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introduction
feminist manifestos and feminist Traditions

We know that we do not know about women’s lives to the extent we know about 
men’s. The sexes are not social equals, and all hierarchies of power require more 
attention to and celebration of those on the top, and anything associated with them.

Men’s physiology defines most sports, their needs define auto and health insurance, 
their socially designed biographies define workplace expectations and successful 
career patterns, their perspectives and concerns define quality in scholarship, their 
experiences and obsessions define merit, their objectification of life defines art, their 
military service defines citizenship, their presence defines family, their inability to 
get along with each other— their wars and rulerships— defines history, their image 
defines god, and their genitals sex. (MacKinnon 1988, 36)

What most affects their lives distinguishes one historical period from another, 
and the arenas in which they act (industrial, military, legal, etc.) are those in 
which the vital deeds worth recording are said to happen. Four things (at least) 
are usually left out of our histories that get the attention they are due in this book: 
the impact of these familiar events (wars, elections, globalization, etc.) on various 
groups of women, and the stories of diverse women acting within these familiar 
boundaries (i.e., at work, in political office), beyond them (in their communi-
ties, as victims of gender- based violence, as caregivers, raising crops, etc.), and 
in opposition to them (participating in protests, for example, and as members 
of feminist organizations). This collection thus adds to our growing understand-
ing of what has heretofore been omitted, minimized, or misrepresented. In 
telling how women in widely different contexts understood and challenged the 
inequalities that colored so much of their existence, these declarations portray 
the realities of their daily lives, reveal their dreams, and testify to their practical 
political wisdom. They are incredible sources of information and inspiration.

It is curious, isn’t it, that while feminism is a collective political movement, 
feminist scholars have not paid much attention to collectively written or ratified 
documents? Perhaps we remain convinced that great ideas come from individual 
geniuses laboring alone in dimly lit libraries. Perhaps, like academic institutions, 
we “count” coauthored pieces as worth less (for a faculty member coming up for 
promotion, say) than the essay penned by just one. Perhaps, too, the fact that 
the documents collected here are overwhelmingly written by groups of women, 
and often by marginalized women from less powerful countries, to boot, adds to 
their fragile hold on our attention. The common representation of collectively 
authored manifestos as “applied” or “activist” pieces, rather than more highly es-
teemed “theoretical” pieces, also contributes to our neglect of them. While all 
of these factors make our disinterest in feminist declarations more understand-
able, the neglect is ultimately unjustified and unfortunate. It results in a loss of 
knowledge of the continuous tradition of feminist praxis around the world, and 
renders invisible the theory embedded in most manifestos. That loss of knowl-
edge reflects and feeds disrespect for women and feminism, and allows ridiculous 
myths about both to thrive.
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The inattention to collectively authored documents also misses the fact that 
something important happens in the process of collective deliberation and writ-
ing that explains why the practice is so popular among feminists and what these 
documents contribute. First, collective authorship means that feminist manifes-
tos not only inspire political action but also are the outcome of, or reflect feminist 
action— a diversity of voices, informed by experience and reflection and dialogue, 
together confronting enormous practical and theoretical problems. These docu-
ments are clearly collaborations— “cooperative endeavor[s] involving two or 
more people that result in a rhetorical product” that is “constructed and com-
pleted through the direct and indirect contributions of ” many (Buchanan 2003, 
43), each negotiating a variety of opinions in a context requiring a high degree 
of consensus. Communications scholar Lindal Buchanan insightfully argues that 
historically, “collaboration permitted women not only to negotiate gender norms 
but also to challenge and reshape them through the assumption of new discursive 
roles in the public forum” (45). Collectively written manifestos help create femi-
nist space and actors.

Next, manifestos bring life to the realization that “[t]o let the ‘other’ speak 
requires the invention of multiple methods that subvert racist, heterosexist, and 
imperializing language” (Hurtado 2003, 217). Manifestos differ dramatically in 
form, one resembling an indictment, another an oath; one an essay, another a 
letter; one a set of demands, another a set of principles. This suppleness both 
allows different voices to find expression and permits the document to reflect 
its “embeddedness in a particular time and place” (Weeks 2013, 217). Flexibility 
in form means that we hear from the unflinchingly angry, the necessarily dogged, 
and the unapologetically passionate; from historical, political, and cultural view-
points; and in analytical, statistical, rhetorical, and narrative tones. Form can fit 
the needs of equality.

Another admirable aspect of collective feminist declarations is their tendency 
to contain elements of both theory and practice, and still to be written in ways 
that prioritize accessibility. As cultural theorist Gloria Anzaldúa wrote, “High 
theory does not translate well when one’s intention is to communicate to masses 
of people made up of different audiences. We need to give up the notion that 
there is a ‘correct’ way to write theory” (1990, xxv). Ideally, feminists desire an 
ongoing conversation between experience and theory, allowing each to inform 
the other as both continue to develop. In feminist manifestos, the critiques and 
the visions focus on the concrete, daily consequences of ongoing and possible 
practices as well as the ideologies behind them. Deep understandings of the dy-
namics of social change and stability emerge in the documents, as do clear con-
ceptions of the relationships among various economic, political, religious, and 
social structures and systems.

Finally, feminists repeatedly claim that “theory should . . . come . . . from the col-
lective experience of the oppressed— especially that of women of Color” (Hurtado 
2003, 215). That edict speaks to the importance, even the centrality, of the feminist 
manifesto as a tool and as data— a site where a diversity of women’s experiences, 
knowledge, concerns, and demands never fades into invisibility. In all eras, col-
laboration has been “crucial in bringing marginalized women to public voice” (Bu-
chanan 2003, 45). Thus, manifestos allow us to hear from the professional and 
the educated, the more privileged and the politically experienced, and also from 
the battered, the prostituted, and the illiterate, and from the poor, the peasant, the 
indigenous, and the “untouchable,” often while attending the same meeting.
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Generally speaking, the manifesto, which “has played so decisive a role in the 
history of radical democracy and dissent” (Lyon 1991, 101), is “a subversive, mar-
ginal writing” (Yanoshevsky 2009b, 257). Collective feminist manifestos are a 
distinctive subgroup. The manifestos included here are assertions of agency that 
function to establish working groups, build community, and direct joint actions 
and relationships. They are critical, oppositional pieces that make the marginal-
ized more central and visible, suggest new ways of interpreting the familiar, and 
propose alternatives to it (Yanoshevsky 2009a). They are creative, strategic, and 
theoretical political acts. They assume the validity and power of political dis-
course even while they critique the existing forms and content of it. They hope to 
be factors in emancipation and social transformation. Untapped feminist declara-
tions fill in gaps we have not even always recognized.

Criteria for Inclusion
As just discussed, my first criterion for inclusion was that a document be collec-
tively authored, even though that meant omitting many important and lovely ones 
written by individuals.1 Still, authorship is not always easy to pinpoint when one 
is dealing with usually unsigned manifestos, and I would not be surprised to find 
that something slipped in here that was singly authored, though even that would 
have gone through some collaborative discussion and ratification at a convention or 
other gathering. Short political treatises written and/or ratified by feminist groups 
and communities working together to critique inequality and envision equality 
constitute a fascinating subgenre that surely merits its own study.

Next, in terms simply of genre, the “ideal” document for this collection

	•	 reveals	and	criticizes	an	unjust	status	quo;
	•	 offers	visions	of	more	egalitarian,	respectful,	democratic	communities;	and
	•	 addresses	strategies	for	bringing	about	change.

Not all the entries in this volume were overly accommodating with regard to 
these criteria, for rarely do they come with such tidy subtitles as “grievances,” 

“alternatives,” and “tactics.” But every manifesto, more or less explicitly, surely 
contains one or more of these items. They offer critiques of a practice, a policy, 
an institution, a society, an ideology, or all of the above. Some focus their gaze on 
a particular issue (prostitution, political participation, education) or cluster of 
them (working conditions, war and peace, reproduction), while others tackle an 
even broader range. Both the specific and the general are important, as together 
they provide that perfect complement of breadth and depth.

While I remain convinced that one consequence of domination is an impov-
erishment of the imagination, these documents amply demonstrate that cracks 
necessarily develop in every situation and institution through which we can in-
deed glimpse and envisage something better. We learn from them about alterna-
tive ways of structuring our families and our communities, of describing citizens 
and supporting workers, of distributing resources and sharing burdens. In this 
aspect, manifestos are “exercises in thinking collective life and imagining futu-
rity, . . . a species of utopianism” (Weeks 2013, 217). The visions of alternatives 
in the manifestos incorporate every arena in which we move: where we should 
find ourselves in legal systems and workplaces, how we should be represented in 
the media and in schoolbooks, what sorts of families and communities we might 
actually choose to be a part of, etc. It is often astonishing, really, just how much 
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people are able to generate, together, while living in the midst of oppressive and 
even downright dystopian conditions, for every document reveals that what we 
are up against is deeply ingrained in social structures and practices, internalized 
in every individual to some extent or another, naturalized by religions and sci-
ence, and enforced by governments and public opinion. Part of the explanation 
for this generative energy is the power of the collective process itself, the com-
mitment and ideas created within a group that make change seem truly possible. 
In the positive resolutions we perhaps come the closest to finding self- described 
feminist agendas, a history of global feminist agendas, that the reader can watch 
evolve and adapt to particular circumstances. Many know more about what femi-
nism supposedly stands for as told by antifeminists than as told by feminists. Here 
are the other stories.

The next ground for inclusion was that these be feminist declarations. Rather 
than prejudging, I used the contents of the documents themselves to create the 
following criteria, not as a checklist but for a general sense of what fit together:

	•	 They	are	based	on	listening	to	previously	silenced	stories;	as	the	documents	repeat-
edly assert, they base their analyses especially (though not exclusively) on women’s 
experiences and viewpoints and visions, and they understand that the failure to do so 
is a measure of the problem.

	•	 They	openly	characterize	the	wrongs	women	and	other	marginalized	groups	suffer	
as injustices that are injurious to them, their families, and their communities, and 
advocate equal treatment and opportunity, equal dignity and respect.

	•	 They	grasp	the	problem	of	and	the	solutions	to	oppression	as	political,	and	the	strug-
gle for change as necessarily collective— an endeavor through which people learn 
together and devise actions through negotiation for common goods and individual 
possibility.

	•	 They	usually	include	consciousness	of	at	least	some	forms	of	diversity	among	women,	
and at least some common ground or shared fate with certain men. Groups often 
strive both to work across these differences and to discover commonalities.

	•	 They	holistically	address	the	multiple	roles	that	women	fulfill	and	perform,	some	
chosen and some decided for them, sometimes enacted simultaneously, sometimes 
serially, usually varying over the lifespan (worker, citizen, activist, community mem-
ber, family member, etc.), and consider what the demands of equality say about how 
these roles might be reconceived and reconstructed.

	•	 With	a	focus	set	on	the	local	as	well	as	beyond	it,	they	reflect	a	flexibility	in	and	
accommodation to resources and situations through their almost endless variety of 
strategies.

	•	 They	both	recommend	and	use	structures	and	strategies	that	are	overwhelmingly	
and broadly democratic. They seek ever more social justice, individual flourishing, 
and peaceful, inclusive, and participatory communities.

Finally, and perhaps most controversially, I gave preference to the grassroots 
documents and thus, the groups who wrote the treatises I have chosen are not af-
filiated with governments or with the United Nations, though they may be in con-
versation with them. You will not find here even the most familiar: the UN’s 1979 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) or the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action. Why not?

First, documents written by independent (especially grassroots) groups seem 
likeliest to offer the clearest, least inhibited expressions of women’s needs and 
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desires, and are most apt to capture pictures of women’s daily experiences as they 
see them. The authors of these documents decide for themselves whose lives to 
represent, what issues to highlight, what practices to criticize, what risks to take, 
and what language to express themselves in to what audiences, without over-
whelming concern about the receptivity or hostility of the state or of funding 
agencies. The term “grassroots” has many meanings:

[It] suggests being outside the control of any state, church, union, or political 
party. . . . being free from any constraining political affiliations and being responsible 
to no authority except their own group, . . . mainly concerned with local issues, with 
what affects ordinary people every day. The media and public opinion are preoc-
cupied with the spectacular, with the activities of celebrities. What’s more, the par-
ticipants in grassroots movements are ordinary women attempting to accomplish 
necessary tasks, to provide services rather than to build power bases .  .  . [and] 
to transform politics in far more democratic directions than ever seemed possible. 
(Kaplan 1997, 6– 7)

As I will discuss in a moment, these manifestos are not free from all traditional 
political affiliation, in that working within a union or talking to a party was often 
deemed constructive. But they all do have a great degree of autonomy and even 
challenge the organizations with which they are affiliated.

Second, the authors of these documents, even absent outside “officials” or 
“experts,” clearly possess expertise sufficient for their task. Feminism in all its va-
rieties and manifestations over time has increasingly sought to reclaim and le-
gitimize the voices of the silenced and the marginalized, those deemed irrational 
or incredible, those written off as being without virtue, merit, or respectability. 
These writings only occasionally contain the “whereas” and “affirming that” rife 
in state documents. They do not spend pages defining terms and listing account-
able bodies and similar treaties and legal norms in anticipation of lawsuits and 
parliamentary debates. Instead, their style varies widely, the texts are accessible, 
the audiences numerous. Legalese does not mute the passion or the sense of cri-
sis. Focusing on independent groups, all this is to say, gives us the best shot at 
contributing to that project of reclaiming and legitimizing silenced and marginal-
ized voices.

Third, to the extent that any declarations are taken seriously, used as resources 
to help us understand movements and groups and eras, those I leave out are most 
likely to be the recipients of attention, even though these tend to be the longest, 
most formal and legalistic of the genre. Thus, I follow a feminist trend of bringing 
light to the least studied and most marginalized, even among texts, and privilege 
accessibility (Weiss 2009).

Finally, the selected documents include a story about the complicity of gov-
ernments in sustaining inequality and the limits of the UN and some NGOs (they 
call it “NGO- ization”) in bringing about social transformation. I take this critique 
seriously. The Feminist Collective of Istanbul writes,

Everyday three women are killed in Turkey. The murderers and the rapists receive 
no punishments. The state is not trying to stop the violence against women, but [is] 
try[ing] to stop the divorces. AKP ( Justice and Development Party, which is the gov-
ernment) . . . has taken our right of abortion. . . . [and limited] contraceptive methods. 
The government doesn’t hesitate to step forward in order to control the women’s 
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body. They are preparing the laws which are going to condemn us to [a] flexible and 
insecure work life. (Istanbul 2014)2

Even when states are not so actively complicit, these declarations show, the 
promise of inclusion in a constitution or the signing of a UN document turns out 
to leave the status quo remarkably unchanged, and so we need at least to look 
elsewhere.

In general, intergovernmental, UN, and even some transnational feminist doc-
uments tend to be more reformist than radical, more policy oriented than mul-
tifaceted, more professional than lay. Feminism (as an ideology and a practice) 
simply cannot be defined or limited by governments, and governmental action is 
not going to bring about feminist revolution. We need to hear the conversations 
of ground- level feminists coming to consensus on what is wrong with the status 
quo and how to change it toward what ends. Working with and/or within the 
machinery of the state or the UN is often useful, often included as a strategy, and 
understood as a necessity or benefit in certain circumstances, but that is always 
only part of the story. The Managua Declaration of 2006 offers three criticisms: 

“the United Nations system is presently in a debilitated state”; “[s]tates do not re-
spond adequately to the human rights discourse” (especially as opposed to “the 
market”); and UN documents such as “the objectives of the Development of the 
Millennium will not be effective unless they incorporate” more fully racial, ethnic, 
and gender perspectives. Via Campesina contrasts the recommendations it offers 
with the neoliberal, capitalist ones “of the FAO and the governments” ( Jakarta 
2013).3

A small minority of declarations included here do mention or appeal to UN 
and intergovernmental documents. They do so because those documents offer 
legitimacy and cover, and can be used to call governments to account by their 
own standards as signatories to treaties, bodies obligated to follow their consti-
tution, etc. Less cynically, the Beijing Platform inspired many of those who are 
active today to build and continue feminist movements locally and in coalition, 
and CEDAW remains the high- water mark of international documents opposing 
sex- based discrimination. Still, these international documents are easily available 
and, given their great length, I opt to save space for less heralded but nonetheless 
informative, distinctive, and inspiring others.

Two similar types of documents fell between those I clearly wanted and those 
I wanted to exclude: the state charter and the national manifesto. These, too, tend 
to be lengthy, reformist, policy- oriented documents heavily influenced by major 
NGOs, though they generally arise from a more collaborative process commit-
ted to feminist goals. They are often written in response to mainstream political 
events such as elections and the writing of new constitutions. There are a great 
number of them, as is evident in the appendix, and in the end I decided to include 
three as samples of the genre. Most charters were written within ten years of each 
other, and follow very similar patterns. They have the definite advantage of deal-
ing with numerous aspects of the role of the state in social change, and should 
neither be ignored nor equated with the more wide- ranging history of feminist 
manifestos.4

learning from the manifestos
It is a daunting task to summarize what I have learned from compiling and 
researching these documents. The lessons are so numerous, the links among 
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documents almost endless. Below I use multiple resolutions and manifestos 
to support each of the following points: while (1) there is no feminist utopia, 
(2) feminist activism has arisen in almost every conceivable setting, (3) usually 
involving coalition building and (4) demonstrating a determination to be heard, 
(5) not always in the most “agreeable” language, but (6) with a broad commit-
ment to democracy and (7) touching on most social issues.

No Feminist Utopia
“Nowhere in the world  .  .  . have women received their rightful share of their 
country’s wealth or been fully represented in the political process; nor have they 
benefited equally from the education and health systems” (Tolunay 2014). Simply 
put, there is no feminist utopia to which you somehow failed to receive an invi-
tation. Among the documents in this collection, some emanate from countries 
listed as among the “best” on international rankings of gender equality, others 
from countries listed among the “worst.”5 Patriarchy is alive and all too well, 
mingling ubiquitously with a large cohort of friends, including racism, classism, 
colonialism, heterosexism, and ableism.

As mentioned above, virtually every document in this collection contains 
some  extractable list of complaints, grievances, or problems. The political 
 ventures that are recommended begin— it makes perfect sense— with a collec-
tive sense of material, social, intellectual, and spiritual exclusion, suffering, vio-
lence, dissatisfaction, despair, and/or outrage. Many of the problems could not 
seem more obviously troubling; nonetheless, the societies from which the 
documents emerge ignore the issues or fail to prioritize them (or, worse, some-
times call them social goods, or individual virtues), and so the rethinking in-
volved is a deep, difficult, and ongoing project that encounters multiple tides of 
resistance.

To be sure, then, sometimes these declarations induce despair. The lists of 
grievances are lengthy, varied, specific, evolving, and, like systems of domina-
tion, touch every area of life.

	•	 Documents	from	the	United	States	in	the	mid-	nineteenth	century	list	problems	
including the lack of suffrage and ineligibility for office; unequal property rights; 
unequal educational and employment opportunities; the enslavement of millions; 
double moral and sexual standards; and lack of choice regarding marriage and ab-
sence of remedies for marital rape.

	•	 The	list	of	wrongs	in	the	1954	South	African	Women’s	Charter	a	century	later	in-
cludes laws and conventions that deny women the right to own, inherit, or alienate 
property and that treat women as minors subject to husbands; anxieties imposed by 
poverty; and a society divided into poor and rich, non- European and European, the 
harshly treated many and the privileged few.

	•	 The	list	from	NOW	in	1966	mentions	tokenism	and	the	underrepresentation	of	wom-
en in high- level positions in industry and government; sex segregation in the labor 
force and unequal pay for equal work; extra burdens on women of color; feminism as 
a dirty word; unequal marriages; lack of access to childcare; images of women in the 
media that perpetuate contempt for them; and political party disinterest in sexual 
equality.

	•	 The	New	Zealand	Working	Women’s	Charter	of	1977	laments	the	continued	exis-
tence of discrimination based on sex, race, marital and parental status, sexuality, 
and age; unequal pay for equal work; unequal educational opportunities, including 
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vocational training; a long, inflexible work week; unsafe working conditions; inad-
equate attention to the needs of ethnic women; limited childcare; unpaid parental 
leave with no job security; limited sex education, costly birth control, and poor 
access to abortion services.

	•	 The	document	from	the	1997	Okinawan	conference	on	militarism	raises	the	effects	of	
U.S. military bases on the social environment; lack of firm environmental guidelines 
for the cleanup of toxic military contamination; violence against women perpetrated 
by U.S. military personnel; money being spent on the U.S. military by taxpayers that 
could be devoted to socially useful programs benefiting women and children; land 
devoted to military use that could be developed to benefit local people rather than 
investors and transnational corporations; and media that refuse to investigate and 
report on all these issues.

	•	 The	2007	Women’s	Declaration	of	Food	Sovereignty	claims	that	as	a	result	of	neolib-
eral and sexist policies, we suffer poverty, inadequate access to resources, patents on 
living organisms, rural exodus and forced migration, war, and all forms of physical 
and sexual violence. It states that monocultures and the widespread use of chemicals 
and genetically modified organisms harm the environment and human health, par-
ticularly reproductive health. The industrial model and transnationals, it continues, 
threaten the very existence of peasant agriculture, small- scale fishing, and herding, 
all sectors where women play a major role.

	•	 The	2014	Indian	Women’s	Charter	contains	a	long	catalogue	of	grievances	that	in-
cludes increasing violence against women; crimes in the name of honor; piecemeal 
legislation that does not fully address gender- based issues; a conservative backlash; 
inadequate enforcement of laws demanding equal treatment; unrelenting rise in food 
prices; and privatization of public services.

Just these few lists of wrongs show that what are readily referred to or identi-
fied as “women’s issues”— for example, reproduction, sexual violence, childcare, 
employment and educational opportunity, and so on— do, in fact, form a set of 
core concerns across time and place. But there is definitely more to the story. In 
the documents, we will see these “traditional” feminist issues associated with 
rather than separated from political life generally, challenging the boundaries 
often used to justify their irrelevance or consignment to “special interest” politics. 
Employment opportunity is linked to issues from trade unionism to globalization, 
for example, just as reproductive freedom is variously related to religious fun-
damentalism, war, and definitions of work. Consequently, there is an insistence 
that we treat things like “gender- based violence as a community’s responsibility 
instead of making it a ‘women’s issue’” (Kampala 2003), just as we do other issues 
of such magnitude and significance to the entire social fabric. The 1994 Women’s 
Declaration on Population Policies asserts,

[A] wide range of conditions  .  .  . affect[s] the reproductive health and rights of 
women and men. These include unequal distribution of material and social resources 
among individuals and groups; . . . changing patterns of sexual and family relation-
ships; political and economic policies that restrict girls’ and women’s access to health 
services and methods of fertility regulation; and ideologies, laws and practices that 
deny women’s basic human rights.

Public and private are bridged, as the economic touches the personal, which 
influences the social, and so on. Feminist issues are not somehow cordoned off 
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from general community issues, and are most successfully addressed if they are 
deemed relevant to the general welfare.

A second point about scope is that supposedly gender- neutral or nongendered 
political questions contain gendered dimensions. The fact that issues from im-
migration and genetic engineering to war and poverty appear repeatedly in femi-
nist manifestos might astonish those with a contracted conception of feminism’s 
agendas over time. The 2008 Women’s Declaration to the G8 on the global food 
crisis points out that

support for small farmers must include a focus on women, who produce most of the 
world’s food, [but whose] capacity . . . is badly undermined by laws and customs that 
discriminate against women. In many countries, women . . . are not even recognized 
as farmers. They are denied the right to own land and excluded from government 
programs that facilitate access to credit, seeds, tools, and training.

The failure to perceive and attend to this gendered dimension of agriculture contrib-
utes to the failure to resolve the food crisis and women’s oppression. In the recorded 
history we know, it seems every question at least has gendered dimensions.

While many of the grievances refer to well- known events, the focus on women 
and gender brings less familiar, less visible aspects of those events directly to 
center stage. We read, for example, about the effects of nuclear testing on fertile 
women and their children, the impact of genetic engineering on Indigenous com-
munities, and the consequences of religious fundamentalism for relationships be-
tween the sexes. These neglected declarations thus offer essential information, 
voices, and ideas that fill out and redirect political conversations that regularly 
disregard or marginalize certain lives. Some form of marginalization is a sad uni-
versal in this collection: “The history of our country the past hundred years, has 
been a series of assumptions and usurpations of power over woman, in direct op-
position to the principles of just government” (1876 Declaration of Rights).

Importantly, these documents insist that the various crises they address 
“demonstrate that this [patriarchal capitalist global] system is not viable. Fi-
nancial, food, climate and energetic crises are not isolated phenomena, but 
represent a crisis of the model itself, driven by the super exploitation of work 
and the environment. . . . We [feminists] need to advance in the construction of 
alternatives” (Brazil 2009). The lists of grievances, so many of which are repeated 
across time and place despite containing different emphases and forms, consti-
tute a broad indictment of patriarchal culture, politics, institutions, and relation-
ships, as well as of racism, colonialism, and ableism.

On the subject of that which induces despair, the most disheartening element 
in the documents, even those of the last twenty years, may be the extent to which 
they believe that women’s status has not improved much, even as it has altered. 
The Abuja Declaration (1989), for example, says that “several studies on women in 
development suggest that the condition of women has worsened: they are poorer, 
live in increasingly hazardous environments and have lost the supportive mecha-
nisms of the past.” It also notes how “little progress has been achieved in [the] 
elimination [of ] hazardous traditional practices, such as early marriage and preg-
nancy, female circumcision, nutritional taboos, [and] inadequate child spacing and 
unprotected delivery.” The 2008 declaration from the First Asian Rural Women’s 
Conference in India claims that “the process of neo- liberal globalization . . . [has] 
exacerbated human and labour rights violation[s] and economic injustices.” The 
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pan- Canadian young feminist gathering (2008) points out that “[i]n reality, many 
of the demands of our feminist mothers and grandmothers remain unmet. . . . 
Violence is normalized, sexual abuse eroticized. Our sexual health education is 
inadequate and our reproductive rights are disrespected. Our needs are not being 
met.” Finally, the 2011 Kuwait Declaration on Gender Equality starkly contrasts 

“the winds of democratic change which have strongly swept the Arab world [with] 
the increase in attempts to exclude and discriminate against women, as well as 
the development of violations of women’s rights by certain extremist groups.” 
Even when women have made gains in education, obstacles still prevent them 
from making full use of their training; where laws have changed, their “imple-
mentation is very poor and disappointing” (Nepal 2011), the laws proving im-
potent against sexist culture and religious practices. Even where women have 
entered the halls of power, they are not always heard. Where progress has been 
made, new forces arise that threaten it. Incremental change is slow and uncertain.

Further, many gains are in fact fragile. Dating back at least to the 1876 Declara-
tion of Rights of the Women of the United States, victories are understood as only 
partial, tenuous, and ever- threatened holds on sexual equality:

But the privileges already granted in the several states are by no means secure. The 
right of suffrage once exercised by women in certain States and Territories, has been 
denied by subsequent legislation. . . . Laws passed after years of untiring effort, guar-
anteeing married women certain rights of property, and mothers the custody of their 
children, have been repealed in States where we supposed all was safe. Thus have our 
most sacred rights been made the football of legislative caprice, proving that a power 
which grants, as a privilege, what by nature is a right, may withhold the same as a 
penalty, when deeming it necessary for its own perpetuation.

Spain liberalized abortion laws in 2010 and then tried to roll them back in 2013. 
The rising forces of extremism today are rolling back women’s gains in the areas of 
marriage, employment, and education, in multiple nations (Tajikistan 2000). As 
wastefully frustrating and time- consuming as reinventing the wheel, repeatedly 
waging the same battles generation after generation, in one location and then 
another, depletes and demoralizes, and requires vigilant watch over past victories 
while new issues are continuously tackled.

Even women’s sense of self is still an issue. In the 1848 Declaration of Senti-
ments, one complaint was that man “has endeavored, in every way that he could, 
to destroy her confidence in her own power, to lessen her self- respect, and to 
make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life.” A century and a half later, 
the 1990 Serbian Women’s Party Charter of Intentions observes a need to “pro-
mote women’s self- confidence and their faith in their own abilities, strength and 
maturity to fight independently for legal rights and genuine interests of their 
own.” The 1990 Independent Women’s Democratic Initiative includes a call for 

“assertiveness- training courses,” speaking yet again to a lack of confidence in one’s 
own voice. In the 1991 Riot Grrrl Manifesto, there is still talk of a desire “and need 
to encourage and be encouraged in the face of all our own insecurities.” At the 
Black Women in Europe 1991 conference, there was a call “that EC training pro-
grammes . . . encompass assertiveness and confidence- building.”

The recurrence of this theme is startling, and related to the long- denigrated sta-
tus of feminism. Regarding feminism, supporters of the Declaration of Sentiments 
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(1848) foresee encountering “no small amount of misconception, misrepresenta-
tion, and ridicule [as they] enter . . . upon the great work before us.” One hundred 
and sixty years later, the Guatemalan Feminist Declaration describes a system that 

“responds to any challenge with the use of violence against our bodies, criminaliza-
tion, smear campaigns, and repression against our movements.” Sigh.

There Has Always Been Feminist Movement
What this repeated telling of injustices and injuries amounts to is that around the 
world, under every sort of political regime, in every era and possible set of cir-
cumstances, there has been feminist resistance— still mostly but never exclusively 
consisting of women, working together to create a world in which wealth is more 
equally distributed, in which more voices are represented in the political process, 
in which the media responsibly tackle important issues, in which concern for 
the environment is prioritized, where social priorities are more humane, and in 
which every citizen does benefit equally from the education and health systems, 
among others. Feminists protest, rewrite policies, boycott, organize, lobby, speak 
out, educate, and set up alternative institutions as they challenge, to cite just one 
cluster of issues, child sex abuse; child labor; child soldiers; child marriage; child 
custody; children living in poverty; discrimination against children based on dis-
ability, ethnicity, race, and class; inaccessible and culturally insensitive public 
childcare; and poor education, especially of girls.

	•	 In	1789	Paris,	working	women	of	the	Third	Estate	(who	were	often	mistaken	for	pros-
titutes because they, too, sold their labor publicly) did not have the right to meet, to 
petition the king, or to vote in elections, yet they did indeed meet, and draft a written 
document to the king, and, “in a gesture of revolutionary hopefulness,” described their 
present lives and their hopes for the future (Moore, Brooks, and Wigginton 2012, 222).

	•	 Young	factory	women	in	Lowell,	Massachusetts—	girls,	really,	whose	meager	wages	
were reduced in 1836— organized one of the first labor strikes in the United States. 
In their Constitution they argued “firmly and fearlessly” that they should be able to 
both develop and keep a good moral character while they worked in the mills, which 
they could only do if given due recompense for their work. They were seen but did 
not see themselves as easily seduced. They claimed the right to unionize and vowed 
to stand together as a united front.

	•	 At	the	Second	Annual	Anti-	Slavery	Convention	of	American	Women	in	1838,	Black	
and White women spoke over rocks crashing in and shouts from outside. They exited 
arm- in- arm and moved to another site when opponents actually burned down their 
convention hall. They resolved “[t]hat the Anti- Slavery enterprise presents one of 
the most appropriate fields for the exertion of the influence of woman, and that we 
pledge ourselves, with divine assistance, never to desert the work, while an Ameri-
can slave groans in bondage.”

	•	 In	2005,	women	from	fourteen	Canadian	Inuit	communities,	perhaps	50	percent	of	
them the victims of forced or attempted sexual violence as minors, shared stories in 
icy northern Quebec and then “demand[ed] that violence directed against women 
and children must stop. [It] is absolutely intolerable and must end,” they wrote, and 
they painfully acknowledged, “Inaction perpetuates the cycles of violence.”

	•	 The	Dalit	women	of	Nepal,	who	endure	a	poverty	rate	of	90	percent,	a	life	span	of	
fifty- one years, an illiteracy rate of 80 percent, and a domestic violence rate of 75 
percent, formed the Feminist Dalit Organization and wrote the 2007 Dalit Women’s 
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Charter to “motiv[at]e destitute, oppressed and downtrodden Dalit women to live 
their lives with self- respect and social dignity” and because “[w]e believe that Nepal 
can be transformed into a fully democratic republic state . . . by ensuring the repre-
sentation of Dalit women . . . in all aspects of state restructuring.”

As mentioned, these documents indicate an ongoing concern about women’s 
low sense of self and the resistance and backlash that follow feminist gains. But 
just as persistent is the belief in the potential power of women and of feminism. 
The Kigali Declaration (1997) affirms women’s “resourcefulness in organizing for 
peace, stability, security and sustainable development.” The Khatmandu Decla-
ration of Indigenous Women (2011) treats as unquestionable “the will and deter-
mination of indigenous women to change the existing social relation based on 
domination, exclusion, exploitation and discrimination to a new order based on 
justice[,] equality and respect for human dignity.” And the Combahee River Col-
lective (1977) states, “Our politics evolve from a healthy love for ourselves, our 
sisters, and our community which allows us to continue our struggle and work.” 
Such collective self- worth is a necessary condition of feminist social action fight-
ing against the elements denigrating the marginalized and their movements.

One source of strength is the recovery of the history of women’s activism that 
these documents (and this book, too) contribute to and use to justify and in-
spire continued resistance. The Gabriela Women’s Party (Philippines 2007) is 
named for Gabriela Silang, an eighteenth- century Filipino revolutionary in the 
battle for independence from Spain. The African Feminist Forum (Ghana 2006) 

“acknowledge[s] the historical and significant gains that have been made by the 
African Women’s Movement over the past forty years,” and notes that “African 
Feminists led the way, from the grassroots level and up; they strategised, orga-
nized, networked, went on strike and marched in protest, and did the research, 
analysis, lobbying, institution building and all that it took for States, employers 
and institutions to acknowledge women’s personhood.” AMES, the Association 
of Salvadoran Women (Costa Rica 1981), lists the many groups of women who 
agitated in the 1970s, from peasant women to street vendors.

Another source of power is feminism, for these manifestos reveal that their 
authors find in feminism a sound explanation of major ills from which we suffer, 
a dynamic account of the internalization of domination, an accurate description 
of intersecting systems of oppression, a pragmatic understanding of the forces 
that resist equality, and a hopeful, profound vision of how else we might organize 
flourishing communities, from romantic partnerships and friendship groups to 
political organizations and nation- states. These feminist clarifications and illumi-
nations keep making sense, especially but not only to the oppressed, generation 
after generation, keeping hope alive and activism growing.

Building Coalitions and Bridges
Feminists have long worked and continue to work within and with not only a 
broad diversity of progressive social and political organizations and movements 
but also nearly every political, ethnic, cultural, and religious tradition, in the 
name of sexual equality and social justice. Limits to this exist, of course, to the 
extent that some bodies define themselves in outright opposition to feminism; 
otherwise, coalitions exist either to inch along the more conventional or to chal-
lenge the more revolutionary, even when feminism is not at the center of the 
mission of some in the coalition.
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	•	 The	1649	petition	to	the	British	parliament,	which	is	estimated	to	have	contained	
as many as ten thousand signatures, is from women in the antimonarchical Leveller 
movement, who use the group’s democratic tactics and principles to argue for their 
own political rights.

	•	 The	1846	Petition	for	Women’s	Rights	works	within	the	framework	of	liberal	democ-
racy, arguing that if “all governments must derive their just powers from the consent 
of the governed,” then “the present government of this state has widely departed 
from the true democratic principles upon which all just governments must be based 
by denying to the female portion of community the right of suffrage and any partici-
pation in forming the government and laws under which they live.”

	•	 The	1909	Resolutions	from	the	Women’s	Trade	Union	League	work	to	expand	to	
females, who were excluded from all- male unions, the principles of the American 
Federation of Labor.

	•	 The	1972	document	“Jewish	Women	Call	for	Change”	is	written	by	committed	Con-
servative Jews urging the convention of the Conservative Rabbinical Assembly to 
forsake past discriminatory practices in favor of women’s right to participate in their 
groups’ religious observances.

	•	 Similarly,	Musawah	argues	in	2009	that	while	“[m]any	laws	and	practices	in	Muslim	
countries are unjust,” the group can still work within their tradition and claim that 

“Qur’anic teachings encompass the principles of justice, equality, equity, human dig-
nity, love and compassion, . . . values [that] can guide further development of family 
laws and practices in line with the contemporary notion of justice, which includes 
equality between the sexes and before the law.”

Really, the list is endless. The 1973 Statement of Purpose of the National Black 
Feminist Organization says that their autonomous organizing will “strengthen the 
current efforts of the Black Liberation struggle.” The 2014 Feminist Principles of 
the Internet emerges from a conference that worked “to bridge the gap between 
feminist movements and internet rights movements and look at intersections and 
strategic opportunities to work together as allies and partners.” The 2014 Rural 
Women’s Manifesto in Northern Ireland brings feminists together with folks 
working in rural development.

Four points about alliances are worth emphasizing. First, while virtually all 
feminist groups build coalitions, those with whom they connect vary, depending 
upon their politics. One feminist group is more likely to link with the Commu-
nist Party, another with the Christian Democrats, another with the Greens, yet 
another with a Women’s Party. In most places, few responsive political parties 
even exist. Still, both common ground and differences exist among feminists, and 
those differences can be revealed in whether one’s links are with the mainstream 
or the margins; the female- only or the all- genders groups; the state or civil soci-
ety organizations; local collectives, regional groups, international coalitions, or 
all of the above.

Second, given what I said above about belief in the power and passion of femi-
nism, something like an eternal hopefulness often exists in coalition building, a 
yearning that liberal- leaning groups will be at least modestly receptive to at least 
some feminist demands, so that cooperative efforts seem worth it. Such work 
does reap rewards, as numerous party platforms incorporate gender issues, for 
example, and groups oblivious to women’s subordination commit themselves 
to ending some aspects of it. Coalitions also help in situations where funding 
of feminist organizations is low or reduced, and money difficult to raise. Such 
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successes help sustain feminist groups and causes, can add to their legitimacy, 
and contribute to the strength of civil society and the stability of democracy, to 
which feminism is fundamentally committed.

The explanation for the consistent efforts toward coalition is pragmatic, but 
also philosophical. The 1976 Women’s Liberation Front in Spain says, “[F]eminist 
struggle is linked to the combined action of all oppressed sectors to achieve dem-
ocratic freedoms,” while the more recent but similarly named California Wom-
en’s Liberation Front (2014) adds, “We are enmeshed in overlapping systems 
of sadistic power built on misogyny, white privilege, stolen wealth, and human 
supremacism. As individuals, it is our responsibility to acknowledge those sys-
tems, overcome our entitlement, and make alliances with the dispossessed. Col-
lectively, it is our task to bring those systems down.” A commitment to certain 
coalitions is a commitment to an inclusive, intersectional feminism.

There are frequent mentions of sympathy and solidarity with oppressed groups 
across national boundaries, too. The Young Lords’ Position Paper on Women 
(New York 1970) ends with a section on “Revolutionary Women” that includes 
the stories of five Puerto Rican women (Mariana Bracetti, Lola Rodriguez de 
Tio, Antonia Martinez, Blanca Canales, and Lolita Lebron) and two Vietnamese 
women (La Thi Tham and Kan Lich) resisting colonialism. The 2008 Guatema-
lan Feminist Declaration mentions resistance in Nicaragua, Mexico, and Haiti, as 
well as activism by indigenous women and labor leaders. Overall, then, feminists 
have accrued a great deal of experience with and knowledge about both oppres-
sive and liberatory political processes. Further, an intersectional understanding 
of the different effects of domination on various populations is apparent across 
the globe. The only limit, as the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Af-
ghanistan (2004) cautions, is that we “should never make cease- fires or deal with 
this or that faction of fundamentalists.”

Long and short term, single and multi- issued, coalitions and alliances of over-
lapping groups build a movement. The commitment to coalition is a commit-
ment to difficult work, to conversation about contentious issues, usually in the 
presence of unequal privilege and disadvantage (Reagon 1983). Some degree of 
common purpose does not entail easy agreement and should not allow conflict 
to be buried, especially in the longer run. “Building coalitions across significant 
differences between women is a hallmark of feminist activism” (Gilmore 2008, 7).

Getting Heard
Feminists, probably few are surprised to hear, generally do not have over-
whelming social power or a surfeit of epistemic credibility, critics of “political 
correctness” notwithstanding. We have to fight for air space, for authority, for 
believability, for our right to protest, even for the basic legitimacy of our assess-
ments and agendas. And that description of the status quo across the globe does 
not even reckon with the staunch opponents, who rally their forces precisely 
against demonized feminist stands on issues from reproductive justice to environ-
mentalism to pacifism. In the face of both indifference and opposition, feminists 
take advantage of every opportunity to make their voices heard, just as they take 
advantage of openings in political movements and religious traditions. Coalitions, 
then, provide only part of the story of getting heard.

Some of the opportunities are in fact crises that either permit or require new 
voices. The crisis may be the taking of Native lands, as it was for the Cherokee 
Women’s Council in the early 1800s, or the possible loss of land due to climate 
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change, as it is for feminists in Fiji today (2014). The opportunity may be due 
to rare, widespread public outrage over civilian rape (India 2014), or to infuria-
tion over rape in war (England 2004). Feminists speak out and get some press in 
the face of a growing conflict, as the International Conference of Women at the 
Hague (1915) and Australia Women’s Peace Army (1916) did, or because of a new 
approach to or angle on a seemingly irreconcilable conflict, as both Israeli (2006) 
and Kurdish feminists (Turkey 2013) do. The opportunity may be presented by a 
political event on which a group hopes to exert influence, such as an upcoming 
international meeting (New York 2013), an election (South Sudan 2009), or the 
fall of a government (Hungary 1990). Feminist groups piggyback on events from 
the World’s Fair (France 1878) to gatherings of the World’s Social Forum (Brazil 
2009). They announce their manifestos, and thus garner more publicity for them, 
on commemorative days, such as the Fourth of July (Philadelphia 1876), Interna-
tional Woman’s Day (Palestine 2015, Honduras 2013), and International Day for 
the Elimination of Violence Against Women (Peru 2010). They write declarations 
in response to obnoxious speeches (Utah 2007 and 2012, and Washington D.C. 
1896), and at regularly held gatherings and conferences, such as of the U.S. Na-
tional Women’s Party (1922) or the International Socialist Women’s Conference 
(1907). They organize in answer to exclusion from all- male or male- dominated 
organizations, as did the Female Anti- Slavery Society (Massachusetts 1832), to 
neglect of their issues in organizations of which they are a part, as the anarcha-
feminists (Norway 1982) and women of the Young Lords (New York 1970) did, or 
to the virtual invisibility or misrepresentation of their issues in general (Canada 
2014).

These documents, all of these examples show, emerge from master strate-
gists possessing practical wisdom, learning together about what is possible, and 
deeply involved in the politics and social world around them. Further, their docu-
ments and actions testify to great imagination (see the tactics employed by Swe-
den’s Feminist Initiative, or Spain’s Deciding Makes Us Free, for example), group 
perseverance, and a deep desire for justice. Speaking out is a chance not only 
to succeed on a particular issue but also to build or sustain feminist movement 
and to hear more marginalized voices in the process (Northern Ireland 2015). As 
detailed in the introductions to each manifesto, the process of collective writing 
often brings in quite large numbers of people and groups. The priority given to 
democratic process is high, based on knowledge about the effects of participation.

Democracy
There is much critique in these manifestos of standard political processes, 
workplace practices, and family dynamics and, in their place, advocacy of 
democratization at virtually every level. Some of the earliest and most persis-
tent demands are for political rights and participation. The Zapatista Women’s 
Revolutionary Law (1994) supports the right of all “women, regardless of their 
race, creed, colour or political affiliation .  .  . to participate in the revolution-
ary struggle in any way that their desire and capacity determine.” Going a step 
beyond participation, the Riot Grrrl Manifesto (1991) speaks of interest “in creat-
ing non- hierarchical ways of being AND making music, friends, and scenes based 
on communication + understanding, instead of competition + good/bad cate-
gorizations.” The European Charter for Women in the City (1994), too, insists 
on “egalitarian participatory processes,” which “favour renewed ties of solidar-
ity,” and the Declaration of Sentiments (1848) focuses as much on democratic 
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culture and society as on democratic government (Weiss 2009). The Women’s 
Caucus Declaration (Seattle 1999) asks for transparency, open participation, 
inclusiveness, the consensus process, equal access to information, dialogue, 
democratization of dispute settlements, and gender and regional balance in all 
decision- making bodies. I could go on.

Feminists work to recognize and remove context- specific barriers to democ-
racy. The Working Women’s Charter (1974), for instance, criticizes and aims to 
remove “all legal and bureaucratic impediments to equality,” wisely citing a long 
list of practices used antidemocratically, including “tenancies, mortgages, pen-
sion schemes, taxation, passports, control over children, social security payments, 
[and] hire purchase agreements.” The Comilla Declaration (1989) opposes ge-
netic engineering as linked to an antidemocratic view of some humans as superior 
to others, while many others speak and struggle against poverty and illiteracy as 
limiting democracy.

Democracy seems relevant everywhere, too, as the Australian group Women’s 
Liberation (1971) advocates for “democratisation of the existing family institu-
tion,” and the Women in Prison Manifesto (1985) calls for both “democratic con-
trol of the criminal justice and penal systems” and “prisoner participation in the 
organization of the prison.”

Both democratic ideas and practices are widely endorsed in this collection, 
marking a connection that should, perhaps, be more celebrated. What is the na-
ture of the connection?

Democratic concerns include who is at the table, what is on the agenda, the 
manner in which items will be discussed, who will be listened to, and how deci-
sions will be made and implemented. The insistence on attention to inclusive 
processes clearly emerges from experiences of silencing, invisibility, tokenism, 
marginalization, and disillusionment; but it also arises, on the other hand, from 
an understanding of the democratic process as both educational and empowering 
for participants and linked to greater voice and sounder policy.

The women’s movement itself is linked to democratic progress. There is recog-
nition “that the process of social renewal cannot be truly democratic without an 
active, independent women’s movement” (Russia 1990). The New Zealand Work-
ing Women’s Charter (1977) states, “[F]eminist struggle is linked to the combined 
action of all oppressed sectors to achieve democratic freedoms.” Hungary’s Dec-
laration of Intent (1991) also asserts, “The feminist movement is an organic part of 
Western democracy.” Moreover, the 2011 Kuwait Declaration on Gender Equal-
ity notes that “equal participation of women and men is an essential element of 
democracy of peoples and societies,” and one that feminism thus contributes to 
mightily.

Not only is feminism important to democracy, but democracy is also crucial to 
the women’s movement. As the Chicago Women’s Liberation Union said (1972), 

“We believe in democracy. . . . We are trying to act on our ideas.” The importance 
of democracy to feminism is apparent in these documents in the attention paid 
to their own processes. (Democratization, I should note, is contrasted, as in the 
1990 Yugoslavian Charter of Intentions, with “authoritarian consciousness and 
behaviour, . . . lust for power and dictatorship over human needs.”) Briefly, re-
garding democracy in their internal politics, the pan- Canadian feminists (2008) 
declared themselves “committed to an ongoing process of critical self- reflection 
to inform and transform our movement.” The Combahee River Collective (1977) 
states, “We believe in collective process and a nonhierarchical distribution of 
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power within our own group and in our vision of a revolutionary society.” The 
Sudanese Women’s Declaration on Darfur (2008) calls for “regular dialogue be-
tween women constituencies in Darfur, between Darfuri women and the other 
Sudanese sisters, as well as between Sudanese women and the African Women 
Peace Networks.” Like critical self- reflection and flattening of unnecessary hier-
archies, dialogue is an enduring democratic value and practice, and a conscious 
commitment to difficult dialogue comes up repeatedly in these documents, 
whether between women and men, NGOs and states, citizens and repressive 
governments, or women of different cultures, races, and ethnicities.

Refusing to “Moderate” Feminist Voices
Perhaps the authors of these documents already knew how far being “nice” really 
gets women, all the advice about the womanly virtues of being accommodating, 
long- suffering, understanding, self- sacrificing, and gentle notwithstanding. Their 
advice to us seems to be to tell the truth and push for change. Abiding by rules of 
femininity in action does little more than doing nothing— preserving the status quo.

Thus, in 1836, the Lowell Factory Girls tell us the truth about the “danger and 
inconvenience” to which they are subjected by “ungenerous, illiberal, and avari-
cious capitalists.” The Woman’s Rights Convention Resolutions (Ohio 1851) call 
institutional and customary gender inequalities “criminal injustice,” and chastise 
women for “reprehensible submissiveness” in their “unresisting toleration of 
them.” In 1870, the Daughters of St. Crispin straightforwardly call the unequal 
pay women receive a “usurpation and fraud.” The Colored Women’s Congress 
in 1896 forthrightly condemns “all tendency toward mob rule, lynching, burn-
ing, and midnight marauding” as “a menace to every department of justice and 
the well- being of posterity.” In 1909, the National Women’s Trade Union League 
boldly asserts that “[a]ll wars in our day are wars for the extension of markets” 
and that “the industrial and social conditions” of women workers “are in time of 
peace disastrously influenced by the enormous expenditure of civilized nations 
upon battleships and other preparations for war, and in time of war by the dep-
redations, cruelties, and horrors of war.” The 1915 Resolutions from the Interna-
tional Congress of Women call such war “madness” and “horror . . . involving as it 
does a reckless sacrifice of human life and the destruction of so much that human-
ity has labored through centuries to build up.” The 1969 Redstockings Manifesto 
does not mince words, either. “Women,” it declares, “are an oppressed class. Our 
oppression is total, affecting every facet of our lives. Our humanity is denied. Our 
prescribed behavior is enforced by the threat of physical violence. . . . All men 
receive economic, sexual, and psychological benefits from male supremacy.” In 
1970, the Women’s Caucus of the Young Lords Party challenges machismo, which 
it describes as “sexual fascism, men putting themselves at the head of everything 
without considering women,” and concludes frankly, “[M]achismo means physi-
cal abuse, punishment and torture.” In 1973 the National Black Feminist Organi-
zation openly charged “the distorted male- dominated media image” of feminism 
with “cloud[ing] the vital and revolutionary importance of this movement to 
Third World women, especially black women,” and the Combahee River Collec-
tive in 1977 stated directly that “eliminating racism in the white women’s move-
ment is by definition work for white women to do,” and promised, “[W]e will 
continue to speak to and demand accountability on this issue.” Finally, the Nor-
wegian Anarchafeminist Manifesto of 1982 reminds us that, quite simply, “female 
power and female prime ministers will neither lead the majority of women to 
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their ends nor abolish oppression.” These forceful messages cross borders of time 
and place, politics and race, and inspire continued truth telling over covering up 
and making nice.

I do not underestimate the work it takes for women to overcome socialization 
and the pressure put on them to be nice. I do not underestimate the interpersonal 
value of niceness, either. But when only certain types of civility are behavioral 
norms, when those norms are imposed disproportionately on women and mar-
ginalized others, and when they are imposed especially when such groups defend 
themselves or work for equality, then what we have is not really a valuing of civility, 
which feminists advocate, but a defense of inequality and a practice of silencing. 
Nothing uncivil or impolite is inherent in challenging gender- based violence, or 
demanding fair media representation of people of color, or asserting that women’s 
rights are human rights; more regularly, both incivility and false politeness are used 
to maintain inequality, which in turn supports incivility toward some.

Education
Taken together, the manifestos offer comprehensive, feminist treatment of 
numerous issues. Education is one of many specific recurring concerns in this set 
of documents, and I use it here as an example of the sophistication, continuity, 
and expansiveness of feminist analyses. (So many other topics are also worth a 
comparative, thematic treatment, both across time and place and within certain 
eras and regions, from childhood and religion to men and care work.) The prob-
lem was put in effective and blunt terms by the Women’s National Coalition of 
the African National Congress (1994): education “has been male oriented, inac-
cessible, inappropriate and racially discriminatory.”

The most basic complaint regarding education relates to girls’ and women’s 
lack of or unequal access to educational opportunities: The charge that “[h]e has 
denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education— all colleges being 
closed against her” (New York 1848) precedes consequent calls for girls to receive 

“institutional education in all the intellectual and physical disciplines” (Tajikistan 
2000), to have “equal access to education, equal opportunities for higher edu-
cation, and . . . free[dom] to choose [one’s] subject of study” (New York 1997), 
and to climb “higher up the diploma ladder” (Abuja 1989). The broadest basis of 
the demand for equal educational opportunity is “that men and women are born 
equally free and independent members of the human race, equally endowed with 
intelligence and ability, and equally entitled to the free exercise of their individual 
rights and liberty” (Germany 1904).

Two additional reasons “that all institutions of learning and of professional in-
struction, including schools of theology, law, and medicine, should . . . be as freely 
opened to women as to men” are that having a broadly educated populace is “in 
the interests of humanity” (Washington, D.C., 1888) and that education supplies 
the means of avoiding limited and dire alternatives for women, on the one hand, 
and of having opportunities and fostering social change, on the other. Negatively, 
the lack of education leads to poverty (Hungary 2012) and invisibility (Thailand 
2004), and has “ensured both that [women] remain unpaid household servants, 
and that they do not have an equal chance with men in the world of paid work” 
(Hungary 1990). On the positive side, a broadly educated population is neces-
sary as a way to control government abuse and neglect (Nicaragua 2002), a topic 
near to the democratic heart of feminism, and to put more power in the hands 
of everyone. Knowledge about sexuality, health, and birth control, for example, 



InTRODUCTIOn 19

needs to be disseminated not only to medical and social workers but to everyone 
and anyone (New York 1921).

The effects of education are essentially boundless. As the Chiang Mai Declara-
tion (2004) states, “Just as education of women is today understood to be critical 
in transforming the world, so providing women with religious education is criti-
cal in transforming religion.” The Statement of Conscience: A Feminist Vision for 
Peace (2002) adds, “We demand immediate response to the pleas of women . . . 
for immediate assistance with literacy programs to ensure their full participa-
tion in brokering peace, in decision- making, and in post- conflict reconstruction.” 
Education is consistently seen as among the most powerful tools; its denial or 
limitation carves a well- trodden path to subordination.

But to be truly liberatory, education must go beyond mere access to what al-
ready exists. To be sure, no document simply applauds an existing educational 
system. The 1789 Petition of Women of the Third Estate protests the “very ne-
glected or very defective” education the petitioners receive, “the impediments 
which are forever being placed on our education.” “We ask,” they continue, “to be 
enlightened,” and so they request free schools that teach more subjects in greater 
depth. History lessons, for example, should give “special preference” to “those 
things that reveal the various progressive aspects of communities and societies, 
more than to the narration of wars and battles” (Argentina 1910).

One long- standing concern revolves around the biased tools of education, from 
particular texts to general curricula. “Sex- stereotyping in education, media and at 
the place of work must be abolished” (Norway 1982). This task requires vigilance: 

“The books and activities of nurseries and schools must be examined critically in 
order to prevent the continued propagation of obsolete and destructive prejudices 
regarding gender roles” (Hungary 1990). New material must be introduced: The 
Canadian young feminists (2008) “envision communities committed to . . . learning 
and teaching true herstory and histories of our victories and struggles, especially 
those of women of colour and Aboriginal women,” just as Black Lives Matter urges 
inclusion of Black history (2015). Professional programs must be included in curric-
ulum change. For example, the Victoria Falls Declaration (1994) emphasizes teach-
ing about human rights in law schools, while the European Charter for Women in 
the City (1994) notes that “gender issues in cities must be taught in . . . institutes 
for architecture and town planning.” Humans are not born racist or sexist, but we 
imbibe social prejudices at very young ages, and thus have an active need, as the In-
terAmerican Convention in Brazil (1994) puts it, for “educational programs appro-
priate to every level of the educational process, to counteract prejudices, customs 
and all other practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority or superiority 
of either of the sexes or on the stereotyped roles for men and women which legiti-
mize or exacerbate violence against women.”

Attention in many documents is given to particular groups of people who 
are treated especially unjustly in educational systems, and/or whose education 
needs special attention and resources. Education is thus again related to more 
inclusive democratic politics. The 1848 Manifesto of the Parisian Society for the 
Emancipation of Women asks first of all for schools for the women of the working 
classes. The 1910 Second International Conference of Socialist Women recom-
mends “establishment of school homes where unprovided children are looked 
after,” as well as free meals for all schoolchildren, “even in holidays and vacan-
cies.” The All India Women’s Conference (1927) urges educational facilities for 
girls in purdah and schools for those with disabilities. The Committee on the 
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Status of Women in India (1974) mentions the need for “an alternative system 
[that] has to be designed to provide basic education to adult women, particularly 
in the 15– 25 age.” The Women in Prison Manifesto (1985) calls for “improved, 
non- discriminatory and non- paternalistic education [and] job training” behind 
bars, while the National Alliance of Black Feminists (1977) speaks to prison di-
version programs. The First World Whores’ Congress (1985) notes the need for 

“re- training programs for prostitutes wishing to leave the life,” the Feminist Peace 
Network (2002) addresses the education of children in postconflict zones, and 
the International Feminist Congress of Argentina (1910) reminds us that for ev-
eryone, “educational methods should adapt to the student and not the student to 
the method.”

There is concern over low enrollment of girls/women in particular areas, such 
as “science- based training programmes and professions” (Abuja 1989) and politi-
cal leadership (Soviet Union 1990). Such focused attention in all these examples 
has to start from a clear- eyed view of every particular status quo, so that we do 
not settle on generalities and miss the fact that, for example, Roma children are 
often segregated in schools and placed in special needs classrooms, and conse-
quently drop out at a much higher rate than others (Greece 2010). Yet several 
documents cite a lack of such accurate information or of studies still needed to 
do more educational justice to more people.

Women are not only portrayed on the receiving end of education. Feminist 
manifestos speak about the importance of women’s knowledge being recognized, 
preserved, passed on, and expanded upon. There is attention to how “commer-
cialization and monopoly control are destroying the traditional knowledge and 
practices that have kept indigenous women self- sufficient,” and therefore “call[s] 
for . . . reclaim[ing] rural women’s knowledge and skills” (India 2008). The 2011 
Rights of Indigenous Women in Nepal speaks to the need “to preserve and pro-
mote the traditional indigenous know how and [also] to increase [Indigenous 
women’s] capacity to access and use the modern information, communication 
and technology.”

An interesting extension of basic educational concerns addresses political ed-
ucation broadly understood, and especially education for liberation. There has 
long been concern that women “ought to be enlightened with regard to the laws 
under which they live, that they may no longer publish their degradation by de-
claring themselves satisfied with their present position, nor their ignorance by 
asserting they have all the rights they want” (New York 1848). The Victoria Falls 
Declaration (1994) mentions the need for governments “to translate the interna-
tional human rights instruments and the African Charter of Human and Peoples’ 
Rights into local languages, in a form accessible to the people [and to] mount 
extensive awareness campaigns through diverse means to disseminate and impart 
human rights education.” The South African Women’s Charter and Aims (1954) 
declares an “intention to carry out a nation- wide programme of education that 
will bring home to the men and women of all national groups the realization that 
freedom cannot be won for any one section or for the people as a whole as long 
as we women are kept in bondage.” In their 1899 Constitution and By- Laws, the 
National Consumers League suggest that consumers be educated so that they 
purchase only goods that “promote better conditions among the workers.” In 
addition to traditional educational issues, Turkey’s Panlyurfa Declaration on Vio-
lence against Women (2003) focuses more on “introduc[ing] education projects 
in schools addressing the risk of children being exposed to sexual abuse. In addi-
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tion, education should be provided on the subject of gender in high schools. The 
education of women on the subject of struggle against violence against women is 
crucially important.” That Declaration also mentions educating sexual partners, 
together, about family planning, and using women’s organizations to develop 
educational units in schools. Altogether, declarations of sexual equality highlight 
the importance and complexities of establishing forms and methods of education 
that will actively serve as a means toward equality.

This political education is not reserved for adults. Indeed, the presence of chil-
dren in feminist declarations is noteworthy. Concern begins with the availabil-
ity of culturally competent childcare (Houston 1971). It extends to education for 
peace and equality. Feminists advocate “educat[ing] children in the principles of 
peace, and special abhorrence of that warfare, which gives aid to the oppressor 
against the oppressed” (New York 1837). It was expressed thus at the following 
year’s antislavery gathering: “[E]very mother [and involved adult] is bound by 
imperative obligations, to instruct her children in the principles of genuine abo-
lition, by teaching them the nature and sanctity of human rights, and the claims 
of the great law of love, as binding alike on every member of the human family” 
(1838). Children should be politically educated, against racial discrimination and 
for universal human rights. Similarly, among the political tasks laid out by the 
First Viennese Democratic Women’s Association in 1848 was “to inspire the love 
of freedom in a child’s heart from the very beginning of a child’s upbringing.”

Concluding Thoughts and Questions
In closing, I want to raise some of the questions for both feminist theory and 
feminist activism that I believe these documents bring to the fore, questions that 
require more sustained attention than I can give them here. I also want to con-
front one final stereotype of feminism that the manifestos demolish.

What does it mean that even in the partial reconstruction of it in this volume, 
feminist activism and theory have been around in just about every decade for the 
last two centuries? How, for example, does this unbroken global thread sit with 
the (mostly) Western notion of three or more distinct feminist waves? Where are 
the ripples and swells in this metaphor? Might we think, instead, of high and low 
tides on different shores in always churning waters, waters that meet and merge 
in various ways around the world, and whose impact is determined most by local 
factors? Can we incorporate the fact that the “stages” these waves are usually 
thought to represent are neither as linear nor as universal as the metaphor implies, 
or must the image be replaced? What does it mean, both about the role of women 
in resisting fascism and the presence of underground or nascent feminism, that 
as soon as there is even semi- safe space for feminist activism, as in post- Franco 
Spain (1976) and post- Khomeni Iran (2008), it simply explodes in books, jour-
nals, organizations, policies, and public protests? What turmoil was there before 
the wave broke? Are we safer assuming that such tumult is always present, that it 
has been present in every age? Will that require being somewhat less accepting of 
those we now say could not have known better, should not be expected to have 
been ahead of their time?

What are the implications of the fact that while some documents neatly fit into 
textbook categories of feminist theories (El Salvador’s “We Cannot Wait” [1981] 
with socialist feminism, for example), most do not? Do we even have names for 
the various feminisms certain manifestos develop (such as the anticolonial, en-
vironmentalist feminist, or the antiracist, communitarian, pacifist feminist), or 
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are we still trying to fit feminism into categories that were made for something 
else? Dramatically, the development of varieties of feminism based more on femi-
nist manifestos— on feminists in dialogue and in action with each other and in 
coalitions— than on (mostly male) philosophies made for other purposes would 
be welcome and inspiring.

For liberal feminism in particular, what do we think about the fact that we 
see attention to legal changes not only in “liberal feminist” NOW’s Statement 
of Purpose (1966) but almost everywhere (with varying degrees of faith in the 
power of such changes)— that, on the other hand, the relatively liberal 1850 Reso-
lutions radically wonder “whether the monopoly of capital, or in other words, 
the control of the means of living, is not the cause of the wrongs woman suffers 
in regard to compensation for labor”? Does NOW’s 1966 Statement remain the 
paradigmatic liberal feminist document even when the organization has evolved, 
as evidenced, for example, in its 2014 resolutions?6 And despite its seemingly per-
manent and prominent presence in popular presses, and however widely spread 
the myth, what do we conclude from the fact that something perhaps identifiable 
as “white middle- class liberal feminism” is a minor presence in this collection, 
the exception rather than the norm, and that this is true dating to the earliest dec-
larations, which come from working- class women, widows, democratic groups, 
and multiracial groups of abolitionists? If but a handful of the piles of documents 
do no more than ask for relatively privileged women to be treated as more privi-
leged men have been treated in homes, workplaces, and politics, is liberal femi-
nism a straw theory without a theorist, or at least in need of broader definition? 
Might liberal feminism simply be a “building out from where we are” philosophy 
inspired by more radical visions?

The strongest connection between a document and a “feminist school of 
thought” far and away is between the Combahee River Collective’s Black Femi-
nist Statement and Black feminism. The Statement has played an important role 
in the very defining of Black feminism, appearing unabridged in anthologies 
spanning three decades.7 It is exciting to see any declaration playing such an 
important role, but where did the productions by other groups concerned with 
race, gender, and sexuality go, by comparison? Many documents with and with-
out “Black Women” in the title confront issues of race; many more address mul-
tiple forms of oppression in various cultures and contexts; and “Black feminism” 
has a deep history in manifestos, with a variety of political strains, arising in a 
number of locales (at least two from Brazil alone)8 and in conversation with a 
wide range of issues: “We need to demand the history, variety, and breadth in 
our theories that match our action on the ground and enable us to learn from 
each other.”

Challenges to other familiar feminisms also arise from these documents. Post-
modern feminism is virtually invisible in this collection. Does that fact support 
the critique that postmodernism is not very helpful for directing action, as edu-
cational scholar Aida Hurtado suggests? “Postmodernism is a helpful plank from 
which to question all discourse and social categories. However, it becomes much 
less helpful as a framework to propose political action to change material condi-
tions” (2003, 21). “Socialist feminism,” often represented by both the Black Femi-
nist Statement (oh, how these categories overlap, without sufficient comment) 
and the Berkeley- Oakland Women’s Union Statement, too often is portrayed 
without the history of socialist feminism dating from the First (1907) and Second 
(1910) International Conferences of Socialist Women to “We Cannot Wait,” writ-
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ten by the Association of Women of El Salvador (1981). Histories are distorted 
and imaginations impoverished when we too readily confine ourselves to the fa-
miliar and already discovered, and to narrow readings even of those. New and/
or reimagined feminisms might emerge from this collection, and might include a 
greater emphasis on common ground and local context.

While it can be incredibly challenging to see feminists historically and globally 
as parts of some broad tradition, some ongoing conversation, this book is asking 
readers to consider such a possibility. Many issues are truly timeless, including 
peace and poverty, equal rights and equal opportunity, domestic work and do-
mestic violence, institutionalized domination and internalized oppression, and 
citizenship and education. Some of the early analyses of these issues are as pow-
erful as more recent ones, and should not be overlooked. To discover patterns, 
threads, and traditions is neither to advocate for some ill- conceived universalized 
version of feminism, nor to wipe out the local diversity that we are still discover-
ing and that has so much more to teach. Instead, naming traditions and themes is 
a call to pay as much attention to connections as to distinctions, an opportunity 
to put the disparate into potentially fruitful conversation, a demand to hear each 
other into existence by recognizing the full range of both questions and answers 
that constitute feminism.

What might the consequences be of seeing feminism as an ongoing 
conversation— full of arguments, laughter, tough questions, mutual learning, af-
fection, compromises, joint victories, steaming silences, excited interruptions, 
joyful consensus, and painful partings of the way? Would we better understand 
and be less threatened by the different tones and tenors? Could we be inspired to 
listen harder? Would we feel it easier to join in? Might we wonder what got said 
before we entered the room? Could we talk more comfortably across generations, 
in different tongues, hesitantly and humbly, congenially and confidently?

In speaking of threads, connections, and traditions, I do not deny, either, that 
differences of opinion exist within feminism. One document in this collection 
advocates the decriminalization of prostitution while two others consider pros-
titution the essence of oppression and think decriminalizing it makes as much 
sense as unionizing battered women. Some documents speak for the value of 
only women working together, while others claim that liberation requires col-
laboration with men in the struggle for gender justice and against other forms 
of oppression. Two documents argue for compensating women for private care 
work, others talk about degendering such work, and still others for changing paid 
workplaces to make them more compatible with all participating in care work. 
Do these varied stances reflect rigid differences in understanding the nature of 
oppression and liberation, are they attempts to alleviate the situation in noto-
riously different locations, or are they even much- needed experiments in how 
to reallocate, revalue, and liberate? (How enormous a task it can be newly to 
give voice and grant credibility to the subordinated, not just on an individual 
level but through practices, policies, symbols, and institutions.) Manifestos show 
that feminists do in fact find some common ground and develop complementary 
projects, and they display creativity and openness when it comes to strategizing. 
Some shared values, priorities, or strategies exist between (some of ) the differ-
ences, we build coalitions on that, and we create room for efforts to evolve. Every 
document in this volume is evidence of some degree of coming to consensus, 
amidst groups large and small, more and less heterogeneous. Collaborative, po-
litical, feminist work is getting done every day.
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Perhaps the weightiest accusation ever levied against feminism, one still 
cited with almost mystifying regularity and granted way more plausibility than 
it merits, suggests that feminism is an overwhelmingly white, middle- class, and 
Western movement. The charge is often made by those who do not identify as 
feminists, and who challenge feminism’s legitimacy in a certain place or among 
a certain group; however, it is also a charge made from within about who and 
what is centered and marginalized. Much to our loss, the accusation contributes 
to rendering invisible feminists of color from around the world, in addition to 
those from the poor and working classes, with diverse abilities and disabilities, 
of all sexes and genders, who, across the centuries, have committed themselves 
to greater gender justice and equality. What we see in these manifestos is an in-
credibly rich history of feminism in every global region, touching on a wealth of 
issues, written by every imaginable population group. When made too broadly, 
the allegation also leaves out all the difficult dialogues that have taken place, and 

“forgets” the ways feminist praxis has always involved bridging some divides that 
can be used to further expand feminist knowledge, commitments, and agendas. 
These documents testify to feminism’s commitment, long- standing yet still grow-
ing, to investigate, understand, and change multiple systems of oppression that 
have been operating in diverse structures, systems, and ideologies— an imperfect 
effort, to be sure, but no small achievement, either.

Recognition of differences among women, and of multiple systems of oppres-
sion, has a history in collective feminist documents, whose authors often start by 
describing the diversity in the setting where they are meeting. True, in neither 
Canada nor India, neither Turkey nor Israel, did inclusion of LGBT issues appear 
before some sixty years ago, and we only recently have access to the language of 
intersectionality and matrices of oppression, but awareness is present from the 
earliest documents that women are far from identically impacted by patriarchy. 
Similarly, while recent documents confront a plethora of seemingly new issues, 
including religious extremism and the war on terror, sustainability and climate 
change, and what the Declaration of the Central American Meeting of Women 
(2014) calls “the fierce alliance between patriarchy and neoliberalism,” in fact our 
historical documents have much to say about the forces that oppose us and the 
ways our well- being is repeatedly sacrificed for other supposedly more important 
social goals; too, the fight against fascism, and concern about how we relate to 
the land and each other appeared in these documents long ago and repeatedly 
(the World Committee of Women against War and Fascism dates to 1935, while 
the Cherokee documents came from the early 1800s). As feminists, we owe it to 
ourselves to keep in mind, from the present and the past, our bold statements 
of principles, our status- quo- challenging accomplishments, our deep and broad 
understandings of oppression, our continuous political commitments, and our 
diverse collectives.

The most sustained critique of feminism has always been that it is a white, middle- 
class movement. This is not true. Women from all backgrounds stand up to the social 
forces around them and are engaged in feminist activism. The feminist story belongs 
to all women everywhere but that is not the impression you would receive from the 
mainstream media. (Nagarajan and Okolosie 2012)

Accordingly, a critique of “the mainstream media” has understandably been 
part of feminism since coverage of the earliest conventions and continues today 
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(India 2006 and Czech Republic 2015). May “a capacious definition of feminism” 
(Gilmore 2008, 5) help us “shatter the stereotype of a white, middle- class, politi-
cally rigid movement” (Evans 2008, vii), and inspire us to continue contributing 
to a movement this collection shows is still growing, vibrant, and urgently needed.

notes
 1 Among those written by individuals and thus not included here: Olympe de Gouges, 

“Declaration of the Rights of Woman the Female Citizen” (1791); Emma Goldman, “A New 
Declaration of Independence” (1909); Yamakawa Kikue, “Manifesto” (1921); Ghada Samman, 

“Our Constitution— We the Liberated Women” (1961); Frances M. Beal, “Double Jeopardy: 
To Be Black and Female” (1969); Leslie Weisman, “Women’s Environmental Rights: 
A Manifesto” (1971); Robert Avakian, “A Declaration: For Women’s Liberation and the 
Emancipation of all Humanity” (2009); Shek, “The Black Girl’s Manifesto: The Basic Rights 
of Femininity” (2010); Melissa W. Wright, “A Manifesto against Femicide” (2001); and 
Lindsey German, “A Feminist Manifesto for the 21st Century” (2010).

 2 Documents referenced in this introduction that are not in the book are listed in the 
appendix.

 3 The FAO is the Food and Agricultural Organization of the UN, dealing with hunger.
 4 A handbook on feminist charters was recently published. See Rashida Manjoo, Feminist 

Charters and Declarations (Women Living Under Muslim Laws, 2012).
 5 Two recent survey examples: Lydia Smith, “Equal Rights: 10 Best and Worst Countries for 

Attitudes towards Gender Equality.” International Business Times, Nov. 12, 2015, www.ibtimes 
.co.uk; and “The Best and Worst Places for Women.” Daily Beast, Sept. 20, 2011, www.the 
dailybeast.com.

 6 2014 National NOW Conference Resolutions, June 29, 2014. National Organization of Women 
website, www.now.org.

 7 This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (Cherrí Moraga and Gloria 
Anzaldúa 1981); Home Girls: A Black Feminist Anthology (Barbara Smith 1983); Words of Fire: 
An Anthology of African- American Feminist Thought (Beverly Guy- Sheftall 1995); and Still 
Brave: The Evolution of Black Women’s Studies (Stanlie James, Francis Foster, and Beverly 
Guy- Sheftall 2009).

 8 Included are the Black Women’s Manifesto (1975) and the Mulata Globeleza: A Manifesto 
(2016).
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