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Decolonial feminism is a powerful and evolving 
movement that seeks to challenge and dismantle 
oppressive systems by addressing the complex in-
tersecons of colonialism, patriarchy, racism, impe-
rialism and other forms of systemic discriminaon. 
Emerging as a response to the limitaons of main-
stream feminism (read as white feminism), which 
ooen overlooked the unique challenges faced by 
women living in post-colonial sociees in the 
Global South, indigenous women, and women of 
colour in the Global North, decolonial feminism 
provides a crical lens through which to analyse 
the historical, cultural, and structural factors that 
perpetuate gender inequalies and colonial lega-
cies.

Decolonial theory, including decolonial feminism, 
criques Western representaon of the ‘other’. By 
integrang this theorecal lens, in the post-colonial 
world, we gain a beer understanding of how 
knowledge produced in and by the West is layered 
with colonial power, thereby creang and sustain-
ing a polics of Western dominance and rendering 
thethe ‘other’ as mere objects of study.1 The processes 
is not neutral, despite common claims to the con-
trary, but is fact embedded within a social, cultural, 
historical and polical me and place, reflecng 
contextual features and lived experiences.2

This arcle delves into the mulfaceted dimen-
sions of decolonial feminism, a compelling ideolo-
gy that challenges oppressive systems by address-
ing that intersecons of colonialism, patriarchy, 
and various forms of systemic discriminaon. Be-
ginning with a contextualisaon of the historical 
impact of colonialism, the arcle explores the 
complexies of gender relaons within colonised 
sociees, revealing a nuanced understanding that 
challenges tradional stereotypes. It highlights in-
stances of knowledge appropriaon and erasure 
during colonial processes, showcasing how the co 

-ntribuons of the colonised women were oen 
marginalised or made invisible. It posits that deco-
lonial feminism offers a powerful and sophiscat-
ed lens through which to examine and reshape 
our understanding of history, society, and the on-
going struggle for jusce and equality.

The emergence of a post-Western world accentu-
ated by the recent economic and diplomac 
achievements of several key countries of the 
Global South, as well as the historically significant 
shi in producon and manufacturing away from 
the Global North, has been altering the economic 
geography of the world. Fuelled by the vulnerabili-
es exposed by events from the 2008 financial 
crisis to the Covid-19 pandemic and the Rus-
sia-Ukraine, Israel-Palesne conflict and their 
ripple effects on developing countries, the impor-
tance of global interconnectedness has been un-
derscored, leading to a resurgence in revitalising 
South-South cooperaon and to it claiming a 
larger role in the global decision-making process. 
What these countries oen have in common is a 
shared history of being colonised.

Without doubt, colonialism was a phenomenon 
that marked a major shi in human history.  
Bouda Etemad sees it as a period that spread for 
over 500 years – starng from 1415 when the Por-
tuguese captured Ceuta (a Northern African town 
across the Gibraltar) to the 1930s when fascist 
tried to take control of Italy.3 Colonial empires 
spspread over 70 per cent of the planet’s 136 million 
square kilometres of dry land during its peak.4  
The European, American and Japanese countries 
together cover less than 9 per cent of all dry land 
on earth and yet held sway over 60 per cent of the 
world.5 Colonialism, according to Stephen W. Silli-
man, is the process through which colonisers con
trol foreign territories and dominate local people
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with the aim of controlling resources through dis-
possession, economic marginalisaon, labour ex-
ploitaon, racism, and oppression, thereby creat-
ing and perpetuang inequalies.6 The process of 
colonisaon was violent and brutal, oen with the 
purpose of completely alienang local popula-
ons, parcularly in the Americas, the Caribbean, 
Australia, Tasmania, and east and southern Afri-
ca.7 These are genocides for which the colonising 
powers have not been held accountable to date. 
Colonialism exerted a profound impact on women 
in the colonies, disrupng tradional gender roles, 
introducing new forms of exploitaon, and oen 
marginalising them within oppressive socio-eco
nomic structures.

Colonialism promoted what is called the conquer-
or’s logic that not only allowed genocides, mur-
ders, government-triggered famines, rape of wo- 
men, criminalisaon of enre communies, and 
plundering of the wealth but also developed a dis-
course that jusfied these gross violaons and vi-
olence on the belief that the colonialised were not 
enrely ‘human’.8 Colonialism was interpreted as 
a duty of the advanced naons to ‘civilise’ other 
countries. Without doubt there has been no other 
expansionist project so extensive and so intensive. 
It suggested that the coloniser’s paradigm is a uni-
versal, scienfic, advanced model of development 
(in contrast to the worldview of the colonised, 
which was dismissed as parochial, narrow and 
backward) and conceals its Eurocentric origins. It 
relies on binary and linear modes of thinking 
where concepts are categorised as opposing pairs 
and ‘progress’ as unidireconal and sequenal, 
fostering a simplisc worldview with limited ap-
preciaon of complexity and diversity. The long 
impriimprint of this way of thinking led to a mapping 
“not only [of] the land and waters of the planet, 
but also the minds”9 This pervasive worldview is 
extremely damaging. Cohn, for example, shows 
how “the very Orientalist imaginaon that led to 

brilliant anquarian collecons, archaeological 
finds, and photographic forays were in fact forms 
of construcng an India that could be beer pack-
aged, made inferior, and ruled”.10

CCatherine Walsh takes the analysis further and 
points out that the dominant Western construc-
on of knowledge was not inflicted by elist 
groups in the Global North, but it was also inter-
nalised and then reiterated by intellectuals across 
the spectrum (Right and Le) within the Global 
South, intensifying the process of sidelining other 
forms of knowledge that drew on cultures of the 
colonised, especially marginalised peoples11 For 
example in India widow immolaon was one of 
the first pracces that social reformers and the co-
lonial powers focused on when seeking to address 
the “women’s queson” but in essence it was not 
widespread as a pracce and “women who were 
burned were marginal to the debate. The contro-
versy was over definions of Hindu tradion, the 
place of ritual in religious worship, the civilising 
missions of colonialism and evangelism, and the 
proper role of the colonial state.”12 Similarly, child 
marriage pracces among Bengali men were cited 
as evidence of mistreatment towards Bengali 
women despite the fact that it was not a pracce 
followed by most of the people. Nevertheless, it 
led to the percepon that these men would also 
mistreat European women due to their perceived 
moral and physical weakness. This generalisaon 
of all men as effeminate intensified the process of 
Indian male elites adopng hyper-masculinity as a 
wway to safeguard their image and reputaon.13

The knowledge system that the colonisers upheld 
worked to erase or devalue other knowledge sys-
tems, claiming in the process to be the only ‘true’ 
or ‘objecve’ one. They created a hierarchy of 
knowledge (mainstream/ dominant knowledge 
versus popular knowledge, etc.) that has resulted 
in material and discursive harm to those marginal-
ised, including women.  The colonialists deployed 
mulple instuons such as mass media, educa-
on, religion and law, to build the idea of not only
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white supremacy and inferiority of others, but 
also reinforce male supremacy and female inferi-
ority.14 It also propagated these values and “the 
adopon of colonial values is coupled with the 
condemnaon of the self”15 Besides this, the “in-
ternalised colonialism weakens collecve self-es-
teem by distorng the importance of the local cul-
tuture.”16

Within the mulfaceted landscape of colonialism, 
the differenal experiences were marked by dis-
paries in access to resources, power dynamics, 
and socio-cultural locaon. Women, men, rulers, 
and subjects, along with dominant groups and mi-
nories, encountered diverse consequences, re-
flecng the intricate interplay of colonial policies 
within specific historical and geographical con-
texts.

Colonialism is not just a phenomenon of the past; 
its shadow and influence connue to this day. For 
example, the powerful bodies such as the World 
Bank and Internaonal Monetary Fund were de-
signed under colonialism and remain in key re-
spects colonial in character. The vong allocaons 
are skewed and “the countries that became rich 
duringduring the colonial period now enjoy dispropor-
onate power when it comes to determining the 
rules of the global economy. Inequality begets in-
equality”.17 Within the United Naons, the dispro-
poronate power held by the five permanent 
members of the Security Council underscores a 
structural issue at the heart of the organisaon. 
The absence of permanent representaon from 
Africa or Lan America in the Security Council 
means that numerous iniaves from the Global 
South face obstacles and are oen thwarted.18

Feminist Economic Jusce for People and Planet 
Acon Nexus, a feminist network, esmates out 

that the Global South lost approximately US$ 7.8 
trillion during the 10-year-period from 2004 to 
2013 due to illicit financial flows (which include 
corporate tax evasion, avoidance and abuse) and 
through these, and a range of other means, con-
nues to perpetuate the flow of resources from 
the South to the North.19

The colonial extracon and commodificaon of 
labour power from the Global South for the bene-
fit of markets in the Global North connues. Paid 
work is oen made possible by the unpaid labour 
of women in the context of social reproducon, 
but the labour markets of the Global North are 
shaped significantly by race and gender.20

Another example of the way coloniality connues 
to shape our current world lies in the relaonship 
between the climate crisis and the irresponsibility 
of the North. “The Global South essenally subsi-
dies – in an unwanted and imposed manner – the 
Global North at the expense of the wellbeing of its 
own populaon and the depleon of its ecosys-
ttems, and even at the cost of planetary survival at 
large, due to the historical responsibility of devel-
oped countries for the carbon emissions that have 
caused the climate crisis.”21

Voices from the South persistently challenge the 
North's hegemony, acknowledging the enduring 
impact of colonialism and alerng us to new forms 
of dominaon like digital colonialism. While 
speaking of colonialism leading feminist Sylvia 
Tamale says, “The machinery never sleeps but 
rather it is always in search of new ways of rein-
vvenng itself. Its main funcons are twofold: To 
connue exploing (neo)colonies; and to maintain 
the polico-economic enslavement necessary for 
its own existence.”22

Colonialism, with its genocides and injusces, was 
not merely a historical period but a profound and ex-
tensive expansionist project that connues to shape 
contemporary global structures and worldviews.
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The emergence of a post-Western world, marked 
by economic and diplomac strides in the Global 
South, has challenged the tradional power struc-
tures rooted in colonial-era instuons like the 
World Bank and the IMF. The powerful Group of 
Seven (G7) has been forced to concede some 
space with the emergence of the Group of Twenty 
(G20).(G20). The interconnectedness emphasised by rec 
-ent events, such as the Covid-19 pandemic and 
geopolical conflicts, has sparked a resurgence in 
South-South cooperaon. However, the impact of 
coloniality persists, evident in the economic ex-
ploitaon through illicit financial flows and the cli-
mate crisis, where the Global South connues to 
subsidise the Global North. Voices from the South 
persistently challenge the North's hegemony, and 
while highlighng the enduring effects of colonial-
ism, also point to modern forms of dominaon li 
-ke digital colonialism. The de-colonialism process 
faces the challenge of reclaiming knowledge sys-
tems and reconstrucng instuons that had been 
severely eroded through the process of colonialism 
amidst ongoing threats posed by neocolonial forces.

Gender relaons within colonised naons were di-
verse and intricate, deviang from a uniform nar-
rave of universal female subjugaon under patri-
archy. While patriarchy undeniably exerted and 
connues to exert a pervasive influence, the nu-
ances of each context rendered a mulfaceted 
and varied picture. 

Recent research has challenged the predominant 
noon of uniform female subordinaon across all 
colonies. Focusing on indigenous African sociees 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, Niara Sudarkasa says, “In 
precolonial mes women were conspicuous in 
‘high places’. They were queen mothers; queen 
-sisters; princesses, chiefs, and holders of other 
officesoffices in towns and villages; occasional warriors; 
and, in one well known case, that of the Lovedu, 
the supreme monarch [the Rain Queens]. Further-
more, it was almost invariably the case that Afri-
can women were conspicuous in the economic life 

of their sociees, being involved in farming, trade, 
or cra producon.”23 Besides this, there were 
many other communies in different countries 
within which a balance of relaons between the 
genders existed, which, in fact, was not conceived 
in terms of superiority and subordinaon. Fluidity 
of gender roles and norms and sexuality as well as 
relrelaons between same sex couples were not 
viewed as inferior in many cultures.24

Colonialism oen exacerbated exisng inequali-
es and introduced new forms of oppression. In 
Canada and Australia, for instance, indigenous 
children were forcibly removed from their homes, 
under the pretext of inferior living condions and 
deemed ‘unfit’ mothers, aiming to eradicate indig-
enous identy and enforce assimilaon. This was 
ooen viewed as a benevolent or even charitable 
act due to the belief that the Western way of life 
was, indeed, superior, not just in material terms 
but also morally. 

The colonisaon processes, therefore, were inher-
ently gendered and shaped on Eurocentric ideals 
of masculinity that portrayed white men as superi-
or and fully male, while non-whites were per-
ceived as savages and not enrely men.25 Lugones 
states that the bodies of those considered less 
than ideal was central to the colonial ‘‘civilising 
mission’’. This perspecve jusfied “the brutal 
access to people’s bodies through exploitaon, 
sexual violaon, control of reproducon, and sys-
temac terror, also using hierarchical gender di-
chotomy”.26 Paula Allen-Gunn explains that coloni-
saon “(1) overthrew feminine ‘gods’ and ‘spiritu-
al’ leaderships, imposing their own masculine 
god; (2) destroyed tribal instuons and philo-
sophical principles; (3) expelled enre groups 
from their lands, thus removing them from not 
only their system, but also taking away their liveli-
hoods; (4) substuted gynocentric systems (i.e., 
centred on women) with patriarchal systems, in 
which female leaders are replaced by male figures 
who are, in many cases, chosen by the colonisers 
themselves”.27 This led to women’s material and 
social status being eroded as power moved into 
the hands of men and men began to be seen as 
the ‘natural’ leaders. The systemac devaluaon 
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of women's experse in domains like agriculture, 
categorising their pracces as unscienfic, the la-
belling of women-dominated livelihood sectors as 
'informal’ (implying disorganisaon and insignifi-
cance), and the gradual erosion of matrilocal 
family structures exemplify the deliberate under-
mining of women's presence, influence, and 
knowledge base under colonial mentalies. This is 
because the elite colonists came with a viewpoint 
that the ideal way of life was the one where 
women were ed to domescity.28

In summary, the intricate interplay between colo-
nialism and gender relaons defies a simplisc 
narrave of universal female subjugaon. Diverse 
contexts reveal a mulfaceted picture, challenging 
the noon of uniform female subordinaon across 
all colonies. However, colonialism oen exacer-
bated exisng inequalies. The inherently gen-
dered nature of colonisaon, shaped by Eurocen-
tric ideals of masculinity, perpetuated hierarchies 
and subjected non-white bodies to exploitaon 
and systemac terror. The imposion of new 
forms of patriarchy, destrucon of indigenous in-
stuons, and the devaluaon of women's exper-
se highlight the deliberate undermining of wom-
en'sen's presence and knowledge under colonial men-
tality. The colonial era not only transformed 
power dynamics but also marked a pivotal shi in 
societal a tudes towards sexuality, fostering the 
roots of homophobia and transphobia in col-
onised naons. Understanding these complexies 
is essenal for dismantling the lasng impact of 
colonial gender ideologies.

In response to the growing recognion of diverse 
voices and the imperave for inclusivity, decolo-
nial feminism emerges within the contemporary 
global discourse by offering a framework that not 
only acknowledges the unique experiences of 
marginalised women but also demands a radical 
re-examinaon of prevailing narraves, instu-
ons,ons, and power dynamics. It offers a way to 
upturn the way of thinking that privileges the col-
oniser’s viewpoint and focuses on the discussions

centred on coloniality and colonial differences 
based on gender.  

DeDecoloniality is a broad concept that encompass-
es a range of phenomena – “colonialisaon, set-
tler-colonialism, racial capitalism, modernity, and, 
most recently, neoliberalism, and the ways in 
which they have displaced an array of modes of 
living, thinking, being, and engaging with the nat-
ural environment. A decolonial framing views the 
global division of labour in terms of one part of 
the world exploing, extracng from, and preying 
upon people and resources in the other part.”29

Decolonial feminism encapsulates a nuanced and 
rich array of ideas. Historically it has its roots in 
the 1970s-1980s during the rise of feminist move-
ments globally. There was an increased recogni-
on of the ways in which colonial histories and 
structures intersected with gender-based oppres-
sion. Women from postcolonial countries started 
to arculate their struggles within both feminist 
and an-colonial frameworks. In the 1980s-1990s, 
the works of scholars such as Chandra Talpade Mo 
-hanty, bell hooks, and Gloria Anzaldúa criqued 
mainstream feminism for its Eurocentric perspec-
ve and highlighted the importance of recognising 
the diversity of women's experiences across dif
ferent cultural and historical contexts. However, 
“decolonial feminism” has gained more explicit 
usage in the late 20th and early 21st centuries as 
scholars and acvists began to arculate a more 
focused crique of colonial structures within femi-
nist discourse. With its home turf in Lan America, 
it spread quickly to other connents.

Below is a sketch of some of them. While acknowl-
edging that this may lead to generalisaon and 
miss the depth of scholarship on these issues, the 
intent is to provide a brief overview and encour-
age further exploraon.

Decolonial feminists argue that colonial histories 
connue to shape gender relaons and contribute 
to the marginalisaon of certain groups, parcu-
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women of colour. This framework scrunises the 
enduring impacts of historical colonialism on con-
temporary power structures, cultural narraves, 
and social norms. With strong Lan America ori-
gins, decolonial feminism branched into mulple 
direcons – polical acvism in its more radical 
manifestaon, academia, and as a valuable tool 
ffor prac oners. One of the foremost scholars on 
this issue is Maria Lugones who herself was an ac-
ademic, and a revoluonary, feminist, and philos-
opher.  Lugones says that while the coloniality of 
gender seeks to analyse racialised, capitalist, 
gender oppression, the possibility of overcoming 
this is what she calls decolonial feminism. As she 
explains, “As I move methodologically from wom-
en-of-colour feminisms to a decolonial feminism, I 
think about feminism from and at the grassroots, 
and from and at the colonial difference, with a 
strong emphasis on ground, on a historicised, in-
carnate intersubjecvity. … I do mean to under-
stand resistance to the coloniality of gender from 
the perspecve of the colonial difference.”30 In a 
radical departure from the norm, Lugones argues 
not for a “gendered reading and a racial reading to 
the already understood colonial relaons” but 
rather “a rereading of modern capitalist colonial 
modernity itself”.31 

The main difference here between decolonial 
feminists theorising on the power relaons be-
tween race and gender and the theories of inter-
seconal feminists is that decolonial feminists 
centre coloniality. Decolonial feminists have re-
vealed that purportedly emancipatory or liberal 
endeavours oen rely on colonial frameworks, 
somemes inadvertently. As Lugones says, race 
and gender were impacted in inseparable colonial 
processes and, therefore, should be discussed 
within the Eurocentric patriarchy logic that views 
women of colour as inferior and lacking in funda-
mental capacies.32 Lugones draws on Quijano’s 
theory of coloniality or power, which outlines that 
“the coloniser imposes his idea of development 
and progress on the colonised, through ideologi-
cal dichotomies that racially disnguish the colo-
niser (civilised, advanced) from the colonised (wil-

-d, backward)”. Lugones goes further as she be-
lieves that Quijano’s gender analysis was inade-
quate as it was “limited to the assumpon that 
women are resources, and the exclusively male 
dispute for the control of sex”. She argues that the 
coloniality of power forges ideas around gender 
that draw from paradigms that arculate its limit-
ed ideas of sex, work, race, knowledge, among 
others. 

Decolonial feminism emphasises the importance 
of recognising and understanding the intersec-
onality of various social categories such as race, 
gender, class, and sexuality. It acknowledges that 
individuals experience mulple forms of oppres-
sion simultaneously and that these intersecng 
iden es shape unique and complex lived experi-
ences.ences. Decolonial feminism then demands that 
“feminists should no longer be accomplices of 
capitalism, racism, colonialism and imperialism: it 
is me to fight the system that created the boss, 
built the prisons and police women’s bodies”. And 
“free ourselves from the capitalist, imperialist 
forces that oppress us”.35

Decolonial feminism focuses on women who were 
previously absent, oppressed and silenced. These 
women are not only vicmised by the categories 
that were imposed on them by the Eurocentric 
project of ‘progress’ but also its inability to recog-
nise the nature of gender roles in different con-
texts and also their inherent power, leadership, 
skillsskills and knowledge which coloniality were ren-
dered as ‘irrelevant’, or primive.

It draws from a range of other work that feminists 
have been doing. “We have important works on 
gender, race, and colonisaon that constute the 
feminisms of women of colour in the United 
States, the feminisms of women in the Third 
World, and the feminist versions of the Lat Crit 
and Crical Race Theory schools of jurisprudence.
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These analycal frameworks emphasise the con-
cept of interseconality and demonstrate the his-
torical and theorecal-praccal exclusion of 
non-white women in the libertarian struggles 
waged in the name of women.”36 The task of the 
decolonial feminist movement, therefore, as Lu-
gones sees it, is to be freed from seeing the world 
ththrough the so called separable categories of 
gender, race, sexual orientaon, socio-economic 
and geopolical issues, as the coloniality of gender 
cuts these across diverse issues, in all spheres of 
life – the economic, the polical, the social, the re-
ligious, and in knowledge making.  It is this com-
mitment to that broader issue of liberatory strug
gles that Lugones reiterates this when she says, “I 
am interested in the intersecon of race, class, 
gender and sexuality in a way that enables me to 
understand the indifference of men, [in general] 
but, more importantly to our struggles [that] have 
been racialised as inferior” and yet they are indif-
ferent to “the systemac violences inflicted upon 
women of colour”. Understanding the cause of this 
indifference that is found at the everyday level and 
at the level of theorising is crucial.37 Lugones 
argues that forcing them out of this indifference to 
become acve allies is a necessary task for decolo-
nial feminism as it is rooted in the liberaon of all 
those who have been disenfranchised through the 
pugnacious ppugnacious process of colonialism. 

This view is echoed by other feminists including 
Verges who states that decolonial feminism rises 
against any form of oppression, not sexism only 
and that it is an inclusive-struggle feminism that 
lasts a long period of me and is anchored in the 
connuity of past struggles. Verges picks the ex-
ample of cleaning and care work, which is at the 
ccore of decolonial feminist struggles; it exemplifies 
the coming together of racist, capitalist and sexist 
oppressions that women of colour undergo (as the 
main workforce for cleaning companies) besides 
the invisibility of their work.38 The cost of social re-
producon are individualised and privased and 
this system connuously views women’s labour 
through noons of femininity and the work is de-
valued as semi-skilled or unskilled that can be paid 
less on the one hand and on the other is centred 
primarily around unpaid and instuonally

mostly unsupported reproducve work that is to 
be conducted mainly in the isolaon of one’s 
home.39 Sylvia Tamale too strongly endorses the 
need for a coming together that centres the 
agency of women who are engaged in challenging 
all forms of neocolonialism. “At the end of the day, 
the uning decolonial ideology for pan-Africanism 
mumust be an-imperialist, an-patriarchal and an-
-militarist. It must jealously safeguard the inter-
ests of those who suffer from interseconal op-
pression on the basis of their gender, social status, 
ethnic and cultural origin, sexuality, disability, age, 
and other grounds.”40 It, therefore, is not merely a 
seat at the table but rather rejecng the enre 
model and demanding an alternave mode of de-
velopment. Hence the demand is not merely for 
inclusion or representaon; rather it quesons 
the very premises of the frameworks that are used 
to promote ‘development’ or even progress.

The historic DAWN document talks of the 
deep-seated unfairness and even cruelty of the 
current development model when it says, “a de-
velopment process that shrinks and poisons the 
pie available to poor people, and then leaves 
women scrambling for a larger relave share, is 
not in women's interest”.41

Decolonial feminism aims to disrupt the hegemo-
ny of Eurocentric knowledge systems and high-
lights the need for diverse epistemologies that re-
flect the experiences and perspecves of individu-
als and communies that were disparaged by the 
powerful. It calls for the validaon and inclusion of 
indigenous and non-Western ways of knowing. It 
challenges the narrave of the West as the exclu-
sive originator of knowledge and scienfic 
thought, valuing all knowledge and lived experi-
ences as equal and refutes representaon of the 
non-Western as the ‘other’ and rendering the 
‘other’ mere objects of study. The subject too 
speaks with agency and seeks “to repudiate other
ness, tokenism, stereotyping, exceponalism, and 
the role of “nave informant”42 that generally in-
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-forms much of Eurocentric research. Rather it 
proposes that “first, feminist analyses of Third 
World women’s oppression and resistance should 
be historically situated; and second, Third World 
women’s agency and voices should be respect-
ed”.43 It helps to understand and assimilate indige-
nous knowledge systems into ways of life, some
mes by consciously rejecng Western inheri-
tance and at other mes by confidently asserng 
mulple and oen contradictory iden es. 
Women in the Global South understand inclusivity 
and interseconality intrinsically and as a lived ex-
perience. Discussing the concept of interseconal-
ity, Nivedita Menon says that this has now 
become a buzzword but “has obscured the fact 
that different feminist perspecves, from femi-
nists-of-colour to poststructuralist, have long held 
the noon”.44  This, she argues, is an example of 
how “universal frameworks generally flow from 
the North to the South, that the direcon of this 
flow is not simply coincidental.”45 Rather it is a 
pproduct of connued hegemony of the West, 
which was established through colonial forces. 

The noon of global sisterhood is also scrunised 
and feminists such as Vergas refuse any piful 
stand, where the Southern ‘sister’ is only seen as 
inferior to the Northern feminists and must be 
helped, or even saved by the more enlightened 
Northern sisters. Vergas demonstrates how the 
demonisaon of Islam has oen gone unques-
onedoned by the “civilisaonal feminists’ discourse” 
where they erected themselves as saviours of 
their Muslims counterparts, and of the South and 
the struggle is posited as “a universal fight of good 
versus evil”,46 where ‘good’ and ‘evil’ are defined 
by the West. This echoes previous such aempts, 
be it in the use of the supposed concern for the 
pligplight of Afghan women by the USA under the Tali-
ban as a ruse in geopolical consideraons that 
led to the “War on Terror,” whereby the interests 
of the women were disregarded.47 Such acts also 
provide power and posion for the women from 
the West as the moral authority and hence superior. 

Decolonial feminists from the Global South and 
women of colour are not seeking the benevolence

of white feminists to merely incorporate them into  
discussions or analyses. Following years of advo-
cang for a righul posion within policy forums 
and discourses, these feminists reject the noon 
of granng such authority to white feminists and 
their entrenched instuonal structures. The 
issue extends beyond allowing others to deter-
mine representaon or inclusion; rather, it de-
mands a dismantling of spaces and plaorms that 
inherently embody colonial ideologies. Thus, 
there is a categorical rejecon of colonial mental 
frameworks.

Decolonial feminism provides a framework for en-
gaging with tradions without being boxed within 
the confines of the tenets of Western feminist ide-
ologies, acknowledging the divergence that some-
mes exists without adopng revisionist posi-
ons. Refraining from endorsing a revisionist por-
trayal of history that idealises the past, decolonial 
feminism does not seek to conceal the egregious 
atrocies inflicted upon women in colonised na-
ons. It does not act as an apologist for deeply in-
grained patriarchal instuons or age-old discrim-
inaons such as South Asia's caste structures, 
which predate colonialism. Rather decolonial fem-
inism crically scrunises power dynamics, cau
oning against what Varges terms “civilisaonal 
feminism” or mainstream, white bourgeois femi-
nism. This crique rejects the version of feminism 
that is “recuperated soened and integrated to 
the dominant class ideology”48 revealing how the 
mainstream fears the radical message of decolo-
nial feminism. Varges illustrates some of the ways 
in which the co-opon happens by poinng to the 
“heroisaon of female acvists”, which obscures 
the deep structural oppressions against which 
they baled or more perniciously to instuons 
like the World Bank, which, despite adopng the 
language of women’s empowerment, in truth seek 
to control women’s bodies and labour including 
their their reproducve rights.49 

An imperave within decolonial feminism, 
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arculated by Lugones, involves sustaining painful 
confrontaons and acknowledging complicity 
with the very oppressions the aspiring decolonial 
feminist may have believed herself to oppose en-
rely . It presents a radical proposion to “un-pa-
triarchalise revoluonary struggles”51 i.e., there is 
a necessity for individuals, including decolonial 
ffeminists, to introspect on their thoughts and be-
haviours, acknowledging potenal roots in colo-
nial or patriarchal pracces, even if such influenc-
es are not consciously recognised.

However, it is crucial to recognise that decolonial 
feminism is not a rigid set of dogmas; instead, it is 
an experimental, risky, and unfinished project, 
transcending fixed locaons. As part of this ongo-
ing process, advocates are encouraged to “learn 
from other resisters,” emphasising the dynamic 
and evolving nature of the decolonial feminist 
fframework.52 Therefore it cannot descend into na-
onalism, navism, and civilisaonalism or ro-
mancising all forms of local belief systems (in-
cluding those that are patriarchal); rather it calls 
for more nuanced understanding of various prac-
ces and more importantly, belief systems. Deco-
lonial processes play a crucial role in enabling the 
collecve rejecon of the intergeneraonal and 
historical sense of inferiority and humiliaon in-
flicted by colonialism, thereby reclaiming collec-
ve self-worth and confidence beyond individual 
levels.

This radical ideology offers an alternave world-
view that has relevance for discussions on ecolo-
gy, economics, government, spirituality, and 
knowledge. It offers a worldview that is anchored 
in ways of being and doing that the West did not 
have the capacity to understand or appreciate – 
for example, the idea of plurality, of fluidity and in-
tterconnectedness. It is a framework that is “not as 
an abstracon from lived experience, but a lens 
that enables us to see what is hidden from our un-
derstandings of both race and gender and the re-    

relaon of each to normave heterosexuality”53 
Besides uncovering what is hidden it also boldly 
proposes the co-creaon of knowledge and path-
ways to move forward. The need, Lélia Gonzalez 
says, is of the construcon of a decolonial knowl-
edge, in order to resist dominant paradigms and 
to forge new ones, that reflect the realies of 
womenwomen of colour. It calls for greater self-reflexivity, 
for example, the racial hierarchies that are main-
tained in Lan America by a ‘masked’ or ‘dis-
guised’ racism, which prevents an objecve 
awareness of racism itself.54

For Tamale decolonial feminism offers a way not 
only to adopt an interseconal approach to chal-
lenge the processes of global capital, othering, 
and discriminaon but also calls “for an Afro-femi-
nist praxis that is built transnaonally and collec-
vely, and that considers how the lived experienc-
es of inter alia gender, race, class, disability, reli-
gious,gious, sexuality, and age discriminaon can effec-
vely be challenged”.55 She goes on to assert, “The 
best visionaries are non-academics […] Africa sits 
at the p of the geopolical margins, which means 
that its worldview is like no other; marginalised 
groups within Africa such as women have an even 
more unique worldview.”56  

Foregrounding indigenous feminism requires that 
the feminist model of interseconality centres 
issues around land and sovereignty and “the di-
mensions of secularity/ spirituality/ religiosity”. 
She argues that it also forces us to challenge bina-
ries of “essenalism/ an essenalism, secular/ 
religious and even coloniser/ colonised”.57

The conceptual framework that informs decolo-
nial feminism resonates with feminists, academ-
ics, thinkers and prac oners the world over be-
cause it provides this powerful and at the same 
me nuanced, realisc and sophiscated lens to 
look at ‘other’ ways of life and living, especially in 
the Global South.

Tamale points to the significance of alternave 
jusce systems that is dismissed as backward, but 
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It rejects Western theories rooted in colonial para-
digms, instead posioning itself within local con-
text to reclaim marginalised or suppressed knowl-
edge resulng from colonial and neocolonial en-
deavours. Furthermore, it advocates for a prag-
mac approach, acknowledging exisng imperfec-
ons and comming to construcng upon avail
able resources, flaws notwithstanding. 

As an alternave worldview, decolonial feminism 
holds relevance for discussions on ecology, eco-
nomics, government, spirituality, and knowledge, 
offering a powerful lens to examine and under-
stand 'other' ways of life, parcularly in the Global 
South. It is a call for collecve and transnaonal 
acon, urging the construcon of a decolonial 
knknowledge that reflects the realies of women of 
colour and promotes jusce systems rooted in in-
terconnectedness and mutual trust.

In its essence, decolonial feminism stands not as a 
revisionist idealisaon of the past but as a radical 
and inclusive movement that seeks to “un-patriar-
chalise” revoluonary struggles and foster a more 
just and equitable world.
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                               Jessica O’Leary illustrates a case where the knowledge of indigenous women 
was appropriated and their contribuon erased due to colonial processes. She says that 
women taught the colonisers the process through which a variety of tubers, a staple in 
many parts of the country, were to be culvated and prepared for consumpon. The coming 
of the Jesuits resulted in a sidelining of women’s knowledge as they were seen as ‘immoral’. 
Over me their role in helping the selers was completely invisibilized. 
“In line with “In line with recent scholarship on the history of science and medicine in colonial contexts, 
a close reading of the sources reflects the importance of indigenous knowledge to imperial 
expansion, on the one hand, and the interacve nature of cross-cultural knowledge sharing 
that became hidden by early modern European epistemological pracces.” Worse sll, the 
“European representaons of the culvaon of mandioca idenfied, exploited, assimilated, 
suppressed and, finally, alienated Indigenous women’s knowledge from their original hold-
ers between 1500 and 1650.”61

In India, like in many other countries, knowledge of tradional remedies has been the 
domain of women. The Portuguese while introducing the ‘scienfic credo’ in every 
sphere of life, including health, “for reasons of ideological supremacy, moral jusfica-
on, and social legimacy”62 also alienated women from their own bodies and dis-
counted women’s knowledge. Using the case of a community in Goa, India Sheila D’Sou-
za argues that the tradional pracces that are dismissed as quaint are in fact more 
friendly to women. She also makes a larger point that certain remedies that are invalu
able to biomedical treatment are “not the discovery of scienfic research, but are 
unique to the tradional healthcare system”. She goes on to say since there are oen no 
formal assessments of the quality of care provided by tradional medicine they are de-
valued.

THE UPROOTING OF KNOWLEDGE
IN BRAZIL 

BODIES OF KNOWLEDGE, KNOWLEDGE
OF BODIES IN INDIA
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Emmanuel Akyeampong and Hippolyte Fofack discuss how mulple forces around produc-
on and reproducon resulted in millions of women being enslaved, and how the culvaon 
of cash crops coupled with the “European missionary construcons of the individual, mar-
riage, and family from the early decades of the 19th century sequestered female labour and 
made it invisible in the realm of domesc producon”.63 Further colonial policies from the 
late 19th century reinforced “the ‘capture’ of female labour and the codificaon of patriarchy 
through the nature and operaon of the colonial economy and the instrumentality of cus-
tomatomary law.” Changes in land tenure, labour paerns, and the broader colonial economic 
system adversely impacted women. While women were acvely involved in agriculture, par-
cularly in subsistence farming, and in some communies livestock rearing, the expansion of 
colonial rule and land dispossession resulted in many indigenous communies losing access 
to ferle lands and women losing their livelihood and also finding it difficult to be absorbed 
into the factories and mines that opened up. Women were also cra producers and they 
traded these in the local markets, the disrupon of the local markets and increased commer-
cialiscialisaon of crawork resulted in poorer women who had been entrepreneurs now becom-
ing laborers. Colonialism disrupted established gender roles and economic structures, ul-
mately impacng the status and livelihoods of women in the region.

Oyéronké Oyewùmí argues that Yoruba society had no gender system prior to colonisa-
on by the West. Gender has “become important in Yoruba studies not as an arfact of 
Yoruba life but because Yoruba life, past and present, has been translated into English 
to fit the Western paern of body-reasoning.”64 Researchers, therefore, found “find 
gender when they look for it”.65  The men who were appointed as chiefs by the colo-
nisers had gained more power over the people than was tradionally conferred upon 
them and this, therefore, produced new gender hierarchies.

ERODING LIVELIHOODS AND LIVES 

FINDING GENDER 
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Decolonial feminists have also underscored the importance of understanding heterosexual-
ity as a modern-colonial normave framework as well as a perversive part of the violence 
imposed by the colonial modern gender system.

According to Lugones, while sexual dimorphism (i.e. the idea that there are uncontested 
and clear-cut differences between male and female of the same species) is part of the visi-
ble side of modern-colonial gender system, intersex individuals are located on the dark side 
of this system, even though intersex individuals were recognised in many tribal sociees 
prior to colonisaon.66 This is a thought that Sylvia Tamale also expands on when she looks 
at the case of Caster Semenya who has an intersex condion whereby her body allegedly 
produces testosterone at a higher level than most women and the Court of Arbitraon for 
Sport held thSport held that if she wanted to connue to compete, she would be required to take medi-
caons to lower it. At the same me, Micheal Phelps, regarded as the greatest swimmer 
ever, having some genec differences that seem to give him a huge advantage was celebrat-
ed (and rightly so).67

This is an injusce where maers of race, gender and sexuality intersect but also betrays the 
imposion of a way of understanding the world. “African indigenous gendered approaches 
have been erased or marginalised when, in fact, they could enable inclusive and Afri-
can-based ways of acknowledging non-binary people and assuring their integrity.” 68 

Scholars have also pointed out a range of other examples to demonstrate how the colonial 
apparatus criminalised people who were not considered “straight, though previously they 
had held posions of power or respect. For example, in Andean ceremonies people who 
were regarded as third-gender figures played an important role in religious ceremonies, but 
the Spanish colonisers and scholars thought them to be as “diabolical and deviant”.

DeDecolonial feminists crique heterosexuality as a modern-colonial norm that perpetuates 
violence within the gender system. They highlight the unfair treatment of intersex individu-
als, using examples like Caster Semenya's case to reveal the interseconal injusce where 
race, gender and sexuality intersect. Addionally, the erasure of African indigenous gen-
dered approaches and the historical criminalisaon of non-straight iden es, as seen in 
Andean ceremonies, exemplify the colonial imposion on diverse expressions of human 
sexuality and gender.

SEXUALITY 
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UNPACKING IDEAS   
It is a radical break from views that use the West as a 
point of reference or benchmark and regards all else as 
inferior, less and those that must catch up to the West.

ItIt challenges us to move away from the fixaon of the 
West as a reference point for our understanding of all de-
velopments and offers us tools to unpack ideas and con-
cepts such as ‘modernity’ and allows scholars, acvists 
and managers to rethink the work and agency of Global 
South women. 

It allows for the formulaon of new language to define 
“not only the local manifestaons of historical colonial-
isms but also global modern/ colonial intersecons, cor-
relaons and deep coalions between different experi-
ences of coloniality.” 69

POLITICS OF POSITIONALITY  
TTaking an unapologec and disnct South posion it en-
courages researchers to engage with “the polics of 
power and posionality in the research process to create 
space for the voices and lived experiences of ‘others’. It 
challenges researchers to decentre their posion as the 
default or norm, especially if they are of white coloniser 
or seler background. 

This approach to research encourages researchers to 
strive toward being ethically and reflexively engaged 
throughout the research process, whereby the parci-
pants are agents in the knowledge being produced”.70 

BBeyond people, it serves to draw the aenon to the link 
between “the conquering of nature and the transference 
of exploitaon from the (European) man to nature and 
the essenally colonising invenon of gender. 

It directly resulted in dehumanising as a manifestaon of 
coloniality of being”. 

And thereby offers us the contours to sketch a new para-
digm that does not see humans as apart from nature, but 
rather a part of it.

FORGING TRANSNATIONAL SOLIDARITY  
Women have forged bonds based not only a shared histo-
ry of colonisaon, but also the connued struggles against 
unjust internaonal economic and polical systems. 

Chandra Mohanty has called “an imagined community of 
third world opposional struggles” where women “with 
divergent histories and social locaons woven together by 
polical threads of opposion to forms of dominaon 
that is not only pervasive but also systemac.” 

DeDecolonial feminism underlines the need for formerly col-
onised women to create an alternave polical and or-
ganisaonal space to the Western dominated, imperial in-
ternaonal women’s movement – even while engaging 
with the internaonal movement. 

This includes coming together of organisaons such as the 
World Social Forum, as well as networks such as DAWN, 
Women Living Under Muslim Law, BRICS Feminist Watch, 
and South Feminist Futures, etc.

DeDecolonial feminism helps promote solidaries and dia-
logues to bring insight into theory and pracce from dif-
ferent experiences, perspecves, worldviews and ways of 
working and organising from those who are overlooked, 
oen ignored, and have to fight to be heard. 

PLURIVERSALITY  
DeDecolonial feminist theory encourages a move toward 
embracing a pluriversality of knowledges, ideas and expe-
riences and to create a plurality of knowledge whereby all 
cultures, all naons remain equal, and as such all people 
and all communies have the right to be different precise-
ly because everyone is considered equal.

This calls for openness to learn from others even while ne-
goang the potenal tensions within fraught coalions.
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CRITICAL ENGAGEMENT   
This is as that feminists “may unintenonally support the 
structures of seler colonial states through intellectual 
and polical projects that ignore or even negate indige-
nous ways of knowing, naonhood, and land-based iden-
es.”72  

In conclusion, decolonial feminism emerges as a trans-
formave lens, offering essenal tools for unpacking 
complex ideas such as ‘modernity’ and reimagining the 
agency of Global South women.

It emphasises the polics of posionality in research, ad-
vocang for ethical and reflexive engagement to amplify 
the voices and experiences of marginalised groups. 
Beyond individual perspecves, decolonial feminism di-
rects aenon to the interconnectedness of conquering 
nature, colonial invenons and invasions of gender and 
bodies, and the dehumanising manifestaons of colo-
nialitniality.

By fostering solidaries among women with diverse his-
tories and social locaons, it challenges the dominance 
of Western-centric internaonal women's movements, 
promong alternave spaces for dialogue and acon. 
Decolonial feminism calls for pluriversality, acknowledg-
ing the equality of all cultures and naons.

Lastly, it urges crical engagement, emphasising the 
need to avoid inadvertently supporng seler colonial 
structures and “The ulmate goal is to formulate and ad-
vance the posive models of re-existence rather than 
mere resistance.”73 



As a Global South feminist alliance, BRICS Feminist Watch (BFW) has always been interested in unpacking colonial 
narrave to examine how colonial histories have shaped contemporary gender norms, power structures and iden-
es in different parts of the world. Through interseconality, it has explored how different forms of oppression inter-
sect and compound, affecng individuals' experiences based on their gender, race, class, ethnicity, and sexual orien-
taon. In its commitment to empower and amplify reality and voices of the Global South, it also engages in reclaiming 
indigenous knowledge systems and pu ng the spotlight on innovave approaches in fields such as agriculture, 
health, suhealth, sustainable resource management, etc. that flow from these systems. 

In September 2023, BFW in partnership with Solidarity Foundaon, UBINING and its members Gen Dev Centre, 
PWESCR, Inequality Movement and Espasco Feminista hosted an online seminar on Decolonial Feminism and BRICS: 
Challenging Power Structures. The event brought diverse experts and shed light on the ways in which inequalies, 
discriminaon and economic injusceswere manifested and perpetuated through colonial agendas and its implica-
ons for the Global South. It also examined how a decolonial feminist framework could provide freedom, and em-
powerment to women in the Global South. BFW has followed a decolonial approach and the online seminar further 
helped us in our helped us in our own understanding of our feminist polics as an alliance from the Global South. 

I am grateful to all our presenters from the online event including Patricia Chaves, Brazil; Sunil Babu Pant; Nepal; 
Mariama Williams, Jamaica/ US; Farida Akhtar, Bangladesh; Bhumika Muchhala, India/ US, and Nancy Kachingwe 
from Zimbabwe as a discussant. These experts came from different parts of the world and were willing to be chal-
lenged by each other in order to develop new ideas and new strategies. I am also appreciave of the generosity with 
which they shared their experiences, and learnings. Their commitment made the online seminar, and now this re-
search paper, producve. I am equally appreciave of all those who joined us for the event and contributed to the dis-
cussion. 

To capture the nuances of a rich conversaon is a challenging task, and I am grateful to Shubha for her in-depth re-
search that was key to this paper. Her energy brought creave thinking and made sure the conversaon was not just 
a cerebral one. Shubha was ably assisted by Bulan Lahiri in the research. Nika Singh and Aubrey Firaekayoga were 
the research and communicaon interns on this project and provided all the logiscal and communicaon support. 
Ayo Shan and Priya Ranjan Sahu edited the arcle, and Modifyed Digital team anchored all digital market for the 
events. I am also grateful to Sheikh Wasim for designing this report. 

I am grateful to the Heinrich Böll S ung, Regional Office New Delhi, especially to Shalini Yog, who saw value in 
having this conversaon and provided the financial support for this work. 

PWESCR and BFW’s ongoing exploraons on BRICS and gender equality connue to contribute towards increasing the 
knowledge base and scholarship to explore new ways of thinking about these areas and to develop strategies that can 
be used in diverse situaons. We decided to publish this paper in the hope that it will smulate further inquiry and 
work amongst a wide range of audiences.






