
  

 1 

 

 

 

 

POSITION PAPER 

 

 

A Louder Voice: the resistance of women in the global south 

 

November 15, 2015 

 

Rachel Naguib 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the post-colonial era, women have often not been considered as subjects of their own 

histories. Their voices have been silenced between both patriarchal subject formation and 

imperialist object-constitution. Colonialist elitism and dominant groups dominated the 

representation of women who live in the developing countries. For decades, governments and 

also women in the global north often represented women in the global south in racist, 

imperialist and ethnocentric ways. Although this representation has been highly influential in 

the social sciences in shaping modes of cultural analysis, it has been beset by a number of 

problems, which are reflected in a growing number of critiques. This paper poses two crucial 

questions; how has the global north represented women in the global South? Why have they 

been represented in this way and which practices exist among women in the global South that 

counter this representation?  I argue that women in the global South have been misrepresented 

by women in the global North as a homogenous, victimized group, during and after official 

decolonization. In other words, the global South was never truly decolonized. Women in the 

global South have resisted this misrepresentation, arguing and showing in different ways that 

they were not a single-whole but agents within various unique cultures. This rethinking of the 

woman of the global South as a subject, not only and object, in fact inspired an updated version 

of Feminism.  
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POST-COLONIALISM AND POST-COLONIAL FEMINISM 

Post-colonialism can be seen as a critical and turning point in gender and development 

studies. Although ‘post-colonialism’ is a contested word, it has five principal meanings.1 

First, it can be understood as the notion of a new epoch or time, defined as “after 

colonialism”. Secondly, it can be referred to as a condition in terms of the cultural, political 

or/and economic situations of certain societies that still live in the aftermath of colonialism. 

Thirdly, some people can look at it as a metaphysical, political and ethical theory that deals 

with gender, identity, race, ethnicity, relationships between knowledge and power. Fourthly, 

post-colonialism can be regarded as a literary theory that criticize and re-examine the 

perpetuation of representations of colonized people. Finally, it also criticizes various forms of 

colonial power such as cultural, economic or political. This is the so-called anti-colonialism. 2  

Hence, post colonialism consists of various discursive legacies as well as critiques of the 

material of colonialism. Hence, the “post” in post-colonialism has two main meanings: a 

period of time after colonialism (temporal aftermath) and critiques, discourses or cultures that 

were created against colonialism (critical aftermath). 3 Therefore, one may argue that the 

interaction between these two meanings has made the term ‘’post-colonialism’’ contested. In 

addition, post-colonialism does not have a single origin; but a diverse set of strategies and 

approaches.  

Post-colonial feminists’ main objective is to disrupt the notion of women as a unitary subject 

because all too often the word woman simply means ‘First World Woman”. Post-colonial 

feminists bring ethnocentric discourses to light that help to understand the spatiality of 

development and relationships between places and peoples at a global level. What about the 

south? South is represented as well as perceived in the North. Thus, the role of post-colonial 

feminists is to bring these spatial imaginaries into a critical encounter and challenges the idea 

that the north and the south are two opposed entities have different histories and trajectories.4 

It sheds light on how the “backward” and “advanced”, or “center” and “periphery” have 

always been interconnected in unequal ways. Post-colonial feminism erupts the 

universalization of a single image of subjectivities. In addition, it opens up “the notion of 

agency” and deepens our understanding of subjectivity by looking at multiple forms, 

influences, and meanings by highlighting the spaces where development’s subjects are 

actually constructed”.5 Post-colonial feminists re-write the hegemonic history and the spatial 

distribution of knowledge and power that constructs a specific image of women in the global 

South. They highlight the fact that it is essential to re-think categories such as “Third World 

                                                      
1 Blunt, Alison, and Cheryl McEwan. Postcolonial Geographies. London: Continuum, p.3. 2002. 

Print. 
2 McEwan, Cheryl. Postcolonialism and Development. London: Routledge, p. 17. 2009. Print. 
3 Ibid.  
4 Loomba, Ania. Colonialism/Postcolonialism. London and New York: Routledge, p. 22. 2005. Print. 
5 McEwan, Cheryl. Postcolonialism and Development. London: Routledge, p. 17. 2009. Print. 
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Women” and to comprehend how social dimensions of identity, location, political system 

differentiate between groups and their opportunities for resistance and development.6 

HOW WOMEN IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH WERE REPRESENTED? 

There is a difference between women as subjects of their collective own histories and women 

that are represented by other women through hegemonic, linguistic, literary, cinematic, 

scientific or judicial representational discourses. The contours of this ‘taken-for- granted 

world’ are shaped by various discourses. These contours are produced and reproduced 

through representations with the purpose of both universalizing and naturalizing a specific 

view of the world and the position of subjects within this world. The discourses provide 

situated as well as partial knowledge of women in the global South by women in the global 

North.  One may argue that discourse is important to development because our limited 

knowledge of the world in constructed in different ways through, for instance, learning, 

imagination, memory and experience. 7 Representation through the mainstream development 

discourse contains what becomes an acceptable set of generalizations and assumptions about 

other people, and women in particular.   

The idea of representing women in the global South was dominant in the First World scholarly 

and activist work. Women in the global North often believed that subordinate people in society, 

such as peasants, and small landowners and women “cannot represent themselves; they must be 

represented.” 8 . More specifically, these feminists believed that someone must stand in for 

women of the South, speak for them, and represent their own history, emotions and presence. 

The power of representation over women in the Third World did not only reinforce a sense of 

difference but was also translated into a sense of superiority and a historical fact of dominance. 

Also, since official decolonization, women in the global North saw women in global South as 

subalterns. “Subaltern” is a term utilized by the Italian theorist, Antonio Gramsci, in order to 

refer to the dominance of one group in society over others. 9 The term subaltern is used in order 

to describe groups, in this case women, that were marginalized in societies and did not have a 

position in which to speak.  

However, the term subaltern was actually appropriated by a number of critical scholars aligning 

themselves with post-colonial discourses. The critical usage of the term defines, particularly, 

people rendered voiceless and ignored in dominant modes of hegemonic discourse as well as 

narrative production.  This means that development texts are written in a representational way 

using languages, such as allusion, fantasy, metaphor, images and rhetoric.  These are used in 

order to create imagined world that does not necessarily resemble reality. Therefore, this 

developmental writing produces misrepresentation. For example, women in the global South 

during the colonial period were seen as positioned as available for conquest, possession, plunder 

                                                      
6 Loomba, Ania. Colonialism/Postcolonialism. London and New York: Routledge, p. 22. 2005. Print. 
7 McEwan, Cheryl. Postcolonialism and Development. London: Routledge, p. 122. 2009. Print. 
8 Rabinowitz, Paula. They Must Be Represented: The Politics of Documentary. London: Verso, 1994. 

Print. 
9 Gopal, Abhishek. "Concept of Subaltern and Subaltern Studies." N.p., n.d. Web. 4 May 2013. 
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and discovery. Female bodies were a symbol of the conquered land. For example, woman were 

described as walking “with measured steps, draped in striped and fringed cloths, treading the 

earth profoundly, with a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments.”10 Thus, positioning 

women in the global South as objects that merely tread upon land.   

The texts of women in the global North construct a specific way of knowledge in which it led to 

the production of women in the global South as a singular monolithic subject. In other words, 

they assumed that all women in the global South constituted homogenous group with the same 

interests and desires regardless of class, ethnic or racial location.11 For example, Third World 

Women were characterized as a singular group on the basis of a shared oppression and 

repression.12  Women in the global North fell into the trap of cultural essentialism. For instance, 

they portrayed “African women”, “Indian women”, and “Middle Eastern women” as one group, 

as if they are all the same.  This sociological approach bound women under the umbrella of the 

“sameness”. 13 This shows how women in the global South were perceived as a constructed 

group. That is the reason behind labeling them as exploited, sexually harassed, and powerless.  

There are other examples that show that women in the global South were regarded as 

different forms. For example, they were seen as victims of male dominance. 14 There are 

scholars who assume that the common linkage among women in the global south is the 

dependency relationships vis-à-vis “White men [save] brown women from brown men.15 

Men in the global South are either explicitly or implicitly held responsible for these 

relationships. These shared dependencies are based upon race, class and sex that are 

perpetuated in through economic, educational and social institutions. Therefore, this means 

that they can be seen as apolitical group that has no subject status, who is victim of its on 

culture. They are not only dependent but also oppressed, marginal and subordinate vis-à-vis 

power or social networks. In addition, women were represented as sexual-political subjects 

prior to their entry into the family.16 In a kinship structures and as an ideological practices, 

women are designated as sister, mother and wife. However, women as women are not 

represented within a family. Furthermore, Marnia Lazreg notes that “ religion [is] the cause 

of gender inequality just as it is made the source of underdevelopment in much of 

modernization theory in an uncanny way, feminist discourse on women from the Middle East 

and North Africa mirrors that of theologians’ own interpretations of women in Islam. The 

                                                      
10 Ibid., p 129 
11 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses." 

Feminist Review 30 (1988): 61-88. Web. 
12  Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing 

Solidarity. Durham: Duke UP, p.22. 2003. Print. 
13 Mcewan, C. "Postcolonialism, Feminism and Development: Intersections and Dilemmas." Progress 

in Development Studies 1.2 (2001): 93-111. Web 
14 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses." 

Feminist Review 30 (1988): 61-88. Web. 
15 Williams, Patrick, and Laura Chrisman. Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader. 

New York: Columbia UP, p. 93.1994. Print. 
16 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses." 

Feminist Review 30 (1988): 61-88. Web. 
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overall effect of this paradigm is to deprive women of self-presence, of being”. 17  Hence, 

Western Feminist writings on Third World women subscribe to numerous methodologies in 

order to explain the universal cross-cultural operation of the supposed female subordinate 

position, underdevelopment, oppressive traditions and exploitation in patriarchal societies.   

WHY WOMEN IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH WERE REPRESENTED IN A CERTAIN 

WAY? 

The North is seen, as the originator of development ideas as well as the center of economic 

development, while the South is a separate and different entity in which the Northern ideas 

can only be exported, never developed.18 The questions here are, as Kothari states: “Why is it 

that most development academics and practitioners have never heard of Said, Spivak, 

Bhabha, Fanon and other post-colonial thinkers? Why are these texts on Euro-centrism so 

rarely found on reading lists on Development studies courses in Development Studies 

departments and institutions?”19 Even gender studies have their roots in colonial discourse. 

Dominance was not achieved through force but through the consent of the powerful group 

that associate himself or herself with intellectual or moral leadership. These discourses 

control what can be said and what is not, and who is allowed to speak with authority.  

In the same vein, knowledge about women in the global South is connected with power and 

seen by the North as “supremacy in the mind”. 20 Edward Said’s Orientalism, in a Foucauldian 

insight, points out the extent in which ‘knowledge’ about the Orient was produced and 

constructed in Europe, the colonial ‘power’. It is about the western representation of the Orient 

that is embedded in colonial history and relationships. The knowledge about the Orient was 

filtered through cultural bias that was not objective. However, it was a “political vision of 

reality whose structure promoted the difference between the familiar (Europe, the West, ‘us’) 

and the strange (the orient, the East, ‘them’)…when one uses categories like Oriental and 

Western, […] the result is usually to polarize the distinction-the Oriental becomes more 

Oriental, the Westerner more Western- and limit the human encounter between different 

cultures, traditions, and societies.” 21 This distinction is not only limited to the Oriental and 

Western but also it shows how the world is understood in destructive divisions of gender and 

sexuality. The usage of some words and concepts that constitute of “a group of statements 

which provide a language for talking about a particular topic at a particular historical 

moment”22 still perpetuate the colonial relationship between the North and the South. Therefore, 

the North produces knowledge through language. 23 

                                                      
17 Liddle, Joanna. "Colonialism and Gender: Women's Organisation under the Raj." Women's Studies 

Int. Forum 8.5 (1985): 521-29. Web. 
18  Wetherell, Margaret, Simeon Yates, and Stephanie Taylor. Discourse Theory and Practice: A 

Reader. London: SAGE, 2001. Print. 
19 McEwan, Cheryl. Postcolonialism and Development. London: Routledge, p. 120. 2009. Print. 
20 Said, Edward W. Orientalism. New York: Vintage, p.44. 1979. Print. 
21 Ibid., pp. 43-44 
22 Lavalette, Michael, and Alan Pratt. Social Policy: Theories, Concepts and Issues. London: SAGE, 

p. 147. 2006. Print. 
23 Ibid.  
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There exists an institutional power structure that defines as well as circumscribes the daily lives 

of women in the global South. This was made obvious in Audre Lorde’s poem that documents 

both the political and historical locations of these Women and the Eurocentric World. For 

instance, she sheds light on the fact that Western countries are not the most powerful countries 

in the world.  For example, The Western countries only represent “ 1/8 of the world population 

[…] Most of the people in the world are Yellow, Black, Brown, Poor, Female, Non-

Christian…By the year 2000, the 20 largest cities in the world will have one thing in common; 

none of them will be in Europe…” 24  It is a world that is defined in relational terms and 

embedded in power relations in which the women in the global North act and speak on behalf of 

women in the global South. These representations were neither real nor objective, but rather are 

open to contestation.  

RESISTANCE AND RESPONSE TO MISREPRESENTATION 

As a response to representational discourses in post-colonial era, other feminists have 

challenged the question of universal women-hood, are proposed a multi-perspectival version 

of feminism and representation of the women in the global South.25 Post-colonial feminists 

challenge the experiences of both speaking and writing about the women in the global South 

as a single-whole. In addition, women in the global South have fought misrepresentation of 

their interests through resistance to dominant discourse and the expression of agency. On 

should bear in mind that subjection to the discourses of development is about reconstruction 

as well as resistance, not only about relations of power and domination.26   

The relationship of resistance power is about diagnostic of power.27  An example of changing 

relations of power is the resistance of Awlad Ali Bedouin women in Egypt.  The “Third 

World Women” who were seen as subalterns cannot speak with their own voice for 

themselves. They also can’t be heard. In some situation, “where there is power, there is 

resistance”. 28   But, in a Bedouin community in Egypt’s Western Desert, women used 

different forms of resistance in nonlocal systems to prove that they would speak for 

themselves and be heard.  One of the form of resistances used by women of this community 

is the “sexually segregated women’s world”.29  To elaborate, women put into practice all 

sorts of defiance of restrictions that are imposed by men of the same community by using 

silences as well as secrets. They have each other’s back by covering for one another in 

situations like smoking, trips to friends, relatives or healers. Therefore, power exercised by 

                                                      
24 Loomba, Ania. Colonialism/Postcolonialism. London and New York: Routledge, p. 43. 2005. Print. 
25 Snyder, R. Claire. "What Is Third‐Wave Feminism? A New Directions Essay." Signs: Journal of 

Women in Culture and Society 34.1 (2008): 175-96. Web 
26 McEwan, Cheryl. Postcolonialism and Development. London: Routledge, p. 155. 2009. Print. 

 
27  Abu-Lughod, Lila. "The Romance of Resistance: Tracing Transformations of Power through 

Bedouin Women." American Ethnologist 17.1 (1990): 41-55. Web. 
28 Natoli, Joseph P., and Linda Hutcheon. A Postmodern Reader. Albany: State U of New York, 

p.336. 1993. Print. 
29  Abu-Lughod, Lila. "The Romance of Resistance: Tracing Transformations of Power through 

Bedouin Women." American Ethnologist 17.1 (1990): 41-55. Web. 
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women was through range of restrictions and prohibitions. Another form of resistance is 

resistance to marriage.  In this community, elder male relatives such as fathers or parental 

uncles are the ones who control marriage arrangements. Hence, they choose a man for their 

daughters. Fathers often choose either an older man or paternal cousins because they have 

binding ties with him.  When men are stubborn and women cannot successfully block 

marriages, which their daughters do not want, the girls resist by singing songs as they get 

water from the wells and at weddings. One among other songs is:  “ I won’t take an old man, 

not I. I’ll give him a shove and he’ll fall in the ditch. I don’t want the old fez on the hill what 

I want is a new Peugeot. God damn the uncle’s son, Lord do not lead me near no blood 

relative.”30  As a means of resistance, women used these poems or songs since they cannot 

openly express their sentiments and love. In those cases, women were able to resist the 

patriarchal power that functioned as a means of maintaining both the autonomy as well as the 

identity of this particular Bedouin culture as a whole.   

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Women in the global South are no longer represented as a single, monolithic whole but their 

diversity in a particular community in a different social context is respected.  The representation 

of women living in the global South has its roots in colonial discourse. It is used in order to 

reinforce the perpetuation of colonialism and, hence, power relationships. The women living in 

the Bedouin community is an example of how women have a voice and there different ways of 

resistance. This resistance occurs because women of the South want their past, present and 

future to be their own, not what others want it to be.  It also shows they have a voice to be 

heard.  
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