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THE CHALLENGE OF "POST-NAIROBI" FEMINISM

Rebecca Jennison

Like every other individual woman who attended the NGO
Forum in Nairobi, I was only able to participate in a very
small part of it~-ten workshops out of two thousand. To try
and write about it is like an ant trying to describe an elephant.
Nevertheless, after gathering my thoughts about what I saw and
experienced, talking to other women who went and reading reports
about the conference, I am able to draw at least one conclusion
for myself: after Nairobi, the meaning of feminism cannot be the
same.

If one were to judge from the title of NHX's documentary on
the conference, "What Are Women So Angry About?", one might mis-
takenly think that the main purpose of the gathering was to provide
a place where women of the world could vent their feelings of dis-
content. But to come to such a conclusion would be to miss the
point of Nairobi. The real news from the Forum is both bad and
good. The bad news is that although the work of the decade has brought
to light the reality that the majority of women in the world are
struggling for survival for themselves and their children, they
are not better off than they were in 1975. The good news is that
along with articulating outrage in the face of very real forms
of oppression, women have worked hard to analyse their situations,
to carry out insight-producing research and to take significant
action to bring about radical change.

Before leaving for Nairobi, I read an article by Charlotte
Bunch in Ms. in which she made a call to feminists in industrialized
countries to approach the conference with a broad perspective:

"The beginning point at both conferences must be that everything
is a woman's issue. That means racism is a woman's issue, just as
is anti-Semitism, Palestinian homelessness, rural development,
ecology, the persecution of lesbians, and the exploitative practices
of global corporations. Domination on the basis of race, class,
religion, sexual preference, economics or nationality cannot be seen
as a mere additive to the oppression of women by gender. Rather,
all these factors help shape the very forms of that oppression.”

Bunch's statement was not just a counter to Maureen Reagan's highly
political view that women's problems and political problems should
be kept separate; it was a call to western feminists to be more
attuned to the diversity of the forces that oppress women around
the world, for without such awareness it will be difficult to form
real alliances on a global scale.

In a workshop at the Forum titled, "What is Feminism?" Bunch
reminded women of an incident that occurred in Copenhagen in 1980.
One day, the guote for the day in the Forum newspaper had been,

"To talk feminism to a woman who has no water, no home and no

food is to talk nonsense." 10



Since Copenhagen, western feminists have been learning to listen

to the particular problems that face women in the developing
countries. At the same time, women working at the grass-roots
level with such survival questions as fuel gathering and food
production have been able to assert the importance of placing
women and their needs at the center of discussions of development.
In this way, women are seen within a broader political perspective
and feminism becomes more than a phenomenon isolated within certain
regions; rather, it is increasingly "an agenda with a world view."
Bunch summarized this workshop by saying, "Feminism cannot be
separated from politics. Every issue is a woman's issue. Feminism
is a perspective on any or all issues. It is a perspective on life.
It is a political perspective that comes from women but should
become the politics of men.™

Another important development that has made this post-Nairobi
global perspective on feminism possible is the networking at both
the regional and global levels that has gained momentum, parti-
cularly in the last three years. One example is the Asian Women's
Research and Action Network. Asian women involved in this net-
work have emphasized the need for Asian women themselves to define
issues and strategies with the aim of closing the gap between
researchers and activists in order to improve the lives of poor
women in the grassroots of Asia. Through this process, a working
definition of “Asian Feminism" is beginning to emerge. Another
network that was started in 1983 is, "International Feminists
Working Against Female Sexual Slavery." Members of this network
have decided to focus their research and action on the guestion
of "forced" (meaning physically, economically or otherwise
structurally forced) prostitution, with the aim of helping women
who want to get out of the situations they are in. Detailed
reports on the activities of each region are included in the group's
first publication, "International Feminists Networking against
Female Sexual Slavery" (can be obtained for $6.00, plus postage, from
the International Women's Tribune Center, 777 UN Plaza, New York,
N.Y. 10017).

T returned from Nairobi with a sense of urgency. In spite of
all of the hard work of women during the decade, along with the
worsening of the world's economy, the situation of the majority of
women is not improving. More women are in poverty. More women
are being trafficked. Indigenous development programs are having
more difficulty as military spending rises. One challenge of post-
Nairobi feminism is to continue to examine the structures of
oppression at the local level as well as in a regional and global
perspective. Another and perhaps more difficult challenge is to
heed and act on the words of one Kenyan woman, "Please sisters,
do not pay us lip service. Take these problems as your own
and act on them." Here, it seems imperative to use the knowledge
generated by women's studies as a basis for action.

The UN Decade for Women has ended. Some groups--particularly
government funding agencies--may want to make us think that this
means the tasks of the Decade have been accomplished. But for me,
the challenge of Nairobi makes it clear that we have barely begun.
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