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   Much of the sea’s fascination, as well as its power to shape
   coastlines, proceeds from the fact that it is never still. Being a
   liquid with little internal cohesion or resistance to deformation, its
   surface is easily set in motion by the natural stresses constantly
   applied to it. The friction created by the wind produces waves that
   give relief to the sea surface and currents that transport ocean water
   in slowly moving streams. The gravitational attractions of the sun and
   moon, along with the centrifugal force created by the rotation of the
   earth-moon system, produce the rise and fall of the water surface that
   we call tides. Waves, currents and tides are daily phenomena along the
   earth’s coasts….
   Robert A Muller and Theodore M. Oberlander Physical geography Today:
   portrait of a planet.
   I have been teaching courses in feminist media studies for over 15
   years now, and in the past 5 years I have noticed more and more of a
   preoccupation and interest in understanding the terms 1st, 2nd and 3rd
   wave feminism amongst my students. In many of these discussions I have
   found myself, uncomfortably, being questioned about what wave I belong
   to and at times ascribed with a label of belonging (both 2nd and 3rd
   wave) that I never sought. i To avoid capsizing I have found myself
   forced to jump in the waves to better understand their movement and
   momentum as a powerful trope to describe feminist history
   But here I want to be clear…. My purpose here is not to oppose or
   defend one of the waves –be it 2nd, 3rd or even 4th wave feminism
   (Kaplan)– but rather to question its performative nature as a
   descriptor of feminist politics in the present and as a way of
   emplotting feminism’s past. (Harrison; Purvis)
   For while there is much work that describes the contents of various
   waves of feminist history; What is surprising is that there is less
   discussion of the container. The trope seems now to be taken as a
   given.) When did feminists start conceiving their struggles and their
   history in waves? Why the wave? This question is harder to answer, and
   is rarely addressed.
   Although it may be the case that … must be credited with
   conceptualizing women in waves… in the late sixties, it is a term that
   Kate Millet made most famous in Sexual Politics. This inspired
   articles, such as that by Ellen Dubois, circulated in 1971 which
   articulated the common trajectory , and argument.
   There have been two major feminist waves in this country, one running
   from about 1835 to 1920 (it took that long to win its major demand
   -the vote); the other beginning some time in the middle of the sixties
   and ending who knows when.
   In both cases, a feminist upsurge was initiated by women who had
   attempted to function politically in the major reform movements of
   their days, and had found that because they were women, they would be
   unable to do very much at all. They found that they would be isolated
   from positions of decision-making, and instead they would do the
   shitwork (the typing, petition-gathering, meeting-organizing, etc.)
   Millet’s words inspired a magazine, “the second wave: a magazine of
   the new feminism” out of Boston. However, as Jo Freeman points out, in
   1960s the idea of feminism as a wave is absent from the literature
   from this period. Thus while many cite the beginnings of the second
   wave of feminism as a phenomenon of the 1960s, there is a distinction
   to be made with the labeling of this movement as second wave. It is an
   ascription in hindsight.
   Feminists weren’t the only one to describe themselves as being part of
   a wave. In 1969, journalist William Johnson reported, for example
   “that a new wave of feminism is breaking out over Toronto.” Later in
   1974; a strike by teachers in Ontario is discussed as supported by the
   wave of feminism sweeping the country… accompanied by the small
   caption from Reuters “feminism spreads.” 1974… (wave of feminism)
   response in the media to a McLean’s story that said that women were
   naturally inferior to men…
   Wave, in this context, is like the use of the term “wave” of
   immigration. It invokes fear and panic; but there is also something
   here that raises the spectre of a kind of brainwashing mob mentality
   of women has been set into motion. Women here are denied agency in
   their own political process. Like birth and rebirth, the image of the
   wave that emerges is one of slow movement; of a peak and the a crest,
   then a retreat… a peak in intensity in momentum that implies that
   every social movement will have its ebbs and flows; and that this is
   natural…and that naturally it will disappear. Indeed, feminism is
   thought to have largely disappeared in the 1980’s, until its
   resurgence in the 1990s with the resurgence of the third wave.
   In the mid-1990s in the United States younger women (but as well in
   Canada, a conference in 1995) … others as young women eager to respond
   to assertions in the press that feminism is dead ( which time has done
   over and over again) … and to revalue feminism, to make it not just
   something in the past, but vitally active in the present.. responded
   to second wave feminists (some like Rebecca Walker, daughter of Alice)
   By the time we reach the 1990s, the mid-nineteen nineties, with the
   declaration by a new generation of feminists that they are the third
   wave, the term has come into full use within feminist theory.
   In other words in approximately year period (from 1970 –1995) we have
   the transition of the trope into a fact which has been given a
   concreteness within feminist historiography. I would argue that it was
   in this period that the wave began not only to surface, but to
   inscribe itself as an organizing principle to self-describe feminist
   history, an description that has not just served a useful purpose of
   comparison, but which carries with it, a great deal of flotsam and
   jetsom.
   I am not the first to critique the feminist notion of the wave as a
   wave to describe feminist history. What are the critiques of the waves
   that I have encountered in other feminist writing.
   Theoretical critiques.
   It assumes a mother daughter relations. (sisterhood).
   Familial: Therefore hetero-normative
   Has a linear sense of time, and historical causality
   That it is monocausal sense of causality. Change emanates from a
   single place or a single epicenter (Black’s it is like a stone
   dropping in the water with waves)
   Empirical.
   That there are sandwich generations who don’t fit the periodizations;
   That it cannot account for divergences within, for example the
   experience of Black women; Latinosthe experiences of women outside of
   the USA or other dominant centres; ; Canadian, Polish, Kurdish, or
   Quebecois; That it assumes a period of lull, then a peak of activity,
   which doesn’t correspond to actual events; It assumes a coherence of
   thought and action with respect to a single historical event, or a
   single history
   Political.
   It unites and divides generations
   It falsely converges in terms of seeing continuities that obliterates
   other complexities of political affiliation; that it promotes a
   perspective on major political events, ssen as the crests, ignoring
   the daily work that goes on between that provides the momentum for the
   momentary “upsurges”.
   While feminists have critiqued the usage of the metaphor of the wave
   for its rhetorical limitations, there are reasons why it is now
   difficult to jettison the term from our feminist vocabulary. And here
   I am doing a hundred degree turn from my position when I started the
   research; I was convinced that as a trope that it created a kind of
   inter-generational matricide… (Spigel)
   The most important reason to embrace it, and it is one that I take
   seriously, is because of the undeniable consciousness and activity of
   those once young feminists, now in the their mid thirties, who saw
   themselves as part of a third wave of feminism however it was defined.
   Here again there was a range of divergent opinions and strategies.
   While the definitions of what constitutes such a cohort is debatable,
   what is not is the desire amongst this group to reenergize the term
   feminism in the wake of a 1990s backlash of post-feminist writers like
   Camille Paglia and Katie Rophie, or out-right anti-feminist sentiments
   in the media, or in terms of policies and politics.
   From the efforts of American feminists such as Rebecca walker to those
   a little closer to home, such as Candice Steenbergen, (and their
   perspectives are different… check out the Canadian anthology Turbo
   chicks) or the energies of the montreal-based cyberfeminist
   organization which I helped to found called studio xx, there was a
   sense in the mid-1990’s of a desire and responsibility to reclaim
   feminism, to publicly proclaim their affiliation, and in so doing to
   stake the differences between past and present incarnations.
   But even in telling this tale, what must be considered is that in the
   Canadian, and more particularly the Quebec context, what provided the
   impetus for a new wave of feminism wasn’t a reaction to accusation
   that feminism was dead, but to the actual murder of 14 young women at
   L’ecloe polytechnique, and engineering school at the hands of a
   gunman, Marc Lepine, who made it clear that he was out to shoot “the
   feminists.” Candle light vigils and mourning the very real violence
   against women, even more so these identified as feminists, did not
   necessarily make women afraid to call themselves feminist, but wearing
   buttons that at this point said feminist. (Other movements at the time
   in Montreal; rise of aids, solidarity with queer communities;
   struggles to keep the cuts to women’s shelters on the agenda…
   anti-free trade agreements, preceding anti-globalization movement…)
   It was into this context that in the mid-1990s a group of female
   graduate students at York, held a conference.. which lead to the 1991
   publication of Turbo chicks… and what I would argue is distinctive
   about this anthology is the absence of attention to the events in
   Montreal; but as well, the attempt to include women from other
   generations: including 11 year olds and older women..
   While the efforts of this generational cohort have been distancing
   yes, but perhaps a necessary strategic move that must not be seen as a
   threat, but an acknowledgement and critique of the past. Such
   critique, although at times harsh, was not only criticism, but as
   confronts us with the relevancies and limitations of our own
   assumptions and strategies.
   All generations have stories to tell: and the generation of 3rd wavers
   do of being silenced, if one listens: of being excluded and shut down
   at meetings of NAC; of their dismissal at conference on the 3rd wave
   run by another generation of feminists; of being attacked for
   proposing that they are a third wave. (I have seen and read these
   attacks)
   Given our own, as feminist, validation on narrative and storytelling,
   I would be a hypocrite to my own principals to question the veracity
   of these stories, although I am well aware that there might be other
   versions to these tales. Nor do I want to resent their energy, or
   their critique of our complacency, comforts, and at times power.
   They have not only, particularly in the Canadian context, been
   distancing, but a revitalization… which does not meant that there has
   been an absence of turbulence.
   It for these reasons that while the metaphor is limited and limiting,
   the risk of jettisoning it is that this would be a denial of the now
   ten-year history of contribution by this generation.
   Their questions (about their exclusion; about our exclusions; about
   our agendas) created disturbances, but disturbances, like the action
   of air upon water, of a stone in a stream is what makes a wave. It may
   erode, both of that which we used to call patriarchy, with confidence,
   but also to some bastions of feminism itself. But it also deposits
   sediments long our shorelines, creating new formations and alliance.
   This energy has revitalized a movement itself under constant attack by
   a culture that wants to declare that young women aren’t interested in
   feminism, and that in Canada, magazines like McLeans, would give more
   cover space to the “wild Woman phenomena” or deal only with women if
   they are good girls doing charitable works for acceptable causes like
   breast cancer, than doing work for less newsworthy stories like
   increases in poverty, particularly amongst single women, and
   aboriginal peoples, or tightening up of immigration laws. Marching for
   more awareness of Aids and more funding of hospicves and shelters;
   These disturbances are not the same everywhere. As Ag, Graff in her
   wonderful analysis of polish feminists adopting the tactics of the
   third wave tells us, (irony and camp and theatricality) in the service
   of trying to achieve gains commonly associated with the 2nd.
   And here I want to suggest that perhaps it not the wave, that should
   be at issue, but the way we attach numbers to places and to politics,
   which I think speaks of the politics of place. Which creates the falso
   conception of a wave as a simguilar, biunded force coming in at long
   intervals, with period of action (peaks) and inaction. Water is never
   still. But even more, there are undertowsa dn currents.
   Writing about the post-colonial situation,, Trinh T Minh Ha wisely
   wrote many years ago there are third worlds n every first, and 1st
   worlds in every third. Likewise, there are 1st wave struggles to be
   fought still, in 3rd wave contexts with 3rd wave means. And here we
   stumble upon another current of thought that channels the flow of our
   movements in a particular direction.
   The problem perhaps is the numerical value attached to waves that
   creates the linearity, but also hierarchies. Our use of numbers are
   laden with values which are not value free abstractions.
   In development politics, the language of 1st world and third denotes
   the march of politics and of a society is measured as if we are in an
   Olympic race to be first, (those in the first are gold medal winners
   while the 3rd is a bronze…) In the case of the use of the numerical
   ordering in feminism wave, the hierarchy moves in the opposite
   direction: those who are 3rd overtake take those who are 2nd or 1st.
   There is a linear succession in the listing practice associated with
   the numerical ordering given to worlds and to waves where there that
   has an implied progression.
   Some like Jennifer Purvis have tried to rectify by suggesting that 1st,
   2nd and 3rd, should ala Kristeva, be thought of as signifying spaces
   of difference, which I think only spatializes time and doesn’t address
   the problem of numbers.
   It is not the wave that we need to critique or jettison, but rather
   the suturing of a linear notion of time and space by way of this form
   of numerical ordering. For this assumes that time whether applied to
   an individual or a generation moves in a line from past to present to
   future.
   For to go back to the question of generationality in feminism and the
   wave, the assumption is that a generation absorbs a history and a
   time; but even more that the history that is absorbed is of a single
   time. It assumes a kind of laminar flow with only a single direction,
   no cross currents, undercurrents, or depths; no simulatanety of past
   and present, time becomes an arrow, a very western conception of
   temporal movement.
   And here I want to return for a moment to the problem not only of
   temporaility within historical time, but intergenrationality assumes a
   problem between two ages, thought to already have a primordial
   coherence. As my partner in life Robert once told me. We are never the
   ages we are; we are always the ages we have been; we are already the
   ages we will be. Sitting and listening to a story from an elder one is
   reliving with them a past that for them may be present; while in a
   particular present. When my grandparents played with me their were
   experiencing multiple temporalities.
   In having to speak to me to be understood (by a child) they were they
   ages they were; but also assuming an identity of a child; in telling a
   story from the past, they are living the ages they were at that
   moment; in being with me, they were being who they are, and at the
   same time as time passes they were already in a state of becoming
   because of the sharedness of the story.
   Engaging with others of another generation brings forth a
   consciousness of the coestence of multitemporalities in a sinlgel
   life; a suingle body.
   The blood flows and heart beats to a rhythm, as our we strie to catch
   a plabneof glide on the ice. At this moment, we may feel exhilarated
   in an activity youthful even, even as our knees worn down are older
   than other parts.
   Likewise I play with my granddaughter not to impart wisdom, but top be
   able to share ithe pleasure of a prelinguistic phase of
   communication…to be a 11 month old. I am now as I speak to you the 2
   year old that I was.
   So what is it that I am saying…
   that while I began with a firm conviction that I would reject a wave,
   as always I became transformed by both my research and my the practice
   of writing… what makes me more excited, at least at this moment, and
   it may be temporary, is the idea that the wave need not be jettisoned,
   but that we need to grasp the complexity of the temporal and spatial
   movements of our lives, as feminists to re-invigorate the metaphor as
   Purvis and Harrison have done.
   For a wave is not the substance, it is rather energy…
   3. Conclusion
   The significance of all waves is that whether they are sound waves,
   light waves, or water waves is that they carry energy from one place
   to another.
   Robert A Muller and Theodore M. Oberlander Physical Geography Today:
   portrait of a planet
   There is little forward displacement of water itself for what is being
   transmitted is energy, not mass.
   Waves are mostly created by the action of wind on water.
   Swells moving from different direction often interfere producing wave
   patterns of varying complexity
   Water contains many kinds of motion that isn’t only apparent on the
   surface
   The waves that roll against our shore are swell generated by strong
   winds in far off places
   Waves have height, length and occur in intervals or period
   A swell of moderate size is capable of traveling halfway across the
   world before all of its energy is absorbed
   It is these moderate swells that make it to shore
   Seismic shock waves, tsunamis are dangerous because while they are
   spectacular, they are in fact, barely discernable, reaching heights of
   only a meter. It is their ability to carry energy at incredible speeds
   that makes them dangerous, destructive and deadly as we have so
   recently witnessed. (some have a wave length of sixty miles and speeds
   of 500 miles per hour)
   Waves are not destructive until they break
   We need then not re-conceptualize the wave, not in terms of substance
   like water, but as the movement and a transformation of and energy
   committed to the basic principle which is “the campaign to end women’s
   subordination to men” but also in terms that are stated in other
   terms: to help actualize the potential of individual women and women
   as group labouring, creative, intellectual, social sexual beings…
   inhabiting multiple zones, and different locales.
   In this way, feminism may have points of commonality; what make sit
   hold together is only momentarily is that it inspires. It doesn’t for
   me, provide “role models ‘ for others to emulate. Maybe perhaps
   examples, to consider, or tactics to try. Most importantly, it is the
   transformation of energy of disturbances the power to sculpt who knows
   what new formations, (institutional) and meanderings, to ally itself
   with others with others who from their own points are also putting
   energy into the different points of struggle for what I can only call
   social justice.
   Thinking about feminism as a wave which is not about eh movement of
   water, about successions of movement, that is not about the way as
   merely an immersive force, with crest, peaks, and dull periods, but as
   a the movement of energy is close to what Chela Sandoval calls the
   cultivation of a differential consciousness. It demand thinking about
   politics in terms of energy.
   Resist being categorized as a role model, be a catalyst. Provide
   inspiration, not schemas.
   The role of the feminist as activist is that: to activate the energies
   that exist and lie in waiting. To galvanize, prod and provoke, with
   humour and with love and caring, even I would say for those we think
   of as enemies. For it is better to believe that they will change, that
   they will swept along by the enthusiasm and fun of becoming a feminist
   fellow traveler.
   i
   Metonymic thinking politically is troublesome because parts can stand
   in for wholes… leading us to reject, in toto, what does not correspond
   to our own current identity formation, political or ethical values. It
   does not allow for that temporal dimension of change. There are only
   bits and pieces that may or may not cohere into a single picture, a
   picture that is static and never changes through time.
   15
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