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Introduction

Edmé Domínguez 

Is civil society a new space for women’s participation? If we understand 
civil society as everything that is outside of the state’s sphere, we still 
have many sectors of society whose inclusion within civil society can 
be debatable, such as the private sector and, in particular, big corporate 
enterprises. However, if we restrict this definition to include all social 
spheres not directly linked to the state nor to the creation of profit, we 
can start trying to observe if this civil society is effectively giving new 
opportunities to women’s collective expressions – and if these spaces are 
achieving any change in favour of women’s demands. What, then, are 
these demands and what is this participation? 

Such is the subject of this parallel session: the exploration of these 
spaces and their achievements if any, in a contextualised and concrete 
way, and through different levels: from the home (‘the personal is poli’) 
to the community, to broader social organisations and eventually to 
political organisations. 

The papers presented in this session were chosen on the criteria of 
diversity in geographical location and the relevance of the cases to the 
issues we wished to discuss. Most of the abstracts submitted came from 
Asia, particularly from India, so two of the chosen papers come from those 
regions: one from India and one from Pakistan. The third one studies a 
Latin American country: Bolivia. As to the issues, they are also diverse. 
One focuses on the study of three different women social movements 
in India, the other on the use of radio broadcasting to raise awareness as 
to women’s issues, and the third one on conflicting loyalties: ethnicity 
struggles and women’s demands among indigenous women in Bolivia. 

Although diverse, the papers point to common problems and issues: 
how women’s social movements may be co-opted by political parties 
or ethnic movements who use the demands of these women for their 
own purposes, denying them any space of their own within the leader-
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ship. Women’s movements, for the most part not feminist orientated 
but mostly focussed on the fulfilment of the so called ‘practical gender 
demands’, are thus used as ‘support bases’ and their potential for change is 
minimised. The ‘patriarchy dressed in red’ uses the spaces created by these 
women for their own aims, denying them the possibility of constructing 
any power of their own. 

Another issue discussed in the papers is the power of the media. Even 
a traditional media like radio broadcasts highlights both the potentiality 
of using such power for raising awareness among secluded women – and 
for indoctrinating them in fundamentalist ways; thus the importance for 
any progressive movement of controlling such media and neutralising 
its use for other purposes.

So yes, civil society is opening new spaces for women – but these new 
spaces are not always transforming women’s situations, they are not always 
rendering them the power they have traditionally lacked. Civil society 
opens possibilities for women’s participation, but such participation has 
to be much aware of the risks of falling into the trap of political, ideo-
logical or religious manipulation, risks that are unfortunately not very 
clear from the beginning.
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