Notes on ‘Feminism, postmodernism and development’, eds Marianne H Marchand and Jane L. Parpat

Foucault: “dismisses ‘reason’ as a fiction and sees ‘truth’ as simply a partial, localized version of ‘reality’ transformed into a fixed form in the long process of history” (2)

“discourse is the site where meanings are contested and power relations determined. The ability to control knowledge and meaning…is the key to understanding and exerising power by relations in society.” (3)

thus:

· the false power of hegemonic knowledge can be challenged by counter-hegemonic discourse which offer alternative of ‘reality’” (3)

· so Foucault does not deny human agency
Derrida – deconstruction valuable to feminism

- also the idea of opposites

links to Said – Orientalism – projects the dark side of the West onto ‘the other’ – the south – reinforcing hegemony

Postmodernism and Feminism

Opposition from Marxism and liberalism

· “both of which are embedded in enlightenment thinking” (11)

some ‘professional’ development workers have dismissed postmodernism as irrelevant
Hartsock – Foucault is inadequate on feminism “systematically unequal relations of power ultimately vanish from Foucault’s account of power” (5)

Foucault’s world is “a world in which passivity or refusal represent the only possible choices. Resistance rather than transformation dominates his thinking and consequently limits his politics”(5)

Is postmodernism male-centric?

Linda Hutcheon – “postmodernism has not theorized agency; it has no strategies of resistance that would correspond to the feminist ones” (6)

Simone de Beauvoir – The Second Sex – argues that women is are only defined as related to men – subordinate – they need to have an independent definition

· similar to Derrida

thought does this assume female homogeneity (Gilligan/Spelman) – (7)

postmodernism relevant for incorporating race and class into feminism?

Mohanty – says some feminists stereotype Northern & Southern females

“While few feminists argue for the wholesale adoption of postmodernist thought…feminists of various persuasions are increasingly convinced that at least some aspects of postmodernist thinking are relevant” (8)

Joan Scott – opposed to Hartsock’s interpretation of Foucault

Foucault’s pessimism is “a warning against simple solutions to difficult problems, as advising human actors to think strategically and more self-consciously about the philosophical and political implications of the progress they endorse. Foucault’s work provides and important way of thinking differently (and perhaps more creatively) about the politics of the contextual construction of social meanings” (1988:36)

Is it possible to challenge male hegemony from within male centric enlightenment thought?

Perhaps postmodernism and feminism can suceed

· Fraser & Nicholson: “postmodernists offer sophisticated and persuasive criticisms of foundationalism and essentialism, but their conceptions of social criticism tend to be anaemic. Feminists offer robust conceptions of social criticism but they at times tend to lapse into foundationalism and essentialism”

Ideal – a “postmodernist incredulity towards metanarratives with the social-critical power of feminism” (10)

What does the feminist postmodernist debate have to do with development?

Relevant ideas

· critique of modernity, with hegemony

· difference and identity

· language and power

· attention to subjugated knowledge

· deconstruction of (post-) colonial representations of the South as dependent other

(adapted from p.11)

development enterprise routed in enlightenment philosophy

Marxism/Modernisation both assert development as a linear process and agree that the world should be modern

Postmodern development allows questioning of this pretension – pay attention to voices of interpretations and solutions

Should development target just the South?

Initially – “women’s development was seen as a logistical problem rather than something requiring a fundamental reassessment of gender relations and ideology” (13) – Rathgeber and Tinker (both in 1990)

Idea that women should develop outside the patriarchy influential in NGOs

Few development NGOs challenge modernization paradigm

Some combine it with environmental considerations – Mies and Shiva (1993) Biva Agarrwa (1991) Braidotti (1994)

“While individual exceptions occur [Women in Development] WID discourse has generally fostered development practices that ignore difference(s), indigenous knowledge and local expertise while legitimizing foreign ‘solutions’ to women’s problems in the South” (16)

all women’s voice from the South need to be listened to – not just the poor stereotype

the discourse of development has often disempowered poor women” (17)

· a reminder of the importance of Foucault

“dialogue across differnces is not simple a matter of goodwill” (18)

· its very difficult

dangers of postmodernism

· prevents unity of women/mobilization

· postmodernism inaccesible

