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The United Nations Decade for Women shows a remarkable
growth in the international feminist movement and the
increasing role women play in the public sphere. A
reassessment and reevaluation of the structure of society
takes place over the Decade to consider a society which is
less hierarchical yet maintains diversity, places more value
on human development and advocates the pursuit of genuine
peace which can only be realized in the holistic pursuit of
improving society. The U.N. Decade for Women can be seen as
part of the process of positive peace which influenced women
from the grass roots level to the actors in the
international arena. The growth and maturity which occurred
over these ten years has affected the role of women and the
perception of women's issues in the public sphere

henceforth.
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Chapter One

Introduction to the Decade for Women and the
politics of peace

.++ I do not see a conflict between the prevailing

conditions in developing and industrialized

countries as regards the real aspirations of women

for social justice and a better life. 1In fact,

women throughout the world share so many problems

that they can and must support and reinforce each

other in a joint effort to create a better world.l
Helvi Sipila, Secretary-General of International Women's
Year and Assistant Secretary-General to the U.N., announced
the connection between women and a better society at what
was to be the first of three global conferences held during
the United Nations Decade for Women. Her words spoken at
the opening of the Mexico City Conference in 1975 give a
good impression of both the reasoning, the tone, and the
process behind the Decade. The United Nations, thirty years
old at the time, had named many "theme years" and decades
over its history to call attention to specific problems
which were believed to be an obstacle to the successful
implementation of the U.N. Charter. The Decade for Women
started off as a theme year, and after the first conference
in Mexico City, it was officially recognized that the
problems women faced were not going to be solved in a single

year (or even a decade). On recommendation from the

conference delegates, the General Assembly accepted the idea

1 Arvonne Fraser, The U.N. Decade for Women: Documents and
Dialogue (Boulder: Westview Press, 1987) p. 23



for a Decade dedicated to women. What actually occurred
during these ten years is exciting on many different levels.

On a political level, women made themselves a distinct
group to be considered in an internationally recognized
official (as well as "popular") capacity. The U.N., as a
congress of nations, represents a Western ideal of law and
order. While the Charter recognized the equality of women
in theory, the participating nations of this forum were
still immersed in overwhelmingly patriarchal concepts of
organization. Thus, while the U.N. in theory provided for
the equality of women, de facto sexism left the "Gentlemen's
Club" of diplomacy in tact in the post-World War II Congress
of Nations. Thirty years later (and not without dissent),
the women of the world were finally acknowledged in the
international forum as not having equal status before the
law. This admission drew attention to the fact that the
preamble of the Charter was yet to be fully recognized.2
The Decade was an attempt to address the political and
social issues of equality.

On an educational level, women learned a great deal

during this Decade. Basic education on these issues took

2 The U.N. Charter states: "We the Peoples of the United
Nations Determined ... to reaffirm faith in fundamental
human rights, in dignity and worth of the human person, in
the equal rights of men and women and of nations large and
small" ... and Article 1.3: "to achieve international
cooperation in solving international problems of an
economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character, and
in promoting and encouraging respect for human rlghts and
for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to
race, sex, language, or religion..." are among the most
relevant references to women's equality.



place among women participating in the international
political realm for the first time. Learning also occurred
among those individuals both inside and outside the U.N.
system who did not understand the need for women to have a
year (let alone a decade) to discuss obstacles to women's
full participation in society. "Consciousness-raising" was
an important part of the Decade. Networking too, proved an
effective means by which women's organization, both formal
and informal, could better utilize resources. Access to
information, education, credit, technical assistance and
medical facilities, for example were previously extended
only to elite women if at all available. As Sipila's
earlier quote made evident, women of the world had much in
common even in all their diversity.

As the Decade progresses, one can see the evolution of
feminist thought from a stress on integration during the
early part of the Decade to an emphasis on the need for
structural change towards the end of the Decade. Structural
change here suggests a complete reevaluation of policy in
the institutional framework of society. 1In the World Plan
of Action for the Implementation of the International
Women's Year (WPA), the term integration was used
extensively. This is probably due to the importance of
development and the stress on economic equality at Mexico
city. Both emerged as high priority concerns of developing
nations, while the issue of economic equality was an easily

identifiable priority among women in industrialized nations.



Looking at the women's movements of the late sixties and
early seventies, this is not a surprising emphasis. In
fact, several western feminists discussed this need to

recognize the women's movement as requiring structural

change 3

, but this was not the case in the international
realm. As time went on however, and the feminist movement
expanded, the emphasis decidedly shifted to one of
structural change. This evolution is not surprising either.
As more women became involved in the public sphere and
became more knowledgeable about its functions and voiced
their opinions, it was increasingly evident that changes
might need to occur in the system they had next to no impact
in forming. Perhaps more importantly (and less
controversially), is the idea that as women began to name
and study the obstacles to their own "integration" into
society, it became apparent that structural change was what
was actually needed. A society based on patriarchal values
could never accommodate the needs of women to allow them to
be fully participating members.

The concept of structural change is complex and
somewhat problematic to define. Several trends exist within
the feminist movement which constitute a diversity of
approaches to structural change. Some women envision
structural change in more Marxist terms as a change in the

means and distribution of production. Even within this

3 Nancy Hartsock, "Political Change: Two Perspectives on
Power", Quest Vol.l No.l (Summer 1974)



perspective a wide diversity of opinion still exists as to
the extent and content of such changes. Another somewhat
divergent perspective on structural change is that which
might loosely be termed "eco-feminist" or Green. This
vision employs change from both within and without to create
an ecologically-centered, life-based (positive peace)
society. The Green view differs from the Marxist
perspective in its questioning of the very purpose of
production and its connection with the environment. Again,
the degree of radicalism varies across borders and beliefs.
Yet another perspective is the more main-line approach to
changing existing structures of the state and society to
allow women more access to defining and participating in
these institutions. What all of these approaches have in
common however, is the idea that within the structures of
present societies elements or the entirity must be
reassessed and reevaluated in terms of their accessibility
and accountability to women. When the term structural
change is used in this paper, it will refer to a general
tendency toward concrete institutional changes which ideally
are accompanied by changes in consciousness. In this way,
the idea of structural change will connect with that of
structural violence which to be affected necessitates change
in both the system of society and the consciousness of
culture.

It seems this period of change in the women's movement

can be understood in its own terminology. One of the main






change, are but a few. Positive peace became a means of
expressing these human needs embodied in its principles
contrasting with the narrow view of "negative" peace as
merely the absence of war. Positive peace applies to the
social-political-economic structure and those in a given
society. Positive peace must work for all and not just the
dominant group.

Obviously this does not reflect the current social
structure. Nor would such a structure be easily achieved.
Peace researchers and educators generally recognize the
connection of structural violence and limited potential.
This emphasis will be the basis of peace in this paper.
Structural violence can be both passive and active in that
it might purposely discriminate, as in the case of race or
sex, or it may foster violence. For example, by focusing
media attention on the lives of the rich and famous while
ignoring any of the numerous problems in the same world, the
media is reinforcing the reward system of the status quo,
rather than trying to improve upon it. The media's lack of
coverage of structural violence is often an all-too-easily
dismissed aspect of what is commonly termed violence. It is
more common to hear stories of an individual who was
assaulted than to hear discussions of how the defense
industry affects education. The importance of recognizing,
labeling and acting on defined problems is an underlying
principle of positive peace. This is what occurred during

the U.N. Decade for Women.
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opportunity for women to act as equal partners in
development strategies. The Copenhagen conference witnessed
a great expansion of NGO activity, reflecting the various
issues women felt were integral to establishing their
equality. By Nairobi, the NGO Forum attracted almost the
same number of participants as both the previous Forums
combined, offering literally thousands of workshops and
seminars in which women could learn to better utilize their
knowledge and skills to their benefit. While this expansion
of NGO activity reflects the broadening nature of the
international feminist movement (i.e. from integration to
structural change), it also indicates an acceptance of
women's culture and implies a more general revaluing of
women's skills. Towards the end of the decade, NGOs begin
to pick up the banner for issues previously left to the
governments, like child-care and family responsibility, by
designing education programs to facilitate social acceptance
of shared responsibility in the family.
De facto and de jure equality

Part of the initial complexity of equality as a unified
theme in the Decade is its twofold nature. It can be
examined in the language of the documents both in terms of
de facto and de jure equality. These "sides" of equality
are addressed separately, for the most part, in the
documents to achieve the single goal of equality. The
beginning of the Decade focused most heavily on instituting

the de jure legislation, while recognizing that where such
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legal rights did exist, it often was circumvented by de
facto issues which prevented women from claiming their legal
rights. The early documents of the Decade call mostly on
national machineries to solve conflicts in existing
legislation and to ensure that the rights granted on a
national level were carried through to provinces and states.
This is especially true in the area of family law. In fact,
the entire issue of family law (de jure) and family
responsibility (de facto) takes on a whole new aspect over
the Decade.

The concept of family responsibility introduces a new
dimension into the individualistic rights and
responsibilities set forth by the U.N. Charter and
Declaration of Human Rights: group and solidarity rights.

As feminism became more inclusive of cultural differences,
the question of who defined the rights the U.N. was pursuing
became a topic of concern. The link between the ideals of
individual freedoms and the patriarchal structure of the
U.N. was obvious to some women. Importance of the family
and a true sharing of family duties and responsibilities
emerged as a developing~nation response (for the most part)
to the type of Western feminism which enshrined the same
individual rights as were established by men. A synthesis
between individual rights tempered with family
responsibilities seems toc have started at Nairobi. Many of
the workshops in the Forum addressed the needs of the family

as well as discussed men's legal duties to family. This



31

suggests women's desire for traditional individual rights
yet a concern with the well-being of the family structure.

The beginning of the Decade saw an emphasis placed on
the achievement of the individual woman, ensuring the
individual the same rights that an individual man could
claim. Yet, as the obstacles to women's equality were
explored, part of the problem was determined to be the
unequal responsibility women had for family care cross-
culturally. Fraser notes this:

The shared responsibility concept (in the

Copenhagen document) builds on and reinforces the

equality section of the World Plan which calls for

the reassessment of the roles of women and men and

for the acceptance of shared responsibilities for

children and family. The reassessment apparently

accepted all the traditional responsibilities of

mother, worker and citizen. In the Program of

Action the point about joint responsibility is

made very early and frequently. This point ii

emphasized even more in the Nairobi document.
Although the need for structural change with an accompanying
change in attitude was hinted at in the World Plan of
Action, it was considered less important than instituting
national machineries. As 1985 approached this reevaluation
of societal structure became increasingly apparent.
Although legislation was passed, each bit more specific than
the last, women were still making incremental advances in a
society that had changed little to accommodate them. The

necessary need for structural reassessment becomes a

significant aspect of the Forward Looking Strategies.

4 Fraser, The U.N. Decade for Women, p.83
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It should be recognized that the emphasis on structural
change also demands changes in consciousness, and is thereby
a complex task. While the governments of the world believed
they were doing all they could by helping with legislation,
they also tacitly agreed that the social and cultural biases
against women could not be legislated out (for the most
part). Here is the second shift in focus. Since all three
conference documents spoke of social and cultural
reevaluation, by 1985 it was evident that something outside
the governmental process would have to accompany the
legislated change. Forum '85 had as one of its key
strategies the efforts of NGOs to intensify their efforts in
the ratification of the Convention for the Elimination of

5 in their

All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
respective nations. It reinforced the 1980 call to inform
women of their rights and encouraged networking among NGOs
to accomplish that education. Programs outside governments
became the more frequent response to women's oppression as
the Decade pressed on and governmental interest seemed to
lag due to economic and military concerns. An interesting
paradox results from these efforts.

On the one hand, women were trying to institute change
through their respective national and state governments with

the backing of the foremost international governing body,

thus working with the bureaucracy. On the other hand, women

5 The U.N. Convention on the Elimination of Al; Forms_of
Discrimination Against Women will be discussed in detail
later on in this section.
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by Sipila in a pre-Mexico City report regarding the role of

women in population and development:

Status usually refers to the position or positions
a person or group holds in the structure of
society - in its educational institution, its
occupational structure, its political system, in
the family, and so on. To these various positions
- a number of which may be occupied by a single
individual simultaneously in his or her capacity
as a member of several social groups - are
ascribed varying degrees of power, privilege and
prestige. Thus the concept of status implies a
hierarchical arrangement of positions. Each
position involved a set of rights and obligations
which the occupant is expected to fulfill.

When we speak of the '"status of women", then,
we are speaking of the conjunction of positions a
woman occupies at any one point in time ... It is
generally accepted that women are discriminated
against and that men have more prestige, power and
privileges in almost all societies. But the
direct measurement of status is a difficult and
complex problem which hinders investigation of the
causes and conssquences of this particular form of
stratification.

Sipila linked the issue of equality directly to that of
status. While a portion of the world's governments provided
for the formal, legal equality of women to participate in
the public sector, their status was often an obstacle to
their involvement and advancement. Thus, even at the
beginning of the Decade, the issue of equality was
questioned by the few women that were involved at a
decision-making level: equality for whom and on whose terms?
If legal equality were the only issue, what was holding
women back in countries which had already, even if only

recently, enacted legislation to ensure their equality?

9 Helvi Sipila, "Report to Secretary-General" (New York:
United Nations E/CN.6/575, November 27, 1973) p.8
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Equality through policy: 1975

During IWY it was widely recognized that "virtually
all" of the 135 nation-states formally consented to the
legal equality of women to vote in elections and participate
in public life. This was considered an accomplishment for
it was up from the two-thirds of members who acknowledged
women's rights as citizens in 1945 when there were 51 states
in the U.N.19 Nonetheless the problem arises, if legal
guarantees are accorded, why the lag in participation? For
the developing nations this was determined to be a lack of
economic opportunity while the industrialized countries
believed the lack of equal opportunity in social areas was
the source of discrimination. In official U.N.
documentation this consensus was referred to as "the gap
between law and practice."ll The same report states the
following reasons:

The findings of the present report indicate that

the major obstacle to the achievement of equal

rights, opportunities and responsibilities for

women and men are basically the same in nature,

but their relative importance within a country

depends on its stage of development. If any

obstacle may be singled out as the most prevalgnt,

they are the rigid attitudes and sex-stereotyping,

transmitted through customs, religion, school
curricula, textbooks, literature and the agts.

The mass communications media frequently mirror

and reinforce these traditional attiigdes rather
than act as agents of social change.

10 --==-- "press Release for Internation Women's Year" (New
York: United Nations OPI/CESI NOTE ;WY/l April, 1974)

11 "Introduction World Plan of Action" (New York: United
Nations E/CONF.66/3) p.5

12 TIbid., p.6
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Sipila's comments on status are certainly reflected here.
In fact, as the Decade goes on, it becomes increasingly
difficult to distinguish sharply between equality and
status. But note the linkage between the issue of
development and equality. It is proposed that a country's
level of industrialization is related to women's level of
equality in law. The focus of women's participation in
development plans becomes a major point of effort by NGOs.

At Mexico City however, the terms of debate shifted
from this broad (and more academic) question of what status
and equality meant to the more practical side of
implementing equal opportunity and affirmative action
programs in individual countries. Participants found common
ground between North and South when discussing the practical
means necessary for equality. The South generally places
importance on women's integration into development projects
and the planning of future projects while women in the North
emphasized the legal mean necessary for integration into
established societies. It is interesting to speculate that
at this first conference, which admittedly had the highest
percentage of female delegates as any previous U.N.
Conference, men still had a more important role in the
agenda and policy formulation than they would at future
Decade gatherings, and it is in Mexico City that the
emphasis on integration is put forth so strongly.

Whatever the reasons, the World Plan of Action

connected the theme of equality much more with specific
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issues such as development and some of its related subjects,
education, employment and health, than with the idea of
structural reform and societal reassessment. This is not to
say that the document asked only for integration. Aspects
of the WPA acknowledge the "radical changes"13 that would be
necessary to start the process towards true equality. These
first steps towards equality however, seem to be part of a
continuum which widens over the Decade.
Mid-course adjustments

By 1980 the broadening of the continuum began to take
effect, partially due to the increased global awareness of
women's rights from 1975 and the accompanying expansion of
NGOs related specifically to women and women's issues. This
expansion of equality however could also be partially
accredited to the "politicization" of both the Mexico City
and Copenhagen conferences. The Declaration of Mexico had
been the strongest manifestation of the political demands by
industrializing nation (Group 77) participants. At
Copenhagen two particularly sensitive items were put on the
agenda for discussion: apartheid and the Israel-Palestine
dispute. Different sources vary in their analysis of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict and its place on an agenda
concerning women, but it is obvious that a large rift was
introduced with these issues. The events at Copenhagen were

profoundly affected by their introduction and this seemed to

13 ECOSOC, "International Women's Year" (New York: United
Nations E/5725/Add.l) Pp.45
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have a ripple effect on the terms of debate at future Decade
gatherings.

The acceptance of the terms of debate around women's
issues becomes important as certain "political issues" were
trying to be dismissed by specific groups from the U.N.
conferences as not being relevant to the point of the
gathering, yet at the same time these issues were pushed on
the agenda by other member-states of opposing views. Those
who did not feel these issues should be given significant
time and space at the Conferences (both U.N. and NGO) felt
they were being "endlessly debated" during regular U.N.
forums. It was also pointed out that the media coverage of
such conflicts tended to overshadow the positive aspects of
the conferences, being detrimental to the overall efforts of
the Decade. On the other hand, women who favored including
these issues in the agenda of debates warned against
tendencies to "ghettoize" women's issues by not including
significant debates of a political nature which affected
women just as much, if not more so, than men. Copenhagen
(and among a smaller group, Mexico City) was called "over-
politicized" by many participants, yet it wasn't until
Nairobi that women began to accept the problem of political
conflict, created a space for its treatment (at least in the
NGO Forum), and were able to address some of the
accompanying problems.

The changing treatment of political issues over the

Decade is a good example of how women's perception and
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definition of equality also changed over time. As more and
more women became involved in the process of identifying,
naming and prescribing treatment of women's oppression
throughout the world, they necessarily broadened their

definition and goal of equality.

The Convention: policy and more

Another important event which shaped the Copenhagen
conference was the 1979 acceptance by the U.N. of the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
Against Women. A convention is legally more significant
than any number of declarations, resolutions or plans of
action as it becomes a binding multi-lateral treaty upon
ratification by the signator-nations. Conventions are also
usually accompanied by a means of encouraging progress in
the agreed area by virtue of a review committee which
reviews information, evaluates, and makes recommendations to
the submitting country based on the report. Thus the
ratification of the Convention could prove very helpful in
the legal battle for women's equality as the first article
of the Convention defines discrimination as the following:

For the purpose of the present Convention, the

term "discrimination against women" shall mean any

distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the

basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of

impairing or nullifying the recggnition, 9njoyment

or exercise by women, irrespective of their

marital status, on a basis of equality of men anq
women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in
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the political, econiEic, social, cultural, civil
or any other field.

Countries which sign and ratify the Convention are further
obligated to implement legislation that will make
discrimination in the aforementioned areas illegal and
encourage women's active participation in those same areas.

Called "the most concise and useful document adopted
during the Decade"l® the Convention is also concerned with
human rights more generally. Much of the language could
equally be applied to any group discriminated against:
ethnic, racial, religious, physical ability or sexual
preference. The Convention goes further than most
legislation too, in that it considers some of the cultural
and social obstacles (like family responsibility) to women's
equality and encourages means of change. This draws
attention once more to the shift of concentration on women's
integration into society to an integration with men into a
society more equitable for all concerned.

With the Convention as a springboard, a marked
difference in the treatment of equality can be found in the
Copenhagen Review and Evaluation document as compared to the
WPA. One topic of discussion was the social responsibility

for determining roles women were permitted to play:

Some countries did imply that such (traditional)
attitudes were harbored by both men and women, but

i i tion on
14 Department for Public Informa§1on{ pESI.Conven_
the El?mination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women

U.N. (84-44582)
15 Fraser,U.N. Decade for Women p.123
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the onus for correcting the imbalance was on women
rather than society as a whole.16

Such reevaluations were typical of the Copenhagen documents.
It became increasingly apparent, even to the male delegates,
that legislated changes were not all that was needed.

The NGO Forum in Copenhagen also reflected the great
deal of change which had occurred since the last gathering.
An estimated 10,000 people, a majority women, passed through
Amager University and participated in the over 150 workshops
per day. The tendency to broaden the issue of equality was
reflected in the Forum as a wide variety of issues was
addressed, including the more political issues shunned by
some members of the U.N. conference.

The change in perception of equality by means of
integration to means of structural changes becomes
increasingly evident during the Copenhagen conference. As

cited in Women 1980 newsletter preceding the conference:

In order for women to achieve full equality
changes may be required in the existing political
or socioceconomic structures of societies,
according to the Report on National Planning.

What is required is a process of social
transformation where the subordinate role of women
is permanently changed to one of equality with men
and full participation in all aspects of national
life. Such a process is expligltly.polltlcal as
it questions the establishedlglrectlon of change
or development in a society.

The continuum of equality is now stretched to included a

revolutionary interpretation of changing the existing

i i i d in the
16 Review and Evaluation of Progress Aghleve ‘
Implementation of the World Plan of Action (New York: United

Nations A/CONF.94/13) par.78
17 Women 1980 DESI Newsletter No.4 p.3
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structure. This concept solidifies at the Nairobi

conference.

Adapt the policies to fit the women

Also at Nairobi the problem of "politicization" was
more or less agreed upon as a needless distinction since all
issues could be considered women's issues. As delegate

Margaret Papandreou of Greece commented to reporters:

Why is it that this conference becomes politicized
when we discuss the rights of refugee women to a
homeland or racist violence experienced by women
in South Africa? 1Is that any more political than
the issues that are called women's issues? Do you
believe that the issues that are called women's
issues are non-political and issues that involve
women but also men in social injustice are then
political? ... All issues at this conference are
political, to fight for equal pay for equal work:
is that not political? To argue for the right of
a woman to have control of her repfgductive
functions ~ is that not political?

The quest for equality was now broadened to include those
more political aspects which women shied away from earlier,
but were now acknowledged to be an integral, undeniable part
of the whole. Indeed, throughout both conferences women
were asserting the interconnectedness of issues and implying
a recognition of the structural changes that would be
necessary to truly enact equality of the sexes. One

delegate from New Zealand affirmed:

All issues are women's issues and.often women have
different priorities and perspfgtlves and values
that are different from men's.

i iti 8, 1985 p.8
18 "All issues political" Forum 85 ngy 18,
19 New Zealand delegate in "Plenary 1in Brief" Forum 85

July 18, 1985 p.12
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And this point was reiterated in an NGO workshop entitled
"What is Feminism?" when moderator Charlotte Bunch said:
Feminism can not 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 ggmen but should become the
politics of men.
The issue of equality is no longer a narrowly defined
integration approach to the problem, but it has become a
process with which a more equitable society may be created.
The inclusiveness of all issues as related to women
necessarily expands the concept of equality to include
this wide variety of issues.
The second theme of the Decade, development, parallels
this transition from integration to structural change. As
equality - the abstract - is applied to the more substantive

issue of development, the two necessarily evolve together.

The next section will examine this occurrence.

20 Seona Martin and Ruth Seligman, "What is feminism?"
Forum 85 July 16, 1985 p.6
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Chapter Four
Development: A Women’s Issue

The second theme of the Decade, development, is a huge
subject unto itself. The issue of women and development is
a relatively new area with numerous studies now dedicated to
this relationship. In this section I would like to explain
only the immediate relevance of the development issue to the
Decade. The best way to understand the concerns of the
Decade however, is by a brief introduction to development.

Fundamental aspects of development (pre-Decade):

As mentioned in the background information, before the
proposal for the IWY, women were not considered to have a
distinct role in the development strategies process.
Several factors account for their absence. Historically,
the issue of development did not arise until after the
establishment of the U.N. itself. The impact of the
Marshall plan on Europe encouraged those in the post World
War II international realm to start planned development
projects for those countries which were not industrialized.
Obviously, an important part here is that Europe was a war-
torn, industrialized area that needed its economies to be
rebuilt. Planned development for non-European countries
implied the westernization of social concepts to achieve a
western standard of living.

An important part of early development strategies was,
of course, improving the Gross National Product (GNP) of a

country. In the early 1950s (and some would argue continues
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development and true equality, the Women and the NIEO
seminar takes a few steps towards a more comprehensive
understanding of these issues. A re-definition of history
can be seen here. Women were no longer going to be written
out of history, marginalized by the record of what was
considered "significant" and what was not. Women affirmed
that they had indeed been participating all along in the
economic, social, political and cultural processes of a
given nation, but had never been allowed a significant voice
to influence the decision-making process. This seminar can
be seen as an intermediary step between Mexico City and
Copenhagen.

The Copenhagen Conference, 14-30 July, 1980, was a mid-
point conference in the Decade both chronologically and
ideologically. Much controversy surrounded the Conference
as to whether it was an effective means for discussing
women's situation in the world or merely another conference
to be subverted by the male political realm. Some women saw

the politicization of this conference as detrimental to the

. 15 .
capacity of women to solve thelr own problems, while

others saw this "politicization" as confirmation of women's
; ; e 16
activities and interests in all areas, including politics.

Of those critical of this more political aspect, the NGO

15 Irene Tinker "A Feminist View of Copenhagen" Signs (Vol.é6
No.1l, Spring, 1981) pp.531-535

16 "What Really Happened at Copenhagen?" Women 1980 No.6,

1981 p.5
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concern which were examined. The degradation of the
environment is seen as a threat to "women's traditional
means of livelihood"?2 put not as the all-encompassing issue
it is to all life. Several grass roots women's
environmental movements had mobilized by 1985 and could have
been included in the discussion. For eco-feminists, the
link between exploitation of the earth and exploitation of
women is a basic connection. It is therefore surprising
that this did not receive more attention in the Forum (only
half a dozen workshops mention "environment" in the title).
This marginalization of the environmental issues may be due
to my own informational sources, but is more likely
indicative of the difficulty of recording all the various
events at the Forum. It shows nonetheless that certain
issues of terrific importance continue to be insufficiently
accounted for in the documentation.

After exploring the issues of equality and development
women realized over the Decade that more fundamental aspects
of society were in question. Beneficial development for
women necessarily involved concepts of equality, but also of
peace. As with the other two themes, peace also reflects
the progression from the integration of traditional concepts

of peace to the structural changes and conscliousness changes

. i t
necessary for a genuinely peaceful society. The developmen

of these concepts of peace will be the next focus of study.

22 Report of the World Confernece...Nairobi paragraph 224
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emphasis leaned toward economic security and development to

provide the stability for peace. Participants in the

Tribune and the Conference focused on the need to include
women in existing strategies and left the question of who
created the existing society for a later date. A good

example of this is how the Decade documents chose to deal

with the topic of sexism.

Peace, Racism and Sexism

The background documents to the IWY give no mention of
the problems of sexism. Racism, colonialism, foreign
domination and apartheid are all mentioned as obstacles to
women's involvement in the public sphere and their
contributions to a more peaceful world. Nowhere does the
issue of sexism come up as a block to women's potential as
peacemakers. While defining sexism is complex due to the
cultural diversity which must be considered in the U.N.
forum, it is none-the-less an important consideration. For
the purposes of this discussion, consider the following
definition: sexism is a systematic exclusion of women and/or
women's influence in the public sphere exacerbated by a
devaluation of women's expertise in the private sphere.
This treatment of women is almost always accompanied by the

rise in influence of "advanced" economic systems (both

capitalist and socialist). The difficulty of defining

sexism in culturally non-judgmental terms is evident in the

length of time it took for such a concept to be accepted

into the U.N. lexicon. The degree of influence of
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exploitative economic systems which further marginalized
women from involvement in the public sphere as well as a
varying of differentiation between public and private
spheres from society to society made sexism an undesirable
subject to address in terms of internationalism. Thus, in
1975 a considerable number of nations (note: not NGOs) said
sexism was not a problem in their country and posed no
significant hindrance to women. 1In 1980 however, enough

participants voiced their concern over sexism that it was,

albeit reluctantly, added:

The inclusion of sexism was resisted by many
nations (Latin American, Asian, African and East
European), who insisted that sexism did not exist
in their countries. After extended debate
"discrimination base on sex" was added finally to
the Programme qualified by a footnote, '"which in a
group of countries is called sexism" - the first
time the concept has been specifically mentioned
in a U.N. document. (The word sexism did not
appear in the World Plan of Action adopted by
consensus in Mexico City).

The modification of "discrimination based on sex" from
"sexism" is indicative of the cultural sensitivity of this
issue. It is important to remember too, that the U.N. deals
mostly with issues in the public sphere and thus it is
women's involvement in the public sphere which is the

largest point of concern of "sexism."

These problems which surround the definition and larger

issue of sexism reveal what Betty Reardon refers to as the

"communication gap" between North and South, East and West.

a Global Perspective

orld from
2 Jesse Bernard, The Female W 1987) p.178

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press,







67

structures which oppressed them andg not simply alter the
roles of oppressor and oppressed.

As can be inferred from above, the denial of sexism on
the part of the governments correlates to their perception
of peace and peace issues. Just as a majority of
governments refused to address sexism as a serious issue, so
too did they ignore the comprehensive issue of peace. It is
not in the interests of a nation-state to address issues of
positive peace nor sexism; the first because it implies
something is inherently wrong with a military-based society,
and the second because it is an admission that half a
country's citizens are discriminated against. These two
issues themselves can be considered one and the same in the
context of positive peace. The connection between these
issues however was recognized eventually, if only by a few
in each government, towards the close of the Decade.

In 1975 however, the issue of peace was generally
understood in the terms of absence of war and absence of
violence. Numerous resolutions in Mexico City were put in
the World Plan of Action to encourage the minimization of
violence generally and against women particularly. While it
was acknowledged that women (and children) frequently

suffered more severely than men in times of war, they did

not make the extension that women suffer more than men 1in a

military-based society. Peace was generally perceived as

related to "hard security" issues 1ike national defense, and

neither the delegates of the U.N. conference nor a majority
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around feminism and what it was started a process which
never concluded. As mentioned earlier in the sections on
development and equality, the Copenhagen controversies
encouraged a reevaluation by all women as to what they were
really trying to achieve in terms of the conference themes.
When the delegates started debating whether the Decade
conferences should include issues of a "solely political
nature", such as the state of affairs in the Middle East,
women were also necessarily examining how they defined
feminism. Irene Tinker represented one point of view:

The confrontation over the Palestine issue spilled

over into the forum sponsored by nongovernmental

organizations (the NGO Forum), sending out waves

of anti-Semitism that raised tempers, divided

delegations, and again diverted energy from the

real poigt of the conference: women's status and

welfare.

While the Women 1980 newsletter saw events reflecting a

different nature of feminism:

The so-called political discussions at Copenhagen
reflected the issues facing the wo;ld;_the
international search for economic justice, the
question of self-determination, apd t%e
elimination of racism and oppression.

Note once again there is no mention of sexism. Yet the basis

of the controversy lies in exactly how pervasive

"discrimination based on sex" is in various societilies. For

how can women's welfare and status be generally improved if

5 Irene Tinker "A Feminist View of Copenhagen'" Sidns Vol.6

No.3 Spring, 1981 p.531
6 "What Really Happened at
Newsletter No.6 p.3

Copenhagen?' Women 1980 DESI
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the discussion is exclusive of certain issues, whether

political or developmental, of society? Politics does not

exist in a vaccuum of society nor does any other issue.
While the importance of politics or women's legal status

continues to vary from group to group, Copenhagen opened the

forum for discussion.

After the conference was over and participants had time
to reflect on the events, a movement towards synthesis
between the "political" and the "women's issues" sides
begins. Leila Ahmed responded to Tinker's frustrations with

this eloquent conclusion:

+++. The tenor of her (Tinker's) references
throughout left one with the distinct impression
that because the plights of Palestinian and black
South African women were a matter of "world
politics" this somehow meant that they were
consequently irrelevant to feminists and quite
beyond the pale of our proper concern. A
Palestinian or South African or anyone else for
that matter who then took this to pe.the feminist
line would justifiably judge a feminist
perspective and feminist analysis irrelevant as
well ... As women, we know well what it 1s to have
our experiences falsified and our histories
maligned and stolen from us, and as feminists, we
know too how constant must be our vigilance
against the dishonesties copstantly perpetrated by
language used about and against us. Surely our
refusal to acquiesce any longer to such
falsifications or collaborate 1n oppressilons gas
created and empowers our transforming visilon.

Ahmed voiced in 1981 what was to become the general

iti i " Nairobi. The
acceptance of so-called "political 1issues at

importance of the acceptance of political issues as related

‘A Feminist View of

. i er's
7 Leila Ahmed, "Comments on Tink 1981 pp782-3

Copenhagen'" Signs Vol.6 No.4 Summer,



















































