive, or threatening boundaries. African American
Mildred Tudy and Mexican American Maria Fava worked separate-
ly to improve living conditions and bridge racial enmity in the
Williamsburg-Greenpoint neighborhood of Brooklyn. Their agita-
tion forced the city to take some necessary steps and, in the process,
they introduced other low-income women to feminism and
improved their own lives. White women join black women to fight
the Ku Klux Klan in many localities.44 Women lead citizens’ groups
opposed to the use of nuclear power; they were “the most commit-
ted and energetic opponents of the city and General Motors” dur-
ing problems in Po l e t own; and they make up the 
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majority of community leaders dealing with toxic waste or those
involved in community groups in Chicago and other cities.45

Women in regional and global networks and grassroots groups
reach out, forming bonds that strengthen both sides and allow them
to learn from each other. Global feminism has influenced existing
international women’s organizations like the World YWCA, which
is now concerned with non-Western women. Most important, in a
profound shift from patriarchal thinking, women’s networks give
priority to the voices of women on the local level and try to avoid
making decisions from the top down. Feminists approach the world
differently from other “underdog” groups: they don’t want a bigger
slice of the patriarchal pie, as men do, and they don’t want to inject
a few women into the highest echelons of power while the rest
remain marginal or in abject poverty.

Rather, women want to expose the fraudulence of the highest
value of the male world—power as domination, a recipe for con-
tention and isolation. They want to transform social and economic
relations by stressing cooperation and nutritiveness—a recipe for
felicity. They hope that, through global networking, they can dis-
cover an alternative structuring principle to male hierarchy, which
today seems the only possible structure. If women can realize an
alternative structure, they can literally change the world. 

Antifeminism and Conservative Feminism

Both right- and left-wing parties historically used women to sup-
port and maintain men; both have traditionally been sexist. Today,
however, some leftist men reject explicitly masculinist ideologies,
sympathizing with or supporting a degree of female liberation:
some are even feminists. Right-wing movements tend to be nation-
alistic and/or religious and macho, exalting militarism and a cult of
manliness and male supremacy. It is difficult for feminists to under-
stand how women can support an ideology that openly subordi-
nates them and supports militarism, which may kill their sons and
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daughters. Yet many do. This section will focus on conservative
women in the United States. 

Most North American antifeminists are part of a New Right
that is a coalition of three main groups: businessmen threatened by
changes in capitalism, religious fundamentalists, and groups dedi-
cated to specific issues like abortion.46 They ally with each other on
the grounds on which they agree with each other—their opposition
to feminism, social welfare programs, and what they consider state
invasion into the private sphere of the family. All three are male-
dominated, but mobilize women as local and national fronts and to
serve men and the male cause. 

Antifeminist women seem to operate out of a feeling of weak-
ness. They fear a feminist agenda, which they believe devalues the
work and security of mothers and wives. Some oppose divorce
because it threatens women’s financial security, or daycare because it
offers an alternative to the established form of the family, or legal
abortion for a variety of reasons, but mainly for allowing men to
copulate with impunity instead of having to “pay” for it with mar-
riage. Some antifeminist women have attained power in their
worlds and do not want the rules of the game to change; they know
that belittling other women and the feminist movement pleases the
men they deal with. Antifeminists accede to male dominance: hav-
ing achieved some measure of security or success by deferring to it,
they fear change.

Antifeminist women are not fools. They see the same world
feminists see and diagnose it similarly. Many men consider femi-
nists man-haters, but conservative antifeminist women generally
hold men in much lower esteem than feminists do. They think men
are what they are by nature and are profoundly skeptical of their po-
tential for change. They believe sex differences pervade all aspects of
existence—body, mind, emotion, morality—and are extreme and
unbridgable, rooted in nature. Many consider men untrustworthy,
less worthy and moral than women, “slightly inferior” exploiters
who are a threat unless they are under women’s moral guidance and
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control. Seeing the sexes as virtually different species, these women
cast men in the role of protectors whose manliness depends on their
fulfilling this role. They exploit male rivalry and fear of other men
to persuade their men to protect them from those men, who are
presumed to be predatory or irresponsible. 

Most of the conserva t i ve women interv i ewed by Ro by n
Rowland loathe violent, aggressive male values and consider life-
affirming, caring, conservationist female values superior to men’s
and in need of cultivation.47 Others identify with violent aggressive
male values in an aggressive violent world. Both are pro-family, pro-
children, and pro-woman and continually bargain with men not to
use their power over them. Yet they see women as responsible for
their own lives: women’s good management produces “good” hus-
bands who reflect the women’s worth. Thus, antifeminist women
see men as overgrown children in need of control, and life as a sex-
ual power struggle they are determined to win.

Andrea Dworkin believes that right-wing women see women’s
position realistically, responding not with feminists’ assertions of
sisterhood but a “self-protective sense of repulsion.”48 The powerless
do not easily put faith in the powerless: they “need the powerful”—
and the powerful are male. Without sisterhood, antifeminist groups
discriminate by race and class. They try to fight for themselves while
maintaining the appearance of acting within the parameters laid
down by males. 

Without hope of changing the status quo, antifeminists fight
for themselves within it. They want to be “equal but different,” and
they see feminism as a movement aimed at sameness with men.
They are convinced that feminism devalues motherhood and fami-
ly life. The issue most dividing them from feminists is abortion. A
conservative woman says: “I believe that feminists have fallen into a
male trap. They are attempting to adapt women to a wombless male
society, instead of adapting society to meet the needs of women.”
Unable to believe that sexual politics can change, they try to exploit
them for their own and their children’s benefit. 
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Feminists and antifeminists differ not in their appraisal of the
world but in their degree of hope or, perhaps, idealism. Essentially,
the difference rests on whether we believe gender differences are
biologically or culturally determined, whether our roles in life are
inevitably tied to our genitals. If gender is inextricable from sex and
given by birth, all men are violent, aggressive, appropriational, and
dominant, despite their emotional, moral, and spiritual inferiority
to women. This attitude is a council of despair for both sexes, and
especially for mothers of sons. 

Second-wave American feminists’ demand for equality with
men both at law and in access to education, work, credit, and sta-
tus was emphasized in the media presentation of American femi-
nism. But most American feminists also support the values held by
the antifeminists. Feminists also want a world that values nutritive-
ness, compassion, and harmony. The strategy of groups that seek
equality was to enter the public realm to change it (although that
has not happened) and to enlarge women’s possibilities. Women as
a caste have never wanted to end their association with motherhood
and children, but only to make it less absolute, insisting that
women are human beings capable of the full range of human behav-
ior. Indeed, most feminists, including lesbians, are mothers who
take profound satisfaction in their children. 

The emphasis on equality generated a conservative “pro-family”
movement within feminism, according to Judith Stacey, a kind of
backlash that repudiated sexual politics, “the distinctively radical
core of the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s and
1970s.”49 She believes that conservative feminists do not want to in-
terpret personal or social relationships in terms of sexual power
because, to do so, threatens “the family”; for them, the fight against
male domination deflects attention from more important agendas.
The germinal insight of feminist thought, Stacey asserts, was that
“woman” is a social category historically and socially constructed on
a base of subordination: feminist sexual politics attempted to trans-
form gender and sexuality using the New Left insight that “the 
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personal is political.” Politicizing intimate relationships, particular-
ly female-male ones, was the “most explosive and threatening aspect
of feminist sexual politics” and the form new conservative feminists
particularly reject. 

Conservative feminists feel that 1970s feminists’ rage against
men and their assertion that the traditional family oppressed
women gave women an either/or choice between family and car-
eer/equality. Thinkers like Betty Friedan, Jean Bethke Elshtain, and
Carol McMillan support “the family,” but disagree on what it is. For
Friedan, “the family is who you come home to”; Elshtain defines a
family as connected by marriage or kinship. Both want women to
ignore men’s war on women. Believing that the “tired welfare state”
alienates and antagonizes conservatives, Friedan urges feminists to
avoid “incendiary sexual issues” like lesbianism and abortion on
demand. Elshtain fears that politicizing personal life will end priva-
cy and politics and lead to totalitarian control over both. In a bur-
eaucratic capitalist and totalitarian socialist world, she finds family
life the only nursery of the values needed to resist corporate power
and antidemocratic tendencies. 

Elshtain criticizes feminists for assimilating to the “masculine”
world—accepting market imperatives and instrumental rationality,
and seeking technocratic solutions to moral and political problems.
She urges a “politics of limits” that eschews utopian dreams and
does not try to change what, she believes, cannot be changed with-
out dire human consequences—biology, gender, family, and sexual
morality. Above all, Elshtain urges resisting state intervention in pri-
vate life and calls for “social feminism,” which places children at the
center of feminist concern, preserves traditional families and com-
munities, maintains clear boundaries between public and private
life, and preserves those aspects of gender differentiation “necessary”
to social life. 

Friedan, Elshtain, and McMillan believe that Western feminists
have bought into a male division of experience that sees public life,
career, and male rationality as more significant and demanding than
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motherhood and the qualities associated with it. McMillan criticizes
Western rationalist logic and values on serious grounds: as present-
ing a false dichotomy and hierarchy between reason and emotion,
culture and nature; and using it to privilege technology, manipula-
tive skills, and control of the natural environment, as well as to
denigrate women, mothering, and domesticity.50 Accepting this dis-
torted version of experience, feminists and sexists alike, according to
McMillan, seek worldly power, while feminists—misguidedly—
seek equality and androgyny.

McMillan urges that these values be rearranged in a society that
better prepares women for their “natural” relationship to children.
She urges opposition to all interference with “natural” female repro-
duction and mothering—most forms of birth control, abortion,
unisex education, daycare, and even co-parenting. Friedan and
Elshtain also seek to maintain gender roles, instead of trying to
achieve androgyny—an early feminist goal.

One can interpret part of the conservative feminist agenda as
one based in fear and despair at the overwhelming difficulty of al-
tering the most deeply rooted human attitudes—towards sex, gen-
der, and family. But part of its analysis seems to me to be on target:
a feminist society should be centered on children. Moreover, we
cannot overestimate the importance of the philosophical founda-
tions of patriarchy, its division of experience into two distinct
realms: mind, ruled by men; body, in which women are immersed.
One is volitional, the other necessary; one is granted the right to
dominate, the other the requirement to obey. And there is no ques-
tion that in struggling to change patriarchal values, women are
stumped by the so-far-immovable male refusal to take responsibili-
ty for children. All efforts at equality founder on the fact that
women give birth and take the responsibility for raising children. If
feminists have not yet succeeded in integrating human activities
and values, the fault lies less with them than with the men who
impede them and the difficulty of a task that cannot be compassed
in a generation.
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Only after we recognize that women’s subordination to men is
systemic and structural can we begin to build a base for a humane,
felicitous world. One of feminism’s most important achievements is
its deconstruction of the family as a natural unit and its reconstruc-
tion as a social unit.51 This breakdown made possible the recogni-
tion that the private realm idealized as the nursery of humane val-
ues is, in fact, the primary site of women’s subjection. 

Stacey argues that the conventional nuclear family generates
effective and economic self-sufficiency; inward-turning, it gets its
strength from a strong bond between husband and wife, often based
in domination. Other family forms, like black urban ghetto matri-
focal domestic networks or white urban networks in nineteenth-
century Britain and the United States, survive only if women reach
out and forge relations with kin, neighbors, and friends.52

The difficulty in maintaining long-term commitment, which is
one basis of conservative feminists’ fears, results not from feminism,
but from the sexual revolution, efficient contraception, and the fact
that marriage no longer creates an economic unit necessary to a
society. Few people live on the land, and most people live longer.
Monogamy may not be a typical human trait. Marriage for life
meant something very different when most people died young.
Societies that desire marriage for life must enforce it by forbidding
divorce, and even then, men (and sometimes women) often take
lovers or leave. Women do commit themselves—but less to mar-
riage than to children. It may be harder to maintain an egalitarian
than a power relationship enforced by law and custom: subordinate
partners must accept whatever dominant partners do, so one gets
his way and the other is silent. But the problems resulting from the
end of marriage would be less severe if men took more responsibil-
ity for children.

Women who fear male power and lack faith in change reject
feminism, but still continue to struggle for some autonomy, for
structures to protect their children, and for decent lives. Under-
neath the serious disagreements among antifeminists, conservative
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feminists, and feminists, most women—indeed, probably most 
people would like a safer, more felicitous world in which everyone
has a voice and children are protected. Regardless of their conflicts,
feminists of all persuasions are allied, as are antifeminists. In a few
hundred years, historians will see that, in the late twentieth and
early twenty-first centuries, almost the entire female sex was mov-
ing in the same direction along different paths.53
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C H A P T E R  1 2

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  F E M I N I S M

FE M I N I S M I S A N A L I V E A N D H E A LT H Y S PI R I T in the hearts of millions
of women and some men, a burgeoning movement across the

globe. It is not a “m a s c u l i n e” movement—a party with a dogma, cen-
tral headquarters, fixed leaders, and levels of command. Iro n i c a l l y,
feminism has been accused of having exactly that—of imposing
“politically corre c t” ideas on poor, bew i l d e red men. T h e re are issues
on which the majority of feminists are agreed, most of them center-
ing on their insistence that women own their own bodies, but it is
because churches, governments, and the male sex have laid claim to
those bodies for millennia that these items cause contention.

Some basic feminist assumptions are fixed and inflexible: that
women matter as much as men and share the same human rights to
food and nourishment, health care, education, paid work on every
level, security to walk about unmolested, sexual partners of their
choice, and freedom to create their own lives. Many women lack
some or all of these rights, but some men do too. The goal of the
UN conferences is to create a world in which no one lacks these
rights.
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Beyond that, women choose their own paths. Non-Western
women often complain of the Western obsession with individual-
ism and prefer a more community-oriented vision. Some women
worry more about protecting women; others worry about attaining
real equality with men in the business world, for instance. Femin-
ists’ stubborn refusal to be co-opted by the media during the
puritanical impeachment hearings of Bill Clinton indicates the
more complex reality. Journalists expected (and hoped for) an
across-the-board feminist condemnation of a man who fornicated
outside his marriage and did not hesitate to involve a much younger
subordinate—an abuse of power no matter who provoked whom.
But once feminists saw that the relationship was volitional on
Monica Lewinsky’s side and not sexual harassment, they shrugged.
Most men seem to believe that feminists are puritanical about sex,
but that is far from the case. They do not agree even about sexual
requirements like monogamy, for instance.

Feminism is a loose set of beliefs based on the single belief that
women matter as much as men. The leaders do not inherit their
mantles from a fore m o t h e r, and they do not get chosen by an elite.
R a t h e r, they arise from the mass of women because they are in some
way extraord i n a ry — m o re intelligent, hard w o rking, perc e p t i ve, or
s a v v y. They bear more responsibility than others, not more powe r.
The movement does not endow its officeholders with powe r, as
m e n’s movements do. Those feminist leaders who have any powe r
earned it through work. The power feminism wants is the power to
change life, not power to hold in one’s hand and gloat ove r. T h e
women who are leaders in women’s groups reside in thousands of vil-
lages, towns, and cities across the globe; they spread feminism daily
by living it and talking about it. Feminism brings joy to people’s
h e a rts—it is truly a gospel, a good news. Some people think femi-
nists must adhere to a code of appearance—no make-up, no nail
polish, no high heels, uncomplicated short hair—but lots of femi-
nists wear make-up and dye their hair. Feminists are single hetero-
sexuals, married women, women in heterosexual love affairs, single
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lesbians, lesbians in committed relationships, lesbians in homosexu-
al love affairs, celibate women, and women who move from one type
of sexual relationship to another. They are of eve ry color and re l i-
g i o n — t h e re are even Mormon, Muslim, and ort h o d ox Jewish femi-
nists, despite their sects’ strong disapproval of feminism. 

Most feminist campaigns are particular, aimed at changing a
certain law or custom, or improving life for a certain group of
women. Actions with larger goals like peace require widespread sup-
port. Many feminist actions have been successful: change may be
slow and gradual, but much change has occurred in the past thirty
years, particularly in cultural and educational areas. Most people
today are aware of the existence of feminism, even if many have a
distorted idea of its nature. Feminist concepts have entered ordinary
discourse in most societies, and the philosophy they incorporate has
lightened the hearts and burdens of uncounted women and men.
Feminist theoretical work is building a vital new epistemology, a
foundation for the future. 

Because feminism is a living entity in the lives of millions of
women, it is growing and becomes more widespread with eve ry
decade. In the present century, it will reach most women thro u g h o u t
the world. The twenty-first century will be the century for feminism.
At the same time, howe ve r, feminism has been silenced. The swal-
l owing of businesses by global corporations means that a smaller and
smaller number of men have greater and greater power in the world.
Fi ve men control almost all the media in the United States. This near
monopoly has resulted in serious censorship, one different from any
b e f o re known. 

Censorship is as old as the state. John Milton railed elegantly at
censorship by the Catholic Church, “sometimes five Im p r i m a t u res are
seen together dialog-wise in the piazza of one title page, compliment-
ing and ducking each to other with their shaven re ve rences, whether
the author, who stands by in perplexity at the foot of his 
epistle, shall to the press or to the sponge”; but the year after he wro t e
the great Are o p a g i t i c a, he himself became chief censor of England. 
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Censorship is not always overt: even before the rise of multina-
tional corporations, literature was censored, not just by theocrats in
Iran or Rome but by invisible forces. Censorship has always existed
in the United States. Certain things could not be said publicly or
printed; the taboo depended on the era, but usually included explic-
it sex. Although publishers have always claimed that market forces
alone dictated their decisions, tacit agreement today would prevent
a publisher from printing a book that is explicitly anti-Semitic, say,
or racist. Yet there has never been a bar to misogyny: explicitly
woman-hating books (and films and songs) have always been com-
mon. Until the 1970s, in contrast, a feminist view of life was not
permitted because men felt it was man-hating. It required men who
were unaware to stretch their sympathies too far, and they found
feminist work incomprehensible. 

Since the rise of the feminist movement in the late 1960s, how-
ever, men of all levels have been exposed to feminist ideas, feminist
theory, and feminist terms. Feminist work is not incomprehensible
now, except to those whose minds are willfully shuttered. Yet, since
the 1980s, less and less work by feminists has appeare d .
Newspapers, magazines, and television almost never feature a femi-
nist writer, although feminism is one of several important intellec-
tual movements in our current world. There is no discussion of
feminist ideas; even feminist magazines rarely feature dialog. Only
on public radio (and there, rarely) is there any mention of this
worldwide revolution. There is a blackout on feminism, as if it did
not exist. 

Even intellectual men write about history and literature as if
feminism had never occurred. They are somehow able to ignore the
huge changes it has generated in customs, laws, and every disci-
pline—history, psychology, and literature especially. Feminism is
the most transforming revolution to occur since the industrial rev-
olution: it has changed the discourse. Men’s censorship seems to be
based on the hope that ignoring it will make it go away. This is not
the sort of censorship that can be attacked in the old ways: we can-
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not protest that a certain kind of book is not being published or
picket a newspaper that omits a certain kind of news from its pages.
It is questionable how many people even notice: Did you notice
that television reportage almost totally ignored the many huge
protests mounted against the Gulf War in New York, London, and
San Francisco? I saw two half-minute reports on CNN during the
entire war, and only from friends did I have knowledge of the huge
marches that actually occurred. 

This censorship does not appear to be political, but we know
now that everything is political. Twenty-first-century censorship is
the silence of controllers who do not want any changes in the status
quo. Since the collapse of European socialism and the seeming tri-
umph of capitalism, global businesses censor discussion of any
political, economic, or moral system that might lead to change: it
avoids serious discussion of leftist politics and of feminism, though
mockery of feminism is of course permitted. But it is essential that
feminism be discussed. As a truly revolutionary point of view, any
realization of the feminist vision will require huge changes in every
human endeavor. How this should be done requires thought and
planning. To censor feminist discussion is, therefore, profoundly
destructive to the movement, and we must find ways around it. 

The world we inhabit has been constructed almost entirely from
a male perspective. For women to matter in this universe, they must
now be written in to the structures that were originally set up to
exclude them. This inclusion cannot be done by adding a paragraph
to a chapter in a traditional male history. Women’s presence com-
pletely alters a context. It is not the physical fact of a woman’s body
on a panel that changes it, but her perspective on its deliberations,
since this point of view has never before been considered. As two
scholars have described the addition of women’s studies programs to
college curricula: “The fact that our understanding of homo sapiens
has incorporated the perspective of only half of the human race
makes it clear that women’s studies is not an additional knowledge
merely to be tacked on to the curriculum. It is, instead, a body of
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knowledge that is perspective transforming and should therefore
transform the existing curriculum from within and revise the com-
mon notion of what constitutes an ‘objective’ or ‘normative’ per-
spective.”1 To assert that women matter is to demur from tradition-
al morality and to change the value system we live by.

A feminist world would be arranged differently from the exist-
ing world in every aspect and on every level. Starting with basic
morals, feminists would alter the structure and relations of families
and of economic, cultural, and political institutions. To reform soci-
ety is indeed an overwhelming task: people resist even small
changes, and those with the most power, who have most to lose,
resist most powerfully. This obstacle paralyzes feminists, and we
have not yet taken the necessary next step: devising a rough blue-
print for a better system. Feminism has a clear value system, but no
structural plan for reordering economic, political, and social life.
Indeed, feminists are wary of large-scale plans: they tend to be
applied rigidly and from the top down (like socialist systems), and
so lead to tyranny, not democracy. Present feminist policy—sup-
porting local groups in self-created projects—works well on the
small scale, the structure all new burgeoning belief systems have
used. Christianity, Islam, and socialism, for example, all began with
small “cells” of believers building a new church in joy.

The dominant metaphor for hierarchy has always been the fam-
ily. Of course, it is the family already structured by patriarchy that
is referred to—triangular, a group with one dominant male, subor-
dinate female or females, and subordinates beneath them (children,
servants, hangers-on). The dominant male has absolute power in
this structure and is presumed to have the well-being of his sub-
ordinates at heart. There is no safety valve in the design if he proves
not so inclined; only escape or revolution can save the group from
wretchedness. But for women, escape is almost never possible, since
there is nowhere else to go.

So the family is an imperfect analogy for hierarchy. First, it’s
true that small children do need authority and to be protected and
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directed by adults. But children affect their parents as much as the
reverse—only a cruel parent would hand out orders to children
while ignoring their desires and needs. Most governments, in con-
trast, pay little heed to their citizens unless the citizens organize.
Second, children grow up: much of the parenting one does is aimed
at helping the child grow up, teaching it to be independent.
Governments do not want independent thought from their citizens,
only economic independence. Third, most people, except those
brutalized into a zombie-like submissiveness, do not like authority
and do not feel that others have the right to authority over them.
Because authority is always an imposition, it needs to be backed by
might. The family is a far more flexible and two-way structure than
hierarchy. Even severely unhappy families with a dictatorial parent
are less rigid than hierarchies. 

The dominant metaphor for feminism is anarc h y. The anarchy I
refer to is that of the planets, which move in more or less fixed pat-
terns, each realizing its own orbit in harmony, but not collusion, with
the others. No planet dominates; indeed, so far as we know, no ele-
ment dominates space. Each part follows its own truth. A young female
entomologist found this same kind of anarchy in anthills, contradicting
the belief of generations of scientists that anthills are dominated by the
q u e e n .2 ( In t e re s t i n g l y, Ed w a rd Wilson, the leading proponent of socio-
b i o l o g y, which holds that male dominance is rooted in nature, is also
our leading exper on insects, which are so often centered on a queen.)

Feminists do not have the power to build large-scale alternative
structures. At present, we cannot even conceive of them. What
political arrangement, for instance, would enable people to have
great autonomy in their lives and make each person her own boss,
her own rabbi? Women have created small-scale alternative worlds
in their families or their communities. These alternatives are so far
experimental, but from these experiments grow a body of knowl-
edge of what works and what doesn’t, in family, political, and 
economic structures and in ideas for future trial. 
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Alternative Family Structures 

In 1975 Cuba became the first country, capitalist or socialist, to
mandate a Family Code requiring men to “cooperate” in housework
and child care, even if they are the only family members who work
outside the home. Clause 26 of the Family Code reads: “If one of
the spouses contributes only through his or her work in the home
and child care, the other spouse must provide full economic 
support, without this meaning that he or she be relieved of the obli-
gation of cooperation with housework and child care.”3 Clause 28
carries the principle of sexual parity even further: “Both spouses
have the right to exercise their professions or crafts and must lend
each other reciprocal cooperation and aid to this effect.” The law
requires parents to organize their home life so children get proper
care.

This code generated a debate on the division of labor: it legiti-
mated men who, despite mockery, helped maintain their homes; it
enlarged the views of adolescents, who now see adult responsibili-
ties as including work both outside and within the home. The
Family Code is only one tool in Cuba’s effort to integrate women
into the workforce without disrupting the family. The government
placed particular emphasis on building daycare centers, especially in
areas with the most working mothers. These centers accept babies
when they are forty-five days old, the point at which paid materni-
ty leave ends. The economy cannot support enough infant centers
(circulos) to accommodate all children, so those whose mothers
work outside the home are given priority.

Almost all Cuban workshops have dining rooms or allow work-
ers to use one at a nearby factory. Grade-school children enjoy hot-
lunch programs, and many junior-high students board at school.
Teenagers spend the school week in boarding schools across the
country and return home to their families on weekends—a boon to
many parents and children of that age. Neither child support nor
custody is automatic in Cuba’s Family Code: a wife who works for
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wages with a husband who studies may be responsible for support-
ing the children; and, on marriage break-up, some men get child
custody. Cuba’s family policy seems increasingly successful. But the
government still considers the heterosexual nuclear family the basic
cell of society and harshly punishes homosexuality as “counterrevo-
lutionary.” Recently, however, official hostility toward same-sex love
has been muted.4

Sweden based its family policy on the principle that an econo-
my that requires two incomes to support a family must give parents
a reasonable chance to combine work with family life. Swedish
family policy emphasizes shared parenting; the Prime Minister’s Ad-
visory Council on Equality between Men and Women reported in
1975 that “fathers are now accorded the same degree of respon-
sibility and importance in the children’s lives as has always been
accorded to mothers.” To realize this balance, the government set up
a three-part program to expand public child-care facilities, give par-
ents of small children more time off from work, and, to combat
stereotypes, educate people about gender roles and parenting. 

A national program of sex-role education was launched in
1969. Children of both sexes in elementary and secondary schools
we re taught about gender stereotypes, career options, and tech-
niques and responsibilities of child care. To d a y, all official curricu-
la presume that both sexes will fill the same adult roles, be con-
cerned about careers, and need to learn about parenting. A pare n t a l
insurance system introduced in 1974, financed by an 85 perc e n t
contribution from employers and a 15 percent contribution fro m
the central government, entitles one parent at a time to stay home
with a newborn baby for nine months while receiving 90 perc e n t
of full pay. One parent may use all the paid leave, parents may
divide it, or, if their employers are willing, both may work half-
time for 90 percent pay. A recent addition lets parents use the last
t h ree months of paid leave gradually until a child reaches the age
of eight. In 1979 parents we re granted the legal right to a six-hour
w o rkday for a child’s first eight years, or a full leave of absence for
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eighteen months (but without compensation after the nine-month
p e r i o d ) .

National boards of health and welfare polled Swedish children
to discover what they talk about to one another and their questions
about life problems. They were surprised by the children’s concern
about sharing responsibility and looking out for one another. Often
lonely and forlorn, they wonder why their elders live as they do,
why adults work so hard. They wonder why they were brought into
the world and what will become of them. Feelings of isolation are
common in industrial societies in which production is separated
from the household. Swedish child psychologists and welfare work-
ers are now proposing that children be integrated young into the
adult job world—visiting parents’ workplaces, attending daycare
centers connected to workplaces, and being allowed to work in their
teens. It is a testimony to the values of the Swedish people that,
despite their highly industrialized society, children’s physical and
mental environment and the quality of their relationships with par-
ents and other adults are important enough to be contentious issues
in national elections. 

But the sexual division of labor at work or at home has
remained unaffected. Even if both spouses work for wages, the hus-
band expects the wife to do most of the child care and the house-
work. Men complain that work takes so much out of them they
have nothing left to give their families; they insist that home is a
place for recovery and rest. But for women, who also work hard
outside the household, home is a place of work. Men get away with
irresponsibility because they earn far more than women, who
remain concentrated in unskilled and low-paid jobs. The Advisory
Council on Equality between Men and Women noted in 1975: “In
spite of pay equalization between the sexes, great differences
remain, above all because women and men work in different 
occupations.”5

The United States has no policy and few social programs to
assist families with two working parents or single heads of house-
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hold. Shared parenting is a luxury reserved for willing professionals
and the self-employed; unsupported by government, daycare is
expensive and scarce. But thousands of resourceful young adults
with children have tried communal living. 

People committed to sexual monogamy and private parenting,
but who found living in a nuclear family burdensome and emotion-
ally unfulfilling, formed the Circle of Families. Residential collec-
tives made up of nuclear units, circles of families sometimes accept
single childless adults, but require everyone to participate in com-
munal child-rearing. In 1973 a Philadelphia circle, the Philadelphia
Life Center, consisted of thirteen houses and one hundred children
and adults—singles, childless couples, and parents ranging from
their twenties to their sixties. In a circle of families in Brooklyn,
New York, four adults split a twelve-hour day into four three-hour
housework duties. Each adult has nine hours free and works three
hours in the household, sharing laundry, cooking, shopping, and
child care equally.6

Tensions arise in communes as they do in families. In the sym-
bology of television or glossy magazines, family conflict signals 
failure or lack of love. But people in intentional communities expect
conflict and consider the process of resolving it an essential element
of growth. They work on building equal, nonoppressive relations,
giving special attention to pressures arising from lack of privacy.
They hold regular meetings to let off steam and offer each other
care, concern, and criticism. Many communards consider these the
most rew a rding aspect of communal life. The men in the
Philadelphia Life Center formed a discussion group to deal with 
the discomfort some felt about domestic work and nurturing, ask-
ing what it means to be a man and how they have been brought up
to view the male role.

An early 1970s study of thirty-eight counterculture communes
(also called hippie and anarchist communes) showed that most
communards had joined in search of traditional values—support,
acceptance, love, a sense of place, and a model for child-rearing.7
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Seeing themselves as an extended family of peers, some groups
adopted the same surname. One called itself “The Family.” Such
communities can assimilate varied living arrangements—
monogamous couples, unmarried couples, heterosexual and homo-
sexual acts, and individuals moving in and out of relationships in
what the authors call “serial monogamy.” They stress that while
celibacy is rare and couples’ relations may be fragile, sex is not
promiscuous or disordered. Communities practicing group mar-
riage are rare and are usually torn by so many personal conflicts that
few survive even a year.

Lesbian women have experimented with both small and large
communes. For years the “Community” in Portland, Oregon, func-
tioned as a network, offering members residence in one of several
dwellings scattered throughout the city as well as paid work in com-
mune-run enterprises like a gas station, child-care center, health
clinic, bookstore, and house-painting business. It required members
to place a primary value on being a lesbian; to identify with the
counterculture youth movement and advocate its ideals; and to
devote most of their time and energy to Community recreational,
cultural, and political activities.

Members of the Community spent virtually all their time
together—at work, play, friendship, or love. The Community
expected ex-lovers to remain friends; if they could not, they were
asked to leave. Portland State University anthropologists who stud-
ied personal and group relationships in the Community asserted
that members found the commune’s support, acceptance, and com-
panionship more stable and enduring than any love relationship,
and eventually made sexual relationships secondary. The Woman-
share Collective in Grants Pass, Oregon, also offered collective liv-
ing—providing a home and a connection with people and with the
land, although the particular members and land might vary over
time. 
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Alternative Economic Structures 

Socialism

Feminism, emphatically egalitarian and therefore democratic, is
inherently socialist, but twentieth-century socialist states were not
feminist. They used feminist rhetoric and made greater efforts than
other kinds of government to treat the female of the species as part
of society, but gave feminism mostly lip service. A real feminist soci-
ety was too radical for them. As a result, they failed women, but
failed men too. They failed humanity by structuring society from
the top down—an absurd way to realize a democratic philosophy.
Today, no existing government in the world is sympathetic to fem-
inism. Efforts to create equal rights and a single standard, even by
governments that claim they want to reward women for their con-
tribution to revolution, came to grief on the loud and unwavering
opposition of men at every level of education and power, in and out
of government. 

For decades, socialist feminists believed that socialist revolution
would emancipate women. More pessimistic views have emerged
recently. The priorities of socialist states foster male domination and
worsen women’s situation in some ways. Industrial socialist states
like the Soviet Union assimilated women into paid work, including
the professions, without redefining sexual power relations. In all
socialist states, industrialized or not, women’s workload increased:
maintaining the family and raising children under conditions made
difficult by national priorities (placing arms and heavy industry
above food, child-care facilities, and other necessities), women also
had to work full-time for wages and work politically if they wished
to get ahead. Nor did socialist states establish anything near sexual
parity in political bodies. Government apologists justified such fail-
ures, citing scarce resources, international pressure, and underdev-
elopment, but one woman best summed up the situation: “If a
country can eliminate the tsetse fly, it can get an equal number of
men and women on its politburo.”8

T H E F U T U R E O F F E M I N I S M

• 4 9 9 •



What most determines a nation’s treatment of women is not its
economic or political structures but its values. Militant states, even
without huge armies and extensive arsenals (like some Muslim
states), are more emphatically antiwoman than pacific states. What-
ever their economic/political form, cultures that see men as killers
consider women mere breeders and servants. Some feminists think
war can benefit women by expanding their sphere: “the longer
women assume the . . . roles once held by men, the more likely they
are to retain them.”9 They argue that women, when they participate
in armed combat for an extended period, have a better chance of
retaining the right to take fully human roles in society once the
combat has ended.10 

But I feel this is wishful thinking. Women have worked and
fought courageously in every socialist revolution in this century, but
in no socialist state are they equal to men. In Algeria, Vietnam, as
well as the old USSR and China, women were sent back to the
couscous or its equivalent. Eritrea has had a mass organization for
women longer than any country but Vietnam. The victorious
Eritrean revolutionary forces were strongly feminist, but as their
new society is built, women are dwindling into unimportance there. 

The 1960s wave of feminism inspired women in Peru, Mexico,
and Brazil to mobilize for feminist demands. Socialist revolution-
aries formed the Nicaraguan Sandinista Front (FSLN) to overthrow
dictator Antonio Somoza in 1962; women joined in 1963. When
the revolution began, some Sandinista leaders seemed aware of the
importance of women’s liberation and Nicaragua’s need for it. The
first FSLN platform treated sex equality as part of social equality,
and in 1969 promised to abolish “the odious discrimination that
women have been subjected to” and “establish economic, political,
and cultural equality between women and men.” It marshaled
thousands of women to overthrow the Somoza regime and achieve
equality through the Association of Women Confronting the
National Problem (AMPRONAC), founded in 1977. 

By the time the FSLN ousted Somoza in July 1979, women
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made up 30 percent of combatants. When the Sandinistas took
power, they were determined to create a true socialist state, not a
one-party state that suppressed dissent. Committed to a socialism
strong enough to allow a mixed economy, nonalignment, and polit-
ical pluralism, they allowed political dissent (within certain limits)
and left 60 percent of the country’s economic assets in private
hands, nationalizing only Somocista assets. “Sandinismo” meant a
socialism more democratic, independent, and moderate than Third
World socialisms. Nicaragua became a symbol of hope to socialists
throughout Latin America and beyond. But the appeal of this
humane approach made the Reagan administration ferocious in its
determination to destroy the Sandinistas. 

Within weeks of taking power, the Sandinistas banned media
sexploitation of women and named female FSLN cadres to senior
positions (ministers, vice-ministers, regional party coordinators).
Female combat soldiers became administrators and police. The gov-
ernment reaffirmed its commitment to women’s liberation by pro-
claiming in the Estatuto Fundamental (a draft of their constitution)
“the unconditional equality of all Nicaraguans without distinction
of race, nationality, creed, or sex” and pledging to “remove by all
means available” obstacles to achieving it. 

In five years, the Sandinistas reduced illiteracy from over 50 per-
cent to 13 percent, doubled the number of schools, increased school
e n rollment, eradicated several mortal diseases, provided basic health-
c a re services, and built more housing than Somoza in decades of ru l e .
The land reform program canceled peasants’ debts and gave thou-
sands of people land or secure jobs on state farms or cooperative s .
Reform of family law confronted the unequal power re l a t i o n s
b e t ween the sexes, along with men’s right to evade responsibility for
c h i l d ren while holding exc l u s i ve legal right to them. Women acquire d
custody rights, and men we re re q u i red to contribute to the household
and to child maintenance (when paternity was acknowledged). T h e
land reform program gave women title to land and wages for their
w o rk, and encouraged them to participate and lead in cooperative s .
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These actions had some negative results. Elite women who dealt
in imports and luxury goods were more highly taxed. They gained
legal rights, but lost business. Often bearing sole responsibility for
children and family health care, women are especially concerned
with housing and food. Many government campaigns helped
women with practical problems, but reinforced their exclusive
responsibility for those problems. The government did little or
nothing to remove other mechanisms that subordinate women, and
many male privileges over women remain in place.

After a few years, the FSLN’s image abroad began to tarnish.
Economic scarcity and constant war against US-backed forces were
grinding down the Sandinista experiment; they stopped trying to
improve women’s position. In October 1984 Minister of Defense
Tomás Borge acknowledged that certain important advances had
been made, but “all of us have to honestly admit that we haven’t
confronted the struggle for women’s liberation with . . . courage and
decisiveness. From the point of view of daily exertion, women
remain fundamentally in the same conditions as in the past.”

Sandinista efforts to build popular support for feminist cam-
paigns to raise women’s consciousness we re thwarted by the
Catholic Church. Afraid of losing popular support as war tensions
mounted, the FSLN realized only those parts of liberation programs
that fit in with other goals and enjoyed popular support without
arousing strong opposition—mostly in social welfare, development,
social equality, and political mobilization to defend the revolution.
Today, most Nicaraguan women remain at the bottom of the eco-
nomic structure, eking out a living as domestic servants or produc-
ing or trading petty commodities. Few of them benefited from the
socialization of child care and domestic labor: in mid-1984, forty-
three child-care centers tended about 4000 children, and further
expansion was not envisaged because of financial hardship caused
by the contra war.

In time, of course, under unremitting American pressure, the
Sandinistas were voted out of office and Nicaragua returned to its
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capitalist economy (which like many Latin American economies,
privileges a tiny elite). The Nicaraguan revolution is an extreme
example of the difficulty of constructing a socialist society in face of
poverty, underdevelopment, and external intervention—and most
socialist revolutions encountered such interference. Post-revolu-
tionary Mozambique suffered South African attacks; South Yemen
and China, dire scarcity; Cuba, a US blockade; and Vietnam, a
devastated landscape. In any case, most socialist states supported
women’s emancipation only halfheartedly.11 It should be clear by
now that women’s emancipation requires a feminist revolution.

Hilkka Pietilä

At the 1985 UN Conference in Nairobi, Finn Hilkka Pietilä pro-
posed an alternative system for thinking about economic matters.12

Since then, she has developed her theory. Pietilä argues that all of
life is based on two primary sectors: the household economy, in
which labor is unpaid and voluntary, and which is necessary (in the
sense I have been using this term throughout these volumes) for the
survival of most humans; and the economics of living nature—pro-
duction based on cultivating the living potential of nature, rather
than on extracting products from it. She calls this sector the “free
economy.” 

Beyond these sectors are two others: the “protected sector” and
the “fettered economy.” The first involves elements most govern-
ments protect and regulate so prices and terms can be determined
i n d e p e n d e n t l y, without too much pre s s u re from the global economy:
p roduction and labor for domestic markets and public serv i c e s — f o o d
p roduction, house and infrastru c t u re construction, adm i n i s t r a t i o n ,
education, health, transport, and communication. The fettere d
economy—large-scale production for export (usually called the
open economy)—is tied to world markets. The international mar-
ket determines its terms—prices, competition, and demand. At
present, Pietilä writes, the entire life of society is geared to support
this sector, yet it accounts for only a modest proportion of total
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production in any one nation and in the world. Money payment is
not the only criterion for assessing work, she says; it can be gauged
by volume of labor power (number of workers) or work time (num-
ber of hours) needed for a process. Volumes of input or output can
be expressed in physical units or in number of people cared for.13

This way of depicting economies is more useful and more
reflective of reality than current methods of analysis. It allows free
resources to be used in free and protected sectors and, if the market
wants GDP figures, the market can pay for them. Pietilä’s model
includes women’s (and men’s) unpaid work (at present invisible in
economic models) as a factor in an economy. Some Finnish women
determined to put this principle into practice by using their repro-
ductive work for political ends. Ms. Magazine reported that in June
1986, over four thousand Finnish women went on strike, pro-
claiming “No natal for no nukes.”14 A delegation of women
presented the minister of trade and commerce with a statement
declaring their resolve not to bear children until Finland changed its
pro-nuclear energy policy. On October 24, 1985, women in twen-
ty-two countries organized “time off for women” activities or 
full-scale strikes to inform governments that they wanted all
women’s work, including unwaged work, made visible in the Gross
Domestic Product.

An Alternative Political Structure:Anarchy

We have referred to anarchy several times in the course of this work,
yet the reader may have only a vague sense of what it is, partly
because definitions of anarchy are heavy on negatives but vague
about positives. Anarchists oppose domination, hierarchies, and all
forms of coercion. The communes discussed earlier do not call
themselves anarchistic, yet they live in anarchy—without a head.
The anarchist communities that thrived in Barcelona before the
Spanish Civil War and present-day grassroots feminist groups in
Europe and North America follow in the communalist-anarchist
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tradition of Bakunin, Kropotkin, and Goldman. It is, in fact, easy
to live without a head in a small group. But a large-scale society
combining freedom and community is difficult to envision.

An anarchist society would be, first of all, egalitarian: society
(including work structures) would foster reciprocity and coopera-
tion (which anarchists traditionally call “mutualism”), ending the
need for economic inequality or differential work incentives.15 The
institutions in and through which people interact would encourage
them to cooperate, not compete, with one another. Society would
not be managed by a centralized hierarchy; people would organize
groups to meet their own needs. Leaders would arise on an ad hoc
basis, leading in certain ways in given situations. No chairs of
authority would give some people the right or authority to “com-
m a n d” in all situations. Instead of trying to dominate nature, people
would find ways to live in harmony with the physical enviro n m e n t ,
as simple societies did. Anarchists insist that means be consistent
with ends, that the process of change is the change, that we accom-
plish re volution by living in re vo l u t i o n a ry ways. An illustration of
these principles is the 1973 Va n c o u ver Wo m e n’s He a l t h
Collective.16

In early 1973, women from local feminist health services
(including abortion referral and self-help groups) joined to form the
Vancouver Women’s Health Collective to offer advice on health,
contraception, and abortion. It fitted diaphragms and had a drop-
in service. Through collective women’s study groups, it tried to
inform the public as well as medical and nursing students; it ran a
self-help clinic aimed at empowering women to take responsibility
for their own health. The members were determined to use feminist
principles in their collective workplace as well. 

Accepting the same premise as most corporations and bureau-
cracies—that withholding information keeps people powerless and
that the more information people have in a given situation, the
more power they have and the more responsibility they take—they
structured the collective to distribute information, power, and
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responsibility as equally and widely as possible. Refusing to vest
authority in individual managers who controlled information, they
rotated coordinating and administrative positions among all mem-
bers and held weekly meetings to decide all matters of policy, large
or small, by consensus. Each member took a turn at every job,
teaching her successor what was necessary to perform it.

The collective engaged in self-criticism at their weekly meet-
ings, reversing the usual arrangement in which a boss alone has the
authority to criticize workers or systems. In theory, all members of
the collective participated equally in running the organization and
in making and carrying out decisions. In practice, howe ve r,
inevitably some members had more time to contribute, some had
been around longer and knew more, and newcomers needed to
learn more before they could fully take part. But the structure guar-
anteed that no one felt oppressed by the work.17

Linda Light and Nancy Klieber distinguish “social power”—
power to dominate or control others—from “personal power” or
autonomy (these terms roughly correspond with my “power over”
and “power to”).18 Hierarchical organizations force individuals to
compete for both, but collectively organized workplaces increase
personal power for everyone. Sharing social power generates per-
sonal power, which makes people independent, self-reliant, self-
actualizing, and confident. They feel better about themselves, and
they act more creatively and responsibly in cooperating with others
toward a common end. Workers in collectives have more freedom
and autonomy than those in hierarchical organizations, and evi-
dence suggests these benefits carry over to personal life, raising self-
confidence and political efficacy outside workplaces.  

Marcia Freedman describes anarchy in practice in an interna-
tional women’s conference, the International Tribunal for Crimes
against Women, in Brussels in March 1976. She ruefully confesses
that she was invited because she was the only feminist legislator in
the world at the time.19 Radical feminists took over the imposing
Palais de Congress for five days. She felt “like a country bumpkin in
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the big city, not because of the building . . . but . . . the women who
occupied it.” The Palais was filled with woman advocates—for
prostitutes, battered women, incest victims, female prisoners, and
against coerced sterilization and pregnancy, genital mutilation, and
pornography. They had set up hundreds of exhibit tables and
papered the walls with disturbing political posters. A long queue of
women waited patiently to enter a curtained-off corner of the vast
foyer labeled “Self-Help.” Admitted ten at a time, they were shown
a speculum and taught how to examine their vaginas, recognize
signs of vaginal infections, and treat them with yogurt and vinegar.

The delegates had voted to bar men, and they exploded at the
presence of male journalists. The organizers apologized for sitting
on a platform above the audience, for creating an agenda for others,
and for placing time limits on speakers. Feminist insistence on dem-
ocratic decision-making can seem impracticable, but in the long
run it saves time because it reaches consent, unifying a group before
an action. Issuing orders and demanding obedience seems more
efficient, but it leads to conflict, defection, and revolt later on.
Female style does not preclude defection, but reduces it by giving
members a personal stake in the action. 

The ideal feminist organization is the leaderless gro u p.
Freedman writes: “We are anarchists not by ideology but by need.
We are moved by an underclass appreciation of power—by our cer-
tainty that the kind of power that oppresses us can never be ours—
to envision a utopia in which there is no governance other than self-
governance,” in which bonding, caring, and sharing replace author-
ity. The Brussels conference showed anarchy in effective action.
Anarchic structure lets people exercise and relinquish power; every-
one is heard when there is a flexible center of attention.

Anarchist organizations may spend more time in decision-
making than hierarchical organizations, but they have two major
benefits: everyone derives power from their work, and this empow-
erment improves morale. The draining power struggles that 
characterize large organizations are far less prevalent in collectives.
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In strongly hierarchical organizations, most of people’s energy is
spent jostling for advancement or just maintaining their position or
their institutional power. Energy is diverted from the actual work of
the organization. And, as already explained, since collectives reach
decisions by consensus, people do not subvert and undermine them
later. Anarchist structures not only improve lives but are more effi-
cient in the long term. Unfortunately, no matter how committed
they are to cooperative, noncompetitive modes of work, collectives
must compete in a competitive outside world.

An Alternative Politics: Citizenship

Societies often deny women citizenship by granting it only to those
who will defend their country in armed struggle, an activity for
which women’s bodies were deemed unfit (or too precious). As
Kathleen B. Jones reads Western political theory, it bifurcates expe-
rience and marginalizes women as familial incarnations of love, who
nurture only their own families.20 The particularity of women’s pas-
sion made them unfit (by nature) for a seemingly more universal
passion for political virtue and public duty. By locking women in
the realm of the necessary, philosophers implicitly denied them the
mark of humanness, volition, and the power and right to choose
actions and life. Indeed, they granted volition only to propertied
males. But as revolutions swept formerly commoner males into elite
seats, that distinction was blurred among men. Only women are
still seen as beasts of burden, created by nature to serve and main-
tain the human race.

There is no evidence that women are by nature more loving
than men. The capacity for nurturing and cooperation that many
females exhibit may result from a socialization that prepares them
to take responsibility for children. Women’s affections are perforce
particular—they have been imprisoned in the domestic realm.
Concern for the particular does not disqualify a person from con-
cern for the whole: indeed, compassion for others grows from com-
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passion for one’s own. Without feeling for the particular, one is not
likely to feel for the universal. The entire philosophical edifice is a
justification of elite male scorn for labor that does not lead to
power.

The liberal understanding of citizenship, Jones notes, implies
that for women to become full citizens, they must become like
men—that is, not produce babies from their bodies. So Shulamith
Firestone urged artificial reproduction.21 If women no longer
became pregnant, gave birth, and nourished babies from their bod-
ies, they would no longer be second-class citizens, sex would be
freed of taboos, the workforce could be fully age- and sex-integrat-
ed, and people would contract to live together. A less extreme and
simpler solution, so far apparently impossible, is for men to take
equal responsibility for child-rearing and domestic maintenance. 

Western philosophers have long held autonomy to be the great
goal of life. Yet total autonomy isolates totally, engendering mad-
ness, and studies show that personality is defined by relationships.
Feminists believe that people become selves through their personal,
sexual, and productive relationships. The ideal, fully democratic,
feminist society can be sustained only by organizing society at all
levels—family, workplace, community, and state—in more open
and ambiguous organizational structures and behavioral codes than
characterize the partial democracies now existing in most Western
nations. In feminist political theory, the nation-state is an outmod-
ed political form.

An important accomplishment of feminist theory has been to
re i n t roduce the body into political discourse. Thinking about the
political significance of women’s bodies has generated extraord i n a r i l y
vital thinking about pornography and re p ro d u c t i ve rights. 
One feminism, “difference feminism,” stresses the political signifi-
cance of female culture, embracing the concrete, particular, and
bodily, revalorizing them, but without challenging the context of
domination that transforms “every alternative voice into a new song
of self-sacrifice.” Jones urges us to embrace the “cherished ideals and
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precious human values” that grow in the female social world and to
discard domination and subordination.22

For early feminists, aware of the need to invent an egalitarian,
personal form of political organization, feminist political community
was a family (sisters) or friendship gro u p. They proposed substituting
intimate forms of interaction modeled on family and friendship
structures for the alienated hierarchical interactions of citizens in
bureaucratic systems, and exchanging ties of affection for power
links (domination/subordination) as the way to bind the social
order. Feminists disliked pursuing instrumental goals: they pre-
ferred a sense of community to competitive hierarchies, just as they
preferred trust to suspicion as the motivating political impulse.
Feminist political scientists suggest empowerment as the criterion
for citizenship.23

Jones argues that defining “citizen” as a sister or friend in a fem-
inist polity is transforming. Belonging to a polity as to a family of
equals intensifies the experience of membership. When men use the
family as a political model, they stress dominance/subordination—
the leader as “father” of the state-family. Care-taking is an implied,
not a primary, concern. A feminist family, in contrast, is a commu-
nity of absolute equals. Families tend to demand total commitment
from members, but also to nurture and accept them partially or
wholly as persons, not functions. Families and friends grow
stronger, more intense solidarity than citizens in a modern state,
and their relationships have many dimensions, not just the formal
self-presentation. Families and friends are bound by complex psy-
chological bonds of body, heart, and will. 

Of course, psychological bonds and their messy, often uncon-
scious underpinnings are precisely what male hierarchies try to
avoid. And the degree of commitment expected from a sister can
undermine autonomy and self-development—which are also femi-
nist ideals. Sisterly rivalry is just as intense and debilitating as the
sibling rivalry men display in competitions. When feminists feel
tension and contradiction, Jones notes, they turn rigidly “political-
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ly correct.” Dissent is harder in a polity ruled by a family’s “general
will” than in a community based in friendship.

Traditional citizenship precludes all other loyalties—to a family,
sex, class, race, or place. The French re vo l u t i o n a r i e s’ ideal citizen was
Brutus, who executed his own sons for “t reason.” Elshtain calls the
female version of such citizenship “Sp a rtan motherhood” (mothers’
civic duty is to sacrifice their sons to the state’s wars).2 4 Such citize n-
ship also re q u i res a combative, oppositional stance on political
action, which cannot be fused with a feminist citizenship based on
intimate particular bonds like maternity. Feminists value full equality,
multiple interests and loyalties, and experiencing body and emo-
tion—not blotting them out. Ab ove all, they do not advocate sacri-
ficing life to the pursuit of powe r. Concluding that feminist va l u e s
cannot be adapted to the patriarchal conception of citize n s h i p, Jo n e s
urges feminists to transform the practice and concept of citize n s h i p
to fit their values, and, in the process, to create a new polity.

But the difficulty of realizing feminist ideals remains. We can-
not even imagine a feminist political structure without considering
the unresolved problem of balancing bondage with autonomy. The
male thinking that makes autonomy an ideal (for men) has made it
an absolute, if rhetorical, requirement for “manhood.” Men pretend
to autonomy, pretend to be the cowboy on a high horse, alone in
the mesa, dwarfing even the bluffs. The ideal forces men—or they
force themselves—to live deceitful lives that make them sick, men-
tally or physically. Men who live as though they were independent
often collapse when their wives or women friends die, overwhelmed
by unmet needs. But Western women also try to act or be
autonomous. Their stress on individualism often alienates Third
World women, many of whom are bound to extended families that
organize production. When a family’s survival depends on each
member chipping in labor or income, no one feels independent. 

Our need for bonds and our need for autonomy are hard to bal-
ance, and they seem to contradict each other. No political structure
I know of has focused on balancing these basic human needs.
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Anarchy still remains a vision: it has been realized only in relatively
small communities and only for brief periods. But it is essential that
the political thinkers who devise a new structure be feminist, to
guarantee that women—the easiest group to bind because they take
responsibility for children—are not bound more than they wish to
be. And also to ensure that the proposed bonds exist to ease the iso-
lation and to increase the felicity for the entire community, and not
to enable someone to dominate.

An Alternative Society: Motherhood and Children   

Men appropriate children as they appropriate women, by legislating
them into possessions. Men’s control over children varies among
societies, but in most present-day societies, children are named for
their fathers, the less certain parent. In past societies that permitted
abortion and infanticide, fathers controlled whether children lived
or died. In most societies before the twentieth century, fathers had
exclusive rights to determine a child’s residence, diet, medical care,
education, and marriage (often without their consent), and always
got custody of children after divorce. This is still the case in many
countries. Men’s ownership of children is/was a lever in their con-
trol of women, who, emotionally bound to their children, were ef-
fectively bound to the fathers who owned them. But no law now or
ever required men to do the work of raising children. Laws in some
states required men to support them, but women have little or no
recourse if they fail to do so, and none if they do so more poorly
than they can afford. Yet both law and social sanction require
women to care for children; the state removes children from moth-
ers who fail to do so according to its standards. Parenting is 
divided: men get the power, and women get the work.

Children are an asset in agricultural economies because they
start to work at an early age, and social pressure requires them to
support or care for elderly parents. But in advanced industrial soci-
eties, children must be fed, sheltered, clothed, and educated for
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many years and do not contribute to the household until they are
mature—if then. They are expensive, time-consuming drains, assets
only in terms of love. So, in industrial society, the law often grants
mothers custody of children. In modern semiegalitarian marriage,
fathers do not have an exclusive right to determine all elements of a
child’s life, but they still try to control childbirth and the child care
they rarely perform. 

The belief that women are responsible for children, and men are
not, derives from prehistory, when fatherhood was unknown and
children were named for and belonged to their mothers. Women
did the work of reproducing and most of the work of maintaining
the human race, but they controlled their work and reaped any
rewards. This is the way things are because, literally, this is the way
they have always been. But does that necessarily mean this is the
way they must be? Is it impossible for men to enrich themselves by
caring for children? Clearly, men’s genes do not preclude it—judg-
ing from how many men increasingly tend children now—and with
pleasure. 

But Heidi Hartmann and other feminists feel this division of
labor makes the struggle for equality futile. Since men’s work (the
production of things) is fundamentally different from women’s
work (the production and reproduction of human beings), the two
can never be equal.25 Feminist analysis has rooted women’s oppres-
sion in sexuality, marriage, and the family. It has discovered some
basic strategic principles: the need for autonomous women’s move-
ments; the need to refuse to postpone women’s struggles or subor-
dinate them to any male-dominated state, party, class, color, or
national movement; and the need to defend lesbian choice. Some
feminists believe these analytic and strategic illuminations, more
than classic demands for equal pay, equal work, reproductive free-
dom, and child care, are the legacy of 1960s feminism. 

But not everyone does the kind of work assigned their sex, and
many people do both kinds of work. The decision to stop fighting
for equality arises from despair at male intransigence in taking
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responsibility for children. Thwarted, feminists feel they must seek
another direction—and the feminism of the future must have a
broader agenda. The tendency to care for others (which humans
probably learn) is a vital necessity in a species whose young are born
helpless and remain relatively so for years. At the core of that care-
taking is motherhood—the rock on which all feminist efforts come
to grief—for equality cannot be achieved as long as women alone
are responsible for raising the human race, nor can we single-hand-
edly create a feminist world. To persuade men to join with us will
require a complete change in most men’s experience of life; they will
finally have to grow up by taking daily, ordinary responsibility for
the children of the world. 

Reproducing the human race is the essential human act; we do
not need to invoke a specious “natural law” to know that nature
programs species to stay alive long enough to reproduce themselves.
But unlike flies or fish, human young, born altricial, require years
of nurturing to survive. Rearing children is as essential as giving
birth to them. Society’s primary task is to foster both phases of this
essential process: childbirth and child-rearing. Child welfare must
lie at the center of any feminist polity. Yet, increasingly, the values
and tendencies both of the West and the Third World endanger
children and mothers.

Biological motherhood will probably not be done away with in
the near future, and perhaps never. Many women would fight to the
death to retain this most profound of all human experiences and
bonds. But biological motherhood is not identical to rearing a
child. Millions of children have been raised by people other than
biological mothers. Biological motherhood is the profoundest and
most enduring human bond, but all human bonds are breakable.
Biological motherhood is necessary, but it is not a prerequisite for
mothering. Adoptive parents can mother as well as a biological
mother. The fact that only women give birth does not mean that
only women should mother.

The major task facing future feminists is to devise an economic
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and social structure that fosters procreation and child-rearing with-
out locking women into forced procreation or motherhood. Not all
women want to or can give birth: but those who do are making an
essential contribution to society that deserves—and requires—
support. Similarly, not all women and men want to rear children:
but those who do deserve and require support. All humans should
contribute to well-being. The only purpose of human life beyond
continuation is to foster and enrich the life that exists—one’s own,
by fostering one’s own talents, and the lives of others—by taking
care and by creating and maintaining society, culture, technology,
or a polity. For such a structure to be realized, men must recognize
that immortality lies in future generations and that manhood lies in
taking responsibility for living future humans. To contribute to cre-
ating felicity for everyone’s children is one of the most satisfying
tasks on earth.

The difficulty of discussing any single problem women face
demonstrates the integrity of women’s lives, which are of a piece and
cannot be compartmentalized. A feminist world would recognize
this integrity as human, not female, and would start where femi-
nism always starts, with the most basic, the most profound—our
own bodies, emotions, thoughts, and sexuality. The only political
structure that permits such recognition is participatory democracy,
a polity based in small local units in which every person has a voice.
The only way to guarantee that all children born will be raised in
decent circumstances is to distribute wealth in a more egalitarian
way to allow every child the same right to air and water, food, pro-
tection, medical care, education, and work. 

Given that we emerge from roughly five millennia of patriarchy,
feminists have accomplished enormous things in a little over a cen-
tury. As women across the globe gradually overcome economic dis-
crimination, enforced economic dependence, and political and
social disenfranchisement, we exchange male-identification—an
alien definition of our being—for woman-identification, a positive
self-definition that reveals female excellence.26 Feminists are testing
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new kinds of lives and community. Women want more jobs with
more responsibility and more recompense. We have a right to power
on the same terms as men, even if relatively few pursue it: culture,
biology, or some combination of the two, teaches us that pursuit of
power is the pursuit of misery. But women must have a voice in
political decision-making. 

All feminist goals are ultimately connected to the quality of life,
autonomy, pride, dignity, freedom, joy, meaningfulness, and sense
of self that Sheila Ruth calls “spiritual matters.”27 Feminism also
addresses the divisiveness of gender and class stratification. It
enhances bonds among same-class women who, in the process,
forge the solidarity to counter male divisions and redefine “poli-
tics”—“men’s issues” and “women’s issues”—from a women’s per-
spective, creating a new way of looking at the world. Moreover,
divisions among women can heal when we recognize a kinship
based on our position in a men’s world and our almost universal
concern for the young and for human well-being. This healing is
part of the feminist project.28
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The Feminist Press at The City Un i versity of New Yo rk
is a nonprofit institution dedicated to publishing literary and educational
works by and about women. We are the oldest continuing feminist 
publisher in the world; our existence is grounded in the knowledge that
mainstream publishers seeking mass audiences often ignore important,
pathbreaking works by women from the United States and throughout
the world. 

The Feminist Press was founded in 1970. In its early decades the
Press launched the contemporary rediscovery of “lost” American women
writers, and went on to diversify its list by publishing significant works by
American women writers of color. More recently, the Press has added to
its roster international women writers who are still far less likely to be
translated than male writers. We also seek out nonfiction that explores
contemporary issues affecting the lives of women around the world. 

The Feminist Press has initiated two important long-term projects.
Women Writing Africa is an unprecedented four-volume series that doc-
uments women’s writing in Africa over thousands of years. The Women
Writing Science project, funded by the National Science Foundation, 
celebrates the achievements of women scientists while frankly analyzing
obstacles in their career paths. The series also promotes scientific literacy
among the public at large, and encourages young women to choose
careers in science.

Founded in an activist spirit, The Feminist Press is currently under-
taking initiatives that will bring its books and educational resources to
underserved populations, including community colleges, public high
schools, literacy and ESL programs, and international libraries. As we
move forward into the twenty-first century, we continue to expand our
work to respond to women’s silences wherever they are found. 

For information about events and for a complete catalog of the Press’s
more than 300 books, please refer to our website: www.feministpress.org
or call (212) 817-7915.
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