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The UN Decade for Women and the Transformation of

Feminism: Ambivalent Internationalism in the Global South 
Jocelyn Olcott

The 1975 International Women’s Year conference in Mexico City launched the United Nations’s Decade for

Women (1975–1985) amid an ideological struggle between neoliberal and socialist visions of

development, both of which ignored women’s critical contributions. In this liminal moment, activist

intellectuals in the Global South drew ecumenically from elements of what, in retrospect, appear as

sharply contradictory imaginaries of political economy. Ambivalent about both liberal internationalism

and hegemonic concepts of feminism, Global South–based activists nonetheless took advantage of the

organizational infrastructure offered by the United Nations and the activist momentum created by

emergent transnational feminist networks. The UN Decade fostered conferences, technical meetings, and

both public and private funding for artistic and academic events and publications. South-based feminist

networks refashioned civil-society internationalism around three important themes: the decolonization

of knowledge production, the rede�nition of the parameters and priorities of feminism, and the

intersection of these two concerns to frame a critique of both Marxist and neoliberal approaches.

In 2005, a year after receiving a Nobel Peace Prize for her environmental and pro-democracy work in Kenya,

Wangarĩ Maathai explained in a radio interview how she had become an activist. “It was around the mid-

1970s,” she recalled,
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and many women will remember that was the year when women of the world met in Mexico during

the very �rst United Nations conference on women. It was that conference, by the way, that declared

the �rst women’s decade, and we were preparing in Kenya for us to go and participate at that meeting.

And it was during that preparation that I listened to the women from the rural areas, and as they

articulated their issues, their agendas, their concerns, I noticed that they were talking about the need

for �re wood, the need for energy, the need for clean drinking water, the need for food, and the need

for income, and all of these connected very closely to the environment…. And it was really the way the

women responded to that challenge that eventually created the Green Belt movement.
1

Maathai’s experience captured much of why International Women’s Year (IWY) and the subsequent United

Nations (UN) Decade for the Advancement of Women (1975–1985) had such an enduring impact not only on

women’s activism in the Global South but also for prevailing understandings of feminism around the world.

The Green Belt movement, which spread throughout Africa, received support from the UN, partly through the

UN Voluntary Fund for Women that had been established to pay for the UN International Women’s Year

Conference in 1975. Maathai would go on to work for the UN Development Programme, and the Voluntary Fund

would become UNIFEM, an agency charged with making small-scale grants to projects promoting women’s

“integration into development.”  Through conferences and funding, the UN and its agencies provided both

funding and organizational infrastructure for South-based organizations that would, over the course of the UN

Decade, reorient feminist activism away from the emphases on rights and opportunities and toward concerns

about economic policies and environmental degradation.

2

Womenʼs Activism and Postcolonial Sovereignty

By the time the United Nations declared 1975 as IWY, a geopolitical transformation was underway in which the

UN would play a critical role. From 51 members in 1945, the GA had ballooned to 155 members by 1975.  Of those

155 member states, 69 of them had been colonies at the UN’s founding, relegated to the trusteeship system.  As

newly decolonized nations took their seats in the General Assembly, the UN increasingly reoriented its

priorities and emerged as the institution best positioned to usher in a new, postcolonial world order. The same

1974 GA session that declared IWY also voted overwhelmingly in favor of suspending the credentials of South

Africa’s apartheid regime and enacting the Charter on the Economic Rights and Duties of States to uphold the

New International Economic Order (NIEO). By the time the United States withdrew from Vietnam the following

April, it seemed as though the centuries-old colonial order might collapse under its own weight.

3

4

The UN speci�ed that IWY would focus on the themes of equality, development, and peace. As anodyne as these

themes appear, they tracked with geopolitical differences and often marked starkly different priorities. The

theme of equality re�ected the Global North’s concerns about discrimination and individual opportunity with a

particular emphasis on civil and political rights; the theme of development spoke to the Global South’s drive for

economic independence; and the theme of peace stood in for a miscellaneous collection of issues raised by the

Soviet Union and its allies, calling for nuclear disarmament, the elimination of apartheid and racial

discrimination, and the promotion of human rights. The emphasis in the Global North on issues such as wage

equity and access to educational and professional opportunities, for example, gained little purchase in the

Global South, where most women labored without wages at all and whose obligations often left little time for

formal education. Among these themes, the increasingly contested concept of “development” emerged as the

principal concern. IWY took place in the middle of the UN’s Second Development Decade, which brought

another reckoning as challenges mounted to the modernization model of development, particularly regarding

its effects on women.  Two models competed for claims to improve the lives of women in the Global South: the

developmentalist model, which focused on preparing women for and integrating them into the paid labor

force, and the NIEO, which focused on questions of national economic sovereignty as a necessary condition for

improving women’s lives.

5

6
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As IWY got underway, researchers questioned whether either of these approaches would improve living

conditions for Third World women. The economist Ester Boserup had demonstrated with her research in Africa

as well as South and Southeast Asia that the “integration” of women into market-oriented development

schemes mostly entailed the erasure of women’s economic contributions and the compounding of their labor

burdens.  Development projects centered on producing commodities for export and incorporating women into

the labor market rather than on recognizing the value of the labor that most women already performed.

Nationalist development projects largely ignored women’s economic contributions by excluding not only the

endless burden of housekeeping and caretaking, which often included arduous labor of obtaining water and

cooking fuel, but also the vast amount of agricultural labor and food production that women performed in

most societies. While, at least in theory, developmentalism allowed individuals to exploit their labor power and

the NIEO allowed postcolonial nations sovereign control over commodities, both ignored the time, labor, and

expertise contributed by the overwhelming majority of women in the Global South. As Elizabeth Reid, the

philosopher who led the Australian IWY conference delegation, lamented in her review of both approaches’

limitations, “Women have no weapon, no bargaining power…. What threat do women have that is analogous to,

say, the threat to strike or to nationalize?”  Women in Development (WID) efforts both within and beyond the

UN emerged from IWY’s sustained attention to Boserup’s critique of the ways that development projects tended

to exacerbate resource and power inequities between men and women. Before IWY, as one scholar has noted,

less than 1 percent of standard development textbooks considered women at all; after IWY, no discussion of

development policies could be complete without attending to women.

7

8

9

Ambivalence toward IWY was evident among women in the Global South even before it began, re�ecting both

the initial enthusiasm and the initial skepticism about its implications, particularly about whether IWY would

lead to recognizing the value of women’s unpaid labor in the realms of food production and social reproduction

more generally. For many women in the Global South, this recognition would mark a critical next phase in the

process of decolonization. Two Mexico-based human rights organizations explained that the concept of

development might be understood in three ways: mere rhetoric, a rationalization for wealthier countries to

impose policies such as birth control, or “the consciousness-raising of Third World nations about the urgency

of the liberation of women, their workers, their countries, their continents; and in that effort, politically

conscious women can signify a strength and an effective contribution for a radical change of the world

economic system and of the forms of cooperation among nations.”  A trio of Mexican writers called for the

Charter on the Economic Rights and Duties of States to include an article about the rights and obligations of a

couple and argued that IWY should bring about a “just valuation of women’s labor, as much in the domestic

sphere as in the factory or the of�ce” and that the state should support twenty-four-hour childcare centers.

The Senegalese sociologist Marie-Angélique Savané editorialized in the popular magazine Famille et

Développement that IWY seemed unlikely to do anything to help African women who “spend their lives

cooking, washing, caring for children and working in the �elds,” who “who queue up in front of the dispensary

when a child is ill and are given a prescription they can’t afford,” and who “bend under the heavy burden of

tradition.” For these women, she insisted, “International Women’s Year will be like any other year, with its

procession of suffering and joy.” Without a grassroots mobilization of women, the IWY conference, she

predicted, would be a reprise of the 1974 UN conferences on population and food, “which ended without any

concrete action.” The UN, in her estimation, offered little promise for meaningful change. “The solution to their

demands will not fall from the sky,” she insisted. “It’s up to conscious African women to mobilize their

sisters.”  Two years later, Savané would become the founding president of the Association of African Women

for Research and Development (AAWORD), one of the networks that de�ned the priorities and legacies of the

UN Decade for Women.

10

11

12

13

The IWY conference in Mexico City brought together the most sustained and diverse gathering of women to

date, particularly in the non-governmental organization (NGO) tribune that accompanied the of�cial gathering

of member states’ delegations.  The IWY gatherings in Mexico City yielded two of�cial statements and an

explosion of NGOs focused on women. The NGO tribune issued no of�cial statement, but the organizers

14
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immediately set out to establish the International Women’s Tribune Center, headquartered on UN Plaza, to

facilitate communication and collaboration within civil society. The two of�cial statements re�ected the

geopolitical tensions at the intergovernmental conference: the non-aligned Group of seventy-seven produced

the Declaration of Mexico, which included support for the NIEO and called for the elimination of Zionism

alongside practices such as apartheid, imperialism, and foreign occupation; and the more elaborate and more

technocratic World Plan of Action, which was “intended to strengthen the implementation of the instruments

and programmes which have been adopted concerning the status of women, and to broaden and place them in

a more timely context.”
15

The proposals tended to instrumentalize women’s contributions, seeing their participation in the paid labor

force as a means to increase GDP and to enlist women’s efforts into national development projects. As historian

Judith Zinsser put it, in her analysis of the World Plan of Action produced in Mexico City, “Women often come at

the end of sentences and paragraphs, ‘Development’ at the beginning. An introductory paragraph explains the

main ‘purpose’ of the Plan: ‘to stimulate national and international action to solve the problems of under-

development and of the socio-economic structure which places women in an inferior position.’ A speci�c

reference to women’s disadvantaged circumstances receives justi�cation only as part of the economic agenda

and of women’s role in transforming the economy.”  Although the Plan’s preamble re�ected the Declaration’s

support for economic sovereignty and critiques of apartheid and “alien domination,” the bulk of the document

remained unchanged from the pre-conference draft and focused on recommendations such as “the

establishment of interdisciplinary and multisectoral machinery within government, such as national

commissions, women’s bureaux and other bodies.”

16

17

Still, the energy and con�ict of IWY convinced many activist intellectuals that the UN Decade merited their

attention, if only to ensure that the proliferation of WID projects did not end up doing more harm than good.

The Indian economist Pushpa Nand Schwartz and the Bangladeshi political scientist Rounaq Jahan, writing

separate reports in International Development Review, noted that, for all the limitations of a UN conference, it

was amazing that it happened at all and that participants in both the intergovernmental conference and the

NGO tribune took the event so seriously.  The simple airing of disagreements—over the importance of

structural and cultural factors and the role of domestic policies and geopolitical inequalities—opened

consequential and previously ignored issues. Jahan noted that participants from Asia, Africa, and Latin America

brought very different perspectives, not least due to their different experiences and legacies of colonialism.

Discussions in Mexico City opened the debate from a narrow focus on individual discrimination to

consideration of structural considerations. While the calls for the NIEO re�ected the Latin American

dependency theorists’ and African and Asian national liberation movements’ focus on geopolitical and class

structures, IWY raised the question of structural inequities within communities and households. In this

imaginary, the NIEO would be a necessary but insuf�cient condition of women’s emancipation, not only

because it did not address the patriarchal practices that circumscribed women’s lives but also because it

retained the economic orientation toward commodities production that intensi�ed many women’s labor

burdens.

18

Participants arrived with excitement and anticipation of forging alliances with women from across the globe

but were often shocked to discover how divergent their interests remained. Constellations of solidarities and

rivalries emerged—particularly at the NGO tribune—that often de�ed such easy legibility. On the �rst day of

the NGO tribune, the London-based Nigerian journalist and stage actor Taiwo Ajai presented a statement from

the Feminist Caucus convened by US feminist Betty Friedan. Re�ecting the optimism and desire for global

collaboration, the statement concluded, “This Feminist Caucus, like the global women’s movement, is an

immediate response to both the International Women’s Year activities and to the unique opportunity we have

to connect with women everywhere. Together we are more than half the world.”  When the Australian

feminist Germaine Greer dismissed self-anointed Feminist Caucus as unrepresentative of the NGO tribune, Ajai

responded with an indignant letter to the editor in the tribune newspaper Xilonen, asserting, “Women in the

19
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Third World do not need any more champions. We are bored and tired of all Great White Hopes.”  Ajai

identi�ed strongly with the African diasporic community and later that year would become the founding editor

of Africa Woman. Her letter to Xilonen, however, offered a defense of what would retrospectively be described as

white feminism.  In the months that followed, however, Ajai’s quotation circulated as evidence of an

unbridgeable, racialized North-South divide.  The subsequent invocation of Ajai’s quip re�ected not only the

media’s effort to impose a narrative on the event but also a change that occurred during the IWY gatherings

themselves. By the time everyone departed Mexico City in early July, the prospect of a singular “global women’s

movement” seemed neither feasible nor even desirable.

20

21

22

The IWY conference launched the UN Decade for Women, which was punctuated by a mid-Decade conference

in Copenhagen (after a hasty relocation from Teheran) and a Decade-ending conference in Nairobi. The

ambivalence toward IWY and the Decade it commenced generated new political formations in three principal

ways. First, it directed attention and resources to issues and organizations centered on women and put women

at the center of critical debates.  Some of these—such as discussions about population control and the

incorporation of women into the wage labor force—came mostly from wealthier countries and from the UN

itself, while others, such as trade liberalization and how to ascribe value to the vast amounts of women’s unpaid

labor, were highlighted by activists from the Global South. These exchanges generated intense debates across

the Global South about the meanings of feminism and its relevance to their principal concerns. Second, the

Decade fostered new bureaucratic structures that brought women together through new ministries,

conferences, and technical meetings.  These encounters allowed participants to compare women’s

experiences in their home countries and often served as starting points for networks and movements outside

of of�cial settings that examined the causes of women’s social and economic subordination. Finally, the Decade

galvanized women’s activism, including feminist activism, out of an ambivalence about—and often frustration

with—the UN itself and the events and organizations it fostered. Even those who participated in UN

commissions and collaborated with UN agencies expressed exasperation at the limits of its ef�cacy and

imagination. As sociologist Valentine Moghadam has observed, the transnational feminist networks that

emerged over the course of the UN Decade were “manifestations of ‘globalism from below’ reacting to the

inequalities and injustices of ‘globalism from above’.”  The mushrooming of civil society organizing in the

Global South not only reoriented the UN and its conceptions of development but also rede�ned and radically

expanded the meanings of feminism.  If Northern women arrived in Mexico City planning to tutor their

Southern sisters about sanctioned and effective feminism, the dynamic had changed drastically by the time

participants departed from the Decade-ending conference in Nairobi as women from the Global South

reoriented the priorities of women’s activism to include issues such as trade liberalization and environmental

degradation.

23

24

25

26

Redefining WID from the Global South

Before IWY even started, planning was already underway for a conference on women and development to take

place on the leafy, tranquil campus of Wellesley College, a private women’s college in a Boston suburb.

Anticipated as a follow up to the Mexico City conference, the Wellesley conference took up issues left

unresolved in the World Plan of Action—in particular, whether development schemes amounted to new forms

of imperialism that simply exacerbated social inequalities and how to measure economic well-being in ways

that re�ected the importance of women’s unpaid labors. With funding from US-based foundations and area-

studies associations, the organizers put together a program that reiterated the assumption that Third World

poverty was a problem to be solved by experts based in wealthier countries. Nearly 500 people participated

from all over the world, but the program consisted overwhelmingly of US-based scholars who performed

research on the Global South. Participants who attended the event found that the agenda left no time to contest

what many saw as misrepresentations of their cultures and histories.
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Three prominent South-based intellectuals—the Egyptian public-health expert Nawal al Saadawi, the

Moroccan sociologist Fatima Mernissi, and the Thai sociologist Mallica Vajrathon—re�ected afterward, “This

conference can be called ‘successful’ precisely because it was a painful clash between well-meaning American

women academicians who believed themselves to be ahead of American men, freed from colonial and

imperialist limitations on one hand, and on the other hand, overly optimistic Third World women who had

believed that the impossible dialogue between people of developed/developing nations could be restored by

women, between women, and for women.”  The authors expressed the widespread frustration that Third

World women were con�ned principally to the role of objects of study, “invited to attend a conference where

mostly American ‘scholars’ were interpreting for us our condition, our cultures, our religions and our

experiences.”

27

28

The Wellesley conference demonstrated to Global South women that they needed to take matters into their

own hands. For several African participants, the experience conjured the Nigerian journalist Taiwo Ajai’s

rejection of “Great White Hopes” at the IWY conference.  If Ajai had arrived in Mexico City excited to “connect

with women everywhere,” by the time the Wellesley conference had concluded, she stood as evidence that

women in the Global South needed to forge bonds with one another to mount a thoroughgoing challenge to the

rescue narratives propagated by Northern feminists. An open letter from African participants described the

convenors’ language toward them as ranging “from the patronizing to the insulting.” The authors explained, “It

is important, for example, that convenors of a conference do not think that the successful search for funds for,

or the planning of a conference, grants them the moral right to dictate the terms by which their foreign

colleagues should participate in that conference…. We would like to remind the Convenors of this particular

Conference that much of the wealth which allows for the funding of conferences such as this is derived from

the exploitation of the regions from which we come.”  Historian Cheryl Johnson-Odim was living in Nigeria at

the time and recalls that her friends “returned angry” from Wellesley, convinced that academic women and

development professionals in the Global North were building their careers by “de�ning the needs, aims, and

priorities of Third World women.”

29

30

31

Galvanized by their experience, a group of African researchers began the process of forming the Association of

African Women for Research and Development (AAWORD)—an organization dedicated to the “decolonization

of research in Africa.”  In practice, this orientation would mean that Africa-based researchers would set their

own priorities and that research �ndings would bene�t local institutions rather than foreign funders and

universities. AAWORD members did not share Western researchers’ apparent �xation on nutrition and

population control, much less efforts to increase commodity crop production or women’s participation in the

labor market. Instead, they de�ned their own research agendas and adopted “methodological tools de�ned and

rendered creative by the adoption of indigenous criteria, models and practices.”

32

33

In narrating AAWORD’s founding, Senegalese sociologist Marie-Angélique Savané repeatedly returned to the

ways that the UN Decade for Women had inspired the organization as both a model and a provocation.

“Following the United Nations Programme for International Women’s Year,” she explained, “which both created

a relatively better atmosphere of acceptance for local researchers and resulted in a public clash between

Western and Third World women on the issue of priorities, more and more research has been conducted by

African women themselves.”  AAWORD’s �rst full workshop, held in Dakar, Senegal, in December 1977,

included representatives from the most prominent UN agencies. Over the following decades, AAWORD

members often worked with and within UN of�ces, even as they frequently expressed frustration with the UN’s

persistent return to developmentalist economic models. AAWORD maintained this tension with UN agencies

throughout the Decade, remaining engaged with UN endeavors out of a recognition that they would intrude on

African women’s lives one way or another and that AAWORD researchers had greater opportunities to inform

UN priorities than those of foreign universities and funding agencies. The UN’s Economic Commission on

Africa had attended more closely to women’s issues than other regional commissions and by 1975 had

34
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established the African Women’s Training and Research Centre.  Notably, however, AAWORD remained in

dialogue with but autonomous from this of�cial UN entity.

35

In a similar fashion, IWY and the UN Decade for Women launched dozens of transnational women’s networks

that oriented their activities around UN conferences and agencies.  Many of these were either based in the

Global South or oriented their activities principally toward advocacy in the Global South. The post-IWY

burgeoning of South-based civil society transformed the United Nations, particularly regarding women’s

issues.  The Commission on the Status of Women, since its inception, had a strong contingent of women who

had come up through the ranks of established NGOs that remained headquartered in the major cities of the

Global North.  The UN Decade brought into these discussions a new kind of NGO, populated by younger

women based in the Global South who spotted a way to use the UN to exert pressure on their home

governments.  The UN provided funding, organizational infrastructure, and opportunities for collaboration

and network-building through agency-sponsored meetings and conferences.

36

37

38

39

The United Nations is, perhaps above all, a data-collection and knowledge-production entity. Its constellated

agencies—such as the International Labor Organization, the World Health Organization, and UNESCO (the UN

Educational, Scienti�c, and Cultural Organization)—sponsor research projects, seminars, conferences, and

publications. The declaration of theme years, which increased in frequency in the 1970s and included emphases

such as human rights, population, and the environment, focused agencies’ attention on particular issues. The

UN General Assembly’s declaration of IWY had turned the UN’s attention to women’s issues, even as it

problematized the very concept of “women’s issues” in any universal sense. Re�ecting priorities in the middle

of the Second UN Development Decade, the IWY declaration called for “intensi�ed action to promote equality

between men and women to increase women’s contribution to national and international development.”  As a

result, UN agencies dedicated resources to collecting data about women’s status, particularly in the Global

South. Data collection generally re�ected UN priorities, such as educational levels, fertility rates, and

incorporation into the labor market, but nonetheless encouraged attention to the disaggregation of data by sex.

The 1979 rati�cation of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women

(CEDAW) imposed reporting requirements on member states, offering women’s organizations a tool to

pressure their home governments.  As sociologist Montserrat Sagot obverses, “These international

instruments have been of great use to the feminist movement to demand speci�c actions in each country,

arguing the responsibility of states both for action and omission.”

40

41

42

The increased attention to and funding for women’s issues also supported the creation of women’s studies

programs and centers throughout the Global South, generating empirical studies and theoretical re�ections to

contribute to the debates dominating the UN Decade for Women. As historian Durba Mitra points out, the UN

Decade precipitated countless studies of the status of women in the Global South, many of them demonstrating

Third World women’s own investments in the epistemological projects advanced by the UN and Northern

research and funding entities. “Re�ecting the dominant presence of population studies in the international

study of women,” she writes, “the category of ‘women’ in these studies appears as a self-evident biological

classi�cation, a given demographic category for half of the population rather than a political idea or socially

constituted category.”  Many of these studies and the reports they produced for funding agencies particularly

reinscribed the imaginary of the “Third World woman” in need of rescue—from their male family members,

from the appeal of socialism, from their own fertility.

43

44

Quantitative and qualitative scholarship boomed, supported not only by UN agencies such as UNESCO and

UNICEF but also by national governments that, particularly following the Wellesley conference, wanted to

mitigate the in�uence of Northern governments, foundations, and universities in determining research

agendas. In contexts such as authoritarian Chile, under the decidedly anti-feminist rule of Augusto Pinochet’s

dictatorship, the UN Decade directed resources to employ Chilean academics who had been pushed out of their

university positions, creating new feminist spaces that generated their own publications and conferences.

Southern intellectuals repeatedly criticized Northern control over the publication and dissemination of

45
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research—both through the material means and through the de�nition of what was recognized as legitimate

scholarship, and groups throughout the Global South turned their attention to producing documentaries and

publications, often drawing on support made available because of the UN Decade.  Zed Press, a London-based

publishing cooperative founded in 1977, collaborated with the United Nations on many publications and

produced its own “Women and the Third World” series in the early 1980s.  This approach fostered a certain

essentialism, to be sure, but it also provided scholars and activists alike with talking points that highlighted the

consequences of ignoring women’s economic contributions. Krishna Ahooja-Patel, who worked as a legal

advisor on women’s issues at the ILO, drew on all this new data collection to make the often-repeated

observation that women were half of the world’s population but did two-thirds of the work, received one-tenth

of the income, and owned 1 percent of the property. The revelation of this vast inequality, she explained, “took

place with the studied ritualism of rhetoric, reports and resolutions in one single year, 1975, as if some

atonement on paper was necessary for history’s neglect.”

46

47

48

All this data collection also generated an infrastructure that brought activist intellectuals from the Global South

together as the UN Decade organized meetings and commissions that gathered intellectuals and policymakers

from around the world to discuss strategies for “integrating” women into development.  The bureaucratic

process of managing data collection and analysis itself generated increased interaction among women who

would go on to form South-based networks outside the UN. By the 1970s, these meetings no longer consisted

merely of representatives from UN agencies and funding entities but also from women’s studies programs and

civil-society organizations. Scholars such as Devaki Jain, Kumari Jayawardena, and Rounaq Jahan, who would

make important interventions into the scholarship about the relationship among feminism, the United

Nations, and the Women in Development efforts, were among the participants at a UN-sponsored meeting in

Tehran in December 1977.  Pointing to debates over the Basic Needs Approach and other development models,

the report from this gathering stressed that “just as between households there is an inequality in the

distribution of goods and services, so too within households there is an imbalance in distribution.”

49

50

51

During the years between the IWY conference in Mexico City and the mid-Decade conference in Copenhagen,

several other regional and international meetings took place throughout the Global South, many under UN

auspices or in preparation for UN gatherings. Participants in these meetings would go on to form some of the

most in�uential and durable transnational feminist networks. Nearly all those who participated in the 1984

founding of Development Alternatives for a New Era (DAWN), including Jain, Jayawardena, Savané, and the

Caribbean economist Peggy Antrobus, had �rst encountered each other either in Mexico City or in subsequent

meetings connected to the UN Decade. As Jain recalled, “The world conference on women in Mexico City was a

de�ning moment for the internal/external partnerships women had crafted because it was the start of the most

vibrant and in�uential phase of the worldwide women’s movement. The NGO Forum idea changed the nature

of the participation of women in all future UN conferences on development, rights, children, women,

environment, population, and social development.”
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Redefining Feminism from the South

If the UN incubated women’s activism through sponsored gatherings, it also did so by galvanizing opposition.

With the declaration of IWY, Latin American feminists protested the cooptation of women’s issues by

governments and the UN.  Mexican feminists were particularly horri�ed that President Luis Echeverría,

whom many considered responsible for the 1968 Tlatelolco student massacre, bolstered his reputation as a

world leader by claiming gains in women’s rights. Historian Ana Lau explains, “In 1975, feminist groups

jumped into the arena, making themselves known at a national level on the occasion of the International

Women’s Year Conference organized by the United Nations. Most Mexican feminists refused to participate and

took it upon themselves to spread the word through the media and by organizing a counter-congress through

the Women’s Front against the International Women’s Year.”  Mexican feminist Eli Bartra recalled that IWY

drew attention to the recently created Women’s Liberation Movement as an organization “with its own voice

and, above all, a call that made itself heard.”

53

54

55

Many Latin American feminists viewed IWY and the UN Decade as simultaneously an opportunity to mobilize

for feminist demands and an institutional cooptation of feminist militancy.  Marxist scholars and activists

expressed particularly acute concerns that IWY distracted from issues of uneven development and capitalist

extraction that immiserated so many Third World women.  As Uruguayan political scientist Ana Laura de

Giorgi explains, the IWY conference “was celebrated by feminist organizations in the region even as it was

resisted for preaching development and its imperialist character.”  The introduction to an in�uential

anthology from a 1974 conference in Buenos Aires pointed to the debates at the IWY conference exemplifying

the ways that Latin American dependency theory ignored household-level inequalities, arguing that “the

relegation of women to unpaid labor in the home is the primary determinant of their subordinate status in

modern capitalist society. It is not the men who keep women at home—though they may appear to be the most

direct oppressors—but the structures of the capitalist system, which bene�ts from the unpaid labor of

housewives or, in wartime, draws upon their reserve labor supply.”  In 1979, the Brazilian sociologist Moema

Viezzer published a testimonio—a book-length edited interview—with the Bolivian labor militant Domitila

Barrios de Chungara, who lambasted IWY and feminism as distractions from class struggle.  As cultural

theorist Jean Franco recounts, the episode when Barrios de Chungara seized the microphone in the

overwhelmingly elite gathering in Mexico City offered a “reminder of class and racial differences within the

feminist movement [that] was taken to heart by women’s movements in Latin America.”

56
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In preparation for 1980 Copenhagen mid-Decade conference, the Venezuelan group La Conjura (The

Conspiracy) proposed to hold a regional conference to de�ne the priorities of a distinctly Latin American strain

of feminism that re�ected a stronger Marxist in�uence in intellectual and political debates. As had occurred

during the IWY gatherings in Mexico City, organizers debated whether some set of “women’s issues” required

consideration apart from their broader political context. Deliberations led to “a year and a half of long

discussions, postponements, meetings, contradictions, individual and collective growth and the hardest battle

of autonomous feminism in defense of its autonomy.”  The �rst Encuentro Feminista Latinoamericano y del

Caribe �nally took place the summer following the Copenhagen conference, bringing together academics,

artists, and activists to deliberate over the relationship between feminism and national-liberation movements

in the region. Among its concluding resolutions was a call for the UN to investigate human-rights abuses in

Latin America and to declare November 25 as International Day for the Elimination of Violence against

Women.  The Encuentros Feministas continued to meet every two or three years, moving to different cities

around Latin America, remaining ambivalently engaged with the UN and inspiring feminist activists around

the world.
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64

The mid-Decade Copenhagen conference fostered a fresh round of academic debate about the UN Decade’s

impact on the Global South. The US-based feminist journal Signs, which had published the papers from and

several responses to the 1976 Wellesley conference, published a short essay by the Washington-based political
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scientist Irene Tinker, who expressed frustration that “No government or group really wants anything for

women enough to compromise on other issues.”  Like the Mexico City conference, issues of Zionism and the

NIEO loomed large in Copenhagen, reviving the Mexico City debates about whether women’s issues could ever

be considered in isolation from their broader historical context. Nine scholars, all based in the United States but

many coming from the Global South, wrote responses in the following issue. The Egyptian-born Women’s

Studies scholar Leila Ahmed argued that Tinker’s essay “proceeds from and perpetuates the assumption that

Western women in relation to Third World women are, like their nations and their men, properly and naturally

the givers, teachers, and counselors. Because of feminism’s Western origins, Third World women’s relation to

feminism is quite tense enough without their having to cope with Western women’s hierarchical attitudes

toward them.”

65

66

Following the Copenhagen conference, two geopolitical developments sharpened the critiques offered by the

activist intellectuals populating transnational women’s networks. First, amid mounting North-South tensions,

the UN convened twenty-two heads of state in Cancún, Mexico, in October 1981 to discuss the future of the

global economy. Dominated by the recently inaugurated US president Ronald Reagan, the Cancún conference

marked an in�ection point, turning away from the growing in�uence of postcolonial nations and the NIEO and

toward a neoliberal project emphasizing free markets and increasing productivity within those markets.  If

women’s agricultural and social labors had been largely ignored by the NIEO, they would be rendered backward

and unproductive by the hegemonic in�uence of market logics. Second, in August 1982, the Mexican foreign

minister declared that the country could no longer service its foreign debt. The debt crisis cascaded through

Latin America and reverberated throughout the Global South as it rationalized the imposition of IMF- and

World Bank–created structural adjustment programs as conditions for renegotiating debt. These policies

included the near elimination of government services and social safety nets, shifting these burdens to

households and disproportionately affecting women’s employment.

67
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By the time the UN Decade for Women concluded with the 1985 conference in Nairobi, scholars had already

become more skeptical about its impacts—not only doubting its ef�cacy but also pointing to the ways that the

UN women’s conference limited or even damaged women’s activism in the Global South. In 1984, the very year

that her compatriot Gayatri Spivak coined the term “strategic essentialism,” the Indian-born Women’s Studies

scholar Chandra Talpade Mohanty published her critique of the ways that conceptualizing “Third World

women” as a uni�ed subject—the strategy that allowed Krishna Ahooja-Patel to offer pithy data points

re�ecting women’s economic marginalization—�attened the historical, social, and cultural contexts in which

women actually lived.  She pointed to the documents from the UN women’s conference and the 1976 Wellesley

conference as exemplifying this aspect of Western feminist writing, granting itself imperialist authority within

feminist studies.  In the years that followed, the anti-essentialist arguments prevailed, challenging

universalist ideas about a shared women’s experience even of naturalized and biologized practices such as

childbirth and motherhood.
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Scholars also pointed to the unwelcome corollary of governments’ attention to women’s organizations.

Re�ecting on the Kenyan case, political scientist Maria Nzomo points to the use of anticolonial discourse to

demand women’s support for government programs, rather than the reverse. Describing Kenya’s success in

organizing new women’s groups, particularly in the lead up to the 1985 Nairobi conference, she notes that the

number of organizations and members af�liated with the state-run Women’s Bureau increased fourfold

between 1976 and 1984 and then jumped dramatically again by 1988.  Meanwhile, autonomous organizations

such as the National Council of Women of Kenya, led by Wangarĩ Maathai, lost status during the UN Decade.

“Women’s groups in Kenya have become an important vehicle for implementing certain national and

international policy objectives,” Nzomo explains, but asks, “What have the women themselves derived from

participating in group activities? Have they been empowered by their participation? What of those women who

do not belong to any groupings?”
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The 1984 creation of DAWN in preparation for the Decade-ending Nairobi conference re�ected many of the

debates that prevailed in the Global South: the role of funding agencies, the ambivalent relationship to

feminism and to the UN itself, and efforts to think about the balance between cultural and economic factors in

shaping women’s lives. The process started with a Ford Foundation–sponsored brainstorming session at

Devaki Jain’s home in Bangalore to develop a policy paper for the Nairobi conference.  The gathering included

participants from the Mexico City conference (Jain herself and the Barbados-based economist Peggy Antrobus)

and women who had been outraged by the Wellesley conference (the Senegalese sociologist Marie-Angélique

Savané and the Moroccan sociologist Fatema Mernissi) as well as the Pakistani economist Zubeida Ahmad,

who researched rural employment issues for the ILO. Networks such as AAWORD and DAWN, populated by the

activist intellectuals who both assessed and endeavored to shape the UN Decade’s impact, sought feminist

strategies to challenge neoliberalism and its manifestations: structural adjustment programs, market

fundamentalism, the fungus-like spread of multi-national corporations unchecked by any regulatory

authority. Data and arguments put forward by DAWN and AAWORD appeared in scholarship on women in

development as evidence that “women’s paid and unpaid labor forms the foundation of contemporary

development programs and of capital accumulation in industrial nations.”

74
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Like AAWORD, the organization Savané started after the disastrous Wellesley conference, the Bangalore group

started from the principle that women from the Global South needed to set their own priorities. Jain would

later describe DAWN as emerging from the same moment that fostered Julius Nyere’s South Commission three

years later, noting that she and Savané both participated, representing what historian Vijay Prashad describes

as the “dove” faction that called for more people-centered rather than market-centered approaches to

economic policy.  As Jain recalled about the Bangalore meeting more than two decades later, “We started by

taking the UN’s program or framework for the Nairobi conference, and then we shattered it.” Mernissi, one of

the most trenchant critics of the Wellesley conference, insisted that the group needed to discard their Western

intellectual training and ignore the UN agenda: “Tear it all up. Just rubbish it.”  As Gita Sen recounted that they

started with the question, “Who needs or wants a larger share of a poisoned pie? If development is poisoned,

how does it bene�t women to get a larger share in it?”  The group coined its name and began to develop the

framework that has guided its priorities ever since.  Although DAWN never kept formal membership rolls, one

central principle was that those af�liated with the network would live and work in the Global South.
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77

78

79

As preparations were underway for the Nairobi meeting, South-based networks more explicitly claimed and

rede�ned feminism. While the Encuentros Feministas were born of a full-throated endorsement of feminism—

followed by endless disagreements of what that implied—both DAWN and AAWORD sidled up to feminism

more cautiously and always with the disclaimer that they sought an alternative to Western or Northern

feminism. As AAWORD founders asserted in a 1982 essay, “While the �ght against ‘male hegemony,’ that is, the

view that holds men as the enemy, is presently almost exclusively limited to certain sectors of the Western

feminist movement, it has alienated large sectors of Third World women to the point where, locally, feminism

is construed as a Western plague to be strictly avoided.”  Nonetheless, AAWORD founders Marie-Angélique

Savané and Zenebework Tadesse participated in a UNESCO meeting about the importance of creating

interdisciplinary women’s studies programs to advance the teaching of human rights.  Although less

ambivalent than the AAWORD founders about adopting the label feminist, DAWN leaders echoed AAWORD’s

concerns about the imposition of an “ethnocentric brand” of feminism from the North.
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The ambivalence about feminism often indexed concerns about imputed subjectivities of race and sexuality.

The historian Amina Mama explains, “The question of feminism has spawned a century of African debates

over gender, feminism, women’s movements, and the woman question. Even so, the term is poorly understood

in public life. It is still an African common-place to attribute anything concerning women, rights, peace, and

development to ‘feminism,’ or ‘Beijing-people’ in ways that situate it as a dangerous foreign interference,

racialized white, and sexualized lesbian.”  DAWN founder Peggy Antrobus told an interviewer that, when she

attended a 1984 meeting in Bangkok titled “Feminist Ideologies and Structures,” she simply told people at
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home in Jamaica that she was attending a conference on “national machinery”—the bureaucratic structures

that had been set up to support the objectives of the UN Decade for Women.  “In Mexico City,” Antrobus

explained, “all the feminists were white, North American women…. When I started working, feminist meant a

lesbian. I couldn’t tell anyone that I was going to a feminist meeting because feminism was a bad word, bad

associations, bad connotations; and I did not think of myself as a feminist.”

84
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The women organizing these networks sought an alternative to the available feminist and Marxist analyses,

both of which ignored their most pressing concerns. The Encuentros Feministas brought renewed debates

about the relationship between feministas and militantes or políticas, framing an antagonism that seemed

senseless to many feminists who continued to work within struggles for human rights and national liberation.

At her inaugural address, Roxana Carrillo acknowledged to the 600 women gathered for the 1983 Lima

Encuentro that many attendees remained con�icted about whether it made sense “to talk about feminism in

our continent when extreme poverty and threats to peace, the persistence of ignominious dictators and the

voracity of the transnational [corporations]—to mention only a few factors—darken our outlook and our

understanding, make us hesitate and believe that perhaps it is better to defer our demands.”  She went on to

insist that the feminist process of becoming “subjects of our own history” was constitutive of—rather than a

distraction from—other struggles for social justice. The Senegalese sociologist Marie-Angélique Savané

echoed frustrations of Latin American feminists when she recounted forming the feminist group Yewwu-

Yewwi amid the left sectarianism of the early 1980s. When they constituted the group in January 1984, she

recalled, “Some left-wing activists did not adhere to the project, arguing that the Revolution would settle

women’s struggles and that we were borrowing our practices from the West.”

86
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Valentine Moghadam describes the 1985 Nairobi conference as a “watershed” in transnational feminist

activism when concerns emerging from the Global South—particularly the impacts of neoliberal economic

policies and religious fundamentalism—displaced concerns around rights and equality as the principal focus of

both powerful and grassroots actors.  DAWN members stressed that a “strong consensus” had emerged that

“particularly the feminist underpinnings … need to be elaborated further … to classify concepts like production,

reproduction, the sexual division of labour and women’s work, how it is perceived, why it is undervalued, how

the nature of women’s work is changing and how women view themselves.”  All of the sessions that DAWN

organized for the Nairobi conference included feminism in the title. By 1985 pretty much all the leadership of

DAWN and AAWORD self-identi�ed as feminist, but they had re�ned that label to more closely re�ect their own

epistemologies and priorities.
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Transnational Feminism and the Rising Neoliberal Tide

By 1995, when the UN’s Fourth World Conference on Women convened in Beijing, the geopolitical context was

radically altered from the UN Decade for Women, particularly its �rst half. “During the 1960s, when the

feminist movement emerged with new characteristics in Mexico, there was a kind of deliberate and conscious

rejection of the institutionalization of the movement,” recalled Mexican feminist Dora Cardaci. “During the

International Women’s Year, in 1975, the Women’s Liberation Movement spoke out radically against its

celebration both in the of�cial conference and in the parallel forum. Twenty years later, there was virtually no

opposition, and Mexican NGOs organized to attend the Beijing forum in 1995.”  The fall of the Soviet Union left

no ideological counterweight to the neoliberal structural adjustment programs being implemented throughout

the Global South and shifted international attention to Eastern Europe.  Developmentalism, with all its

problems, was superseded by a focus on liberalism and democratization. Soviet-aligned organizations such as

the Women’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF), which had provided a critical alternative to

Western-oriented NGOs both in the Global South and within the UN, functioned with drastically reduced

resources.  Gayatri Spivak described the Beijing conference as “global theater”: “Women are being used for the

representation of this unity—another name for the profound transnational disunity necessary for

globalization.”
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Due to the high levels of participation by academics and other researchers in the UN Decade for Women and its

attendant activities, the historiography on legacies of IWY and the Decade has followed the periodization of

how participants experienced its impacts almost in real time. That is to say, the mix of anticipation and

skepticism with which IWY was originally met in the Global South gave way to a cautious engagement with UN

agencies and a recognition of the ways that they offered activist intellectuals in the Global South avenues for

pursuing their objectives and shaping policies and resource distribution from outside their own governments.

Excitement about the ways that micro�nance would give women access to much-needed credit yielded to

concerns that it had become yet another form of usury that particularly targeted the Global South. Enthusiasm

for the radical democratic possibilities of NGOs was replaced—in practice as well as in the scholarly literature—

by a disillusionment with the ways that NGOs privatized decision making and “NGO-ization” as a vehicle for

reinforcing hegemonic agendas from the Global North.
94

The radical democratic promise of NGOs in the 1970s gave way to concerns that the NGOization of feminism

had left activists attempting to use the master’s tools to dismantle the master’s house. As political scientist

Sonia Alvarez argued, by the mid-1990s, NGOs had professionalized feminist activism in Latin America,

incorporating “gender experts” into national bureaucracies and shifting human and �nancial resources away

from more disruptive feminist campaigns.  “Most NGOs, in membership or headquarters,” explained political

scientist Carolyn Stephenson on the eve of the Beijing conference, “re�ect rather than counteract the prevailing

hegemonic structures of the world system, coming primarily from rich Western nations.”  Organizing around

the UN women’s conferences—even in opposition to them—often absorbed considerable energy, attention, and

resources among Global South activists, distracting from local efforts that re�ected local priorities. By the time

of the Beijing conference, argues political scientist Breny Mendoza, “the locus of feminist activism in many

Latin American countries had moved extensively into the transnational arena” at the expense of local efforts by

poor, rural, and non-white women.  Chandra Talpade Mohanty, revisiting her pivotal 1984 critique of Western

feminism, underscored the ways that the Beijing conference had reinscribed a rights-based discourse and

pointed to the emergence of translocal solidarity efforts among antiglobalization movements, troubling the

geographic conceptualization of socioeconomic inequalities.
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Even those frustrated with the shortcomings of IWY and the UN Decade point to them as the moment that

galvanized South-based feminist movements through increased opportunities for transnational encounters,

additional resources directed to the issues around which they mobilized, and the resistance and frustration that

UN development approaches often engendered.  As Devaki Jain explained, the Mexico City conference had
99
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opened space in which “many smaller, South-based nontraditional NGOs found a meaningful space for

themselves that went beyond tokenism.”  “Women’s policy machinery,” explains sociologist Myra Marx

Ferree, “has now been put in place in most countries of the world, nearly all of which has come into existence

since the �rst UN Conference on Women in Mexico City in 1975.”  Carolyn Stephenson, who had pointed a

decade earlier to the ways that NGOs reinforced Northern hegemony, by 2005 described the UN Decade as

fostering a “synthesis” between First and Third World feminisms.

100
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Others observed more than a synthesis; they noted the ways that the UN Decade had reversed the �ow of

transnational feminist activism and knowledge production by generating analyses of neoliberalism, religious

fundamentalism, and environmental degradation, for example, that offered critical lessons for Northern

feminists. Four decades of gatherings both within the Global South and with nongovernmental and

supranational organizations from around the world had reframed debates about what should be considered

under the rubric of “women’s issues”—pushing a broader set of questions into conferences focused on women

as well as greater consideration of gender into conferences about issues such as climate change and housing

security.  The economist Gita Sen, who co-authored DAWN’s manifesto, observed that by the time of the

Beijing conference, “struggling for social/economic justice without gender justice seemed as limited as its

converse.”
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Scholars have questioned the extent to which actors and ideas from the Global North in�uenced those in the

Global South through the control of material resources such as NGO funding and publishing capacity. As

political scientist Amrita Basu points out, organizations such as DAWN and Women Living under Muslim Law

have accepted funding from Northern organizations but remain independent in their priorities and

strategies.  Gender studies scholar M. Jacqui Alexander describes how DAWN’s work in the Bahamas in

support of women’s “sexual agency” and “erotic autonomy” aligned itself with local feminists against the state,

Planned Parenthood, and organized medicine.  Sociologist Millie Thayer similarly found that rural women

workers mobilizing in the Brazilian sertão maintained their own agenda even as they drew on US feminist

theorist Joan Scott and relied on support from US funders.
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Following the Beijing conference, observers often pointed to the fact that IWY and the UN Decade for Women

seemed to have little impact on women’s status and well-being in the Global South. “The United Nation’s own

research,” explains historian Judith Zinsser, “has proved that despite the raised consciousness, the networks

and coalitions, hours and days of meetings, and thousands of words, from a statistical perspective women’s

situations have not improved.”  Anne Winslow, a representative from the UN Institute for Training and

Research who participated in Mexico City in a pre-conference seminar on women and development, recalled

that after IWY, entities such as the World Bank responded with “programs for women [that] tended to be added

at some stage of the process like a series of Band-Aids” and that “women’s contribution to development tended

to be seen in purely economic terms with emphasis on the control of fertility or the contribution of women’s

labor.”  The Beijing+5 gathering in New York mostly generated observations of how short the UN had fallen

from its goals in improving women’s status.  Devaki Jain recalled, “We all got up there to speak, and we all

said, ‘We should be ashamed. We have been to �ve conferences, and the condition of women is worsening,

according to even UN reports.’”  As the Peruvian feminist sociologist Virginia Vargas points out, “The UN,

which from the start of the Women’s Decade (1975) to Beijing (1995) had provided ample space for debate and

negotiation to global feminisms and broadened the meaning of women’s rights, is no longer the organization it

was in the 1970s and 1980s.”
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Conclusions

Although the UN receded as a prominent actor, IWY and the UN Decade left their mark in creating the

conditions of possibility for dynamic feminist networks in the Global South. As Brazilian scholars Natali

Francine Cinelli Moreira and Kelly Komatsu Agopyan argue, the NGO tribune at the Mexico City conference

contributed to the construction of what Verónica Gago has described as potencia feminista—a far-reaching

conceptualization of “counter-power” that re�ects many of the concerns centered by organizations such as

DAWN, AAWORD, and the Encuentros Feministas, particularly campaigns against gender violence and in favor

of the recognition of unpaid labor.  The feminist strikes described by Gago and others exceed the boundaries

of the research and policy proposals of those earlier campaigns, but they manifest the ways that the UN Decade

inadvertently fostered a new form of South-based activism that has rede�ned the objectives of both feminism

and development to re�ect the experiences of women such as those Wangarĩ Maathai met as she prepared for

the conference in Mexico City in 1975. To be sure, South-based intellectuals and activists had been raising

concerns about the gendered impacts of development policies well before the UN Decade, but the conferences,

funding, and institutional infrastructure that brought women together amid feminist and national liberation

movements fostered women’s networks in the Global South that reshaped both policy priorities and

conceptualizations of feminism.
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