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Abstract

This dissertation traces the development of thi#eidince debate’ during the 1990s. Using the
ground-breaking Natal conference on ‘Women and @emm Southern Africa’ as the central

point of reference, the study aims to investighteimpact and legacy of the ‘difference debate’
in feminist criticism in the 1990s, and ultimatellge ways in which feminist scholars responded
to the challenges posed by the ‘problem of diffeeénThe dissertation outlines the heated
debates and intense disagreements that occurredgdine decade that exposed previously
nascent fissures in a purportedly unified femifsgterhood’. In this way, this brief intellectual

history traces the trajectory of feminist debatesrdlifference, race and gender, and the politics
of representation, as articulated at the Natal ex@nice on Women and Gender and in
subsequent feminist scholarship. What emerges fimse discussions are new strategies in
which feminists embrace coalition politics as a waymove beyond the divisions that the

concept of difference exposed. These feminist ftiona are orientated towards recognising and
dealing with the differences between and among wgrire order to account for gender as a
fragmented and unstable concept. This dissertatierefore illuminates the ways in which the

difference debate has had an indelible impact enetoporary feminist thought and in turn, has

influenced the principles and methodologies of fastiliterary criticism
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Chapter 1

Introduction: The Difference Debate

The relationship between race and gender discourngetheory, criticism and practice — has
featured as a major preoccupation in the developminontemporary feminist scholarship in
South Africa. Writers and theorists continuousiyftont the issue of “how questions of gender,
race, nation and other identities interact in deteing feminisms” (Hendricks and Lewis, 1994:
74). The aim of this dissertation is to examinedgheergence and development of the ‘difference
debate’ (1994: 74) within recent feminist criticisand to interrogate the politics of formulating
feminist theories on gender and women’s oppressiithin the limited parameters of this
study, | will attempt a brief and selective histati overview of contemporary South African
feminist criticism in which the concept of raciabcial and cultural ‘difference’ is a significant
theme. In doing so, | will be exploring the wayswhich feminist literary and critical thought
has incorporated considerations of race, cultutedass into the representation and analysis of
women’s experiences and gender relations in SoftrihaA

I examine this question through a detailed analgéithe intellectual responses to, and
broader effects of, the 1991 conference on ‘Wonah @ender in Southern Africa’an event
which is considered a watershed moment in the fyistd feminist theorising in the country
(Lund, et al, 1991; Lewis, 1992; Daymond, 1996)e Tiatal conference stands as a seminal
indicator of the politics of feminist criticism iSouth Africa as it brought to the forefront
important challenges to the dominant principles as$umptions of mainstream Western
feminism. Furthermore, it exposed previously nasdebates about the inextricable relationship
between gender, race, class and other categoriegpafrience in depicting and understanding
women’s subjectivity in South African literary prnaction and criticism.

Ideally, academic conferences are convened witimtieasion of representing the present
state of a field of inquiry by highlighting the miamportant and progressive research available.
Ostensibly, these occasions serve as forums far digeussion and debate, and ultimately, aim
to stimulate further dialogue and scholarship amatejlectuals. Nevertheless, the structure and
content of such gatherings are the result of sjpeg@focesses of selection, categorisation,
inclusion and exclusion. These not only reflect thierests and priorities of organisers and



participants, but are also indicative of the dyrasrof power and the assumptions of authority
that exist within particular intellectual and pmél spheres.

For feminism in South Africa, this was dramaticallystrated in 1991, a year into what
was to become a decade of momentous transitiorirangformation in the nation’s history. In
February of that year, the Gender Research Grotipeathen University of Natal organised and
hosted the “first conference on women and gendeetbeld in South Africa” (Lund, 1991: 20).
On the one hand, the event was widely hailed asang-breaking moment for women’s studies
and feminist politics in the country. It servedths first forum in which the politics of gender,
feminist scholarship and women’s lived experiencerenvtreated as the primary focus of a
conference held in South Africa, rather than treéate ‘special’ topics or marginal issues within
broader intellectual and/or political agendas. Tdomference was also considered uniquely
progressive in its intended inclusivity, as orgarsshosted a group of approximately 300
delegates from the Southern Africa region, North edice and the United Kingdom. The
gathering was notable at the time for inviting aga of participants: both black and white
speakers, female and male academics from multiptéptines, as well as gender activists.

Despite these intensions, however, the Natal center is also notorious for the intense
conflicts and criticisms that emerged, unexpectefityn the first day of proceedings. These
conflicts caused disruptions and heated debategebat delegates. Tensions were sparked by
anger at the perceived underrepresentation andimadisgtion of black women and feminist
activists at the conference, in contrast to therwkelming presence of white, middle-class
academics and the predominance of their intereglsvéews. Indeed, beyond the “masses of
challenging feminist content” (Ballantine, in LurtB91: 21), the event was marked by frequent
expressions of discontent and outright dissent f(armostly) black women and activists. The
discernible tensions and polarities that emergathguhe discussions became, in many ways,
the most prominent outcome of the gathering.

The issues of racial and social difference thateweghlighted during the conference on
Women and Gender persisted subsequent to the eVlet.discussions moved from the
conference hall and into feminist intellectual gaditical scholarship, where the arguments over
race in particular intensified. Many post-conferemesponses voiced accusations of veiled and
overt racism, academic insularity on the part oftevlacademics, and the lack of legitimacy of

Western feminist principles. Deep-seated racial agmlitical issues underpinning these



exchanges were exposed, and this instigated pretbdgbates amongst feminist thinkers and
activists throughout the decade.

The neglect of the voices and interests of blacknes at the Natal conference was seen
as a manifestation of the prevailing racial anaidgical dynamics of the women’s movement at
the time. The movement was premised on the notigsisterhood’ formulated upon the idea of
a group identity based on shared experiences dadegeoppression. Instead, this image of a
united front pursuing a common purpose was showmeomarked by deep divisions and
contradictions. As a result of the arguments arjdabions expressed by black participants at the
Natal conference, the underlying relations of powaad the implicit hierarchies that existed
within mainstream feminist academia at the timeendramatically exposed.

Through an assessment of the Natal conference wsguent responses articulated by
various commentators, this dissertation aims ttireithe trajectory of the ‘difference debate’ as
it developed within the South African context. T8tady examines the principle themes and key
concerns that arose in relation to a set of broadeies particularly concerning the challenge to
Western feminism, the legitimacy of representadond the need to develop new approaches to
feminist work. In constructing a tentative histatioverview of these discussions about the role
of race in feminist criticism, this study therefattempts to locate the critical perspectives and
ideological positions that emerged in the develapmef the diverse feminist formations
prevalent in the South African critical arena todd@yis endeavour aims to illuminate the
feminist attitudes that informed (and were partyniulated through) feminist literary criticism
in South Africa.

As outlined above, the conference on ‘Women anddéein Southern Africa’ was a
pivotal moment in this history. While the importenof the Natal conference is widely
acknowledged and the event is frequently mentidneféminists when documenting the history
of feminism in South Africa, a direct examinatiointiee conference and its influence on feminist
debate has largely been neglected. For instanamrding to Debby Bonnin’s survey of
“Women’s Studies in South Africa” (1996), the Natanference was a “landmark event in

women’s studies” (1996: 383). The writer furthetesothat,

[tlhis conference, its debates, and their ramificet have posed an enormous challenge to womerdgest

in South Africa ... In terms of the developmentSafuth African feminism it was a point of no retufiine



politics of difference, of race, of exclusion, aftiism versus academia, of who controls womenislisss,

and of its relationship to the women’s movementeaguenly challenged (1996: 383-384).

Beyond this acknowledgement, however, Bonnin'scktfails to fully explore the ideological
and pedagogical ramifications of the conferenceavomen’s studies. This is despite the clear
indication that participants in Natal confronteduss that were fundamental to the theory and
practice of feminism, and to the dynamics of festimcademia. Given that Bonnin's study
concerns itself with the status and treatment ome's studies in South African universities,
this omission is particularly surprising since fhaitics of knowledge production, and the role
and positionality of the critic and researcher wsome of the central concerns raised at the
conference and in the ensuing critical discussions.

Similarly, in the introduction to the antholo&puth African Feminisms: Writing, Theory,
and Criticism 1990-1994Margaret Daymond’s consideration of the 1991 ewstice is limited
to a recognition of the significance of the evenithin the women’s movement. The anthology
comprises of a collection of works that clearlyusfirate the extent to which the concept of
difference pervaded South African feminist theaadtand critical discourse from 1990 to 1994.
In the volume’s introduction, Daymond offers a deth assessment of the political and
ideological implications of these debates aboutdgenrace and social difference. Within this
discussion, however, Daymond’'s brief appraisal lo¢ tNatal conference does not fully
interrogate the crucial role the events in 1991 dvadhe development of the ‘difference debate’.
Moreover, given the restricted time-frame the aldp encompasses, an exploration of the
impact of the conference and the subsequent delmgsnd 1994 is necessary. As this
dissertation aims to show, the issues that emedgedg the period Daymond surveys persisted
during the nation’s democratic transitional eras{pt®94). It is also my contention that the
‘difference debate’ has had a lasting impact onrtagire of current feminist formations in a
post-apartheid context. Indeed, publications sushW@men Writing Africa: The Southern
Region(2003), Meg SamuelsonRemembering the Nation, Dismembering Women: Stofies
South African Transition(2007) and Pumla Dineo Gqola’dvhat is Slavery to Me?:
Postcolonial/Slave Memory in South Afri€2010), attest to the complexities of interrogating
gendered and radicalised identities in ways thice¥ely reflect a diverse and fractured post-
apartheid, postcolonial social reality.



In contrast to often cursory treatments of the emrice and its legacy, Shane Moran’s
1998 article, “Academic Exchanges,” presents onth®ffew relatively detailed examinations of
the conference on Women and Gender in SoutherrcgAfronducted in the late 1990s. In this
piece, Moran considers the Natal conference a miaent example of the ‘crisis of legitimacy’
facing South African academy. He too emphasisesntipertance of the conference given the
contentious racial dynamics that were exposed haddebates that were instigated. However,
Moran views this in relation to the nature of acagein general, without a specific focus on the
implications for the development of South Africaaminisms. As such, there has been little
investigation, to date, of the impact of the Nat@ahference on South African feminist criticism
specifically. This is despite the numerous androftepassioned critical interventions into the
debate by individual feminist scholars, as welhaademic publications focusing on the issue of
difference in subsequent years. This lack of receitital attention is surprising given that the
issues and concerns regarding the concept of eiféer and the intersection of race and gender
that were discussed at the conference on WomerGander in Sothern Africa in 1991, and in
its aftermath, remain central to the current prapations and objectives of South African
feminist politics and theory.

The salience of difference is still obvious at préas Public debate is often characterised
by stark, and perhaps increasing, racial polagsatFurthermore, prescriptive views on race,
gender, sexuality, and so on, still prevail in papuliscourse. A feature of many intellectual and
political conversations is the almost immediate &eduently unquestioned recourse to race as
the primary category of analysis on various issudthout an adequate apprehension of the role
of difference. Such assertions, often based orusiaiary definitions of group identities, need
to be examined and more nuanced arguments developed

This intellectual history intends to focus on @i debates which engage with the
relationship between race and gender in contemp®@auth African feminisms. At the same
time, the issues that are highlighted have diregplications for feminist literary criticism
specifically. Not only were feminist literary ci8 themselves part of these conversations, but
the concern with difference allowed them to responidh increasing complexity to
representations by, and of, marginalised womenc@&yducting this survey, then, | intend to
supplement and extend the existing literature @ fteld by assessing the legacy of the 1991



conference and the ensuing ‘difference debate’,thed impact on feminist theory and practice
in South Africa within a local, regional and glolzaintext.

Cheryl Hendricks and Desiree Lewis examine simdancerns with the concepts of
difference and diversity in South African femingsiticism in their seminal article “Voices from
the Margins” (1994). Hendricks and Lewis conduct analysis of “[d]ebates around
deconstruction and difference” (1994: 61) and syrylee various, and often competing
ideological perspectives of “racially subordina(@994. 62) women in South Africa and the way
in which they challenge the dominance of mainstr&destern feminist ideologies. The authors’
examination of the ‘difference debate’ in South igdn feminist scholarship is useful for
understanding some of the major critical posititdret prevail within current feminist discourse
in the country. By analysing specific key textsistpaper serves to build on Hendricks and
Lewis’s broad overview. They show how peculiar dvigtal, racial, socio-political and cultural
contexts both determine and transform the theasied strategies developed by women of
various backgrounds. This dissertation highlights ieed to illuminate the complex and diverse
nature of this intellectual space, and to locats¢hformulations within the global currents of
feminist theorisation.

Defining Difference

As an examination of the Natal conference and sjkes# scholarship will make clear,
accounting for the politics of difference is vital understanding current feminist orientations in
South Africa. However, the definition of the contegself has been a matter of extensive
scrutiny, and controversy. As Kathy Davis arguéle ‘very fact of difference has become the
leading subject of feminist theories in recent g¢a2008: 71) both in international and local
contexts. In grappling with the issue of differen¢ene of the most significant themes, and
possibly the central point of contention at thefecence), South African women mirrored some
of the definitive debates that have occurred witjfiobal feminism. As Davis notes, the debates
that have dominated contemporary international mestscholarship were largely precipitated by
“two of the most important strands of contempor@yinist thought”, namely, poststructuralist
feminist analysis on the one hand, and oppositionajues of black and third-world women on
the other (Davis, 2008: 70). In varying ways, thegsands of feminist theory have prompted the

sustained critical attention to, and significantisen of, the notion of difference. In turn, these
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ideas have contributed to major shifts that haveuoed within feminist thought and practice
globally. This formed part of the intellectual reili in which the difference debate developed in
South Africa.

This insistent emphasis on difference was initialbregrounded in contemporary
women’s studies when prominent feminist theoristshe late 1960s and 1970s began drawing
on the postmodern and poststructuralist “projecti@tonstructing the binary oppositions and
universalism inherent in modernist paradigms of #esphilosophy and science” (Davis, 2008:
71). This poststructuralist ‘project’ gave riseriew thinking on representations of femininity
and the construction of gender identity. The in=ghf poststructuralist thinkers such as Michel
Foucault, Jacques Derrida and Jacques Lacan enabledn to question prevailing definitions
and representations of womanhood, expose the soomgtruction of normative feminine
characteristics, and reformulate conceptions ofigkdifference.

Of particular importance were the implications atgues Derrida’s idea odlifférance:
This concept expands on the Saussurian theoryngige to show how signification operates

by an infinite process of ‘deferral and differencghere

meaning is constructed only by the process of riefgito other (absent) meanings, with the consecgien
that the relatively stable structure of differestides into and is destabilized by differance (BglsVoore,
1990: 244).

By highlighting the arbitrary, contingent relatitietween a sign and its meaning in language
systems, Derrida radically problematises the natibabsolute knowledge and truth, and throws
into doubt the assumed neutrality, authority andensal validity of Western philosophy.

As postcolonial critic Justin Edwards (2008) expdai Derrida’s critique of the
logocentrism of traditional theory also “exposefs¢ cultural assumptions and dynamics of
power that lie behind our everyday encounters watiguage” (Edwards, 2008: 18). Derrida
reveals the implicit relationship of dominance amtbordination that underscores “dichotomised
hierarchies” (Edwards, 2008: 18) such as the ‘dp@eting’ binary. Essentially, he shows that
in language, meaning operates throutjfférance and power operates through difference.
Consequently, Edwards concludes, Derridean decatigtn based on the premisedifférance
exposes and radically challenges the “relationg@iver that ascribe privilege, priority and
positive value to one term at the expense of anb{@608: 19). This uneven power dynamic is

implicit in dualities such as self/other, subjebjéxt, white/black, and male/female.
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In turn, Derrida’s challenge to the claim of unsa&rmeaning in language “coincided
with Foucauldian perspectives on power that focused dynamic processes and the
deconstruction of normalizing and homogenizing gatiees” (Davis, 2008: 71). These ideas
constitute a radical subversion of the assumptfamiversality of Western epistemology.

Derrida’s theories, underpinned by the notiongliffieranceand difference, influenced
the work of preeminent feminist scholars such agem& Cixous, Julia Kristeva and Luce
Irigaray. This group pioneered radical feminist @@ehes to language, identity and women’s
writing that developed and qualified psychoanalypostmodernist and poststructuralist insights
to initiate a “two part project aimed at exposihg phallocratic bias of the ruling discourse and
formulating a woman-centered discourse” (Locke®9@ 7-8). Drawing, amongst others, on
Derridean deconstruction, their feminist critigfedominant patriarchal ideology centred on the
interrogation of the male/female binary. HélenedDx argues that

[iJt's the classic opposition, dualist and hierdoeh...everything that is, everything that's orgaed as
discourse, art, religion, the family, language, rgtréng that...acts upon us — it is all orderedua

hierarchical oppositions that come back to the manian opposition (cited in Ryan, 1990: 27).

In light of Derrida’s critique of binary oppositis, Cixous’s comment suggests that the social
relations of patriarchal Western culture mirror timaplicit dynamic of domination and
subordination that underscores the hierarchicakeffemhale dichotomy. Cixous believes these
hierarchical social dynamics are constructed thinpugnd perpetuated by, phallogocentric
language systems that ascribe discursive and igiealgpower to men. Simultaneously, women
are defined — in opposition to the normative maleject — as ‘Other’, derivative and inferior. In
order to challenge the repression of women'’s femeimature, Cixous, Kristeva and Irigaray and
others subverted the orthodox conception of sediffdrence as the simple distinction between
— and opposition of — male-defined masculinity &mininity. They fundamentally rejected the
traditional perception of these as natural, fixad aoherent categories of meaning. Drawing on
various tenets of poststructuralism, postmoderrasich psychoanalysis, thinkers such as Cixous
and Irigaray asserted the primacy of sexual diffeee on the one hand, while they attempted to
reformulate the definition and representation omdé subjecthood through a feminine
discourse, on the other. Their arguments were piteed by the notion difference, understood

not as opposition, but as multiplicity and heterogty (Eagleton, 1996: 288). In turn, they
12



advocated a view of subjectivity as unstable, fragted, contingent, and ultimately, subject to
the ‘free play of meaning’.

This reformulation of the prevailing notion of sakudifference that incorporated
poststructuralist and postmodern points of viewereid a crucial alternative to conventional
understandings of gender dynamics and the natur@atifarchal oppression. In turn, by
deconstructing and reconfiguring the hierarchiesexfual difference between women and men,
also implied diversity among, and difference withwomen themselves, as individually
constituted, gendered subjects. While not unproatenin themselves, poststructuralist feminist
insights encouraged the revision of the princigled strategies of mainstream feminism. Their
influential theories on the role of language in Hoeial construction of femininity went beyond
the simple opposition of fixed definitions of maled female identity, and instead illustrated the
fluidity and indeterminacy of gendered identities.

French poststructuralist feminism thus represeatethjor revision of traditional Western
philosophy and the liberal humanist theoreticalmiesvork. It signalled an important shift
towards accommodating and understanding the diyerdi women as heterogeneous and
decentred subjects and the re-inscription of woraadhin literature, theory and culture. These
insights, along with the appropriation of deconsinn as a useful strategy in challenging
patriarchal cultural forms, form a crucial critichmework that both directly and indirectly
influenced the development of the ‘difference debdtocally, feminist scholars drew on this
work to challenge the hegemony of orthodox defomisi and prescriptions of gender discourses.
Their efforts to foreground the politics of diffeiee in feminist criticism and to open feminist
scholarship up to an acknowledgement of the diyersf women’s subjectivity and lived
experiences was, in part, influenced by this sti@fdminism.

For Kathy Davis, the writing, theory and criticisaf black and third-world women
constitutes the second major strand of contempdemynist thought in which the notion of
difference formed a central theme. This concerrhwdifference and the multiplicity and
diversity of women’s subjectivities forms the fogabint of feminist thinking articulated by
‘marginalised’ women, who sought to “[understanki¢ teffects of race, class, and gender on
women’s identities, experiences, and strugglesfopowerment” (Davis, 2008: 71). For black
and third-world women, the recognition of differenand focus on the diversity of lived

experience arose from their acute awareness ohéggialities between women in their material
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and social conditions. They began to recognise atdulate the differentiated ways in which
various forms of oppression affected them acrossliaeconomic, geographical and cultural
divides. From this realisation, marginalised wonssught to challenge homogenising and
exclusionary feminist assumptions by theorising theultiple ways of simultaneously
experiencing identity, sexuality and difference timee construction of subjectivity” (Nfah-
Abbenyi, 1997:14). Their interventions sought tsems contextualised representations of, and
theories about, women of colour, rural and econahyalisadvantaged women, and other
subordinated women in order to challenge the donueaf white, middle-class western women
in feminism.

In critiquing and reconstructing some fundamentaiqgiples of Western feminism, black
and postcolonial feminist theories also advancedtttiical discourse engaging with the role and
effect of difference on gender and feminist prakist example, irGender in African Women'’s
Writing, Justine Makuchi Nfah-Abbenyi argues that “[b]lagkmen defined and redefined the
marginal position of black women as one charaadrizy double jeopardy, multiple jeopardy,
and multiple consciousness” (1997: 14). These qunedisations, along with the notion of
‘intersectionality’ (Crenshaw, 1989; Hill Collinsl990), were introduced to illustrate the
interrelations between racist, sexist and impeatialorms of oppression as experienced by
marginalised women. Thus, they reconfigured therabisons and totalising conceptions of
dominant Western critical frameworks and understaggdof difference in theories of gender,
race, class and postcoloniality.

This second strand of feminism commonly associatéd the difference debate was
pioneered, in part, by an influential body of femsinwork developed by African American
women writers and scholars. Their work is renowfadthe way in which they foregrounded
subject positions that had, hitherto, been ignaed/or subsumed within both traditional and
radical paradigms and discourses. Indeed, the wbrkfrican American feminists served as
essential antecedents to the development of Idaekleminism in South Africa, and as some of
the criticism under review indicates, black femirtisinking from the United States prefigured
many of the arguments that developed in the difleealebate in this country.

In her assessment of contemporary feminist litecaitycism, Maggie Humm comments
on the influence of African American feminist ccism and notes that,
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Audre Lorde, Alice Walker, Barbara Smith, and Ba&b&hristian, together with Valerie Smith, Mary
Helen Washington and Gloria T. Hull and Toni Cadmr®ara among others, [were] undertaking a total
reassessment of Black literature and literary hystentering on Black women writers. In their resba

they [were] also discovering the differences andtiplicities of Black women’s aesthetics (1994: 173

These works were a crucial importation into Soufhican critical discourse as black feminist
criticism provided a major impetus and theoreticaindation for black women’s objections to
mainstream feminism in a local context.

Through various formative works, black feminist uight challenged the essentialism,
ethnocentrism and “academic arrogance” (Lorde, 1984) of white, middle-class feminists
and the historic silencing of black women’s litgraand critical voices. Their oppositional
stances were illustrated powerfully in canonicatdganging from Audre Lorde’s “The Master’s
Tools will Never Dismantle the Master's House” gami, Sister Outsider, Undersong984),
and Alice Walker’'s pioneering womanist treatiseSearch of Our Mother’'s Garder{$983) to
Hazel Carby’s “White Women Listen! Black Feminismdathe Boundaries of Sisterhood”, (in
The Empire Strikes Back: Race and Realism in 70®iBr 1982) and bell hooksFeminist
Theory: From Margin to Centrg1984). While identifying and asserting the valok the
fundamental differences that define black womenibjextivity, social position and aesthetic
practice, black writers such as Lorde, Walker, lsoakd many others “attacked the misogyny of
early Black studies...and the misrepresentationghite feminist critics” (Humm, 1994: 171). In
doing so, these women undermined hegemonic cotistnscof ‘women’ as a collective identity
and definitions which assumed the experiences ofkt&vie, privileged white women as
normative.

As black women writers and scholars challengedr tpesition of racial, sexual and
economic subordination within their societies irs tvay, their experiences and criticisms had a
deep resonance with black South African women wttupied a similar (although not identical)
position of marginalisation in a racist and patiel society. At the same time, South African
women were also influenced by the critiques of galshial feminist theorists such as Gayatri
Spivak (1985) and Chandra Mohanty (1984). Theirisahhwork highlighted the inextricable
links between patriarchy, racism and imperialistey “address[ed] issues faced by women in
light of the politics of difference, transnationsdlidarity building and anticapitalist struggles

against globalization” (Edwards, 2008: 101-102pider to redefine discursive constructions of
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the ‘third world subaltern woman’, and redress #lencing of her voice and agency. As
postcolonial theory and third-world feminisms depsd, they provided another critical
framework through which to highlight and interrogdhe role of difference. These discussions
constituted another aspect of the intellectual @ which the difference debate developed.

As all of these theories came to prominence in the 1980s and onwards, they
contributed to the contest of ideas already takware in a tumultuous South Africa. The
development of feminist theory and criticism in #@untry is inextricably linked to the multi-
faceted ways and varying degrees to which local @omriters, academics and activists,
interrogated, contested, assimilated, adapted aswbnstructed poststructuralist precepts,
postcolonial insights and black feminist thouglagmongst many other influences — in relation to
their experiences and conceptualisations the idiasgies of South African women’s oppression
and their struggle for emancipation.

Discussing Difference in South African Feminism
In her examination of ‘feminist scholarship andorwél discourse’, Chandra Mohanty argues
that

[a]ny discussion of the intellectual and politicainstruction of ‘third world feminisms’ must addsdsself
to two simultaneous projects: the internal critiqpidhegemonic ‘Western’ feminisms, and the formiolat
of autonomous, geographically, historically, antturally grounded feminist concerns and strategidse
first project is one of deconstructing and disniagtlthe second, one of building and constructiile

these projects appear to be contradictory, thewmrking negatively and the other positively, unldssse
tasks are addressed simultaneously, ‘third woddiihisms run the risk of marginalization or ghet#tion

from both mainstream (right and left) and Westemihist discourses. (1991: 51)

In a similar vein, this intellectual history wilddress itself to South African feminists’ critical
engagement with the ‘race-and-gender dynamic dal vaspect of the development of
contemporary feminism in the country. Viewed irhliggf Mohanty’s comment, the difference
debate can be broadly figured as a process of d&aotion and reconstruction. This process
involved, on the one hand, a radical critique o# thssumptions of mainstream feminist
academia, particularly by black and other margmainen. Simultaneously, it occasioned a shift
in the predominant conceptualisations of femalgestivity and gender oppression as well as a

radical reconsideration of the nature of gendeitipslin local feminist criticism. A review of the
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Natal conference, and the subsequent responsesféminist critics, such as this dissertation
undertakes, thus reveals an image of feministipslin South Africa as an undertaking that is
equally preoccupied with the dismantling of old nfer as well as the formulation and
reformulation of the new, albeit fragmented forrognstructed around diverse intellectual and
ideological perspectives.

This project consists of an historical survey ofitboAfrican feminist criticism following
the 1991 Natal conference on Women and Gender inh8m Africa. The study will examine
the issues of difference, representation and posility as they were articulated in the conflicts
that emerged during the Natal conference. In demmgt takes into consideration the intellectual
context and antecedent feminist theories and dgb#tiat preceded and anticipated the
conference. For this reason, what | present hametiso much a literature review as an overview
of the feminist criticism which this thesis takesits primary object of inquiry.

The project therefore begins with an exploratiorthe 1990 issue oCurrent Writing
which focused specifically on ‘feminism and writings an early articulation of the problems
and debates that surfaced at the Natal conferamtel@minated later feminist criticism. It then
goes on to consider the issues raised in the imateeditermath of the conference, as reflected in
Desiree Lewis’s article “The Politics of FeminismS$outh Africa” (1992) as well as in Margaret
Daymond’s introduction to the 1996 antholo@quth African Feminismg then examine the
impact of the difference debate on the strategies rmethodologies of feminist criticism as
illustrated in the 1993 issue of tWgendajournal, as well as the three-part series on tisini
Feminisms’ published iAgendain 2001, 2002 and 2003.

Through this discussion, | will examine these ietelal developments in terms of the
‘internal critique’ on the one hand, and the ‘fotation of new feminist concerns and strategies’
on the other. As Mohanty indicates, these are motsidered distinct positions or stages.
Paradoxically, they are opposite, simultaneous @rdplementary. It is not possible to neatly
classify the works and arguments under review agylene or the other. And yet, this is a useful
framework through which to view the progressiortte# difference debate. There are instances
where the process of dismantling old forms is appiarThe articles fronCurrent Writingand
Desiree Lewis are exemplary of this mode of inteondique, even while the ideas expressed
look towards new critical orientations. At the satime, the process of transition towards new

formulations is discernable across the African Fesms series.
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This study, therefore, undertakes to isolate thgpmaends and nodes of inquiry that
have developed in local feminist criticism aftee tNatal conference and seeks to locate these
debates in relation to a set of broader issues lwimclude representation, the politics of
knowledge production, the relationship between themd practice, and the race-class-gender-
debate. Of particular concern will be to examinevitbese concepts are articulated within a
specifically South African context.

Although limited in scope, in documenting articudas of the difference debate in
feminist scholarship in the 1990s and early 20@is, dissertation attempts, then, to illuminate
the development of black feminist voices and theractions between the ideas of black, white
and international feminists in South Africa. Furthere, this overview will give a brief survey
of a crucial period in the progression the feministvement in the country, against the backdrop
of unprecedented social and political transfornmatio

At the same time, however, this intellectual higtomakes no claim to
comprehensiveness, but aims to represent the mgajacerns that have developed in South
African feminist criticism, that have continuedisate in contemporary scholarship. | thus adopt
the methods of the literary historian as | procdsda close, contextualised reading of some of
the key texts of South African feminist criticisto, document the developments and shifts in
feminist debate subsequent to the Natal conferefioes. study is therefore an overview that
traces the history of ideas that preoccupy conteargdeminist literary criticism, in relation to a
critical event and seminal theories that had aisogmt effect on the development of South

African feminisms.

Notes
i.  The conference on ‘Women and Gender in Southerica#fwill also be referred to as
‘the Natal conference’, ‘the 1991 conference’ dre‘tconference’ for the remainder of
this paper.
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Chapter 2

Acknowledging Difference

The early 1990s were a tumultuous, yet progressve,for feminism in South Africa. The
country entered a phase of unprecedented sociticalband institutional transformation as a
framework for a democratic post-apartheid state paimstakingly negotiated. As Margaret
Daymond (1996) has remarked, the period was masge€dhomentous changes” (1996: xiii) in
the arena of national politics. These changes iaklji had a definitive impact on all aspects of
South African intellectual activity, including femst academia and gender studies. Furthermore,
as Shamim Meer (1997) notes, this “era of negotigtiseems to have opened up space for new
forms of organisations in the country and for déston on a range of issues not seen
...previously” (9) in the feminist movement. At thiisne, critical engagement with ‘race and
identity’ also became a major preoccupation (M&687:8), an engagement which merged with
a related concern with ‘difference and represemtaiAgenda 1993: 4). So while feminism and
gender studies were still struggling for recogmitend legitimacy within South African critical
discourse, the insights and challenges presentethéyconcept of difference came to the
forefront. Women took advantage of the promiserahdformation to destabilise established
thinking within the feminist movement itself, anal move towards the redefinition of feminist
theory and practice in South Africa. Consequerttig,emphasis in feminist activity shifted from
‘putting gender on the agenda’ to an attempt tinéedind elaborate “a clear theory and practice
[that] could be developed for women in South Aftideer, 1997: 8).

Given the destabilising nature of this revisiorpsbject, and the turbulent political and
intellectual atmosphere that prevailed, it is ppehansurprising that this process was wrought
with tension and conflict amongst feminist academind activists. Clearly, the acute
disagreements and disruptions that occurred al® conference on Women and Gender in
Southern Africa were manifestations of these terssiblere, tangible divisions over the future of
feminism and the role of difference, particularfcial and cultural difference, in the theory and
practice of feminism and women’s emancipation veeqeosed. The Natal conference intensified
already-heated debates and, in its aftermath, fistrsoholarship was dogged by the perception
of insurmountable divisions between black and whitemen in the movement. Serious

challenges were also made to the legitimacy ofesgmtation, specifically, white women’s
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research on black subjects. This ‘internal critig@energing from within the movement and
among women themselves, even resulted in the ogjention of Western feminism by some
women. Most previous scholarship has examined thiesees in terms of racial dynamics
between black and white women. When interrogatiegl¢gacy of the Natal conference and the
difference debate, however, it is also vital tocast for the extent to which the divisions that
developed may have been exacerbated by contragidédimitions of the concept of difference
as well as by the limitations of treating categerief difference as discrete (rather than

intersecting) factors.

Difference, Feminism and Writing

The momentum of feminist thinking in the early ga@f the difference debate in the late 1980s
and early 1990s is reflected in the 1990 issuét@fary journalCurrent Writing as this volume
illustrates the fissured intellectual atmospheiedieg up to the Natal conference. The special
issue on ‘Feminism and Writing’ focuses criticaeation exclusively on feminist concerns in
South African literary criticism and, particularlgn “the challenges of reading and re-reading
women’s writing in the current climate of potentidange” when the problematics of difference
were felt to be particularly acute (Daymond, 1990Two central issues are discernable: on the
one hand, the articles in this volume reflect teigionist attitude that prevailed at the time as
the assumptions of mainstream feminist theory werdermined by radical shifts in social
conditions, including “the marked upsurge in wigtiby women, especially black women”
(Daymond, 1990: i). In this regard, the issue tdosuments the emergence of oppositional
positions within feminist scholarship aimed at digiting not only the assumptions of an
androcentric South African academia, but also trens of established feminist paradigms. On
the other hand, however, the articles also highlitife significant problems involved in
discussing the issue of difference and its implocet for feminist analysis.

In an international context, these issues are igigtdd in The Difference Within:
Feminism and Critical Theory1989), in which Elizabeth Meese and Alice Pargersent a
collection of papers from the %3University of Alabama Symposium on Literature and
Language, held in 1986. This conference was corveri the specific aim of confronting the

problematics of difference within feminism and ical theory and the implications for feminist
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criticism of the politics of identity. When refléeyy on the conference and its outcomes, the

editors argue that disagreements over differenftecte

the very instability of the concept of ‘differencas an organizing principle; difference is shown to
encompass sexual and experiential difference, dsawdextual and positional difference — and oftea

difference between and among these deploymentedétm goes unspecified” (1989: 7).

In a similar vein, the collection of articles iretd990Current Writingvolume not only gives a
telling impression of the diversity of feminist toical approaches being developed and applied in
the early 1990s, but also initiates a dialogue thactly addresses the politics of difference in
the development of a South African feminist traoiti

The volume’s editor, Margaret Daymond, argues #bahe heart of this feminist enquiry

is ‘the problematic of naming’ and the recognittbat,

within feminism itself, claiming the right to nammeself rests on a simultaneous, mutually libegatin
recognition of other women'’s difference. In thisyw# feminists establish a way of working with the

variousness of South African women, they will gavaew slant to ‘difference’ and to ‘other(s) (1980:

However, as the commentators @urrent Writing exemplify, while there was a growing
consensus regarding the importance of this recdogniof difference, the implications of
incorporating the concept of difference into fersinanalysis and criticism remained highly
contested.

Margaret Daymond’s observations are in line withlieaideas expressed at the 1986
Alabama Symposium that are included in Meese amkiePa publication. In Michéle Barrett's
contribution to the debate, for example, she m#kepoint that “a new politics, recognizing ‘the
difference within’ the idea of woman, is radicalgghallenging to conventional feminist
arguments” (1989: 37). She goes on to elaborate lew paradigm in the contemporary
movement as a “deconstructive model [of differenpe]nting to the ‘difference within’ woman
as a category and women as a group” (1989:37.)leWhis recognition of ‘difference within’
would seem liberatory to marginalised women, asnbayd suggests, it is clear from Barrett’s
arguments, and from the discussions set out inLg8H Current Writing issue, that this idea

generated strong disagreements among feminists theerimplications of acknowledging
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difference in theory and in practice, within thevement. Despite the general consensus over
the importance of accounting for difference in bofieory and in practice, Barrett rightly
cautions that it is vital to identify and interragd'the different ways in which ‘difference’ has
been constituted and deployed in feminist debgtE389: 38). This is particularly relevant when
examining the role of race in feminist formationsSouth Africa.

In her paper, Michele Barrett goes on to differatati between two predominant
conceptions of difference that appear in femingtagarship. On the one hand, she describes a
‘traditional sexual difference model’ which “draw[en the ‘difference between’ women and
men” (1989: 37). On the other hand, she outlinesreaemporary deconstructive model premised
on recognising the differences among women therasgl distinction which encompasses both
‘positional or textual’ difference and differencaded on so-called ‘experiential diversity’. In
defining the different meanings of difference fotatad within the deconstructive model, then,
Barrett distinguishes between linguistically detered difference, and difference based on
experience. While the author concedes that thendigins she proposes are somewhat artificial,
her concern is to show that these three meaningfseofoncept, as used by feminist critics, are
often conflated, resulting in confusion, disagrests@nd contradictions. They therefore need to
be distinguished and carefully defined.

In the South African context, the currency of tkgférence within’ definitions of the
concept in the early 1990s, and the contradictlmetsveen them, are evident in the ‘Feminism
and Writing’ issue oCurrent Writing(1990). A survey of the collection of articles gstuates the
varying understandings of difference that were peration at the time, as well as the tensions
that arose as a result of the distinctions betwteese competing viewpoints. Ostensibly, the
volume explores, from diverse perspectives, thestijpre “What exactly is feminism and how
does a feminist locate herself within the arenaashpeting discourses that constitute the field of
South African English literary studies in the 19%0gLockett, 1990: 1). As such, the volume
reflects emergent debates in feminist scholarshifauth Africa regarding the dismantling of
dominant western paradigms and the constructidoaafl forms of feminist theory, in line with
Chandra Mohanty’s schema (1991: 51). At the same,thowever, the contributors confront the
issue of difference in determining, and compliogtitheories and strategies for feminist politics
in the country thus illustrating the problems fersiis faced in acknowledging and incorporating

the concept into local criticism.
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In initiating the debate, Cecily Lockett presente targument that South African
feminists need to develop theories of gender thk¢ ttognizance of the specificity of South
Africa’s historical context, and particularly the/méimics of race and class. She frames this
argument in the form of a critique of Western feistipparadigms developed by white middle-
class women which she views as unsuitable for wgalvith this society’s “special
circumstances” (1990: 2). Lockett proceeds throaiglnterrogation of the two dominant modes
of feminist thought, what she categorises as Fréaghnism, on the one hand, and American
feminism, on the other. For Lockett, “neither agmio can be readily transferred to South
Africa” (1990: 2) since, rather than emerging fréine particular circumstances of the South
African condition, these

discourses of feminism available to South Africaerary feminists ... have a history of almost 20rgea
and developed out of the debates of the women'ssmewt in America and England and, in France, from

the philosophical context of structuralism and ggigticturalism” (1990: 2).

The author, firstly, dismisses French feminism fds failure to offer a woman-centered
discourse for the much needed development of aylegavomen’s culture in South Africa” as it
reflects the assumptions and interests of a ‘wesf@ivileged, bourgeois’ female subject (1990:
8). Here, Lockett argues that French feministsufon ériture féminine deconstruction and
psychoanalysis is unable to sufficiently confront aaccount for the peculiarities and material
conditions of South African society, especially whensidering the lives and writing of black
and marginalised women. For Lockett, the theomaticof French feminism and its “lack of a
cogent (gender) political programme of action” teagages with the race and class struggles in
addition to gender politics, render the French rhduighly problematic in the South African
context (1990: 7). Lockett acknowledges the explsacio-historical emphases of American
feminist theory, but asserts that this theory (glaith the French strand) fails to “find a method
that goes beyond the limits of the white, middlassl text” (1990: 14). Unlike French feminism,
Lockett sees American feminism, and particularlyapgritics, as a “political form of criticism
[which] confronts instances of specific historiad social oppression and challenges their
validity” (1990: 9). Nevertheless, she also suggésat this model is still limited in the extent to
which it is able to accommodate the factors of racd class within a gender framework, and

particularly, its ability to understand the expades and writing of black women in South
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Africa. Ultimately, Lockett urges South African fewist critics to create a body of feminist
knowledge specifically for the third-world, Southfrisan context, one that encompasses
European, American and African perspectives thraugdralogic interaction between the insights
of gynesis and gynocritics as well as an indigenaasnanist discourse highlighting black
women’s writing and oral literature (1990: 20).

For Lockett, a vital aspect of this South Afridaminist literary framework is that it can
“accommodate the complexities of race and classimigender studies” (1990: 14), and
particularly, that it recognises and accounts fog &xperiences and cultural production of
marginalised black women in the country. As Loclggints out, black women'’s literary work
has been limited by cultural and educational besriand has been further silenced by a lack of
serious critical attention from the South Africatedary academy, rendering black women’s
literature in a marginal position within a paradigrhliterary power that privileges white and
black male writers over women. In redressing theregsion of black women’s voices, Lockett

suggests that

we will need to develop a more sympathetic womatistourse for considering the work of black women
in this country in place of the current feministrggdigms which only tend to condemn and silencekblac

women writers (1990: 20).

In order to redress this historic silencing, sheppses the recuperation of oral literature within
the literary critical paradigm and the applicatioh Alice Walker and Chikwenye Okonjo
Ogunyemi’s concept of womanism in the criticism mack women’s writing. For Lockett,
creating a space for black women'’s cultural prodmctvould be a definitive characteristic of an
indigenous South African feminist literary theory.

While Lockett’s article is strongly revisionist its orientation, it drew equally strong
criticism from various perspectives. This is shdwrthe responses included in the 1@@rent
Writing. Articles from Pamela Ryan, Jenny de Reuck, Siagdyi, Zoé Wicomb and David
Schalkwyk all suggest that Lockett does not goeflaough in redressing the shortcomings of
prevailing feminist critical paradigms. These cstipropose that, in fact, Lockett maintains and
reinforces some of the assumptions of the mainstrésminist discourse that she finds so
problematic. On one level, these responses addhessnadequacies of Lockett's critique,

particularly her dismissal of French feminism amd tritical framework for the analysis of black

24



women’s writing. On another level, however, the atebrunning through th€urrent Writing
issue is also characterised by an underlying tensietween conflicting conceptions of
difference and the implications of developing thesbased on the ‘difference within’ models of
the concept. Each writer obviously recognises diffiee as a central premise in their arguments,
and in particular, they wish to foreground the elifinces within the category of women.
However, it becomes clear that their constructiamd understandings of the concept differ and
in some cases, are contradictory.

This tension is addressed perhaps most overtly awidD Schalkwyk’s article “The
Authority of Experience or the Tyranny of Discours@ Inescapable Impasse?” (1990). In this
paper, Schalkwyk is primarily concerned with addimeg Lockett’s desire to exclude men from
participation in feminist theorising and analydite faults her conception of sexual difference,
which, he argues, is premised on a problematic fistiappeal to experience. According to
Lockett,

a man, no matter how sympathetic and progressg/gidivs, can never be in the same position as aamom
who is a feminist critic: ‘For a man the negotiatiidetween experience and feminism] is blocked bdou

contradictory: his experience is her oppressionciett, 1990: 5).

However, for Schalkwyk, this leads Lockett to timtamable implication that men cannot form or
‘negotiate’ a feminist consciousness because theg ho experiences of gender oppression. She
implies, in fact, that men cannot engage in feniithgorising without appropriating feminist
analysis to reinforce their own power.

Schalkwyk finds that Lockett’s justification for igh position is her problematic
understanding of experience “as an irreducible ryiveas something owned by a sovereign
consciousness and from which positions may be talietion mobilised, meaning conferred
upon the world” (1990: 45). He argues that domirdistourse, which Lockett rehearses rather
than resists, constructs a seemingly ‘inescapaipasse’, with theories that assert the primacy
of materiality (experience) on the one hand, amus¢hthat assert the primacy of language
(discourse) on the other. His central contentiothat, in her search for an indigenous South

African feminism,
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Lockett too readily polarizes the choices availabléeminists in South Africa, and her survey polsdse
alternatives precisely because she has failedttthéevoices of specific feminisms speak for themese
and because, in her aversion to ‘theory’, she leaself failed to examine the concepts upon whiah sh

places so much weight” (1990: 57).

For Schalkwyk, Lockett fails to consider the poggibof reconciling the principle of linguistic
construction with an apprehension of materialite. $hows that in the same way that the notion
of experience forms the basis for Lockett's didimt between black and white women, her
understanding of sexual difference, that is, thiéeince between women and men, is also
premised on this problematic definition of expecen He attributes Lockett’'s stance the
explicitly political and pragmatic aims of her femst project, her anxiety over reducing
women’s suffering and material oppression to thieot$ of discourse and to an implicit
empiricism in her understanding of the relationdbepveen materiality and language.

Instead, Schalkwyk argues that “language, far fbmimg founded upon experience, is in
fact partly constitutive of experience itself” (18952). This is contrary to the dichotomy
between “the authority of experience and the tyyamindiscourse” (1990: 52) Lockett presents.
Schalkwyk makes the telling point that “the appakxperience as a basis of feminism has a
pragmatic import rather than the status of epistegical exclusivity” (1990: 50). This renders
problematic not only Lockett’'s exclusion of menrfrdeminist theorising, but also her claims
regarding the exclusivity of black women’s expecenit is worthwhile to note that this criticism
extends to many of the arguments proposed by waraling for a separatist black feminism or
women’s movement, such as Sisi Maqagi's (1990)eurtde various guises of ‘womanism’,
‘motherism’ and so on.

Schalkwyk’s analysis brings into sharp relief tieéated contradictions Michéle Barrett
identifies between and within the various defimsoof the concept of difference, and how these
contradictions manifest within feminist argumen®eading Lockett in relation to Barrett's
discussion of difference, it is clear that what ket proposes is a feminist paradigm that
“[relies] on experience as the basis for theory prattice” (Barrett, 1989: 44), with race and
class divisions necessitating varying critical pexgives within feminist literary criticism.

For the most part, Cecily Lockett uses the conadptifference to connote what is
“effectively a recognition of diversity” (Barrettl989: 44) within the category of women.
Throughout her article, she is careful to differatet between the positionality of, and material
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conditions experienced by, black and white womerdiatinct, racially-defined groups. This
distinction centres on her claim that “where whviamen confront only gender oppression, black
women are the victims of what is termed ‘triple tggsion’ — racial oppression, class oppression
and gender oppression” (1990: 14). In addition,Katiccites Dabi Nkululeko to suggest that the
western paradigms of French and American femirisbities are inappropriate for the South
African context because they “fail to understarel¢bmplex situation of the Third World, where
class and sex oppression are joined by colonialracidl oppression” (cited in Lockett, 1990:
14). Essentially, then, Lockett uses the idea fedince specifically to refer to ‘experiential
diversity’ as the basis for rejecting the “specialsims of feminism to represent equally all
women [and] to speak with one voice” (Barrett, 1989). This suggests that, according to
Barrett’'s schema, Lockett’'s feminist outlook is db=d within the deconstructive ‘difference
within’ model of difference, based on experientialersity.

Interestingly, like David Schalkwyk, Barrett alsotes the problematic nature of the
‘experiential diversity’ definition of differencenicontemporary feminism. She argues that the
“taken-for-granted nature of experience in thesscalirses” locates them in “an empirical,
humanist framework” (1989: 45), which echoes Saohgilks assessment.

So, from the discussion above, it is evident thatkett premises her call both for an
indigenous South African feminism, and for the g@ton of black women’s voices, on
specific conceptions of ‘difference’ and ‘experiehdHowever, throughout Lockett’s article, the
specific definition of these concepts goes unreedudnd unexamined. Indeed, the author does
not distinguish between the different meaningshefterm implied by her arguments. As David
Schalkwyk begins to show, then, one of the majabl@ms with debates about difference is
precisely that many commentators do not articubateake explicit how they define and deploy
the concept.

In one sense, Cecily Lockett’'s article illustratesstrong revisionist impulse that
permeated feminist thinking in South Africa at thee. Her account also reveals, implicitly, the
dominant discourse surrounding the concept of eédéhce’ during the early stages of the
difference debate. At the same time, however, ibeepis illustrative of the elision that often
occurs in arguments that deploy the concept oéufice, and it soon becomes clear that these
contrasting definitions of the concept of differens an underlying factor in of many of the

disagreements that characterised the differencateeb
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This tension between experience and discourse batwieen experiential diversity and

positional difference, permeates the other respottskockett’s article.

French Theory in a South African Frame

One of the main points of contention raised by §dapckett in theCurrent Writingdebate was
the role of French feminism within the context afuB African feminist theory. By using the
term ‘French feminism’, Lockett references the wofka group of feminist theorists from, or
working in, France from the 1970s onwards. The nmsiminent of these figures included
Hélene Cixous, Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray.dslined in the Introduction of this paper,
the work of these theorists was indeed crucial tfee difference debate, especially as it
developed in South Africa. However, Lockett seem$otus her definition of French feminism
on specific aspects of their work, particularlygithliterary theories and the conceptscfiture
feminineand jouissance In doing so, Lockett seems to underplay the \gtaitribution of the
French school to theories of the politics of idgntihat were taken up and developed by
poststructuralist and postmodernist feminists. Tikign issue taken up by Pamela Ryan and
Jenny de Reuck in their responses included in 880 Current Writingvolume. Their pieces
make a case for the relevance of these internatiemanisms in South Africa. At the same time,
however, their contributions also illustrate they@lence of a lack of clarity over the concept of
difference.

Lockett’s critique of French feminism is first coofted by Pamela Ryan in “The Future
of South African Feminism” (1990). Here, Ryan itlages the influence of critical exchanges
between feminism, postmodernism, poststructuraliand postcolonial theory as critical
discourses available to women in the early 1990se @rgues that the principles of
poststructuralist and postmodernist theories cdead be appropriated by local feminists given
the social and political circumstances of a postual South African society. Ryan’s central
concern is to show that the future of feminismhe tountry lies in “a criticism which affirms
hybridity and difference and, at the same timepgezes its political role ‘in the world™ (1990:
28).

The author’s critique of Cecily Lockett’s stance enench feminism argues that it is both
‘reductionist and indulges in dualistic thinkingd990: 26). Lockett’s reductionism is evident in

her highly selective survey of French theoriespevesy which overlooks, for example, Héléne
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Cixous’s work on deconstructing hierarchical binappositions. By limiting French feminism
to écriture feminineindjouissancelLockett overlooks this contribution to the palgiof identity,
and particularly the influence of poststructurapstspectives, as well as the focus on language
and subijectivity characteristic of psychoanalyBist Ryan, these aspects of feminist theory are
vital to bringing about social change.

Furthermore, Ryan argues that, in asserting the f@ean indigenous South African
feminist theory, Lockett wishes to ‘guard againgte importation of foreign discourses, the
imposition of white women’s theories on black woniems, and the assimilation of feminist
discourse into a predominantly male canon. For R¥fais resistance — especially to imported
feminist models — underplays or ignores the faat th post-colonial culture such as ours is of
necessity a hybridized culture, what Lauretta Ngcohlls ‘a patchwork of the old, the new and
the borrowed™ (1990: 28). Instead, Ryan propo$es some forms of appropriation are valid in
developing a critical framework that reflects thigbridised postcolonial culture. Ryan argues
that the most appropriate approach for feministSSauth Africa is to draw on French and
American feminist discourses, post-colonialism amdtural materialism, and by developing
symptomatic readings of black women’s writing (1998).

To an extent, Pamela Ryan does agree with Cecibkéitis call for women to rethink
their approaches and strategies towards feminetrih criticism and politics, particularly in
light of the continued silencing and exclusion dk women'’s voices from the South African
literary canon. Contrary to Lockett’s revisionigbject, however, Ryan contends that the key to
the future of feminism in South Africa lies in wom#eing receptive to feminism’s multiplicity
and fragmentation” (1990: 28). What is needed &s récognition of the diverse and fractured
nature of South Africa’s culture and its tumultudustorical and political situation. Ryan thus
advocates a revolutionary postmodernist feminisa dlcknowledges “its indeterminacies and its
differences” (1990: 28) that aims to recognise artdrrogate the complexities and repressed
contradictions of the subject within a postcolorsatiety. This is a framework that is as much
concerned with the differences among women andirwféminist theory as it is with engaging
with the race, class and gender struggles of t8@4.9

At the centre of Ryan’s argument is a postmodemception of gendered identity that
“denies the possibility of the coherent, individsalf” (1990: 26). In light of Michéle Barrett's

schema then, it is evident that Ryan uses the ‘@iffarence’ to connote ‘positional or relational
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difference’, where, for example, the meaning of toacept ‘woman’ is “constructed through
linguistic opposition rather than through absolgierence” (1989: 41). This implies the notion
of women as decentred, heterogeneous subjectse $iec postmodern feminist outlook is
founded on what Kristeva refers to as the impeeaty “reject the validity of homologous
woman” (cited, in Ryan, 1990: 29), Ryan’s argumen#n therefore be located in the
deconstructive, ‘difference within’ model of difemice, even though the author herself does not
make this explicit.

However, it is also necessary for Ryan to qualiéy kiews on the treatment of black
women’s writing. As we have seen, an important eispeRyan’s position is her endorsement of
Lauretta Ngcobo’s description of black women’s cterpposition within a hybrid culture. At
the same time, however, she rejects the writersireleto “integrate contradictions into a
meaningful new whole” (1990: 28) as it is fundanadigtopposed to the postmodernist view of
the human subject as fractured and continuallylus. fWhile it is clear that they are both
positioned within the ‘difference within’ model, ishdistinction in their conclusions about the
implications of acknowledging difference pointsdmmpeting views over the specific meaning
of difference and the nature of subjectivity. Nekeless, Ryan would accept this disjuncture in
their views as a vital aspect of the critical diale an inherently fragmented South African
feminism must engage in.

Jenny de Reuck expresses a similar view in heclartWriting Feminism/Theoretical
Inscriptions in South Africa”, in which she signals awareness of “the existence of competing
regimes of truth in feminist theory” (1990: 30)kkiRyan, de Reuck is influenced by the debates
regarding the problematic nature of subjectivitike_Lockett and Ryan, she is also concerned
with the exigencies of the social fragmentation ahdting socio-political conditions of South
Africa’s cultural and critical landscape. In lighit these circumstances, de Reuck urges that “the
site of struggle [must] be extended from the reafmdiscourse theory to include the specific
material conditions out of which are constructedl plower relations of a society” (1990: 33) in
order for feminist theory to be relevant to theteomporary context. As a materialist feminist, de
Reuck emphasises that an engagement with matg@alit historical context must form a central
priority within cultural and critical analysis arghrticularly in theories “seeking to transform

oppressive ideologies in our discursive formatiofi®90: 34).
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In response to these imperatives, de Reuck adweateaterialist feminist approach to
gender politics and criticism. To counter Cecilyckett's charges, de Reuck argues that forms of
British materialist feminism are able to accommedhabth the theoretical focus of French
feminism and the more pragmatic outlook of Amerit@aminism.

Like Ryan, de Reuck is adamant that a progres&wanist criticism in South Africa
cannot be achieved by dismissing French and Amerfeainist theories. She asserts their
importance, affirming that “[p]hilosophically spea§, the feminisms which Cecily Lockett
argues cannot ‘readily be transferred to Southcafriare fundamental to any theorising about
feminism” (1990: 30). With Ryan, de Reuck regarts tnsights of critics such as Cixous,
Irigaray, Feral and Kristeva as integral to conterapy South African debates. De Reuck does
not only consider their literary theories and cati analysis, but also the contributions to
discussions about “the nature of subjectivity, tble of ideology in the inscription of the latter,
and the implications for race-and-gender-constonctof ‘naturalized’ cultural formations”
(1990: 30).

In similar fashion, de Reuck resists Lockett’s itleat racial difference “precludes [white
women’s] right to speak for or about black womeh990: 31). She instead suggests that South
African feminism cannot be developed by imposinggme of academic separatism in which
“the womanist black writer is opposed by the femtinvhite writer” (1990: 32). Her reasons for
rejecting Lockett’s proposal to develop a womadistourse in South Africa arise from similar
concerns: for de Reuck, womanist theory “existdinwitan explicitly racist construction of the
subject” (1990: 32), and is thus inherently essdisti in nature and reinforces “patriarchal
inscriptions of the female subject” (1990: 32).

It is in de Reuck’s article that the meaning offelénce is perhaps most ambiguous. In
the first place, de Reuck’s conception of diffeeens clearly located within ‘the difference
within’ mode. She directly challenges essentidishinist frameworks in which “man’ and
‘woman’ are reductively construed as monolithignfieworks which allow no space for real
differences that derive from their inscriptionsciass, racial or historical terms” (1990: 32). At
the same time, de Reuck holds that, “[ijnsofaritesdry criticism is concerned, a materialist
feminist orientation foregrounds the degree to Whiee are constituted by the myths and
narratives of our historical moments and rejectcrade reflectionist model of literary

representation” (1990: 33). While this comment |sgg an apprehension of the material reality
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of historical moments, it nevertheless reveals mplasis on the discursive construction of
experience (as ‘myths and narratives’). This ingplée positional or textual definition of the
subject, and indeed of the concept of differendds Ts further reinforced by her recourse to
poststructuralist arguments about the nature ofstligect and arguments about there being no
such thing as a world out there in which action adiated takes place. De Reuck’s argument,
then, does not necessarily resolve the ‘impassevden experience and discourse, but rather
subsumes the former within the latter.

It is important to note, then, that an apprehensiaihe role and importance of difference
is evident in all three articles. However, it is@lclear that beyond the overt ideological
differences, there is an implicit discord in whaist concept of difference means to each
commentator. This inevitably affects the way in evhieach responds to the demands of a
shifting social, political, and literary contexth@se articles illustrate the complexity of resadvin
the competing definitions of difference, and thenftioting critical perspectives the concept
generates. In this way, these discussions ovetirtegy and appropriation foreshadow the more
explicit disagreements that would come to chareseethe difference debate in South Africa.
Besides the assimilation of Western feminist plujges, another crucial facet of these debates,
however, emerged from the viewpoints offered byklomen remarking on Cecily Lockett's

article and the state of feminist scholarship int8Africa.

Black Criticism in a Feminist Frame

The 1990Current Writing volume also includes responses from black womémwlarcs who
interrogate Cecily Lockett’'s arguments in relattorthe problematic dynamic between black and
white women in the feminist movement and the maiggation of black women’s cultural
production in South African academia. Sisi Maqawil Zoé Wicomb’s contributions not only
signal the upsurge of black women'’s interventiamshie feminist arena, the authors also argue
for — and are emblematic of — the importance areheyg of black women’s critical voices. On
one level, Magagi and Wicomb share Lockett and rotegpondents’ concern with difference,
race and gender. Firstly, they highlight the needassert and recognise black women’s
difference and position as ‘other’ in relation tdite women. They also address the need to
consider the category ‘women’ as heterogeneousdamdlop feminist approaches that account

for this. Finally, and perhaps most importantlyeythassert need to allow black and other
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marginalised women to articulate their own expergsnand theories about their oppression. On
another level, while most commentators in the delkagage tangentially with the issue of black
women’s writing within broader theoretical discuss, Magagi and Wicomb directly confront
the marginalisation and misrepresentation of blacknen and the failure of many white
feminists to adequately incorporate race as ecatifactor in gender politics. In doing so, they
illuminate issues that would become a central prepation in the difference debate both during
and subsequent to the 1991 Natal conference.

In some respects, Cecily Lockett takes up a sedynprggressive revisionist stance in
criticising mainstream feminism’s silencing of, amgbility to accommodate, black women'’s
experiences and writing in dominant theories aralyais. As she argues, “it is our task as white
South African feminists to listen to black womendamot impose our supposedly superior
theoretical insights onto their lives” (1990: 1Bpwever, in their critiques, Maqgagi and Wicomb
expose significant blind spots in Lockett’s critideamework in relation to the intersection of
race and gender. The authors highlight the wayshith Lockett remains trapped within the
white middle-class feminist framework she denoun@es she perpetuates assumptions that
reinforce white women'’s racial privilege within ShiAfrican society’s power dynamics.

Sisi Magagi is the first to point out, in her pied®ho Theorizes?” (1990), that Lockett
does not sufficiently question the legitimacy of pesition of privilege and relative power as a
white academic reading and re-presenting the expess and writing of black women.
Hendricks and Lewis later refer to this attitudeadsilure to ‘shed the habit of power’ (cited in
Daymond, 1996: xix). In her critique, Maqagi chageat “[ijn her argument Lockett seems to
ignore the fact that black women are able to, amullsl, theories about ‘the social relations
between the two segments™ (1990: 23). Magagi’s#asim of Lockett, and white feminists in
general, is that their implicit and often insistelasire to ‘assume the initiative’ in conducting
research on black subjects is an expression ofewhitmen’s assumed position of intellectual
authority (1990: 23). For Magagi, this eagerness'do the work’ for black women by
positioning them as the object of inquiry perpetgathe marginalisation and silencing of black
women’s voices (1990: 23).

Magagi concludes that, because of South Africaiskstacial inequalities, white women
cannot identify with and/or legitimately theoriseoat the lives of black women and their racial

oppression. Thus, she argues, “the question ofhendthey] as white women, have the right to
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speak for black women should not even arise” (129): Instead, Magagi holds that theories
about black women, and assessments of their clujpoauction, must be developed by black
women themselves. Magagi presumes that black woweunld presumably render more
‘authentic’ readings or representations of blackesience. Her criticism of the racialised
division of labour within mainstream feminism (witkhite academics writing about black
subjects) is based on the erroneous belief thatewlhomen have access to, and can therefore
represent, black experience. In her protest ag#mstnotion, then, Magagi reveals an implicit
apprehension of difference defined on the basiexqferiential diversity’, specifically in relation
to race. Although Maqgagi does not state this ekplicher arguments strongly imply the
exclusion of white scholars from theorising abd tives and writing of black women and the
formation of separate fields of academic inquiryd asultural activity for black and white
feminists based on this model of difference.

This suggestion, however, renders Maqgagi’'s argunmablematic as it reveals an
essentialised view of black and white subjectigitased on rigid racial divisions. This view
fails to admit the heterogeneity within the catég®rof black (and white) women themselves.
Earlier in theCurrent Writingvolume, David Schalkwyk exposes the erroneous jsesrof such
a call for academic separatism based on the ‘exmigai diversity’ definition of difference. In a
similar vein, Michéle Barrett remarks that “essaligm goes hand in hand with intellectual
separatism” (1989: 44). Nevertheless, by illumimmgtthe unequal power dynamics between
white and black women in South Africa, and whiteademics and black women writers in
particular, Sisi Magagi shows that Lockett's endreavto ‘listen to black women’s voices’
inadvertently silences those very women in a pasiof marginality within feminist academia.
Similar arguments would persist within the differerdebate as feminist thought in South Africa
became increasingly preoccupied with the role oéria gender politics.

In Zoé Wicomb’s “To Hear a Variety of Voices” (199@he concern with asymmetrical
power relations between black and white women, iooas. As Wicomb explains, her

postmodernist reading

take[s] as point of departure [sic] a conflictuabael of society where a variety of voices will ajsa
render problematic the demands of one in relatmmwthers and where discursive formations admit of

cracks and fissures that will not permit monolitideological constructs (1990: 36).
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In her contribution to th€urrent Writingdebate, Wicomb argues that the major shortcoming o
both ‘Euro-feminism’ and womanism is their inalyilto recognise these ‘cracks and fissures’. In
other words, they fail to fully accommodate the foting discourses that characterise and are
expressed in South African cultural production, apdcifically, through black women’s literary
voices. Instead, womanism, on the one hand, reflbet “orthodox position of deferring matters
relating to gender in the interest of racial likena’ (1990: 35) in order to project a vision ofit‘a
homogeneous black community that will stand uniégghinst racial oppression” (1990: 37).
Wicomb illustrates Lockett’s argument advocatingsgmpathetic womanist discourse’ itself
ignores the contradictions expressed, for exampléhe testimonies of black women whose
experiences and literature speak of “the conflgctoyalties of race and gender” (1990: 41).
Here, Wicomb shows that she differs from both Ldéckad Sisi Magagi in her understanding of
difference. Drawing on postmodernist tenets, andogrising the discursive (rather than
experiential or material) construction of identiyd social constructs, Wicomb rejects the
appeal to experience as the basis for separatearks for black and white women.

At the same time, Wicomb holds that Lockett’s feistirapproach also responds to
“feminism’s neglect of race [by insisting] on hieshizing the issues in the order of race, gender
and class” (1990: 40). Hence, it overlooks the tiagon of conflicting commitments to political
activities and gendered domestic roles, implicithe discourse of the black women cited in her
article. This erasure is evident in Lockett’'s vieWblack women’s writing as being primarily
socio-historical record of everyday experienceseunrfpartheid. Wicomb’s argument suggests
that this prescriptive perspective ignores thediatic construction of black literature and thus
effaces the complexities of race and gender thateapressed in the discursive strategies of
black women’s writing. Sisi Maqgagi expresses a lsimidissatisfaction with Lockett's
‘sympathetic’ estimation of black women’s writingyggesting that it indicates a condescending
tolerance for work that is inferior according taasished or conventional standards (1990: 23).

Given the inadequacies of a womanist theoreticaméwork in dealing with the
interrelations of race, class and gender, Wicomdstions Cecily Lockett’s telling exclusion of
the vast body of feminist work by black women ie ttnited States, which she neglects in her

discussion of ‘American’ feminism. In contrast, \&imb believes that
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a literary theory for South Africa has much to kedrom these black feminists who insist on the
incorporation of race and class as interlockingdies; and who...argue for a historically specifictian
essentialist criticism, or...seek to expose the dgms under which literature is produced, published
reviewed. Gayatri Spivak, [1989], too, has writtam the politics of interpretation and her applicatiof
postmodernist theory to Third-World texts, whichtlé same time questions the cultural specificity o
theory, would be an obvious reply to Lockett’s tévadje (1990: 38).

For Wicomb, an emphasis on the intersection of & @mntradictions between — the discourses
percolating through South African women’s cultueapression is central to the development of
a feminist literary framework, a framework that eéakinto consideration the complexities of
women’s positioning within various social spherad appressive structures.

By offering these views, which largely stand agtai@scily Lockett’'s assumptions and
the dominant discourse of mainstream feminism, Biggagi and Zoé Wicomb’s articles are
important critical interventions by black feministey illustrate the concerns of black critics in
relation to a predominantly white feminist acadenaiad epitomise the divergent priorities and
perspectives that were emerging in the so-calletieiiood’ of feminist culture in the country.
Nevertheless, even as they represent the perspediblack women on the margins of feminist
criticism, Magagi and Wicomb’s contrasting viewgsiillustrate the extent of the disjuncture in
the understandings of difference in South Africamihist criticism.

The Politics of Difference

The 1990 issue dfurrent Writingstands as a telling example of the complexitiemeso faced

in constructing a framework for feminist theory South Africa. The critiques of mainstream
feminism from a variety of ideological stances dieallustrates that new approaches were
needed, not only because of the shifting politm@edumstances, but also because of new ideas
about the role of difference and its implications feminist theorising. The significance of the
1990 Current Writing debate is highlighted by the inclusion of theces discussed above in
Margaret Daymond’s landmark anthology of feministidsm from the early 1990sSouth
African Feminisms: Writing, Theory and Criticisma081994 As Daymond appreciates,

[tihe problem of power and authority is centralthe forum section of the articles froBurrent Writing

that are published here. By stimulating an awaremdshe historical moment and helping uncover the
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actual relations of power, this formal debate hakpdd expose what is at issue in the nurturing of a

feminist culture (1996: Xxix).

Against the backdrop of a rapidly shifting polifieaend academic atmosphere on a national scale,
this debate signalled a growing engagement withpibigics of gender within the context of
massive democratic and racial transformation. 4o axemplified the increasing visibility and
vocality of black women who were in dialogue witstablished feminist theoretical and critical
frameworks. In both these respects, this seminalnve can be seen as emblematic of the
broader social, political and intellectual settofghe early 1990s.

As Tammy Shefer and Sibylle Mathis (1991) attesgr@ving consideration of gender
equality within political structures in the libei@ movement was developing, along with an
expanding corpus of research on gender issuesirin this contributed to a “significant rise in
debate about women and gender in South Africa” fad@80 (1991: 14). These developments
were highlighted by a number of key conferencesvaoikshops that were held during this time,
which set established gender firmly on the natioagénda. These include the Amsterdam
Malibongwe Conference, the ‘Women and the Law’ eoafice hosted by Lawyers for Human
Rights, and the ‘Gender Today, Gender Tomorrow’ ksbop organised by the ANC
Constitutional Committee (Shefer and Mathis, 1991).

These positive developments were, however, undexdcdy growing tensions,
particularly in the academic arena. There was avigig perception of an impasse between the
various ideological orientations and conflictingteirests that were emerging within these
feminist and political dialogues. As shown abow#jas such as Pamela Ryan, Jenny de Reuck
and Zoé Wicomb had begun speaking of embracingniterent ‘fragmentariness’ of a South
African feminist culture. At the same time, howevtre desire for a movement and theory
premised on ‘the unity between women” (Shefer andthié, 1991: 14) persisted within
mainstream feminism. Indeed, the title of Shefed avlathis’'s article, “The Search for
Sisterhood” signals the ongoing pursuit of a cailecgroup identity, despite this being seen as
standing at odds with the potentially divisive asea of the notion of ‘difference’ demanded by
black and other marginalised women. The argumerdsdécussions around these issues form a

crucial aspect of the intellectual milieu within ih the seminal Natal conference on ‘Women
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and Gender in Southern Africa’ was organised anid.hi@deed, it was at this event that
differences over these issues came to a head.

Although numerous first-hand accounts exist (i, éaample, Lundet al, 1991,and
Horn, 1991), the remarkable events of the conferemc‘Women and Gender’ can be surmised
from Tammy Shefer and Sibylle Mathis report on tdmmference proceedings in the journal
Work in Progresg1991). In this report, the writers recount theoe§ of conference organisers
to create a historic forum in which a diverse gatige of feminist academics, researchers,
women’s organisations and activists engaged wgbkaeh related to the themes of: ‘race, class
and gender in Southern Africa’; ‘organising womeltulture and ideology’; and ‘everyday
life/women’s experiences’ (1991: 14). The authorpl&n, however, that the conference
proceedings were also characterised by a “subtixtugh which “[tjhe legacy of apartheid
South Africa was brutally evident throughout thegaedings. The inequalities and differences
between women was an undercurrent of tension” (128) These tensions were brought to
light as speakers voiced their objections to vari@sues, namely: the domination of white
women academics; the positioning of black womesdgects of research; the marginalisation
of black, lesbian and religious women; the privitggof academia over activism; as well as the
opacity of the academic jargon that prevailed. A®f& and Mathis indicate, given this
atmosphere, inevitable conflicts emerged. Beyoral dbntent of the conference papers and
presentations, ultimately, the divisions manifestédhe conference that dominated the agenda.
Consequently, in the years that followed, the Netaiference would stand as a crucial reference
point for the critical re-examination of feminismdathe role of difference in South Africa.

One of the most incisive discussions of the comfege its conflicts and their
implications, was presented in 1992 by Desiree keWer article, “The Politics of Feminism in
South Africa” Staffrider 1992) offers an illuminating analysis of the ei¢em terms of the
ideological and political implications of the canfk that arose. As one of the articles included in
Margaret Daymond’'sSouth African Feminismsanthology, Lewis offers a particularly
noteworthy account of the oppositional viewpointsced at the conference, and especially the
arguments and attitudes of black feminists expredseing the process. Incidentally, this article
formed the starting point for my exploration of tNatal conference, the difference debate and
its legacy in feminist criticism. The article forcha crucial point of departure for this research as

her vehement critique of feminist academia provi@esirprising and fascinating perspective on
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the state of feminism in South Africa at the tirreit, Lewis depicts South African feminism as
a highly contested intellectual space charactert®edinsularity and elitism” (1992: 16), and
highlights the conflictual nature of the women’svament. This was in sharp contrast to the
perception of a women’s movement purportedly meédi around notions of group solidarity
and collective objectives in the gender struggledekd, this assumption was dramatically
exploded by the heated debates that ensued atotiference on ‘Women and Gender’, and
particularly by the dissent of black women and fasti activists at the event, as reported by
Shefer and Mathis iWork in Progressand in Desiree Lewis’s account. The disruptidmet t
occurred, and the objections raised at the conéerethus brought into sharp focus the concerns
commentators expressed in the 19@rent Writing ‘Feminism and Writing’ debate and that
would continue to dominate the feminist agenda.ifi@uand after the conference, therefore, the
role and politics of difference emerged as issdgwriority for South African feminist thinking
as a whole.

The influence of the Natal conference in intensifythis feminist debate is evident in
Desiree Lewis’s article, as she interrogates somth® political and ideological factors that
spurred the disruptions that occurred. For Lewise @f the principle shortcomings of the
feminist discourse dominating the conference waat thdeas surrounding ‘women’ as
heterogeneous complexity, ideas that have bedreatantre of international feminist debates in
recent years...did not take the central position tthemnand to occupy in South Africa” (1992:
16). This gives an indication that these concgsrsyiously raised in forums such as @errent
Writing volume, had remained in the margins until the Natanference. Instead, the
conference’s structure and content largely reftbdtee interests, priorities and preconceived
notions of an ‘insular’, ‘elitist’ and ‘racist’ wke middle-class feminist academia. As a result, the
conference’s main agenda perpetuated racial pgeiland domination by “establish[ing]
restrictively normative boundaries for interpretifvgomen and gender in Southern Africa™
(1991: 16). Given the homogenising impulse of tegemonic feminism, the problematics of
difference and the divisions amongst women werg tully revealed through the criticisms and
challenges of women who felt that they were exdluilem dominant discourse and relegated to
the margins of conference proceedings. As Shefém\athis’s report-back attests, even though
they felt silenced by the conference’s main agendese women voiced their objections in

discussion forums and side-line meetings. They deled that their ‘difference’ be recognised,
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accommodated and represented through an interoogati‘gender’ in relation to power and the
interlocking factors of race, class, occupationusé orientation, religion, and so on.

One of the most prominent fault-lines to appear rgn@women, and certainly the most
remarked-upon, was the division between white dackbwomen within the feminist movement.
Desiree Lewis’s account of the Natal conferencdireeg the major grievances and frustrations
of black feminists in response to the specificatigial biases that were in evidence. As Lewis

recounts,

[m]any black feminists emphasised two main argusighiere were a number of overt and covert ways in
which they felt marginalised, objectified and detpd at the conference; [and] a large representafi@n

very small group of the women of Southern Africanasl as a sizeable contingent of women from abroad
were unproblematically speaking for (there was s@marious wrangling about the distinction between

‘about’ and ‘for’) the majority of women of the rieg (1992: 17).

Lewis’s description concords with several other omntators (whose impressions are recorded
for example in Shefer and Mathis, 1991; and Lwetdal 1991) who noted that one of the most
pronounced areas of concern was the disproporgorgresentation of ‘white middle-class
women’. Many of the criticisms voiced were over thege number of white feminist academics
who participated either as members of the orgagismmmittee, as speakers or as delegates.
This strong disparity, when exposed, undercut thiens of unity, inclusion and sisterhood under
which the gathering was convened, and revealedthieatssue of representation seemed to have
taken for granted by both organisers and a majaftyhe delegates. It revealed the ways in
which mainstream feminists overlooked imbalancegp@iver and social hierarchies as they
manifested not only in society, but also withinitleavn movement. The preponderance of white
academics at the conference highlighted the oftercknowledged effects of racial privilege that
distinguished white women from their black coungetp in terms of their access to educational
and other resources, as well as their assumptidisotirsive authority in feminist scholarship.

For Lewis, the dominance of white women, and thiecomitant underrepresentation of

black and working-class women, inevitably led te th

elision of difference and a privileging and natinialy of the experience of a distinct group here. hity/

middle-class woman’ provides the basis for definiggnder identity, establishing feminist goals,
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developing political strategies and isolating ‘coomexperiences’, yet ‘white middle-class woman’ gliyn
becomes ‘Woman’. (1992: 18).

From Lewis’s point of view, then, the conferencé@pised erasure of black women’s voices
and experience, and exposed the unequal poweioredathat characterised South African
society. These were precisely the highly problecndgnamics that were routinely overlooked by
hegemonic feminism’s essentialist assumptions.

For many of the relatively small contingent of aeminists, the conference was a
manifestation of a routine experience of ‘otherity dominant feminist discourse. Desiree
Lewis’s account of the tensions at conference figéted with an obvious sense of anger, not
only over the underrepresentation of black fem#ibut also over the implicit ways in which
black women were objectified and positioned as riofein feminist scholarship. Lewis
condemns the use of the conference logo, for ex@mplone instance of this objectification. She
reads the image as echoing degrading apartheidadadial representations of ‘black woman’ as
plaintive, passive and burdened, “present only lagab for scrutiny by the self-defining,
theorizing subject” (1992: 16). For Lewis, the umdpresentation and silencing of black women
perpetuated and reinforced this positioning: ireaesh papers they were constructed as objects
of inquiry, and during the conference proceediniyggsy were positioned as passive recipients of
knowledge.

As Lewis’ account shows, the Natal conference regedahe paradoxes within the
dynamics of the South African feminist arena at tinee. Firstly, the event showed that the
image of a supposedly unified and homogenous fammovement persisted even as the notion
of ‘difference’ was increasingly recognised in nsieam feminism in the late 1980s and early
1990s (as indicated by the discussiolCunrrent Writing. Secondly, it became clear that despite
the inclusion of ‘race, class and gender’ as onthefconference themes, an engagement with
these issues did not extend to the real-world ctrdethe conference proceedings or feminist
praxis. And thirdly, the Natal conference repreedman occasion where marginalised women
challenged their silencing by voicing their consgrand yet they met with resistance from
mainstream feminists themselves. As Lewis notes;kolvomen resented the tendency of white
women to dismiss their criticisms as a symptom usfacceptable false consciousness’, while
they, as black women, continued to experience mgoexploitation and marginalisation (1992:

16). Indeed, the dissatisfaction and criticism frotack feminists over their ‘silencing’ was
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further intensified by what many felt to be the dequate and dismissive responses of
mainstream feminists to their concerns.

The Natal conference stands as a critical momethéandevelopment of feminism and
gender politics in South Africa precisely becaukse event exposed the deep, and hitherto
unspoken, problems of the feminist movement. Thecgire, content and demographics of the
conference clearly illustrated that racial and €lagqualities between women were still patently
manifest. This was despite ‘difference’ and theerof race and class being recognised as
important factors in interrogating gender withimiaist discourse as well as the emergence of
black women'’s voices. These fissures were evidetite lack of representation and participation
of black women academics at the conference, evdte ioback women’s lives and cultural
production dominated as ‘subject matter’ for reskaAt the same time, the ‘acknowledgement’
of difference, and racial difference in particular feminist discourse, did not necessarily
translate into material shifts in power betweenckland white women. Moreover, the
paradigms, strategies or reading practices of wadademics did not seem to significantly
change either. This was evident as academics ldad\CLockett were able to advocate racially-
conscious womanism in a South African context, kimultaneously maintaining their position
of authority and privilege, and, as Sisi Maqagiugg continue to perpetuate the silencing of
black women'’s voices. Given the lack of tangiblamfe in the dynamics between marginalised
and dominant groups of women within the feministveraent, then, “[c]onflict had to, and did,
appear” (Shefer and Mathis, 1991: 14).

In the final analysis, Lewis contends that in orttebegin developing ‘Southern African
feminism’, “[w]hite middle-class feminism needs @aoknowledge its complicity in relations of
power and control, needs to subject its own strafliu determined position to scrutiny and
needs to liberate itself from normative illusionsdaassumptions of superiority” (1992: 18).
Lewis’s reading of the Natal conference shows tiaeléquacy of feminist scholarship in dealing
with racial difference by simply ‘including’ andpeaking about’ black women, or ‘listening to
their voices'. Instead, her argument insists the search for common ground begins with
acknowledging and transforming the inequalities aadial hierarchies that structure women’s
subjectivities differentially. Thus, for Lewis, $eéflection and a concerted interrogation of
positionality are “central to our understandingloé condition of others’ existence” (1992: 21).

At the same time, Lewis cautions that
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[w]hat third-world, black, working-class, black wkimg class or any other group of women have to say
cannot be allowed to entrench itself as a new ddky, but must be opened up to an expanding and non

hierarchical categorization of positioned interptieins of women’s experiences (1992: 21).

In this way, the author offers an important quedfion for the development of marginalised
women’s theories and interpretations that acknogédtie multiplicity of feminist voices.

What is clear from Desiree Lewis’'s analysis of theblems experienced at the
conference and the accusations levelled at maamtfeminism is that the tensions that erupted
were not isolated incidents. Rather these problesr® a manifestation of the asymmetries of
power that characterise feminist discourse, strastwf knowledge production and South
African society as a whole. The challenges andcisihs raised during, and subsequent to, the
event thus exposed relations of domination and rsliation that were consciously and/or
unconsciously perpetuated within feminist acadermaturn, the turmoil forced women to
confront the complex politics of difference, repewtion and knowledge production within
their society, and specifically, within their owrorement.

Subsequent to the Natal conference, much feministudsion was focused on
(re)defining difference. This involved finding wagétheorising about women that recognise the
diversity and complexity that is inherent in comsmtions of women'’s subjectivity. Therefore,
the issue of social difference came to the forafadreritical debate as feminists responded to the
challenge of revising inherited Western-centricagleand developing more adequate, diverse and
representative feminist theories from within a laszacial context.

This process of revision and re-evaluation is agtptured in Margaret Daymond’s
introduction to theSouth African Feminismanthology, as she surveys the trends and issaes th
had preoccupied feminist scholarship from 19909841 In line with feminist thinking that was
emerging at the time, Daymond outlines the diftiesl inherent in defining a quintessential
South African feminism, and indeed the inadequdcsuch a definition. Instead, she argues that
any conception of a singular or monolithic femirtis¢ory or critical framework is undermined
by the country’s “social diversity” (1996: xv) artle multiplicity of experience. In general,
scholars have come to acknowledge the almost iafwariety in women’s lived experiences,
social identities and their various positions ifatien to structures of power. This demands new

approaches that accommodate the variety of viewpanising from the intersecting social,
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political, and cultural circumstances that shapanew's subjectivities, their experiences of
oppression, and their strategies of resistancesé&prently, theorists such as Daymond have
instead opted to refer to a plurality of feministhait have developed (rather than a single
feminism). This shift in orientation is clearly sglled in her anthology’s title.

Daymond’s reading of the development of feminidture in the country illustrates the
ways in which the ‘contestations’ of the differendebate, however harsh and seemingly
divisive, were a necessary response to new “saglitigal developments” (1996: xxxv) in a
transitional political moment. Her review shows tthi@arough these contestations, new

imperatives for the feminist movement were beingatiated, and as she suggests:

what is now replacing ‘sisterhood’ is necessaritynplex: a challenge to its universalism and itsdbid
power relations has to be pursued simultaneoudly &fforts to establish a community of purpose imith

the recognition of ‘difference’ (1996: xix).

Defining a new feminist agenda was difficult; exveesatich as the Natal conference were showing
that the notion of ‘sisterhood’ was an inadequatedeh for feminist organising and
collaboration. At the same time however, the Wormmdwiational Coalition (WNC), established
in 1992 to represent the interests of women orctmstitutional agenda, demonstrated that the
mobilisation of women was still a necessary— andgrtul — strategy in the struggle for gender
equality. In light of the achievements of the WNIDd the challenges of the Natal conference,
Daymond holds that “what is finally at issue in flimts such as these is whether a negotiated,
rather than assumed, relationship of interestsdmtwomen can be established” (1996: xx). For
Daymond, then, feminist scholarship and politicsstrhecome increasingly orientated towards
the search for terms under which women can be geled around gender issues, on the one
hand, without effacing the differences between tlenthe other.

Citing Shireen Hassim and Cherryl Walker (1992)yidand goes on to recount “some
of the principles on which recognitions leadingaaommunity of purpose might be based”
(1996: xx), which include significant insights thiad emerged from the difference debate in
feminist discourse. Central to this is the acknalglaent of the divisions amoradl women and
the recognition that “questions of power and pegé affectall groupings (class, ethnic,
religious, age, etc.) and will constantly need o regotiated” (1996: xxi). In addition, the
politics of knowledge production must be addresaaécognition of the notion that “experience

is not knowledge...[and] has to be investigated aadomed, and no matter who does
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it...enquiry itself is mediatory and constructive kiiowledge” (1996: xxi). In Daymond’s
assessment of the trajectory of feminist debat&onth Africa, these issues represent “the
practical and conceptual matters that will propghihism as it takes its next steps in South
Africa” (1996: xxxiv).

As the following chapter will detail, these concenvere taken up with enthusiasm in
South African feminist scholarship. Women soughtrtove beyond the seemingly irresolvable
impasse that the concept of difference posed, @stdad advanced the difference debate through
an interrogation of the ways in which a feminisltate based on both a recognition of diversity,

and common goals, could be developed.
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Chapter 3

Difference on the Agenda

As outlined in Chapter 1, the Natal conference wa®tal because it propelled the issue of
difference to the forefront of feminist academial @olitics in South Africa. To an extent, it also
forced feminists to redirect and redefine some h& thain preoccupations of the women’s
movement in a time of major transition. The resgsnt the conference, particularly those
offered by black and other marginalised women, wkrgely concerned with critiquing
prevailing feminist paradigms and deconstructing ttominant perceptions and positions in
feminist theory. In particular, the ideal of a teihood’ was undermined by an awareness of the
fragmentation and multiplicity of women’s identigieexperiences and forms of oppression.
Nonetheless, despite the conflicts that had deeel@s the difference debate played itself out in
feminist academia and politics, South African feist;i were clearly still committed to
developing a progressive and revolutionary movenesgiaged in liberatory politics, criticism
and theorising.

The 1991 Natal conference on Women and Gender wdeubtedly a significant
moment for South African feminists. As the previahsipter illustrates, the event reflected deep
seated tensions and fissures within the feministement during a tumultuous historical period.
At the same time, it is evident that the debatesdiscussions raised were also underpinned by
deeper ideological issues. In the first place, thallenges to the authority of mainstream
feminist thought were, in part, an expression ef ¢lringent and sustained critique of dominant
Western feminist paradigms, mainly by marginaligeanen and revisionist feminist paradigms.
Secondly, the event foregrounded the growing prgoation with the deconstruction of the
concepts of experience, gender and feminism iigefeminist inquiry. As discussed earlier,
Chandra Mohanty (1991) considers this ‘internatique’ — a process of ‘dismantling and
deconstruction’ — a crucial phase in the intellattand political formation of ‘third world
feminisms’. Equally crucial, however, was the cepending process of ‘building and
constructing’ new feminist frameworks and strategmased on context-specific responses to
women’s particular social, political, cultural ahidtorical circumstances.

It is possible to chart the progression of the festithought in South Africa along this

twofold trajectory, particularly in the aftermath the 1991 Natal conference. On the one hand,
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there was a re-evaluation of the hegemonic priesigf Western feminism underway, and a
growing resistance to the notion of feminism asrarhusive, united ‘sisterhood’. Alongside —
and indeed arising from — these debates, new digmss emerged in which women began to
construct and explore new formations for feminisnSouth Africa. Key to this project was the
development of new strategies to confront womenisosdination in light of the implications
and challenge of difference.

This process was nonetheless fraught with diffiesltand disparate views, as well as
vigorous debate between competing theoretical atitigal standpoints and strategies. In view
of the polarities brought to light at the Natal tBmence, women were faced with a choice
between two strategies in order to move past thgagse. On the one hand, some thinkers were
in favour of developing separatist movements basedhe desire for autonomy and self-
representation by marginalised women, which, in eoanguments, involved the outright
rejection of the label of feminism. Some commengtmn the other hand, advocated the
continued search for a feminist theory and pracidéiciently able to accommodate differences
among women while still allowing for a sense of ceom purpose and cooperation.

The contestations between these viewpoints weteplarly acute in the years following
the 1991 conference, a time during which the issfudifference gained increased prominence
and urgency in feminist discourse. During this peérwomen sought to redefine and re-orientate
feminist activity within the context of socio-patial transformation and imminent democratic
and constitutional change. Given the complex mfstip between the national liberation
struggle and the gender struggle, the transitieralinevitably gave rise to new challenges and
new imperatives for women in South Africa, manywdfom were committed to both national
liberation and gender equality, and saw them adriiwably linked.

With the dissolution of apartheid developing iateoncrete reality, many women turned
their attention to ensuring that women were swfitly included in the national policy-making
processes and institutional changes that weredgiice. The role and status of women in the
drafting of the new constitution was given partazupriority (Meintjes, 1993; Daymond, 1996).
For the nation, these political reformations imgldramatic shifts in racial dynamics that had
been entrenched by decades of institutionaliseidlrdiscrimination. For feminists, these shifts

also intensified questions about the role of radtim the feminist movement and feminist
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scholarship. The difference debate gained increasmdentum within this context, especially as
more black women were asserting their voices wigonth Africa’s academic institutions.

This chapter will explore in more detail the wayvitich women responded to these
challenges following the Natal conference. Prinyarit traces the ways in which women
developed ways of dealing with difference by eitkembracing intellectual separatism, or by
finding ways to work across the boundaries of dédfee.

These developments were perhaps best capturedgthtbe growing body of feminist
scholarship making its way into a variety of acamejournals at the time. The Natal conference
stands as an important moment that dramaticallgaied the need to confront the issue of
difference. However, this was dealt with in heafgkting exchanges and resulted in provisional
resolutions between groups and individuals who weesent at the proceedings. In contrast,
academic journals facilitated sustained dialogueualbhe concept of difference and made the
debates available for wider public discussion. &ujeseveral accounts of the events that
occurred at the conference were reported in josrralowing for more in-depth analysis and
review of the dynamics and issues raised. Cledmn,t given the cost, time-constraints, and
institutional barriers involved in producing boaapth studies, the momentum of the difference
debate was sustained, in part, by the frequencyeguarity of journal articles dedicated to the
issue in feminist journals. These publicationsvaéd for a variety of voices to be heard, and this
meant that the debate took on a somewhat dialdgictare, as commentators were able to
respond relatively quickly to new insights and anguts.

This is perhaps best exemplified by the Durban-d&seninist journal Agenda Since its
inception, theAgendajournal has sought to “provide a forum for commaetiscussion and
debate on all aspects of women'’s lives [as wellt@s]nderstand the position of women within
South African society” (Meer, 1997: 6). More spaxafly, the journal can be credited with
giving some of the most useful and sustained atitattention to the debates on gender,
feminism and difference taking place in South Adrauring the 1990s.

In addition to publishing individual articles thatok up the issue of difference, race and
identity spanning at least seven issues publishethe 1990s (Meer, 1997: 9\gendaalso
dedicated entire volumes to addressing themesasitiWomen and Difference’ (1993) as well
as ‘Race, Identity and Change’ (1997). More regenlie journal featured a three-part series to

explore ‘African Feminisms’ (2001, 2002, and 200Bjis scholarship played a crucial role in
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documenting and expanding on the transitory (angliystempestuous) debates that arose and
occasionally disrupted conferences, meetings anéisiops throughout the decade (Meer, 1997:
2). Collectively, the journal’s issues also revdalbe attitudes and ideological orientations of
South African women, and the multiplicity of voicéisat make up the feminist landscape.
Furthermore, these publications also capture theeay, rigour and dialogic nature of feminist
discourse addressing the difference debate, asa# gaining momentum and increased

prominence in the aftermath of the 1991 conferemc&/omen and Gender.

Women and Difference

The 1993 ‘Women and Difference’ issue of thgendajournal stands as a prime example of
these trends, as it served as a forum to allowrigtyeof voices to take stock of the difference
debate. The aim, in particular, was to interrogait® meaning and nature of the concept of
difference and its implications for the women’s rament and feminist activism and scholarship
in South Africa. The publication sought to extendthb local and international debates
confronting the controversies over the role of efiéhce in feminist and gender politics and
analysis. Beyond this, however, the articles featualso illustrate a crucial shift in prevailing
perspectives in South African feminist discoursbe Tarticles demonstrate a change in focus
from merely critiquing dominant frameworks, towarda emphasis on exploring coalition
politics as a feminist strategy. However, as thkodang discussion will show, significant
disagreement remained over this transition.

What was also at issue was the need to delimeateimperatives guiding the research
on, and representation of, women’s experiencesgcesfy across boundaries of difference.
Critics also had to deal with the changing conaeystiof gender and identity that were emerging
from these dialogues. As the “Editorial” articlete® Agenda 1993), the theme connecting the

articles was the growing awareness that

[o]ne important aspect of the debate is the lintevieen difference and power. The power investethasé

who are in an advantaged position and represeattinderlies the tensions experienced...” (1993: 2).

This theme is taken up and explored in various waythis intellectual dialogue. The articles
demonstrate the ways in which women attempted ttenstand and deal with ‘difference’ in

49



order to navigate the complexities of not only arging women’s movement, but also of an
imminent democratic transformation.

As detailed in the “Editorial” article, the diffaree debate was one of the hottest issues in
the broader context of gender discussions at tive (Agenda 1993: 2). As such, the central
preoccupation throughout the issue was the exammalf legitimacy, power and identity in
light of the implications of difference. Throughcéuan examination, contributors also sought to
find ways to define feminist endeavour in a wayt theuld address and move beyond the
tensions and divisions within the movement that hahifested so dramatically at the Natal
conference.

The urgency of the difference debate was given édapetus when similar conflicts
disrupted the 1992 International Conference on Wonme Africa and the Africa Diaspora:
Bridges Across Activism and Academia, held in Nigeirhe persistence of tensions within the
feminist arena after the Natal conference was pigteavident when similar questions over
legitimacy and positionality in feminist scholangtarose during this regional forum. In this case,
strong disagreements arose over “the issue of septation ... [as] ... the controversy centred
around whether white women should be allowed td praceedings at a conference on women
in Africa” (Agenda 1993: 2). Here, the divisions over differencektam distinctly racial
overtones and the conference was dogged by callshé exclusion of white women from
participating in the proceedings. Ironically, it svavithin the context of an international
conference addressing ‘women in Africa and AfricamsDiaspora’, that a powerful call to
institute a form of intellectual separatism witlfi@minist scholarship arose.

These events form the backdrop of a terse exchémages documented in two issues of
Agendabetween Lumka FunaniA@lendal1992; Agenda 1993) and Fidela Fouchédenda
1993). These women present two opposing views theequestion of whether white women can
legitimately conduct research about, represent,eamet do feminist work with, black women in
the gender struggle. This dialogue exemplifies aoly the polarities that undergirded an
ostensibly united women’s movement, but also thetdte emotions that carried over from the
conferences and into the subsequent academic disnas More importantly, the exchange also
reflects the contestation over establishing ferhisigsategies that could most appropriately deal
with the problematics of difference, as the arguinfena separatist black women’s movement

was weighed against the counterargument in favbwodking across boundaries of difference.
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Lumka Funani addresses one side of the debateeincdintroversial piece “Nigeria
Conference Revisited”, which appeared in the ‘Woraad Health’ issue oAgenda(1992). In
this article, Funani responds to the Nigeria Caariee question by arguing unequivocally that
white women should not, and cannot, speak for preseent black women in feminist academia.
Funani challenges the legitimacy of white academiazk on the basis that white women’s
research about black women re-enacts the oppressiia dynamics structured by the apartheid
system. As she suggests, their positions as résarand theorists stems from racial privilege
and its educational advantages. Therefore, eveuasing their positions in academia to focus
critical attention to black subjects, they continioeexercise the racial privilege this system
guarantees them. Furthermore, Funani maintainsbthabt allowing black women to represent
themselves, white women who conducted research lack bsubjects were essentially
perpetuating the exploitation of black women arelrtexperiences in order to advance their own
academic prestige. Similar sentiments were preloasticulated by thinkers such as Sisi
Maqgagi Current Writing 1990), as detailed in Chapter 1. Thus, Funannmes her call for the
exclusion of white women from theorising about klammen’s lives on her perception of the
highly unequal, racially-defined, dynamics of knedde production that prevailed in South
African academia.

At the same time, Funani gives her support to addintellectual and political practice
based on an apprehension of experience and ‘linedvledge’ as the basis of difference. The
writer is at pains to emphasise that white womemot understand the lived experiences of
black women who suffer not only gender oppresdian,also systematic brutalisation and racial
oppression under a system that was specificalligded to maintain the racial privilege of white
South Africans. By constructing difference in terafsexperiential diversity’, Funani suggests
that only those who share the lived experiencethe$e circumstances can accurately speak
about, interrogate and challenge them. In lighthed, Funani denies the authenticity of white
women’s representations of black women in theieaesh and activism. Funani’'s exclusionary
view is forcefully conveyed in her statement thigt s legitimate and justifiable for only black
women to protest for what we so broadly and comfiigeknow about our suffering” (1992: 65).
Ultimately, she advocates a research and polificattice that excludes white women from
interpreting black lived experience in Africa arithtt prevents them from engaging in gender

activism on black women’s behalf. To an extents thiew also excludes black women in the
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African diaspora from doing the same. In arguirgf tehite women should conduct research and
interpret experience within their own (racial) goowhile black women do the same, advocates
a rigid academic separatism as the way forwartergender struggle.

Funani’'s stance, however, is directly opposed &pdbsition adopted by the rest of the
South African delegation at the Nigeria conferentlee joint statement issued by the South
African representatives at the Nigeria conferenterasponse to the conflicts that arose is
included as a counterpoint in Funani’s ‘Nigeria @oance Revisited’ article. In the statement,
the South African representatives “suggest thaBallth Africans, irrespective of race should be
permitted to participate fully in this conferendefted in Funani, 1992: 67), implying that white
women can and should present papers on African woievertheless, Funani concludes that:
“[black women] need [their] own space to explotee[t] own realities, first, before we can make
this space available to others” (1992: 68).

Despite objections to her arguments, Funani maigtan a follow-upAgendaarticle,
that research of black experiences conducted byewdcademics “will only finally relate
findings and insights that have been the work od $@ars of oppressive rule and human
brutalization” (1993a: 57). In the article, “The et Divide”, published in the ‘Leisure and
Recreation’ issue, she reiterates that this rebedas absolutely no value to a community that
hasneveraccepted their situation as normal, nor represigataf who they really are (1993a:
57). In her response to criticisms levelled agdmesthighly contentious view of the issues raised
at the Nigeria conference, Funani is unwaveriniganopposition to white women'’s participation
in research with black women as subjects, and wmoes to advocate for a separatist black
women’s movement that excludes the participatiowlute women.

In the following issue oAgenda ‘Violence in Focus’ (1993), Fidela Fouché respoiml
Lumka Funani’'s sharp critique of the politics ofokvledge production and white women’s
representation of black subjects. In particulamdi@’s article, also called “Nigeria Conference
Reuvisited”, challenges Funani’s call for a raciadlivided feminist politics and scholarship in
South Africa. As a retort to Funani’s charges, Eideouché suggests that the separatist vision
that Funani advocates essentially amounts to ardift form of racial segregation. She illustrates
her point by posing the question of: “whether, nngiple, the cure for apartheid can be more
apartheid?” (1993: 39). Her arguments imply th#& thould be an unproductive and regressive

strategy for feminists to pursue. In addition, Hodiqgoes on to dispute what seems to be
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Funani’s suggestion that all research conducted/inje women on black experience has been
detrimental to racial liberation and has perpetlidtieack people’s exploitation. Instead, Fouché
argues that “a blanket condemnation of white woimgiblack women is ... as inaccurate and as
unfair as white women'’s facile generalizations abdack women” (1993: 40). This shows that
Funani’'s assessment of the politics of knowledgedpction in South Africa is in itself
essentialist in its generalisations about white wom

Fouché also interrogates Funani’s problematic dpjoeaxperience and the concept of
‘lived knowledge’ as the justification for invalidag (white women’s) research across
boundaries of difference and calling for an autoaosblack feminist theory. According to
Fouché, this view is premised on the assumptionh ‘{ople whose experience is divergent
simply cannot communicate their experiences to edohr’ (1993: 40). She points to the danger
of such a claim as she shows that, taken to it&db@nd, it would “invalidate all historical,
sociological and anthropological research” (1993}, 4ot only across racial divides, but across
all categories of difference and experience. Irs thiay, the writer illustrates the problems
inherent in Funani’s arguments for intellectual aoditical separatism within feminism.

Turning from Funani’s exclusionary outlook, Fouahi§es that debates about difference
should not only lead to the recognition of heter@ggy amongst women and the development of
a variety of critical voices. It is important thitiese discussions, along with the other important
insights to emerge from the difference debate, lglad to the acknowledgement of commonality
among women as well. Recognising both differenag @mmonality would open avenues for
white women to conduct progressive research alamat,represent the voices of, black women.
Reciprocally, it would afford black women the opjpmity to represent themselves and white
women as well. Underscoring Fouché’s responsedssire to maintain the basic principles of
solidarity and equality within the women’s movemewhile rejecting spurious claims of a
feminism based on an unproblematic, non-racialjwided sisterhood among women. Indeed,
elsewhere Fouché explicitly discounts what shersdfeas the ‘sisterhnood myth’ (1994).

The exchange between Funani and Fouché is embtewiathe polarised views that
characterised feminist scholarship at the timebrings into sharp relief Audre Lorde’s
realisation that “[t]he future of the earth may deg@ upon the ability of all women to identify
and develop new definitions of power and new pastaf relating across difference” (cited in

Agenda 1993: 3). This prescient statement is cited i@ #htroduction of the ‘Women and
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Difference’ issue of thdgendajournal where the editor indicates that the ainthef volume is

to explore and chart ‘the way forward’ for feminisSmSouth Africa. The issue was especially
timeous, appearing as it did in the aftermath ofi(perhaps because of) the Natal and Nigeria
conferences, a time when the difference debateomasof the most controversial and critical
issues on the feminist agenda. The ‘Women and iBifiee’ issue therefore provided a forum for
sustained and in-depth interrogation of the issatestake, as well as a space for women to
articulate possible strategies to move beyonditmggsse.

In this volume, Amanda Gouws intervenes in the Ris@uché exchange, and extends
the debate in her article, “The Angry Divide” (1993 he title not only references Lumka
Funani’s piece “The Great Divide” and the issu¢hef divisions within the women’s movement.
It also addresses the anger and resentment thext aftderscored the discussions over the
guestion of ‘who writes for whom’, especially acsoscial divides. As Gouws remarks, this
anger can have a divisive, and ultimately debititateffect on feminist dialogue. At the same
time, appropriate responses to this anger can sasvean impetus for collaboration and
mobilisation. Rather than reinforcing exclusion aseparatism, as she implies Funani does,

Gouws argues that in moving forward,

we will have to learn to deal with the divides,understand and honour the safe spaces and to @come t
terms with our own racist and sexist selves. Busthod all, we have to teach each other about dterdint

ways and our different oppressions” (1993: 69).

On the one hand, Gouws recognises the way in wthiehracial dynamics of South African
society have resulted in disparate lived experigrasel oppression between and among women
in the country. As a result, she acknowledges thalf-presentation of the oppressed is a
necessity — it is a way to empower themselves arelthemselves a voice” (1993: 68). She also
argues that it is an important part of feministysao recognise these differences and enable
marginalised women to speak in their own voices.

At the same time, however, Gouws argues: “sepanasisnherently dangerous because it
presents us with a one-sided reality where it ipassible to raise the consciousness of the
oppressors” (1993: 68-69). For Gouws, thereforeyaRu presents an untenable approach for
feminism in South Africa. Instead, Gouws suggestsesponse to the question ‘who speaks for

whom?’, that
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white women should not speédr black women, neither should men spéak women. Yet, if research
meets the requirements of feminist research, whitenen can speakbout the experiences of black
women...or black women can speak about the expesenfcerhite women and men can speak about the

experiences of women (1993:68).

Here, Gouws proposes that it is possible for Iegite research on and representations of the
‘other’ to be rendered, as long as academics apprthee work conscious of, and explicit about,
difference and their position in relation to théjset. Gouws acknowledges the racial divisions
that were created and entrenched by colonialismthadapartheid system, but for her, it is
important for white women to continue to speak abdmack women while facilitating the self-
presentation of the oppressed. This will enable amono find allies in each other in the same
way that women have found allies in some men ingieder struggle. Nevertheless, Gouws
cautions that white women’s work on black womenq &ite versa, should be informed by a

critical awareness of their positionality, and theognition that

[tlrue feminist research attempts to come to gifith the subjective experience of the subjectstofls
The researcher herself should be placed in the sati@al plane as the overt subject matter...théelielbf
the researcher are part of the empirical evideonceHe claims advanced in the results of the rebear
(1993: 67-68).

Furthermore, to facilitate and develop such pragves feminist research requires an
understanding of the complexity of, and divisionghi, black womanhood by both white and
black researchers. In this respect, Gouws urgeddfielopment of multifaceted approaches that
take into consideration the fact that “black wonaea exposed to multiple jeopardy in different
ways at different times and one type of oppressi@y weigh heavier at one point than at
another” (1993: 69). This necessitates theoretivadels that analyse race, gender and class as
independent yet intersecting factors. Gouws thygpeus and continues Fouché’s call for
cooperation and a search for commonality amongkidad white women as a way of addressing
the tensions arising from the problem of differefmefeminist analysis and activism in South
Africa, while also emphasising the necessity of-ssflection and self-reflexivity as part of the
research process for all women.

Gouws instead presents a compromise position wieicbgnises the importance of “safe
spaces... where the oppressed can debate their owlitioas” but which also upholds the value

of integrated debating forums “where (black) wonecan make sure others are not speaking on
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their behalf” (1993: 68). In sum, Gouws rejectsdanic separatism as a strategy for bridging
‘the angry divide’ in feminist scholarship.

As shown above, Gouws argues that acknowledginigiquaality is key to ‘true feminist
research’ that can legitimately traverse the botiedaf difference. The issue of positionality is
also taken up in the article “(Re)searching Diffexe’, by researchers Jacky Sunde and Vivienne
Bozalek. The central question they confront in fhissce is “whether women in different race,
class and ethnic positions, where those positiefisct historical differences in power, can write
about the experiences of other women” (1993: 2B duthors attempt to gauge the implications
of the difference debate on feminist theorisingttasy interrogate their own pedagogical and
methodological approaches in conducting socioldgesearch. In particular, they are concerned
with examining their own positions as white middlass women conducting research about, and
with, black students. The authors scrutinise thgitifeacy of their teaching, research and
representation of black experience in their studiegelation to their own race and class
positions, and consider how these dynamics affesit research and the relationship between
researcher and the subject. This article is, tbeeeis exemplary of the self-reflexive mode that
signals a move towards the formation of a progvessinclusive feminist strategy that challenges
claims for separatist movements.

To put their self-examination into context, the tens begin by describing the state of
feminist discourse following the Natal conferenthey note the intensification of the difference
debate that seemed to have led to an ‘impasse’eeetvlack and white women at both
organisational and academic levels. In doing sey tiffer a revealing illustration of the ethical
and ideological dilemmas faced by feminists, esglgchite feminists at the time. This leads
them to explore the questions raised by the isédédference in their own work, and the ways in
which the concept has shaped contemporary deblatgsart of their discussion, Sunde and
Bozalek also describe the influence of internatidreck feminists’ thought on their own critical
perspectives and on South African feminist disoeurs general. They reflect on the ways in
which black feminists’ racial analyses of gended &minism challenge “universalist notions
implicit in other feminist discourses” (1993: 3R well as poststructuralist and postmodernist
insights on the “contradictory nature of identityjand the] ... acceptance of the transitory,
constantly shifting nature of subjectivity” (1998t). Both these schools of thought disrupted the

assumed authority of conventional feminist prinegpland approaches to reading and
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representing the ‘other’. Against this intellectbalckdrop, in which difference came to the fore
as a central issue in feminist theorising, Sundd Bozalek recognise the need for new
approaches for writing and teaching that will eealkbbmen to move beyond the impasse facing
feminists in the early 1990s.

In response to these imperatives, Sunde and Boesledntially reiterate the prevailing
viewpoint, expressed throughout the ‘Women anddpgiice’ edition ofAgenda They argue
that on a pragmatic level, “coalition politics anauspecific issues provides a means for moving
forward” (1993: 35) and for organising and activismthe women’s movement. On the level of
feminist scholarship, the writers echo Marjorie Mbyjii's recommendation that “the only way
women in positions of power — in any context — g@ark with other women is through their
involvement in participatory action or transfornvatiresearch” (cited in Sunde and Bozalek,
1993: 34). The authors envisage new approachesrimilt theorizing for South African women
that draw on the insights of the difference debapmroaches that incorporate an awareness of
the shifting and often contradictory nature of worseidentities. Like Mbilinyi, they also
propose that feminist researchers must change @ronceptualizing and analysing women’s
oppression at the level of grand narrative in favolumore nuanced gender analysis. What is
also crucial is the acknowledgement of positiogaline that involves the self-reflection of the
researcher and their effect on the research pr¢dt888: 34). Sunde and Bozalek thus conclude
that for feminist research to move beyond the molattic of difference, and the seeming
impasse that had developed, “the responsibility Weth the writer to ensure that the text is
transformative praxis” (1993: 35).

These and similar issues traverse the discussiowomen and Difference’, as all the
contributors grapple with the question of “how [togorporate difference in a united women’s
movement” (Meer, 1997: 12). A clear example of gmisoccupation is Asha Moodley’s piece
“Unravelling the Strands”. Moodley documents dissass arising from two exploratory
workshops organised by the Agenda collective tadual the various strands of difference — to
‘unpack’ them in order that we might obtain a fullanderstanding of the underlying
presumptions and attitudes” (1993: 12). The airthif discussion was to rethink difference and
the implications of conflicts over difference fanfinist politics and scholarship. As such, the
participants confront the question of whether ot fwsomen in South Africa want a united

women’s movement in the first instance?” (1993.. 1R)s clear from the variety of responses
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Moodley records that this issue exposed ambiguodscantested positions, and revealed split
priorities among a number of women.

Of particular concern was the term ‘united’, a wdhat often signifies an assumed
homogeneity and disguises the erasure of minootges. Participants expressed the sentiment
that in order to achieve unity and inclusivity, dvancement of the women’s movement must
be contingent on recognising the heterogeneity @ien and the multiple facets of their lived
experiences.

Despite this hesitation, Moodley reports that “§]pointer in our group was certainly
towards the creation of negotiated, principled atrdtegic alliances or coalitions, based not on
expediency but on a genuine need for each oth883116). As the writer elaborates: “Coalition
building implies a rigorous examination of the tatfies, prejudices and specific ignorances
which prevent coalitions from succeeding” (1993).1With this, Moodley suggests that the
creation of coalitions is dependent on women resigm and being open to difference among
participants and partners. This is what makesraléa strategic, negotiated and provisional. So,
instead of imposing a superficial and problematial@f a united sisterhood, Moodley suggests
that women negotiate strategic relationships adbassers of difference, rather than assuming
shared gender identities, experiences and fengoes.

This attitude was reflected in several other contarees offered in thé\gendaissue,
suggesting that a general political mood of negjotiaprevailed. This may have been shaped by
the context of transition, constitution buildingdairmminent democratic transformation. For
example, a similar consensus emerges from a discusenducted and documented by Sheila
Meintjes’s in “Dilemmas of Difference”. In this digssion addressing “the consequences of
present ‘differences’ in South African politics”943: 37), there was a general agreement
regarding the need to orientate feminist strategpegards an affirmation of difference and
building coalition politics. Indeed, both Moodlenda Meintjes’ reports show that beyond the
theoretical shifts taking place in academia, iea-tworld context, a collaborative — rather than a
separatist — feminist approach based on this cwalipolitics was emerging as the most
appropriate way to deal with difference.

In advocating this reconciliatory approach, bothddiey and Meintjes’s accounts make
it clear that the impetus for new approaches arategfies also stems from a desire to move

beyond
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the immediate past ... [as] its particular charabid been its fixation on unity with diversity, thvithe
injunction that differences — however much awareriesre was of their existence — should be supgdess

in the interests of a tenuous, undefined unity” diey, 1993: 13).

In order to achieve progress, it was also necessadeal with the anger and frustration of
marginalised, particularly black, women over theewen power relations that continued to
prevail within the women’s movement and feminisa@gemia. It was also critical for women to
address the continued dominance and privilege atewmmiddle-class women, presenting a
powerful challenge to the concept of ‘sisterhoddbfdley, 1993: 12).

However, as Moodley explains,

...the fundamental issue appears to be that of reptation — who speaks for whom - and was raiset qui
strongly at the conference on Women and Gendeouth®rn Africa in Durban in January 1991... By all
accounts, it was echoed with a hitherto unexpeeénehemence and stridency at the first Internation
Conference on Women in Africa and the Africa Diasp®@ridges Across Activism and the Academy held
in July 1992 in Nusukka, Nigeria... (1993: 12).

The legacies of these conferences are evidentiogdhtinued preoccupation with the legitimacy
of representation in South African feminist resbarariting and politics across barriers of
difference, and specifically, the debate over takdity of white women’s writing and research
on black and marginalised women.

It is precisely this issue that Amanda Kemp cornsdn her article, “Ain’t Nothing like
the Real Thang” Agenda 1993). Kemp addresses the debate about the nhegyi of
representation across boundaries of differencehasrscounts the criticism she received in
response to her portrayal of the eminent black rieshiAudre Lorde. Specifically at issue was
her choice to “concentrate on texts that dealt wittmophobia in the African-American
community and her first experience of making logeahother woman” (1993: 25). As Kemp
recalls, her performance was met with resistancesaase audience responses implied the
guestion: “What makes you think you have the rightlo this piece if you don’t assert a lesbian
identity?” (1993: 26). The negative responses topgeeformance reflect the continued debates
regarding difference, experience and identity miféesm. Certainly, these objections parallel the
arguments of black women who questioned the legityrof white women’s representation and
interpretation of black experiences. In both instm these objections stem from the tendency to

define the concept of difference in terms of whatlMle Barrett refers to as ‘experiential
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diversity’. The validity of Kemp’s portrayal wasub challenged on the basis that she, as a
heterosexual woman, did not share, and therefouéd aoot relate to, the lived experience of
Audre Lorde as a lesbian woman, and the discrininaand oppression lesbian women are
routinely subjected to. As one respondent explairfét®s like a white person loving and
teaching black literature, but never having to o ia store and get stared at...It felt dishonest”
(1993: 26). As Kemp notes, the suggestion is th@hen who are not black lesbian feminists
cannot, and should not, represent a black leskeiamist’s life and works.

Furthermore, it implies that the basis of an ‘aotlee representation is shared lived
experience. In response to these criticisms, hokyé&emp justifies her right to re-present Audre
Lorde’s words and experiences, including her appatipn and performance Lorde’s lesbian
identity. In her article, the writer challenges ttencept of authenticity in representation, arguing
instead that: “[e]very representation is inauthentiis not the real thing. The real thing existed
at one point in a particular time in a particuldage, experienced by a particular individual”
(Kemp, 1993: 25). In doing so, she challenges thigon that shared experience immediately
confers epistemological authority that validategtaie representations and invalidates others.
Kemp’s argument instead emphasizes the importagaegnising that difference exists between
and within all women. This means all research aegrasentation (regardless of shared
experience) involve working with and across differe, and it is necessary that such work is
done in a self-reflexive and ‘honest’ way.

Kemp thus boldly urges that women recognise theguthenticity is a sham” (1993: 27).
Indeed, this seems to mirror Sunde and Bozalekigyestion that “[n]Jo research is ethical”
(1993: 34), that “...we cannot truly do ethical resban an unethical world — but what we can
do is direct our work towards political action ftre solution of this dilemma” (Sunde and
Bozalek, 1993: 35). Kemp argues, further, that ordy does she have the right, but also the

responsibility, to represent the ‘other’:

I have the responsibility to represent someone w/hilifference destabilizes me and my notions ofurait
good, normal’. The key is to acknowledge that yoeiteavelling, that you are not striving for auttieity
but honesty (1993: 28).

For the author, then, critical approaches to reseasr representation that foreground
positionality in the endeavour for honesty, rathiean authenticity, are at the core of a

transformative — or in Kemp’s terms, revolutionartheory and praxis for feminists.
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Crucially, Kemp’s piece turns attention to the essi difference among black women (in
this case, on the basis of sexual orientation)ssime that several commentators have argued is
often ignored in feminist analyses that privilegee as the principle determinant of experience
and category of difference. A similar point is mageGouws, and Sunde and Bozalek in relation
to the elision of class divisions. In defence of pertrayal of Audre Lorde, Kemp argues that a
black and/or lesbian woman writer, researcher orfopmer does not have an inherent
understanding of another black lesbian woman’s eepees. She asserts that every
representation or interpretation of experience ttass an act of appropriation and mediation —
that is, ‘crossing the boundaries’ of differencesip, 1993: 27). The author thus concludes that,
in order to forge a revolutionary and ‘honest’ faiem, it is contingent upon black women to
recognise and evaluate the dynamics of differencd power among women who are
“pbiologically female and sociologically ‘black™ @93: 28). She urges that the existence of
difference is inevitable, regardless of sharedatagender, class and/or sex identities and their
apparent commonalities. This argument challengesv#iidity of intellectual separatism as a
viable feminist strategy, as Kemp shows that shdiestl experience cannot validate the
authenticity of representations of black experiereeen by black women themselves. At the
same time, discounting the notion of authenticityl acknowledging difference, even within
distinct social groups, allows women to develop svay working across the boundaries of
difference to transform their feminist strategies.

Overall, the 1993 issue @#gendadocuments feminists in South Africa exploring new
strategies to respond to the changing trends witiender discourse at this time. These
transformations stem, in part, from the criseshefMatal conference on Women and Gender and
the Nigeria conference, and women’s engagementtivitfchallenges of difference. On the one
hand, the problematics of difference lead some woitte pursue separate and completely
autonomous feminist frameworks that expressly aauthe participation of those outside of
their groups. This spoke to the acute desire fdfrd&dinition, particularly for marginalised
women who had, hitherto, been ‘spoken for' and gpmsed as Other in mainstream Western
feminism. The shortcomings of this approach weghlighted, however, as critics pointed out
that a system of separatism along the boundarid#fefence was premised on a homogenising

tendency similar to that of the Western feminigioties they denounced.
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On the other hand, given the political atmospharel the very real fractures that were
apparent in the movement, other South African festsrrecognized the need to develop feminist
activity organized through, and orientated arouhd,formation of strategic coalitions between
groups of women across the barriers of differefites was seen as the most effective way to
achieve the elusive balance between mobilizationrad gender issues, on the one hand, and the
imperative to acknowledge difference and multipji@mong women on the other.

While debunking the myth of sisterhood and its hgerasing vision of inclusivity and
commonality, these feminist thinkers also rejedteritendency towards academic separatism, as
shown by Kemp, Gouws, Moodley, Meintjes in the ‘Wamand Difference’ issue @&genda
They challenged theories that deployed the conuieghfference as a justification for intellectual
and political exclusion. As such, they cautionediiast the reactions of some black and
marginalised women who responded to the inadegsiadi®&Vestern feminism by perpetuating
one-dimensional understandings of difference, egpee and identity. It is clear that, while
these commentators assert the validity and legiyntd research on, and the representation of,
the Other across boundaries of difference, they lalghlight the imperative to redirect academic
and activist endeavour towards finding more sereithuanced, participatory and, ultimately,
transformative feminist theory, analysis, praxisl amethodology. Thus, transformative feminist
frameworks would allow women to recognise the ddfees between and within them, and
enable them to work across the boundaries of éifiee through self-reflexivity, collaboration
and coalition-building. This movement towards watkiacross difference is embodied in the
three-part ‘African Feminisms’ series publishedtiiyAgendagournal in 2001, 2002 and 2003.

Feminism in an African Frame

Following on from the turmoil of the early 19909uth African feminist consciousness in the
later in the 1990s and in the 2000s showed a maskidfrom a preoccupation with responding
to the peculiar exigencies of the country’s traosdl moment, towards an increasingly regional
and global outlook within a newly liberated demagraln many ways, the emergence of
scholarship focusing on the intersection of Africaritural and political identity, and gender,
emerged as a result of third world feminism andigmenial theory’s impact, as women sought
to develop cross-border and regional relationshendlobal South to destabilise the hegemonic

‘centre-margin paradigm’ (Hendricks and Lewis, 199t the same time, local discussions
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about difference were highlighting the shortcomirggsinsulated and exclusionary feminist
strategies and schools of thought while encouragiegexpansion of the critical and political
field. These developments in feminist criticisne @xemplified in three special issues of the
Agendajournal.

At the beginning of the new decade, and 10 yedes Hfe Natal conference, thgenda
journal launched the ‘African Feminisms’ seriesntark its fiftieth publication. As the series
editor, Lou Haysom, details, this project, was @wed in order to “anchor debate about women
and gender equality geographically, conceptualty @wiitically on the much wider canvas of the
African continent” (2001: 2). In one sense, advagdhe idea of African feminism would seem
inimical to the postcolonial and postmodern emphasi the need for theory to be localized and
context-specific. It would seem that naming a reglty defined feminism encompassing goes
against the prevailing resistance to overgenetaissabout women, in general, and third world
women in particular. In fact, in their seminal elei “Voices From the Margins” (1997), Cheryl
Hendricks and Desiree Lewis strongly criticize poere permutations of this concept for the way
in which “feminists who work under the banner offfidan feminism’ have developed
essentialist ideas very similar to those of womshig997: 68). As Hendricks and Lewis show,
while African feminism advanced subversive anti-émalist challenges against colonial and
racist discourse, this was often premised on gémedaand romanticized constructions of
African femininity, as well as “the tendency to gemaditional patriarchy” (1997: 68). The
authors thus question the ‘political value’ of skelmship described as African feminism at the
time.

In another sense, however, tlfgenda ‘African Feminisms’ series constitutes a
reconfiguration and re-appropriation of the terorning from African feminism as a singular,
homogenising theory, towards ‘African feminisms’ asbody of scholarship and ideas that
encompass a variety of critical and theoreticalspectives. The series does not attempt to
develop a singular set of principles or a cohesiefeool of thought. Rather, it showcases the
eclecticism of feminist and gender scholarshiptmndontinent and in the African diaspora. As

Haysom notes,

[c]ritical perspectives are included from black faists, African feminists, womanists and Islamic
feminists, providing a convergence of voices arghglemanating from postcolonial feminist work (2001
3).
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This represents a conscious strategy to recogififegeshce and cultivate diversity within these
discussions. A second notable aspect of the edlitapproach throughout the series is to make a
point to address the silences in the publicatiar. &ample, in the ‘Editorial’ article of the
inaugural issue, Lou Haysom foregrounds the lagasttonstraints of the project to account for
the predominance of South African commentators igtugsions of African feminisms. This
allows readers to contextualise the arguments, ackhowledges the existence of other
viewpoints outside of a South African framework.isTlself-reflexive stance, along with the
focus on collective dialogue and diversity exenypilie key features of transformative feminist
scholarship that enable women to not only deal wlifference, but to also work across the
boundaries of difference.

In her introduction to the inaugural edition okttfrican Feminisms’ seriesAgenda
2001), Desiree Lewis captures the “high degreesrots-fertilisation across national and
continental boundaries ... [and the]...enormous gedgcap and political fluidity within
‘African feminism™ (2001: 4). In this article, Lei outlines the principles around which
‘African feminisms’ were being redefined, reorieshtend re-aligned. In contrast to her view of
African feminism expressed with Cheryl Hendricks “Moices From the Margins”, Lewis
illustrates that difference was no longer seen asstHication for separatism, but rather as the
impetus for opening up previously obscured areasoatern and new approaches to theorizing
about African women’s identities. Lewis’'s account African feminisms signals the re-
appropriation of the term, turning from the refegito a single theory to connote a diverse body
of scholarship. For Lewis, this is characterised dyplurality of theoretical and critical

perspectives with a

shared intellectual commitment to critiquing gended imperialism coupled with a collective focusan
continental identity shaped by particular relatiaisubordination in the world economy and glohad a

social and cultural practices (2001: 5).

This shared commitment and common focus on womeltrisggles and agency in Africa
connects theoretical insights across geographiwdlcantinental boundaries, as well as across
racial and cultural boundaries (Lewis, 2002: 5)isTik clearly illustrated by the range of critical
voices represented across the ‘African Feminismagés.

Throughout the ‘African Feminisms’ series, the ¢gids and lessons learned from the

difference debate are evident. Ultimately, theesereflects
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the need to value different kinds of knowledge ewledge gained through theories learnt within the
academy, as well as that obtained through liveceggpce. On a continent as diverse as Africa, where
disparities between rich and poor, urban and rt@[sic] are so evident, it is essential thatnamen feel
they have the legitimacy to speak. It is througbaiing and giving voice to the multitude of expecies
that new theories arise, which will in turn generaew kinds of action, informed through the riclmes

diversity (Moolman, 2002: 2).

Both in its editorial approach and its content, #kican Feminisms’ series offers a model for
transformational feminist scholarship that movegooe the problem of difference. It is this
approach to scholarship that will allow women tattier explore the shifting definitions of
feminisms in Africa, the changing contexts of fersinscholarship and practice, and the

contested spaces and identities that characté®zeontemporary movement.

Notes
i.  The 1992 International Conference on Women in Afaad the Africa Diaspora: Bridges
Across Activism and Academia will also be referteds the ‘the Nigeria conference’ for

the remainder of this paper.
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Conclusion

Towards ‘A Heterogeneous, Postcolonial Culture’

Since the late 1980s and early 1990s, the polidicsce in gender studies and the concept of
difference have commanded persistent critical &tien particularly in feminist criticism in
South Africa. The emergence of the intersectiomack and gender as a prominent part of the
feminist agenda is possibly one of the most sigaift transformations of contemporary feminist
scholarship. The political and intellectual atmaeghof this era , when the theories of second-
wave feminism were being imported and assimilaééicted the feminist orientations of local
feminists and drew attention particularly towarsisuies of difference, representation, legitimacy,
positionality, race and racism in gender studiesfaminist theory and practice.

By tracing the trajectory of the difference debaliering South Africa’'s decade of
political, social and racial transformation, itggssible to not only construct a brief history of a
concept that had a ground-breaking impact on fesnidiscourse in the country, but to also
present a useful overview of the major theoretidabates that have preoccupied feminist
scholars during the last two decades. Howevemmuacting such an intellectual history, there is
no claim made to comprehensiveness. Within thetédnambit of a dissertation, there is no
scope to explore, for example, other major concéonemerge during this time, such as the
significance and status of oral literature in blaskmen’s cultural production, the strengths and
limitations of ‘gender and development discoursie spectre of gender violence or the
catastrophic effects of the HIV/AIDS pandemic onmem and communities at large.

Nevertheless, through this investigation into tberfation of a ‘discourse of difference’
in South African feminist criticism in the 199089 possible to isolate three significant patterns
to emerge from this intellectual and political efig moment.

In the first place, the legacy of the shifts, reMis and opening up of new theoretical,
critical and creative feminist avenues that ocaliirethe 1990s is reflected in the prevailing
image of contemporary feminism in South Africa assisting of an amalgamation of diverse,
and often competing, ideas, strategies and idestifindeed, it is now more apt to speak, as
Margaret Daymond (1996) does, of South African ff@sms’, adopting the plural form rather
than the singular ‘feminism’. The seemingly slightange is profound in that it reflects the new

consensus that “cultural feminism in South Africeed not form a singular, coherent movement”
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(1996: xiv). It highlights the perception of womemd gender as historically determined,
context-specific concepts, characterized by hetredy and multiplicity, undermines any
conception of a singular or monolithic feministangor construct. In the last two decades, there
has been a distinctive shift from previous effadsachieve — or impose — a universal, cohesive
ideological framework for the analysis of gendastéad, contemporary feminist scholars have
recognized and begun documenting the almost iefingtriety of gendered experience, and the
concomitant plurality of feminisms that have emegehich reflect the interrelation of gender,
race, class, ethnicity, religion, and so on. Iewdent, then, that any account of feminism in
South Africa must take into account this fragmeatabf feminist perspectives, which is, in
some ways, a defining characteristic of genderistuaind feminist politics within South Africa’s
“developing, heterogeneous post-colonial cultu2dymond, 1996: xix).

Paradoxically, this paper seems to, at times, esiphi@nd mirror the black-white binary
that initially characterized the formation of pawmits in this debate (and underlies most
conventional research on these issues). However,ighdone consciously to highlight the
dialogic nature of the debate. For this study, @swmportant to highlight the ways in which
women spoke across these predetermined boundatigs) in turn allowed them to transcend
them in some senses through dialogue and critmgag@ement. The first chapter, for example,
shows how Zoe Wicomb and Sisi Magagi’s, as blackiriésts, pieces are in conversation with
the views of Cecily Lockett, and the predominantlyite academia, within the sanctioned forum
of the 1990 issue ofCurrent Writing. Meanwhile in South African FeminismsMargaret
Daymond responds, directly and indirectly, to tbaaerns and criticisms of women like Desiree
Lewis from her position as a white, middle-clasadsmic confronting her own racial privilege.
Another classic example of this dialogue among wore the various exchanges between
Lumka Funani and Fidela Fouché (and Amanda Gouargsa the ‘great divide’, which, while
potentially divisive, occasioned a rethinking cdreipoint theory and positionality. Accordingly,
then, this dissertation does not attempt to repteseomprehensive account of feminist literary
criticism of the 1990s, but to instead illuminatelaoutline a range of ideas and arguments that
developed in this dialectic manner within femirssholarship around the issues of difference,
race, representation and positionality.

Secondly, this study details a shift in the aims anperatives of feminist scholarship

and activism throughout the decade. Indeed, thes tarder review are emblematic of this
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process of expansion in feminist dialogues. Throtighoften heated debates over difference,
gender and race, and the politics of representaticclear that the possibility and legitimady o
‘authentic’ research or representation has beereramded. Instead, contemporary feminism
calls for ‘honest’ approaches to research and septation that foreground positionality and
difference. In conjunction with this, the focus fefinist activity on cooperation and alliance
building is gradually replacing out-dated modelsaof essentialising ‘sisterhood’ on the one
hand, and the blunt polarities of intellectual gwditical separatism, on the other. In line with
the insights expressed in the ‘Women and Differedgendaissue, then, Margaret Daymond
advocates the formation of negotiated and provaiG@ommunities of purpose’ among diverse
groups of women. These communities would be oriedtaround common goals, while alert to
and ‘respectful’ of the differences between themoider to meet the challenges of shaping a
contemporary feminist culture in the context ofpidly changing society in South Africa.

This presents a model for theorising within trediof feminist literary criticism. One of
the major concerns within feminist literary crisoh was the challenge to the legitimacy of
representation put forth during the difference debBmbracing strategies underpinned by self-
reflexivity and honesty opens avenues for litei@rijcs to speak on the diverse works of women
of all races and cultural backgrounds.

And finally, it is clear that the concept of diféerce itself, and the ways in which it
affects women’s lived experiences is subject taestation. As such, it would be productive to
expand the interrogation of this concept to inclugle examination of the concept of
intersectionality as a complimentary, and in sonagsvcontradictory account of the interaction
of social determinants of experience. With thesanging perceptions and new insights, it is
clear therefore, that the difference debate, agifiom a moment of crisis, can also be seen as a

moment of transition.
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