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Introduction: Gender and Global Issues


Why does gender matter in world politics? What difference does it make to view world politics through a gender(ed) lens? What becomes visible when we see “international relations” as interconnected relations of inequality—among genders, races, classes, sexualities, and nationalities—as opposed to simply interactions between and among self-interested states? What are the costs of being inattentive to gendered dynamics in world politics for addressing a myriad of world problems that ultimately affect us all?


In this introductory chapter, we present an overview of the contemporary relationship between gender and world politics. We begin with a conceptual discussion of gender and why adopting a gender(ed) lens is important for understanding the changing nature of global governance, global security, and global political economy in which gender issues have become more salient in national and international policymaking. As a result of several factors we discuss, a host of international development, financial, and security institutions have now made the link between raising the status of women worldwide and developing democracy, reducing poverty, and lessening armed conflict.


With these foundations, we then move to the central conundrum or dilemma focused on in this text: despite some elevation of gender issues on national and international policymaking agendas that have led to some gains by some women, there have also been significant setbacks to achieving greater social equity and justice for most women and many men. These setbacks have arisen from contemporary global crises resulting, at least in part, from the gendered nature of world politics. Thus, throughout this text we attend to this contradiction between increased international attention to gender issues that repositions some women and men in world politics but leaves unabated global crises rooted in the power of gender. We emphasize that the power of gender acts as a meta-lens that fosters dichotomization, stratification, and depoliticization in thought and action, thereby sustaining global power structures and crises that prevent or militate against meaningful advances in social equality and justice. We employ the matrices of the gendered divisions of power, violence, and labor and resources not only to track the positioning and repositionings of diverse women and men in relation to global governance institutions, global security apparatuses, and global political economy formations, but also to show how the power of gender operates in these contexts to maintain interlocking inequalities based on gender, race, class, sexuality, and nationality (including inequalities among nations and with respect to national origin). We argue that inattention to the interlocking nature of these inequalities—an insight derived from intersectional analysis—has resulted in problematic gender equality policymaking. Such policymaking tends to target only women and fails to take into account inequalities among women. It further deflects attention from such interlocking forces as neoliberal governmentality, militarization, and globalization, which undercut equality and social justice efforts. These forces are responsible for what we refer to as the crises of representation, insecurity, and sustainability that diverse women and men are resisting at local, national, and transnational levels.


THE INTERSECTIONAL STUDY OF GENDER


Gender “is not a synonym for women” (Carver 1996). Rather, it generally refers to the socially learned behaviors, repeated performances, and idealized expectations that are associated with and distinguish between the proscribed gender roles of masculinity and femininity. As such, it is not the same as and may be wholly unrelated to sex, which is typically defined as the biological and anatomical characteristics that distinguish between women’s and men’s bodies. Contemporary gender studies find that sex, too, is socially constructed because it is only through the meanings given to and the marshaling of particular biological and anatomical characteristics that sex difference, as an unequivocal binary, is naturalized and enforced, including surgically when children born with ambiguous sexual organs are made into either “girls” or “boys” to sustain the idea that there are only two sexes (Fausto-Sterling 1992, 2000). As a result, gender analysts challenge not only the biologically determinist idea that dualistic gender identities and roles arise from natural sex difference, but also the notion that sex difference itself is natural and dualistic, calling into question even our assumptions about a world made up of only “females” and “males,” “girls” and “boys,” “men” and “women.” Thus, the study of gender is as much about the socially constructed categories of “men” and masculinity as it is about the socially constructed categories of “women” and femininity. Contemporary gender studies that partake of intersectional analysis, which holds that gender cannot be understood in isolation from other identity categories and relations of inequality, also recognize that there are multiple genders, as well as sexes, because race/ethnicity, class, sexuality, and other cultural variations shape gender identities and performances.


Because the particular characteristics associated with femininity and masculinity vary significantly across cultures, races, classes, and age groups, there are no generic women and men (or other sexes or genders). Our gender identities, loyalties, interests, and opportunities are intersected and crosscut by countless dimensions of “difference,” especially those associated with ethnicity/race, class, national, and sexual identities. “Acting like a man” (or a “woman”) means different things to different groups of people (e.g., transgendered people, heterosexual Catholics, Native Americans, British colonials, agriculturists versus corporate managers, athletes versus orchestra conductors, combat soldiers versus military strategists) and to the same group of people at different points in time (e.g., nineteenth- versus twentieth-century Europeans, colonized versus postcolonial Africans, prepuberty versus elderly age sets, women during war versus women after war). Men may be characterized as feminine (e.g., Mahatma Gandhi, “flamboyant” gay men) and women as “masculine” (e.g., Margaret Thatcher, “butch” lesbians). Gender is shaped by race (models of masculinity and femininity vary among Africans, Indians, Asians, Europeans), and race is gendered (gender stereotypes shape racial stereotypes of Africans, Indians, Asians, whites). Moreover, because masculinities and femininities vary (by class, race/ethnicity, sexuality, age), some expressions of gender (Hispanic in the United States [US], Muslim in India, Turkana in Kenya) are subordinated to dominant constructions of gender (Anglo, Hindu, Kikuyu). There are thus multiple masculinities that not only vary across cultures but also confer different levels of power. What is referred to as “hegemonic masculinity” (Connell 1987, 1995) is the ideal form of masculinity performed by men with the most power attributes, who not incidentally populate most global power positions. These are typically white, Western, upper-class, straight men who have conferred on them the complete range of gender, race, class, national, and sexuality privileges. “Subordinated masculinities” (Connell 1987, 1995) are embodied by those who lack one, some, or all these privileges and thus are rendered “feminized” on these scores. Although all femininities are subordinated to all masculinities, it is also the case that some femininities are subordinated more than or differently from others. The idealized image of Western femininity remains associated with Victorian notions of womanhood that celebrated the gentility, passivity, decorativeness, and asexuality imposed on white, middle- to upper-class women, who were the only ones who could enact such standards. Working-class women, women of color, and/or lesbians or trans-women are either denied the (dubious) status of feminine because they cannot meet these standards or are feminized (that is, devalorized) in other ways through processes of racialization and/or sexualization. For example, since the times of slavery and colonization, women of color have been labeled as naturally oversexual, thereby not only being unworthy of (white) male protection but also particularly open to (white) male sexual exploitation.


Finally, the specific meanings and values conferred on masculinity and femininity have also changed over time as well as across cultures. For example, Western ideals of “manliness” have undergone historical shifts: from the early Greeks through the feudal period, the emphasis of idealized masculinity was on military heroism and political prowess through male bonding and risk-taking, whereas more modern meanings of masculinity stress “competitive individualism, reason, self-control or self-denial, combining respectability as breadwinner and head of household with calculative rationality in public life” (Hooper 1998: 33). Moreover, not all cultures have associated either of these conceptions of masculinity with leadership qualities: “queen mothers” in Ghana and “clan mothers” in many Native American societies have been accorded power and leadership roles in these matrilineal contexts on the basis of the feminine quality of regeneration of the people and the land (Okojo 1994: 286; Guerrero 1997: 215). Furthermore, there is some play in gender roles even within patrilineal or patriarchal cultures, given that men are not exclusively leaders and warriors and women are not exclusively in charge of maintaining the home and caring for children. Cultures also vary in the play allowed to the display of nonconforming gender behavior, such as that not associated with a person’s assigned sex; sometimes even “third genders” are even revered. Polities also vary in terms of acceptance of and resources available to people who choose to change their assigned sex. Due to the variation in meanings attached to femininity and masculinity, we know that expressions of gender are not “fixed” or predetermined; the particulars of gender are always shaped by context.


Because models of appropriate gender behavior are diverse, we know that femininity and masculinity are not timeless or separable from the contexts in which they are embodied, acted out, and observed. This illustrates how gender rests not on biological sex differences but on interpretations or constructions of behavior that are culturally specific, that shift as contexts change, and that typically have little to do with biological differences, which themselves are not fixed as some bodies are born neither “male” nor “female” and gender and sex assignments can be altered. In short, there are multiple genders and gender orderings, but gender is always raced, classed, sexualized, and nationalized, just as race, class, sexuality, and nationality are always gendered. Hence, gender analysis must avoid stereotyping (or reducing people to unfounded caricatures), essentializing (or assuming “natural” and unchanging characteristics), and singling out any one identity as descriptive of a whole person. Instead, gender analysis must adopt intersectional analyses to make sense of our multiple, crosscutting, and differentially valorized identities. However, as we argue in the next section, these variations still rest on concepts of gender differences and do not necessarily disrupt gender as an oppositional dichotomy and as a relation of inequality.


GENDER AS A LENS ON WORLD POLITICS


Studies of gender arose not because other axes of difference and bases of inequality (e.g., race/ethnicity, class, religion, age) are less important than—or even extricable from—gender. Rather, gender became a significant lens through which to view world politics as researchers and social movement activists informed by feminist perspectives (which we address in the next chapter) that focus most centrally on the problem of gender inequality increasingly documented the institutionalization of gender differences as a major underpinning of structural inequalities in much of the world. Through a complex interaction of identification processes, symbol systems, and social institutions (explored in subsequent chapters), gender differences are produced—typically in the form of a dichotomy that not only opposes masculinity to femininity but also translates these oppositional differences into gender hierarchy, the privileging of traits and activities defined as masculine over those defined as feminine. Thus, although it is important to recognize the cultural variation in how gender differences are formed and expressed, a gender-sensitive lens also reveals the political nature of gender as a system of difference construction and hierarchical dichotomy production that constitutes virtually all contemporary societies. Gender is about power, and power is gendered. How power operates in this way starts to become visible in an examination of the relationship between masculinity and femininity.


Although the specific traits that mark gender-appropriate behavior vary cross-culturally, they constitute systems of politically significant structural power in the following interacting ways. First, males are expected to conform to models of masculinity (that are privileged) and females to models of femininity (which are subordinated). There are multiple models of masculinity within cultures, but one typically has hegemonic status as the most valued and esteemed model, and it is associated with elite (class, race, and culturally privileged) males. Within particular cultures, these expectations are taken very seriously because they are considered fundamental to who we are, how we are perceived by others, and what actions are appropriate. In this sense, gender ordering is inextricable from social ordering of power, authority, work, leisure, and pleasure.


Second, because masculine activities are more highly valued or privileged than are feminine activities in most of the world most of the time, the identities and activities associated with men and women are typically unequal. Thus, the social construction of gender is actually a system of power that not only divides the world into “men” and “women” and masculine and feminine, but also typically places some men and masculinity above most women and femininity. Consider, for example, how consistently institutions and practices that are male-dominated and/or representative of hegemonically masculine traits and style (politics, making money) are valued more highly and considered more important than institutions and practices associated with femininity (families, caring labor). This elevation of what are perceived as masculine traits and activities over those perceived as feminine is a central feature of the ideology or system of belief of masculinism.


Third, because the dichotomy of masculine and feminine constructs them as polarized and mutually exclusive, when we favor or privilege what is associated with masculinity, we do so at the expense of what is associated with femininity. Politics, as conventionally defined, is about differential access to power—about who gets what and how. Therefore, the privileging of masculinity is political insofar as relations of inequality, manifested in this case as gender inequality, represent men’s and women’s unequal access to power, authority, and resources.


Like other social hierarchies, gender inequality is maintained by various means, ranging from psychological mechanisms (engaging in sexist humor, blaming the victim, internalizing oppressive stereotypes), sociocultural practices (objectifying women, creating “chilly climates” for women’s advancement, harassing women sexually, trivializing women’s concerns), structural discrimination (denial of equal rights, job segregation, marginalization of reproductive health issues), to direct violence (domestic battering, rape, femicide, or the systematic murder of women). Also, like many social hierarchies, gender inequality is “justified” by focusing on physical differences and exaggerating their significance as determinants of what are in fact socially constructed, learned behaviors. Thus, Arthur Brittan has argued that by denying the social construction of gender, masculinism serves to justify and “naturalize” (depoliticize) male domination because “it takes for granted that there is a fundamental difference between men and women, it assumes that heterosexuality is normal, it accepts without question the sexual division of labor, and it sanctions the political and dominant role of men in the public and private spheres” (1989: 4).


Like the abstract concepts of family, race, and nation, gender “in the real” sense is always inflected by such dimensions as race/ethnicity and class, which vary depending on culture and context. What does not appear to vary is what we call the power of gender to conceptually and structurally organize not only identities and sexual practices, but also virtually all aspects of social life in all cultures. Indeed, a gender-sensitive lens reveals that masculine and feminine “natures” are not simply inscribed on what are assumed to be distinct male and female bodies, but also are applied to other objects, including things, nonhuman beings, groups, institutions, and even nations and states. Consider references to a ship or car as “she,” invocations of “mother nature,” characterizations of opposing sports teams as “wimpy” while one’s own is “mighty,” notions of “motherlands” and “fatherlands,” and categorizations of “strong” and “weak” states. Everyday parlance is rife with gender appellations and metaphors. This constant gendering of natural, artificial, and social worlds through language and, thus, thought, is no trivial matter. It directs us to how the power of gender operates to set up and reinforce dualistic, dichotomous, or either-or thinking and to foster hierarchical thinking in which those people and objects assigned masculine qualities are valued or given power over those assigned feminine qualities.


Thus, our approach foregrounds not only how a gender-sensitive lens reveals the nature and extent of gender and other related inequalities that structure and are structured by world politics, but also and most insidiously how the power of gender operates as a meta-lens (explored more fully in the next chapter) that orders and constrains thinking and thus social reality and action, thereby serving as a major impediment to addressing inequalities and the global crises we begin to explore below that stem from, sustain, and even worsen inequalities. On one level, the power of gender upholds masculinist ideology, which refers to individuals, perspectives, practices, and institutions that embody, naturalize, and privilege the traits of masculinity at the expense of feminized and other alternatives and are thus engaged in producing and sustaining relations of gender inequality. On another level, the power of gender works to pervade our everyday naming, speaking, clothing, working, entertainment, and sports as well as, we further argue, dominant approaches to knowledge production, governance, militarization, and economic relations. At its deepest level, the power of gender as a meta-lens continually normalizes—and hence depoliticizes—essentialized stereotypes, dichotomized categories, and hierarchical arrangements. In these multiple and overlapping ways, the power of gender is political: it operates pervasively to produce and sustain unequal power relations. Thus, lenses that ignore or obscure how gender operates systemically and structurally are conceptually inadequate for understanding how power works in world politics and politically inadequate for challenging interrelated social injustices and global crises.


GENDER AND GLOBAL ISSUES


We observed as our starting point for the last edition of this text that it was not long ago that gender had no place in the study of world politics, but gender analysis now constitutes an accepted and burgeoning part of international relations inquiry and a significant national and international policy tool. Since then, this observation has found its way into popular literature and the popular imagination. Soon after our last edition came out, New York Times columnist Nicholas D. Kristof and coauthor Sheryl WuDunn published what became a national best seller, Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide (2009), which has also been adapted into a traveling exhibition for museums and other showplaces as well as a two-part documentary aired initially through the US Public Broadcasting System (PBS). This journalistic and popular treatment of how central raising the status of women has become to national and international policymaking does not credit the decades of feminist IR scholarship and the centuries of international feminist thought and activism most catalyzed during and since the United Nations (UN) Decade for Women (1975–1985), which we had argued were most responsible for putting gender on the map of world politics. However, it does detail just how salient gender, when it is reduced to being synonymous with women, now is in the highest echelons of international development, financial, and security institutions.


In terms of intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), no less than the World Bank, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and a host of other UN agencies, and in terms of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), no less than the leaders of such groups as CARE, Doctors Without Borders, the Center for Global Development, and the Hunger Project as well as corporate foundation heads and economists with Goldman Sachs, Nike, and the like have all concluded the same thing: “‘Progress is achieved through women’” (Kristof and WuDunn 2009: xx). Even international security experts have begun paying attention to gender on the basis of a perceived relationship between the marginalization of women in politics and society and the growth of “terrorism,” particularly in Islamic countries. “As the Pentagon gained a deeper understanding of counterterrorism, it became increasingly interested in grassroots projects such as girls’ education. Empowering girls, some in the military argued, would disempower terrorists. When the Joint Chiefs of Staff hold discussion of girls’ education in Pakistan and Afghanistan, you know that gender is a serious topic on the international affairs agenda” (Kristof and WuDunn 2009: xxi).


Even though this newfound interest at the highest levels of world political institutions in gender, but more accurately in women, can be read as a feminist success story, as Half the Sky seems to suggest, we as longtime feminist IR scholars are troubled by the instrumentalist way that gender has become so salient. On the one hand, high-level attention to gender can be traced to tracking the positionings of women in world affairs that became possible when governments around the world—since the first UN conference on women, held in 1975—committed to provide data regularly to the UN that disaggregated the roles men and women play in state governance, militaries, diplomatic machineries, and economies. By the end of the last millennium, the data regarding how men and women are situated differently around the world revealed, starkly, the extent of gender inequality. The UNDP unequivocally concluded that “no society treats its women as well as its men” (1997: 39). Such a conclusion was based on reports to the UN Committee on the Status of Women that, although women composed one-half of the world’s population, they performed the majority of the world’s work hours when unpaid labor was counted, yet in aggregate were poorer in resources and poorly represented in elite positions of decision-making power (Tickner 1993: 75). Feminist activists and scholars who advocated for and performed such tracking did so for the purposes of uprooting gender and other social injustice.


On the other hand, as the story goes in Half the Sky, it was only when women became “engines of economic growth,” as they were brought into the formal labor force in huge numbers out of their own economic necessity and for the purpose of fueling the world’s factories as the preferred source of “cheap” and “obedient” labor, that women suddenly were noticed by economic elites as a previously “untapped resource” that could be better harnessed to serve national and transnational corporations and capitalism. “The basic formula was to ease repression, educate girls as well as boys, give girls the freedom to move to cities and take factory jobs, and then benefit from the demographic dividend as they delayed marriage and reduced childbearing” (Kristof and WuDunn 2009: xix). A further dividend of breaking down patriarchal authority in homes and communities and the violence against women and girls that is justified by patriarchal authority would be a reduction in women’s and their children’s poverty as women and children make up the vast majority of the world’s poor. Similarly, as indicated above, women became visible to security elites only when it appeared that raising the status of women could constitute a counterterrorism tool. Thus, the empowerment of women has become only a means to an end, not an end in itself—just the latest mechanism to manage global problems as opposed to representing an actual commitment to gender equality and social justice. That inequalities might be leavened some is secondary to shoring up world-politics-as-usual priorities of capitalist economic growth and state and interstate security, which we argue below are productive of the very global crises that “empowering women” is now supposed to solve.


Beyond how problematic these instrumentalist reasons are for why gender is being embraced by national and international officialdom, Half the Sky also gives the impression that gender injustice, and the complex of social injustice of which it is a constitutive part, is not a deep structural phenomenon upon which the international order rests. While the book and its multimedia companions are peppered with stories of individual women’s agency to change their circumstances in the global South and foregrounds the work of NGOs that assist them to do so, it suggests that these individualist activities and humanitarian charity to such NGOs by more economically privileged people, primarily in the global North, are all it will really take to turn things around for the most oppressed women and thereby “unlock” their “power as economic catalysts” (Kristof and WuDunn 2009: xxii). Highlighting even the poorest women’s agency and tapping into desires to bring about social change are laudable, but such an approach obscures how women’s poverty in the global South is directly related to past and ongoing wealth accumulation in the global North. It also lets off the hook governments, IGOs, and transnational corporations (TNCs) whose actions have heavily contributed to and sustained women’s subordination over centuries. And it paints a very narrow and capitalist-centered vision of women’s empowerment, reduced to turning “bubbly teenage girls from brothel slaves into successful businesswomen” (Kristof and WuDunn 2009: xxii).


In the next section, we offer a very different approach to thinking about gender and its relationship to global issues. Rather than seeing and casting “women” as instruments for solving global crises in ways that do not disrupt world-politics-as-usual priorities and do not require political action (only market levers), we argue that contemporary global crises are outcomes of world-politics-as-usual priorities that themselves are products of gender(ed) dynamics, which are not being fundamentally disturbed despite some gains by some women.


GENDER AND GLOBAL CRISES


As we document throughout this text, despite the attention now given to gender in policymaking circles, relatively little has changed in the material conditions for most women. Even with such policies as gender quotas (to get more women into elective office) and gender mainstreaming (designed to avoid building gender discrimination into any government policy) that have been heavily promoted and used by the UN and other IGOs, causing their adoption across many parts of the world, there has been only a modicum of effect on the repositionings of women.


While some women have gained from the recent legitimation of gender inquiry and policy at the international level, global crises have deepened at the same time. Even though previous “hot” and “cold” wars since the times of the first colonial conquests have wreaked considerable havoc and violence that continue to this day, the rise in international violence in the new millennium is often pegged as a “post-9/11” phenomenon following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. The George W. Bush administration chose to respond to this through wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as a legitimation of torture and rendition in the name of national security and the global “war on terror,” thereby justifying any violence across the globe done in its name.1 The onset of the global economic crisis in 2008 is tied to the deregulation and manipulation of financial markets in the North with reverberations in the South, but these have earlier roots in neoliberal restructuring at least since the 1970s. At the same time, past colonizations and imperialisms continue to exert effects materially and ideologically, whether in the forms of gross economic inequalities, civil wars, ethnic cleansing, or the rise of a range of fundamentalisms. The planetary crisis of global warming has its roots in the industrial revolution, although the poisoning of the atmosphere has certainly accelerated as global capitalist-led industrial production has permeated the globe in more recent years.


Such crises are undermining modest gender gains as they worsen economic, political, and social inequalities, ratchet up violence, and threaten the very foundations of human and other life on the planet. We refer to these interacting global crises throughout the text as the crises of representation, insecurity, and sustainability. The crisis of representation entails inequalities not only in political representation in formal power structures but also in NGOs and social movements, which can hamper more complex and fuller analyses of “global” problems that can take different forms in “local” contexts. Without a range of perspectives from varying social locations, proposed solutions by the few (and most privileged) can do more harm than good. Moreover, the crisis of representation refers to how groups are “framed” in problem analysis and solutions. For example, if “Third World women” are constructed “under Western eyes” as only “victims” or potential “entrepreneurs” then they are denied agency and the ability to exercise their own approaches to local and global problem-solving (Mohanty 1991). The crisis of insecurity relates not only to the direct violence of international and intranational conflict, but also to the structural violence of political, economic, and social priorities and inequalities that leave wide swaths of people subject to unemployment, underemployment, poverty, disease, malnutrition, crime, and domestic and sexual violence. The crisis of sustainability refers to a crisis both of social reproduction and of resource depletion. The former is shorthand for the systematic disabling of households and human communities to cope and care for each other and future generations, whereas the latter is shorthand for the systematic disabling of the environment to sustain human communities. Both are the result of narrow constructions and obsessions with “growth,” the pursuit of which enslaves all and militates against reprioritizations that are not market-based. We relate these crises to the gendered divisions of power, violence, and labor and resources (described at the end of Chapter 2) from which they arise and that sorely limit the repositionings of women and other subjugated people(s) to have a say in world politics and to resist global power structures and the crises they induce.


The seeming contradiction between rising international attention to empowering women to ameliorate gender inequality—which is now seen by many UN agencies and many member states as a significant source of global political, economic, and social problems—and the deepening of global crises that are undermining this acknowledgment and its implementation constitutes our central theme. This contradiction relates to some current conundrums in feminist IR inquiry. First, despite some gender policy gains at international and national levels, attention to the relationship between gender inequality and global problems is still insufficient. Second, policymaking bodies have interpreted gender equality narrowly to mean only raising the status of women relative to men, without regard to inequalities among both women and men that arise from class, ethnicity/race, sexuality, and national divisions. Just as problematically, such bodies have used stereotypes of women and men to promote raising the status of women so that women are cast—whether as peacemakers, responsible debt payers, or innocent victims—as the solutions to global problems, while certain men—usually lower-class men and men of color or of the global South—are cast as backward, violence-prone rogues who stand in the way of gender equality and constitute the main sources of global problems. Some feminist scholars and activists have sometimes contributed to this kind of stereotyping or “framing,” for example, when arguing for women’s empowerment on the world stage. But this stereotyping is more pernicious when taken up by policymaking power structures to deflect attention away from larger causes and results of gender and other inequalities, which include militarization and global capitalism.


To complicate the category of “women” and the notion of “gender,” we engage in intersectional analysis in order to minimize reproducing stereotypes of women and men that can be deployed by policymakers to avoid the more complex challenges of changing world-politics-as-usual. The concept of intersectional analysis emerged within these studies as a result of the work of black US feminist theorists in the 1980s and beyond (Collins 1991) who recognized that the lives and experiences of women of color were underrepresented in dominant Western feminist theories about women’s subordination that were based on the experiences of largely white, Western, middle-class, and/or working-class women. Intersectional analysis holds that gender is always raced, classed, sexualized, and nationalized, just as race, class, nationality, and sexuality are always gendered.2


Here we expand upon what we mean by intersectional analysis. First, as we have already argued, women, men, and other genders have multiple identities simultaneously, describing themselves or being described not only by gender but also by race, class, sexual, and national markers, such as a black, American, working class, gay male. Second, these identity markers, however, are not just additive, merely descriptive, or politically or socially neutral. Some parts of our identities carry privilege, and others do not. For example, male privilege, which an individual may be able to exercise in the home over women and children, is offset in other, more public arenas if the individual is a racial minority in the larger demographic and thus subject to racism; a sexual minority within the person’s own race or a wider demographic and thus subject to homophobia; and/or not a member of the owning or managerial class and thus subject to classism. Being an American may confer some privileges, such as citizenship rights, including voting rights, that are denied to nonnaturalized immigrants (of color or not), but we also know that racism (and classism) can trump those formal citizenship rights, as in the case of black Americans who were routinely kept from voting through Jim Crow laws, poll taxes, and literacy tests long after they won the formal right to vote.


Third, different parts of our identities become politically salient at different times. This casts us into pigeonholes that deny the complexity of our identities, and when some aspects of our identities are given rights but others are not, it can create a kind of schizophrenia within the individual and divisive mentalities within and between seemingly cohesive social groups. Consider the case of suffrage for African American women. The common notion is that African Americans were given the vote before women in the United States, but in fact only African American men were enfranchised first; African American women had to await the enfranchisement of women generally. Thus, their gender separated them from the category of “African American,” which was coded as meaning only black men. At the same time, although many white women suffragists had been abolitionists, their anger over the enfranchisement first of only black men prompted racist arguments as to why white women were better entrusted with the vote to uphold white civilizational values. This effectively discounted black women, who had to organize separately. Thus, because of their race, African American women were also separated from the category of “women,” which was coded as meaning only white women (Giddings 1984). A more contemporary example is the idea that a black man cannot also be gay because dominant constructions of black men’s sexuality, foisted by whites and internalized by blacks from slavery on, are so tied to images of aggressive heterosexuality.


This brings us to the fourth meaning of intersectional analysis—namely, the kind of masculinity or femininity one is assumed to have rests on the meanings given to one’s race, class, sexuality, and nationality. To amplify on an example we provided earlier, Africans brought as slaves to the Americas were defined by their captors as subhuman with largely animal instincts, which included the assumption that animals mate indiscriminately. The idea that slaves, whether men or women, were “oversexed” was a convenient mythology for male slaveholders who could thereby justify their sexual assaults on female slaves while upholding slavery and later lynchings in the name of protecting white women from “naturally” sexually predatory black men. The contemporary terms for this kind of thinking are the gendered racialization and sexualization of groups to render them as “other” or different and less than the groups doing the labeling. As raised earlier, hegemonic masculinity—currently identified with and exercised by those individuals, groups, cultures, organizations, and states coded with the full privileges of Western-ness, whiteness, wealth, and maleness born out of long histories of conquest and colonization—carries the highest representational (or labeling) power to render others “other.” If we focus only on a narrow definition of gender or singular notions of masculinity and femininity, we miss the complexity of unjust social orders and fail to see how they are upheld often by pitting subordinated groups against each other, especially when such groups are coded as homogeneous without both crosscutting and conflicting interests within them that hold potential for coalitions and more comprehensive resistance to unjust social (and world political) orders.


Contemporary feminist scholars engage in intersectional analysis to avoid the practice of “essentialism,” or the assumption that, for example, all women or all men or all those within a given race or class share the same experiences and interests. Only by recognizing how, for example, some women have benefited by the racial, class, sexual, and national origin oppression of other women, whereas many men subordinated by these very characteristics still exercise gender oppression, can we advance a more comprehensive notion of gender equality that sees it as indivisible from racial, class, and sexual equality and equality among nations. Unfortunately, the new focus on gender equality observable at the international level has largely separated gender equality from these other forms of equality. As a result, international efforts to increase gender equality can fail to address other sources of inequality (such as race and class discrimination) that disadvantage certain groups of women. At the same time, when such efforts blame only men, and mostly nonelite men, for gender inequality and fail to address forms of discrimination that subordinated men experience (based on class, race, and/or sexuality), then subordinated men may withhold support for gender equality. A narrow focus on gender equality also maintains the power of gender even as the socioeconomic positionings of women and men may be somewhat altered.

OEBPS/images/ti1t.jpg
FOURTH EDITION

Global Gender
Issues in the
New Millennium






OEBPS/images/linec.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780813349176.jpg
Anne Sisson Runyan and
V. Sp1ke Peterson

GLOBAL GENDER
ISSUES IN THE
NEW MILLENNIUM

nnnnnnnnnnnnn





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
WESTVIEW
PRESS

A Member of the Perseus Books Group





