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EDITORIAL. VIRTUAL REBRANDING OF A JOURNAL – A (NEW) 
TOOL FOR DIALOGUE AND CHANGE 

LAURA GRÜNBERG 

 
 

After decades of conceptualization and refinements, reflection on gender deserves “a place 
of its own” wherefrom gender can be critically explored, assessed and creatively developed further. 
In Romania, but also in the South East Europe and Central Eastern Europe Region such an editorial 
space is still limited. On the other hand there is an increasing mass of gender experts in need for 
dialogue, for enlarging their possibilities to share ideas, findings, doubts, dilemmas and directions 
of research in the field of gender studies.  

Launched in 1998 and edited by the Romanian Society for Feminist Analysis AnA, AnaLize-
the Journal for Feminist Studies was the first academic publication in Romania designed to 
popularize feminist concepts and gender sensitive thinking and to support the professionalization 
of the public discourse about women’s needs and gender equality. The 14 thematic issues covered 
in time a variety of themes (Women and their Work; Gender and European Integration; Gender and 
Theology; Women and their bodies; Women and Humor, etc.) The Journal, present in many national 
and international libraries and in some international database (e.g. C.E.E.O.L) and received in 2001 
the Civil Society Prize for Best Civil Society Publication. 

After a period of interruption (the motives and circumstances of this situation would be an 
interesting subject for a special issue!) we re-launch the journal in view of offering an academic 
platform for interdisciplinary updated gender sensitive reflection and research. The new Journal 
aims to bring new ideas and findings in the field of gender studies into the public arena and to 
contribute to the gendering of the social, economic, cultural and political discourses about local, 
national, regional and international today’s realities. From the perspective of the cognitive 
centrality - with reference to the extent to which one interprets experience through a specific lens- 
we propose a combination of both “feminist studies” and “gender studies” as defining theoretical 
and methodological paradigms within which issues will be approached and discussed. We aim to 
address in this way a wider audience but we also believe that, with such a strategy, we may 
contribute to the creation of a useful dialogue among “pure blood feminists” and gender experts 
with respect to the gendered realities of today world. Thus we call ourselves now:  AnaLize - The 
Journal of Feminist and Gender Studies. 

The new version of the journal is an open access, peer-reviewed international journal that 
aims to bring into the public arena new ideas and findings in the field of gender and feminist studies 
and to contribute to the gendering of the social, economic, cultural and political discourses about 
today’s local, national, regional and global realities. The Journal intends to open conversations 
among eastern and non-eastern researches on the situated nature of their feminisms and to 
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encourage creative and critical debates across multiple axes of differentiation and signification such 
as gender, sexual orientation, age, disability, ethnicity, religion, etc. 

MA, PhD and postdoctoral students together with gender specialists from Romania and 
from the SEE/CEE Region are the ones specially invited to contribute to the journal’s thematic 
issues that will address, from an interdisciplinary perspective, topical feminist and gender issues, 
conceiving gender as multilayered, multidimensional, intersectional, fluid, contextualized, dynamic, 
controversial concept. 

The journal, in English, benefits from a prestigious board of international experts that will 
guarantee for the quality of the papers and create the premises for future inclusion in prestigious 
international databases. The journal will publish studies, position papers, case studies, viewpoints, 
book reviews from practitioners of all professions, academics and other specialists on the broad 
spectrum of gender and feminist studies. In addition to a thematic issue, papers that fall outside the 
main topic are to be accepted as well. The Journal also includes “AnALab”- a place for ideas, images, 
and various tools for investigating the gendered world, “AnAStories”- a storytelling section for 
sharing gendered lived experiences and life stories together with the “News” and “Press review” 
sections. 
 
Special Issue: What  kind of feminism(s) for today? 
 
For the first online version we chose a general and generous topic “What kind of feminism(s) for 
today?”. Feminist thought and movements, as we have come to know them, are in fact going 
through a permanent metamorphosis, adapting to the times. Like all traditions, the feminist ones 
also change over time responding to various criticisms. Feminism was “accused” among other 
things for being rooted in western terminology, hard to adapt to other cultures, adopting an “us 
against the world” identity politics, being sometimes “more” an academic than a social justice 
tradition, excluding more than including lives and contributions of “others”- women and men alike 
etc. How feminisms reacted to such critics? Which are the ways feminism adapted to the new socio, 
economic, and cultural environment of the 21 century? What is nowadays the relation between the 
academic and activist feminism? What kind of feminist movement is most efficient today in the 
technologized and virtual society we live in? Is gender mainstreaming or the intersectionality 
paradigm the “inclusion solution”? Is the ontological turn of feminist thought (human/non-human 
embodiment, post humanities, biopolitics, material feminism, etc.) a way out from certain research 
pitfalls? How are we to assess the postmodern proposals to “undo gender”? What approaches to 
gender are better from a methodological and practical perspective? What/how feminism(s) should 
be delivered in academia - what is more needed: Women’s Studies, Gender Studies and/or Feminist 
Studies?  What type of relationship exists between gender and feminist studies? Do we speak of 
strategic cooperation, latent tension or something else? Is feminism requiring a particular political 
commitment? These are just a few possible starting points that we thought of as provocative for the 
potential authors.   
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In the context of today Romanian feminism(s) such debates are in our opinion mostly 
appreciated as there is a visible desire of rebranding, labeling, reconstructing partnerships and 
alliances. We felt nevertheless that the topic is relevant in a larger context too. The reader will find 
quite diverse articles. An attention-grabbing content analysis of Cosmopolitan headlines in the 
context of postfeminism media in view of observing the trends promoted as the new values of 
today’s women is offered by Oana Crusmac (Romania). The uneasy relationship between feminist 
theory and feminist activism and the role of language (i.e. English)/discourses in the Malaysian 
context is approached by Alicia Izharuddin (UK). In another contribution Denisa Chiriţă (Romania) 
is focusing on the topical theme of the online activism of women‘s movement that is relevant for the 
new type of communication of feminist messages in the web society of today, making pertinent 
comments on the need to adapt research methods/methodologies in order to efficiently investigate 
the specificities of the websites content.  
 
for women’s empowerment contributing to the theoretical debate on whether women’s rights are 
compatible and complementary with the general concept of human rights, or rather irreconcilable. 
Certain clichés, theoretical and semantic distortions that are frequently encountered in various 
communication contexts (in daily life but also in professional or specialized public communication: 
within projects devoted to this topic, within educational establishments, disciplines, programs of 
study etc.) concerning the themes of feminism, of equality in gender relations, of 
femininity/masculinity, and other correlated concepts (discrimination, gender inequalities, 
differences between sexes, and so on) are discussed by Alina Hurbean in a provocative article. 
Maria Bucur (Bloomington University, USA) identifies a number of trends over the last two decades 
in the evolution of feminism in academia, with a focus on the significance of cultural studies, the 
experience of socialism and post-socialism for women, and new forms of feminist activism to 
suggest both points of tension and also necessary departures in order to render feminism still 
relevant.  Last but not least, Diana Socoliuc’s article (Romania), in the very spirit of the topic 
proposed, is raising the questions on “What is Feminism after all? Postfeminism, Girl Power 
feminism, Do-Me feminism, Queer feminism, Postcolonial feminism, Cyber feminism, “I'm not a 
feminist..but...” feminism, Third Wave feminism, postfeminist men, Libertarian feminism, illustrate 
prolific productions in feminist meanings that are multiple, contradictory, may overlap in their 
beliefs and other times deny one another”. The author pleads for replacing identity politics which is 
exclusionary and perpetuates hierarchical thinking, with an activist politics that is not subject 
centred but object (policies and practices) centred.   

We are excited to offer to those committed to feminist and gender sensitive research this 
new publishing format. We want also to thank Mihaela Miroiu for her moral but also for her 
financial contribution to the construction of the Journal site. We also thank to Corina Duma and 
Petru Lucaci  for the new logo and cover of our Journal. 

We hope the rebirth of AnaLize will coagulate creative research energies, will open dialogue 
among us-beyond generational or ideological gaps, will make the voices of experts from our region, 
sometimes marginalized, and better heard at the “center” of feminist reflections. We hope the 

 
______________________________________________ 

 
Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series •  Issue No 1 (15) / 2013 

 
 

 



7 
 

articles will be less “researches of” and more “reflections for” – engaged critical analysis developed 
with the implicit and explicit intention to propose concrete measures and actions, to do, and why 
not, to change.  
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PASSING IT FORWARD: THOUGHTS ON ACADEMIC FEMINISTS AND 
THE FUTURE OF OUR IDEAS 

MARIA BUCUR 

Indiana University, Bloomington, USA 

 

 

Abstract:   

 

This article identifies a number of trends over the last two decades in the evolution of feminism in 
academia, with a focus on the significance of cultural studies, the experience of socialism and post-
socialism for women, and new forms of feminist activism to suggest both points of tension and also 
necessary departures in order to render feminism still relevant.   

 

Keywords:  academia; feminist protest; empathy; communism. 

 

A few months ago I had the privilege of attending a lively exploratory seminar entitled “Gender, 
Socialism and Postsocialism: Transatlantic Dialogues,” where scholars from across the United States 
and Europe, together with American feminist activists in their sixties, sat around the table for two 
intense days of ‘translation’.1  We came from very diverse disciplinary backgrounds, we self-
identified culturally with a broad spectrum of issues and values, we work on different case studies 
and with quite different goals, but we all consider ourselves feminists.  Dialogue was indeed what 
we had as a goal—listening, moving outside of our own paradigmatic and ideological comfort zone, 
as well as speaking both respectfully and passionately about the themes that brought us to the 
table.   

1 https://www.radcliffe.harvard.edu/exploratory-seminars/gender-socialism-and-postsocialism (accessed March, 14, 

2013).  
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As such events often go, the first morning was all enthusiasm, witty repartees, and overall 
exploratory.  Once we sat down to lunch, generational and disciplinary lines were drawn again 
along lines of comfort.  As the first day progressed and especially by the evening, tensions came out 
into the open and remained unresolved.  They sat on the table like a dead fish stinking up the room.  
The two most important lines of division were in fact generational and ideological, though 
manifested initially in terms of the ‘public’ versus ‘academic’ intellectual divide.  One activist, in 
particular, who had cut her teeth in the tough days of feminist left-wing political activism of the late 
sixties and early seventies in the United States, came out expressing dismay at the worthlessness of 
questions that some of us, younger and more squarely on an academic path, were asking.  It seemed 
we had failed to persuasively translate theorization, interdisciplinary hybridity, and overall gender 
analysis into something of any relevance to someone who noticed that economic and social 
inequality between men and women is still a profound question we are generally not addressing. 
What I sensed below some of these explicit expressions of frustration and criticism, was a feeling on 
the part of these feminists that we had lost our way, that academia ate the soul of our feminist 
passions and turned feminist activism into pedantic posturing in the name of scholarly 
sophistication.   

In looking at the Occupy movements of the past year, I see a similar disenchantment on the 
part of many in the still younger generation regarding the standards and walls we have erected 
through feminist scholarship to render ourselves respectable and relevant to our colleagues in 
academia.2  In a sense, this generational discontent is the fruit of our own efforts.  As Joan Scott 
aptly described in her recent book, The Fantasy of Feminist History (2011),3 the academic feminists 
of the last forty years or so have spent a great deal of our efforts knocking on the doors of the 
citadel of academic excellence, challenging existing paradigms regarding authorship, creative 
activity, excellence in teaching, or the professional training of graduate students.  We spend a great 
deal of our time critiquing every type of articulation of patriarchy, and over the past twenty-five 
years have done so from a deconstructivist perspective of placing subjectivity and identity politics 
on a pedestal. This has come to bite us in the derrière:  we have become part of the fortress of 
learning we were trying to knock down, and our discourse about patriarchy has become a self-
gratifying and self-defeating approach to change and to feminist goals of redressing gendered socio-
economic injustice.  Our students look at us and see the establishment, rather than models worthy 

2 See, for instance, Megan Boler, “Occupy Women: Will Feminism's Fourth Wave Be a Swell or a Ripple?,” truthout, 16 May, 

2012, available at http://truth-out.org/news/item/9188-occupy-women-will-fourth-wave-feminism-be-a-wave-or-a-

ripple (accessed March 15, 2013). 

3 Joan W. Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History.  Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011.  
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of emulating; the criticisms we so passionately put forth against patriarchy resonate with the 
younger generations in terms of the weakness of our own approach.4   

What we have successfully passed on to younger generations as an intellectual skill is 
bitchiness.  This is not a trademark of feminist scholarship; it is in fact a broad trend in academia. 5  
Critical thinking has been elevated to a level of sacredness that has become uncritical, and therefore 
empty of intellectual or moral value. For those living through post-communism, a good analogy is 
how communism and the left are regarded in academic discourse in many of those countries.6  We 
continue to be so concerned with empowering ourselves that we don’t sufficiently acknowledge the 
debt of intellectual and political gratitude we owe our foremothers.  The result is that of reinventing 
the wheel and failing to model collaborative generosity for younger generations.  We place value in 
identifying weaknesses in scholarship (e.g., what has the authored failed to demonstrate?  what are 
the unexamined undergirding assumptions?), but we do far less in trying to offer alternatives.  
Humility and quiet appreciation are not values we identify overtly or practice implicitly in our 
teaching.   And when we try it, graduate students often express befuddled frustration:  if they don’t 
get a chance to show off their theoretical inter-textual chops in class discussion aggressively, they 
feel cheated.  

So, what is to be done?  If we are writing and reading these lines, it means we at least agree 
on one thing:  feminism is of relevance to our knowledge-making intellectual endeavors, to our 
societies, and to our individual selves.  The question then remains not so much how feminists can or 
should adapt to today’s world.7  Feminism has been part of the world for a while, and there is 
absolutely no need to make that case again.  Therefore, the question has to be asked differently:  
how can we render feminism broadly relevant to a wide variety of concerns and approaches?  How 
can we move beyond the recognition of those differences towards an integrative strategy for 
speaking persuasively to especially younger women and men regarding the reality of patriarchal 
privilege? How can we engage them with feminist visions of the common good in terms they find 
resonant?  

4 Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards, ManifestA: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future. New York: Farrar, Straus 

and Giroux, 2000. 

5 Examples of how bitchiness has been mainstreamed include the extremely popular feminist magazine Bitch and related 
online media; on the broader ‘asshole’ phenomenon in academia see: 
http://thesiswhisperer.com/2013/02/13/academic-assholes/ (accessed March 15, 2013) and Robert Sutton, The No 
Asshole Rule: Building a Civilized Workplace and Surviving One That Isn't.  New York:  Business Plus, 2007. 

6 See, for instance, the recently launched interactive website: http://www.istoriacomunismului.ro/#/istoria-

comunismului-in-romania (accessed March 15, 2013). 

7 The CFP in Analize asks:  “Which are the ways feminism adapted to the new social, economic and techno-cultural 

environment of the 21 century?” 
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Whether we are historians, gazing towards the past, philosophers, gazing towards the 
abstract, sociologists, gazing towards the structural, literary critics, gazing towards the discursive, 
or policy makers, gazing towards the here and now, it is absolutely clear that we need to keep the 
dynamic context in which younger generations develop as the anchor of our analytical enterprise.  
When the Pussy Riot scandal erupted in Russia,8 the board of the Association for Women in Slavic 
Studies (AWSS) in the United States9 turned down a suggestion I had about making a statement of 
solidarity with these women.  I pitched the idea in the form of a fundraising opportunity for the 
association (I suggested designing T-shirts that featured our organization’s logo on the front and 
some text about Free Pussy Riot on the back), with all proceeds going to the defense fund for the 
members of the group, and also with the explicit goal of engaging younger scholars in our 
organization, a weakness several of the same board members had repeatedly pointed out as a 
problem we needed to address.   Out of a dozen of well-established scholars in a number of 
humanistic and social disciplines, one alone responded enthusiastically to my idea.  The reasons for 
rejecting this idea ranged from personal discomfort (I presume, about featuring the word ‘pussy’ 
and the association with a group that once staged an orgy as a form of protest), to fear of 
retribution from the Russian state for such an action (i.e., not being able to secure a visa or permit 
to enter archives).  The most absurd reason given, though it turned to be what held most water with 
this particular group, was ‘precedent’.  If our organization had never come out openly in favor of 
human rights issues during the Cold War, why do it now? 

Good question:  now IS the time to come out and support a movement that has clearly hit a 
raw nerve in a patriarchal society so many of the scholars in AWSS study and claim to bring 
important feminist insights to.  One doesn’t have to personally endorse punk rock music/art, the 
use of women’s body parts (be they in word or deed, as is the case with the equally controversial 
group Femen from Ukraine10) in public statements about patriarchy, or the critique of specific 
religious institutions through loud and even profane means.  An empathetic and more fully 
contextualized understanding on the part of established scholars of such powerful evidence that 
feminist is well alive and also morphing culturally and discursively, would bring us closer to being 
able to communicate across disciplines, generations, and positions we have assumed in academia 
and public life.  There are indeed limitations and weaknesses to these and other public feminist 
articulations today, but those are not the aspects we need to focus on first.  One might be able to 

8 There are countless articles on this topic. On the group’s own positions see http://pussy-riot.livejournal.com/ (accessed 

March 15, 2013). 

9 See http://www.awsshome.org/ (Accessed March 15, 2013). 

10 See Jeffrey Tayler, “Femen, Ukraine’s Topless Warriors,” The Atlantic, 28 November 2012, at 

http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/11/femen-ukraines-topless-warriors/265624/ (accessed 

March 15th, 2013). 
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more effectively and persuasively engage in such discussions after listening carefully and with an 
open mind to the passions and frustrations that drive this sort of activism.  Most importantly, we 
cannot forget that the academic empowerment of feminists who now lead many women’s and 
gender studies program, as well as increasingly academic institutions, brings with it responsibilities 
to become more self-aware about our own privilege and power.  We also need to remember that 
those trying out new forms of academic analysis and activism from a place of marginality are more 
vulnerable than established scholars.   We CAN afford more than younger generations to be 
generous, humble, and forgiving.   

Possibly the most important issue in how feminism has evolved over the last twenty-five 
years and might develop in the future is the impact of gender analysis on feminist scholarship and 
activism.  There is no doubt that gender analysis has assumed a hegemonic role in how scholars 
define questions and methodologies of studying patriarchy, misogyny, women, men, and feminism.  
There is a continuing tension in identifying what ‘gender analysis’ really is—from its object to its 
goals.  Joan Scott has repeatedly expressed frustration in how her famous article “Gender: A Useful 
Category of Historical Analysis,” has been used.11  A common trope is to look at any analysis that 
focuses only on straight women (explicitly or implicitly) as being insufficiently gendered and too 
hetero-normative.  Though likely well intentioned, such criticism strikes me as dogmatic, facile, and 
ultimately lessening of what gender analysis can be.  In general, most academic studies in any social 
science field start with questions or case studies that can be managed from the point of view of both 
theorization as well as empirical breadth.  When we look at questions about religious attitudes, for 
instance, we don’t see the need to include every religious denomination (inclusive of atheism) as a 
sine qua non condition for studying and analyzing specific aspects of religious attitudes in a 
particular place at a particular time.  Parsing out pieces of the whole of humanity in all of its 
glorious messiness is what scholars do.  It is therefore strange to see the same criticism come up 
again and again about projects on women:  “this book falls short of having a gender approach to the 
history of this event, because it only focuses on women.”12  If the criticism had been, “the 
examination of the case studies focusing on women’s lives engages insufficiently in gender analysis 
because it doesn’t theorize assumptions about gender norms,” that would be intellectually useful 
and might be an accurate perspective.  But to simply equate the absence of men from a study with 
the absence of gender analysis is to misunderstand and misrepresent the usefulness of gender 
analysis.  Unfortunately, because of the growing preponderance of such attitudes in both written 
scholarship and our curricula, the currency of ‘gender analysis’ as a concept has become devalued. 

11 Joan Scott, “Unanswered Questions,” The American Historical Review, vol. 113, no. 5 (2008): 1422-1430. 

12 See Maren Röger and Ruth Leiserowitz, “Introduction: Gender and World War II in Central and Eastern Europe,” in 

Maren Röger and Ruth Leiserowitz, eds., Women and Men at War. A Gender Perspective on World War II and its Aftermath 

in Central and Eastern Europe.  Warsaw:  fibre Verlag, 2012. 
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Equally important for an accurate appreciation of gender analysis at the present time are 
two contexts:  (1) the explosion of access to information across the globe, which renders the notion 
of waves in the development of feminism useless; and (2) the political manipulation of gender 
analysis by various regimes across the world.  I will offer one single example focusing on China.  
Over the past two decades, there has been an explosion of studies on gender and sexuality 
translated into Mandarin.  I recall the wonderment of my colleague Jeffrey Wasserstrom, at the 
beginning of the 2000s, when, upon returning from Shanghai, he shared a number of photos of 
lavish displays in a large bookstore, featuring translations of Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality 
(1978) and Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953).  Separated by twenty-five 
years of revolutionary change in the study of sexuality and gender, these books became 
contemporaries in Chinese scholarly and public discourses about gender and sexuality.  Much in the 
same fashion as this jumbled chronology of scholarly production, gender studies began to develop 
in various departments ahead of or instead of feminist analysis, especially in the discipline of 
literary studies, across universities in China around the same time.13  I watched with interest what 
this development might bring, and have come to see it as currently deleterious to any attempts to 
maintain a vigorous academic discussion and broader public awareness of the ways in which 
women are becoming economically and socially disempowered in contemporary China.   

A recent powerful indictment of this trend comes from a colleague from Beijing, who 
presented a paper entitled “Socialism, Capitalism and Women:  Why Should China Rebuild Marxist 
Feminism?” at a conference hosted by Rice University in March 2012.  The paper concluded: 

 

Based on this imagination of a desirable society, we should first above all conduct a self-
criticism of China’s women/gender studies, and be fully aware of the conspiracy 
relationship between women/gender studies and the neo-liberalism [sic!] system, so as to 
launch the community-based socialist feminist movement and actualize a revolutionary 
turn around. A theoretical critique of neo-liberalism must transcend the approach of 
cultural critique, and return to the political economic approach, and my suggestion is to 
return to the production and reproduction framework of Engels.14 

 

13 Wang Zheng and Gail Hershatter, “Chinese History: A Useful Category of Gender  

Analysis,” American Historical Review, vol. 113, no. 5 (Dec. 2008): 1404-1421. 

14 Shaopen Song, “Socialism, Capitalism and Women: Why Should China Rebuild Marxist Feminism?,” paper presented at 

the workshop “Communist Feminism(s): A Transnational Perspective,” Rice University, March 2012, p. 24. 
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It would be easy to dismiss this statement as dogmatically Marxist and an attempt by the author to 
ingratiate herself with the Chinese communist regime.  That would also be a misinterpretation of 
the language used in the quote above.  Shaopeng Song doesn’t present the neo-liberal present in 
some Manichean contrast to the ‘good old days’ of the 1980s, or worse yet, the Cultural Revolution.  
In her paper, she rehearses both forms of empowerment and also retrenchment by the Communist 
regime under Mao and his successors in terms of legal, economic, and political gender equality.  
What she sees developing in contemporary China is a de-politicization of discussions about gender, 
whose main culprit she identifies as the officially endorsed growth of cultural gender studies.15  
Most importantly, her Marxist theoretical frame of reference is not Mao, but Engels.  It is entirely 
possible that Song’s position vis-à-vis gender studies reflects the ideas of a minority of Chinese 
scholars interested in feminism.  Yet her criticism in fact resonates across the world with other 
scholars.  At the conference, this paper elicited the most comments and liveliest discussion of any 
presentation.  Her criticisms rang true for many others around the table, whether they came from 
or worked on China, the United States, Romania, Mexico, Bulgaria, Vietnam, India, or Russia. 

   Returning to Engels strikes me as a good idea as well.  His critique of patriarchy continues 
to have relevance today.16  We are also fortunate to have the benefit of over a century of Marxist 
activism, Stalinist reaction to, and feminist engagement with this powerful text, which means that 
we can also identify where we might become wiser than our forbearers in realistically engaging 
with patriarchy and misogyny:  When as feminists we speak against dependency and for 
empowerment, we do so on behalf of others.  The tension feminists have always faced has been 
between the personal story of the feminist speaking and the aspirations of those we seek to 
represent.  I became very aware of this tension in a project I completed a few years back in 
Hunedoara County, Romania, which included a significant proportion of oral history interviews and 
focus groups with women ages 39-86. Focusing on gender and everyday citizenship, together with 
my co-principle investigator, Mihaela Miriou, and with the help of then doctoral students Diana 
Neaga and Cristina Radoi (both of them have since then completed their dissertations and one has 
published a book based on this project),17 I sought to listen to the stories of a hundred women 
regarding politics, family, education, empowerment, and many other aspects of our research theme.  
In listening to the rich narratives of these women of diverse backgrounds, education, talents, and 
overall choices in life, I have come to realize more and more the need for humility and empathy 
when attempting to interpret them as a collection of voices.  Empowerment and fulfillment are such 
complex goals that to try to understand why and with what results women have made personal and 

15 No history of sexuality or study by Alfred Kinsey would be published in China in 2000 in the way I described above 

without the tacit endorsement of the regime. 

16 Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, available at The Origin of the Family, Private 

Property and the State (accessed March 15, 2013). 

17 Diana Elena Neaga, Gen şi cetăţenie în România.  Iaşi: Ed. Polirom, 2013. 
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professional choices requires constantly checking one’s assumptions at the door.  Relativism is 
certainly not the answer, but a sense of doubt regarding one’s own voice and depth of 
understanding are both useful and necessary in order to broaden how, as feminist scholars, we 
make sense of other women’s lives.  In listening to these women, most of who lived under 
communism as children and adults, I have come to better appreciate how a non-democratic regime 
of oppression and policing offered important tools of economic and personal empowerment to 
women.   

 The same project has brought home the extent to which motherhood continues to be a point 
of tension among feminists.  In nearly all interviews mothering surfaced as a central component 
(whether these women had raised children or discussed children in general) of women’s identity in 
Romanian society.18   Yet for many feminists motherhood has long been an issue of great tension, as 
it brings into discussion issues of biological identification with our reproductive functions and 
compulsory hetero-normativity.  A century ago, for those like Aleksandra Kollontai, born of 
privilege, parenting could be a responsibility/burden that might be shifted on the shoulders of 
others in order to fashion herself into a free individual.  Today, for many educated well-to-do 
women with high professional aspirations and a feminist view of their self-worth as individuals, 
those options remain viable, often made possible by the availability of poor women with few 
economic (and sometimes fewer legal) choices.   The truth is, we can’t have it all.  The question is 
what do we want for ourselves, for other women, for our society to thrive in a more gender 
equitable way, and what are we willing to give up?       

 

  

18 The issue of women’s continuing strong self-identification with motherhood in Romania was made apparent to me after 

the publication of the collection of autobiographical writings Naşterea.  Istorii trăite [“Birth.  Lived histories”], edited by 

Mihaela Miroiu and Otilia Dragomir.  Iaşi:  Polirom, 2010.  The book, which had an overtly feminist introduction, received 

enormous and largely positive press, from both self-identified feminists and also a broader (non-feminist) readership.    
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Abstract 

 

The perspectives on contemporary forms of feminism are often diffuse and lead to various 
controversies. In the present paper I will approach the differences between the third wave of feminism 
and post-feminism (and their relation with other ‘post’ concepts like postmodernism and post-
structuralism), also taking into account the first and second wave. The main focus of the article is to 
identify the trends that postfeminist media promotes as the new values of today’s women. In doing so I 
chose to analyze the contingency of the terms found on the covers of Cosmopolitan magazine, the best-
selling women's magazine in the world. The selected units were the issues dating from January 2008 
until March 2013 and I have deepened the analysis of two main elements promoted by post-feminism 
(also found in a significant amount in the magazine according to the data obtained): the beauty and 
fashion complex and the independent woman. Both come from the postmodern tendency regarding 
individualization as a primary objective for the individual. This construction of the self is made 
through economic freedom and this also correlates with the choice to shape one’s self through looks 
and body. On the basis of the two elements mentioned above, the study will try to see in what amount 
the two hypotheses confirm: 1. the magazine over-promotes beauty and 2. Cosmpolitan magazine also 
promotes the independent woman (the career woman) and thereby puts on a second place the 
traditional roles of women (of mothers and wives). Also, two other elements tend to intersect with 
beauty and independence: pop culture and sex life. 

 

Keywords: post-feminism, backlash, the beauty complex, the independent woman. 

 

 

1. Feminism – a brief introduction 
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Feminism represents a „defensive reaction towards misogyny and sexism”1, its means „svary, 
literally, fom one self-declared feminist to the next”2, the feminist paradigm states that women are 
being oppressed by men due to the unbalanced power relantionships which are based not on the 
biological characteristics of the human being, but on the evolution of power relantionships between 
men and women in society3.  

Used for the first time in 1895 in Great Britain4, the term “feminism” largely asserts that gender 
issues rely on the way in which the public and the private fields are being organized5. In regards to 
this aspect, Susan Faludi reminds us that the feminist agenda is very simple, even if there are many 
disputes around the term: feminism “asks that women not be forced to choose between public 
justice and private happiness”6, it asks that women to gain the right to define themselves “instead of 
having their identity defined for them by their culture and their men”7. It can be said that feminism 
is a true paradigm shift which „pulled out of the shadows and silence half of humanity”, completely 
transformed the economy and the labor (through women's access to education), the family life 
(through the control of reproduction) and, of course, the identity of the "anonymous half" as it has 
been defined by men and the patriarchal family8.  

Given the fact that feminist main goals differed during its history and the apparent “pattern  of 
fall and rise of feminism over time”9, most theorists preffer to categorize it in three main waves: 
equality feminism (the first wave), difference feminism (the second wave) and autonomy feminism, 
which began in 1990 and continues to this day (the third wave).  De Beauvoir proposed the division 
of feminism in two waves: modern feminism (equality feminism) between 1789 and 1950s and 
contemporary feminism that runs from the ‘60s until today. 

 

1.1. First wave  

1 Mihael Miroiu, Drumul către autonomie, Polirom, Iaşi, 2004, p. 27 

2 Angela McRobbie, The Aftermath of Feminism, SAGE Publications, London, 2009, p.2 

3 Vladimir  Pasti, Ultima inegalitate. Relatiile de gen din Romania, Poliram, Iasi, 2003 p. 57 

4 Miroiu, op cit., p. 58 

5 Ibidem., p. 72 

6 Susan Faludi, Backlash. The Undeclared War against American Women, Three Rivers Press, New York, 2006, p. 15 

7 Idem.  

8 Daniela Roventa-Frumusani, „Identitatea feminină şi discursul mediatic in România postcomunistă”, Otilia Dragomir 
(coord), Femei, cuvinte şi imagini - Perpective feministe, Iaşi, Editura Polirom, 2002, p. 22 

9 Jane Pilcher and Imelda Whelehan, Fifty key concepts in gender studies, SAGE Publications, London, 2004, p.52 
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The first wave feminism was defined as “equality feminism” as it has succeeded to obtain a 
equal legal status for women in relation to men10. The beginning of first wave feminism is hard to 
be pointed with accuracy: some consider that it took place from at least “the mid to laste nineteenth 
century until about the 1920s”11 even if concerns about the rights of women had been raised before 
the nineteenth century (authors like Christina de Pisan, Mary Astell, Mary Wollstonecraft) while 
others (Simone de Beauvoir) consider it lasted until the 1950s. 

First wave feminism was also described as “social feminism”12 as the movement requested 
equality for women in the public field (mostly political and working rights). Given the context of the 
World War I, women proved they can handle the economic production and this was used as an 
argument to ask for political rights. The result of this struggle were the regulation of women's work 
and the full voting rights for all women13.    

 

1.2. Second wave    

Some consider the starting point for the second wave feminism to be the year 1963 when Betty 
Friedan published The Feminine Mistique in the U.S. while others the year 1949 when Simone de 
Beauvoir published, in France, The Second Sex. No matter the year the second wave appeared, its 
basic feature was “the transition from the equality feminism to the difference feminism”14.  

Unlike the first wave which focused on the public sphere, the second wave insisted on the 
private sphere and on the “liberation from the oppressiveness of a patriarchally defined society”15. 
Second wave feminists considered that equality was not yet achieved even if women won their 
public rights since they had to deal with inequality in their personal lifes. They claimed that “the 
intimate matters should not be taboo in the public discourse, on the contrary, they become relevant 
for the organization of society”16. 

Second wave feminism relied on the idea that “biology is not destiny”, idea supported by both 
Friedan and de Beauvoir. In the U.S. Betty Friedan debunked the myth of the happy and fulfilled 

10 Miroiu, op. cit., p.56 

11 Pilcher, Whelehan, op. cit., p.52 

12 Randall in Jane Pilcher and Imelda Whelehan, p.53 

13 Miroiu, op. cit.,  p. 58 

14 Ibidem, p. 65 

15 Pilcher, Whelehan, op. cit., p. 144 

16 Miroiu, op. cit., p.71 
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American married woman, showing that this is only an appearance and that in reality these women 
live in a constant state of boredom and ignorance while limiting themselves to  raising children and 
cleaning the house 17. Simone de Beauvoir coined in her book the ideea that “ONE is NOT born, but 
rather BECOMES, a WOMAN”, underlining the importance of the cultural and political context18.  

The liberation of women from the social constraints based on their bodies led to the “anti-
family position and the collective care of children”19 in the 1970s and early 1980’s. This, as we will 
see below, will be later used as an argument to strengthen the anti-feminism position of the 
backlashers.  

Among the achievements of the second wave feminism we can count: the control of 
reproduction (by facilitating the access to contraceptives), access to some hitherto considered 
typically male professions, equal wages for men and women, state support for childcare (in some 
countries), legal sanctions against all forms of rape, sexual harassment and domestic violence20. 
Along with first wave feminism, the second wave was criticized for reflecting mainly the interests of 
white middle class women and not focusing on women who live in poverty, black women, asian 
women or east-european women21. 

 

1.3.Third wave   

By far the most controversial wave of feminism - in terms of its definition and characteristics - 
is the third wave, mostly due to the fact that its moment of occurrence (the late 1980’s and the 
beginning of the 1990s) corresponds also with the appearance of post-feminism. Third wave 
feminism can be described as the feminism of a younger generation which acknowledges the legacy 
of  the second wave feminism, but also identifies its limitation such as the fact that it remained 
exclusive to the condition of white and middle class women22. It is also important to mention that 
most third wave feminists separate their perspectives from post-feminism23 and the article will 
explain below the main reasons why this difference is essential. 

17 Ibidem, p. 65 

18 Idem. 

19 McRobbie, 2009, p.32 

20 Ibidem, p.72 

21 Idem.  

22 Pilcher, Whelehan, op. cit., p. 169 

23 Ibidem, p.170 
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Third wave feminism was also named “the feminism of autonomy” and this is closely related to 
the  fact that the new wave distanced itself from “the conservative, victimist approach of the two 
previous waves”24. If the first two waves emphasized gender differences, the lower condition of 
woman society and privacy, the third wave points out the differences between women in different 
social, economic and political contexts.  

Third wave promotes “a politics of difference”25(which comes in close relation with the 
derridean poststructuralist ideas) and recognizes that feminism continues to be an “active and 
important force in contemporary society”26. The main focus of this wave is “not the difference 
between men and women, but the difference between women that belong to particular social and 
political contexts”27. What also makes it different from the previous waves is the movement’s 
“activism outside the academy”28 as it tries to make its ideas present in many fields, its approaches 
being “less academic, more accessible, more popular and more narrative”29. Besides the structure of 
its discourse (using a less demanding one), third wave feminism also changed the ways of 
transmission, adding mass media among the channels used to comunicate, thereby adapting itself 
to the media envinronment and realising its “politics through mass media and popular culture”30. 

Another novelty in the structure of the discourse is the preference for an “empowerment 
discourse” – third wave feminism does not appeal to a casualty discourse. This change also 
represents an adaptation to the current women’s condition since during the last half of the century 
women gained access to many positions which developed “women’s ability to define their own 
identities independent of their relations to others”31.  

Third wave feminism defends the politics of second wave feminism while also understanding its 
limitations. Third wave feminists consider that feminism must continue its battle for women’s 
rights, for all women: black, asian, spanish, working class women and so on. It stands for the 
interpretation of each context that women are subjected to.  

 

24 Miroiu, op. cit., p. 81 

25 Shelley Budgeon, “The Contradictions of Successful Feminity: Third-Wave Feminism, Postfeminism and ‘New’ 
Feminities” in New Feminities. Postfeminism, Neoliberalism and Subjectivity, New York, 2011, p. 282 

26 Ibidem, p.281 

27 Miroiu, op. cit., p. 79 

28 Bugedon, op. cit., p. 290 

29 Miroiu, op. cit., p.81 

30Pilcher, Whelehan, op. cit., p. 171 

31 Budgeon, op. cit., p. 284 
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2. Postfeminism 

Postfeminism is a term coined by 1990s mass media which is used as a label for what the media 
considers to be the trend of women's movement after the first and second wave feminism32. 
Although it overlaps in terms of time with the third wave of feminism, postfeminism denies the 
principles promoted by feminism (in particular the second wave) and considers that feminist ideas 
are no longer relevant as women have achieved equality. Given the intersection between 
postfeminist and the media, many authors see postfeminism as one of the top supporters of the 
backlash against feminism. Also, Susan Faludi argues that this ideological trend did not first occur in 
the 1990s, but that „postfeminist sentiments first sufaced in the 1920s press”33.  

Angela McRobbie sees postfeminism as „an active process by which feminist gains of the 1970s 
and 1980s come to be undermined”34. Through the metaphors of freedom and choice that are now 
inextricably linked to young women, „feminism is decisively aged and made to seem redundant. 
Feminism is cast into the shadows, where at best it can expect to have some afterlife”35. 
Contemporary popular culture elements are an effective means in this destruction of feminism,  the 
„anti-feminist endorsement of female individualisation is embodied in the fugure of the ambitions 
TV blonde”36.  

Postfeminsm is also associated with other concepts sharing the `post` prefix: postmodernism, 
poststructuralism37. The main idea shared by the `post` triade is the fact that everything is fluid, 
nothing can be clearly defined or confined, nothing can have a singular definition. `Post’ can be 
understood in two different ways: either  that is has exceeded or superseded the term, that „we are 
now decisively beyond the substantive noun”38, or that the `post’ term has „come from”39 the 
original term. As Miroiu puts it, the `post’ prefix „might denote succession, not necessarily 
adversity”40. Another interpretation of this issue asserts that postfeminism „relies upon a 

32 Miroiu, op. cit., p.74 

33 Faludi, op. cit., p. 65 

34 Angela McRobbie, „Post-feminism and popular culture”, în Feminist Media Studies Vol. 4, No.3, Taylor & Francis Ltd., 
2004, p.255 

35 Ibidem., p. 255 

36 Ibidem., p. 257 

37 Miroiu, op. cit., p. 74 

38 Michelle Barrett, “Postfeminism” in Understanding Contemporary Society. Theories of the Present, SAGE Publication, 
2000, p. 50 

39 Ibidem, p. 50 

40 Miroiu, op. cit., p. 74 
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fundamental contradiction – feminism is both incorporated but simultaneously reviled”41 and  that 
the term incorporates in a selective way some elements of feminism which are then presented in a 
easy, „media-friendly version”42. 

Also, postfeminism can be understood as a form of „rebranding for feminism”43 by continuing to 
support women but giving up „the politics and claims of self-empowerment”44 and replacing it with 
„the right of self-expression”45. This new right, intensively promoted by postfeminists and also the 
media, becomes the main motto in contructing the identity of today’s women. The right of self-
expression is exploited in a limited way and it comes hand in hand with the encouragement to 
„embark on projects of individualized self-definition and privatized self expression exemplified in 
the celebration of lifestyle and consumption choices”46. Supporting this view, Mihaela Miroiu also 
states that postfeminist lifestyle is „the product of the economic independence and sexual freedom 
of women”47 thus making the economic and consumerist compound a main front in analyzing 
postfeminist trends. 

The postfeminist affirmation that women’s identities are not static and that they cannot be 
clearly defined represents an affiliation with the poststructuralist agenda and with its view that 
„meanings cannot be fixed or remain stable, but are endlessly remade through the process of 
reading/speaking and changes in social life”48. The fluidity of identities is clearly underlined by 
postfeminists: „personal identities cannot be imposed by anybody, not even by feminists”49, nobody 
can dictate women how they should live or what values they should promote or adopt. This is why 
most postfeminist detach themselves from the feminist label and strongly advocate that the first 
and second wave movements were rigid and scanty.  

Despite the poststructuralist agenda postfeminism supports, its manifestation sometimes 
contradicts the  relativity of terms, the fluidity of definitions and the freedom of choice (but we 
should keep in mind that choice, as Baudrillard claims, has come to be overly commercialized50). 

41 Budgeon,  op. cit., p.281 

42 McRobbie, 2009, p.31 

43 Pilcher, Whelehan, op. cit., p. 106 

44 Ibidem, p. 105 

45 Budgeon, op. cit., p. 289 

46 Ibidem, p.281 

47 Miroiu, op. cit., p. 75 

48 Pilcher, Whelehan, op. cit., p. 113 

49 Miroiu, op. cit.,  p.75 

50 Michelle M. Lazar, p. 46 
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The denial of the first and second wave feminisms represents a strong argument for this position. If 
postfeminism would accept a true fluidity in definitions then it should not fiercely fight against the 
second wave and any resemblances found in the current feminist sphere. As McRobbie observes, 
from the postfeminist point of view, feminism „robbed women of their most treasured pleasures, 
i.e. romance, gossip and obsessive concerns about how to catch a husband”51. If postfeminism truly 
would dismiss any trace of categorization then we should not witness such a „binary opposition 
between feminity and feminism” 52 , where feminity is seen as a basic characteristic for 
postfeminism. This tendency to reinstate feminity prevails in the postfeminist agenda where 
tradtional feminine good looks are combined with a new excercise of women’s power53. Faludi 
condemns the „return to feminity” and describes the feminine woman as „forever static and 
childlike”54. Also, Faludi tears the so-called myth of choice by arguing that this is mostly created by 
the media and advertisers that promote „the pseudo-emancipation of women”55 where the freedom 
to choose is, in fact, the freedom to consume.  

In regards to the relationship between postmodernism and postfeminism, many consider that 
postfeminism is the result of the intersection between feminism and postmodernism 56 . 
Postfeminism is presented by the media as a modern alternative to obsolete feminism which makes 
it closely related to consumer society and, even more, it can be said that the postfeminist rules and 
models are dictated by the consumer culture. As McRobbie underlines, the feminine consumer 
culture has three main pillars: career success, glamour and sexuality57. All three are based on the 
main characteristics of postmodernism: individualism and the construction of the self. Therefore it 
is no surprise that the most acclaimed slogans praised by postfeminism are economic and sexual 
freedom. In the following pages I will develop a brief analysis of the (financial and sexual) 
independence and the beauty cluster (containing beauty and fashion trends and also the 
management of the body) using also the data from the research.  

At the same time, McRobbie wonders if postfeminism represents a complexification of feminsim 
or a backlash against feminism58 since it criticizes academic feminism and claims that it addresses 
free and nonconformist women who do not obey the canons and models imposed by society. Other 

51 McRobbie,  2009, p. 21 

52 Ibidem., p.13 

53 Barrett,op. cit.,  p. 48 

54 Faludi, op.cit., p. 84 

55 Ibidem.,  p. 86 

56 Brooks (1997) cited in Fifty key concepts in gender studies, p. 110 

57 McRobbie, 2009, p.28 

58 McRobbie, 2004, p. 255 
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authors have also supported the idea that postfeminism is a creation of multinational corporations 
that treat women as their territory and educate them to become Barbie dolls that can have it all: 
career, family, beauty, youth, sexual satisfaction – and all just by engaging in the consumption of the 
entire network of services and goods that provide such an image59. As stated at the beginning of the 
section, it is difficult to find a strict and firm definition of postfeminism but among its basic 
characteristics we can count: the comeback of feminity (accompanied by a constant critique of 
feminism), the interdependence with mass media and popular culture, the economic and sexual 
freedom.   

 

2.1. The media and the backlash against feminism 
The term ‘backlash’ was coined in 1991 by Susan Faludi in Backlash. The Undeclared War 

Against American Women where she described it as a deceptively progressive strategical trend 
promoted by the media and the advertisors. The term is also consistent with the feminism 
fragmentation into waves and Faludi shows (through the analysis of the main journals for the U.S.) 
that each feminist movement was attacked by the media even in its heyday. It is important to note 
that the backlash does not only states that feminism is overrated and superannuated, but it also 
supports the idea that the ‘female identity crises’ are caused by feminism which robbed women 
from their feminity and destroyed the woman’s happiness60. 

The media has a major concern about the image of beautiful bodies, pop culture celebrities and 
models who exemplify a good life and that besides looking flawless are also surrounded by the 
latest consumer goods - images of a carefree life, of bodily pleasures and excesses, of narcissistic 
pampering. these images promoted by the media “they strengthen what we are not and what we 
would like to be”61. The relationship between beauty, media and the backlash against feminism is 
given by the political function of the beauty code. Having a negative self-perception, being anxious 
and frustrated, women “turn their face from social and political competitiveness”, the accept 
subordinate jobs and lower wages than the ones received by men. This way women are made to be 
more concerned with their looks than public affairs.62 Adverstisers have promoted the fact that 
beauty can be bought from the early ages of the media backlash against feminism and this led to 
“the perception of beauty as a consumer product”63. 

59 Germaine Greer  in Mihaela Miroiu, p. 76 

60 Faludi, op. cit.  p.  65 

61 Ibidem,  p.197 

62 Lipovetsky, op.cit., p. 117 

63 Lipovetsky, op. cit., p. 124 
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Also, this sustained promotion of the ‘new tradionalism’ and good looks respects the A-T-R 
model (awareness-trial-reinforcement)64. The first step (awareness) is the easiest and uses 
repetition to make people aware of the product (as Faludi also noted:”trend journalism attains 
authority through the power of repetition; said enough times, everything can be made to seem 
true”65); the second step (trial) implies an extra effort to determine the consumer to buy the 
product – here the media (in its promotion of beauty, sex, independence) delegates celebrities to do 
the hard work; the last step (reinforcement) ensures the continuity of the process and the 
distribution of the product bought/value adopted. 

The fact that the media (magazines, in particular) continuously tried to undermine the message 
and goals of feminism is plentifully detailed by Susan Faludi in Backlash. As she notes, backlashes 
appeared once feminism started to gain ground, the two movements often being found in the same 
period. The backlash on feminism increased after World War II: women were sent back home as 
their help was no longer essential in supporting the economy. Also, this tendency was  correlated 
with the expansion of the advertising industry which but this “did not transform women into full-
time happy housewives, it just demoted them to poorly paid secretaries”66.  The 80’s backlash 
focused on the condition of single women: the media, with the aid of pop psychologists started to 
blame on the 70’s feminism the unhappiness and the despair of single women. In the same period, 
as Faludi shows, when the backlash press “wasn’t labeling single women mental misfits, it was busy 
counting the bodies”67. This trend was then accentuated once the fashion industry had difficulties in 
selling their products and the backlash focused on the ‘sexyness’ women should show at work. The 
fashion industry banded together with the beauty industry ans sent their advertising ‘troops’ on the 
field. From now “consumption, youth and beauty are new obligations for women”68. 

 

3. CASE STUDY 
3.1.  Methodology  

In order to have a closer look at how the media is interacting with the feminine/feminist trends 
promoted today, I chose to analyze the most popular magazine in Romanian: Cosmopolian 
magazine, the issues from January 2008 until March 2013. This option was strengthened by the fact 
that „magazines represent the most specialized form of media”69. 

64 Stan Le Roy Wilson, Mass Media/Mass Culture, Mc Graw-Hill, 1992, p. 309 

65 Faludi, op.cit., p. 93 

66 Ibidem, p. 69 

67 Ibidem, p. 112 

68 Lipovetsky, op. cit., p. 163 

69 Stan Le Roy Wilson, Mass Media/Mass Culture, Mc Graw-Hill, 1992, p. 120 
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Cosmopolitan magazine is known worldwide and it is the best-selling women's magazine in the 
world (as it proclaimes itself on the cover and also on the official website70). The first issue of 
Cosmopolitan magazine appeared in 1886 in the United States and addressed the high class of the 
society. Since 1956, the magazine changed its audience, addressing modern young women who 
want to build a career. Today, Cosmopolitan is published in 34 languages and sold in over 100 
countries, the magazine with the largest circulation in the world71. Cosmopolitan magazine's target 
audience is represented by women with the age between 20 and 45 who live in large cities, with 
medium and high education (83% from the audience), which have an income higher than the 
average and act as the main shopper in the family72. The Cosmopolitan consumer (also called "the 
Cosmo girl") is active, happy to spend money, sees the magazine as a source of information, loves 
comfort and beautiful things, is concerned to look good and wants a job which will give her the 
opportunity to be promoted. 

The magazine was lauched in Romania in 1998. According to its media kit, Cosmopolitan 
considers itself more than a magazine, it represents a lifestyle which is trustfully followed by its 
readers: „Cosmopolitan is the life stylist  for millions of fun fearless females  who want to be the best 
they can be  in every area of their lives [...]. Young women love and trust COSMO as their best girl  
friend, the one that anticipates their needs (no  matter  if it’s about beauty, fashion, health, career or 
love and  relationship)”73. 

The research method used for this article was content analysis technique, using the contingency 
method where the context unit selected was the cover of 62 issues of the Cosmopolitan magazine. 
According to Osgood, the contingency or co-occurence analysis extracs from the text the 
relationships between the elements of the message and highlights the simultaneous presences of 
two or more elements in the same semantic context; the visual model for analyzing this frequency is 
the contingency matrix which “provides the information necessary for comparing expected or 
chance going-togetherness of categories with actual obtained going-togetherness”74. Also, Osgood 
points out that “when dealing with deliberately planned messages, particularly when the source is 
an institution, as in propaganda (or mass media content) analysis, it would probably be safer to 
speak of the “policy” of the source rather than its association structure”75. Whether or not we might 
deal with a policy of the magazine analyzed, the contingency method represents a complex manner 

70 http://www.sanomahearst.ro/reviste/cosmopolitan.html  

71 http://www.sanomahearst.ro/uploads/magazine/mediakit/4/Cosmo_Media_Kit_2012_ENG.pdf 

72 Idem. 

73 http://www.sanomahearst.ro/uploads/magazine/mediakit/4/Cosmo_Media_Kit_2012_ENG.pdf 

74 Charles Osgood, Contingency Analysis. Validating Evidence and Process.  in The Content Analysis Reader,  Klaus H 
Krippendorff, SAGE Publication, 2008, p. 115 

75 Osgood, op.cit., p. 119 
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of finding and examining the association between various terms/themes that form the message of 
the best selling women’s magazine.  

The cover of a magazine is carefully and strategically built to attract and persuade readers to 
buy the publication; the cover includes the headlines of the most important articles found inside the 
magazine and these are selected based on the structure of Cosmopolitan itself: „relationships and 
romance, the  best in fashion and beauty, the  latest on women’s health and well being, as well as 
what is happening  in pop culture and entertainment … and just about everything else fun fearless 
females want to know  about.”76 

 

3.2. Hypothesis  

The analysis starts from two assumptions: that mass media (as the main voice of postfeminism) 
promotes two main values: beauty and economic independence.  

The first hypothesis of the research is that Cosmopolitan magazine, as a representative figure of 
postfeminist media, over-promotes beauty, sees it as a duty and therefore prioritizes the theme.  

The second hypothesis assumes that postfeminist media also promotes the independent woman 
and thereby puts on a second place the traditional roles of women (wife and mother). If beauty 
concerns represent an old topic in women’s culture, independence is relatively new and it emerged 
in the public sphere once with the first wave feminism. Also, the analysis will try to see if there are 
any unsual correlation between the independence of women and their traditional roles. 

 

3.3. Results and data analysis 

The terms selected for the analysis were reffering to nine main topics: sex life; beauty tips; 
fashion and trend; body and diet; relationships; marriage; career; motherhood; celebrities and pop 
culture. I separated the „beauty and fashion complex” into three topics to be investigated (1. beauty 
tips; 2. fashion trends; 3. body and diet) because they reffer to different sub-aspects regading the 
physical appearance: the first one approaches beauty in its minimalistic details (hair, nails, skin, 
make-up), the second implies a materialistic and consumerist component (which is also to be 
analyzed in its contingency with career as the means of obtaining the economic resources necessary 
for being up to date with fashion) and the third one enforces the self-control over the body.  

 

Table 1 – Raw Data Matrix 

76 Cosmopolitan media kit 
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The appearance of the terms on the covers of Cosmopolitan magazine 

Sex 
life 

Beauty 
tips 

Fashion 
trends 

Body & 
diet  

Relashionship Marriage Career Motherhood Pop 
figures, 
celebrities 

91.9% 67.7% 33.8% 56.4% 77.4% 12,9% 53.2% 14.5% 93.5%  

 

The table above shows that on the 62 covers analyzed the most popular themes reffer to 
pop culture (93.5%, the lack only from the winter issues where the main subject is about new years’ 
resolution and the annual zodiac) and the improvement of the sexual life (91.9%) being followed by 
topics that talk about relationships (77.4%) and beauty (67.7%). Situated in the middle of the chart, 
being present in only almost half the issues taken into consideration, we find the topics regading 
body maintenance (56.4%) and career advices (53.2%). Fashion is present on only 33.8% covers 
while motherhood (14.5%) and marriage (12.9%) are left at the bottom of the chart. 

 

The contingency matrix 

TERMS Sex 
life 

Beaut
y tips 

Fashio
n 
trends 

Bod
y & 
diet 
tips 

Relashion
-ship 

Marriag
e 

Caree
r 

Motherhoo
d 

Pop 
figures, 
celebritie
s 

 

Sex life 

--- 0.62 0.31 0.51 0.71 0.11 0.48 0.13 0.85 

Beauty tips 0.6
6 

--- 0.22 0.37 0.51 0.08 0.35 0.09 0.62 

Fashion  
trends 

0.3
0 

0.12 --- 0.19 0.26 0.04 0.17 0.04 0.31 

Body & 
diet tips 

0.5
1 

0.27 0.21 --- 0.43 0.07 0.30 0.08 0.52 

Relashion-
ships 

0.6
9 

0.50 0.25 0.45 --- 0.09 0.41 0.11 0.72 

 0.1 0.11 0.03 0.09 0.06 --- 0.06 0.01 0.12 
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Marriage 4 

 

Career 

0.4
6 

0.35 0.14 0.27 0.38 0.12 --- 0.07 0.49 

 

Motherhoo
d 

0.1
2 

0.06 0.08 0.08 0.11 0.04 0.04 --- 0.13 

Pop 
figures, 
celebrities 

0.8
5 

0.62 

 

0.30 

 

0.53 0.77 

 

0.14 

 

0.51 0.14 --- 

 

From the contingency matrix above we can see that the expected contingencies are rarely 
identical with the obtained ones. This is the case of: sex life with body and diet tips, pop figures with 
sex life, beauty with career, pop figures with beauty, motherhood with body, relationships with 
motherhood. Most of the expected contingencies are closely to the obtained ones.  There are some 
results that differ, in some cases  the difference means the double or more than double between the 
expected values and the obtaines ones. For example, the intersection between beauty tips and 
fashion is expected to be 0.22 but in fact is only 0.12; body and beauty topics were estimeted to be 
found together in 0.37 cases but they were found in only 0.27; motherhood and fashion were 
expected in 0.04 cases but they were present in 0.08; career and marriage, as well, were expected in 
a lower percentage and were found in 0.12 cases instead of 0.06. The largest gap between expected 
contingencies (0.01) and obained contingencies (0.04) is between motherhood and marriage, the 
estimated number being four times lower that the actual data.  

By far the highest co-occurrence found is the one between celebrities and sex life (0.85 in 
both scales) which strenghtens McRobbie’s idea that „we are witness to a hyper-culture of 
commercial sexuality”77. Cosmpopolitan magazine promotes the exploration and understanding of 
female sexuality, sexual pleasure becomes a goal for women which necessarily has to be fulfilled. 
We are witnessing therefore a dialectic of hedonism where pleasure and happiness are the 
women's new coordinates, hence the increase of all the techniques and templates that must be 
followed. The highest association found (pop figures and sex life) also comes as a confirmation for 
McRobbie’s position that „the media is the key site for defining codes of sexual conduct. It casts 
judgement and establishes the rules of play”78. Also, both pop figures and sex tips represent the 

77 McRobbie, 2004,  p. 259 

78 Ibidem.  p. 258 
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most popular terms from the 62 cover analyzed (see table 1 above). The result of this contingency 
also is correlated with the fact that celebrities are often shown as sex-symbols, always looking 
impeccable (the obtained co-occurence of pop figures and beauty is also high, 0.62).  

The second high value found is given by the contigency between pop figures and 
relationships (0.72 expected and 0.77 obtained), both representing key elements in the 
construction of the new  feminity. The third co-occurrence is given by the ‚relationships – sex life’ 
pair (0.69 obtained and 0.71 expected) which supports the idea that „female eroticism continues to 
feed on emotional meanings and images”79.  

The top three lowest contingencies should be interpretated in regards to Osgood’s 
statement that „if the contingency is negative  it presumably means that these ideas are associated 
with some kind of unpleasant affect (intentionally avoiding certain associations, for example, in 
order not to offend somebody, to hide something, or in compliance with a taboo, suggests that the 
concepts are close in the mind of the source)”80. This chart consists of: 1. fashion – marriage (0.3 
obtained, 0.4 estimated contingency); 2. a. marriage – motherhood (0.1 estimated) and 2.b.career – 
motherhood (0.7 estimated) both having the obtained contingency of 0.4; 3.a. beauty – motherhood 
and 3.b. relationships – marriage (both having the obtained co-occurrence of 0.6 and the estimated 
one 0.9). This dissociation of terms can be explained by the editor’s choice of filling the columns on 
these topics separately or intermittently. Some of these results are quite surprising: marriage and 
motherhood both designate the private sphere and the women’s traditional roles and thereby they 
should appear together; their dissociation might come from the limited space left for them on the 
main covers of the magazine. Far from being the top two issues for the Cosmopolitan target 
audience (see table 1 and the appearance of the two terms), the role of mother and wife seem to 
exclude themselves in the 62 units analyzed. 

 

4. Discussion : the beauty and fashion complex 
Once entering the mass communication period,  the beauty cult has now become a political, 

economic and social stake81 and also a means of access to a profession using the combative strategy 
of seduction. Never before this period did cosmetics, care products, advances in medical and 
cosmetic surgery serve the beauty trend to an extent so great. Analyzing new models of femininity 
promoted today, Naomi Woolf affirms  that beauty has all the components of a new church: like any 
religious cult,  beauty has its own indoctrination system (cosmetics, advertising), its holy texts 

79 Lipovetsky, op. cit., p. 25 

80 Charles Osgood, op.cit., p.119 

81 Dominique Paquet, Frumusețea. O istorie a eternului feminin, Bucureşti, Editura Univers, 2007, p. 88 
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(beauty tips), purification cycles (diets), its own guru (Jane Fonda, celebrities), the belief in 
reincarnation (revitalizing creams) and its rescuers (plastic surgeons). 82 

The terms identified in Cosmopolitan magazine support the ideal of female beauty promoted by 
women's magazines constructed through practices of consumption (news about fashion often 
include specific recommendations and advices to purchase products that belong to certain famous 
brands) and the "management" of the body (recommending a healthy lifestyle through sport, 
outlining certain areas of the body or recommending diets that help loosing  weight). Beauty 
practices, the passion for the latest fashion trends and a flawless appearance are generally 
expensive and requires a solid economic capital. In addition, consumer goods designate certain 
characteristics that differentiate individuals; they become signs of the social position. Consumption 
provides the tools to negotiate the tension between individuality and generality: the goods or 
services can be used as fences and as bridges to show the distinction and membership83. 

The high occurrence of terms related to the body, sexuality and  beauty is in line with Mike 
Featherstone's idea that consumer culture asks people to take an instrumental attitude towards 
their bodies, to look thoroughly for any imperfections, measuring them with the ideal perfect 
bodies presented in advertising and mass media84. This helps us understand the high contingency 
between pop culture figures and beauty tips (0.62 in both measuring scales, expected and actual) 
and also between pop culture representatives and body and diet tips (0.53). In Bourdieu’s terms we 
can reffer to a symbolic capital of the body. This explanation can sustain the uprising interest of 
women towards the gaining of a body similar to that of the fashion models and towards clothing 
and cosmetics. In contemporary society the body becomes the support of  self identity and beauty 
practices are normalized as fundamental elements of the feminine selves85. Moreover, consumer 
goods suggest specific characteristics that differentiate individuals, becoming signs of social 
position.  

Although the whole ‘fashion, beauty, body complex’ can be interpretated as belonging to both 
the private and the public sphere, it is likely that the management of the body and the beauty cult to 
be considered active elements in the public field especially due to the mass media and advertising 
lobby. Fashion, unlike the other two elements (which are more bound up with will and less with 
money), can be seen as an area of transition between private and public life. Fashion is private 
because helps women to be ‘sexy’ and therefore the yare more likely to find a partner. It is also 
public because it gives you a certain status in society. In addition, looking good and being up to date 

82 Naomi Woolf quoted in Gilles Lipovetsky, op cit, p. 109 

83 Jennifer Smith Maguire and Kim Stanway, „Looking good: Consumption and the problems of self-production”, European 
Journal of Cultural Studies, Nr. 11, Vol. 63 (2008),  p. 67 

84 Mike Featherstone, Body, Image and Affect in Consumer Culture, p. 207. 

85 Michelle M. Lazar, The Right to Be Beautiful , p. 49 
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with fashion trends become more and more important in acquiring professional and social success 
(though the co-occurrence of 0.14 between fashion and career do not sugest that Cosmopolitan 
associates the two terms). Therefore, in the following I will analyze how the rules and ideals of 
(post)femininity interact with the professional lives of women.  

To sum up how the results of the analysis interfere with the first hypothesis, we can see that 
beauty is highly associated with sex life (0.66 obtained, 0.62 expected), pop culture (0.62) and 
relationships (0.50). So beauty is necessary when the magazine talks about sexual pleasure, fame or 
feelings. Moreover, this is also a consequence of the fact with”doing beauty is a vital component of 
doing feminity”86 and it comes in line with beauty topics being present in 67.7% of the units 
selected, fashion in 33.8% and body in 56.4%, this makes it the predominant topic of the magazines 
and if the analysis would have talen them together it would have obtained a presence of 98.3%.  

 

5. Discussion : the independent woman   
Until the last century, the woman was limited to the roles of wife and mother, carring her 

activities in the vicinity of the household.  In the last decades, in western societies, it has been 
developed and promoted the image of the independent woman. This image was gradually taken by 
countries less evolved that are still fighting with economic transition (like Romania) and also with 
traditional norms and models of behaviour. This new image of the independent woman is totally 
opposed from what has been known for centuries. Tameness, submission, frailty and the domestic 
dissapear from the modern woman’s agenda, being replaced by authority, independence, career.  

Gilles Lipovetsky underlines that in contemporary society the women’s new aspirations do not 
rule our their traditional responsibilities; modern and old roles coexist87.  The same impression is 
shared by romanian feminist Mihaela Miroiu who underlines that women nowadays have to deal 
with the  “double day of work” – besides having a career women also have to deal with household 
duties and the rise of the children.  Angela McRobbie sees this double condition as a compromise 
generate by the “new sexual contract”: this compromise requires women to play a dual role, active 
in the workplace and primarily responsible for children and domestic life88. These standpoints are 
clearly contradicted by the contingency matrix mostly because the private lives of women consist in 
non-permanent commitments (relationships). 

One of the main objectives of the research is to see whether the model of feminity promoted by 
the magazines changed the classical structure of the relations between the two genres. If until the 
last century women were limited to the roles of wives and mothers, working close to home or in the 

86 Michelle Lazara, The Right to Be Beautiful, p. 37 

87 Gilles Lipovetsky, A treia femeie, Bucureşti, Editura Univers, 2000, p.229 

88 Angela McRobbie, 2009, p.80 
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household, once with the entrance in the labor market and, subsequently, in the public field women 
strengthened the interest for the financial independence. Table 1 shows that career is present in 
more than half the issues analyzed (53.2%), less than celebrities, sex life or beauty but considerably 
more than marriage and motherhood (both terms taken together do not exceed career).  The 
contingency matrix shows that the lowest co-occurrence is found between career and motherhood, 
followed by career –marriage (see table 2). The intimate and the public (professional) spheres seem 
to rarely intersect on Cosmopolitan covers and they are approached separately. 

The highest contingency is found between career and celebrities (0.51 obtained) as they are the 
new preachers of accomplished women. The second contingency is between career and sex life 
(0.46 obtained), both terms representing fundamental elements the era of freedom. Relationships 
(0.36) and beauty (0.35 obtained) also are frequently found associated with career, supporting the 
independence model promoted by ads and mass media.  

Although marriage is not treated intensively in Cosmpolitan magazine, the high percentage of 
the term 'relationships' shows that  postfeminist media does not promote an independent and self-
sufficient woman. On the contrary, the magazine launches the woman into a quest for happiness 
through partners, achieving orgasm or by finding the soul mate. The promotion of sentimental 
values is frivolously, by promoting relationships and pleasure and not marriage . These are the 
traces of a ‚new-traditionalism’ where women are urged to focus on the private sphere, on 
emotional life, but not in the family. 

In regards to the second hypothesis the results were ambiguous in the sense that we cannot 
find a strong support of economic independence, but mostly of a sexual one. The sexual 
independence is  putting marriage and motherhood on a second place, not career.   

 

6. Conclusions 
The research confirms the first hypothesis, Cosmopolitan magazine comprising a large number 

of terms related to the cult of the body and beauty. A new issue emerged from the analysis of the 
high values of contingency of all terms regarding beauty (beauty tricks, fashion, slim body, 
improved sex life) and popular culture represented by the stars of the film industry, television, 
fashion and music. Celebrities promoted in all units analyzed are the attributes of postmodern 
society, replacing the models promoted in the past. 

The analysis also confirms the second hypothesis, since the terms related to career are less 
associated with women's personal life (relationships, marriage, children). However, the small 
contingency between career and motherhood suggests that the two terms are often excluded, 
showing that some content of the covers of the magazine like to address the two issues separately. 
Also, if independence  constrains or vanishes the traditional roles of women, so do beauty and sex. 
We are witnessing a hypersexualization of the discourse as McRobbie said it. The messages largely 
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focus on activities and interestests specific to young women (even if the target of Cosmopolitan 
magazine is larger), marriage and motherhood do not show up in this universe of beauty, romance 
and pleasure. Carreer is given the 5th place in the raw matrix, so it doesn’t occupy to much interest 
to the magazine, and hence, we presume that it educates its readers to think the same. 
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Abstract:  

Feminism and the women's movement in Malaysia are products of specific historical 
and political contexts. Following this logic, the language used in feminist activism can also 
be seen as product of similar contexts. The focus of this article is the current state of the 
feminist movement in Malaysia and its linguistic framework as the effects of changes in 
language policy. This article then considers the use and relevance of feminist theory in 
Malaysian feminist activism as linked to the predominance of English in Malaysian feminist 
discourse. This article also argues that the predominance of English poses challenges to the 
inclusion of working-class class feminist agendas but offers opportunities in strengthening 
transnational feminist linkages. Language thus becomes an underlying issue which may 
explain the successful inroads and setbacks faced by feminist organizations in Malaysia. The 
issues of language and hegemony of this article couches itself within ongoing debates on 
Anglophone hegemony in feminist discourse in non-Western nations and how feminist 
concepts in English are engaged in multilingual contexts. 

 

Keywords: Feminism, Malaysia, feminist theory, activism, language. 

 

Introduction 

This article discusses the role of language in disseminating contemporary feminist 
discourse in Malaysia and speculates on the ways historical processes related to changes in 
language policy, ethnic and class divisions have resulted in the predominance of English in 
Malaysian feminist activism. Insights on the use of English language in feminist discourse can be 
found through the voices of Malaysian activists and former activists themselves. The language of 
feminism is relatively alien to the public discursive landscape in Malaysia where terms such as 
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'gender', 'sexuality', and even 'feminism' exist as loanwords. When 'gender' and 'sexuality' and 
their different linguistic incarnations reflective of the country's multilingual fabric appear at all, 
they are sporadic and usually enmeshed in the discourse of academia, activism, and human rights 
in the English language. In spite of these, feminism as a form of struggle for 'women's rights' is 
gradually becoming more accepted in Malaysian public discourse though it is still often considered 
a Western concept1.  

Although there is recognition of feminist activism in Malaysia, it is subsumed under the 
banner of women's struggle against discrimination and injustice. In other words, women's struggle 
is not always recognized as being a feminist one. Academics and activists alike have long struggled 
to define Malaysian feminism2. However, I, like Ng, Mohamad, and Tan3 believe that the search of 
the definition of a Malaysian feminism is not urgent seeing as “it is pointless to seek an essential 
Malaysian feminism unique in its own identity or origins, given that territorial markers cannot 
curb cultural and ideological exchanges”4. Ng, Mohamad and Tan contend that there are various 
manifestations of feminisms in Malaysia that somehow defies a unitary identity and instead 
embraces the differences along sub-ideological lines. Surveys from the previous decades have 
shown that there is no radical or Marxist feminist movement in Malaysia. Instead, what it found 
was that most Malaysian women (and perhaps a few men) embrace a moderate or liberal form of 
feminism5. As we will see in the ensuing sections, the shape of feminist politics is molded in the cast 
of historical and political circumstances. Although women’s liberation from oppression had been 
the one perennial goal of the women’s and feminist movement in Malaysia since pre-independence, 
its specific goals within politics, ending gender-based violence, and faith-based inequality have 
witnessed shifts in emphasis across time. And as I will argue, the linguistic shape of feminist 
discourse is also determined by these historical and political circumstances. There is considerable 
literature on the development of the women’s and feminist movement in Malaysia. However, 
language use in Malaysian feminist discourse has been given little attention by scholars. This 
lacuna requires attention due to the highly political nature of language policy in Malaysia where 
language use is linked with ethnicity, class, and at times with religion.  

Three concerns with regards to the predominance of English in Malaysian feminist 
activism that animate the discussion in this article are as follows: firstly, in what ways have 
feminist activists working in English reclaimed the language and made feminist discourse in 
English ‘Malaysian’? ; secondly, what are the barriers and opportunities in communicating feminist 
discourse in languages other than English; and thirdly, to what extent are feminist theories 
incorporated or applied in activism considering the linguistic fluency of its practitioners? As a 
discussion on the use of English in Malaysian feminist activism, this article will first offer an 
overview of the language policy in Malaysia and how it has influenced the linguistic landscape of 
the local feminist discourse. This overview is followed by issues that have been constitutive of 
Malaysian feminism since political independence and the ways certain such issues and a common 
language have brought activists across different ethnic groups together.  
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Previous authors have pointed out the lack of engagement in Malaysian women's 
movement with feminist theory, citing the prioritization of working with women 'on the ground' 
rather than a preoccupation with feminist theory6. However, this article will show that different 
women's non-profit organizations (NGOs hereafter) do adopt feminist theory but selectively and at 
varying levels. What this article will also demonstrate is the extent of feminist theory's relevance as 
a guiding principle in Malaysian feminist activism and what its political implications are for 
feminist discourse in Malaysia as a whole. Adoption of feminist theory can be seen as one of the 
factors indicating the intellectualization of Malaysian feminist discourse. The language used for 
feminist theory in turn indicates the language associated with the intellectualization of Malaysian 
feminist discourse. The term 'feminist discourse' in the Malaysian context used in this article is a 
broad discursive category that takes into account western feminist frameworks and concepts and 
international women's and human rights discourse but applied in local cultural circumstances.  

 

The uneasy embrace: English language in Malaysia 

Language is a sensitive political issue in Malaysia closely intertwined with ethnicity and 
culture. As a nation home to 184 ethnic groups and their respective languages and cultural 
traditions7, the balance of diversity and national cohesion through language is a delicate one. Over 
half of the Malaysian population is represented by the Malays, followed by Chinese and Indian 
Malaysians. As a postcolonial nation liberated from British rule, Malaysia has retained the 
dominance of English in its language policy despite a few changes in language policy producing 
bilingual and multilingual citizens with some whose first language is English. In the ensuing years 
after 1957, Malaysia first introduced Bahasa Melayu as the national language in an attempt of 
superseding the dominance of English and establishing a national identity through a drastic change 
in language policy. From being the medium of educational instruction during colonialism, English 
was reduced to being taught as a second language in schools. In rural areas where there is little to 
no exposure to the English language other than an often sub-standard school English lessons, 
English is perceived as a foreign language8.  

The impulse behind the change in language policy in the early years of postcolonial 
Malaysia was spurred by the recognition of the link between medium of instruction in schools and 
socio-economic mobility. English language schools were primarily located in urban areas attended 
by non-Malays and a few Malays from upper middle class backgrounds. English-medium education 
was, in the preceding years before independence, associated with an “identification of a racial 
group with a particular type of vocation or industry and hence its identification with wealth or 
poverty”9. Legally establishing Malay as the national language would offer the historically 
disadvantaged Malays the educational and administrative capital upon which to develop 
themselves as largest ethnic group. There was little room for resistance by non-Malays against 
such a cultural and linguistic imposition: the introduction of Malay as the national language was 
used as a bargaining tool for the acquisition of national citizenship of non-Malays who arrived in 
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British Malaya for trade and colonial-led development10. However, despite its status as the national 
language of Malaysia and the creation of a state-run institution dedicated to its advancement, the 
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (Institute for Language and Literature), the Malaysian language 
continued to provide fewer social and global economic opportunities than the English language in 
the post-independence period. The use of Malay and English is unevenly distributed across the 
public and private sectors, with English dominating the latter. Despite the huge efforts by the 
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka in introducing new technological words in the 1980s, translation of 
books into Malay from other languages had since been a slow process11. Responding to the 
economic shifts towards a knowledge-based economy in the 1990s, the national language policy 
switched to a wider use of English particularly in science and technology by the early 2000s, 
destabilizing the usage of Malay for technological and economical purposes.  While there were no 
attempts to displace Malay as the national language, the rhetoric of language as constitutive of 
national identity had to compete (often unsuccessfully) with capitalist demands that position 
English as a global language of economic opportunity. 

Widely spoken especially in urban areas, English is used as a strategic and convenient 
medium to communicate women's rights and feminist ideas and the discourse of human rights. The 
rise of English as a primary medium of Malaysian public and intellectual discourse has partly also 
been a product of the Malaysian state government's embrace of globalization in the 1990s12. 
English as the language of academia had been promoted by the Malaysian government in 1994 and 
1995 to improve the intellectual and institutional standards of universities. Malaysian feminist 
activism can be seen as participating in a public and intellectual discourse that was impacted by 
globalization and state initiatives to boost Malaysia’s knowledge-based economy. A mention on the 
external forces that influence the increasing take-up of English is pertinent here. Globalization of 
English, characterized by, inter alia, the dominance of English in global media networks and 
international communities, entails challenges and opportunities for contemporary Malaysia. But 
far from ideologically neutral, globalized English comes pre-packaged with new forms of political 
and cultural baggage. Moreover, the globalization of the English language is more a reflection of the 
economically driven hegemony than the geographic spread of speakers across the globe. Thus the 
predominance of English in twenty-first century Malaysia continues to grow through the 
prioritization of English in higher education, explosion of English language courses and imported 
mass media from the United States, Britain, and Australia.  

 

The discursive trajectory of feminism in Malaysia 

The earliest calls for feminist emancipation emerged during the turn of the twentieth 
century. Inspired by Muslim reformers during their studies in Cairo, Syed Syeikh Al-Hadi and 
Zainal Abidin Ahmad, better known as Za’ba, were Malay male intellectuals whose writings on 
women’s liberation began the stirrings of emancipation of Malay people not only on gender-
oriented terms, but against colonialism. Their writings appeared in Malay journals such as al-
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Ikhwan (1926-1931) and Saudara (1928-1941), publications that were heavily influenced by 
Egyptian modernist magazines13. Women played an important role in agitating Malaysia's political 
independence from the British in 1957 but their participation had been oriented towards 
nationalist sovereignty rather than personal autonomy14. Basic rights conferred to all citizens such 
as voting and equality before civil law were easily won as they were enshrined in the country's 
Constitution at the time of independence. There were active women’s anti-colonial organizations 
but nearly all were divided along ethnic and ideological lines15: Malay women fought for political 
liberation under the banner of male-dominated anti-imperialist nationalist Malay parties, 
immigrant women of Indian ancestry fought for the anti-colonial cause in India while immigrant 
women of Chinese ancestry aligned themselves with anarchist parties, local communist parties, 
and the political cause in China.  

In the early decades after independence, women’s political organizing continued to be a 
reflection of the prevailing ethnicity-based sectarian politics. Even when issues regarding equal 
pay and female representation in politics were debated nationally, the leadership structures of 
such campaigns were divided by ethnicity and by effect, language. It was through the emergence of 
autonomous and semi-autonomous women's NGOs16 in the 1980s that a feminist and consciously 
non-sectarian organizing amongst women formally took root17. The first women’s NGOs devoted 
themselves to functioning as a shelter for women from domestic abuse and as a site for counseling, 
legal assistance, and advocacy. Gender-based violence became an issue that may have found 
universal support across ethnic and religious lines seeing as all women were potential victims of 
violence, but it was a campaign dominated by non-Malay and middle-class urban-based women in 
which English played a cohesive role. During this phase of the movement, the notion of ‘feminism’ 
took up a more radical and highly politicized form as it meant aligning with a human rights 
discourse and pressuring for legal reform as a separate political lobby rather than part of a larger 
male-dominated organizational structure - contemporary Malaysian feminist activism in English 
can be seen as originating from this point in history. 

By the 2000s, efforts to campaign against gender-based violence found support across all 
women's organizations, whether they were aligned with the state, Islamic feminist, or were liberal 
feminists18. Since its initial discourse on Violence against Women as the main cause for feminist 
organizing in the 1980s, Malaysian feminism discourse has shifted to Gender-based Violence which 
takes into account men who are also victims of abuse and violence. At present, Malaysian feminist 
activists have appropriated western feminist discourse on rape by emphasizing notions of consent 
and shifting the attention away women's responsibility to prevent sexual violence. A reworking of 
the radical feminist concept of 'rape culture' is a new entrant into the Malaysian feminist discourse 
as it is enunciated in official statements issued by women’s organizations. Rape culture is 
understood by Malaysian feminists as a cultural continuum that normalizes the treatment of 
women as sexual objects and trivialization of rape and sexual assault19. These are but a few 
indicators that some Western feminist concepts are continually absorbed into local feminist 
discourse to correspond with local concerns. Trends in the adoption of concepts show that 
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Malaysian feminist discourse is sensitive and responsive to the development of feminist theory 
originating primarily from the West.  

In Malaysia, feminist political demands are in constant tension with an increasingly 
conservative federal government. By implication, feminist and women NGOs have experienced 
numerous obstacles in public policy-making throughout the decades in their engagement with the 
state. Moreover, the growing conservatism of Islamic policies in predominantly Muslim Malaysia 
since the 1990s in particular have created a socio-political climate that was hostile to Muslim 
women 20 21 22. This is not to say that women were completely powerless and not actively 
instrumental to the Islamisation of public life in Malaysia. Rather, highly educated and socially 
mobile young Muslim women participated in both practical and symbolic ways23  to assert a new 
Islamic identity in support of the Islamic resurgence24. It was during this period of Islamisation 
across Malaysia when feminist politics began to focus on mitigating sexist policies emboldened by 
state Islam. At the forefront of challenging faith-based patriarchal legal structures is the prominent 
feminist organization for Muslim women, Sisters in Islam (SIS). Since its founding in 1993, SIS has 
been a main centre of legal recourse for Muslim women and an advocate for legal reform along 
Islamic feminist lines. Islamic feminism in Malaysia adopts the fundamental liberal feminist value 
of rights but through a pro-women interpretation of Islamic sacred texts. Proponents of Islamic 
feminism in Malaysia challenge the patriarchal versions of Sharia family and personal laws and 
seek to reform them through the principle of ijtihad (reasoning) and ijma' (reaching a decision by 
consensus) 25 26. All issues related to the well-being of Muslim women in Malaysia have fallen under 
the purview of SIS although in recent years, polygamy, moral policing, and underage marriage have 
become the primary sites of contestations between SIS and Malaysian religious authorities.  

The shape of Malaysian feminist discourse is both facilitated and hindered by its 
ambivalent relationship with the state. Interested in women's votes, the present Malaysian 
government can make concessions to the demands of feminist NGOs. But the government has at 
times been embroiled in a power struggle for political legitimacy with the country's biggest Islamic 
party, Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (The Pan-Islamic Malaysian Party, PAS) and the Oppositional 
coalition of which PAS is a coalition member - a power struggle that impacts on gender and 
sexuality policies. In an attempt to also win over the majority Malay-Muslim electorate, a 
constituent influenced by decades of Islamisation of public life, the Malaysian government has 
inserted conservative Islamic demands to various gender-oriented legislation and international 
conventions27. The result of such a political compromise has been the unsatisfactory introduction 
and reform of public policies and laws that do not fulfill their egalitarian goals.  

 

The issues in Malaysian feminist discourse outlined above have emerged as both resistance to and 
opportunities for action opened up by the prevailing politics of the times. Despite showing 
tendencies in political organizing along ethnic and linguistic lines, gender-based violence and 
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religious issues have become sites of feminist contestation around which feminists of all 
persuasions and ethnic/religious background unite in a predominantly English voice.  

 

Method and site of study 

The site of the study are three women’s organizations based in Petaling Jaya out of six 
women’s organizations in Peninsular Malaysia that function simultaneously as advocacy centers 
and shelters for women and their children. Petaling Jaya is one of the most populated and 
industrialized cities in Malaysia. Originally developed as a satellite township of Kuala Lumpur, it is 
home to 55% ethnic Chinese Malaysians, 30% Malays, and 13% Indian Malaysians28. This study, 
conducted between November 2012 and February 2013, utilizes a qualitative approach, 
foregrounding the voices and experiences of Malaysian female and male feminist activists who are 
either still working or previous members of feminist NGOs in Peninsular Malaysia. Four middle-
class feminist activists of different ethnic backgrounds were first interacted in person to build 
rapport and later interviewed via email correspondence in their preferred language, English, on 
issues relating to the use of English in activism, the challenges in using other Malaysian languages, 
and the relevance of feminist theory in their work. Although the sample is very small, as key 
members and former long-serving members of their organization, their insights acutely represent 
not only their own personal experiences as long-time members but the prevailing culture of their 
organizations.  

 

The dominance of English in Malaysian feminist activism and its implication on the use of 
feminist theory 

The 'hegemony' of the English language in feminist discourse and its imposition on non-
Anglophone feminism has been addressed by a few authors29 30. At the centre of such critiques is 
the rendering of non-English feminist discourse and its subjects, especially those produced in non-
Western contexts, as ‘other’31. But this is not to say that non-Anglophone feminists who use English 
to express feminist discourse are engaging in self-effacing politics. In a study by McMahill (2001), 
Japanese women in feminist English classes deploy English as an access to alternative gender 
ideologies and feminist ideas in ways that empower them. This is because the women find the 
inherent structure of the Japanese language oppressive against women and that English not only 
less hierarchical but widely seen as associated with feminism32. To mitigate the dominance of 
Anglophone feminism, Descarries suggests finding “ways of establishing a better inter-linguistic 
communication in feminist studies in order to encompass our historical, cultural, spatial and 
linguistic ways of being feminists and thinking feminism, alleviate the tensions of a privileged 
linguistic hegemony and leave room for the absence of consensus while remaining in complete 
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solidarity”33. The ensuing section of this article explores the possibilities in Malaysian feminist 
activisms that address the foregoing suggestion.  

At present, most campaigning materials and local publications on feminism, gender and 
sexuality available in Malaysia are in English. The preponderance of English in Malaysian feminist 
activism may be a reflection of linguistic backgrounds of its propagators in activism and academia. 
Present-day feminisms in Malaysia arise from the work of activists who organize from women's 
centers set up in cities throughout Peninsular and East Malaysia by women of urban and middle-
class origins. Since the 1990s, there has been a gradual 'intellectualization' of women's movements 
in Malaysia, particularly in Muslim women's groups. Female academics, lawyers, writers, artists, 
and journalists became members of feminist NGOs during this period, particularly in Muslim 
feminist groups 34. However, the over-representation of urban middle-class women and men in 
feminist activism in Malaysia marginalizes the concerns of working class women whose issues are 
not usually expressed in fluent English (for a discussion on the historical challenges in working 
with rural and working class women, see Ng, Mohamad, and Tan (2006)). The difficulty of 
reconciling class subjectivities and feminist academia has been discussed by a number of feminist 
academics35. However, there is to date little to no rigorous discussion on the connection between 
class subjectivities and feminist identification in Malaysia and its impact on activism.  

Despite the imbalance of feminist discourse in English in Malaysia, it is not an indication 
that Malaysians who engage with media in languages other than English are not interested in 
issues related to feminism and women's rights. The main issue connected with the predominance 
of English in feminist discourse is access to feminist knowledge at large. Most of the textual 
material on feminism outside the realm of activism in the form of books and popular articles in the 
media available to the reading public are mainly in English. Unlike in Indonesia, where many books 
on feminism are translated from English into the Indonesian language, feminist books in Malaysia 
are available in book shops and libraries in their original language i.e. mostly in English. Reina*, 
who works as a program officer in the Women’s Aid Organization (WAO), argues that the lack of 
access to feminist discourse in languages other than English is compounded further by the 
difficulty on the part of feminist NGOs in getting a slot on non-English radio stations and 
opportunities to publish in non-English language newspapers. In contrast, there are many 
opportunities for the publication of official statements and interviews with feminist activists in 
English language newspapers and on radio respectively. 

The heavy use of English in feminist discourse has however allowed a relatively easy 
adoption (and at times critical rejection) of feminist theory in the organizational structure of NGOs. 
But in Malaysia, as elsewhere, there is recognition that there is rarely a perfect fit between theory 
and practice36. There are other reasons that make feminist theory less congruent to the needs and 
lived experiences of Malaysian women. Dominant Western feminist theory has been unfairly 
criticized by activists alike on the grounds of being Eurocentric, middle-class, cis-centric, hetero-
normative, and largely neglectful non-White and non-Western experiences while at the same time 
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ignoring the rich sometimes under-emphasized history of feminist struggles by non-Western 
women across ethnic, religious, and class lines. However, a critical assessment of Western feminist 
theory does not effect in a phasing out theory from activism altogether. Rather, the feminist 
critique of patriarchy in the structural oppression of women is the foundational framework to 
understanding the prevalence of violence against women in all feminist and women's NGOs in the 
country. But there is a sense that a Western-derived theory of patriarchy is adopted as vessels into 
which the experiences of local women are ‘poured’ in. The development of local theories that better 
reflect the lived experiences of Malaysian women very rarely employed as frameworks of analysis 
by activists. These theories have been developed by sociologists and anthropologists of gender 
relations in Malaysia whose work are often positioned within the peripheries of the (Western) 
feminist ‘canon’. 

Gatri, a former activist of a feminist NGO, found that many feminist activists who had 
worked with her in Malaysia have a working knowledge of Western feminist theory. Those who did 
not have such a background understood gender-based inequality in two ways: the structural 
permeation of patriarchy and the gendered hierarchy of power - men asserting their dominance 
over women. However, an understanding of how gender-related injustice intersects with other 
social categories such as class, sexuality, and (dis)abilities are rarely considered. Reina of WAO 
concurs with Gatri's assertion of feminist theory's relevance in their activism. At WAO, feminist 
theory guides the women's group's work but the biggest source of inspiration and information for 
the organization are the lived realities of women they assist and campaign for. Kimberlé 
Crenshaw's concept of intersectionality is applied in WAO for developing an analytical framework 
around issues concerning domestic violence in Malaysia. Intersectionality is the point of contact or 
'crossroads' made between social categories37. Intersectional analysis recasts sexism as a form of 
oppression that is not based solely on gender and urges feminists to extend their energies to 
studying other power dimensions such as class, race, and sexuality particularly in the neglected 
social locations in which two (or more) of these dimensions intersect38. 

In the context of Islamic feminism in Malaysia, Quranic texts, hadiths, and feminist 
scholarship in Islam are core materials for activists working within the organization. According to 
one activist at SIS, Sarinah*, the founding of SIS had been based on a Muslim feminist orientation. 
Although there is an immediate engagement with texts from the Quran, hadith and sunnah (acts 
and sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad respectively), activists at SIS employ what they 
understood as ‘Western Second Wave feminism’ as a framework to understand the impact of 
patriarchy on Muslim gender relations. Most of the feminist jargon used in SIS's activism is in 
English, although there is material on feminism, gender, and sexuality in the Malay language. 
Technical concepts in Western feminist theory are applied in research on Muslim women in 
Malaysia or as Sarinah asserts are 'transcended', by making Muslim women's lived experiences as 
the main points of reference. SIS organizes regular 'study sessions' during which local and 
international academics present their research findings and conduct group discussions on new 
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methods and insight into scholarship on Islam and gender. Such sessions are usually open by 
invitation to interested parties outside of SIS and usually conducted in English.  

But not all activists agree that feminist theory is engaged critically within their NGO. For 
Ellie*, a former activist at All Women's Action Society (AWAM), feminism is promoted 
‘superficially’ by AWAM as a women-centric concept employed in advocacy work for the improved 
status and rights of women. At AWAM, training, campaign materials, and publications tend to be 
‘theory and analysis-lite’ according to Ellie. Despite its role in the shift from the campaigning 
discourse of 'Violence Against Women' to 'Gender-based Violence' to presumably considers men as 
victims, the feminist perspective at AWAM still focuses on women only and have yet to provide 
counseling services to transgender individuals and men who suffer from gender-based violence. 
Ellie asserts that an impediment to a holistic activism may be attributed to the lack of a theoretical 
framework as a vantage point from which to view 'the bigger picture' of gender-based oppression. 
Although a number of individual activists within AWAM are versed in Western feminist and queer 
theory, the knowledge and application of theory do not translate into its incorporation into the 
training, official campaigning material and statements. The relative influence of feminist theory in 
Malaysian feminist activism may be a reflection of the unequal power structures within feminist 
knowledge production on the transnational level. The asymmetrical relationship between who 
theorizes and who is theorized is a reflection of the inequality that exists in the global economic 
order and the privileged status universities in the West have both in terms of resources and 
epistemological authority39. It comes to no surprise then that activists in so-called developing 
nations have an ambivalent position towards feminist theories that bear no resemblance to their 
experiences, branding them Eurocentric or simply 'alien'.  

Lack of financial resources and time on the part of activists may be related to the 
difficulty in engaging with feminist theory more deeply much less opportunities to develop theory. 
Based on Gatri's experiences in working in feminist NGOs in Malaysia, time devoted to meetings 
with other NGOs and the workload expected of staff members squeezed out a lot of time for 
theoretical reflection. Some feminist NGOs face a problem with lack of funding from local and 
international donors for the training and field research of their staff. Inevitably, lack of financial 
resources translates to fewer appointments of new members of staff to manage various projects 
and administrative responsibilities. Internal constraints, along with external ones via the 
movement's unstable relationship with the state, constitute challenges to making expedient gains 
for all women in need. An awareness of English's predominance in Malaysian feminist activism has 
resulted in the concerted effort by NGOs to producing official publications and other campaigning 
materials in all the main languages of Malaysia: Malay, Mandarin, and Tamil. However, these efforts 
have some time to go before decentering the hegemony of English in Malaysian feminist discourse 
and de-link feminist issues from middle-class concerns.  

There are a variety of other issues that can further refine an analysis of the feminist 
women's movement in Malaysia as a way of developing a keen perspective on its successes and 
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setbacks over the years. Such issues include the members’ behind the feminist NGOs class and 
educational background impact on the intellectual and legal discourse in Malaysia. There are 
Gender Studies programs in universities throughout Malaysia taught in both English and Malay, 
and the interest has certainly grown in the last decade. Continued and sustained collaboration 
between feminist academics and activists can contribute greatly to the production of locally 
grounded feminist knowledge and increase the impact of Malaysian feminism on mainstream 
scholarship. There is much value in allocating time for academic study sessions to update activists 
on the current theoretical trends. However, lack of time and energy on the part of busy activists 
means that theory should be incorporated directly into the nine to five work schedule of social 
workers, counselors, and officers rather than outside of weekly working hours.  

 

Concluding remarks 

English has long been the lingua franca of the urban and elite middle classes of all the 
main ethnic groups prior to the inception of Malaysia as a country. Changes in language policy and 
inconsistent development of the national language have resulted in continued dominance of 
English in Malaysia. This means that much of intellectual discourse, feminism included, is largely 
the preserve of the urban middle classes. Even then, the application and development of theory 
have not always been the priority in the advocacy work of Malaysian feminist NGOs. Meanwhile, 
the knowledge produced through the experiences of many social workers and counselors who 
were working class and have minimal background in western feminist theory are also taken as 
contributors to the discourse. In fact, their experiences and subjectivities as the site of knowledge 
production particularly of what it means to be a woman can form the basis of feminist standpoint 
epistemology. Furthermore, the use of English in feminist activism facilitates the entry of Malaysian 
feminists and their concerns into in the transnational feminist 'community'. Linguistic barriers, just 
as much as unequal economic barriers, have been one of the limitations in the forming successful 
transnational feminist connections40. Another advantage of the use of English for communicating 
feminist discourse is that English has become a common linguistic site in Malaysia's ethnically and 
linguistically fragmented society. 

 

 

 

 

 

* All names of activists are pseudonyms.  
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Abstract 

Feminist organizations, despite their local infrastructure, aim to change the global mentality 
related to women's social position. Taking into account this purpose, this paper will attempt to reveal 
the online impact of feminist organizations, launching the hypothesis whether or not the activity of 
this type of organizations can be considered a tool for improving the women’s of the 21 century social 
status? 

First of all, the current research starts with a need for reconceptualization. I will take into 
consideration the activity on social networks of those organizations, while speaking about a better 
dissemination of feminist goals and implicitly, creating a proper image of women into Web 2.0 era. For 
instance, major organizations such as European Women's Lobby have an intense presence on social 
networks, easily spreading feminist messages and so, attempting to draw the attention of more and 
more people on their causes. Among those causes, we mention children education, social protection for 
women, victims of domestic violence, which adds another point of view to our topic: are feminist 
organizations allies of media education? How do media institutions react to those messages: do they 
prompt them forward or simply forget about them, since they aren't worthy for their agenda? Do 
Romanian feminist organizations apply the same communication tool? More precisely, are they active 
on social networks? 

In order to sustain these ideas, I will apply content analysis as a main research method on the 
sites and social networks' accounts of several European feminist organizations, such as European 
Feminist Forum, European Feminist Initiative or European Professional Women's Network. The results 
will be counterbalanced with the local perspective of similar Romanian organizations: Centrul Filia 
(Filia Center), Mame pentru Mame (Mothers to Mothers), Asocia ț ia Front (Front Associ   

 

Key Words: Third wave of Feminism, women social identity, feminist organizations, web content 
analysis, online image. 
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I. Theoretical approach 

Firstly, I cannot start our research, without establishing its framework, such as a theoretical 
paradigm on organizations, the contemporary debate on feminism issues, the impact of feminist 
organizations on public agenda, their self-promoting strategies on internet or the feedback received 
from their audience.  

The definition of the organization has changed and evolved during the last decades. 
Examples of definitions stress the idea of labor division where which each member performs 
certain specialized activities coordinated by specialists or a small number of people with 
complementary skills, who are committed to a common purpose and performance goals (A. 
Giddens, 2009, p. 990). These perspectives highlight the importance and the role of a common 
objective or goal as a motivating factor within the organization, but they don't point out the impact 
of the environment in which the organization exists, detail assumed by the contemporary 
theoretical directions. If we are to analyze modern organizations, we should take in account the 
existence of interpersonal communication, since every organization relies on a set of relationships 
among employees and among the organization itself and its external environment (ibidem, p. 995).  

Another fertile point of view for our demarche is the theory of open systems1, which sees 
organizations both as hierarchical systems and as coupled systems. Open systems tend to be 
organized on clustering and levels infrastructure, where multiple subsystems specialize in certain 
daily activities. In order to render this perspective more concrete, J. Pfeffer and G. Salancik noted 
that the organization is a coalition of groups and interests, each attempting to obtain something 
from the collectivity by interacting with others, and each with its own preferences and objectives (J. 
Pfeffer & G. Salancik, 1978, p. 36). 

Since we have shortly presented a few paradigms on the organization theory, we should 
explain the particularity of our research: analyzing the online activity of feminist organizations. 
Scholars as Patricia Yancey Martin consider that feminist organizations are a species of social 
movement organization, pointing the dimensions of feminist ideology (values, goals)2, but from our 

1 The Open System approach is part of a wider network of paradigms, called System Theory, originated in the natural 
sciences in efforts to understand the relationship between sets of objects and their environments. For a concrete 
understanding, the solar system and the human body are understood to be systems. System theory has been widely 
applied to the study of organizations, being highlighted the input-throughput - output mechanisms that result in products 
and services offered for the external environment - Bolman, L. G. & Deal, T.E, 1984, pp. 40-45. 
2Patricia Yancey Martin, Rethinking Feminist Organizations, retrieved from http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0891-
2432%28199006%294%3A2%3C182%3ARFO%3E2.0.CO%3B2-4, accessed on January 9, 2013.  
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point of view they behave like any other type of organizations nowadays, more precisely they have 
understood the impact of online self-promoting and use it. 

Patricia Yancey Martin is entitled to ask: What are feminist organizations and what is their 
range? Are they social movement organizations - vital components of the women's movement's history 
and future?3 There is no doubt that feminist organization were born as mark of women's 
movements' strength, voice made public (J. Hannam, 2007, p. 30). Many scholars believe that 
twentieth - century feminist organizations are the key to perpetuating the development and spread 
of feminism, while others see in feminist organizations a tool for a better society, where the charity 
goal is mostly pointed out.  

It seems that feminist organizations in the modern Western women's movements proved to 
be extraordinarily prolific, creative and tenacious. No other social movement of the 1960s, or later, 
has produced the rich variety of organizations that the women's movement has4. For instance, let's 
remember the impact of feminist organizations, such as the National American Woman Suffrage 
Association, including Afro-American women, willing to fight along with white women for the same 
cause: civil equality between women and men5. It is almost nonsense to direct a research towards 
the comparison of non-feminist organizations versus feminist ones, for the results obtained won't 
enrich the general perception on organizations. Instead, if we focus on understanding their 
structures, processes and outcomes, then we might obtain relevant data for feminism itself and 
nearby areas, such as media studies or sociology.  

Although feminist organization existed during the last century, still there is a difficulty of 
articulating just what a feminist organization is. The theorizing procedure starts with the heart of 
the issue: is a women's organization necessarily a feminist organization? In some ways, almost any 
organization of women is political or social, including women willing to be active inside the public 
sphere. If there is a difference to be made is that feminist organizations usually don't rely on 
political parties' help, in fact they attempt to lobby their causes6. If we leave behind the label 
feminist, then the picture of this type of organizations will enrich. Many forms of feminist activism, 
such as ecofeminism, state they are feminine/feminist. If one enlarges the debate, most women's 
organizations could be viewed as feminist if they involve some kind of advocacy on the behalf of 
women. We know for sure (or intuitively guess) that most women's organizations bring together 

3 Patricia Yancey Martin, Rethinking Feminist Organizations, retrieved from http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0891-
2432%28199006%294%3A2%3C182%3ARFO%3E2.0.CO%3B2-4, accessed on January 9, 2013. 

4 Ibidem.  
5Chronology of feminist organizations during the last century, available on 
http://backtohistory.osu.edu/resources/events/Suffrage%20and%20Feminism%20Timeline.pdf, accessed on May 29, 
2013.  
6 For instance, New Europe for Europe admits that it attempts to influence the European political process, as seen on 
http://www.newwomenforeurope.org/, accessed on January 4, 2013.  
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women, for one reason or another: sharing certain values, because of their position in relation to a 
social structure such as the workplace or family or simply, they join forces, in order to sustain a 
common project7. 

The embraced by current feminist organizations are mere faces of one global identity, a 
social identity. Either way, feminist organizations, such as National Organization for Women, 
promote democratic tools for modern women such as fair payment of women, comparing with men 
on similar jobs or the civil right to benefit of education, sketching the picture of contemporary 
woman and implicitly, pointing features of its identity. 

While analyzing online image, we find ourselves into a rhetorical question. There have been 
developed a lot of concepts on image, starting with Walter Lippman8 and Serge Moscovici, but what 
is online image after all? Although, our personal definition might not be satisfactory, we consider 
online image as a mixture of old ideas (including social representations9) enhanced by new media. 
For instance, feminist organizations understood the effective impact offered by new media, but in 
the end their online image is based on what the audience believes about feminism or the causes 
proposed as objectives. Organizations seek to influence their reputation or public image (there are 
some authors, who stress the idea of social identity instead) through a variety of self-presentation 
activities, which are meant to express the organization’s identity and promote a particular image, 
which can be accepted or not by media institutions. Today’s online media environment offers an 
unexpected freedom for organizations to post traditional news releases, and social media contents, 
such as blogging and micro-blogging (Facebook, Twitter, Google+10), features that contribute to 
image building process. Through our project, we will attempt to examine whether different online 
media channels contribute to organizations’ public image (re)building.  

Focusing on Romanian experience on feminist organizations, I could say that between the 
two World Wars, there was a promising ascent and involvement in public life. For instance, Uniunea 

7 Joan Acker, Hierarchies, jobs, bodies: a theory of gendered organizations, retrieved from 
http://www.northeastern.edu/womensstudies/graduate/courses/course_material/men_women_social/documents/Ack_
Hierarchies.pdf, accessed on January 8, 2013.  

8 From Walter Lippman's point of view, we act towards objects on the basis of the meanings that those objects have for 
them, meanings that our minds can intuitively match- W. Lippman, 1991, p. 8.  

9 Shortly speaking, social representations describe a collective meaning-making process, generating common cognitions 
which produce social bonds uniting societies, organizations and groups. It sets focus on phenomena that becomes subject 
to debate, strong feelings, conflicts and ideological struggle. Social representations are contents of everyday thinking and 
the stock of ideas that give coherence to our religious beliefs, political ideas -  

G. Breakwell & D. Canter (eds), 1993, pp. 39-62. 
10 Since Google+ is a newcomer among social networks, some organizations prefer the old method, such as promoting 
itself through YouTube, another Google tool. This is the case of European Feminist Forum, also referred to as Institute for 
Women's history, which attempts to make its presence visible through Facebook, Twitter, Youtube and a blog- 
http://www.aletta.nu/aletta/eng, accessed on January 1, 2013.  
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Femeilor Române (The Union of Romanian women), Consiliul Național al Femeilor Române 
(National Council of Romanian women), Asociația pentru Emanciparea Civilă și Politică a Femeilor 
Române (The Association for Civil and Politic Emancipation of Romanian women) were persuasive 
organizations in that period of time, managing to improve the social condition of women, mainly 
related to an adequate payment and the equal access to education (Șt. Mihăilescu, 2006, p. 15). The 
communism period ended their effervescent life, as consequence feminism has to be revived at the 
beginning of 1990s, when Romania became a democratic state. The climb was stiff, despite 
restrained economic resources and the fact that even the civil society itself wasn't encouraging the 
idea of feminism, as Laura Grünberg pointed into one of the few books in Romania dedicated to this 
topic (L. Grünberg, 2008, p. 8). From my point of view, nowadays Romania has reduced its 
disadvantage, comparing with European feminism, despite the inner difficulties. Naturally, there 
are objectives to achieve in the years to come, as consequence feminist organizations won't cease to 
exist in two or three years, in fact they will improve their lobby methods, in order to succeed.   

II. Data obtained through effective research 

Similarly to Susan C. Herring, I believe that content analysis should be updated, if we are to 
apply it on web contents11. The scholar instead proposes an expanded Web Content Analysis (Web 
CA) paradigm in which insights from paradigms such as discourse analysis and social network 
analysis are operationalized and implemented within a general content analytic framework. 

It is obvious that old methods can be effective in a fully HD digital world, where  HTML 
documents comprised mainly of text, links, and graphics, web pages have added sound, animations, 
and video; much more they have incorporated user-interface, user content and user-user 
interactivity features (email, discussion forums, chat, and Voice-over-IP). Although content analysis 
might seem to be unable to reach all these small realities, one shouldn't renounce to its main 
features, since it renders an objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the content of 
communication12. The most important difficulty that scholars face is how to embrace traditional CA 
methods when analyzing web content. 

Among the feverish, yet ambiguous taxonomy of web content analysis13, we are interested 
in Social network analysis, used to analyze hyperlinks, which are part of the content of websites. 
Inside this method, websites can be considered nodes, links become ties, and the arrangements of 
links within and across sites can be represented as networks. If the social network analysis requires 
an important amount of time, for short researches a Blog Analysis should be effective. A weblog 

11 J. Hunsinger, M. Allen & L. Klastrup (Eds.), 2010, pp. 233-249.  

12 Ibidem.   
13 Although during the last decade, more and more scholars turned their attention towards online creations, we shouldn't 
omit the fact that the multimodality itself (met on blogs and social networks' infrastructure) poses challenges to content 
analysis, especially as regards the identification of units of analysis. 
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(blog, for short) is a type of web document in which dated entries appear in reverse chronological 
sequence. Like other web documents, blogs can be multimodal or purely textual, most of them 
featuring photos, voice recordings and videos14. More and more scholars are interested in a 
qualitative approach on blogosphere, including the front page of a blog (which presents the most 
recent entries or posts) or the entry + comments. Focusing on our topic, we should stress the idea 
of feedback offered by readers or users, both on blogs/sites and social network. The entry + 
comments formula shows how effective a feminist message was, also contributing to the popularity 
of a certain feminist organization.  

 The current research will focus on a comparative approach upon three European 
organizations versus three local organizations. Besides their national affiliation, I also took in 
account the online impact they would obtain on web. Related to size, most Romanian feminist 
organizations are focused on a stable core of 20-30 members, followed by a permanent suite of 
young volunteers (especially students), while in the case of European ones, the number of members 
can be estimated in thousands.  

2.1.  European Feminist Forum (http://www.aletta.nu/aletta/eng/about_aletta) 
 

Once users will type the name of this organization, they will be directed towards 
http://www.aletta.nu/aletta/eng/about_aletta, which might make them wonder whether 
something is wrong. In fact, the organization-mother is called Institute for Women's History, while 
the European Feminist Forum as its name indicates is a friendly, communicative interface for 
women to access and voice their thoughts.  

Aletta's project focuses on women's rights, cultural heritage and 
academic study, which give birth to cultural communities as Fragen (a 
collection of European feminist books) or Oral History, a digital archive 
dedicated to women's stories. As fabulous this organization might look 
like, there is one disadvantage in becoming a member or following its 
posts: most news and commentaries are written in Dutch, which 
inevitably restrains Aletta to a local organizational body. 

At first sight, its news area is formed by common entries, 
without the possibility of leaving comments, as consequence its 

importance won't be stressed, excepting the impact of visual semiotics, in this case the pictures 
implied in seasoning the article itself are, in fact, the true message15. For instance, the piece of news 

14 For the moment, web content analysis tries to get mature, analyzing delicate topics as war, freedom or political parties. 
The mechanism is simple and sometimes it tends to be just a quantitative tool: pointing out to how many times bloggers 
wrote about war for instance – ibidem.  

15 http://www.aletta.nu/aletta/eng/news 
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Launch online portal gender-based violence is suggested through 
a symbolic picture of women dating back in 1930, protesting 
against violence. Taking in account this detail, the contemporary 
media consumer can only think that somehow protesting 
nowadays against violence is an issue that should be continued, 
in the honor of the first women performing it16. 

Moving forward, on social networks' area, we can easily 
notice the popularity that Aletta managed to obtain: 2. 237 
friends on Facebook 17  and 2,715 followers on Twitter 18 . 
Unfortunately, the activity submitted on Twitter can be 
transformed into a qualitative tool for content analysis, since all 
articles and comments are written in Dutch and there is no 
possibility to translate them on the spot, as in the case of Facebook. The major topic debated on 
Facebook by Aletta and its sympathizers is the case of the 23-year-old Indian student raped and 
then dead, through suicide. Expectedly, the commentaries left behind spoke about horrible, 
intolerable situation19. Technically speaking, the Photos area promotes the image of strong women, 
as you can see from the official logo20, followed by a suite of women from the past, who managed to 
change things regarding the status of women in society and contemporary women, no matter the 
race or the religion, willing to sustain the feminist cause21. Besides the projects exclusively 
dedicated to feminism, the activity of Aletta can be considered a tool for improving the social status 
of women, since the organization encourages the European measures against sexuality and is 
sincerely open to any personal project willing to improve daily life22. 

2.2.  European Feminist Initiative (http://www.efi-ife.org/index.php/en/) 
 

16 Article Launch online portal gender-based violence, retrieved from 
http://www.aletta.nu/aletta/eng/news/_pid/column2_2/_rp_column2_2_elementId/1_277554, accessed on January 11, 
2013.  

17 http://www.facebook.com/aletta.nu.5, accesed on January 11, 2013.  

18 https://twitter.com/alettaequality, accessed on January 11, 2013.  

19 http://www.facebook.com/aletta.nu.5/posts/259334384196158, accessed on January 11, 2013.  
20Image retrieved from 
http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=128412177193992&set=a.141904932511383.15065.100000756304387&ty
pe=1&theater, accessed on January 11, 2013. 

21 http://www.facebook.com/aletta.nu.5/photos_stream, accessed on January 2013.  

22 http://www.aletta.nu/aletta/eng/projects, accessed on January 11, 2013.  
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As its name indicates, this organization located in France (including 13 local offices in 13 
European countries), attempts to protect and impose new civil rights for all women in the world, 
stressing the context of European citizens. As we can generally notice from the homepage, 
European Feminist Initiative managed to create an international roundtable at Beirut, focusing on 
women's rights in democratic constitutions and fiercely condemning the assassination of Arabian 
feminist in Paris23. 

Unfortunately, European Feminist Initiative is present only on Facebook and this detail 
somehow refrains its expansion to more women potentially interested in the messages promoted. 
As in the case of the previous feminist organization, the area dedicated to news doesn't include 
commentary features24. On Facebook, European Feminist Initiative counts its popularity in Likes 
number (132), which might not be as satisfactory as a total number of friends25. Similarly, the 
online activity is reduced, comparing with the previous organizations, there are posts that didn't 
even generate a single commentary, which makes us wonder whether European Feminist Initiative 
is truly aware of the major impact it could obtain on social network, by promoting continuous 
feedback to sympathizers. 

The photos browsed26 left us the impression that this organization is focused on a certain 
age pattern (30-40 years old), which might refrain the courage of younger sympathizers. Another 
detail, that might not be attractive, is the static frame of all pictures taken at particular meetings 
and conferences, as if the organization has only in-door activities developed27.  

European Feminist Initiative can be reckoned to be an useful tool for improving women's 
social status, since it combats any kind of marginalization, either it is based on social, economical, 
religious or political issues28.   

23 http://www.efi-ife.org/index.php/en/, accessed on January 2011.  

24 http://www.efi-ife.org/index.php/en/publications/newsletters-and-press-releases, accessed on January 11, 2013.  

25 http://www.facebook.com/pages/European-Feminist-Initiative/226491394144024, accessed on January 11, 2013.  
26http://www.facebook.com/pages/European-Feminist-Initiative/226491394144024?sk=photos_stream, accessed on 
January 11, 2013.  
27Image retrieved from 
http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=252535711539592&set=a.226499354143228.51052.226491394144024&ty
pe=1&theater, accessed on January 11, 2013. 
28 For instance, the organization is positive that the dismantling of the public services, which essentially targets social 
protection and confirms the transfer of responsibility from State and government and from regional and local authorities to 
the domestic area, penalizes women first and foremost. In Europe today women are still paid on average 16% less than men 
for same jobs and in some countries the wage gap is much higher. We need a Europe which invests in and develops all public 
services, in particular in-home services that are mainly occupied by women, if we are to speak of social justice that is not 
gender blind. These services should be recognized by social status and relevant corresponding economic redistribution- 
http://www.efi-ife.org/index.php/en/who-we-are/our-plateform, accessed on January 11, 2013.  
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2.3.  European Professional Women's Network (http://www.europeanpwn.net/) 
 

Although its objectives are particular, focused on business area, European Professional 
Women's Network can be reckoned to be a feminist organization, due to its structure (more than 
3000 women members from 90 nationalities). 

Its social activity is represented by a suite of books, Women@Work, questioning about the 
women's professional progress in contemporary society (business women to be taken as role 
models and the current barriers that a woman should face in her professional evolution)29.  

Comparing with previous organizations, European Professional Women's Network 
borrowed features of business communication features, as we can notice in news area: embedded 
videos30 to sustain the topic of the article and the inclusion of graphics to prove the evolution or the 
involution of a certain process31.  

European Professional Women's Network is present only on Twitter, having 1.268 
followers, but its online activity is limited to 
rewriting similar topics, signed by Forbes or 
Women on Business, another organization 
focused on business women evolution32 and as 
consequence, we can affirm that European 
Professional Women's Network should also 
improve its online image. 

 
3. Romanian feminist organizations 

3.1. Centrul Filia (Filia Center), 
located in Bucharest, is one of the most 

popular feminist organizations in Romania, according to the number of online members on 
Facebook community and the recurrent present in news. At the present, the Filia's page functions 
as a feminist agenda, where news and facts about feminism as social and contemporary movement, 

29 http://www.europeanpwn.net/index.php?article_id=54, accessed on January 11, 2013.  

30 As in the case of the article 2nd EPWN Lisbon Annual Meeting Growth, Diversity and Talent, enhanced with the video 
testimonial of Michelle Brailsford, Head of Talent for the BBC Worldwide, retrieved from  
http://europeanpwn.net/files/epwn_lisbon-_press_release_anual_event_nov_2012.pdf and 
http://youtu.be/SAJ0bxZ0C20, accessed on January 11, 2013.  

31 As in the case of Women on boards – survey on quotas, retrieved from  
http://www.europeanpwn.net/index.php?article_id=1506, accessed on January 11, 2013.  

32 https://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=EuropeanPWN, accessed on January 11, 2013.  
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famous women, improved European politics or local Romanian struggles for showing the Feminist 
Cause that are made33.  

While talking about internal deeds for promoting feminism, it is noticeable the online 
impact obtained. For instance, the post Feminist Revolution/Occupying the patriarchate34, gathered 
20 likes and 5 comments. Although, these statistics on the spot seem to be infinitesimal, comparing 
with similar posts on the same social network, for this research are important, since they prove that 
the message launched by a feminist organization has a certain influence on the target-audience, 
women and media, and the secondary audience, represented mainly by men.  

One can expect that a feminist message should stir the interest and passion of women, 
finding their needs and hopes reflected by feminist organizations' or similar social structures. For 
instance, a female user like Laura Craciun notes feverishly on the already quoted post: I want to 
trample it (the patriarchate-our note) underfoot and destroy it once and for good! So that it could 
become history and could never hurt again a woman!  

Seldom does a feminist message become a piece of news35, but when it does, editors usually 
choose to rated as worthy, if it brings a degree of novelty or outstanding appearance. This is the 
case of the protest organized by Mame pentru Mame (Mothers for Mothers), encouraged by Filia 
Centre36. A group of mothers expressed their disappointment against the reduction of the time 
spent on maternity leave and the amount of money dedicated to the raise of babies. The protesting 
mothers took with them their children, fact that stirred controversial reactions, concerning their 
safety.  

33 Picture retrieved from 
http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=2749073812054&set=a.2749069371943.2115386.1413849973&type=1&th
eater, date: 11.02.2012. 

34 Retrieved from http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100001621218668, date: 11.02.2012. 
35 This affirmation belongs to a leader of one of feminist organizations in Romania, Oana Baluta, who posted on Facebook 
a commentary stating that mainstream press is actually quite reticent to feminist requests, retrieved from 
http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100001621218668, date: 11.03.2012. 
36 Retrieved from http://www.rtv.net/protestul-ciumpalacelor-de-8-martie-piata-universitatii-a-fost-ocupata-de-
mamici_19876.html, date: 08.03.2012. 
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   3.2. Mame pentru mame (Mothers for Mothers)37, also located 
in Bucharest, as its name indicates, is focused on a specific section of 
womanhood, the status of a mother. Besides stories of famous or less 
popular women doing their best for their children38, Mothers for Mothers 
developed an intense social activity. For instance, the Romanian feminist 
organization took attitude against a draft legislation, concerning the legal 
framework for surrogate mothers: It is essential that the financial element 
not to be the only reason why some women would commit to bear the child 
of an infertile couple and much more, this recent practice needs to be 
strongly regulated, in terms of eligibility criteria for those seeking a 
surrogate mother39. The concerns raised by Mothers for Mothers are well 
founded, since in the period when the legislation project was debated in 
Parliament, little importance was given by media or civil society to the topic. Romania cannot 
compared with India, in terms of raising number of surrogate mothers, but the authorized 
institutions have to take in account that poor women might be interested by this method, in order 
to make a living. 

Comparing with the previous feminist organization, Filia Centre, the organization dedicated 
to mothers received a reduced feedback like two or three likes for a post and little appetite for 
commenting the topic, justified through the permanent tendency of Romanian women to become 
mothers at a more mature age, between 30 years old and 35 years old40, so the idea of a group 
informing and protecting their interests starts to sound interesting in that period of time.  

 

3.3. Asociaţia Front (Front Association) 

Asociatia Front completes the series of three Romanian feminist organizations active on 
social networks, with more than 3.600 people who liked the idea41. Generally, an article is 

37 Logo retrieved from 
http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=295639660458215&set=a.238354772853371.63457.238349239520591&ty
pe=3&theater, date: 11.03.2012.  

38 We noticed the articles dedicated to Beyoncé, breastfeeding in public (retrieve from 
http://www.realitatea.net/beyonce-si-a-atras-simpatia-mamelor-din-intreaga-lume-vezi-ce-gest-indraznet-a-
facut_918711.html, date: 10.03.2012) or the blog focused on the stories of mother fighting with death for their children, 
retrieved from http://fiercemamas.blogspot.com.au/2009/10/saving-my-baby.html, date: 01.03.2012.  

39 Retrieved from http://www.mamepentrumame.ro/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=247, date: 
11.03.2012. 
40 Retrieved from http://www.ziare.com/viata-sanatoasa/insarcinata/numarul-mamelor-care-au-peste-40-de-ani-la-
primul-copil-s-a-triplat-1017988, date: 01.03.2012. 

41 https://www.facebook.com/Feminism.Romania?fref=ts, accessed on May 29, 2013. 
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commented by at least five users and the main topics are related to motherhood, domestic violence 
or evolution of feminism (history, regions, features).  

 

In comparison with the two examples already mentioned, I could say that Asociatia Front chooses 
better the images that would complete the articles posted. For instance, the picture above was used 
to embed an article dedicated to domestic violence, suggestive through the image of the strong fist 
directed to the woman's face. As expected, this article generated an impressive number of 
commentaries, both written by women and men, stigmatizing the abuse: living in the land of 
absurdity; bullshit; is it a joke? Although, during the same period of monitoring, all three 
organizations shared the same agenda: the European Protection order for victims of domestic 
violence, European measures for the health of women, Angelina Jolie's radical decision, the 
mentioned NGO attempted to focus on local debates upon those topics, such as banning abortion in 
Romania before 1989, daily pressure upon pregnant women at workplace or the debut of a 
campaign against a television (Realitatea TV), promoting sexist messages.  

Conclusions  

 So far, the selected feminist organizations proved that online image it is either related to the 
organization itself or to the feminist cause embracing needs to be enhanced. A stronger activity on 
social networks might render those organizations more visible, but in the same time it will improve 
the social status of women nowadays.  

 While analyzing the online image of a feminist organization, despite the theoretical barriers 
existing, the researcher has to pay attention to the social identity that an organization attempts to 
create and the global feminist cause, to which it has previously subscribed. Although those realities 
might leave the impression of similarity, as we could notice there are slight differences, as in the 
case of an organization dedicated to business women, that might change the general perception.  

 Content analysis applied on web contents, despite its promising title, could be a difficult 
step to take for a research, due to its heterogeneous nature. On web, we will find texts, images and 
videos, each of them stressing a certain detail of the story. Sometimes the image is able to tell the 
whole story of the article - as seen in the case of the image retrieved from Asociatia Front's posts - 
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that is why a complex web content analysis will have to borrow elements from semiotics, for 
instance.  

My future work will attempt to expand the content analysis to other Romanian feminist 
organization. The research will also attempt to gather the resemblances and differences perceived 
in the way Romanian and European organizations function. As stated in this paper, I will attempt to 
prove that nowadays, to create a positive, popular online image on web is essential for a feminist 
organization, in order to promote its goals. Being online can be counted at first sight (the step I 
hope I achieved) in numbers of users following constantly a certain page and their effective 
feedback, the so-called like on Facebook. Naturally, it is just one side of the story, the visible face of 
this phenomenon, as consequence I will also try to connect with the most active users of feminist 
organizations and see whether they are also active offline. Depending on the results of this attempt, 
which will probably take the shape of a survey, I would confirm or deny the fact that Romania                                         
feminist organisation built a reliable online image.                                                                          .  
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Abstract 

This article explores the importance of women’s rights in the fight for women’s 
empowerment. It contributes to the theoretical debate on whether women’s rights are 
compatible and complementary with the general concept of human rights, or rather 
irreconcilable. The use of the human rights framework for upholding women’s rights 
has been criticized for: its male norm hidden behind a false universalism obscuring or 
even excluding women; its disregard for the limited choice of many women, its 
comprisal of a hierarchy of rights in which those most relevant to women’s equality 
often do not rank the highest, its limited vocation in positively enforcing women’s 
equality, its tension with multiculturalism and the problems related to the 
enforcement of such rights. The paper will discuss these claims and will provide 
counterarguments to them, and subsequently conclude that the liberal concept of 
human rights is the best vehicle for promoting women’s rights.  

 

Keywords: women’s rights, feminism, human rights 

 

This paper aims to bring a contribution to a debate between two feminist camps. On the one 
hand, some feminist authors argue that the liberal concept of human rights is useful for protecting 
women’s rights. On the other side, arguments have been brought against the liberal framework and 
its usefulness for feminism. This is a historical dispute between those feminists arguing in favor of 
“working the human rights system to women’s advantage”1 and those who had lost faith in the 
liberal philosophy, criticizing it on a variety of grounds. Following a discussion of the most 
important arguments brought into this debate, the paper will explore the strengths and weaknesses 
of the case made by each side. The paper aims to represent a critical investigation of the arguments 
in favor and against the connection between human rights and women’s rights. Its methodology is 
analytical appraisal and criticism. Concluding, the article will argue in favor of using the framework 
of human rights for the accomplishment of gender equality, despite its limitations. Moreover, the 

1 Margaret A. Schuler (ed.), Claiming Our Place: working the human rights system to women’s advantage, Washington, D.C. : 
Institute for Women, Law and Development, 1993 
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study will show the importance of adopting context sensitive approaches when addressing complex 
instances of women’s rights violations. 

Among the most widespread justifications dismissing the feminist vocation of the liberal 
concept of human rights, we encounter: the classical feminist distrust in its “false universalisms”2 
and its “masculinist exclusions”3, and the limited understanding of equality as simply formal, not 
substantive.4 Furthermore, a feminist target for criticism is also liberalism’s reliance on negative 
rights, without a positive duty to achieve equality imposed on the state. The liberal concept of 
“choice”5 is also attacked by some feminists, because it disregards the background situation which 
frames the preference of many women. A point of discontent is also determined by the primary 
focus of liberalism – especially neo-liberalism – on economic efficiency at the expense of human 
rights. Equally controversial is the perceived “hierarchy of rights”6 among the privileges included in 
the concept of human rights. Last, but not least, the situation of cultural diversity and its relation to 
women’s rights in the framework of liberalism is a further point of tension.  

In her presentation of the relation between human rights and women’s rights, Katarina 
Tomasevski points out to the sexist character of the classical understanding of civil and political 
freedoms. She focuses on the language of the conventional discourse on human rights, which also 
impacted the application of the concept. Her view can be summarized by the statement that “he 
does not include her”7. To support her argument Tomasevski brings in the example of the People’s 
act of 1867 which gave the right to all English men to choose their representation. Women who 
petitioned for the understanding of “men” as human, thereby including females unless otherwise 
explicitly stated, were denied.8 In addition, she points out that even in the contemporary 
terminology of human rights aiming for a gender-neutral approach, sexism is still reflected in the 
content.9 At the formal level, the omnipresence of “him” in the law, leads to a symbolic exclusion of 
“her” rights, shadowing the “existence of women as half of humanity”10. At the substantive level, 
even if “she” is officially included in the text of the law, “his” right was traditionally protected and 

2 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction” in  Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi(eds.) Gender Justice, 
Development and Rights, New York : Oxford University Press, 2002 p. 7-9 

3 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction”, p. 7. 

4 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction,” p. 7-9. 

5 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction”, p. 10. 

6 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction” p. 10. 

7 Katarina Tomasevski, Women and Human Rights, London : Zed Books, c1993, p 8.  

8 Katarina Tomasevski, Women and Human, pp. 8-11. 

9 Katarina Tomasevski, Women and Human p. 11. 

10 Katarina Tomasevski, Women and Human, p. 11. 
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taken as the norm. In the classical understanding of individual rights, the law sought to protect the 
subject against the state. This resulted into the first generation of rights known as civil and political 
liberties. However, women’s freedom is often restricted not only by state intervention, but also by 
community or family. Women’s rights are often breached by non-state actors, such as private 
entities or individuals. The “invisibility” of women’s rights violations, such as in the cases of rape 
and other sexual offences, has led to them being tabled as “particular”, or supplementary and often 
seen as less imperative. 

However one can also argue that by formally including women as bearers of rights, a 
significant progress towards the formal inclusion of women’s rights in the language, as well as in 
the content of the law, has been achieved. Otherwise, said, recent developments in international law 
have been marked by the advancement towards shifting the discourse from its “androcentricity”, or 
the male-norm.11 The engendering or gender mainstreaming of the concept of human rights has 
been seen as one of the most important preconditions for the effectiveness of its use for upholding 
women’s rights. This transformative approach is defined by Teresa Rees as a process which aims at 
“deconstructing the underlying orientation of organizations”12 which uphold the advantage of the 
privileged of the advantaged group, in this case men’s rights. Engendering an institution implies 
“recognizing that what is taken as the norm is not necessarily gender neutral”13. As Margaret 
Schuler stated “engendering human rights means articulating a gendered concept of human 
dignity.”14 An important example of this approach is the gender mainstreaming of the International 
Criminal Court’s mandate. Mass rape during armed conflict was regulated as a distinct crime within 
the competence of the ICC, and defined as “a war crime and a crime against humanity”15   

 Liberalism is also blamed by activists for women’s rights for its shallow definition of 
equality. As described by Molyneux and Razavi, classical liberal writers such as John Stuart Mill and 
Thomas Hill Green have insisted on the necessity of imposing a positive duty upon the state to 
enforce the necessary conditions for equality16. Yet, feminists take their view one step further, by 
criticizing even the more modern articulations of liberalism, which includes a greater focus on 
positive rights. One such criticism has been leveled at Rawls’ theory of justice as being biased in 
favor of men, and disregarding inequality within the family. Therefore, the version of equality 

11 Teresa Rees, Mainstreaming Equality in The European Union: Education, Training and Labor Market Policies, London, 
Routledge, p. 27. 

12 Teresa Rees, Mainstreaming Equality in The European Union, p. 27. 

13 Teresa Rees, Mainstreaming Equality in The European Union p. 189. 
14 Margaret A. Schuler, “From Basic needs to Basic Rights: Women’s Claim to Human Rights” in Margaret A. Schuler(ed.) 
From Basic Needs to Basic Rights, Washington, D.C. : Women, Law & Development International, 1995 , p. 4 

15 Women's Caucus for Gender Justice closes as International Criminal Court opens. We! 2003; 31:4. At: 
www.isiswomen.org, Accessed 1.04.2009. 

16  Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, Gender Justice, Development and Rights, p. 8. 
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prophesied by liberalism is often seen by feminist as mere demagogy. In order for equality to 
become reality, supporters of women’s rights often claim that negative rights, although 
unquestionably worthy of having are not sufficient. Such an approach is considered to be 
completely oblivious of the “background conditions” which prohibit women, as well as other groups 
from enjoying negative freedom. In most situations, women lack both the material and non-material 
resources to claim their rights. 

 Another source of feminist skepticism towards human rights results from their close 
association with market values. Human rights, in their classical understanding have been accused of 
permitting and justifying an unrestricted market, which tends to disadvantage women. According to 
this argument, human rights are instrumental to building a society of productive individuals, given 
the intensity with which property rights and regulated transactions are guarded. This is 
exemplified by Article 17 of the Universal Declaration for Human Rights, which states “Everybody 
has the rights to own property… No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his property”17. This claim 
is specifically relevant in the context of the post 1970’s neo-liberal agenda. This political and 
economic outlook centers on the market and private property and seeks for a diminishing of the 
involvement of the state, and of public expenditure. Within these circumstances women, although 
still being granted formal rights, are far more likely than men to be negatively impacted. The causes 
for this situation are multiple, but most of them stem from women’s traditional role in un-paid and 
underpaid work, as well as traditional gender stereotypes which tend to lower women’s standing 
on the occupation market. Moreover, budget cuts negatively impact women due to the fact that the 
scarcity or the high price of childcare services limit women’s access to the labor force.  

 In response, it can be argued that the connection between human rights and market values 
is not always clear-cut and can take different forms. Firstly, property rights are not seen as absolute 
and the level of redistribution and public expenditure varies from one state to another. For 
example, the Nordic states can both guarantee property and collect large budgets to use in the 
provision of public goods, including childcare services. Furthermore, even in situations in which 
redistribution and public provision of goods is not the norm, dynamic markets guaranteed by 
classical human rights can work to the advantage of women. Economic development can be used for 
improving women’s social standing and thus also enabling them to claim their formal rights. As 
Diane Elson reflects upon the policy of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 
“grow(th) first, redistribution later”18. Otherwise said, wealth cannot be redistributed in the 
absence of a well-established economic system based on free-market. 

17The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 17< http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html#a17 >. Accessed 
1.04.2009.  
18 Diane Elson, “Gender Justice, Human Rights and Neo-Liberal Economic Policies” in Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi 
(eds.) Gender Justice, Development and Rights, New York: Oxford University Press, 2002 , p. 83. 
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 Another point of tension between the feminism and the universalist ambition of liberalism 
emerges when taking into account the reality of cultural diversity, both within societies and at the 
global level. On the one hand, some feminists support the claim that human rights are universal and 
can be used as a tool for worldwide liberation of women. Other feminists reject this and support 
cultural relativism: a claim that there are no moral differences between cultures. This group argues 
that universalist human rights are nothing but an imperialist tool of dominating other cultures. The 
latter orientation is a reaction against a brand of liberalism which ignores differences.19 Both 
cultural relativism and this brand of feminism resist the idea of universal standards for women’s 
rights. Moreover, they argue that such Western ideals of human rights have no relevance for 
cultures cherishing different values.  

Nevertheless, all these arguments can be challenged by those feminists who do consider 
human rights and women’s rights to be universal by claiming that most culturally specific norms 
are gender biased. Such customs are likely to have traditional and religious components which 
often place women in an inferior position as compared to men. Therefore, this camp opts for the 
“safe stance”, stating that “Western cultures, of course, still practice many forms of sex 
discrimination”20 since “virtually all of the world's cultures have distinctly patriarchal pasts”21. 
However, according to Susan Moller Okin, Western liberal cultures "have departed far further from 
[it] than others"22. Therefore the spread of values such as human rights in other areas of the world 
would increase gender equality. Additionally, liberal feminists can also accommodate the notion of 
intersectionality: that the many categories in which people are placed can intersect, leading to 
overlapping layers of oppression. Liberal feminists can show that achieving universal aims such as 
freedom, equality and human rights can end inequality on any ground, including race and class.  

 However, despite the potential threat represented by traditional cultural values for the 
improvement of women’s status, the feminist camp disliking the notion of human rights can reply to 
the previous statement by pointing out the less equalitarian face of Western liberalism and to its 
colonial past. As Leti Volpp has well explained, conceptually placing "feminism versus 
multiculturalism" is founded on “fundamental logical flaws”23. This outlook is reliant on an image of 
the minority woman as a victim, constructed by the West. Therefore, in the name of cultural 
relativism, some sociologists and anthropologists have claimed that the alleged Universalist 

19 Anne Phillips, “Multiculturalism, Universalism and the Claims of Democracy” , Gender in Maxine Molyneux and Shahra 
Razavi (eds.) Gender Justice, Development and Rights, New York : Oxford University Press, 2002p. 116-117.  
20 Susan Moller Okin, “Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women” in Joshua Cohen and Matthew Howard (eds.) Is 
Multiculturalism Bad for Women?, Princeton University Press, 1999, p16.  

21 Susan Moller Okin, “Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women”, p 16. 

22 Susan Moller Okin, “Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women”, p 16.  
23 Leti Volpp, “Feminism versus Multiculturalism”, Columbia Law Review, Vol. 101, No. 5 (Jun., 2001), pp. 1181-1218, 
p.1183 
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Western values reflected in the notion of human rights are not necessarily always more favorable to 
women as compared to the model provided by other (ancient) cultures. Even in the cases when 
human rights ideals are equally beneficial to women’s status, they are not the only path to female 
emancipation. Therefore, they have argued that this individualist approach rooted in the culture of 
Europe and North America, appearing as superior and enlightening to other nations is in fact 
equally or more oppressive to women than the societies they are trying to reform. It is stated that 
this is a disguised form of post-colonialism. In line with this argument, it has been pointed out to 
the existence of cultural heritages with a more equalitarian potential, attributing an equal status to 
men and women.  

One such example is the ancient tradition and polytheistic religion of Hawaii. According to 
Lilikala Kame’eleihiwa’s description of her heritage and of the customs of her land, from the very 
beginning of its genesis, the Hawaiian peoples cherished their female Goddess and supreme 
creator24. In their society, women are considered sacred because they give birth, therefore being 
assigned a decisive role in all ceremonies. According to mythology, women control “the moon, the 
tides, and the reefs” and hold the secret of fire.25 Contrasting to the Western culture, women were 
in full control of their sexuality and “multiple sexual relationships were affectionately regarded, and 
the children from such liaisons claimed higher rank as a result of having two or more fathers”26. 
Also contrasting to the European culture in which the domestic and care work is assigned to 
women and politics is reserved to men, the Hawaiian custom, cooking was men’s attribute. 
Although women had “let [men] govern the land”27  it was the former from whom the power was 
derived, because female “sexual power and political power” were closely related, both being 
described by the same word “ai”.28 Therefore, the argument that different cultures can take 
different paths to achieving equality between sexes is worth noting.  

Nonetheless, there are also certain limits to the concept of cultural relativism. The main 
reason for rejecting this stance is that a minimal common standard of what feminists should aim for 
is desirable. The same way that concepts like absolute poverty can be defined as a universal 
standard, so should standards of gender equality. For example, one approach is Martha Nussbaum’s 
claim that liberalism empowers women. She describes a particular kind of liberalism which focuses 
on granting each person the ability to enjoy his or her human rights.29 Nussbaum lists a number of 

24 Lilikala Kame’eleihiwa, “Na~Wa~Hine Kapu:Divine Hawaiian Women” in Patricia Grimshaw et all. (eds.) Women’s 
Rights and Human Rights, Palgrave: New York, 2001, p. 72-74. 

25 Lilikala Kame’eleihiwa, “Divine Hawaiian Women,” p. 73. 

26 Lilikala Kame’eleihiwa, “Divine Hawaiian Women”, p. 74. 

27 Lilikala Kame’eleihiwa, “Divine Hawaiian Women”, p. 73. 

28 Lilikala Kame’eleihiwa, “Divine Hawaiian Women”, p. 73. 
29 Martha Nussbaum, “Women’s Capabilities and Social Justice” in Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi (eds.) Gender 
Justice, Development and Rights, New York : Oxford University Press, 2002, pp. 48-49. 
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capabilities, which a person should have, as a minimum standard of human dignity. According to 
her, these capabilities which women must have should be seen as an “overlapping consensus 
among people”30, therefore maintaining the liberal universalist ideal. These aptitudes to be enjoyed 
by the human kind are to be seen as an end in themselves and not as means to an end. Equally 
important for her visions is the principle that women need “more, not less liberal individualism”31 
and that women’s individual wellbeing should not hold a secondary importance to the common 
good of their community. Last but not least she makes a point for the necessity of having cross-
cultural standards of human rights, and deems certain “Western” values, such as choice, as 
generally desirable to be achieved in any country32. But this stands true as long as this choice 
represents a real alternative, and not just a formal right. In other words, it is important that 
meaningful alternatives are provided and that equality is interpreted in a positive way. Otherwise, 
the mere existence of unachievable choices gives ample ground to those criticizing the universalist 
framework. 

 Furthermore, Martha Nussbaum has also shown that there is a strong correlation between 
gender inequality and poverty. According to studies33, the more underdeveloped a country is, the 
higher are the literacy, economic and life expectancy difference between men and women.  
Corruption has also been shown to correlate positively with gender inequality, as “results show that 
corruption is higher in countries where social institutions deprive women of their freedom to 
participate in social life,”34 Therefore, while culture differs from one country to another, certain 
characteristics of countries, such as poverty, corruption and gender (in)equality are universal. 
Moreover, at the end of the day, researchers and policymakers need to be able to evaluate gender 
(in)equality according to a generally accepted set of criteria, in order to progress in this field.  

Finally, another strong feminist concern with regard to effectiveness of human rights for 
improving the equality between sexes lays in the mechanism of implementation and enforcement of 
these freedoms. The nature of the international relations and the importance attributed to 
sovereignty is an obstacle in the process of holding a state accountable for human rights. In fact, as 
Rebecca Cook shows, according to the jurisprudence literature, “international and regional human 
rights conventions have applied only sparingly to address violations of women’s rights”35. Most 

30 Martha Nussbaum, “Women’s Capabilities and Social Justice”, pp. 48-49. 

31 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction”, p. 9. 

32 Martha Nussbaum“Women’s Capabilities and Social Justice” pp. 49-50. 

33 Martha Nussbaum, “Women’s Capabilities and Social Justice”, p.46. 

34 Boris Branisa and Maria Ziegler “Reexamining the link between gender and corruption: The role of social institutions”, 
Conference Paper  http://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/48324/1/15_branisa.pdf , accessed 19.05.2013 
35 Rebecca Cook “State Accountability under CEDAW”, in  Margaret A. Schuler (ed.), Claiming Our Place: working the 
human rights system to women’s advantage, Washington, D.C. : Institute for Women, Law and Development, 1993p. 40. 
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countries have been selective in signing and ratifying such international agreements for the 
protection of women’s rights. In order to becoming signatory parties some states have included 
“clauses of exemption on cultural and religious grounds”36 which greatly limited their responsibility 
for defending the freedoms in question. Such countries include all Muslim countries which have 
signed up to the Convention for the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) as well as Great Britain and New Zeeland, with less reservations that the previous.37  

Yet, despite a mixed history of its success in implementation, it can be argued that 
international law remains the most effective tool for the enforcement of women’s rights, across 
boundaries. Bound by customary and treaty law, states’ obligation to uphold human rights is 
ensured by international law. Furthermore, this obligation of signatory parties has been 
significantly increased both with the augmentation of the rights to be secured but also with the 
inclusion of state’s preventive prerogative. Also, states are currently required to “provide effective 
remedy” when human rights violations have been proven, and to compensate the victims.38 Within 
the context of economic interdependence economic sanctions can be used by the international 
community as a mechanism for the enforcement of human rights, as well as women’s rights. 

As it can easily be concluded from the previous discussion of the most important arguments 
brought by feminists in favor and against the use of the notion of human rights towards the aim of 
gender equality, there is no clear winner in this debate. Both sides have formulated strong 
assertions which cannot be neglected in support of their stances. At the same time, however none of 
the positions has been so far sufficient for the improvement of the enforcement of women’s rights 
worldwide. Therefore, this only shows the key importance of further examining the claims put 
forward in this debate in order to perfect the efficiency of the applicability of liberalism for social 
justice. The solution to today’s problems cannot follow a single path and issues should be tackled by 
combining the best suited strategy presented by either of the sides engaged in this debate. Since the 
challenges faced by feminists today are most often context-dependent it is important to keep in 
mind all the alternatives available for empowering women. Nevertheless, international legislation 
rights should not be overlooked, and an engendering of the international institutions is absolutely 
necessary for further accommodating women’s rights under the umbrella of human rights.   

However, particular limitations to this inclusion of women’s rights, and the stress on their 
particularity and need for protection, as their distinct human rights can also have a negative 
outcome. A notable example in this sense is provided by the early history of the ILO, at the turn of 
the twentieth century. While the ILO Constitution of 1919 enumerates the principles of “equal pay 
for work of equal value”, and acknowledges the equality between sexes, the underlying 

36 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction”, p. 7. 

37 Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction”, p. 7. 

38 Rebecca Cook, “State Accountability under CEDAW p. 40. 
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assumptions about gender differences are also encountered in the document. Although apparently 
gender-neutral, the envisioned prototype of the worker was male; while women engage in wage 
work were the addition. Women were listed in the category of groups to be specifically protected 
and concrete provisions were also included to specify the areas in which women were granted 
special benefits. Regulations included maternity benefits and prohibited night-shifts and strenuous 
work for women. Child rearing was always associated to women, and women’s role as both mothers 
and workers was stressed, while men’s role in connection to their children was overlooked. 
Therefore, in this case, the acknowledgement of, what was then perceived as, women’s difference 
from men, translated into reasons for former’s drawback or exclusion from employment. It was an 
implicit or explicit exclusion of female workers from certain areas, such as mines, and the 
segregation of female employees in other areas. Consequently, this led to the declining of many 
women’s economic independence from their families, which was not the desired outcome. 

 Similarly, but rather on a symbolic level, recent measures taken in order to halt the sex-
selection abortions and female infanticide in India, may also be interpreted as further reinforcing 
women’s inferior status. The tradition restricting women from participating in many areas of life 
and obliges their parents to provide a substantive dowry for her. Meanwhile, poverty remains a 
widespread condition in India. These are the leading factors determining many Indian parents to 
opt for a way out of keeping their baby girls, which usually involves the death of the latter. A 
UNICEF report released in December 2006 revealed that “7,000 fewer female babies are born every 
day”39 as a result of sex-based abortions. “In 80 percent of India's districts, a higher percentage of 
boys are born now than a decade ago.”40 Given that the mere prohibition of all such practices 
leading to the death of female fetuses and babies, together with the dowry custom, was not enough, 
the Indian government decided to undertake positive measures in order to stop the phenomenon. 
Legislators have decided to financially support parents in raising their daughters, by covering her 
insurance, “medial help and education assistance”. In return, certain conditions must also be met by 
parents in order to benefit from this initiative. They have to prove the birth and registration of their 
female child, her immunization record and to register for school and postpone her marriage beyond 
the age of18 years.41 While this plan may lead to a decrease in sex-based abortions, which is 
undoubtedly a positive outcome, it could also have secondary effects, namely the official 
acknowledgement that girls are less valuable or desirable than boys.  Therefore, it is worth noting 
that tacking such complex human rights violations is context dependent and requires extensive 
research on the local circumstances. 

39 Steven Ertelt, India Government Will Pay for Girl Babies to Stop Sex-Selection Abortions,                               < 
http://www.lifenews.com/int217.html> 

40 Steven Ertelt, Indiann Government Will Pay for Girl Babies to Stop Sex-Selection Abortions,                           < 
http://www.lifenews.com/int217.html>, Accessed 01.04.2009 

41 Steven Ertelt, India Government Will Pay for Girl Babies to Stop Sex-Selection Abortions,  
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The main assertion of this paper is that, within the previously mentioned debate, there are 
weaknesses on both sides. Nonetheless it is most useful for the achievement of gender equality to 
employ the existing instrument of human rights while attempting to address and limit its potential 
side effects. In order to best address the eventual residual negative outcomes of the liberal 
approach it is most useful for feminists to combine their strategies.  

Several arguments can be brought in favor of the usefulness of general human rights and of 
the liberal doctrine in general, for ensuring gender equality. Firstly, while this concept might seem 
blind to differences, a closer examination will reveal that is not, because a variety of concerns such 
as the claims of any disadvantaged group, including women, can be embraced by the human rights 
framework. True equality can only be achieved by incorporating social and economic rights and 
minority rights through a slow integrative process. Secondly, a departure from the concept of 
human rights can lead to far more inequality and injustice than the misapplication of these rights 
can induce. The cases of communism or of the Taliban regime are obvious examples. Thirdly, the 
inclusion of rights which are particularly relevant to women, such as reproductive rights, into the 
already established framework of human rights will grant the former greater legitimacy and a 
stronger enforcement mechanism. Finally, the applicability of the liberal doctrine is justified if we 
accept that gender equality can be achieved by allowing women to enter formerly male dominated 
spheres rather than to carve out spheres of their own. As history has shown, “separate but equal” is 
not equal at all.  

Furthermore, this paper has provided a clear picture of the existing debate around the topic 
of human rights and women’s rights, or rather the use of the first in order to promote the second. 
The most important themes of disagreement between the two sides, presented in this paper were 
those referring to the classical Universalist, and masculinist character of liberalism and of human 
rights; the applicability of the concept of choice for women’s rights; the positive and negative duties 
of the states in promoting gender equality as well as human rights in general; the hierarchy of 
human rights and its impact upon women’s freedom; the relation between the economic aspect of 
liberalism, and neo-liberalism with feminism; and the triadic connection between liberalism 
multiculturalism and women’s rights.  

Further academic inquiries can expand on these points of dissent and enrich the arguments 
of the debate. Due to the limitation in time and space, this paper could not comprise all the existing 
perspectives in this discussion and neither did it manage to include a comprehensive example for 
each claim. Yet, these shortcomings could provide an opportunity for further studies.  

  

 
______________________________________________ 

 
Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series •  Issue No 1 (15) / 2013 

 
 

 



77 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY  

Books and Articles  

 

Branisa, Boris and Ziegler, Maria “Reexamining the link between gender and corruption: The role of 
social institutions”, Conference Paper 
http://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/48324/1/15_branisa.pdf. 

Cook , Rebecca “State Accountability under CEDAW”, in  Margaret A. Schuler (ed.), Claiming Our Place: 
working the human rights system to women’s advantage, Washington, D.C. : Institute for Women, Law and 
Development, 1993. 

Elson, Diane “Gender Justice, Human Rights and Neo-Liberal Economic Policies” in Maxine Molyneux and 
Shahra Razavi (eds.) Gender Justice, Development and Rights, New York : Oxford University Press, 2002 . 

Kame’eleihiwa, Lilikala “Na~Wa~Hine Kapu:Divine Hawaiian Women” in Patricia Grimshaw et all. (eds.) 
Women’s Rights and Human Rights, Palgrave: New York, 2001. 

Molyneux Maxine and Shahra Razavi, “Introduction” in  Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi (eds.) Gender 
Justice, Development and Rights, New York : Oxford University Press, 2002 . 

Nussbaum, Martha “Women’s Capabilities and Social Justice” in Maxine Molyneux and Shahra Razavi (eds.) 
Gender Justice, Development and Rights, New York : Oxford University Press, 2002. 

Okin, Susan Moller “Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women” in Joshua Cohen and Matthew Howard (eds.) Is 
Multiculturalism Bad for Women?, Princeton Univerisity Press, 1999. 

Phillips, Anne “Multiculturalism, Universalism and the Claims of Democracy”, Gender in Maxine Molyneux and 
Shahra Razavi (eds.) Gender Justice, Development and Rights, New York: Oxford University Press, 2002. 

Rees, Teresa Mainstreaming Equality in The European Union: Education, Training and Labor Market Policies, 
London, Routledge, 1998. 

Schuler, Margaret A (ed.), Claiming Our Place: working the human rights system to women’s advantage, 
Washington, D.C.: Institute for Women, Law and Development, 1993 

Schuler, Margaret A. “From Basic needs to Basic Rights: Women’s Claim to Human Rights” in Margaret A. 
Schuler (ed.) From Basic Needs to Basic Rights, Washington, D.C.: Women, Law & Development International, 
1993. 

Tomasevski, Katarina Women and Human Rights, London: Zed Books, 1993. 

Volpp, Leti “Feminism versus Multiculturalism”, Columbia Law Review, Vol. 101, No. 5 (Jun., 2001), pp. 1181-
1218. 

 
 

______________________________________________ 
 

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series •  Issue No 1 (15) / 2013 

 
 

 

http://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/48324/1/15_branisa.pdf


78 
 

 

 

Online Sources  

Steven Ertelt, India Government Will Pay for Girl Babies to Stop Sex-Selection Abortions,          < 
http://www.lifenews.com/int217.html>, Accessed 1.04.2009. 

Women's Caucus for Gender Justice closes as International Criminal Court opens. We! 2003; 31:4. At: 
www.isiswomen.org, Accessed 1.04.2009. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 17                                                                    < 
http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html#a17 >, Accessed 1.04.2009.  

 
______________________________________________ 

 
Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series •  Issue No 1 (15) / 2013 

 
 

 

http://www.lifenews.com/int217.html
http://www.isiswomen.org/
http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html%23a17


79 

 

POST-COMMUNIST ROMANIAN FEMINISM AND GENDER EQUALITY. 
BETWEEN STEREOTYPES, CONCEPTUAL AMBIGUITIES AND 

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX 1 

ALINA HURUBEAN 

“Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iaşi, Romania 

 

Abstract 

In this article I intend to carry out a critical exercise relative to Romanian feminism and the 
concepts with which some of its representatives or their opponents operate. By this approach I do not 
claim to put in order the natural diversity and the dynamics of social representations, but I attempt to 
establish this practice of a constant critical (self) examination of the meanings with which we operate, 
of the principles that we support, and of the theoretical options available at a given moment. This 
article aims to bring attention to certain clichés, theoretical and semantic distortions that are 
frequently encountered in various communication contexts (in daily life but also in professional or 
specialized public communication: within projects devoted to this topic, within educational 
establishments, disciplines, programs of study etc.) concerning the themes of feminism, of equality in 
gender relations, of femininity/masculinity, and other correlated concepts (discrimination, gender 
inequalities, differences between sexes, and so on).  

These conceptual confusions or ambiguities have a twofold negative effect: on the one hand, 
they affect/denature the correct reception (in the sense of nuanced, documented, and grounded 
understanding) of feminism in this country, producing reactions of a priori rejection of 
feminism/gender equality and, on the other, they distort, reduce or even annul the expected results of 
projected social action and intervention (through programs of information, education, and public 
policies) as well as the development of a strong feminist movement. 

This paper seeks to argue answers to some questions: Which are the most common stereotypes 
and clichés that are operating in the collective mindset and how they preserve the patriarchal model 
of gender relations? What kind of feminism and gender equality that would be needed today in 
Romania? What are the opportunities and the means of action needed in order for gender equality to 
be naturally assimilated in the Romanian collective mindset, deprived of many of prejudices and 
stereotypes? 

1 Acknowledgments: This work was supported by the strategic grant POSDRU/89/1.5/S/62259, Project „Applied social, 
human and political sciences. Post-doctoral training and post-doctoral fellowships in social, human and political sciences” 
co-financed by the European Social Fund within the Sectorial Operational Program Human Resources Development 2007 
– 2013.  
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Introduction 

 

Today, to talk about feminism in Romania, a place where there are still so many pressing 
problems to solve, might seem a far-fetched and even outrageous exercise in the eyes of those who 
are in charge of the "nation's well-being" or a futile and gratuitous gesture through the lens of those 
consciences that are resigned and doubtful in the face of any idea which could question the pre-
established epistemic and social order. For many of our fellow countrymen (men and women alike), 
who are accustomed to operate within the framework of easy-going thinking, permeated by 
stereotypes, and which does not need any argumentative effort or interrogative-critical insight, the 
topic seems to be of no interest and does not seem to get their attention because they claim that 
they already know what everything is about when such terms as feminism or gender equality are 
mentioned and, as a result, these themes hardly gain the status of important and current matters. 
Other fellow countrymen (and mainly our fellow countrywomen) are eager to nervously detach 
themselves in their public or private discourse from any affinity for this type of words and ideas 
with a subversive load. Cliché statements of the "I am not a feminist, but..." type are quite often 
heard, both in the context of ordinary daily communication and in intellectual environments, which, 
by the nature of their work, have good access to sources of information and to argumentative 
reasoning, and which are expected to be open to the diversity and divergence of theoretical 
opinions and options.   

The fact that the topic of feminism and gender equality is received with criticism, 
reluctance, or indifference or, on the contrary, is defended with the fierceness specific to binary 
("black-white") and totalitarian thinking, that is, with precisely the kind of thinking from which 
they are trying to detach themselves, justifies our cognitive endeavour and makes necessary the 
intellectual effort to clarify, delimit, permanently interrogate critically the concepts with which we 
operate, in a ever-changing social and cultural context such as the Romanian one, as well as the 
exercise to analyse the faces of Romanian feminism during the last 20-30 years. I start from the 
premise that these conceptual and theoretical distortions or "mental obstacles" relate mainly to the 
dominant traditional-patriarchal cultural models in our society, correlated with the hasty import of 
some European principles, values, and programs of action, insufficiently contextualized in a society 
in course of democratic reconstruction and historical recovery. 

To this purpose, my approach focuses on the following main objectives: a) identifying the 
possible causes for the negative reception and low visibility of feminist ideas and gender equality 
issues in the Romanian society ("invisible software of the mind"); b) identifying the effects 
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produced by this reception and knowledge/information deficit; c) bringing arguments in favour of 
the thesis that feminist ideas, the principles of equality and partnership in gender relations need to 
be known and assimilated by wide audiences as critical or outside the box thinking; d) looking for 
new adequate and effective ways to convey these ideas/messages, so that they would attract the 
interest of various audiences and contribute to the formation of a critical mass2 needed to produce 
major changes leading to gender equality in actual reality.  

1. What kind of equality do we want to establish at the level of actual social life? 

Social realities and mindsets are hard or even impossible to change if we operate with ideas 
and concepts void of meaning or too abstract and non-operational, and which are not correlated 
with the needs and interests of the audience they address. The issue of gender equality in the post-
communist Romanian society has passed successively or simultaneously through each of these 
situations. Starting from the mid '90s, in Romania, the topic of gender equality, with its civic, 
academic, legal, and institutional support has gradually become a theme of analysis in theoretical 
research, and, to some extent, in civic and political debates. During the past twenty years, this issue 
has gone through various stages and different manners of approach and reception. Upon a closer 
look, we could identify specific features and distinct agendas for every stage, mainly if we are to 
consider them in a chronological progression: a) the early stage of familiarization with the ideas of 
feminism and gender equality (the ’90s); b) the stage of pre-adhesion to the European Union, of 
preparations for the admission into this structure, the institutionalisation of feminism and the 
introduction of gender equality into the public agenda (2000 – 2007); c) the stage of post-adhesion 
and of European funding programs (structural funds 2007-2013) aiming to generate substantial 
changes in what regards the equality of women and men in various sectors of social life, particularly 
the labour market, the level of employment and social inclusion, or gender mainstreaming.  

Besides the undisputed acquisitions at the level of knowledge and institutional 
construction, accumulated during all these stages, there are still many language ambiguities in the 
use of the concept of gender equality, both in the contents of official papers and legislative texts on 
gender equality in Romania, and at the level of the collective mindset. Analysts from the civil society 
and the academic environment have signaled a few problematic aspects3 that still represent 

2 The concept of critical mass - taken over by social and political sciences from nuclear physics - refers to the optimal 
quantity or percentage needed by people to produce a major and/or irreversible social change. Although it has a mainly 
quantitative dimension (for instance, it is thought that a representation of 30%-40% for women in decision-making, 
political, or other types of organizations would ensure a fair and effective representation of their interests), which is 
highly insisted upon, mainly in discussion relative to the introduction of gender-quotas in politics, this concept was 
developed and completed with the concept of critical players, which nuances the idea that numerical representation must 
also be supported by qualitative (substantial) representation, understood not only as merit or specialist professional 
competence but also as the capability to advocate for the needs and interests of the group represented. In this case, we 
talk about a critical mass both in the quantitative and qualitative sense of this expression, a mass able to understand and 
promote equality in the relations between women and men. See: Tudorina Mihai, Cotele de gen în politică şi aplicarea lor 
în România (”Gender quotas in politics and their application in Romania”), dissertation paper, 2011, pp.12-13. 

3 These problematic aspects are detailed in several theoretical analysis with reference to post-communist Romanian 
society from a gender perspective: Pasti 2003, pp.78-84; Miroiu and Haşdeu 2004, pp. 88-96; Observatorul Cultural nr. 
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obstacles on the path to the materialization and integration of this principle into public policies and 
daily reality, often producing twisted by-effects. Among these, we should mention: the insufficient 
personalization, streamlining, and adaptation of the principle in and to the Romanian context; the 
general and abstract nature of formulations on this topic; the imprecise nature of the definitions 
given to concepts; the import of the European agenda, insufficiently contextualized, or imposed, to a 
great extent, by outside funding; the limits of framework-laws, which encompass mainly general 
principles; the small number of specific regulations; the precarious nature of the gender expertise 
acquired by the staff that handles the elaboration and implementation of the legislation and 
government programs devoted to gender equality; the deficit of information and general knowledge 
in Romanian social media in what regards human rights, the respect for differences, equal 
opportunities, and gender partnership. 

Conceptual ambiguities and confusions feed attitudes of rejection and depreciation in what 
regards the importance of gender issues compared with the social and political priorities of the 
moment, and make difficult and postpone to an uncertain horizon the structuring of a coherent 
public agenda on this topic. Thus, the fact that gender inequality is a major barrier to human 
development, to the modernization and democratization of a society, with important social costs, is 
ignored. During the last twenty years of post-communist transition, the attitudes towards feminism 
and the issue of gender equality have fluctuated between ignorance on the topic (seen an exotic, 
imported topic, with no relevance for the Romanian social environment), minimization (there are 
always other priorities for the public agenda), rejection (seen as a sensitive topic, which hurts 
feelings and questions the existing gender order), or formalism or fake confidence in gender 
equality, often formulated in the arid language of strategic documents, country reports of outside 
funded projects. Also, the promotion of a presumably neutral attitude towards gender and gender 
equality issues hides gender indifference and gender blindness – options that narrow theoretical 
approaches and practical intervention, making them ineffective when it comes to the capitalization 
on the human capital and social development (Hurubean 2011, 25). 

 
2. Gender equality as equality with the masculine standard - confusion or    

diversion? 
 
In Romania, many official documents and EU funded projects openly promote the idea of 

gender equality, but it remains camouflaged by the new wooden language, abstract and specialized, 
accessible only to the "initiated". Because these official contexts use the expressions gender 
equality or equal opportunities without specifying in a clear manner the type of equality at stake, 
they implicitly promote the idea of women's equality with men, in which the masculine standard is 
taken as reference (Miroiu 2004, 28). The implementation of strategies4 and policies for gender 

240/2004; Nouvelles Questions Féministes, No. 2/2004; Albu and Mocanu 2006, pp. 120-129; Băluță et al., 2007, pp. 29-
32; Vlad 2012, pp. 125-131. 

4 For example, the National Strategy for Gender Equality (2006-2010; 2010-2012). 
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equality take over many of the social representations configured at the level of the collective 
mindset and daily practices, marked by stereotype and prejudice, which operate with narrow or 
distorted meanings of the expression gender equality (Albu and Mocanu 2006, 117-136). 

In predominantly patriarchal/male cultures, the idea of gender equality itself is perverted 
(or we may say that is culturally contextualized in different manners) and becomes equality with 
the masculine standard. Thus, gender inequalities and asymmetries perpetuate in a more subtle 
and paradoxical manner, even under the cover and by the means of gender inequality. In this 
context, it is cultivated the idea that "women emancipation" means that women have access to 
social and professional position then occupied by men (Hofstede and Hotstede and Minkov 2012, 
159). It requires the image of the "manly woman" who, while wanting to enjoy social success, 
performs according to the same male qualities or socio-cultural prescriptions (she is authoritarian, 
ambitious, aggressive, ferocious), it promotes "masculinity in women's clothing" and legitimizes the 
idea of equality with the masculine standard. 

Our entire system of formal, institutionalized education is constructed according to the 
male model, in the sense that it mainly or even exclusively cultivates the features associated with 
the masculine standard, which are better valued in society: rationality at the expense of empathy 
and affection/emotion, competition at the expense of cooperation, quantifiable/measurable aspects 
and less qualifying (in-depth) features, the appearance at the expense of the 
essence/substance/meaning of behaviours or actions. Carried out based on the principles listed 
above, differentiated/stereotypical, dichotomous and asymmetrical gender socialization leads to 
imbalance in the gender relationships of power and increases the likelihood of various forms of 
discrimination or violence physical or "symbolic violence" (Bourdieu 2003, 9) in gender 
relationships and mainly against girls/women, dramatically reducing the equal opportunities of 
development for the two sexes. Research on the differentiated socialization of girls and boys brings 
to the fore a series of problematic issues in this process, investigated through the lens of the 
(in)equality of the opportunities it brings for both genders, in different ways and to different 
extents for women/men. Although the results of research show that sex-differentiated socialization 
produces gender hierarchization and segregation, perpetuating the same patterns in the 
construction of social gender relations as relationships of power, the socializing agents (the family, 
the school, the mass-media, the church, and groups) remain the conservative keepers of traditional, 
gender-role and asymmetrical models (Hurubean 2012, 96), which means that gender 
representations, the norms and values conveyed through the process of differential socialization, 
social features, roles, and statuses are projected and valued in a different manner for the two sexes. 
Socially accepted models of masculinity and femininity are built in a dichotomous manner, 
following the axes public-private, active-passive, strong-weak, autonomy-dependence, rational-
emotional, subject-object, and they group asymmetrical and unevenly socially valued features 

 

 
______________________________________________ 

 
Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series •  Issue No 1 (15) / 2013 

 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    



84 
 

(Miroiu 2003, 15; Baudelot and Establet 2006, 245; Dafflon 2006, pp.39-45; Bereni et al. 2011, 75-
86). The features associated with feminine models are weakly valued socially when compared with 
the features that circumscribe masculine models, seen as norm or universal standard. 

Examples of the application of a "double standard" (superior-inferior; permissive-
restrictive; man subject, woman object (Hofstede and Hotstede and Minkov 2012, 157-158) in the 
socialization and representation/valuation of the two genders are numerous and they can be 
identified in stereotypical images and expectations (high expectations for boys versus different and 
lower expectations for girls, expectations which present a high potential of confirmation and self-
achievement), very present both within the family and within the school (the teachers' and 
classmates' behaviours and attitudes; the contents of school books, etc.) and, through 
contamination, in the public area and at the macro-social level (Bereni et al. 2011, 99). 

Public opinion barometers and gender studies focusing on the Romanian area also reveal 
the imprecision of the meanings given to gender equality, which produce confusion and distortion 
as well as the perpetuation of negative gender stereotypes (mainly in relation to the features and 
roles attributed to women) with which various social environments operate. All these show the 
serious lack of information and contextualized analysis on this topic with which operate the social 
stakeholders and various professional categories (journalists, educators, public servants, opinion 
formers, activists from the civil society, politicians, decision-makers), who play an important role in 
the change of mindsets, systems of values, action strategies. Also, a significant role in the 
perpetuation of conservative gender stereotypes, in post-communist Romanian society, is played by 
the mass-media (such as it was revealed by direct observation and various studies conducted on 
this topic: the Gender Barometer, 2000; Rovența-Frumuşani 2002, 47-67), which contribute to the 
public opinion's reception of gender-related issues and feminine/masculine images in a confuse, 
hostile, and superficial horizon, delimited by the scarcity of information, the ignorance or 
minimization of gender relations, or their unconditional criticism and rejection. 

Therefore, the promotion of gender equality in the post-communist Romanian society 
seems to be marked by a paradox: many policies and programs developed in the name of gender 
equality actually perpetuate the gender inequalities specific to the masculine-patriarchal culture. 
This is only an apparent paradox, which becomes explainable if we conduct an in-depth analysis of 
the invisible "mental software" (the values, attitudes, and behaviours specific to the Romanian 
society and culture) which underlies the laws and regulations enforced and the 
institutions/organizations created. Implementing governmental programs, public policies, and EU 
funded programs that promote gender equality does not necessarily mean that they will produce 
durable effects in actual life. 

In the recent study conducted by G. Hofstede, G.J. Hotstede and Minkov concerning the 
system of values and the cultural models present in various countries of the world, the masculinity-
femininity dimension holds a special position, alongside other dimensions seen as relevant in the 
study of cultures: individualism-collectivism, distance from power (equality-inequality ratio), 

 
______________________________________________ 

 
Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series •  Issue No 1 (15) / 2013 

 
 

 



85 
 

avoidance of uncertainty, permissiveness-austerity, long-short term orientation.  According to this 
study, in what regards the masculinity-femininity dimension, Romania has a moderate score for the 
masculinity index (MAS = 42), within a scale that goes from 0 for the most feminine country (in 
which the values corresponding to the feminine stereotype / standard are dominant) to 100 for the 
most masculine country (in which the values attributed to the masculine standard prevail). This 
position means that in the configuration of our country's values there are both feminine and 
masculine values, but the masculine ones are predominant, at the expense of feminine ones.  

The masculinity-femininity dimension in the analysis of national cultures is relevant for the 
reception and development of the ideas of feminism and gender equality, because "from a country 
to the next we encounter a more masculine or more feminine form of feminism. The masculine form 
claims that women should have the same opportunities as men.  (...) The feminine form [of feminism] 
wishes to transform society, including men. Freedom not only for women, but also for men” (Hofstede 
and Hotstede and Minkov 2012, 157). In Romania, there is a masculine culture in which we can 
identify a more masculine form of feminism, at least at the level of state, official (mainstream) 
feminism, identifiable both at the level of discourse and in the contents of some EU funded projects, 
governmental programs or public policies, which, while promoting equal opportunities as non-
discrimination or as respect for the principle of meritocracy create only shallow changes, at the 
formal (not substantial) level, and which, in fact, keep and perpetuate the order/gender relations of 
the patriarchal type (Dascălu 2012, 90-91). In masculine culture, changes oriented towards gender 
equality are seen with suspicion or remain only formal statements. The question is how can we 
introduce changes oriented towards gender equality in spite of this conservative, extremely 
reluctant to change "mental software"?  

A first direction in our quest for an answer should bear in mind the fact that both the 
conservation and the change of gender patterns are a question of socialization: "Socialization means 
that both girls and boys learn their place in society and once they have learned it most of them want 
for things to stay the way they are. In male-dominated societies most women desire the domination of 
males” (Hofstede and Hotstede and Minkov 2012, 152). For gender equality to become real and 
substantial and not only a formal presence in our society major changes need to happen at the level 
of the collective mindset and of the basic structures of society, achievable through changes at the 
level of the values conveyed through the process of socialization and education. To see gender 
differences from an anti-essentialist (which refuses to explain gender asymmetries and inequalities 
by biological differences) and materialist (woman-man, masculinity-femininity are social categories 
built within relationships of power) perspective brings a much needed conceptual clarification and 
an equidistant epistemic position (Pfefferkorn 2012, 21-25). 

3. Equality as the levelling of gender differences: gender equality as intrinsic 
equality  

In order to avoid the semantic confusion and ambiguities to which the idea of gender 
equality is exposed, we need to correlate it with other fundamental concepts such as those of 
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difference, equity, inequality, liberty. The correlation gender difference-equality, vividly debated in 
specialist literature, provides new theoretical insight and new possibilities for conceptual handling. 
When we talk about gender differences we refer to both the natural and biological differences and 
the "social, economic, and cultural differences between men and women, in order (...) to emphasize 
the complex social mechanisms through which particular differences between women and men 
transform into inequalities" (Grünberg 2011, 208). 

The manner in which we approach and understand the issue of gender differences may lead 
us to distinct meanings and nuances of gender equality. At the level of common thought, gender 
differences and equality are seen as opposed and, as a result, incompatible, for the plain reason that 
the mere existence of differences between people makes it impossible for them to stand on equal 
positions. Earning equal rights (legal equality), although it is a major victory of the modern world, 
does not bring new insight into the understanding and the application of gender equality in day-to-
day life. In response to the limits of the idea of formal (legal) equality, which solves only in part the 
issue of inequity, the feminism of difference (as was called the Western feminism of the '60s and '70s 
- the second wave) tries to reconcile the principle of equality with the acknowledgement of gender 
difference, upholding the value of the woman-subject, a state in which "women must see themselves 
through their own eyes, through their experiences and peculiarities, from a womanly perspective 
(leave the state of object and become the subject of knowledge)” (Dragomir and Miroiu 2002, 140-
141). Within various current feminist trends, the issue of differences between women and men is 
replaced by the issue of differences between women in particular social and political context, of 
upholding/acknowledging differences and multiple identities. 

We delimit at least four main options within the approach to gender differences in the 
process of education/socialization, as well as in other frameworks of knowledge or actual action, 
with reference to the Romanian collective mindset and social realities: a) gender differences get 
deeper (gender segregation and hierarchy; conservation of gender inequalities; "double 
standards"); b) gender differences are ignored (neutrality with respect to gender; hiding masculine 
domination; "universal standard");  c) differences are erased (gender egalitarianism; "the single 
standard as masculine standard"); d) gender differences are equally valued (gender equality as 
intrinsic equality and freedom of choice; two standards that are equally valued). These approaches 
produce either a different treatment or an equal treatment of women/girls and men/boys in the 
process of socialization and in various contexts of social life. The principles of "equal treatment" 
and "different treatment", respectively, are accompanied by several problems in their application to 
the Romanian society, because, in practice, they are often interpreted starting from the single 
standard - the male one - when, in fact, this principle supposes accepting two standards for women 
and men - with different capabilities, needs, and aspirations, which leads to the understanding that 
equal treatment does not mean identical treatment, but a differentiated yet equitable treatment. 
Therefore, the equal treatment of the two genders is not reduced to them being treated in an 
identical manner, regardless of the situation, which would mean, in fact, to apply the single 
standard (predominantly male or female); in the same fashion, differentiated treatment does not 
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imply using a double standard (inequitable or prone to produce inequalities), but an attitude that 
takes gender differences into account in an equitable manner. Thus, the fairness of gender-based 
treatment may mean equal treatment or differentiated treatment, but seen as equivalent in what 
regards rights, obligations, and opportunities. The identical treatment of women and men is no 
longer a guarantee for gender equality/fairness, and a fair approach seems to be differentiated 
treatment that leads to equivalent results (Gender mainstreaming – metode şi instrumente, 2004, 
Centrul Parteneriat pentru Egalitate).  

The model of gender partnership and of social cohesion is based on the respect of gender 
differences, the avoidance of gender hierarchy and segregation, it supposes the equal cognition, 
understanding, and valuing of gender features/roles, aspects which lay the foundation of balanced 
socialization (the androgynous model), provide a high level of freedom of choice, and equal 
opportunities for development to both genders. Starting from the recognition and the respect of 
gender differences, this approach makes possible for equality to be established in and through 
difference. Although the differences between genders are not as great as common knowledge would 
have it, through the adoption of particular models of socialization, of the traditional-patriarchal 
type, they are artificially deepened and become socially built inequalities, limiting the development 
of the human potential of the two genders and the freedom of choosing one's life-professional path.  

The political acceptation of equality supposes precisely the (re)cognition and acceptance of 
gender differences (Magyari-Vincze 2002, 77-105). This is a conceptual and theoretical ground that 
seems to be more suited than equality with the masculine standard, on which effective strategies to 
establish gender equality in a democratic society can be built.  

The orientation of gender policies in the post-communist Romanian society towards the 
attenuation of gender differences and disparities (by anti-discrimination measures) is believed to 
be superficial, because it only deals with the effects and not with the causes of gender inequalities. 
This type of approach does not produce lasting changes at the level of gender relations, often 
resulting in at least two "twisted effects": a) "equality in a field led to the deepening of inequalities 
in other fields. The classic example is the equal right to paid work, which led to women's 
overworking in general, because it just added to the work that they already did in their 
households"; b) women's right to vote "did not significantly change the face of politics in almost any 
of the states in which this process took place. Women were forced to simply integrate into the 
policies defined by men" (Pasti 2003, 90). In their turn, gender blind policies (the non-gender 
biased approach) are no longer considered to be a solution to the issue of gender asymmetry and 
inequalities. Changing the orientation of gender policies towards the deep mechanisms of the 
structuring of gender relations as relationships of power (in the context of private life, of inter-
personal relations, and of primary and secondary socialization), correlated with the principle of 
acknowledging and respecting specific gender differences, could be a realistic alternative in order 
to balance gender relations in our society (Pasti 2003, 244). 
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The difficulties encountered in the understanding of gender equality as equality in 
difference stem, to a great extent, from the confusion that feeds the many a dispute on this topic, 
between intrinsic equality and empirical equality (Rosanvallon 2011, 351). Feminists and all the 
real supporters of gender equality relate to the concept of intrinsic equality (the equality of women 
and men due to their intrinsic value as people, as human beings). Those who support gender 
equality as equality with the masculine standard as well as those who believe in the possibility of 
gender egalitarianism, operate with the meaning of empirical, contingent equality, which refers to 
quantitative, measurable aspects of equality, and is rather difficult and strange to translate into 
practice, even if, more than once, in order to identify and monitor gender inequalities we use 
figures in order to argument that there are inequalities between women and men in all the sectors 
of social life. 

4. Gender equality as equal opportunities and freedom of access to social rights  

Another cliché often cited when feminism and gender equality are criticized, mainly in a 
post-communist society accustomed to reduce the idea of equality to egalitarianism, is that of the 
incompatibility between equality and freedom.  

In modern democracies, liberty is the necessary condition of equality. Freedom guarantees 
if not equality de facto then at least equality in opportunities for all individuals: before the law, in 
political life, in the economic competition, etc. Equal opportunities represent the characteristic 
option of modern societies based on the values of liberal democracy. As these societies accept the 
idea that social inequalities are natural and inevitable (because they are determined by natural 
differences, by personal qualities, and specific circumstances), men are nevertheless equal in their 
rights and freedoms (A.P. Iliescu 1998, 83; Sainsbury 2000, 276). Therefore, inequalities are 
acceptable for people if they are the result of the "impersonal functioning of a free social 
mechanism" (the economic market or the competition), but are unacceptable when they emerge as 
the result of someone's interventions, of an institution's actions (as it happens in planned or 
dictatorial regimes) or as forms of discrimination (A.P. Iliescu 1998, 80).  

Ever since the establishment of the modern state, built on the values of liberal philosophy, 
this meaning of the concept of equality, as equal freedom, has inspired two fundamental principles 
which have been included into constitutional norms: equality before the law (legal equality); and 
equality in rights, with special focus on fundamental rights, civil and political rights, and less on 
social rights. 

Therefore, classic liberal values defend the principle that society and the state have an 
obligation to ensure equal rights and liberties (equal access; equal opportunities, fairness in the 
liberal sense) in all fields, for all their citizens, but reject the idea - specific to left-wing doctrines - 
that they also have an obligation to create the conditions needed for people to become actually 
equal (with reference to the equality of results or the fair distribution of resources) (Colțescu 2005, 
92). In this respect, "...there is no general consensus among liberals as to whether the government 
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should ensure only equality before the law or also equal opportunities. Many contemporary liberals 
have pleaded in favour of the former idea and for a minimal intervention of the state (mainly the 
libertarians: Friedrich Hayek, Robert Nozick, Milton Friedman). General-welfare liberalism opts for 
the latter idea, becoming one of the main allies of feminism" (Miroiu 2004, 114).  

Among the various liberal trends which founded modern and current democracies there are 
major differences in what regards the correlation freedom-equality, civil and political rights versus 
social rights. If classic liberal doctrine and practice sees gender equality as equality in civil and 
political rights, things become more complicated when equality in social rights is brought to the 
fore, an aspect which reveals the structural gender inequalities present in the sphere of public and 
private life and the inequalities relative to paid work and domestic work, respectively.  From the 
perspective of social liberalism, gender equality, understood as freedom to access social rights is far 
from becoming a tangible reality in all European countries. Thus, the meanings of equality in 
relation to the idea of liberty are currently reconsidered from the perspective of the feminist 
research that has analysed the welfare states in the European area. The case of Sweden and the 
other Northern countries (Denmark, Norway, Finland and The Netherlands) are cited as examples 
of a successful harmonization of the values of freedom, individual autonomy, gender equality, and 
social welfare. These countries hold top positions both in what regards their support of the values 
of freedom and individual initiative (countries with a high level of individualism and equality) and 
the way their ensure equality (as equal opportunities, access to social rights, etc.) (Hofstede and 
Hotstede and Minkov 2012, 66-100). 

Therefore, the theory and practice of classic liberal democracy, far from being gender 
neutral, blocked and limited for a long time women's access to full citizenship, with reference to the 
multitude of the dimensions of this condition, an aspect which had a direct impact on the 
formulation of public policies in relation to the generic category of the "universal citizen" which, in 
fact, refers to man as the head of the family and an independent paid worker. Against this "universal 
benchmark", women, as "second-rank citizens", were given only derived and fragile rights, which 
have kept them in a condition of economic and symbolic dependence to their husbands/partners. 
Feminist research and gender studies question the supposedly universal concept of citizenship and 
the issue of women's exclusion, for a long time, from the scope of civil, political, and social rights. 
The victories won by women in the area of political and civil rights in the 20th century also 
contributed to the improvement of the status of their social citizenship, in relation to which there 
are still many things to change, which, to a great extent, are related to the re-conceptualization of 
the complex relationship between various types of equality and freedom in the both spheres of 
social life, the area of public and private life, productive and reproductive work, themes launched 
by the feminist theory as early as the 1960s but which are still not exhausted (Del Re, Heinen 1996, 
12-21). 

To ensure equal opportunities in social gender relations means to ensure equality as a 
starting point, equal starting conditions in the social competition. In this case, gender equality (as 
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equal opportunities) is put in relation to the liberal principle of meritocracy, which, however, 
ignores right from the start, the existence of gender inequalities in the sphere of private life and the 
fact that women, who are responsible for work in the sphere of private life, get restricted access to 
competition and resources. "While they remain housewives and mothers in office, women cannot be 
equal competitors on the labour market; they have a real handicap in the competition. Meritocracy 
invoked as a liberal principle applies to those freed from feeding and caring activities" (Miroiu 2004, 
114).  

For social welfare liberalism, unlike classical and neo-classical liberalism, equality is the 
premise needed to achieve individual freedom and independence. In this respect, equal 
opportunities mean not only removing the obstacles that oppose the exercise of individual liberties 
but also meeting the basic needs of people (men/women), and the state assumes a role in ensuring 
the citizens' welfare. This is quite difficult to understand and implement in the post-communist 
society, which has to deal with many gender inequalities, deeply rooted in social structures. All the 
more difficult as it has passed from an extreme to the other in what regards the state's role, from 
the all-mightiness of the intrusive state to the minimal state of the classical liberal type. Therefore, 
if, in today's Romania we reduce the idea of gender equality to equal chances understood only 
based on the meritocratic principle, we actually support fake gender equality or at the most, a 
formal not an actual type of equality. If we act only with legal tools and anti-discrimination 
measures, without approaching the grounds of gender inequality in the sphere of public and private 
life, ignoring the fact that social welfare (social citizenship) is not equally accessible to women and 
men, it means we are dwelling at the level of an ideological discourse with visible demagogic 
nuances. In the countries of the European Union, gender equality is more visible and tangible where 
the social-democrat agenda ensures the functioning of social welfare regimes. 

Conclusion: What kind of feminism and gender equality that would be needed today 
in Romania? 

When we promote a particular type of feminism and support the principle of gender 
equality (through our research, training programs, EU funded projects, or public policies) we must 
be familiar with the dominant cultural model within which we move and identify the clichés, 
prejudices, and values used by the collective mindset in order to take the necessary epistemological 
distance from them and contextualize the programs we run in agreement with the Romanian 
reality. In other words, it is better to be aware of the cultural background on which we aim to grow 
the principle of gender equality and feminist ideas in order to find proper and effective ways to 
integrate this principle into daily social practices. Acknowledging the obstacles that stand against 
the materialization of this principle of gender equality and identifying the factors which generate 
and maintain these obstacles, factors situated outside the area of cultural models, the meanings and 
significations that the idea of equality has in various cultures should be an absolutely necessary and 
permanent exercise in order to define a better structured public and theoretical agenda on the 
theme of gender equality, cleansed of confusion, bias, and ideological deviations.  
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What kind of gender equality should/could we tend towards? 

Real equality means: 

- Equal valuing of feminine and masculine roles, work, and attributes; 

- Differentiated yet equitable treatment; 

- Equality in and through difference; 

- Qualitative indicators; 

- Based on an equivalence of the A=B type; 

- Affirmation of the woman-subject; 

- Focus on gender equality and inequalities in the public and private space; equality with 
respect to paid and unpaid work.  

Formal equality is reduced to: 

- Equality with the masculine standard; 

- Quantitative indicators; 

- Equal opportunities reduced to the meritocratic principle; 

- Equal opportunities reduced to equal civil and political rights;  

- Equal treatment and identical treatment; egalitarianism; 

- Differentiated treatment with reference to the “double standard”; A = non-A; perpetuation 
of classic public-private dichotomies.  

If currently, in Romania, the idea of gender equality is reduced to equal opportunities (the 
meritocratic principle), this means that we are actually supporting a false type of gender equality 
or, at least, formal equality, but not real equality. If we act only with legal instruments and anti-
discrimination measures, without approaching, through education and public policies, the grounds 
of gender inequalities in the sphere of public and private life, while ignoring the fact that social 
welfare (social citizenship) is not equally accessible to women and men, this means that we are 
stuck at the level of an ideological discourse with obvious demagogical elements.  

In the Romanian society it is necessary and possible to create a feminism of equality, of 
respect for gender differenced, of autonomy and freedom. Feminism as outside the box (self) 
critical thinking and discourse would have a transforming potential in all the Romanian social 
environments. In order to promote this type of feminism it is important to understand that the 
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sphere of private life is an important place where gender relationships are created / shaped and it 
is necessary to see the two spheres as interdependent because the inequalities from the sphere of 
private life reproduce in the sphere of professional work. Equality between women and men on the 
labour market / in the professional sphere will remain formal as long as the issue of the informal 
care offered to the dependent is not solved by public policies.  

 In the Romanian society, feminism seen as outside the box thinking could support two-way 
modernizing policies: “top-down” (through laws and institutions) and “bottom-up” (in which an 
important role is played by education).  
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Abstract: 

 

Feminism encompasses such a wide range of cultural and ideological movements that one may 
rightfully ask: What is Feminism after all? Post-feminism, Girl Power feminism, Do-Me feminism, Queer 
feminism, Postcolonial feminism, Cyber feminism, “I'm not a feminist... but...” feminism, Third Wave 
feminism, postfeminist men, Libertarian feminism, illustrate prolific productions in feminist meanings 
that are multiple, contradictory, may overlap in their beliefs and other times deny one another. Some 
of these after-feminism movements have often been criticised of being anti-feminist, too commodified 
by a mainstream patriarchal media language, while others of being apolitical because of celebrating 
an indeterminate and intersectional subject. In this article I argue for a feminism that is able to be 
political while embracing an indeterminate and intersectional subject, by replacing identity politics 
which is exclusionary and perpetuates hierarchical thinking, with an activist politics that is not subject 
centred but object (policies and practices) centred. Accepting an epistemological position that 
challenges categorical thinking and embraces indeterminacy and contradiction, is not incompatible 
with political activism, it reveals in fact potentialities to change the way we think about politics and to 
rethink possibilities for changing oppressive mentalities. I explore therefore aspects of feminism's 
politics of representation and its struggle with defining its own subject on one hand and on the other 
hand I use my ethnographic field-work research on sexual and gender identity within a LGBT 
community in Belgium, in order to illustrate the lived-experience of the intersectional subject.     By this 
means I don't want to create an antagonistic relation between representation and the lived-experience 
but show the complexity of their inter-dependency in the process of identity and self making. The non-
categorical subject should no longer be disquieting, but become a new means of engaging politics. In 
this regard I draw on third wave political agenda as exemplary for integrating a feminist political 
agenda with an intersectional and contradictory subject.  
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This article is concerned with the epistemological and political dilemmas emerged within 
the western context of postmodern popular and academic feminist debates. Identity politics has 
represented a particular point of contention for post-feminist strands and created divisions of 
different cultural politics and epistemological standpoints. My research question investigates new 
feminisms' problematic relation with politics and brings into discussion new possibilities of 
accommodating a deferred and intersectional subject with activism. Henceforth I first tackle 
cultural politics and the discursive reality of representations and draw on authors like Gill, Genz 
and Brabon, Mc Robbie to explore the victim feminism versus power feminism debate and 
postfeminist popular discourse on female empowerment. Arguing on the limitations of 
empowerment approach that favours a binary logic that merely reifies traditional power positions 
and gender categories, I bring into discussion an understanding of gender identities and selves as 
intersectionally constituted by (and constitutive of) other categories of difference like sex, class, 
ethnicity, race, sexuality, age, disability that interlace with each other. I integrate Deleuzean 
queering the queer approach with phenomenological concepts such as embodiment and Bourdieu's 
habitus to illustrate an understanding of intersectionality and intersectional subject as lived 
experience. I therefore draw on my ethnographic fieldwork research on LGBT community in 
Leuven, Belgium to exemplify the contradictory ways gender and sexual identities are embodied 
and the manner masculinities and femininities are engendered with (and engender) acquired 
predispositions of class. The findings show the contradictory ways participants assume their being 
gay and yet not being gay at the same time. Being gay and yet not being gay disentangles categorical 
and representational thinking, legitimises the “unspecified” as a fruitful epistemological tool to 
think identity. People are both subjects and objects in the process of identity and self (un)making 
and their bodies are not only symbolic but also agentic. The more complex view on power as de-
centred, contradictory and diffused reveals new potentialities for resistance and agency and 
destabilise traditional subject-object power relations. Within this new framework empowerment is 
reconfigured not through hierarchic relations but through horizontal inter-dependent connections 
and this is the way third-wave feminist agenda reconciles intersectional subject with political 
activism.       

In a Hegelian perspective, the existential condition of producing humanity, hence growing 
identities is inherently dialectical as we first need to get self-alienated from the world, to “objectify” 
our selves -through creation of ideas, institutions, in order to gradually recognise ourselves and 
(re)define ourselves. Following Hegel and Simmel's dialectics on culture, Miller illustrates the 
condition of being at once both subjects and objects in the process of producing material and 
cultural things1. Creating laws, institutions or material things provides resources to enhance our 
possibilities of being but at the same time it also provides the possibility of becoming oppressed 

1Daniel, Miller, Stuff (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010),42-79. 
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and alienated by the things we produce as they have a tendency to develop autonomous interest2. 
From this viewpoint I hold that approaching identity groups/categories as inherently oppressive is 
as wrong as approaching them as inherently good. My aim is therefore not to treat feminism or 
post-feminist movements as institutions of “liberation” or regularization. Although to some extent 
they have been institutionalised, they function not only as instruments for justice or emancipation, 
but are also instrumentalized differently by different forces such as politics of consumption, politics 
of reproduction, media politics of representations, academia, nationalist politics, human rights, and 
so on. I will concentrate on the western context of popular and academic debates and practices 
regarding after-feminism movements and I will bring to a focus the issue of identity subject and 
political relevance of today's feminisms. Gender, like many other identity categories undergoes an 
“identity crisis”. Lately, group identities come to produce more and more diversity within their 
groups to the extent that the subject might not be recognisable anymore and hence politically 
irrelevant. What I propose is to replace the dominant/minority model of identity politics with a 
new understanding of politics which is empowering both at the individual and collective level 
through the production of non-hierarchical and inter-dependent relationships of power. We need to 
get out of the comfortableness of social constructivist thinking, though nevertheless useful in 
understanding identity making, but not enough exploited. In the light of the social constructivist 
movements, minority identity groups could legitimise themselves and emancipate only by the 
“normalised turn” and positive reference towards the dominant category. Deaf is Beautiful, Gay 
Pride, Deaf Power, Girl Power might in fact be seen as “mere re-appropriations of a formerly 
derogatory discourse”3 . Identities are indeed social and cultural constructions and vary historically 
and culturally but bodies are not only represented differently, they are lived differently and 
embody multiple practices and identities that are constitutive of selves. I find therefore useful to 
engage queer and Deleuzian frameworks on self together with phenomenological concept of 
embodiment as it brings the corporealities and emotions as analytical tools to think about gender 
and power relationships. I believe that feminism understood as a stable subject category might 
have reached a dead end. However, this should not be the case if we think of feminism as a dynamic, 
alternative model of thinking that is at ease with an unstable and intersectional subject. Moreover, 
its analytical approach should exceed antagonist paradigmatic relations of object-subject, female-
male, passive - active. Assuming an epistemological position in which woman is not synonym for 
gender, nor even for sex should not make feminist political activism irrelevant, but only change the 
critical perspective towards the ways situations of abuse or discrimination occur. Feminism, as a 
necessary means of keeping political consciousness awake, needs to reinvent its epistemology 
through an alternative way of understanding connections.  

2 Miller, Stuff, 61 

3 Lennard, Davis,  “The End of Identity Politics and the Beginning of Dismodernism. On disability as an Unstable Category” 
in The Disability Studies Reader, edited by Lennard, J. D. (New York: Routledge Taylor &Francis Group, 2006), 231 
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As theoretical and cultural practice, feminism develops in a western context that regards 
gender as biologically determined, hence sex-specific and dual. Therefore the notion of woman 
overlaps with gender, sex and social roles. Liberal feminism accused the social practices and 
discursive fields of sexism and proposed a sisterhood ethics that claims for equal rights in the 
economic, political and social aspects of public life. The formal achievement of these rights didn't 
satisfy radical feminists who believed that the deep rooted patriarchal structures won't be 
demolished by fighting against sexism only, but fighting against phallologocentrism as well. The 
shift moved from equality to difference in the attempt of reinventing the concept of woman by 
women themselves, against what they considered to be men's expectations towards women. The 
matrix of exploitations was believed to lay in man's power over women, in sexuality and family. 
Radical feminism shifted the realm of politics from public into the private (“The personal is 
political”) , but at the same time  they operated with a traditional understanding of politics and, as 
Lloyd remarks, they didn't realize that their own account of the subject was in itself a political 
construction4. While rightfully claiming a common experience of oppression and injustice, 
feminisms were engaging a politics that assumed a unitary and univocal experience and identity. 
The problem with identity categories is not only that they assume a subject as pre-existing identity 
category (instead of co-emerging with it) but it also employs a situated hegemonic discourse that 
concerns in this case, the western white middle class heterosexual. Hegemonic paradigms of 
thinking identities need to be challenged and identities, as Lloyd argues, need to be treated as 
political effects rather than prior to political activity5. 

It is difficult and probably deceiving to try and find a consensus in defining post-feminism, 
as there are multiple understandings and employments of it, different expressions and 
contradictory standpoints. However, it is not difficult to notice that all the after-feminist 
movements are highly critical towards feminism's identity subject. The historical and cultural 
context of the development of post-feminism  coincides with the after 80's and early 90's decades 
when western generations of women benefited from women's movement by having access to 
employment, education, combining work with family, men's involvement in domestic work and 
child rearing6. While liberal feminism became irrelevant for the new generations that take their 
rights for granted, radical feminism was imputed for its anti-feminine, anti-sexual and anti-male 
attitude7. The “victimization” position was considered by postfeminists like Naomi 

4 Moya, Lloyd, Beyond Identity Politics. Feminism, Power&Politics (London, Sage Publications, 2005), 4 

5 Lloyd, Beyond Identity Politics, 14 

6 Pamela, Aronson, “Feminists or 'Postfeminists'?. Young Women Attitudes toward Feminism and Gender Relations” in 
GENDER & SOCIETY, Vol. 17, No. 6, December (2003), 903-922 

7 Stéphanie, Genz and Benjamin, Brabon,  Post-feminism. Cultural Texts and Theories (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press. 2009) ;   Angela, Mc Robbie. The Aftermath of Feminism. Gender, Culture and social Change,(London: Sage 
Publications, 2010);  Carisa, Showden, “What's Political about the New Feminisms?” in Frontiers: A Journal of Women 
Studies, Vol. 30, No. 2, (University of Nebraska Press, 2009) 166-198 
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Wolf8empirically false and detrimental for women as it reifies stereotypical views on women as 
powerless and feeble while denying their agency, autonomy and potential for social power: “second 
wave feminism has pushed institutions too far in the difference direction, codling women instead of 
allowing them to flourish or flounder on their own merits”9. Efforts were directed against a politics 
of “victim feminism” in an attempt to replace politicisation or “institutionalisation of the personal” 
with a politics of “liberalisation of the personal” and self-empowering. By supporting liberalization 
of pornography and prostitution market, early 90s postfeminists (represented mostly by the 
Women's Freedom Network), were in fact opposing stigmatisation of women's sexual pleasure and 
standardization of conformity in what regards sex that can be “good” or “bad” for women10. It is the 
particular space of sexuality and femininity that is being reclaimed by “power feminism”, not as a 
site of oppression but one of power and control.  

Postfeminist expressions in media and advertising articulate a popular discourse in which 
politics of emancipation conflates with the consumerist politics and capitalist ideology of 
individualism, narcissism and self-worth culture. The intermingling of feminist principles with 
consumerist principles is most evident in power feminism trends like Girl Power and Chick-Lit that 
are highly (self)commodified adopting stereotypical hetero-normative notions of femininities that 
feature Barbie Doll look, glamorous make-up and pink, girlie outfits. Being sexy and fashionable, 
“Girlies” and “Chicks” promote a feminism that should be fun, celebrating female friendship and 
emancipation of women as desirable and desiring subjects. Power feminism's limitation of female 
agency to body building and adornment and power to material accumulation and freedom of 
purchase, reveals a “free  market feminism”11 (Weelehan in Genz, Brabon 2009: 80), a consumer 
culture rather than an activist one in which women's liberation transformed in hedonistic and 
narcissist consumption of “identities”. In the context of late capitalism, acquiring goods and 
lifestyles are practices constitutive of selves and identities, when the difference between living and 
buying is becoming smaller and smaller12 and “body/self has become primarily a performing self of 
appearance, display and impression management”13. Popular post-feminism was criticised of 
lacking any feminist content, being anti-feminist, depoliticised, individualised and maintaining 
traditional patriarchal sexist views. Adoption of “girlhood” as a state of being is also being criticised 

8 Carisa, Showden's reference to Wolf's Fire with Fire in “What's Political about the New Feminisms?” in Frontiers: A 
Journal of Women Studies, Vol. 30, No. 2, (University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 171 

9 Showden, What's political?, 171 

10 Ibidem, 170 

11 Weelehan in Stéphanie, Genz and Benjamin, Brabon,  Post-feminism. Cultural Texts and Theories (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press. 2009), 80 

12 John, Comaroff John and Jean, Comaroff, Ethnicity, Inc.(The University of Chicago Press,  2009) 

13 Thomas, Csordas, “Introduction: the Body as Representation and Being-in-the-world,” in Embodiment and Experience. 
The Existential Ground of Culture and Self edited by Csordas T. (Cambridge University Press, 1994), 2 
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as it denotes infantile, submissive, easy-to-control femaleness and dismissal of a more complex 
adult subjectivity14. On the other hand, critics like Genz, Brabon15 and Gill16 tend to have a more 
nuanced approach that embraces the contradictory character of power feminism when analysing 
media products such as Ally Mc Beal, Sex and the City, Bridget Jones. Liberal feminist ideals are 
assimilated and taken for granted by postfeminists, as women are almost always depicted as 
independent and having successful careers. Although there is a strong incentive towards being 
physically attractive, achieving desirability is being done for one's self and not for men, as it is 
about being confident with one's self and not displaying dependence on men's approval: 

“In this modernised neoliberal version of femininity it is absolutely imperative that one's 
sexual and dating practices (however traditional, old-fashioned or in-egalitarian they may be-
involving strict adherence to rules, rationing oneself and not displaying any needs!) be presented as 
freely chosen.”17 

Nevertheless the entanglement of postfeminist discourses with the neo-liberal individualist 
discourse is very much contradictory. The emphasis on autonomy and pleasure-seeking in 
relationships converges with the omnipresent romance stories that convey the taken for granted 
assumption that women are not complete without men. The eternal search for “Mr Right” seems to 
reveal that the real accomplishment for women is to get married.     

A highly sexualised version of power feminism, Do-Me feminism, also referred to as “porno-
chic”, “bimbo feminism”18emerged as one of the sexualisation mainstreaming effects of media. 
According to Gill, in the context of proliferation of erotic depictions of girls, women and to a lesser 
extend men, there is a shift from 'sexual objectification' to sexual 'subjectification'19. Do-Me 
feminism emphasizes on female subject as a desiring subject and equals power with sex. Sexual 
empowerment becomes an important part in women's emancipation and strive for autonomy and 
control over their bodies and sexuality. Do-Me feminists' re-appropriations of patriarchal images of 
women as sex objects is an attempt to reverse traditional sexual power relations. Women adopt the 
role of agents in making their bodies sexually attractive, hence becoming sexual subjects instead of 
being passive objects of male gaze. The subjectification – objectification paradigm is a particular 
point of contention in regard to power feminists' endorsement of agency. Prototypes of sexually 
empowered women are the protagonists from Sex and the City. They show that women can seek 

14 Showden, What's political?, 176-177 

15Genz and Brabon, Post-feminism, 90-91 

16Rosalind, Gill, Gender and the Media (Cambridge: Polity Press 2007), 259-260 

17Gill, Gender, 261 

18Genz and Brabon, Post-feminism, 91 

19Gill, Gender, 258 
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pleasure only for themselves, they can have sex without committing to a serious relationship and 
they indulge in being sexy not to satisfy men but to feel empowered over them. The dissatisfaction 
with this kind of “agency” is that it operates on traditional understandings of sexiness and 
patriarchal expectations and reasoning. Showden sees the adoption of “male gaze” by female 
themselves as ironically self-objectifying and objectifying other women since it doesn't propose 
new models of sexual gratification20. Sexual subjectification is perceived by Gill as a more deeper 
form of exploitation than objectification, one in which the objectifying male gaze is internalise 
within a disciplinary regime that allows constructing ourselves  a kind of subjectivity  that 
resembles heterosexual male fantasy21. 

A beautiful account on how feminist principles are adversely fused with consumerist 
politics affirmed in postfeminist discourse, concerns McRobbie's22 approach on what she calls 
“post-feminist disorders” and how they are being covered by the media. Focusing on pathologies 
associated almost exclusively with women like anorexia, bulimia and on self-destructive behaviours 
like cutting, alcohol and drug addiction, low self-esteem, feelings of worthlessness, Mc Robbie is 
interested in “female psychopathology” as culturally and socially produced, and how media 
representations of women as mad, depressed, or self-destructive intertwine feminism. Women's 
eating disorders increased with the emergence of consumer culture and the social pressures of 
success and perfectibility that shape female body under social expectations of beauty and self-
control. They mirror the contradictory capitalist ideology discourses that embody a slender ideal 
while aggressively encouraging excessive desire and consumption. Bodies are therefore women's 
means of expressing hostility, resistance towards gender pressures and sexuality expectations23. In 
media, expressions of “post-feminist disorders” are becoming more and more titillated and 
accepted as normal and even glamorised as a sort of feminist rage. Employing Butler's concepts of 
masquerade and melancholia, Mc Robbie illustrates the paradox of 'illegible rage” of women's 
emancipation referring to a certain genre of fashion images and celebrities like Amy Winehouse as 
being part of institutionalisation of melancholia. The genre of fashion images on focus, depicts 
models with “stick thin legs and arms”, “flat chests”, “flat tummy”, “barely a hint of breasts”, 
“narrow boyish hip”, “large eyes and sculptured face” who display psychic disturbance, loss, reverie, 
dejection, boredom, turmoil, self-absorption-attitudes that are being glamourised by magazines like 
Prada , Vogue and attractive for middle class women24. The kind of feminism that prevails this 
imaginary is translated in female subject's self sufficiency, her “asexual femininity”, that seems to 

20Showden, What's political?, 176 

21Gill, Gender, 258 

22Angela, Mc Robbie. The Aftermath of Feminism. Gender, Culture and social Change,(London: Sage Publications, 2010) 

23Erica, Reischer and Kathryn, Koo “The Body Beautiful: Symbolism and Agency in the Social World” in Annual Review of 
Anthropology, 33, (2004), 301 

24Mc Robbie, The Aftermath of Feminism,93-122 
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address a women's fashion self-contained world and not men's desire. There are no patriarchal 
signifiers, no sense of inferiority, as there is an exhibited indifference towards male approval, and 
patriarchal codes of desire25. This indifference to phallus lack and the transgression of hetero-
normativity is not after all, liberating, but psychologically damaging because of the refusal of 
(male)love. This non-normative sexual desire and the absent signifier of phallocentric power leads, 
in psychoanalytical terms, to what Butler names, gender melancholia. Resistance expressed in 
aloofness, coldness and reluctance to embrace domesticity can be produced (it seems) only through 
the loss of object of desire, the refusal of love, which is substituted with gender masquerade, “the 
fetishist fashion items and objects, thus ensuring that in this women only sphere, things do not get 
out of control”26. Drawing on Rabine, Mc Robbie illustrates that this withdrawal from the Symbolic 
order does not entail a radical reconfiguration of gender -hierarchy. Trapped in the melancholia 
state women don't have the means to challenge the Symbolic, but remained confined to a “lesbian 
gaze “that encourage women to consume voyeuristically the images of other wome27 under the 
same Symbolic terms in which she can reflect upon herself only as object28 in an ambivalent 
attitude in which she struggles for emancipation while at the same time hating herself for having 
rejected the (male) love. What Mc Robbie finds nevertheless, disquieting is the way popular culture 
normalises and predicates gender melancholia as a sort of surrogate feminism that encourages 
women to recognise themselves within these terms. Analysing public exposure of female pain and 
self-loathing like in pro anorexia blogs, Amy Winehouse's website and Tracey Emin's work as artist, 
she concludes that a woman as an artist is in effect more acceptable when she  expresses anger 
against herself than when her anger is about sexual injustice and violence30. 

Thus far, critical accounts on postfeminist popular discourse convey a very depressing 
prospect. It seems that no matter what we do we can't escape the patriarchal structures of 
reference. Are we then forever doomed to not be able to make more of ourselves than grow 
subjectivities that are schizophrenically divided between subjectifying and objectifying means of 
relating to others? Is subjectivisation of “the Other” a false illusion of what in effect constitutes self 
objectification? At the level of popular discourse women are either sex-objects or sexually 
empowered by “hedonistic female phallicism”31, either dependent on men's approval or disdainful 
to it, while at the same time longing for it. By any means, feminism's engagement and limitation to a 
dichotomic framework that opposes femininity-masculinity, woman-man, heterosexual-

25Ibidem, 102 

26Ibidem, 101 

27Fuss in Ibidem, 106 

28Ibidem, 102 

30Ibidem, 122 

31Ibidem, 2 
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homosexual under tensioned relations of object-subject, victimisation-empowerment and 
sameness-difference is not productive enough to capture and understand the complexity of 
ambiguity, ambivalence, paradox, indeterminacy that mark the process of self-(un)making and 
identity (un)making. Undoubtedly and fortunately, the frame of binary thinking we like so much to 
hang on is after all, only a frame - a frame that is produced and reproduces itself perfectly within a 
marketing discourse that can reach its target only through exploiting emotional appeal and 
stereotypical paradigms. Consumption industry finds in assimilationist identity politics of 
minorities such as women, disabled people or non-heterosexuals, a prolific niche for marketing 
goods. There is an interdependence between consumption industry that use identity politics for 
economic advantages and identity groups'  politics to gain positive visibility and acceptance as 
empowered, abled or normal. The reversed discourse on emancipation is not challenging 
patriarchy, ableness or hetero-normativity hegemony, but it only reiterates the same hierarchic 
structures of power under the identity politics of sameness that re-appropriates the logic of a 
binary thinking in which the reference is always the powerful, abled, white, western, middle-class 
man. On the other hand, constant proliferation of identities within group identities reflects also the 
market politics' exploitation of the ex-centric and fragmentary nature of selves, satisfying 
narcissistic desires and the drive for always becoming something else, while fixing these new 
identities through consumption. Although reproduction of new identities within the media feeds on 
hegemonic structures of hierarchic thinking, it also creates potentialities for new codifications. The 
possibilities for the negotiation of new meanings may be subversive even if it registers a hegemonic 
frame of reference. Metrosexual looks is an evident proof of the influence and mainstreaming of 
effeminate gay style and fashion on the heterosexual man. There are certainly men who reject 
metrosexual style but those who assimilate it, are surely not confused by their sexual orientation 
but incorporate new meanings of beauty and sexiness that are no longer only feminine attributes 
but become means of empowering and being (or claiming to be) a successful man. New negotiations 
of femininity and masculinity blur gender boundaries under the contemporary ideology that equals 
beauty with morality and self-control. Gender attributes are changing over the history. Nowadays, 
femininity and female beauty adopt masculine attributes such as thinness and muscularity. 
Reischer notes that the late twentieth-century America is the first cultural moment in which 
muscles, a physical attribute once antithetical to femininity, have become associated with the body 
beautiful and meaningfully, this moment coincides with the major transformation in women's social 
position32. Genz and Brabon's33 account on masculinity crisis reflects on new types of masculinities 
like The New Man and the Metrosexual that are highly commodified, narcissistic, pro-feminist, anti-
sexist and sexually ambivalent. The New Lad is resistant to fashion, doesn't parade “a desired male 
body”34 but displays retro-sexism and ironical misogyny. These contradictory versions depict “the 

32Reischer and Koo, The Body Beautiful , 313 

33Genz and Brabon, Post-feminism, 138-150 

34Ibidem, 139 
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postfeminist man”, the result of conglomeration of conflicting and contradictory masculinities, 
negotiating the impact of feminism on his identity and his troubling relation with the ghost of 
hegemonic masculinity as he tries to reconcile the threat he poses to himself and the social systems 
he tries to uphold35. If we still want to cling to the dualist framework of object-subject or oppressed 
-empowered we might try to figure out whether men are objectified, or just in a process of 
subjectification competing along with women for power, or we may be prone to analyse the 
patriarchal authority underneath male effeminacy, or on contrary, that of women. It goes without 
saying that this kind of approach is narrow and detrimental as it reifies hierarchic power relations, 
identity categories and in this case, the relation between sex, gender and sexuality as being 
essential. Moreover, it is impotent in dealing with the paradox, the contradictory, the ambivalence, 
when in fact these are mere techniques of the self in negotiating meanings of power that intersect 
different dimensions of identification. Therefore we should be more optimistic on the potentialities 
that humour, paradox, irony, ambivalence, sarcasm, contradiction offer in terms of identifications, 
detachment and resistance. We should also be more confident in the critical capacity of the 
audience and explore the lived experience and the intricacies of embodying codes of meanings.   

The commodified version of power feminism in postfeminist popular culture confirmed to 
entangle and not to challenge gender and hetero-normative categorisations. It was criticised for 
being apolitical- as its misinterpretation of “the personal is political”36 reduced agency to the 
freedom of “I can choose to do whatever I want” and for its individualism and indifference towards 
categories of race, ethnicity, disability, class and age (other than youth). Many of these criticisms 
come from different strands of post-feminisms that engage with multiculturalist, postcolonial, de-
constructivist poststructuralist frameworks. Intersections of feminism with antifoundationalist 
postmodern discourses has enabled a dynamic, multivalent and also conflicting dialogues that 
proved to be fruitful in reconfiguring the feminist epistemological standpoint. In this sense,  post-
feminism can be understood as “feminism's coming of age”, a self-reflexive and self-critical 
turn37that condemns feminism's western centric, and hetero-normative standpoint and adopts 
pluralisation and de-stabilisation of subject as critical tools in fighting against modernist, 
patriarchal and imperialist frames. Black feminists like Corby, Bell Hooks, Ramazonoglu insist on 
the cultural and historical specificity of notions of sexuality, gender , patriarchy and on the relation 
between feminism and colonialism. Oyêwùmí, for instance, has an excellent account on the 
differences in cultural logic between western social categories that are biologically determined and 
classified according to “one's anatomy” and the many African societies in which categories of “wife” 
and “husband” or any kinship relations are not sex or sexually specific and social order requires a 

35Ibidem, 143 

36Showden, What's political?, 178 

37Yetman an Brooks in Ann, Brooks,  Post-feminisms: Feminism, Cultural Theory and Cultural Forms (London an New York: 
Routledge, 1997) 
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different map than a gender one38. Post-structuralist frameworks that destabilise a unitary 
coherent subject, logo centrism and binary logic appealed to postfeminists like Theresa de Lauretis, 
Judith Butler, Anne Yeatman, Linda Nicholson, or Spivak who also fed on Foucauldian 
understandings of power in their exploration on the construction of gender and sexuality, their 
political dynamics, and the intersectional and multiple dimension of oppression. The engagement of 
feminism with queer theories are particularly valuable and best illustrated by Butler's framework 
on gender performativity and melancholia and build up on queering the relation between sex, 
gender and sexuality, resisting tendencies of categorisation and essentialising identities in 
reference to gender and sexual practices. Nonetheless, the engrossment with postmodernist 
analytical approach, as elevated and fascinating it can be, is also disquieting. The dismissal of 
subject category and postmodernist individuation limits possibilities for feminist politics and 
emancipation. Hence feminist theory seems to become irrelevant in an epistemological context in 
which identities are indeterminate, arbitrary and fluid. Paradoxically, the enthusiasm which the 
celebration of difference and the deconstructing of totalising and essentialist discourses might 
bring, leaves us high and dry in its abstract and obscure language that reveals the bad seeds of 
oppression and discrimination, but nothing more. There is also the concern of some critics that the 
multitude of difference and plurivocal stands might encourage cultural relativism and political 
passivity, apathy and indifference40.  

The apparently irreconcilable relation between feminist politics and postmodern 
deconstructivism needs to be reconsidered in a manner that does not exclude the necessity of  
political awareness and activism in regard to women, nor does it discard a significant and valuable 
theoretical framework such as post-structuralism, but holds on both and reworks their limitations. 
Concerning the dilemma of identity politics, Butler emphasizes that asserting  a reality of 
homosexuality or of a certain gender is something different than insisting that there are lives that 
are worthy of protection41. Claiming a gender or sexual reality denies the freedom of unfixing the 
self and the possibilities of actualisation of the self.  Butler and other queer theoreticians are not 
claiming anti-identity politics in the sense of positing against the idea of identity itself. One cannot 
be a self without being recognised and recognising himself without relating to norms, but a queer 
politics is one that celebrates not difference from but difference in itself and recognition of difference 
as a mode of being. This concept of difference integrates in fact Derrida's difference and Deleuze's 
iterative difference. Queer is then, not an identity but a way of becoming. The problem with queer 
and deconstructivist theories in general is, as theoreticians like Seidman42, Gamson43 notice, the 

39Oyèrónké, Oyêwùmí, ed. African Gender Studies. A Reader (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005) 1-1 

40Genz and Brabon, Post-feminism,32 

41Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (Routledge, New York and London, 2004), 15 

42Steven, Seidman, “Deconstructing queer theory, or the under-theorization of the social and ethical” in Social 
Postmodernism: Beyond Identity Politics, edited by Nicholson , Linda and Siedman S. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP), 116-141 
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underestimation of the institutional and material context of discursive power as well as the critical 
negativist position of deconstructing group empowerment by being anti-, non-, without bringing 
productive and effective epistemological strategies, but merely stating issues. I propose therefore, 
engaging queer theories with phenomenological concepts of embodiment and being-in-the-world in 
order to get closer to the reality of our bodies and the lived experience of gender and power 
relations. Many postfeminists have been preoccupied with a re-conceptualisation of feminist 
politics that can be efficient and accommodate the postmodern multiple, deferred, performative, 
destabilised, intersectional subject. Traditional approach on politics as inherently related to subject, 
is challenged and new theoretical configurations of politics demonstrate that there is no need for a 
unitary stable subject to guarantee its politics. Lloyd envisions politics as a “dense web of variable 
power relations”, “perpetually opened to reconfiguration”, historically conditioned in its 
performative invocation of political rationalities, and always entangling identity through interplay 
and tension44. Drawing on Deleuze, Braidotti articulates “affirmative feminism” and engages a 
politics of-in becoming that reveals the potentialities in the creating process of becoming beyond 
gender45. Harris' “politics of undecidability” or Butler's politics of discomfort imply that there are 
no rules for resistance or subversion, but provisional decisions invested with power relations46. An 
approach that I feel sympathetic with is Gill and Brabon's examination of power and contradictions 
and Patricia Mann's “micropolitics” that describes the individual as conflicted and capable of 
integrating diverse desires through creatively reconfiguring his practices and relationships47. What 
I suggest and integrate as models to think feminist politics is the above mentioned micropolitics 
exploration on ambivalence and contradiction of the intersectional subject and the third wave 
coalition politics. 

In what follows I draw on phenomenologist understanding of identity and self making and 
queer theory so as to challenge the understanding of politics as applicable only for a coherent 
unitary collective subject. I address therefore the lived-experience dimension of negotiating 
different identity categories and power relations as contingent, contextual and intersectional.     
Theories on body and phenomenology challenge Cartesian dualism and subject-object antagonistic 
relation. We all have and we all are a body, our body is both subject and object: “Our lives are not 
always lived in objectified bodies, for our bodies are not originally objects to us. They are instead 
the ground of perceptual processes that end in objectification (Merleau-Ponty 1962; Csordas 1990, 
1993, 1994), and the play between pre-objective and objectified bodies within our own culture is 

43Joshua, Gamson, Joshua. and Dawne, Moon, The Sociology of Sexuality: Queer and Beyond, Annual Review of Sociology, 
Vol. 30. (2004) 47-64 

44Lloyd, Beyond Identity Politics, 15 

45Mc Robbie, The Aftermath of Feminism, 159-163 

46Genz and Brabon, Post-feminism, 40 

47Ibidem, 4&, 172 
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precisely what is at issue in many of the contemporary critiques”48. Phenomenology brings the flesh 
and emotions as new analytical tools to think about self and identity, going beyond discourse and 
symbol, to a deeper pre-symbolic level of metaphors and associations that embody the domain of 
everyday life: the way we think, the way we feel, the way we eat, walk, or socialise. Therefore 
embodiment takes place not by means of a represented body, but at the level of bodiliness, of body 
as presence, as perceptual experience that materialises our encounter with the world and make us 
engage in the life-world49. The phenomenological body is a body which is no longer seen only as 
objectified, constituted by society, but also as producing social reality, being constitutive of society. 
Hence we get a perspective of “existence”, “lived experience” and embodiment in terms of the 
existential condition of culture and self, as the phenomenologist Merleu-Ponty stated50. In this line 
of reasoning, queer theory on gender as performative, appears limited and determinist, as strictly 
engaged with representation and text. On the other hand, new queer concepts emerge within a  
phenomenological framework: queering the queer refers to the possibility of going beyond the 
signifier, the representational thought and engage in a queerness of thinking that refuses to work 
with identities but with “real bodies”, “real matter” as one becomes “gay” not with representations 
but with desire51. In the same line of thought, Colebrook illustrates a deleuzian queer framework 
that contrasts with butlerian iterative repetition. Deleuze's model of repetition does not exhaust the 
potentiality of being as “relations do not follow from self-sufficient terms” but from a “positive 
virtual plane, a pure past which is actualized in each encounter” on the basis of affects and 
sensations that constantly produce the “terms which are repeated and the difference established in 
each of them”52. Hence a focus on micro-level and locatedness of the queer body in terms of 
energies, affects, movements, brings a more positive and dynamic view on the possibilities of being-
in-the world and more, it makes room for a new understanding of determinist-agency relation. I 
therefore find phenomenology and Colebrook's engagement with Deleuze in queering the way we 
think, highly effective in dealing with the causal nexus produced by categorical thinking and object-
subject approach on performativity. 

In order to get more concrete, I will briefly illustrate how I integrated phenomenology and 
queer theories with the data I gathered doing ethnographic research  on a LGBT community in 

48Thomas, Csordas, “Introduction: the Body as Representation and Being-in-the-world,” in Embodiment and Experience. 
The Existential Ground of Culture and Self edited by Csordas T. (Cambridge University Press, 1994), 7 

49Michael, Jackson,“Introduction: Phenomenology, Radical Empiricism and Anthropological Critique”, in Things as they 
are : New Directions in Phenomenological Anthropology edited by Jakson, M., (Indiana University Press. 1996), 8-9 

50Csordas, Introduction, 11  

51Chrysanty, Nigianni, and Merl, Storr,  “Introduction. So as to Know “Us” Better Deleuze  and Queer Theory: Two 
Authors, One Concept” in Deleuze and Queer Theory edited by Nigianni, C. and Storr M. (Edinburgh University Press. 
2009), 1-10 

52Claire, Colebrooke “On the Very Possibility of Queer Theory”in Deleuze and Queer Theory edited by  Nigianni C. and 
Strorr M. (Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 16 
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Leuven, Belgium for a period of one year. My research question concerned the means LGBT people 
relate to gender identity, the gay stereotypes that are popular in mass-media, and how these 
identities and understandings of femininities and masculinities are more or less embodied. This 
research is based on participant observation data collection, a qualitative research method which 
implies spending time with participants, creating relationships of familiarity based on honesty and 
trust, getting involved in their daily practices and being committed to their community. As 
instruments of collecting data I made use of informal interviews, casual conversations, semi-
structured interviews, direct observation, a short-survey, self-reflection, field-notes and a recorder. 
Facebook, chat rooms, LGBT websites, blogs, or magazines were important tools to stay in contact 
with the participants and also to experience the imaginary of “being gay”. Being a young female, a 
foreign student and not speaking the local language influenced in a certain way the social dynamics, 
sometimes positively and sometimes negatively. The interviews and conversations were held in 
English and most of the participants were opened and felt confident with speaking English. During 
the fieldwork I took part in LGBT local activities and meetings, and moreover, I tried to map their 
places of belonging, their everyday social life, the places they like to spend time whether gay or 
non-gay bars and clubs. The encounters with the participants were varied in age and nationality 
and encompassed different ranges of group involvement, from people actively involved in the local 
LGBT organisations, to those who randomly frequent the leisure gay places, and those who simply 
reject being part of the gay scene and community. The diversity of fieldwork encounters was 
marked by the tension of being gay and yet not being gay expressed by many participants. There is a 
complex and contrasting relation between being gay as a verb (denoting sexual preference) and 
being gay as a noun (denoting group identity) or an adjective (denoting a (life)style). This tension 
between ways of being gay in regard to identities and selves is quite often illustrated in reactions 
like I'm Dirk, I'm not bisexual Dirk, 49), I'm not lesbian, I'm myself (Solvita, 35). The negotiations of 
“who I am” register a certain dynamics at the level of dispositions and practices. Bourdieu's 
elaboration on habitus proves useful for understanding the subject as interesectional not at the 
representational and discursive level, but at the level of embodiment. He states that the rationale of 
practices offers the capacity of engendering thoughts, perceptions and actions that take place at the 
level of most insignificant acts like dressing, physical and verbal manners which is contextual53. 
Gendered and sexualised meanings are embodied in a certain habitus in which the individual has 
the capacity of interpreting and assuming qualities among a variety of predispositions.  

Following this line of reasoning and grounded on my fieldwork data I argue that class 
intersects with gender and sexual identity at the level of aesthetics, fashion, taste, appearance, 
lifestyle by means of acquired predispositions. Hetero-normative meanings of femininities and 
masculinities are not simply reversed in a homo-normative discourse but are constantly challenged, 
dissolved and re-shaped, changed, fluid and situational. The constant negotiation of meanings of 
gender, class and sexual identity  makes one feel a bit transvestite (Roelofje 23), accepting only a 

53Pierre, Bourdieu Outline of a Theory of Practice, (Cambridge University Press. 1997), 72-9    
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certain degree of effeminacy (Dries 26), or being only temporary flamboyant (Geert 36). More than 
this, the body is not only a powerful symbolic medium but is also agentic and participates in the 
creation of meaning54 through daily gestures, ways of walking, codes of dressing, lifestyles that are 
genuinely combined. These are distinctions of class which reveal their unstable and protean 
character and challenge the idea of a fix meaning of class identity. For some of the participants 
effeminacy is embodied as empowering as it enacts taste, or high standard of living as for other  gay 
participants, class distinction is embodied as intellectual depth, masculinity, seriousness, more 
down to earth attitude. Glamour is another expression of class, enacted by transvestites or drag 
queens, a code that “marks a middle-class respectability transposed into the sexual body” a way of 
exceeding the boring present existence, that gives agency and strength by the projection of 
desirability55. Enactments of lesbian expressions mark visibility among dykes, feminine or 
androgynous styles. Unlike the case of gay men, gay women don't seem to be as socially segregated 
in terms of lifestyle and not that pressed by gender dualities. However most of the women that I 
met enjoy femininity and don't like masculine lesbians even though some of them encoded 
masculine looks. For them femininity means beauty, not understood through commercial 
heterosexual standards of coquette, fashionable or sexy image, but defined by a certain kind of 
sensibility, a means of feeling and communication. For Tine (29y) bisexuality is part of her 
alternative way of being and as transgressing conventionalities of both hetero-normative and 
homo-normative codes. Androgyny is merely a middle class distinction than “the working class 
butch femme”56 yet class and gender distinctions within sexual identities expressions of habitus are 
situational and negotiated. Gay stereotypes and identities are fictions that are more or less 
necessary in creating meanings and making sense of one self as well as they are more or less 
embodied. They support dominant heterosexual discourses and at the same time they are the very 
means of subverting and resisting hegemonic discourses. In real life they don't exist as such, as 
fixed categories, but  circulate as codes embedded with other markers of difference that play out  
difference within difference within markers of habitus and spatiality. Being gay and yet not being 
gay, disentangles categorical and representational thinking  embraced by group identities while it 
legitimises the “unspecified” as a fruitful analytic tool in dealing with  understanding of an 
intersectionality of subject construction. 

Bridging phenomenology and queer studies offers new analytical opportunities and a more 
refined perspective which apart from overcoming the danger of reifying categories, it allows new 
understandings of politics. Employing concepts such as habitus, embodiment and intersubjectivity 
enables an understanding of the subject as intersectional not only at the multiple discourses level of 

54Reischer and Koo, The Body Beautiful , 331 

55Beverly Skeggs, “Ambivalent Femininities” in  The Body. A Reader edited by Fraser M. and Greco M., (London: New York. 
2005), 131-134 

56Alison, Rooke,“Navigating Embodied Lesbian Cultural Space: Toward a Lesbian Habitus” in Space and Culture, 10, 
(2007) 250 

 
______________________________________________ 

 
Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series •  Issue No 1 (15) / 2013 

 
 

 

                                                             



110 
 

race, gender, politics, but at the level of lived experience as well. This complicates the relations 
between agency and determinism and offers creative potentialities for resistance and agency, while 
revealing power as de-centric, polycentric and ambiguous, contradictory and uncertain57. Although 
this epistemological stand might look discouraging for a traditional way to approach feminist 
politics, third-wave feminism seems to make the best of it. Emerging as a political movement  that 
criticizes the apolitical and consumerism version of post-feminism, third-wave wave feminism links 
to the second-wave activism and reconciles it with a hybrid, multiple and intersectional subject. Its 
agenda doesn't concern women identity nor is it interested in gender gap - although interested in 
women's issues, but it rather concerns multiple dimensions of oppression not only of women but 
interlaced within different axes of identification: “We know that what oppresses me might not 
oppress you, that what oppresses you might be something I participate in and that what oppresses 
me may be something that you participate in”58 (Heywood, Drake 1997: 3). Much inspired by 
solidarity politics of Bell Hooks, third -wave addresses various genders, nationalities, races, 
ethnicities, classes fighting for equal rights and freedom not only for women but for all the 
oppressed categories59. Following the second-wave line of reasoning that struggled against 
hegemonic structures of phallogocentrism third-wave engages to dismantle multiple structures of 
oppression and instead of opposing to it a single “victim” subject, bestows a hybrid identity and 
engages a politics of ambiguity in which the lines between oppressor-oppressed, subject-object, 
victim-empowered become problematic.  

In popular culture, Riot Grrrls underground third-wave movement is not necessarily 
opposing Spice Girls type of Girl power, though it criticises it, but embodies the idea of 
contradiction as a way o being. Courtney Love, the punk-grunge rock musician, and a third -wave 
icon bridges victim feminism with power feminism, glamour with grunge, beauty with ugliness, 
responsibility and rebellion60. Cultural politics is engaged together with “coalitions politics” to 
develop new ways of thinking that encourage solidarity, tolerance, acceptance of difference and 
civic engagement. A good example of activism in media culture, for instance, is Aimee Mullins61 who 
is a fashion model, celebrity, a champion runner, and double amputee. Possessing several pairs of 
artificial legs, of different height that help her enjoy different heights, Mullins over-exposes her 
fashionably adorned legs without hiding their artificial prosthetic nature, revealing different fabrics 
and never hiding her knee joints. She organises seminars in which she invites children to come and 

57Steven, Van Wolputte,“Hang on to Your Self: Of Bodies, Embodiment, and Selves”, Annual     Review of Anthropology 33, 
(2004) 260 

58Leslie, Heywood, Jennifer, Drake, Third Wave. Being Feminist, Doing Feminism. (Minneapolis: Minnesota Press. 2003), 3 

59Heywood, Drake, Third Wave, 3 

60 Ibidem, 5 

61http://www.aimeemullins.com/ 
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“stare” at her legs in her endeavour to challenge the negative embodied perception upon 
impairment as strange and ugly.  

Third-wave “coalitions politics” has materialised in many activist projects of Third-wave 
Foundation that encompasses many groups of men and women, in anti-poverty projects, 
international human rights, access to education, internet, sexual education, employment that 
circumvent a feminist politics that takes gender as always the primary mode of analyses and 
patriarchy as the only site of oppression. The new approach on reconciliation of fragmentary 
identity with group politics and the reconfiguring of identities politics at the level of 
intersectionality and coalitions making is innovative, but its weakness as Showden remarks is that 
“it doesn't make more explicit how and why these issues are understood as feminist in addition to 
whatever else they may be”, “What's feminist about the new feminisms?”, Why isn't it called simply 
social justice activism?62. Claiming feminism while rejecting a feminist political epistemological 
standpoint might be one of the contradictions a third-waver will probably tell us to just get along 
with. Nonetheless it is important to reflect on the nature of this contradiction and ask ourselves 
why do we still need a movement that is called feminism while it concerns in fact everybody. If I 
have to imagine that third-wave feminism would call itself social justice activist movement instead 
of feminist movement, it will somehow make me less enthusiastic about it. I think the symbolic 
value of “feminist” is bigger than imagined and it has to do to with an approach that envisions the 
possibility of changing hierarchical structures of thinking from one of the vulnerable categories that 
acts towards all of the categories as equally vulnerable. To be engaged in fighting all kinds of 
injustice is more empowering, more politically conscious, and more efficient towards changing 
abusive structures of hierarchic mentalities instead of a self and ego-centred attitude that relates 
only in reference to a dominant category.  The end of identity politics is not the end of feminism but 
a new step towards fighting sexism and racism by developing new modes of thinking that replace 
identity with identification and hierarchic ethics  with what Davis Lennard calls a dismodern body 
ethics , that seems from my point of view, quite close to the third- wave standpoint: 

“In a dismodernist mode, the ideal is not a hypostatization of the normal (that is, dominant) 
subject, but aims to create a new category based on the partial, incomplete subject whose 
realization is not autonomy and independence but dependency and interdependence. This is a very 
different notion from subjectivity organized around wounded identities; rather, all humans are 
seen as wounded.[...]we are all disabled by injustice and oppression of various kinds. We are all 
nonstandard, and it is under that standard that we should be able to found the dismodernist 
ethic”163.  

62Showden, What's political?, 188-190 

63 Lennard, Davis “The End of Identity Politics and the Beginning of Dismodernism. On disability as an Unstable 
Category” in The Disability Studies Reader, edited by Lennard, J. D (New York: Routledge Taylor &Francis Group, 2006.), 
241 
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