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The Problematiqua of South-South
By Devakl Jain

It is important to raise the ques
tion of South-South within the

current debate on diversity/
specificity, intersectionality, multiple
identities—and within the quest for eq
uity and social justice. Such a discussion
could highlight the critical issues fac
ing the international women's move

ment.

It might be worthwhile to recall some of the
debates that took place within Development
Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN)
at the time of its founding in 1984, and during its
first post-Nairobi meeting in Rio in
September-October 1985. DAWN is a network
of women scholars and activists from the
economic South who engage in feminist research
and analysis of the global environment, and are
committed to working for economic justice,
gender justice and democracy. DAWN worb
globally and regionally in Africa, Asia, the
Caribbean, Latin America and the Pacific on the
themes of the political economy of globalisation;
political restructuring and social transformation;
and sexual and reproductive health and rights, in
partnership with other global non-govemmental
organisations (NGOs) and networb.

Tlie premise for a DAWN was the argu
ment that women living in developing countries
(as differentiated from women from developing
countries living in developed countries) need to
contextualise their perspective on the efforts be
ing made at the global level, including by the
United Nations (UN), on gendering develop
ment. Such act of location seemed important
because it drew attention to the broader politi
cal, social, cultural and economic environment.

Crucial to understanding women's situation, spe
cifically to analysing its roots and linb to devel

opment impulses, and to mapping the road
ahead, is the ability to locate the journey in the
overall context. It was through such reasoning
that the first meeting of persons that formed the
core of the DAWN group came to flag what
they considered at the time the major concerns
stemming from the geopolitics of their particu
lar locations. For example, for Latin America,
the major concern was the debt crisis (today this
is a concern of all nations in the developing

world), for Africa, the food crisis; for the Pa
cific, militarisation; and for South Asia, acute

poverty.

At the DAWN meeting in Rio, the issue of
inclusion—the coming to terms that diere is a
South in the North, that there are indigenous
people and people of colour who feel an identity
with women from the Third World, and that
there are women from the geographical South
living in the North but speaking as people of the
South—was tackled. When the larger group ar
gued that the spirit should be one of inclusion,
and not exclusion, we lost one of our founding

members, Marie Angelique Savane, who is also
one of the founders of Association of African

Women for Research and Development or
AAWORD (which was one of the pillars that
propped the begimrings of DAWN). Savane
found the decision a betrayal of the initial ideol
ogy or purpose for which DAWN was created.

A similar perception emerged during the
attempts at analysis by the members of the South

Commission between 1987 and 1990.' Tliose
members of the Commission who lived in coun

tries of the South were often irritated and impa
tient, if not openly in conflict, with those origi-
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nally from the South but were already living in
Northern countries. Said one of those living in
the South to anodrer who lived in London, You
pick up your news from The London Times (or
from The New York Times) and your perceptiori
of both our problems and of global leadership,
intellectual and economic, is from The London
Times or The New York Times. We do not even
know the names of the people that you mention
as powerful and important, because they are
senators or ministers on the U.S. or British cabi
net. You have to live in our countries and read
our newspapers and our daily debates, and travel
on our roads to be able to highlight a view from
the South."

Tlrese stories are told and retold mainly to
reveal that the debate is an old one that gets
more complex and interesting because in the af
firmation of diversity, women of colour and
women of other ethnic identities find the need

to differentiate. There have been many defini

tions of the South—that South is not a "place"

but a set of characteristics; that what defines the

boundaries are social exclusion, poverty, discrimi

nation and oppression, not location.

Specific Characteristics
One of the other reasons—in terms of visu

ally striking features or characteristics of South
countries—that make a compelling argument for

identity based on geographical location within
the South, and multiple identities within that
geographical location, whether these are derived
from race, caste, class or religion—is the type of
poverty one suffets, and the support systems for
the poor. Amartya Sen has shown in more than
one paper that there can be acute poverty—and
dispariries—even in advanced political economies.
He illustrates this by presenting poverty indica
tors of Afro-Americans in Chicago, next to indi-

catots in Banglade.sh, and revealing their close-
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The universalisation of women's

rights, despite their specificities
basecl on location, especially
vis-d-vis the quest for sovereignty
among the less developed
countries, is crucial for women as
most cultures and traditions have

embedded gender-derived
discrimination.

I

or water supply, sanitation or drainage, not only
in the rural areas, but even in their cities. There
is an inadequacy of infrastructure and basic
amenities.

ness.^ In another article, he shows that the

child-sex ratio, one of the best indicators of fe

male oppression, is the same in one diagonally
split region of India—the North and Southeast
of India, as in Europe.' This begs the question
that because the child-sex ratio of this part of
India is the same as in Europe, then this is a
good child-sex ratio?

Such illustrations of similarity, however, con
ceal that the poor in Chicago, whose outcome
indicators are similar to the poor in Bangladesh,
still have a social-security floor, social insurance,
or some basic social welfare entidements. The poor
in Bangladesh, on the other hand, could easily
die of starvation, lack of clean water, or various
forms of pestilence and disease, as they have in the
past and continue to do so. In other words, un
protected death is a real, proximate and com
pletely tangible phenomena among the poor in
most of the poor countries, hut not so for the
poor in the advanced countries.'*

Except for countries such as Malaysia and
Singapore, and perhaps pockets of South Af
rica and Latin America, most of the countries in

South Asia and Africa do not have regular power

Thus, inequality and poverty, which admit
tedly exist everywhere, take a different character
istic in the South. The inequality in South coun
tries has a kind of vividness, cruelty and depriva
tion that offers no reprieve—it has no cushion,
no safety net, no umbrella. In turn, this charac
teristic leads not only to forms of political and
cultural difference, but also antagonisms, sur
vival strategies that are even self-destructive, po
litical and social instabilities, and further frag
mentation that allows the use of identity as a

means to stake some claims in parched territory.
These realities and the politics that emerge from
them make the South-South an exclusive iden
tity crucial to overpowering both external and
internal pressure.

Another affirmation of diversity comes

fitom those who propose that feminism was bom
in many cultures in many ways, and cannot be
considered a prerogative of the Anglo-Saxon in
tellectual heritage. TTius, there is description of
many indigenous feminisms as well as of terms
such as "local" feminisms.^ Thiere are also de
mands for accommodating tradition and cul
ture, in the Human Rights Conventions, or cul
tural relativism."

The Basis of Unity
But whether in the midst of the affirmation

of difference, in the midst of celebrating diver
sity, is it not as important to find unity—unity
around not merely the physical difference of male
and female, and therefore the lived experience
of tlie different biological histories, but al-so unity
of ideology? Is it not possible to suggest that femi
nism stands for something—say, for equality, for
social justice, or to put it in reverse, for the re
moval of inequality, discrimination and poverty?^
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Tliis kind of reasoning could be premised on the
reality that one of the major experiences of
women worldwide is discrimination, even if this

is within other discriminations such as racism,
casteism, and religious experienced If discrimi
nation is the major experience and that discrimi
nation based on gender is embedded within drese
discriminations, the removal of discrimination

becomes a platform on whicb women can unite.

The universalisation of women's rights, de
spite dieir specificities based on location, especially
vis-a-vis the quest for sovereignty among the less
developed countries, is crucial for women as most
cultures and traditions have embedded
gender-derived discrimination.' Not only do the
struggles for women's rights need to unite women
against discrimination, but these should ally diem-
selves with the other movements fighting racism,
casteism and other fonns of discrimination. Tlris
could be one minimum of feminism. But femi
nism assumes a definitive shape if added to it is a
celebration and affirmation of the feminine ex
perience.'" If such a quest to find the core ofwhat
could be called feminism wbile allowing the pe
riphery to be different is agreed upon, then one
of the bases of "muting the difference" could be a
common feminist objective and feminist analysis
but different contexts of location and politics.

At the end of it all, sometimes clarity seems
to come not so much from theory or analysis, not
even from practices, but from action. In many
parts of the world, poor women have given an
answer to the question of unity within diversity to
claim power. Tliey have engaged in successive col
lective action around a single objective, which tliey
identified as the common enemy. Once this objec
tive has been achieved or the enemy has been at
tacked, they fall back to their original identity^
whether they believe this is predominantly base
on ethnicity, religion, class or ideology. Tliey have
shown that it is possible to come together for a
political assertion of resistance or attack witliout

losing their other identities. In other words, one
could have multiple identities yet put forth a sin
gle identity for a single purpose.

A lesson to be drawn from poor women's

actions is the importance of identifying a com

mon purpose. The ideological imperative is de
fined by this purpose. An example is the the
Anti-arrack struggle in Andhra Pradesh, India.

Arrack is a locally brewed liquor that has been

the bane of many women in tribal and rural ar
eas. Tlie poverty of the households in such areas is
aggravated by the men's squandering of their earn
ings on this liquor. With the liquor consumption
come the associated problems of wife-battering,

drunken and disorderly behavior, and increased

crime. Pushed to the limits, the women of the

District of Nellore fought back dirough collective
agitation. The agitation spread like wildfire, con
vulsing the entire state of Andhra Pradesh for
three years. The women reached the pinnacle of
success when they forced the Telugu Desam Gov
ernment of Andhra Pradesh to declare prohibi

tion as a state policy. Caste and religion were no

table by their absence to divide the movement, as
arrack affected every woman's home, without dis
crimination. The issue itself went beyond caste

and religion, for there were as many Muslim and
'backward'-class women as there were other reli

gions and castes in the struggle.

The September 11 attack and the
America-led coalition's campaign once again re

veals the dangers of a unipolar world. Such an
unresisted war-where there was strong American

as well as world public opinion against so much
bombing of an agonised country-could not have
been during the Cold War era. However absent
the Eastern Bloc, the United States continues.

It should also be recalled that during the
Cold War era, there was a third force, the
Non-Aligned Movement, which was a collection

of countries from the developing world that had
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come out of colonisation, and were trying to
establish an identity that is not linked either to
the West or the East. The Non-Aligned Move
ment was able to create an identity for itself and
become a bridge-builder. It was, in fact, a com
pletely Soutb-South initiative that supported
post-colonial struggles and ideologies, and gave
self-confidence to newly independent countries.
It produced great leaders such as Nehru, Nasser,
Nkrumah, Suharto, Shariar and Tito. Today it
is withered and any attempts to replace it either
through the Group 77 in the United Nations or
the South Summit held in Cuba in 2000 have
not yielded a force that can hold back tbe
America-led campaign against Afghanistan. The
Non-Aligned Movement leaders were Christian,
Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist. Their ideology was
not religion-determined, but space- and
history-determined. Today, the divide has become
Anglo-Saxon or Eurocentric culture and an ex
treme form of Islamic fundamentalism as a re
sponse, vitiating the location and articulation of
liberal and democratic Muslims.

There is a case for South-South Initiative,
there is a case for exclusivity. There is a case for
the layering of identity with the overarching layer
of being South and within it, the separation
based on certain vivid forms of discrimination
such as discrimination based on colour or reli
gion. But for the women's struggle to have a
politically meaningful impact, such identity has
also to have another overarching shell or moral
imperative, that is, feminism that crosses all the
bounds of geopolitics and diversities.?

Devaki Jain is a development economist and femi
nist writer who is located in India and has been
involved with the women's movement for over 30
years.
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