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Political Worlds
of Women:
Introduction





There is no such thing as being non-political. Just by making a decision to stay out of politics you are making the decision to allow others to shape politics and exert power over you. And if you are alienated from the current political system, then just by staying out of it you do nothing to change it, you simply entrench it.


—Joan Kirner1





IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, the political worlds of women are expanding as never before. Record-breaking numbers of women hold elective offices in nations around the globe. More women are working as professional staff and career civil servants within legislative, judicial, and executive agencies, playing critical roles in all aspects of governance. In many parts of the world, women outnumber men in civil society organizations, working to address human rights, social justice, and equity issues, forging creative partnerships with governments to deliver much-needed social services, and advocating for social change. As social movement activists, women are mobilized across the globe to pressure governments for social and economic empowerment and more equitable distribution of resources. Women are engaged as policy experts and citizen activists in advocacy efforts to shape substantive policies affecting all aspects of contemporary life, demonstrating daily that all issues are women’s issues. Women are involved in political conflicts, organizing clandestinely and mobilizing openly alongside men in revolutionary and nationalist struggles and in civil wars and terrorist campaigns. As key players in transnational and international politics, women craft covenants and conventions to govern relations among states and design new institutions for dispute resolution, rights protections, humanitarian assistance, and accountability for crimes against humanity. Women take active part in postconflict contexts, grappling with the challenges of demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration. Over and above their varied roles in activism, advocacy, and governance in national and international domains, women in the twenty-first century, like their predecessors in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries, also wage unique campaigns for political inclusion, for the right to be politically engaged, for gender justice, and for sexual democracy.


Political Worlds of Women provides an overview of women’s contemporary political engagements. It explores women’s work in official institutions of state, international organizations, transnational social movements, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), grassroots mobilizations, and Internet campaigns. It analyzes the issues that draw women to political action as well as the obstacles they face in achieving their political ambitions. It examines women’s relationship to democratic struggles since the eighteenth century and considers how past practices of exclusion have shaped and continue to shape women’s activism and advocacy. By taking a global approach to the study of women and politics, the book addresses dimensions of politics seldom considered in mainstream accounts, while also challenging many popular views about politics derived exclusively from men’s political experiences. A central theme is that understandings of politics are expanded and enriched when both women and men are the subjects of investigation. To develop an inclusive account of politics, the book uses analytical frames drawn from multiple intellectual fields, including feminist history, theory, comparative politics, and international relations.


STRATEGIES OF POLITICAL ANALYSIS


To conceptualize politics in terms of men’s and women’s lives, the book draws upon feminist scholarship. Over the past four decades, feminist approaches to the study of politics have raised a host of questions concerning the nature and extent of women’s political participation, the omission and distortion of women’s political activism in traditional political science, and the accuracy of long-accepted theories of politics premised on the experiences of only half the human population. Working in all the subfields of political science—political theory, comparative politics, international relations, and public policy—feminist scholars have investigated women’s political experiences in relation to men’s, identifying pervasive gender bias in established claims about the political world and offering alternative accounts.2 By incorporating women into their analyses, feminist political scientists have excavated aspects of political power and dimensions of political life that challenge long-held views about the nature of the state, the practices of democracy, formal equality, and the scope of justice within national and international institutions. This book taps the innovative work of hundreds of pathbreaking feminist scholars to enhance understanding of political life.


Political Worlds of Women incorporates insights from feminist theory and comparative research on women and politics, as well as feminist approaches to international relations and international political economy. In taking such an expansive approach to the topic, the book breaks with an entrenched habit in political science to keep these research fields separate. Rather than respecting the boundaries established by subfields within the discipline of political science, it intentionally crosses boundaries to present a more comprehensive account of women’s activism, advocacy, and governance. Indeed, it suggests that boundary crossing is essential to illuminate raced and gendered power dynamics that shape not only individual and group identities but also standard operating procedures in national political institutions and international regimes. Only by integrating research findings from these rich literatures is it possible to make visible the complexity of men’s and women’s political worlds and the intricate connections between the local and the global.


Comparative Assessment


In 2011, the world was divided into just under two hundred nations, whose rights to sovereign autonomy were recognized by the United Nations. Studying women and politics within any one of these nations affords insights into particular raced and gendered political dynamics, but a comparative approach has distinct advantages. Manifold differences distinguish women’s political experiences within and across these nations. Geographic comparisons enable the identification of patterns in women’s political activities—patterns that can be surprising and enormously useful in dispelling mistaken notions. Western nations, for example, often position themselves as world leaders in gender equality, a position that is quickly complicated by comparative analysis. The African nation Rwanda has the highest percentage of women (56 percent) serving in its national legislature, three times the global average of 19 percent. For decades Asia led the world in numbers of women serving in chief executive offices. Women have had greater success in winning executive office in Latin America than in any other region; nine of thirty-three countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have elected women presidents or prime ministers.3 By contrast, the United States, which prides itself on being a leader in women’s equality, trails behind ninety other nations in the percentage of women serving in elective offices. In substantive equality policies the United States also lags behind all the advanced democratic nations, and its foreign policy initiatives have been far from egalitarian. Indeed, during the first eight years of the twenty-first century, the United States formed an alliance with Catholic and Islamic fundamentalists in an attempt to reverse the United Nations gender equality commitments, which had won global support at the 1995 World Conference on Women held in Beijing.


Comparative analysis provides a critical context in which to examine the political worlds of women. By examining the experiences of women from different regions of the globe, as well as women of different races, classes, ethnicities, and sexualities within particular nations, it is possible to discern national and transnational factors that have deterred women’s political activism in the past and continue to obstruct their political advancement. A comparative approach also identifies innovative strategies developed by women in specific regions to address those obstacles, which may have beneficial applications elsewhere.


Multilevel Analysis


The study of feminist international relations and feminist international political economy also provides helpful tools to analyze raced and gendered politics within the international arena and within nation-states, which are seldom isolated from global influences. Structures of gender power devised in one region of the world can be imported or imposed on other nations. As feminist studies of colonialism make clear, ideas about the public/private distinction and the bourgeois ideology of separate spheres were first developed in Europe and the United States, then imposed on nations in Africa and Asia with the expansion of colonial empires in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the decades following World War II, development policies envisioned in Western nations gained traction across the global South with the assistance of UN agencies, international financial institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, and foreign aid from particular Western states. As Chapter 2 documents, contrary to their promise to improve the lives of the poor, these development policies have heightened women’s impoverishment and contributed to the feminization of poverty—the dramatic overrepresentation of women among the poor in all nations. The work of feminist scholars in the fields of international relations and international political economy helps explain how these policies circulate globally and why their raced and gendered effects contrast so starkly with official claims.


Women have also developed transnational political circuits for far longer than most people realize. Since the nineteenth century, women have built alliances across the globe to advance the causes of women’s citizenship, suffrage, social justice, and peace. “Thinking globally and acting locally” has long been a hallmark of women’s political engagements, as have efforts to use international conventions to shape national policies. By jumping scale—considering women’s activism at local, subnational, national, regional, transnational, and international levels—Political Worlds of Women explores divergent and converging approaches to violence against women, economic security, peace, equality policies, and gender mainstreaming (a strategy to promote gender equality in all political institutions and policy domains). In addition to analyzing the intricate connections that link the local to the global and the global to the local in these campaigns, this multileveled approach to politics raises questions about the raced and gendered nature of the state. Investigating activist campaigns directed at the state and particular state responses to those activist demands across various geographic regions makes visible practices of racialization and gendering entrenched within the standard repertoires of state action, while also revealing connections between outsider and insider politics.



Feminist Theorizing in Context



In addition to working across subfields of political science to illuminate women’s activism, advocacy, and governance, the book takes a novel approach to feminist theory. Texts devoted to feminist theory often organize their subject matter as a fixed body of work structured in relation to the history of Western political thought. Within this framework, liberal-feminist theory is conceptualized and compared with Marxist-feminist and socialist-feminist theory, psychoanalytic-feminist theory, radical-feminist theory, Black-feminist theory, postcolonial-feminist theory, and poststructuralist-feminist theory.4 Rather than replicate this well-established approach, Political Worlds of Women uses feminist theory to interrogate categories of political analysis and illuminate specific dimensions of political life in concrete historical circumstances. The feminist theorization of intersectionality advanced by Black-feminist theorists, for example, provides compelling reasons to reject the notion that gender can be studied in isolation from race, class, ethnicity, nationality, and sexuality.5 Unqualified claims about women as a group may convey the mistaken notion that an organic relationship exists among women independent of time, space, culture, class, race, sexuality, and nationality, masking critical power dynamics. To avoid generalizations that hide oppressive relations among women, an intersectional approach requires careful attention to the politics of identity—the intricate ways that processes of exclusion and marginalization create hierarchies of difference among women and among men. Gender is a facet of complex structures of domination, but intersectional analysis makes clear that gender is always constituted in relation to race, class, ethnicity, nationality, and sexuality.


Women—like men—disagree about many things, such as the nature of the state, the meaning of equality, and the principles that should govern a just political order. Feminist theoretical frameworks help clarify points of disagreement and possibilities for negotiation among women activists within and across regions of the world. In addition to helping to make sense of continuing political controversies, specific feminist theories help explain points of consensus and how they have been achieved through transnational activism. For example, radical feminist insights are particularly helpful in illuminating contemporary activism around sexual violence, domestic violence, and femicide. Socialist feminist theory plays a central role in explaining growing economic inequities associated with globalization and in conceptualizing possibilities for gender justice. Post-structuralist feminist theory opens new ways of understanding how states “produce” citizens, how law and policy are deployed as productive mechanisms with profound effects on individual identity and social relations.


In addition to their importance in analyzing issue positions and clarifying presuppositions that inform continuing national and transnational debates, feminist theories help explain how multiple people can look at the same things but perceive them differently. Feminist theory advances a cogent account of the politics of knowledge, explaining how “facts” can be contentious and why supposedly neutral accounts of political life are seldom what they seem.6 Tacit assumptions about the nature of men and women, about race, class, sex, and sexuality, about the scope of legitimate state action, and about the possibilities for social change shape perceptions of the facts every bit as much as they shape policy stances. Each chapter of Political Worlds of Women uses feminist theory to contest established facts, to challenge received views, and to map alternative approaches to particular political questions. Whether the topic is the meaning of “sex,” the public/private distinction, the explanation of women’s absence from politics, the meaning of “citizenship,” the definition of “development,” or political homophobia, feminist theory illuminates the theoretical assumptions that shape perceptions and inform arguments. The book embeds feminist theory in specific analyses of laws, policies, institutional practices, and processes, thereby enriching understandings of the political stakes involved in ongoing controversies and enabling perception of the raced and gendered dimensions of political life.


Tracing Historical Change


To capture the richness and diversity of the political worlds of women, the book encompasses both geographic and historical comparisons. Over the past several decades, feminist historians have dramatically transformed understandings of the past. Their research has profound implications for many aspects of women’s political engagements. For example, in contrast to popular assumptions that women have traditionally been absent from politics and that the progressive inclusion of women is one facet of modernity, feminist historians have demonstrated that the exclusion of women from politics is a peculiarly modern development, intricately tied to changing ideas about the nature of the cosmos and the possibilities for scientific knowledge.


The eighteenth century marked a turning point in understandings of the body, a transition from understanding women as lesser, inferior, or indeed misbegotten men to conceptualizing women as “the opposite sex.” As Thomas Laqueur carefully documents in Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud, “sexual dimorphism”—the anatomical division of the human species into male and female—is intimately tied to the politics of modernity.7 As natural science displaced theology in Enlightenment metaphysics, the “one sex” model of embodiment that had dominated European political thought and practice for nearly two millennia gave way to a “two sex” model that posited men and women as incommensurate opposites rather than as embodied souls ordered along a continuum on the basis of proximity to the divine. Although corporeal differences carried political and social consequence in earlier eras, the relevant markers of difference prior to the eighteenth century were not lodged in “sex” defined in terms of genitalia or reproductive organs. “Penis/vagina, testicles/ovaries, female menstruation and the absence of monthly bleeding in men” were not taken “as self-evident marks of opposition. . . . Instead each element of these was understood as a version of the other in accord with a metaphysically given relationship: women were less perfect men whose respective anatomy and physiology reflected this order.”8 In the eighteenth century, emerging “natural philosophy” (the field that later came to be called natural science) proposed that human biology should be understood in terms of sexual dimorphism, “a fixed oppositeness, that was somehow foundational and beyond culture,” providing a “natural foundation” for differentiated social roles and responsibilities, legal status, as well as divisions of power and opportunity.9 The political consequences of this biological determinist account of the sexes gradually reverberated around the globe with profoundly negative consequences for women in politics.


As Chapter 1 notes, in the midst of Enlightenment proclamations of universal rights derived from the “self-evident truth” that “all men” are created equal, political theorists and republican revolutionaries in both the United States and France used the new biological dimorphism as grounds for excluding women from membership in the political community. Asserting that reproductive physiology determines individual character and political capacity, they adopted the notion that sexual difference dictates proper political status and behavior, insisting that any transgressions of the gendered political order threatened the very basis of society and civilization. To shore up women’s supposed biological incapacity for politics, male lawmakers passed legislation barring women from participation in political clubs, political organizations, and political parties as well as from political office.10


Over the course of the nineteenth century, male lawmakers in nations across the globe replicated the republican practice of using the law to bar women from politics and restrict them to the private sphere. As Ann Towns demonstrates, exclusion was embraced in Europe as an indication of “more advanced civilization” and then imposed as a “civilizing” measure on colonies in Africa and Asia.11 These colonial impositions displaced earlier indigenous forms of women’s political authority.12 Despite the overt political means by which these exclusions and restrictions were enacted, the growing authority of science afforded them a “natural” justification: disparate male and female anatomies were said to carry natural mandates for social roles—mandates supposedly implicated in the very survival of the species. As biological determinist frames gained ascendancy, the political work involved in the subordination of women was rendered invisible. Rather than acknowledging men’s use of the state to subordinate women, evolutionary theories invented and accredited fictive pasts that posited male dominance as natural and universal.


In contrast to accounts of women and politics that focus exclusively on the present, Political Worlds of Women draws on feminist historical research to identify specific points at which women were barred from political life as well as centuries of struggle by women to reverse those exclusionary acts. In so doing, the book makes visible the politics of exclusion, as well as women’s efforts to gain political inclusion over more than two centuries. It reframes women’s absence from governance as a matter of social justice and a political issue in need of redress.



EXPANDING POLITICAL FRAMES



Additional dimensions of political life become visible when women as well as men are the subjects of inquiry. Official institutions of governance are only one site of political action, and subsequent chapters explore political dimensions of what is often depicted as “the private sphere,” a sphere supposedly free from intrusion by the state. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the role played by the state in constituting families, regulating marriage and sexuality, and controlling reproduction—whether by creating incentives for childbearing through pronatalist policies, coercing women to bear children by prohibiting access to contraception and abortion, or restricting childbearing by dictating family size or sterilizing women in accordance with population control policies. In contrast to the notion that relations within the private sphere lie beyond the reach of the state, these chapters provide concrete examples of state interference with the most intimate decisions and actions an individual can make. Thus they call attention to the politics of intimacy, identifying power dynamics omitted from mainstream accounts of politics.


Power has long been a focus of political science, but the conception of power central to the discipline omits any attention to embodied power or the politics of embodiment. Power is typically construed as an individual’s capacity to get others to do what they would not otherwise do.13 Conceived as a property of individuals, power seems to be a matter of individual will, whose exercise appears to be unaffected by race, class, or gender. This conception of power cannot explain how or why agents are able to exercise the power that they do exercise. It is oblivious to forces that shape individuals in ways that affect their potential to use power. It ignores institutional contexts that enable and constrain individual action and structural forces that ensure that individuals are not equally unfettered subjects. It masks recurrent patterns of constraint on individual choice linked to race, gender, class, nationality, and sexuality.


In contrast to disembodied accounts of political actors, several chapters in the book demonstrate that embodied power permeates politics and that embodiment itself is profoundly political. By examining processes that have excluded certain kinds of bodies from political rights and citizenship, Chapter 1 demonstrates why embodiment is and has long been central to political life. Chapter 2 explores how population policies construct women in the global South as “targets” of development in ways that make childbearing a political issue, affecting the most fundamental question of who is born. Chapter 3 challenges the adequacy of liberal individualist accounts of the state that assume a clear demarcation of public and private realms, showing how the state uses law and policy to fix the racial composition of its citizenry. Chapter 4 further explores racialization, gendering, and sexualization as political processes central to the politics of identity, understood as state action that creates and sustains differential rights and privileges, divisions of labor, social stratifications, modes of subjection, and accredited structures of desire. Far from being neutral in its practices, the state’s involvement in the politics of identity gives rise to identity politics: mobilizations of the marginalized and excluded to contest hegemonic identities, challenge conventional values, and struggle for the preservation and legitimacy of alternative modes of life.


Each of these chapters challenges the view that race and sex are simply biological or physical characteristics. This “primordial view,” which is the dominant view in political science, suggests that race and sex precede politics.14 As part of the natural or given aspects of human existence, race and sex—much like individual aptitude—are understood to be apolitical. The first four chapters contest the primordial view of race and sex by calling attention to processes of racialization and gendering through which relations of power and forms of inequality are constructed, shaping the identities and aptitudes of individuals. Through detailed studies of laws, norms, and organizational practices that enforce racial segregation and separate spheres for men and women, the chapters identify the political processes through which raced and gendered hierarchies of difference have been produced and maintained. These chapters demonstrate that the imputed natural interests and abilities of women and men of various races are the result of state-prescribed limitations in education, occupation, immigration, citizenship, and officeholding.15 Politics produces race and gender not only by creating and maintaining raced and gendered divisions within the population but by defining race and gender characteristics and according differential rights on the basis of those definitions.16


Rejecting the view that racial and gender subordination are natural, this book conceptualizes persistent gender and racial asymmetry as a relation of power, an intricate deployment of social forces to produce women and men as members of particular races, classes, ethnicities, and nationalities.17 As productive processes, racialization and gendering create forms of inequality written on the body, which shape how individuals understand themselves and what they can make of themselves. A central characteristic of the political production of racial and gender difference, however, is that these humanly produced inequalities are then naturalized—attributed to nature. One goal of this book is to denaturalize the production of social and political hierarchies by illuminating racing-gendering—the political process through which particular identities are sculpted in ways that simultaneously create the dominant and the subordinate and naturalize those social relations of domination.


Racing-gendering uses microtechniques of power to produce palpable effects. Racing-gendering occurs through the actions of individuals, as well as through laws, policies, and organizational norms and practices. As a mechanism of “othering,” racing-gendering constitutes identities that position some as dominant while challenging the individuality of the subordinated or, indeed, questioning their status as fully human. Diverse microtechniques of power are used singly and in combination to fix the subordinate “in their place,” such as silencing, excluding, marginalizing, segregating, discrediting, dismissing, discounting, insulting, stereotyping, and patronizing. In contrast to the notion that politics occurs only within the official institutions of the state, microtechniques of power are deployed in interpersonal relations, group dynamics, and institutional processes. The practice of “tokenism” illustrates dynamics of racing-gendering in an institutional context. As tokens, members of subordinated groups are admitted to membership in elite institutions, but their inclusion carries an expectation that they accept the agenda of the dominant members.18 Their talents are recognized only on the condition that they are used to support the status quo. If a “token” should attempt to expand the substantive agenda or change the rules of the game, those dominant within the institution deploy additional racing-gendering tactics to marginalize or constrain them. Aida Hurtado has suggested that members of subordinated groups who act in accordance with their own agendas confront “topic extinctions” and the “pendejo game.”19 Topic extinctions refer to the total silence that greets substantive suggestions and policy agendas that deviate from the interests of the dominant group. In the pendejo game, dominant group members “play dumb,” pretending they don’t understand the policy suggestions or substantive arguments of subordinated groups and requesting further explication and deeper elaboration. While members of subordinated groups devote time and energy trying to educate members of the dominant group about the issues, those in power pretend to listen but do not hear; hence everything remains the same. The demand for additional information is simply a delaying tactic that insures that the agenda advanced by the subordinated is deferred.


The dynamics of racing-gendering within institutions are complex, multilayered, and pervasive. They often surface in claims about differential capacities for knowledge. Particular kinds of knowledge are ascribed to the subordinated (women supposedly know innately about the needs of children) and in the forms of knowledge alleged to lie beyond their grasp (women are said to be incapable of advanced math, physics, or, indeed, power politics). The dynamics of racing-gendering also surface contradictorily in the opposing phenomena of invisibility (when the dominant consistently ignore or fail to see the subordinate, confuse them because “they all look alike,” or deny them recognition) and hypervisibility (any woman stands for all women; one or two women of color in a room is somehow too many). Racing-gendering can also involve certain catch-22s: subordinated group members are simultaneously pressured to assimilate to the dominant norms of the institution and denied the possibility of assimilation. They are not allowed to assume the position of the unmarked (white/male/dominant) member because racing-gendering practices continue to set them off as “different.”


Indeed, racing-gendering involves asymmetrical power relations that simultaneously constitute the marked and unmarked members. Whites and men constitute themselves as the unmarked norm in the very process of constructing people of color and women as marked, different. Whether deployed intentionally or unwittingly, racing-gendering practices reproduce relations of power that alter the conditions of work and the conditions of life for the subordinated in subtle and not so subtle ways. They ensure that the playing field is not equal. The dynamics of racing-gendering are so pervasive that feminist and critical race theorists have generated a theory of raced-gendered institutions to account for them.20


Racing and gendering are manifested in imbalances of power in families, households, schools, workplaces, churches, temples, mosques, synagogues, and official institutions of governance. These interlocking structures create a system of oppression.


FROM INDIVIDUAL AND INSTITUTIONAL
ANALYSIS TO STRUCTURES OF OPPRESSION


Mainstream approaches to political science in North America seldom discuss structures of domination or systems of oppression. The omission of such topics stems, in part, from methodological presuppositions associated with the study of political behavior and the study of political institutions. Studies of political behavior take the individual as the fundamental unit of analysis because, in keeping with liberal presuppositions, individuals are understood to be the basic constituents of the social and political world. Within the models of political science, these individuals are peculiarly disembodied, unfettered, and remarkably untouched by group membership. They may form groups to achieve their ends, but their ties to any group—whether family, race, sex, class, ethnicity, or nationality—in no way constrain the individual’s capacity to make of himself/herself whatever he/she will. Whether characterized as “atomistic” individuals or “unencumbered” selves, these individuals remain largely unfazed by group membership or by exclusion or mistreatment at the hands of other groups.


Studies of political institutions start from different premises but leave little space for any conception of political belonging other than voluntarily formed associations or interest groups. Institutional analysis takes the official institutions of state as the fundamental object of inquiry. Whether these official institutions are understood as a unified political actor operating according to a coherent plan to maximize national interests or as an amalgam of competing organizations fueled by incompatible ambitions and interests, their behavior is driven by intentions, goals, and objectives and constrained by constitutional law, fiscal resources, and the political ploys of other nations. But structural forces seldom feature in the analysis of constraints on state action.


Discussions of the politics of identity, the politics of embodiment, racing-gendering, structures of domination, and systems of oppression suggest a different approach to the study of politics from the exclusive focus on unencumbered individuals or official institutions. Feminist theorists and critical race theorists have long pointed out that an adequate account of political life requires a different understanding of individuals, groups, and their relationship to the state. Individuals are born into and raised within webs of relationship that profoundly affect self-understanding, possibilities for national belonging, prospects for freedom, and perceptions of linked fate with particular others. In addition to being immersed in webs of interdependent relations, individuals confront practices entrenched in particular traditions, cultures, religions, and worldviews that powerfully constrain their choices and their desires. Structures are practices that have been institutionalized over time to create patterns of constraint on individual choice and action that can operate quite independently of law. Structural analysis is a mode of inquiry that investigates these constraining practices and probes their complex dynamics. As conventions created by humans, structures are amenable to change, but once entrenched they gain a potent hold over the popular imagination. And once “naturalized,” structures gain impressive stability that makes them enormously difficult to transform.


Race, gender, and class are examples of structures that have profound effects on individual identity, aspiration, and achievement. Far from being natural conditions, race, sex, and class are structures intimately tied to systems of domination and subordination. Race and sex, for example, have been and continue to be used as the basis for systemic divisions of labor, ability, responsibility, and power, which are then called “natural.”21 Whether enacted through absolute prohibitions, paternalistic legislation, hiring decisions of private corporations, or informal mechanisms of social control, sexual and racial divisions of labor assign noncreative, isolating, and alienating tasks to subordinated groups. Yet the sexual division of labor is claimed to accord with “women’s nature,” and the “character of women’s work” is said to justify lower wages, fewer rights, and less power for women. Similarly, the racial division of labor that assigns menial work to people of color is alleged to suit their “inherent capabilities,” and “unskilled” labor is said to warrant only minimum wages. Quite perversely, the poverty that results from wages too low to cover subsistence needs is attributed not to low wages but to the “laziness and lack of ambition” among the poor. Enduring class formations that relegate single women heads-of-household and people of color to the bottom of the social hierarchy are then blamed on those on the bottom, as structural forces responsible for raced-gendered divisions of labor are rendered invisible.


Life at the bottom of the social and political hierarchy can have enduring effects on individual aspirations, especially in nations that proclaim equality of opportunity. Ensnared by structures of domination while simultaneously exposed to the ideology of unfettered selves free to fashion their futures, the subordinated are placed in a double bind. Their equal status is affirmed as they are denied opportunities for advancement, full participation, and respect. Confronted with impossible contradictions, the subordinated may internalize the negative stereotypes deployed by the dominant, succumbing to sexist and racist objectifications that circumscribe their desires and aspirations. The cultivation of internalized constraints on action is one manifestation of psychological oppression. Operating on the individual psyche, psychological oppression “does not inhere in any isolated and measurable set of omnipresent facts. Rather, it seems to be an aspect of the organization of collective life, a patterning of expectations and beliefs which give rise to imbalance in the ways people interpret, evaluate and respond to particular forms of gendered and raced behavior and action. We see it not only in the physical constraints on things that the dominant and the subordinate can or cannot do, but also in the ways they think about their lives, the kinds of opportunities they enjoy, and in their ways of making claims.”22 Convinced that they are incapable of autonomy, doubting that they have the abilities to excel in the full range of human activities, the oppressed live a diminished existence. By truncating the sense of possibility, psychological oppression produces subordinated individuals who become agents of their own constraint.23


Racial and gender oppression involves a system of power in which “the vast majority of opportunities for public influence and prestige, the ability to forge relationships, determine enmities, speak up in public, use or forswear the use of force are all recognized as particular men’s privilege and right.”24 Oppression is manifested in the subordinate’s “lesser access to money, power, status, leisure, and sense of self-worth.”25 It also resonates in conceptions of elite white masculinity defined in terms of characteristics valued by society, in conceptions of white femininity defined in terms of whatever is useful or pleasing to white men,26 and in constructions of Blackness as threatening, menacing, and prone to crime if male or to welfare dependency if female.


Structural analysis is designed to make these systems of constraint visible. Yet precisely because racial and gender oppression coexist with formal equality in many contemporary nations, it takes a great deal of work to make them visible. Belief that formal equality exists can distort perceptions of history and of contemporary social relations. Charles Mills has pointed out that the presumption of formal equality associated with the rule of law in modernity completely mystifies social relations, hiding various structures of domination grounded in race, class, gender, and geopolitical relations. Impressive rhetoric about inalienable human rights contributes to sanctioned ignorance of the history of racial and sexual domination, which has included conquest, land expropriation, slavery, colonial regimes of coerced labor, segregation, disenfranchisement, occupational stratification, and intricate systems of marginalization.27 Rather than providing the theoretical arsenal needed to address “the full ramifications of patriarchy and white supremacy not just for the family but for society in general (the state, the legal system, the differential status of women and men, blacks and whites),” the presumption of formal equality entrenches these hierarchies and places them beyond political remedy.28


Structural analysis is also made difficult by unquestioned belief in progress. Many are quite willing to believe that racism and sexism may have served as structures of constraint in the past, but they are convinced that these problems have been overcome. Indeed, repeated media declarations that the twenty-first century is “postfeminist” and “postracial” fuel the notion that the mistakes of the past have been overcome. Such an optimistic view fails to acknowledge the tenacity of raced-gendered structures of domination. Anthony Marx points out that “selective [racial and gender] incorporation and exclusion was not tangential to nation-state building, as liberals argue,” but is instead central to the maintenance of social order. By proclaiming formal equality before the law, while simultaneously specifying differential rights of citizenship on the basis of race and gender, states construct categories of citizens condemned to live “as objects of domination.”29 Chapters 3 and 4 trace the complex ways that contemporary states create and sustain hierarchies among citizens despite constitutional guarantees of equal treatment. The remaining chapters trace manifold ways that women have mobilized to publicize, politicize, and transform structures of oppression.


CHAPTER OVERVIEW


Chapter 1: Political Leadership, Gendered Institutions, and the Politics of Exclusion


Politics is often defined exclusively in terms of the official institutions of state. Chapter 1 begins with official state institutions, examining the numbers of women serving as presidents and prime ministers, cabinet officials, and members of national legislatures and parliaments. Although the numbers of women in national political office increased in the final decades of the twentieth century, they are still remarkably small. Women are half the population, yet men continue to hold 81 percent of the seats in national legislative assemblies and 89.5 percent of chief executive offices.


Chapter 1 examines competing explanations for the continuing underrepresentation of women in elective offices. It challenges the adequacy of accounts of women’s absence from positions of power, which suggest that women’s “natural” inclinations, abilities, and personal choices are responsible. As an alternative explanation, the chapter examines the use of the state to bar women from political participation and exclude them from citizenship. Tracing specific laws that banned women from political life in multiple countries, the chapter advances an alternative account of women’s exclusion grounded in the theory of gendered institutions. By investigating both historical practices of exclusion and the continuing role of political parties as agents of exclusion, the chapter suggests that women’s absence from positions of state power is altogether political. By documenting how raced and gendered norms operate within particular political institutions to construct and maintain power dynamics that favor men of the dominant race or ethnicity, the chapter challenges the view that the state is a collection of impartial institutions governed by neutral procedures that are designed to foster formal equality before the law and equal rights of participation.



Chapter 2: From Demography to Development:
Women’s Worlds and the Politics of Knowledge



To understand the political worlds of women, it is important to consider the diverse conditions that circumscribe women’s lives. Yet any effort to gain insights into the lives of women must grapple with the politics of knowledge production, for much of what is believed to be known about women has been shaped by analytical frameworks that take men’s lives as the unquestioned standard. In constructing a profile of the world’s women, this chapter calls attention to forms of bias routinely incorporated into “scientific” claims about women. It points out flaws associated with raced-gendered stereotypes and with arguments that reduce women to their biological capacity to bear children. It challenges generalizations insensitive to the differences among women. It critiques supposedly objective measures that are calculated on the basis of men’s work in advanced economies, thereby excluding women’s work to produce subsistence from the category of “productive labor.” It traces biases in theories of “modernization” that discount women’s unwaged work in the home and position Western economic systems as the natural goal of “development.” It examines accounts of war that neglect women’s roles and mask the gendered and gendering effects of sexual violence. The chapter presents an approach to knowledge production that attempts to correct erroneous accounts, while also illuminating structural inequities that circumscribe women’s lives.


Chapter 2 draws on feminist social science, particularly Joni Seager’s Atlas of Women in the World (fourth edition) to illuminate the vast differences that characterize women’s lives in various regions of the world. It examines women’s livelihoods, comparing subsistence, informal, formal, and care economies. It considers how women’s labor is complicated by double shifts—the combination of waged work in the market plus unwaged work in the home—and triple burdens—volunteer labor in communities in addition to waged and unwaged work. It traces the effects of globalization on women’s labor, contributing to the feminization of subsistence agriculture, the feminization of the conditions of labor, and the feminization of migration. In contrast to optimistic assessments of the universal benefits of globalization, the chapter provides evidence that the contemporary global economy is making the majority of the world’s women worse off. Thus, feminization entails both increasing numbers of women in a particular domain and deterioration of conditions within that domain.


The chapter also considers how war complicates subsistence struggles for millions of women in the world. Although war is often considered the quintessential male terrain, Chapter 2 demonstrates that women are disproportionately affected by war. Indeed, women are significantly overrepresented among war casualties—whether defined in terms of death, displacement, or orchestrated sexual violence deployed as a weapon in war. But women also serve as combatants. The chapter explores some of the profound changes that war creates for women and girl soldiers.


The final section of Chapter 2 examines racing-gendering in development policies. By contrasting mainstream and feminist approaches to development, the chapter helps explain how policies explicitly designed to foster economic development came to devote significant resources to the control of women’s fertility and how policies intended to improve quality of life adopted birth control and sterilization as appropriate means to that end. In so doing, the chapter demonstrates that international institutions are also intricately involved in the politics of intimacy, contrary to popular beliefs. Drawing insights from feminist international political economy, the chapter investigates why poverty is increasing among women in an era of unprecedented growth in wealth. Just as Chapter 1 illuminates political dimensions of women’s absence from governance, Chapter 2 analyzes political aspects of women’s worsening economic conditions in the twenty-first century.


Chapter 3: Producing Raced-Gendered Citizens


Chapter 3 takes up the topic of raced-gendered citizenship. In contrast to popular claims that democratic states are governed by norms of formal equality, laws that treat all citizens equally, a zone of privacy that insulates individuals from arbitrary state intervention, and respect for individual rights, this chapter provides a very different account of the liberal democratic nation-state—an account that emerges when race, gender, and sexuality are included in the analysis.


The chapter begins with an exploration of two concepts central to theories of liberal democracy: negative liberty (freedom from state interference) and the public/private distinction. Rather than demarcating the sphere of state action from the sphere of individual privacy, however, these concepts mask the role of the state in producing inequalities among citizens. In marked contrast to accounts of the laissez-faire state, the “night watchman” state, and the “shrinking” state in a global era, the chapter suggests that democratic states are deeply involved in the politics of intimacy. Far from being private or prepolitical associations, families are constituted by state license and regulated by law and policy. From the use of “sex” on birth certificates, driver’s licenses, passports, marriage licenses, and death certificates to laws prohibiting miscegenation, same-sex marriage, and various sexual practices, states intrude on the most intimate decisions citizens make. Moreover, nation-states have used racial criteria to fix the boundaries of citizenship—the most basic mode of political belonging.


To demonstrate the scope of racialization and gendering in liberal democracies, the chapter presents a case study of the United States, the nation that depicts itself as “the leader of the free world” and a beacon of democracy. By investigating historical examples, the chapter traces racialization embedded in laws governing citizenship, both in terms of birthright and in terms of immigration and naturalization policies, in laws governing marriage, and in laws governing property. The historical evidence suggests that from the early experiences of colonial settlement through the arduous process of nation-building, political elites used the law and the coercive apparatus of the state to create the United States as a male-dominant, white race-nation. To avoid the mistaken view that racing-gendering practices were part of the nation’s history that have long since been abandoned, the chapter also considers contemporary policies that produce hierarchies of citizenship.


Through an examination of the 1996 “welfare reform,” which ended welfare entitlements regardless of need, the chapter explores how racialized assumptions about the poor structure perception of “facts,” both in terms of the demographic composition of the poor and in terms of causal explanations of poverty. At the same time that welfare reform was championed as a means of freeing the poor from “cycles of dependency,” it introduced new regimes of sexual regulation with particularly pernicious consequences for impoverished men and women of color. The final section of the chapter analyzes welfare reform in relation to increasing restrictions on abortion and homophobic legislation such as the Defense of Marriage Act; all are instances of biopower, the use of law and policy to create racial, ethnic, class, gender, and sexual hierarchies among citizens despite constitutional guarantees of formal equality. Biopower involves microtechniques deployed to protect the health, welfare, and life of the population but also obliterates classic boundaries between public and private realms and legitimizes hierarchies among citizens grounded in race, gender, class, and sexuality. Coexisting with formal equality, biopower consolidates modes of domination tied to the politics of identity within contemporary liberal democracies.


Chapter 4: From the Politics of Identity to Identity Politics


Chapter 4 expands the discussion of the politics of intimacy, the microphysics of power, and the politics of identity beyond the United States. Adopting a comparative perspective, the chapter shows that the politics of identity is a ubiquitous phenomenon: authoritarian regimes like Sudan, social democracies like France, secular states like Turkey, and states embroiled in civil conflict like Somalia are deeply enmeshed in microphysics of power that position men and women differently in the national imaginary. As male leaders act to secure and protect “the nation,” women are subjected to regulations of dress and deportment that deeply encroach on individual freedom. Far from affecting only what women wear in public, the regulation of dress positions particular states in relation to transnational geopolitics that play out in refugee camps, media campaigns, and lawsuits taken to the European Court of Justice.


The regulation of dress is only one example of state intrusion upon the intimate decisions of citizens. Chapter 4 also examines the regulation of marriage migration and the emergence of new racial codes and criteria of citizenship in Taiwan. It explores the politics of reproduction involved in commercial surrogacy contracts in India and analyzes sexual terror as a mode of feminization in North and South America, culminating in the resurgence of femicide in Central America. It also situates the failure to address violence against women in the context of discussions of the state as a gendered institution.


If, as Chapter 4 suggests, the politics of identity is characteristic of contemporary political practice in so many different kinds of regime, then it is important to ask why this mode of politics is so seldom recognized either in popular discourses or in studies of political life. The chapter explores various ways to understand such sanctioned ignorance, linking it to the politics of knowledge associated with liberal individualism. Drawing on the insights of feminist philosopher Iris Young, the chapter develops an account of group oppression that makes these raced and gendered forms of injustice visible and actionable.


The final section of Chapter 4 demonstrates how the politics of identity enacted by nation-states engenders identity politics—forms of oppositional politics organized by the oppressed to overcome marginalization by transforming political culture and political institutions to achieve equal recognition, equal respect, and equal citizenship. To illustrate how identity politics manifests in various parts of the world, the chapter compares lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) struggles for equal citizenship in Poland, Hungary, Namibia, and South Africa, as well as transnational mobilizations for sexual democracy.


Chapter 5: Engaging the State


Although the politics of exclusion has seldom been addressed directly in political science, it has long been the focus of women’s political activism. From the moment of their exclusion from politics in the eighteenth century, some women mobilized against discriminatory practices, devising creative tactics to pressure the state for the full rights of citizens. Chapter 5 examines the contours of women’s activism to engage the state, considering how different kinds of regime affected women’s strategies of engagement.


The chapter begins by considering competing conceptions of the state, comparing absolutist, constitutional, social democratic, pluralist, and new-institutionalist accounts of the state. None of these conceptions consider race or gender relevant to an understanding of the nature of the state. To correct this oversight, the chapter turns to feminist theory to illuminate raced-gendered dimensions of the state.


Shifting from theoretical analysis to historical analysis, Chapter 5 then analyzes the long struggle for inclusion, contrasting mobilizations in the United States, Latin America, India, China, postsocialist states in Central and Eastern Europe, Russia, and the European Union. The comparative focus helps illuminate how gender inequality is conceptualized; how race, class, and sexuality influence the definition of “women’s issues”; and how various regime types complicate the quest for inclusion. The chapter combines historical research with contemporary investigation, paying particular attention to grassroots activism, encuentros (national and transnational gatherings organized by women in Central and Latin America to explore pressing issues), social movement mobilizations, and NGOization (the proliferation of women’s nongovernmental organizations over the past two decades). In addition, the chapter provides an overview of the range of issues women have taken up through these diverse modes of activism and advocacy. The chapter suggests that the politics of transformation involves collective mobilization across multiple scales (grassroots, municipal, regional, national, transnational, international, and virtual) to create a different world order, a world more attuned to the possibilities for inclusive democratic practices and more equitable distributions of economic and political resources. The kind of transformation possible, however, is starkly influenced by the nature of the political regime in power and by geopolitical forces operating beyond the nation-state.


Chapter 6: Becoming the State


Chapter 6 returns to the question of women’s political leadership within the nation-state, investigating the challenges women confront when they assume the mantle of state power. The chapter begins with profiles of seven women currently serving in the highest political offices of their nations—as presidents or prime ministers. By comparing the experiences of Sheikh Hasina Wazed, prime minister of Bangladesh; Angela Merkel, chancellor of Germany; Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, president of Liberia; Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir, prime minister of Iceland; Roza Isakovna Otunbayeva, president of Kyrgyzstan; Julia Gillard, prime minister of Australia; and Dilma Rousseff, president of Brazil, the chapter analyzes routes to power for women who aspire to top political offices. It considers the importance of political mentorship—whether by family members or powerful party colleagues—and the suspension of “ordinary politics” as central to women’s emergence as political leaders. It also examines how gender power within political parties works against the political inclusion of women in executive and legislative offices.


Chapter 6 also examines innovative efforts devised by women politicians to circumvent male domination. It explores the proliferation of gender quotas over the past two decades as a means to increase the numbers of women in elective offices, contrasting the strengths and weaknesses of reserved seats, voluntary quotas, and mandatory quotas. Drawing on the comprehensive studies of feminist political scientist Mona Lena Krook, the chapter suggests that political will is far more important to increasing women in governance than any particular form of quota. Absent a political will in support of inclusion, male party elites have devised powerful means to thwart even the most egalitarian legislation. Comparing practices in Brazil, Costa Rica, and France, the chapter shows how male politicians have circumvented even the most strenuous quota legislation.


Chapter 6 also takes up questions concerning “substantive representation”: whether women in elective office act to represent the interests of women. Drawing insights from the theory of intersectionality, the chapter cautions against the assumption that women have fixed interests and focuses instead on the intensive political work involved in crafting a “women’s agenda.” The chapter also considers how informal norms, social conventions, and the standard operating procedures of gendered institutions work against any effort to legislate for women.


Comparing the findings of women and politics scholars who study legislative dynamics in Latin America, North America, and Europe, the chapter enumerates the powerful forces working against women leaders’ efforts to create policies that improve women’s lives. Attention to mechanisms male politicians have devised to undermine elected women’s efforts to change the political agenda further illuminates how gendered power operates in the official institutions of state.


Chapter 7: Promoting Equality Through Policymaking and Policy


Chapter 7 examines efforts to use the state to foster equality. Whether initiated within the domains of education, health, and welfare or in fields of defense, finance, national security, or postconflict reconstruction, equality policies are explicitly designed to undo hierarchies of difference grounded in class, race, ethnicity, gender, age, disability, and sexuality. Equality policies seek to rectify unequal treatment, mitigate disparate impact, and redistribute resources and opportunities.


Perhaps because of the entrenched pro-male biases within the gendered political institutions of nation-states, equality policies first emerged in international organizations and then moved from global to local. The chapter traces the formulation of equality policies in the recommendations of the Inter-American Commission on Women in the 1920s and the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women in the 1950s. Both organizations urged governments of member states to create national “machineries” to improve the condition and status of women, a recommendation that gained additional force at the 1995 UN World Conference on Women.


In responding to international pressure to create policy agencies to address women’s issues, states have pursued widely varying courses of action from merely paying lip service to the issue to creating temporary task forces for addressing inequities to establishing powerful state agencies with mandates to change structures of power. To demonstrate the complexity and difficulty of meaningful policy change, the chapter compares approaches to women’s equality policies in the United States, Canada, Korea, and the European Union. To explore what gets lost in translation as a policy idea moves from a particular vision of equality to a state policy, the chapter analyzes innovative efforts to address the persistent and growing problem of violence against women: women’s police stations in Brazil and family courts in India. The final section of the chapter examines competing interpretations of gender mainstreaming, the effort to spread accountability for gender equity across all governmental offices and initiatives. By examining the efforts of various governments within the European Union, the chapter illuminates the gulf between progressive feminist policy ideas and the implementation within male-dominant nation-states, situating this gulf in relation to the politics of equality.


Chapter 8: International and Transnational Political Activism


International regimes, like their counterparts at the national level, are male-dominant: women head only 10 percent of the permanent mission delegations at the United Nations, and women hold only 9 percent of the top management positions in UN agencies. Despite the odds against their success, women have worked since the nineteenth century to place gender equality on the international agenda. Chapter 8 examines the historical efforts of transnational women activists—who had no diplomatic standing—to participate in international decision making despite their lack of official credentials. It traces women’s determined efforts initially to prevent and then to stop the wanton devastation of the First World War, as well as their attempts to influence substantive debates about the nature and terms of peace and to create mechanisms that would make national governments and international institutions accountable to the world’s women. Relegated to “outsider” status by laws that banned them from politics, these transnational activists aspired to do politics differently through citizen participation beyond electoral politics and international diplomacy.


Over the course of the twentieth century, some women gained positions as diplomats, appointed to represent their nations in international forums. In the aftermath of World War II, these seasoned women diplomats tried to use the newly created United Nations to promote women’s rights. Chapter 8 explores their efforts to press for more gender-inclusive practices within international institutions and to forge international conventions such as the Convention to Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). Despite the geopolitical context of the Cold War, women diplomats from opposing power blocs resolved to suspend superpower hostilities and work within the UN Commission on the Status of Women to secure international agreements to recognize and promote women’s rights. Chapter 8 traces these arduous efforts over sixteen years to build global consensus in support of CEDAW.


The chapter also examines how superpower politics and changing global dynamics in the aftermath of the Cold War influenced the four UN World Conferences on Women. It explores the mobilization of transnational women activists to challenge male-dominant governments’ claims to represent the “interests of women” at the UN World Conferences. And it considers their creation of alternative spaces for women’s activism, resulting in the creation of vibrant nongovernmental (NGO) forums, meeting at the same time as the UN conferences on women. In addition to creating sites for women from all parts of the globe to come together to explore pressing needs and develop issue priorities, the NGO forums fostered the development of global women’s networks that have played a vital role in campaigns for gender justice.


The chapter concludes with an examination of transnational women activists’ efforts to address some of the world’s most intractable issues—poverty, dispossession, and war—by reconceptualizing peace and security. From the mobilizations of anti-war groups such as Women in Black and Code Pink to the demands of the Women’s Caucus of the 1995 World Summit for Social Development in Copenhagen and the intensive work of the Women’s Caucus for Gender Justice in the International Criminal Court, women have devised creative transnational strategies to place women’s bodily integrity and physical security on the international agenda. They have also worked to expand the meaning of peace by addressing causes of war seldom discussed in political science. Drawing examples from the PeaceWomen Project, the chapter concludes with discussions of transnational activism to address biopiracy (the extraction and patenting of indigenous genetic materials and communal knowledge by pharmaceutical companies), indigenous self-determination, economic dislocation, and strategies for economic justice as central strategies for everyday peacemaking.


Chapter 9: Virtual Politics


Virtual politics, or activist engagements in cyberspace enabled by the development of new media—information and communication technologies developed in the past four decades—is the subject of Chapter 9. Although the newest political terrain for men and women, new media has been credited with the making and unmaking of political power at the highest levels within the nation-state and has been celebrated as a critical means of social justice activism. Whether enmeshed with institutional politics within the nation-state or grassroots activism locally and globally, new media is typically portrayed as an agent of democratization. tial for creative and collaborative communication and interaction, unparalleled access to knowledge, and opportunities for empowerment for individuals, groups, and communities.


Chapter 9 situates these optimistic appraisals of the democratic potential of new media in relation to a darker side to cyberspace—the proliferation of cyberracism, cybersexism, cyberbullying, cyberstalking, and systemic surveillance. Examining virtual politics in its complexity, the chapter contrasts its democratizing potential with its oppressive applications.


The chapter begins with a brief history of the short life of information and communication technologies, exploring how a technology developed as part of the North American Aerospace Defense Command was transformed into a means of popular communication and consumption. The chapter tracks the proliferation of political uses of this technology over the past two decades, comparing cyber applications in conventional politics with cyberfeminism and the use of information and communication technologies in women’s transnational social justice activism. In addition to examining the strengths and limitations of new media as a political tool, the chapter also considers virtual politics in relation to the microphysics of power (sexualization, racialization, and hate speech online), the politics of representation (whose bodies are represented, accredited, and normalized in avatars, cybertypes, and digital media), and geopolitics (the entrenchment of privilege in the global North and disadvantage across the global South). In the final section, the chapter returns to the question of the politics of transformation and empowerment, situating the emancipatory potential of the Internet in the context of discussions concerning the replication and intensification of existing racial, gender, and global hierarchies.



Chapter 10: Political Worlds of Women: Future Prospects



The dimensions of politics analyzed in this book—the politics of embodiment, the politics of identity, the politics of intimacy, identity politics, the politics of gendered institutions—directly challenge the view that we are living in a “postracial,” “postfeminist” world. Claims about a postracial, postfeminist era convey the idea that inequality is no longer a pressing concern, that race, gender, class, and sexuality pose no obstacles to individual advancement. Chapter 10 classifies claims of this sort as one of many obstacles to political equality. By masking systemic inequities, claims that equality has already been achieved encourage the demobilization of social justice activists.


Rather than succumb to such distortions, the final chapter catalogs persistent dimensions of inequality and continuing obstacles to gender justice. These obstacles include national and international regimes composed of gendered institutions; raced-gendered stereotypes and biases in evaluation that continue to work to the advantage of elite, white men; the pervasive pressure to assimilate to norms derived from elite men’s experience—norms that are too narrow to encompass embodied differences, political frames that mask raced-gendered power, economic practices that heighten inequalities, resistance within existing institutions to policies designed to foster equality, and the mobilization of forces that aspire to further entrench racial and gender subordination. These obstacles indicate the depths of the challenges that political women face in the twenty-first century and that women in all regions of the world are mobilized to address. Working as insiders, outsiders, and outsiders within, women are mobilized to keep these issues in the public eye and to assign them priority status on national and transnational political agendas.
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Figure 1.1“What a Man Can Do . . . A Woman Can Also Do,” BAOBAB for Women’s Human Rights, Nigeria



CHAPTER I



Political Leadership,
Gendered Institutions, and
the Politics of Exclusion




Gender is so central to the politics of countries and peoples as to be invisible.


—Karen Beckwith1


Gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power.


—Joan Scott2





THE PRACTICES OF POLITICS look different when women are taken into account. Nowhere is that more apparent than in the study of political leadership. Although the language of equal rights and equal citizenship figures prominently in the constitutions of nearly all nations, and guarantees of universal human rights lie at the heart of international conventions, women remain far removed from political equality when it comes to elective offices. Since the end of World War II, women have held top leadership posts in only one-half of 1 percent of all organized governments. The gulf between formal equality—a constitutional guarantee of the equal status of all citizens—and equal representation of men and women in the institutions of governance at local, national, and international levels raises important questions about the nature of politics, the relationship between democracy and gender equality, the dynamics of gendered power, and the causes of women’s persistent underrepresentation in elective offices.


This chapter takes up those questions. It begins by surveying the numbers of ðwomen in executive and legislative offices in all the countries of the world, mapping the contours of gender inequality in political leadership. The small numbers of women in national political leadership says nothing, however, about why there are so few women elected to national political office. Does the problem lie with women themselves? Do women refrain from running for office for lack of interest or ability? Are voters unwilling to entrust governance to women? Or do women encounter barriers or forms of discrimination that make it particularly difficult to secure elective offices? The second section of the chapter turns to the literature on women and politics, examining competing explanations of women’s persisting absence from national offices. It demonstrates the flaws in explanations that attribute the problem to women themselves while masking the operation of gender power. As an alternative to these defective accounts, the chapter examines the theory of gendered institutions, a view that suggests men have used the state to create and consolidate systems of male privilege and advantage. Indeed, men have used the law to ban women from political participation.


Drawing insights from the research of feminist historians, the chapter identifies specific instances when men in many different nations passed laws prohibiting women from attending public meetings, participating in political demonstrations, belonging to political parties or clubs, voting, and holding public office. To help explain why bans on women’s political participation proliferated at the same historical moment that men were proclaiming the age of democratic revolutions, the chapter examines justifications advanced by key theorists of the American and French revolutions for excluding women from politics and governance. Despite their appeal to equality to legitimize their revolutions against feudal monarchies, the men who theorized the late-eighteenth-century revolutions on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean construed women as a threat to their fledgling democratic experiments. Rather than including women as equal partners in democratic governance, these proponents of liberty and equality called for the “domestication” of women, using language that is remarkably similar to that of contemporary Islamic fundamentalists.


Women were not the only humans banned from participation in democratic governance, however. The chapter also examines the exclusion of the indigenous peoples of the Americas and the inhabitants of Africa and Asia, who were deemed unfit for self-governance. Indeed, the conception of race that posited a “natural hierarchy” of humans on the basis of skin color developed at the same time as the conception of sex as a “natural hierarchy” determined by reproductive function. The new “science” of race that emerged in the late eighteenth century, like the new “science” of sex, proclaimed not only bodily inferiority tied to color and reproductive capacity, respectively, but mental and moral defects that permanently required white male control over racial and sexual subordinates. The exclusion of women and people of color from citizenship, then, was not an oversight or an accidental omission. It was an integral part of a system of domination rooted in embodiment within nations that proclaimed themselves democracies.


The final section of the chapter briefly considers how the politics of embodiment continues to play out in political parties, an example of a gendered institution that controls access to political office.


WOMEN IN EXECUTIVE OFFICES


In September 2011, twenty women served as chancellor, president, or prime minister of their nations, a new world record for the number of women simultaneously heading the political systems in their countries (10.4 percent of the member states of the United Nations). This number does not include the seven women who hold positions as ceremonial heads of state (Queen Margethe II of Denmark, Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands, Queen Elizabeth II of the United Kingdom, and the four women serving as governors-general of the British Commonwealth states of Australia, Antigua, Canada, and Saint Lucia). In keeping with long-established traditions in political science, this initial count is designed to focus on women who wield real political power, who hold the fate of their nations in their hands—20 women compared to a 172 men.


Whether this number is celebrated as a major historic breakthrough or decried as an appalling indictment of stalled democratization depends on the narrative one constructs. Optimists like to tell a story of slow but steady progress (Table 1.1), which begins in 1960, when Sirimavo Bandaranaike of Sri Lanka became the first woman to serve as prime minister. Within a decade she was joined by Indira Gandhi in India (1966) and Golda Meir in Israel (1969). During the 1970s, the number of women leading their nations doubled from three to six. In the 1980s, it doubled again from six to twelve, and then in the 1990s it more than doubled, as twenty-six women attained top executive positions in their countries. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, thirty-seven women held top offices, again setting a new record. If women who served as acting heads of state (some for only a matter of days) are added to the tally, then eighty-eight women have held the top national offices in sixty-five countries since 1953, when Sukhbaataryn Yanjmaa became the first woman to serve as acting president of Mongolia (Table 1.2). Roughly 34 percent of the world’s nations have embraced a woman leader. The intensity of that embrace is open to question, however, as thirty of these pathbreaking women leaders were in office less than one year.3


WOMEN IN NATIONAL LEGISLATURES


The optimist narrative tells a similar tale about women’s gradual incursions into national parliaments. In 2011, women held 19.1 percent of the seats in National Assemblies across the globe, a figure that has grown from 3 percent in the 1940s, to 7 percent in the 1950s, to 10 percent in the 1970s, to achieve 14 percent in 1988. Where women gained ground as presidents and prime ministers in the 1990s, they lost ground in legislative arenas, as their average percentage of seats fell to 11.6 percent, triggered by the precipitous loss of seats in Central and Eastern Europe, Russia, and the Commonwealth of Independent States, which accompanied postcommunist transitions. In countries where women had held from 20 to 30 percent of the legislative seats in 1987, for example, their presence dropped “to less than 10% in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary in 1990.”4 Women regained momentum during the first decade of the twenty-first century, however, as their percentage of seats climbed from 13.9 percent in 2001, to 16 percent in 2005, and then to 19 percent in 2011. Table 1.3 shows the increase in women in national legislatures as well as the proliferation of national legislatures since World War II.


Table 1.1 Women in Executive Offices (President, Prime Minister, Chancellor), 1960–2011






	Decade

	Number of
Women

	Countries






	1960s

	3

	Sri Lanka, India, Israel






	1970s

	6

	Argentina, Bolivia, Central African Republic, Great Britain, Israel, Portugal






	1980s

	12

	Bolivia, Dominica, Netherlands Antilles, Great Britain, Guinea Bissau, Iceland, India, Malta, Norway, Pakistan, Philippines, Yugoslavia






	1990s

	26

	Bangladesh, Bermuda, Bulgaria, Burundi, Canada, Dutch Antilles, France, German Democratic Republic, Guyana, Haiti, Ireland, Latvia, Liberia, Lithuania, Mongolia, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Norway, Pakistan, Panama, Philippines, Poland, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Switzerland, Turkey






	2000s

	29

	Argentina, Bangladesh, Bosnia/Herzegovina, Chile, Finland, Gabon, Georgia, Germany, India, Indonesia, Jamaica, Latvia, Liberia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Moldova, Mozambique, New Zealand, Panama, Peru, Philippines, São Tomé and Principe, Senegal, Serbia, South Korea, Sri Lanka, Switzerland, Ukraine






	2011

	20

	Argentina, Australia, Bangladesh, Brazil, Costa Rica, Croatia, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Iceland, India, Ireland, Kyrgyzstan, Liberia, Lithuania, Philippines, Slovakia, Switzerland, Thailand, Trinidad and Tobago







Table 1.2 Women Heads of State, 1953–2011
















	
Name


	Office

	Dates






	Sukhbaataryn Yanjmaa

	President of Mongolia

	1953–1954






	Sirimavo Bandaranaike


	Prime Minister of Sri Lanka


	1960–1965, 1970–1977,
1994–2000








	Indira Gandhi


	Prime Minister of India


	1966–1977, 1980–1984






	Golda Meir


	Prime Minister of Israel


	1969–1974






	Isabel Peron


	President of Argentina


	1974–1975






	Elisabeth Domitien


	Prime Minister of Central
African Republic


	1975–1976






	Margaret Thatcher


	Prime Minister of Great Britain


	1979–1990






	Maria da Lourdes Pintasilgo


	Prime Minister of Portugal


	1979 (Aug.–Jan.) 1980






	Lydia Gueiler Tejada


	Prime Minister of Bolivia


	1979–1980






	Dame Eugenia Charles


	Prime Minister of Dominica


	1980–1995






	Vigdís Finnbogadóttir


	President of Iceland


	1980–1996






	Gro Harlem Brundtland


	Prime Minister of Norway


	1981 (Feb.–Oct.),
1986–1989, 1990–1996








	Milka Planinc


	Prime Minister of Yugoslavia


	1982–1986






	Agatha Barbara


	President of Malta


	1982–1987






	Maria Liberia-Peters


	Prime Minister of
Netherlands Antilles


	1984, 1988






	Carmen Pereira


	Acting President of
Guinea Bissau


	1984 (May 14–16)








	Corazon Aquino


	President of Philippines


	1986–1992






	Benazir Bhutto


	Prime Minister of Pakistan


	1988–1990, 1993–1996






	Kazimiera Danuta Prunskiene


	Prime Minister of Lithuania


	1990–1991






	Violeta Barrios de Chamorro


	Prime Minister of Nicaragua


	1990–1997






	Mary Robinson


	President of Ireland


	1990–1997






	Ertha Pascal Trouillot


	Interim President of Haiti


	1990–1991






	Sabine Bergmann-Pohl


	President of German
Democratic Republic


	1990 (April–Oct.)








	Khaleda Zia


	Prime Minister of Bangladesh


	1991–1996, 2001–2006






	Edith Cresson


	Prime Minister of France


	1991 (May–April) 1992






	Hanna Suchocka


	Prime Minister of Poland


	1992–1993






	Tansu Cillar


	Prime Minister of Turkey


	1992–1996






	Kim Campbell


	Prime Minister of Canada


	1993 (June–Nov.)






	Sylvie Kinigi


	Prime Minister of Burundi


	1993 (July–Feb.) 1994






	Agathe Uwilingiyimana


	Prime Minister of Rwanda


	1993 (July–April) 1994






	Chandrika Bandaranaike
Kumaratunga


	President of Sri Lanka


	1994–2005








	Reneta Indzhova


	Interim Prime Minister
of Bulgaria


	1994 (Oct.–Jan.) 1995








	Claudette Werleigh


	Prime Minister of Haiti


	1995 (Nov.–Mar.) 1996






	Sheikh Hasina Wajed


	Prime Minister of Bangladesh


	1996–2001, 2009–






	Ruth Perry


	Head of the Council of State,
Liberia


	1996–1997






	Rosalia Arteaga Serrano


	President of Ecuador


	1997 (Feb.9–11)






	Mary McAleese


	President of Ireland


	1997–






	Pamela Gordon


	Premier of Bermuda


	1997–1998






	Janet Jagan


	Prime Minister and President
of Guyana PM-President


	1997 (Mar.–Dec.), 1977 (Dec.)–1999








	Jenny Shipley


	Prime Minister of New Zealand


	1997–1999






	Susanne Camelia-Romer


	Prime Minister of
Netherlands Antilles


	1998–1999








	Jennifer M. Smith


	Premier of Bermuda


	1998–2003






	Irena Degutiene


	Prime Minister of Lithuania


	1999 (May 4–18,
Oct. 27–Nov. 3








	Nyam-Osoriyn Tuyaa


	Acting Prime Minister of
Mongolia


	1999 (July 22–30)








	Ruth Dreifuss


	President of Switzerland


	1999 (Jan.–Dec.)






	Helen Clark


	Prime Minister of New Zealand


	1999–2008






	Mireya Moscoso


	President of Panama


	1999–2004






	Vaira Vike-Freiberga


	President of Latvia


	1999–2007






	Tarja Halonen


	President of Finland


	2000–






	Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo


	President of Philippines


	2001–2010






	Mame Madior Boye


	Prime Minister of Senegal


	2001–2002






	Megawati Sukarnoputri


	President of Indonesia


	2001–2004






	Maria das Neves


	Prime Minster of São Tomé
and Principe


	2002–2004






	Natasa Micic


	Prime Minister of Serbia


	2002–2004






	Chang Sang


	Prime Minister of South Korea


	2002 (July 11–31)






	Anneli Jaatteenmaki


	Prime Minister of Finland


	2003 (April–June)






	Beatriz Merino


	Prime Minister of Peru


	2003 (June–Dec.)






	Nino Burjanadz


	President of Georgia


	2003 (Nov.–Jan.) 2004,
2007 (Nov.–Jan.) 2008








	Radmila Sekerinska


	Prime Minister of Macedonia


	2004 (May–June,
Nov.–Dec.)








	Luisa Diogo


	Prime Minister of Mozambique


	2004–2010






	Maria do Carmo Silveira


	Prime Minster of São Tomé
and Principe


	2005 (June–April) 2006






	Angela Merkel


	Chancellor of Germany


	2005–






	Yulia Tymoshenko


	Prime Minister of Ukraine


	2005 (Jan.–Sept.),
2007–2010








	Michelle Bachelet


	President of Chile


	2006–2010






	Micheline Calmy-Rey


	President of Switzerland


	2006 (Jan.–Dec.), 2011






	Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf


	President of Liberia


	2006–






	Han Myung-sook


	Prime Minister of South Korea


	2006–2007






	Portia Simpson Miller


	Prime Minister of Jamaica


	2006–2007






	Pratibha Devisingh Patil


	President of India


	2007–






	Dalia Itzik


	President of Israel


	2007 (Jan.–July)






	Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner


	President of Argentina


	2007–






	Borjana Kristo


	President of the Federation of
Bosnia and Herzegovina


	2007–








	Zinaida Greceanii


	Prime Minister of Moldova


	2008–2009






	Michele Pierre-Louis


	Prime Minister of Haiti


	2008–2009






	Rose Francine Rogombe


	President of Gabon


	2009 (June–Oct.)






	Johanna SigurSardottir


	Prime Minister of Iceland


	2009–






	Jadranka Kosor


	Prime Minister of Croatia


	2009–






	Dalia Grybauskaite


	President of Lithuania


	2009–






	Doris Leuthard


	President of Switzerland


	2010–






	Rosa Otunbayeva


	President of Kyrgyzstan


	2010–






	Kamla Persad-Bissessar


	Prime Minister of Trinidad
and Tobago


	2010–








	Mari Kiviniemi


	Prime Minister of Finland


	2010–






	Laura Chinchilla


	President of Costa Rica


	2010–






	Julia Eileen Gillard


	Prime Minister of Australia


	2010–






	Iveta Radicova


	Prime Minister of Slovakia


	2010–






	Dilma Rousseff


	President of Brazil


	2011–






	Yingluck Sinawatra


	Prime Minister of Thailand


	2011–






	Helle Thorning-Schmidt


	Prime Minister of Denmark


	2011–







 


As is the case with any statistical average, this 19 percent figure masks significant variation. With women holding 56 percent of the legislative seats, Rwanda has surpassed gender parity. In Sweden, women hold 47 percent of the seats in Parliament and have done so for more than a decade. The Nordic states lead Europe, with women holding 42 percent of the seats in Parliament, more than double the rate in other parts of Europe, Asia, and the United States and nearly four times the rate of women’s representation in Arab states and Pacific Island nations. Twenty-two nations can now boast that women have achieved “critical mass,” holding more than 30 percent of parliamentary seats. In contrast to the assumption that women’s representation increases with the nation’s level of development, the nations in which women have achieved critical mass are as likely to be found in Africa and Latin America as in Europe.


Nine nations have no women serving in their national parliaments: Belize, Micronesia, Nauru, Oman, Palau, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Solomon Islands, and Tuvalu.


In 2011, women hold 16 percent of the cabinet positions in their nations, again a statistic that masks variations that range from women holding 50 percent of the cabinet posts in Sweden and Rwanda to 21 percent in Latin American and Caribbean nations, 10 percent in most parts of Africa, and only 1.5 percent of the cabinet posts in Asia. Across the globe women are much more likely to head ministries of health, education, and welfare than to lead departments of defense and finance.


Although the numbers of women in elective and appointive political offices at national and local levðels have increased over the past fifty years, women remain a long way from achieving equal representation. In a period that encompasses what has been hailed as the second and third great waves of democratization,5 the question, of course, is why?


Table 1.3 Women in National Parliaments/Legislatures, 1940–2010


[image: images]


aIn 1988 the world average climbed to 14.8%.


Source: Interparliamentary Union, Women in National Parliaments


(http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/world.htm).


EXPLAINING WOMEN’S CONTINUING ABSENCE


Prior to the emergence of feminist approaches to the study of politics, most of the research in political science ignored gender. Although the literature suggested that “gender blindness” was a form of objective analysis appropriate to the study of citizens, most accounts confused male bias with gender blindness. The early studies of women’s political behavior make this bias particularly clear. In the first large study of voting behavior in the United States, for example, which was entitled The People’s Choice: How the Voter Makes Up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign (1944), Paul Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet characterize “sex” as “the only personal characteristic that affects non-voting.” Finding women to be less interested in the presidential campaign than men, the authors conclude simply that “men are better citizens.” In the first comparative study of women in European nations, The Political Role of Women (1955), Maurice Duverger explains the paucity of women in elective offices in terms of individual choice, although Duverger notes that women’s choices were linked to deeply entrenched cultural values. “The small part played by women in politics merely reflects and results from the secondary place to which they are still assigned by the customs and attitudes of our society and which their education and training tend to make them accept as the natural order of things.”6


When political scientists attempted to explain women’s decisions not to engage in the rough and tumble of electoral politics, they emphasized factors independent of political institutions. Some attributed women’s absence from politics to cultural values that deemed it inappropriate for women to engage in public life. Some pointed to the pervasive influence of social roles, suggesting that marriage, motherhood, and homemaking diverted women’s interest and energy from politics, causing them to concentrate instead on the private sphere. Some suggested that girls were socialized to deference, which made women prefer “behind the scenes” roles in politics rather than positions that placed them in the public eye. Some noted that gendered divisions of labor at home and at work left women without the resources essential to a career in politics—high income, advanced education, free time, institutionally acquired skills, extensive professional networks.7 Whether the explanation emphasizes cultural values, social roles, or economic resources, these accounts of women’s absence from political leadership all direct attention to nonpolitical forces: women’s political disadvantage stems from individual choices that have nothing to do with politics.


Over the past forty years, feminist scholars have proven that individual-choice explanations for women’s underrepresentation in elective and appointive offices are woefully inadequate. They are oblivious to forces that shape individual preferences and ambitions, to institutional contexts that enable and constrain individual action, and to structural forces that circumscribe the possibility of free choice. Indeed, feminist scholars have argued that individual-choice explanations only serve to mask political relations between women and men—an area sorely in need of intensive investigation.8
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