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Defending Transnational Feminism

Feminism is a movement that endeavors to achieve equality between males and females.
Like other movements, many branches have emerged from it. Consequently, some critics have
attested that there is no unified feminism, but rather a vast array of feminisms. Different feminist
schools perceive women’s issues from different lenses, yet most of these schools appear to be in
opposition to Western feminism: black feminism, Marxist feminism, Third World feminism, post-
colonial feminism, and transnational feminism to name a few. These feminisms share many beliefs
and principles, but do not agree harmoniously on many issues. Transnational feminism is one of
these schools that goes hand in hand with the other schools according to certain values, yet
contradicts the other feminisms when it comes to specific fundamentals. “Trans” means ‘““across
and beyond” in Latin; this prefix denotes the crossing of boundaries. Transnational feminism is
distinguished from other feminisms in that it emphasizes the differences among women across
cultures and it is tolerant toward these cultural distinctions. This feminist school intersects with
other feminist non-Western schools. Because of this, Western feminism’s critique on all kinds of
feminisms is almost the same. Moreover, although transnational feminism correlates with many
principles that are rooted within other non-Western feminisms, the paradigm of transnational
theory embraces even more principles that lead to a real unity among women all over the world.
This essay aims to exhibit the Western critiques against transnational feminism and in turn, defend
transnational feminism. It will also attempt to show that this school is the most influential feminist
school with respect to achieving solidarity among women.

As mentioned above, most of the Western feminist critiques against other feminist
movements are virtually the same. Because of this congruency among other non-Western branches
of feminism, it is crucial to discuss how these feminisms intersect with transnational feminism.
The bonds between transnational feminism and post-colonial studies are very strong because both
feminist branches focus on the inequalities generated by imperial governments. In fact,
transnational feminism employs many theoretical tools from post-colonial studies to defend itself,
and the most significant of these devices are the notions of Orientalism, hybridity, diaspora and
border theory. Indeed, post-colonial studies is the most useful field for transnational feminism

because it contributes a deep understanding of globalized histories of gender and power. Young

states that the key issues of post-colonial feminism are the following:
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Post-colonial feminism has never operated as a separate entity from post-colonialism;
rather it has directly inspired the forms and the force of post-colonial politics. Where its
feminist focus is foregrounded, it comprises non-Western feminisms which negotiate the
political demands of nationalism, socialist feminism, liberalism, and eco-feminism,
alongside the social challenge of everyday patriarchy, typically supported by its
institutional and legal discrimination: of domestic violence, sexual abuse, rape, honour
killings, dowry deaths, female feticide, child abuse. Feminism in a post-colonial frame
begins with the situation of the ordinary woman in a particular place, while also thinking
her situation through in relation to broader issues to give her the more powerful basis of
collectivity. It will highlight the degree to which women are still working against a colonial
legacy that was itself powerfully patriarchal - institutional, economic, political,

and ideological (2013, p. 116).

Young shows that post-colonial feminism is an essential tool to post-colonialism. Post-colonial
feminism parallels Western feminism which is a contrivance to colonial studies. In light of this,
transnational and post-colonial feminism have the same aims, one of which is, to dismantle a very
important instrument that serves post-colonialism.

Transnational feminism also intersects with Third World feminism since both emphasize
the notion that Third World women should be equal to other women from different cultures.
Narayan writes justly, “Third World feminism is not a mindless mimicking of ‘Western
agendas’ in one clear and simple sense - Indian feminism is clearly a response to the issues
specifically confronting many Indian women” (1997, p. 13).

Furthermore, transnational and black feminism also argue that Western feminist texts
portray a distorted image of non-Western women, and that the latter neglects to address racism
against black women. Caroline McFadden puts it brazenly in her Critical White Feminism:
Interrogating Privilege, Whiteness and Anti-racism in Feminist Theory by suggesting that,

White feminists exclude women of color in their analyses. By universalizing white

womanhood and failing to account for the needs of nonwhite feminist issues, white

feminists fail to respect the concerns of women of color, thereby intentionally or

unintentionally perpetuating racism (2011, p. 8).
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Moreover, transnational feminism is sometimes contrasted with global or international feminism,

a second-wave theory that emphasizes solidarity among women across national boundaries based
on their common experience of patriarchal oppression. However, transnational feminism differs
from global feminism in at least two significant respects. First, while global feminists argue that
patriarchy is universal and women across the globe share the same experiences of gender-based
oppression, transnational feminism is sensitive to the differences among women. Second,
transnational feminist solidarity is political in nature, whereas global feminism emphasizes social
solidarity based on characteristics shared by all women, such as a common gender identity or
experience of patriarchal oppression.

The first critique of transnational feminism from white feminists is that Western feminism
is the only school that is able to achieve women’s liberation. For example, Charlotte Bunch, a
women’s rights activist and scholar, argues that Western feminist theory relies on the assumption
that it will aid in the liberation of women, and she claims that white feminism is against all kinds
of oppression against women, so there is no need for other feminisms. This critique shows that
Western feminism is ethnocentric because it considers itself the only approach to feminism and
neglects other kinds of feminisms which reflect the cultures of women from non-Western
backgrounds. In contrast, unlike the contributors to Western feminism who are only Westerners,
the advocates of transnational feminism are from the “Third World”. Chicana feminist, Martha
Cotera, argues, in her Among the Feminists: Racist Classist Issues (1976), that white women
consistently displayed racist practices by, for example, presenting women’s history as an all-white
history (p. 215).

On the other hand, transnational feminism is able to dismantle the imperial hegemony of
the West, whereas Western feminism is unable to do that because it shares with the imperial
government the same goals. In the words of Audre Lorde, “The master’s tools will not dismantle
the master’s house” (1981, p. 25). Moreover, a question ought to be posed here: does Western
feminism question whiteness? It cannot be true that it does unless it questions the privilege that
comes with being white. The African American feminist historian, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham,
claims that coloured women reject the term “feminism” and would rather classify themselves as

3

“womanists”: “—indeed, some black women scholars adopt the term womanist instead of feminist

in rejection of the genderbased dichotomies that lead to a false homogenizing of women” (1992,
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p- 273). Higginbotham’s main point here is that white feminism falsifies the universality of women

and in turn, is racist in nature, much to the distaste of black feminists who have recognized the
racist overtones of white feminism and have revolted against white feminism’s one-sidedness.
Higginbotham illustrates that white feminism is racist because it does not recognize the realities
of non-white women’s lives. For white feminists, racism is not a feminist concern and they refuse
to examine their own racism, making a unified feminist movement difficult. Black feminist,
Barbara Smith, explains why feminist theory must evolve in order to be successful. She states that,

The reason racism is a feminist issue is easily explained by the inherent definition of

feminism. Feminism is the political theory and practice that struggles to free all women:

women of color, working-class women, poor women, disabled women, lesbians, old
women - as well as white, economically privileged, heterosexual women. Anything less
than this vision of total freedom is not feminism, but merely, female self-aggrandizement.

(Qtd. in Moraga and Anzaldua, 1983, p. 61)

Because many women are affected by oppression other than sexism, feminist theory must study
these issues as well.

Furthermore, white feminism’s racist undertones are clearly manifested in the fact that
most white feminist studies emphasize the notion that women from other cultures are victims of
their cultures. Western feminists portray the “inferiority” of “the other” by distorting the images
of non-Western women. Texts written by Westerners are notorious for portraying Eastern women
as submissive, defenseless and weak. This phenomenon is not new; it started in the nineteenth
century where British women believed that they were havens of freedom, and that women in other
countries did not have any rights, but the truth is that at the time, British women did not even have
the right to vote and tasted oppression in different ways from the women that they were snubbing.
Because of this Western spurning of Eastern women, many women from Islamic countries have
obtained refugee status in the United States because the Americans tend to view these women as
victims of patriarchal tyranny, even though the rate of women in the US who are victims of
domestic violence is even more staggering.

Lorde, in “The Master’s Tools will Never Dismantle the Master’s House”, claims that it is

the responsibility of coloured women to educate white women about racism because white

feminists are being used as tools in the hands of imperial powers:
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Women of today are still being called upon to stretch across the gap of male ignorance and

to educate men as to our existence and our needs. This is an old and primary tool of all

oppressors to keep the oppressed occupied with the master’s concerns. Now we hear that

it is the task of women of color to educate white women - in the face of tremendous

resistance - as to our existence, our difference, our relative roles in our joint survival. This

is a diversion of energies and a tragic repetition of racist patriarchal thought (1981, p. 28).
Lorde highlights this responsibility with a tone of cynicism, since white women have not taken the
initiative to educate themselves about black women and their struggles. She quotes a lecture by
Adrienne Rich who mentioned in one of her talks that,

White feminists have educated themselves about such an enormous amount over the past

ten years, how come you haven’t also educated yourselves about Black women and the

differences between us -- white and Black -- when it is key to our survival as a movement?

(Qtd. in Lorde, 1981a, p. 28).
Lorde’s allusion to Rich’s quote touches upon the one-sidedness of white feminism and Lorde’s
belief (in parallel to Rich’s) that feminism will not be able to survive if people, particularly white
feminists, do not educate themselves about the struggles of their non-white sisters. The “united we
stand, divided we fall” adage comes into play here, as Lorde believes that feminists all over the
world need to establish a common ground in order to gain real insight into the lives of non-white
women and refrain from being deceived by illusions of “oppressed” Third World women. To
illustrate her point, she ends her article with an extract from Aimé Césaire’s 4 Tempest:

Prospero, you are the master of illusion.

Lying is your trademark.

And you have lied so much to me (Lied about the world, lied about me),

That you have ended by imposing on me

An image of myself.

Underdeveloped, you brand me, inferior;

That’s the way you have forced me to see myself.

I detest that image! What’s more, it’s a lie!

But now I know you, you old cancer,

And I know myself as well.
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(1990, p. 162)

The racism of Western feminism is apparent in the distorted images of Eastern women and their
respective cultures. Western feminist texts offer a misconception that Eastern societies are more
patriarchal than Western ones, yet this is not necessarily true. Julia Kristeva discovers in her studies
about China, that Western society is more patriarchal and the origin of Western patriarchy emerged
with the birth of Judaic monotheism, around 2000 B.C., unlike Chinese society which is patriarchal
and matriarchal at the same time. According to Leslie Rabine,
Kristeva sees the Chinese ideological structure as very different from that in Western
culture. Throughout Confucian patriarchal society from 1000 B.C. to 1949, elements of
an earlier society have, according to About Chinese Women, survived. This earlier society
was a highly developed matrilineal culture, differing from Western monotheism in every
respect; in it feminine and masculine, matter and spirit, sexual pleasure and social
constraint, yin and yang alternate in heterogenous and contradictory union within each
person and within the social structure. Even in the Confucian order, where social unity
was based on the name of the father, elements of this matrilineal culture survived (1977,
p. 43).
Furthermore, black philosopher, Charles W. Mills, defines white supremacy in The Racial
Contract as “the system of domination by which white people have historically ruled over and, in
certain important ways, continue to rule over nonwhite people” (1997, pp. 1-2). Complementarily,
in “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack”, white feminist Peggy MclIntosh describes
her personal experience as a white woman and notes that, “My schooling gave me no training in
seeing myself as an oppressor, as an unfairly advantaged person or as a participant in a damaged
culture” (1988, p. 1). McIntosh believes that white people are carefully taught not to recognize
implications of race. Therefore, some white feminists have started to criticize themselves as people
who have unearned privilege over women of colour. According to Mclntosh, it remains to be seen
what white feminists will do about their newfound consciousness regarding their unearned
privilege:

What will we do with such knowledge? As we know from watching men, it is an open

question whether we will choose to use unearned advantage, and whether we will use any
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of our arbitrarily awarded power to try to reconstruct power systems on a broader base

(1988, p. 7).

Moreover, the racism of Western feminism is clearly evident in history. White feminist author,
Inga Muscio, provides a useful summary of American notions of history in Autobiography of a
Blue-eyed Devil when she states, “At its very, very, very best, U.S. history is an unimaginative and
superficial saga, with a beginning, middle, and end, as told by the victors of history’s present
telling” (2014, p. viii). In light of this, the concept of whiteness should be interrogated. Besides
Peggy Mclntosh, many white feminists have questioned whiteness such as Ruth Frankenberg,
Martha Mahoney, Anne Russo, Chris J. Cuomo, Lucy Lippard and Arlene Raven. Judy Scales-
Trent, who is known as a black feminist, refuses to be classified as white. She contends that, “My
very existence demonstrates that there is slippage between the seemingly discrete categories —
‘black’ and ‘white’” (1995, pp. 475-476). She also notes that, “There is something about living on
the margins of race that gives me a unique view of [racial] categories” (1995, p. 478).

Adrian Piper also provides critical white feminism with vital insight. She discusses her
experiences being perceived as either black or white in different social settings. In her 1991' essay
“Passing for White, Passing for Black™, Piper claims that being a person of color is more of a social
condition than an identity (1992, p. 14). Similarly, Gloria Anzaldua claims that every feminist
should not accept colour classifications: “It is an act of love to take someone at her word, to expect
the most out of a woman who calls herself a feminist — to challenge her as you yourself wish to be
challenged” (1999, p. 62). Anzaldta insists on the importance of the Mestiza recuperating history
and prehistory, and constructing a pluralistic nature: “I will have my voice: Indian, Spanish, white.
I will have my serpent’s tongue - my woman’s voice, my sexual voice, my poet’s voice. I will
overcome the tradition of silence” (1999, p. 39). The Mestiza, then, is the voice of the voiceless.

Other Western feminists claim that solidarity among women from different cultures is
impossible because they do not share the same interests, but Angela Davis’ seminal essay,
“Women, Culture and Politics” (1990), asserts that despite the differences between females from
different cultures, the solidarity is possible in contrary to popular white feminist belief. In her

essay, she perceives Egyptian women from different perspectives, even questioning her own

1 Originally commissioned by Harper's Magazine. First published in Transitions (1992), and reprinted in Adrian
Piper, Out of Order, Out of Sight, Volume I: Selected Essays in Meta-Art 1968-1992 (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
MIT Press, 1996).
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assumptions. She does not rely on stereotypical presumptions; instead, she interviews Egyptian

feminists and reflects their voices.

Moreover, history gives an example of the possibility of solidarity between women from
different cultures. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, who accompanied her husband, Edward Wortley
Montagu, the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, to Turkey in 1716, had access to the
harem, and her narratives were totally different from the narratives of other ethno-centric British
female writers. For example, she claims that rich Muslim women were more financially
independent that Western ones and they had the right to own and control their properties even after
they were married, unlike Victorian women whose inheritance went straight to their husbands.
Leila Ahmed elaborates and reiterates Lady Montagu’s writings on Muslim women. In her article,
“Western Ethnocentrism and Perceptions of the Harem” (1982), Ahmed contends that Muslim
women were far better placed and had less to fear from their husbands than their sisters in the
Christian world (p. 525). Nevertheless, transnational solidarity among feminists, though possible,
is not easy to achieve because of the hegemony of imperial Western feminism which is supported
by imperial powers. However, it is not impossible if feminists from different nations adopt a de-
colonial approach that de-centers Western notions about feminism and favors a more panoramic
perspective for feminist issues all over the world. Transnational feminism should embrace the
details of every culture. In addition, there should be a distinction between the old notion of global
sisterhood that Western feminists have advocated for and the new solidarity among women backed
by transnational feminism. To elaborate, Western feminists have always campaigned for global
sisterhood but they have not clarified the grounds on which such solidarity may occur. Anzaldua
claims that solidarity is possible through the Mestiza consciousness. Her text, Borderlands/La
Frontera: The New Mestiza, which was first published in 1987, embraces the experiences of people
from different cultures, races and classes, and claims that a Mestiza consciousness is the viable
path for this solidarity. Anzaldua defines this new sort of consciousness as, “A new value system
with images and symbols that may serve to heal the split between ‘white... and colored, ...male and
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female’ and the hegemonically differentiated ‘us’ and ‘them’”. Anzaldua goes on to claim that this
consciousness has the role of breaking down binary dualisms and creating a new space, the in-

between, the border that allows contradictions to coexist in the creation of the new element

Mestizaje or hybridity. The Mestiza consciousness is not a given but must be created or “built” by
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mingling many cultures; the future depends on the straddling of two or more cultures. By creating

a new mythos - that is, a change in the way we perceive reality, the way we see ourselves, and the
ways we behave - la Mestiza creates a new consciousness (1999, p. 80). She also states that this
consciousness counters all kinds of oppression against black people in general and then black
women: “Those in power, the whites and those who align themselves with whites ‘de-legitimize’
those who cross over... the confines of the ‘normal’... the perverse, the queer, the troublesome,
the mongrel, the mulatto [sic], the half-breed...” (1999, pp. 3-4). The whites, according to her,
exclude the blacks from this society, and this is not the only group that is ostracized by this society;
the Chicano culture oppresses their women and they restrict their roles into superficial dichotomies
of prostitute or Virgin Mary/nun. She also claims that the men are the ones who have transmitted
the exclusion of these groups from one generation to another. Moreover, Anzaldua insists that an
anti-racist feminist agenda is needed for solidarity:
Being the supreme crossers of cultures, homosexuals have strong bonds with queer white,
Black, Asian, Native American, Latino, and with the queer in Italy, Australia and the rest
of the planet. We come from all colors, all classes, all races, all time periods. Our role is
to link people with each other... Colored homosexuals have more knowledge of other
cultures... People, listen to what your joteria is saying... The mestizo and the queer exist
at this time and point on the evolutionary continuum for a purpose (1999, pp. 84-85).
Furthermore, according to Lorde, it is not easy to achieve solidarity: “We cannot allow our fear
of anger to deflect us nor seduce us into settling for anything less than the hard work of
excavating honestly” (1981, p. 128). According to Anzaldtia, the woman of color has to face the
fears of living on the border between two cultures, and she should refuse to act as a victim, but
rather, she should take control, defend, and critique both cultures:
Perified, she can’t respond, her face caught between los intersticios, the space between the
different worlds she inhabits... And there in front of us is the crossroad and choice: to feel
a victim where someone else is in control and therefore responsible and to blame... or to
feel strong, and for the most part, in control (1999, pp. 43-44).
Western feminism is a tool used by imperial governments to maintain their power in the

colonies. The imperial powers also use patriarchy as a weapon to deconstruct the solidarity of

males and females in non-Western countries. Because of this, transnational feminism’s concern
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with colonialism and the voices of oppressed people in the colonies is a significant attempt to

derail the colonial powers.

Another attack against transnational feminism is that white feminism emphasizes the

homogenous nature of all women by claiming that all women are the same because they are
mothers. Nancy Hartsock, for example, claims that all women from different cultures share the
same experience of motherhood, but she fails to acknowledge that motherhood differs from one
culture to another because mothers from different cultures embody motherhood in dissimilar ways.
Hartsock’s general feminist standpoint is too simplistic because for her, childbirth, motherhood
and patriarchal oppression make all women the same. Her argument is problematic because she
lists several woman-specific experiences that, in her opinion, generate a feminist standpoint, such
as childbirth and motherhood, which she calls “women’s material life activity” (1997, p. 159).
Hartsock contends that since women’s lives differ structurally from those of men, it may be that
the structure of women’s activities provide a basis for a feminist standpoint just as the structure of
workers’ activities provide a basis for a proletarian standpoint (“Hartsock Summary”, 2002).
Unfortunately, Hartsock’s contentions seem to put all women into one lump without taking into
consideration other factors such as culture, environment, social class, etc.
On the other hand, for Kristeva, the mother is not a woman. Kristeva asserts that the mother is
“alone of her sex” and that she is neither male nor female (1987, p. 234). Mothers are women apart
from being mothers, and not all women are mothers. Therefore, mothers and women are not
identical. According to Kelly Oliver, “She (Kristeva) suggests that within Western culture,
discourses on maternity do not separate the maternal function from women. Within our traditions,
both women and femininity have been associated with motherhood...” (1993b, p. 6)

Furthermore, Mohanty argues that women cannot be perceived as one gender because,
“Detfining women as archetypal victims freezes them into ‘objects-who-defend themselves,” men
into ‘subjects-who perpetrate violence’, and (every) society into powerless or powerful groups of
people” (2003, p. 24). She continues that, “[s]isterhood cannot be assumed on the basis of gender;
it must be forged in concrete historical and political practice and analysis” (p. 24). In retrospect,
in the 1980s, Mohanty observed that Western feminists tended to adopt an ethnocentric

perspective, claiming that “Third World” women are one-dimensional and homogenous. She states

that,
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The average Third World woman leads an essentially truncated life based on her feminine

gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being “Third World” (read: ignorant, poor,
uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc.). This, I suggest,
is in contrast to the (implicit) self-representation of Western women as educated, as
modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities and the freedom to make
their own decisions (2003, p. 22).
Furthermore, Chow states that Asian American women who are committed to fighting both sexism
and racism feel that white feminists are not aware of or sympathetic to the differences in concerns
and priorities of Asian American women (1989, p. 371). Correspondingly, Anzaldua claims that
white feminists should acknowledge the differences of her people and they should not perceive
them as inferior:
We need to say to white society: We need you to accept the fact that Chicanos are
different, to acknowledge your rejection and negation of us. We need you to own the fact
that you looked upon us as less than human, that you stole our lands, our personhood, our
self-respect. We need you to make public restitution: to say that, to compensate for your
own sense of defectiveness, you strive for power over us, you erase our history and our
experience because it makes you feel guilty—you’d rather forget your brutish acts (1999,
pp. 107—-108).
Consequently, women of color and white women rarely create community, solidarity, and
sisterhood. White feminism does not satisfy all women’s needs, but only the needs of a selected
group. White feminism exhibits racist tendencies that hinder any attempt at feminist solidarity and
social change. Furthermore, white feminists are unable to broaden their perspective and improve
their movement. White feminists must expand their vision to encompass a diversity of women and
include their narratives on color, history and experience.
In conclusion, white feminism is a tool used by post-colonial powers to distort the image
of other cultures. Other feminisms have emerged to counter Western feminism. Today, there is a
shift from post-colonial feminism to transnational feminism but transferring to transnational
studies was not possible without post-colonial studies, which is mainly concerned with the

oppression of the nation as well as nationalism. Transnational feminism has employed principles

from other feminisms because most non-Western feminist branches are anti-imperial. Indeed,
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transnational feminisms have embodied the major transformations in feminist theory and practice

over the past few decades. Transnational feminism demonstrates the shifts from sameness toward
difference and diversity. Moreover, it is concerned with the solidarity and interaction among
women from different cultures. This contradicts the notion that feminism exists in an antagonistic
relation to nationalism. Transnational feminism also resolves the issue of the clash of civilizations
because it offers a celebration of pluralism. Additionally, it offers a digression to global feminisms
which have adopted a Eurocentric perspective of the world. Also, scholars have criticized
transnational feminism because it may influence the solidarity of feminism, yet some perceive the
resistance of transnational feminism to Western feminism as ‘“anti-feminism”. However, a
question still remains: how can the transnational feminist movement avoid the mistakes made by
Western feminists? One suggestion is that activism needs to begin at a grassroots level and evade
the same traps of elitism that white feminism has perpetuated over the years. Intersectionality has
also been touted as a solution by some, even though Marxist feminists have thrown shade on
intersectionality, deeming it as just another way for discrimination to materialize. By deviating
away from the concept of class and zooming in on “other” feminists, it becomes reverse racism
and also ignores the omnitude of the class struggle. Eva Mitchell concurs by saying that
intersectionality can lead to a form of identity politics that is individual in nature and thus hides
the universality of the class struggle. She points out that reducing the struggle to equal rights or
equal representation is problematic (2013, p. 5). Other feminists like Sara Salem, suggest “critical
border thinking” which she explains as,
A form of subaltern epistemology that does not hide the epistemic positionality of the
subject speaking. This allows for decolonial interpretative communities to be produced
that challenge Western notions of universality, neutrality and linear evolution. By
critically deconstructing Western concepts and structures that have been normalized, the
first step towards dismantling them has been taken (2016, p. 5).
Only time will tell which approach will be more effective in transgressing cultural barriers

among women all around the world. The future will narrate the fate of white feminism and

illustrate if transnational feminism is able to achieve its aims of full solidarity among women.
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