
women's spaces

Why Women's Spaces are Critical
tc Feminist Autencmy
By Patricia McFadden

The issue ot mnlc presence, in physical and
ideological terms, withiir what should be wonien-
only spaces is not just a matter of ideological
contestation and concern within the Women's

Movemeirt globally; it is also a seriotis expres
sion ot the backlash against women's attempts
to become aiitoitomoiis of men iti their per
sonal/political relationships and interactions.
As human societies ha\'c beconte more public
through the intensified struggles for inclusion
by various groups of formerly excluded con
stituencies (the largest of which is tirade up of
women of differing classes, ages, sexual
orientations, abilities, ethnicities, nationalities,
and locations), so the struggle tor the occupancy
and definition of space has also taken on a con
comitant significance.

In this short article, I want to explore some
ot the reasons why this contestation over wom
en's spaces has arisen. 1 also want to argue strenu
ously that women must not allow men into our

spaces because strategically this would be a ma
jor political blunder for the future of the Wom
en's Movement, wherever it is located and en

gaged with patriarchal hegemony and exclusion.
To argue for men's inclusion into women's po
litical and structural spaces is not only funda
mentally heterosexist; it also serves an old na

tionalistic claim that women need to take care

of men, no matter where they are located and
or what they are engaged with. This claim is
inherently premised oir the assumption that
women who are not attached to ot associated

with a man are dangerous, rampant women
who must be stopped. That is why the state-
metit that women treed to "take meir aloirg"

smacks not otrly of the deep-seated patriarchal
assuinptiotr that women's mobility requires
male approval. It also facilitates the trairsfer-
ence of socio-cultural practices into the Wom-
eir's Movement that irurture male privilege and
pampering in spaces that women have fought
for ceirturies to mark as their owir.

In order to make my points, I want to re

fer briefly to the conceptual notioir of space
and try to show how space is gendered and highly
politicised as a social resource in all societies.
Throughout the known human narrative, cer
tain spaces have beeir culturally, religiously and
politically marked as either "male" or "female,"
and we know that in terms of the latter spaces,
these were and still are largely linked to wom-
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'..space remains fundamentally tied
to the archaic notions of patriarchal

privilege and the ownership of
women both privately and publicly.
That is why the Women's Movement
as a political, ideological, activist
and structural space must remain
just that: a women-only space. ,

en's breeding and feeding functions in all hu
man societies, without exception. The spaces

we refer to as public are assumed to be male,
and for centuries men have excluded women

from the public where all the key decisions re
lating to power are deliberated and imple
mented.

Additionally, across human time, those
spaces that were feminised were also considered
the least important; they were and still are places
where women functioned through the benevo
lence of males, but which they never owned and
still do not have entitlement to if they live in
close intimate relationships with adult males.
Notions of "the family" and "the household"
remain fundamentally masculine in terms of all
the key instimtions of our societies, and women
cannot create a "real" family; when they con
struct households these become immediately
feminised and stigmatised as Other (female-
headed/single-headed/women-headed, etc.).

Therefore, when we take a really close look
at notions of space and its occupancy in
gendered terms, we realise the shocking fact that
it was only in the 20''' cenniry that women have
occupied limited space in patriarchal societies
in their own right as women and or as persons.
Space was and continues to be largely defined
as a male construct in every way conceivable,
and for most societies of the South, one can

not even refer to the changes that ha\ e occurred
in Northern societies aroiini.1 tiiis issue to make

any generalisatiotis. The majority' of vvotnen in

the South exist outside space as a politically
defined resource. In the tnain, and especially
for poor wotnen on a continent like that of
Africa, space remains fundainentally tied to the
archaic notions of patriarchal privilege and the
ownership of women both privately and pub
licly. That is why the \)(/omen's Movement as a
political, ideological, acti\ist and structural
space must remain just that; a women-only space.

Additionally, it is vital tor atiy con\crsa-
tion about the presetice or absctrce of tnales in
wotnen's spaces to locate the notion of space
itself within a political narrati\'c about what
space means in patriarchal gem-lered societies.
The fact of the matter is that space is not neu

tral territory; it is highly politicised in class and
locational tertns. The rich live iir certain spaces

and the poor are systenratically excluded from
those spaces by barbed wire atid electric fetices,
vicious dogs and poor males in o\'eralls carry
ing guns in their hands. Space is kept under
close scrutiny by the military' which declares
particular areas of a national territory' no-go
areas to the public, and the ruling classes them
selves construct all sorts of exclusionat^ prac
tices and tnechanisms that keep certain groups

of people out of 'their' spaces. Colonial whites
used the state to put in place systems of surveil-
latice that excluded Africans from their spaces
through the institutionalisation of passes and
the extension of license to any white to be able
to stop any black person and demand that they
account for their presence in a particular place
at any time of the day or night.

And in one of those rarely acknt)wledged
moments of patriarchal collusion between black
and white men within the colonial enterprise,

black men were allowed to stop and interro
gate any black woman who was not in the pres
ence of an adult male outside the confines of

the "Native Areas" of colonial Southern Af-
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' ...women who like men so much
that they cannot spend any time
during the day or night without

male presence can set up what are
called "mixed" organisations, which
have a right to exist as all other
civil society structures do which

enhance human desires and inter

ests in the common good; but not
as part of the Women's Movement. |

rica. The same practice probably applied in
other parts ot the continent and ot the world,
for that matter, at varying points in time.

In the period immediately after independ
ence in many societies ot this continent, women
who were iiiraccompanied by an adult male and

dared to re-enter or remain within the public
arena after the formal working day was over,
were and still are susceptible to arrest and
criminalisation as "whores," who should be

locked away for their own protection because
"good women" are at home feeding the chil
dren and catering to the sexual needs of their
husbands after the sun goes dowir.

These and many of the discourses which
define and mark space as male and gendered,
exclusionary of women as persons and as indi
viduals who are entitled to mobility and to the
occupancy of space in their own right, must be
brought into focus in considering the pressure
that men and certain groups of "good women"
are putting on the rest of us within the Wom
en's Movement to allow men into our limited

political spaces.

My retort is that those women who like

men so much that they cannot spend any time

during the day or night without male presence
can set up what are called "mixed" organi

sations, which have a right to exist as all other
civil society structures do which enhance human

desires and interests in the common good; but
not as part of the Women's Movement.
Therefore, to insist that our Movement, which
we have struggled to establish, often giving our
entire lives to its creation, should become a

"gender-mixed space" is not acceptable at all
and must be vigorously contested.

Suffice it to say then that space is always
highly contested and it is a political issue, and
womeia must understand and keep tlrat in miird
as we ask ourselves questions with regard to the
presence of men in our Movement. Spaces are
never given—like all resources in our societies,
whether these be material, aesthetic or social-
spaces are struggled for, occupied and crafted,
marked as belonging to a particular group
through struggles that are basically about es
tablishing ownership and using that ownership
to fulfil an agenda. And the Women's Move
ment has a very clearly stated agenda—that of
the emancipation of all women from patriar
chal bondage and exploitation. Patriarchy has
effectively used exclusion as a central tenet of its
ideological claims to hegemony in all our socie
ties, whether one is looking at notions of iden
tity, of rights and privilege, of access and inclu
sion into institutions and sites of power.

Exclusionary practices use space as a key
element in the implementation of a specific
agenda. The claim that women's place is in his
home" is air old strategy that mobilises notioirs
of femininity; locates them in the private, and
imposes an ideology of domesticity through
which females are socialised to believe and ac

cept that the narrow, male-privileging spaces
called "home" are the most appropriate spaces
for them to spend all their lives in, breeding
and working for "him" and "his family." This

claim is so powerful that millions of women
continue to believe it, even when they have been
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...it is through their intrusion into
women's spaces that men have

been able to redirect the politics of
the Women's Movement in many

countries-shifting its character from
a radical political platform where
women experience themselves as
autonomous and entitled persons,
into a welfarist movement that is

focused on the old sexist notions of

reproduction and cultural
custodianship-on behalf of the

very males who claim that they are
being excluded.

I

able to leave the home andacquire an educa
tion and professional skills that they could use
to become autonomous. Still, they return to
that space where they become "real" women in
backward patriarchal terms; terms which they
sometimes choose to define themselves through
but which do not have to become the markers
of all women, especially in the public which is a
common space that belongs to all women and
all citizens.

I think that one cannot consider the issue
of male intrusion into women's political spaces
without also considering that this demand is
always made with the conscious desire to un

dertake surveillance on what women are think

ing, saying and doing. I know that some of my
sisters will say I cannot generalise because there

are "nice" men who name thenrselves "feminist"

and who are interested in securing the rights of
women against patriarchal dominance. At one

level, that may be true. There are a few men

who arc experiencing a new political conscious
ness through association with women s strug
gles for freedom and autonomy. Hut itr tnv'book,
such meri treed to get thetnsek es intrt a political
tuovetnetit which will tncibilise tnore tueri to

change thetnselves, especially iti relatioti to tuas-
culitiit^'atid the hegetnotty that patriarchal ide
ology gratirs all tnen. Ifi that way they will be
better able to support wotnen's detnands atrd
rights for freedotns. Hecause while trice tiren
do sitpport wotnetr atrd "allow" their wives atrd
partners to do activist work, they also itrflitetrce
dre {xrlitics ofwotiretr wlretr they etrter wotnetr s
spaces atrd itrteract with the ideas atrd actKistrr
ofwotrretr withitr the satne fratirewcrt k.

Wonren must be able to forttntlate atrd
express their crwtr ideas as iirdicidital wotnen
atrd as a constiruetrcy that is affected by
archal laws atrd practices in ittriquely gendered
ways—air experietrce which tro nratr is opetr to
and cairirot experietrce for as lotrg as patriar
chy defines gendered relationships to power and
privilege in their present fornr. And when men
are in women's spaces, women tetrd to react to
their preseirce itr iirtellectual atrd sexual r\ ays.
Men tend to intimidate most wonren; even the
wimpiest trrale has an impact otr the conftdetrce
of sonre wotnetr, atrd that is a cost v. e shou c
not have to incur iir our owir spaces.

Men also tend to take over discourses and
to steer thenr itr particular directiotrs, often
adopting a defensive attitude towards wotrreir s
radical coirsciousiress and cotrsequetrfly daurp-
ing dowir womeir's setrse of eirtitletnetrt to their
rights. The presence of tnen itr atry women's
space has fundamental consequences for wom
en's sense of thetnselves ami their visiotrs of the
future. In irry opitrioir, wotnetr catrirot afford
to be trice about such a threat. Itr fact, it is
through their iirtrusiotr itrto women s spaces
that tneir have been able to redirect the politics
of the Wotiren's Moveuretrt itr matry coutr tries—

shiftiirg its character from a radical political
platfonrr where wotrreir experience thetnselves
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as autonoiiu)Us and entitled persons, into a
welhirist inoveinent that is tocnscd on the old

sexist notions ot ieproditctiori atid eitltiiral

citstodiatishi^v-in hehalt ot the \'cr>' tnales who
claitn that they are heittt; exclttded.

Sitrveillatrce ot wotncri's political coti-
scioiisriess is a key objective ot the patriarchal
backkash, which tnanitests itselt through male
dcntarids tor inchtsion itito wotiten's spaces.
One treed otrly look at all those organisatioirs
that ha\'e tnetr withiti them to see how collusive

aird cotnpromised sitch orgairisatioirs hecotne
withitr a short space ot titiie. Otteir these metr
take over the tnost critical eletnents within the

orgatrisatioir, otteir the coirtrol over titratrces

aird the publicatiotrs sectioir, inrposiirg a trrale
c'oice over the \'iews atrd kirowledge that wotrreir
bring to the pitblic. We know that voice atrd

the visibilisatiotr ot wotrreir's experietrces are
t'oimdation stoires of the Wonren's Moveirrent—

saying what we know atrd want is so r-eiy central
to our agenda and onr freedonr. Why there
fore are sonre wonreir's orgatrisatiotrs hatidiirg
over their irewsletters and dociinreirtatioir sec-

tioirs to nrales who gladly 'speak oir their be
half.' Have we not detrranded the right to speak
for ourselves and used this facility to debunk
the nryths and stereotypes that still characterise
the male media. Yet soirre woirietr see no politi
cal threat with having a trrale, oire of those 'trice'
oires, occLipyiirg the status ot knowledge proc
essor in their orgatrisatiotrs.

Withitr the latrgttage ot coirrpronrise, such
orgatrisatiotrs are coirtortrritrg to 'getrder
nrainstrcanring' which basically re-itrforces the
welfarist tendencies withitr wonren's activism

through the de-politicisatiotr of wonretr's agency
itr the public.

Getrder becoirres atr eirrpty irotioir, with
out any relatitmship to power atrd cotrtesta-
tion, atrd women arc told to consider the iirter-

ests ot hoys atrd men iir the same breath as they
attempt to bridge the yawning gap between them-

seK'es atrd irrales across titrre atrd space. The de-
ptrliticisatiotr of wotrreir's struggles lies at the
heart of the detrratrd to itrclude irrales in wonr

etr's political spaces, because it is clear to nrales
(as well as to cotrservative tenrales, nrost of
whonr predonritrate itr dre Wonretr's Movenreirt
across the globe) that by occupyiirg a political
space itr the public which wonren have crafted
atrd irrarked as their owtr, wotrreir become radi
cal atrd develop a cotrsciousness of thetrrselves
atrd their rights. This is a threat to the privilege
atrd itrterests ot irrales in all patriarchal socie-
nes.

For lire, this is the core of the matter.
When wonren occupy public spaces as persons
who understand that tor millennia they have
been denied their inalienable rights as human
beings, they begin to demand the restitution of
those rights through the creation of structures
withitr which drey situate financial, technical and
intellecmal resources.
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When women become articulate about
who tbey are sexually and cast off the old patri-
arcbal myths about what a woman can be and
what she is not allowed to become, women be
come powerful and acquire the ability to say
no to violence; no to unpaid labour; no to ex
ploitation and discrimination in the name of
cultural preservation. Women become persons
who relate to the state in new and challenging
ways, no longer waiting for men in the state to
dole out a few "favours" in the name of benevo
lent dictatorship.

Such women become autonomous and
their Movement becomes a force for the trans
formation of oppressive relations of power in
both the public and the private spheres.

Such women are a danger to all males,
regardless of how some men define themselves.
Therefore, women's spaces as politicised spaces
must be occupied under the guise of "inclusion"
and those women who tesist such surveillance
are accused of being man-haters and of acting
m exclusionary" ways-the same old story we
have heard for centuries. When women first
demanded the right to be free, to have access to
education (not even equal access, just access to
the collective knowledge of their respective
wcieues), they were accused of hating men.
Those of us who have refused to be ritualised
and owned by men through heterosexual
marriage, and who have sometimes gone on to
love other women, are marked as "heretics" and
man-haters. The tarring of women with the
brush of heterosexist vitriol is well-known and
most women fear it because it is a harsh and
ruthless brush that marks a woman for the rest
of her life as Other and Dangerous.

But we have learnt along the long road of
our struggle for freedom, that compromising
only takes us back even further than where we
started. So we must hold on to our spaces be
cause they are the only living spaces that we have
and can own as women in these deeply woman-

hating, patriarchal societies we continue to live
in at the present tiine.

If men warit to engage in gendered politics,
let them set tip their own .stnicnires and create
a new political di.scotirse tui democracy and
equality with those who li\ e in their societies.
As politically conscious women well know, men
have a lot of work to do on themseKes. While a
helping hand is always useful, the old saving
that charity begins at home applies moreso to
day to men than ever before. Men must clean
out their patriarchal household as men, fitsfi
and get thetnselves a new identity one that
not depend on owning womett; on buviug
selling women; on raping, forcibly occup>ii''o'
and pillagitag the bodies of women ot on phm
dering womeri's minds so that they can pro\
to each other that they are real men. Men nec
to develop a political ideology that does no
require that meri exclude women from the iii
stitutions that we too have built and v,hic
belong to us as much as they belong to all v
live in our societies.

That is where I stand as a radical African
feminist on the sacred spaces we have carve
out, often with our very lives, and I am not
prepared to share them with any man, as ong
as males continue to be privileged ^
patriarchy.!?

Patricia McFadden is a radical African Feminist/
Scholar, bom in Swaziland almost 50 years ago-
She lives and works in Zimbabwe as well as at the
level of the regional and global women s movt'ineat
(She considers the Women's Movement her home)-
She works particularly in conceptualising gender
within the African context', making the distinction
between Gender as a construct and Feminism as a
political ideology/stance- She also works in Sexual
ity and Reproductive Rights/Health, and more re
cently she has been focusing on issues of citizenship
and relations of property between African women
and the state.
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