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am writing these notes from the perspec
tive of a woman from the South who has 
lived in North America for the past eight 
years. Over the years, I have become 
increasingly troubled by the widening 
gulf between feminist theory and prac
tice. As a black, "Third World" woman 
and scholar, I have become suspicious 
and weary of "well-meaning feminists" 
from the North who pay lip service to 
feminist politics in theory but are quick 
to shy away from putt ing their theories 
into practice—especially i n their rela
tions with women from the South or the 
so-called "Third World." 

Femin ism is sti l l very much- misunderstood be
cause those who "exported" it did a poor job of 
foregrounding the issues and connections among 
women. In my country^ being a feminist means 
you are an educated, sometimes frustrated, some
times angry, sometimes unmarr ied , l oudmouth 
woman who shuns domestic duties and having 
many chi ldren! For too long, being a feminist in 
Africa has meant copying unattractive Western 
attitudes that have no place in Afr ican cultures. 
The gradual understanding of the word feminist 
to mean a woman dedicated to fighting gender 
d iscr iminat ion is a slow process indeed. 
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MY MOTHER AND FEMINISM IN AFRICA 
I w a s r a i s e d by a m o t h e r w h o n e v e r h a d t h e 

w e s t e r n e d u c a t i o n t h a t I h a v e b u t s h e w e n t 
a b o u t t h e b u s i n e s s o f l i v i n g a n d s u r v i v a l every 
s i n g l e d a y o f h e r l i fe. S h e n e v e r h e s i t a t e d to 
u s e t h e t o o l s a t h e r d i s p o s a l to d e m a n d a n d 
o b t a i n w h a t w a s r i g h t f u l l y h e r s . H e r c h i l d r e n , 
h e r h u s b a n d , h e r f a m i l y ( ex tended, a s well ) , were 
h e r w o r l d . S h e , l i k e m i l l i o n s of A f r i c a n w o m e n , 
w i l l n e v e r k n o w t h e w o r d " f e m i n i s t " o r w h a t it 
m e a n s . Ye t , s h e w a s a n d s t i l l i s , i n m y eyes , 
o n e o f t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t f e m i n i s t f i g u r e s t h a t 
I s h a l l e ve r k n o w a s 1 a l s o go a b o u t t h e b u s i 
n e s s o f l i v i n g a n d s u r v i v a l . 

N e e d l e s s to s a y , w h e n 
o n e t a l k s a b o u t f e m i n i s m i n 
A f r i c a , the m i l l i o n s o f w o m e n 
l i k e m y m o t h e r a r e a l w a y s a n 
" a b s e n c e . " F e m i n i s t t h e o r y 
a n d p r a c t i c e , i n t h e c o n v e n 
t i o n a l s e n s e , b e l o n g to a n d 
f i n d r o o t s a n d d e f i n i t i o n s 
w i t h i n a n A f r i c a n m i d d l e 
c l a s s o f w o m e n , l i k e myse l f , 
w h o h a v e b e e n p r i v y to wes t 
e r n e d u c a t i o n . W e c a r r y o n 
t h a t c o l o n i a l m a n t l e t h a t de 
m a n d s o f u s to l a b e l o u r 
se l v es i n v a r i o u s a n d v a r y 
i n g c o n t e x t s . M y m o t h e r w i l l , 
t he r e f o r e , i n e s s e n c e , n o t l ay 
a c l a i m to the w o r d " f e m i n i s t " 
a n d , u n f o r t u n a t e l y , a c a 
d e m i c f e m i n i s t d i s c o u r s e s 
h a v e left w o m e n l i k e h e r by 
the w a y s i d e , i n s p i t e o f t h e fact t h a t t h e i r l i v e s 
a n d e x p e r i e n c e s a r e t h o s e t h a t h a v e g r o u n d e d 
m y f e m i n i s m a n d t h o s e o f u s w h o s p e a k t o/ 
w i t h i n w e s t e r n f e m i n i s m a n d i n t e r n a t i o n a l f em i 
n i s t c i r c l e s . A c a d e m i c f e m i n i s t d i s c o u r s e s hav e , 
o n t h e w h o l e , f a i l ed to i d en t i f y g r a s s r o o t s f em i 
n i s t s a s c u s t o d i c m s o f w a y s of k n o w i n g , o f k n o w l 
edge t h a t a c a d e m i c s d o n o t p o s s e s s . 

THE NEED FOR TRUE DIALOGUE AND RESPECT BETWEEN 
NORTH AND SOUTH 

1 t h i n k o f m y s e l f a s f e m i n i s t i n m a n y w a y s , 
i r r e s p e c t i v e o f h o w I de f i n e m y f e m i n i s m ; b u t i n 
m a n y o t h e r w a y s , I f i n d m y r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 
f e m i n i s t t h e o r y a n d t h e p r a c t i c e o f f e m i n i s t p o l i 
t i c s to be s o m e t i m e s v e r y f r a i l . F e m i n i s m a n d 
w o m e n - o r g a n i z i n g a r e i m p o r t a n t to m e , g i v en 
t h a t f i g h t i n g d i s c r i m i n a t i o n — g e n d e r , e t h n i c , r a 
c i a l , l i n g u i s t i c , p o l i t i c a l ( bo l s t e r ed b y m y m i n o r -

Where are grassroots women in feminist 
discourses? 

i t y a n g l o p h o n e s t a t u s i n C a m e r o o n ) , e t c . — h a s 
b e e n i n t r i n s i c to m y life a n d e x p e r i e n c e s . M y 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h s o m e w o m e n o f the N o r t h , 
s o m e of w h o m h a v e h e l p e d q u e s t i o n a n d r e t h i n k 
f e m i n i s m f r o m m y o w n p o s i t i o n a l p e r spec t i v e s , 
h a v e s o m e t i m e s c a u s e d m e to d o u b t m y o w n 
f e m i n i s m , to q u e s t i o n the s i n c e r i t y o f f e m i n i s m 
i n g e n e r a l , to w o n d e r w h a t t h e h o o p l a a r o u n d 
" i n t e r n a t i o n a l f e m i n i s m " i s a l l a b o u t . 

In sp i t e o f t h e fact t h a t I r a r e l y s a w o u r ex
p e r i e n c e s a s A f r i c a n a n d / o r " T h i r d W o r l d " i n 
m u c h o f f e m i n i s t t h e o r y a n d a c a d e m i c f e m i n i s t 
d i s c o u r s e , w o m e n - o r g a n i z i n g a c r o s s c u l t u r e s 

c o n t i n u e s to h o l d m y a t t e n 
t i o n . T h e a t t r a c t i o n to f emi 
n i s t t h e o r y for m e a l w a y s lay 
i n the a b i l i t y o f " t h e o r y " to 
give spac e s a n d a c k n o w l e d g 
m e n t t o " o t h e r / O t h e r " 
v o i c e s . L i v i n g i n a n - O t h e r 
c u l t u r e , I s o u g h t to f i n d a 
space for m y s e l f w i t h w o m e n 
i n N o r t h A m e r i c a b u t soon 
r e a l i z e d t h a t i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
f e m i n i s m w a s t o o o f t e n 

^ c l o a k e d i n empt\ r h e t o r i c . 1 
g h a v e n e t w o r k e d , 1 have at -
1 t e n d e d c o n f e r e n c e s , a n d I 
1 h a v e a s k e d m y s e l f w h e n we 
= h a v e gone t h r o u g h a l l the 
I t h eo r e t i c a l " a b s t r a c t " j a r g o n : 

- i . " w h e r e a r e w o m e n l i k e m v 
^ m o t h e r (who a r e i n the m a 

j o r i t y a r o u n d the wor ld ) i n 
t h e s e h i g h - p o w e r e d re f lec

t i o n s ? " 

T h e c o r r e l a t i o n t h a t 1 d r a w b e t w e e n m y 
m o t h e r , a n " i l l i t e r a t e " A f r i c a n , g r a s s r o o t s f emi 
n i s t , a n d myse l f , e d u c a t e d i n h e r w a y s a n d the 
w a y s o f t h e wes t , i s i n t r i n s i c to m y r e l a t i o n s 
w i t h w o m e n of the N o r t h . W h a t w o m e n l i k e m y 
m o t h e r h a v e d o n e , a r e d o i n g , a n d w i l l c o n t i n u e 
to d o — i n s h o r t , w h a t t h ey h a v e b e e n d o i n g for 
m i l l e n n i a — d o n o t s e e m to be finding t h e i r r i gh t 
f u l p l a c e i n a c a d e m i c l a n g u a g e / s p a c e s excep t 
w h e n a se l ec t few, w i t h i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e n o w n , 
a r e c o - o p t e d to s p e a k the T h i r d W o r l d / n a t i v e 
w o m e n ' s e x p e r i e n c e . S i m i l a r l y , the c o n n e c t i o n s 
a n d d i s c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n m y s t a t u s a s i n 
f o r m a n t , i n r e l a t i o n to f e m i n i s t p r a c t i c e a n d 
pos t - ( n eo ) c o l on i a l i sm , m u s t be h i g h l i g h t e d i f o u r 
g o a l i s r e s p e c t , s e n s i t i v i t y to e a c h o the r , a n d 
t r u e d i a l o g u e a n d t r a n s f o r m a t i o n be tween N o r t h 
a n d S o u t h . 
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I once had a n encounter w i th a feminist jour
nal ist . She had interviewed me for her radio 
show, for a couple of hours , about my thoughts 
on "Afr ican f emin i sm" and how 1 saw my th ink
ing f itt ing into the larger p icture of "g lobal" con
nect ions between women. She later offered me 
a copy of the interview and the piece that was 
aired. I was surpr i sed when 1 f in ished l is tening 
to the show. I had spoken on a variety of issues 
of pr ime concern to most A f r i can women, is
sues that are often neglected by western femi
n i sm. 1 had also answered her quest ions on 
homosexual i ty i n Afr ica and la 
mented the fact that it is a topic 
rarely addressed as part of sexu
ality debates i n A f r i can l i terary 
studies. That was the one issue 
that she chose to put on the air . 

I d i d not hear the program 
when it a ired, but 1 d id get a ca l l 
from a very angry Afr ican woman, 
to say the least, who assaul ted 
me w i th a barrage of words. She 
d id not mince her words when 
she clearly pointed out that 1 was 
a shame to Afr ica , that 1 was not 
doing Afr ican women l ike hersel f 
a service when the only th ing that 
1 could ta lk about on radio was 
to b l a m e A f r i c a n s for n o t 
d i scuss ing homosexual i ty . She 
c lass i f i ed me a m o n g those A f r i c a n w o m e n 
scho lars who have so ld the i r sou ls to white 
w o m e n , p a n d e r i n g to w e s t e r n s e n s a t i o n a l 
pol i t ical issues, for whatever c rumbs they throw 
us , i n order to carry the banner of their agendas 
and not ours . She cou ld not unde rs tand why I, 
put i n an enviable pos i t ion l ike the radio, where 
few of us are rarely given the forum to speak for 
ourselves, wou ld ignore what she considered 
other press ing a n d more impor tant issues that 
are relevant to the dai ly struggles of mi l l i ons of 
Afr ican women. She felt betrayed by me (even 
though she agreed that 1 no longer had control 
over what happened to my taped interview after 
it had been conducted); I felt betrayed by the 
journa l i s t , because 1 also quest ioned what her 
agenda had been a l l a long. 1 had earnest ly 
believed that she was genuinely interested i n 
my take (as a w o m a n f rom the South ) on 
f e m i n i s m a n d i t s i n t e r - r e l a t e d n e s s o r 
d isconnec t ions w i t h the lives of A f r i can a n d 
wes t e rn w o m e n . He r piece rea f f i rmed the 
disconnect ions more t h a n the possibi l i t ies of a 

true dialogue between different interests and 
inter lock ing issues. 

1 cont inue to be concerned about some femi
nists i n the North who espouse academic femi
nist d iscourse, play the "global" card , and pa
rade the banner of " internat ional s isterhood" yet 
fail to recognize their own prejudice when, in 
var ious forms, it rears its ugly head. I am dis
appointed w i th academia. O u r experiences and 
discursive practices as Afr ican women, as "Third 
Wor ld" women, are not mak ing tangible inroads. 
They are either considered "outside" of academic 

discourses, or, when deemed ac
ceptable, endowed wi th "univer
sa l " qual i t ies and appropriated 
or va l i da t ed to serve speci f ic 
agenda. It is our job to stop per
petuat ing and reinforcing hier
archies that can only serve as 
h indrances to the construct ion 
a n d p r o m o t i o n of d i a l o g u e 
among women around the world. 
If women's voices do not meet as 
equals, then the battle for "glo
bal s isterhood" is lost before it 
even begins. True dialogue be
tween women of the North and 
the South must inc lude mak ing 
concrete efforts at narrowing the 
gulf between feminist theory and 
pract ice . Academic f emin is ts 

mus t learn to switch the lenses of their gaze. 
They mus t learn to be Other(ed). They mus t 
also learn to be " consumers " of (other) feminist 
theories a n d pract ices , and what they have 
termed "grassroots feminisms" mus t be integral 
to this process. Otherwise, "br idging North and 
Sou th " w i l l remain a hollow phrase. 
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MY RELATIONSHIPS WITH SOME 
WOMEN OF THE NORTH, SOME 

OF WHOM HAVE HELPED 
QUESTION AND RETHINK 
FEMINISM FROM MY OWN 

POSITIONAL PERSPECTIVES, 
HAVE SOMETIMES CAUSED ME TO 

DOUBT MY OWN FEMINISM, TO 
QUESTION THE SINCERITY OF 
FEMINISM IN GENERAL, TO 

WONDER WHAT THE HOOPLA 
AROUND "INTERNATIONAL 
FEMINISM" IS ALL ABOUT. 
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