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Advisory Editor’s Note

I admit it.  

I was a little bit nervous when I committed to a second year of working on Intersections.  
Based upon some valuable lessons learned during the development and generation of Issue 
4, the 2005-2006 staff instituted many changes that would affect the internal workings of Is-
sue 5.  We “reallocated” our staff members, reducing the number of editors and increasing 
the size of the managing editorial and art departments.  We also created a couple of new 
positions, including that of Advisory Editor.  Being promoted to Intersections “expert” was a 
bit daunting at first; however, at the end of my two year tenure with the journal, I must say 
that my experiences have been nothing but rewarding.

During this past year, we worked to establish the journal’s presence in UT Austin’s femi-
nist and academic communities (not that those communities are mutually exclusive), and 
I would say that our endeavors were quite effective.  We received more submissions from 
authors representing a greater variety of departments and disciplines at UT than ever be-
fore.  We even received submissions from out-of-state and international authors, a first for 
Intersections.  We were able to secure more substantial support from a more diverse collec-
tion of university funding streams than we ever had in the past.  These developments speak 
volumes.  The interest in and support for our interdisciplinary feminist academic project 
has never been stronger than it is at this moment!

But what for the future?  As feminist activists and scholars, we constantly work to chip 
away at stereotypes, forge new ground in the academic and social worlds, and reshape the 
sexist, heterosexist climate fraught with invisible privilege that surrounds us all.  We are 
intensely focused on the present, but we also never stop thinking about the future.  In this 
issue, Intersections explores (the) future (of) feminisms, helping to highlight where feminism 
may take us next.  Let me tell you, I am most excited about the prospects!

Chauntelle Anne Tibbals
Intersections Advisory Editor, 2006-2007
University of Texas at Austin



Editors’ Note

The theme for the fifth issue of Intersections: Women’s and Gender Studies in Review across 
Disciplines, “(the) future (of) feminisms,” is fairly presumptuous. It assumes, contrary to 
popular belief, that feminism as both theory and political practice does have a future and 
relevance in the world in which we live. “(the) future (of) feminisms” is particularly relevant 
as it engages the increasing significance of feminism in a historical moment during which it 
is fashionable to dismiss it and the struggles for gender justice as immaterial. Throughout 
the media and popular culture, we are told that we live in a “post-feminist” world, one in 
which gender parity, sexual freedom and equality, and women’s liberation have all been 
achieved. In this issue of Intersections we find clear evidence that not only is feminism very 
much still alive but that feminist activists and scholars are transforming feminism and chal-
lenging what “feminism” means in everyday practice and scholarly analysis. The themes 
that emerge from the articles, poetry, and artwork in this issue reveal feminism’s continued 
applicability and significance to our experiences in a racialized, gendered, heterosexist, and 
capitalist world.

Indeed this collection of work demonstrates what might be feminism’s greatest strength: 
the self-critical and reflective stance that has been an important part of its political longev-
ity, particularly in the United States. Long before the emergence of postmodernism, femi-
nists practiced a form of self-reflexivity—and it is this critical self-reflection and dynamic 
attitude that will ensure its future relevance. An example of this is clearly laid out in the first 
piece in this volume, “Repairing a Schism in Feminism: Toward a Broader Understanding 
of Gender Discrimination,” by Catherine Connell. In this piece, Connell critiques the limita-
tions of current feminist analysis of gender discrimination that privileges unitary, coherent 
categories of “man” and “woman,” while ignoring the gendered/sexualized discrimination 
that transgender men and women confront.

Several of the articles in this issue address the relationship between women and institu-
tions, and how various policies, both those explicitly targeted at women and those that 
claim to be gender neutral, work to reproduce women’s subordinate citizenship. These 
articles highlight how women’s experiences as subjects are constituted through larger 
mechanisms is specific ways. First, Katherine Maich’s work explores the gendered con-
tours of struggles for labor justice through the experiences of female service workers at an 
American university. Using interviews and ethnographic data she argues that women find 
multiple ways to maintain their dignity, demand equitable treatment, and reject demean-
ing discourses surrounding women’s labor. Second, Stephanie Volkoff Green discusses the 
production of gendered martial citizenship for U.S. female soldiers and how discourses of 
military service continue to focus almost exclusively on the experiences of male soldiers. 
Her analysis brings into relief the ways in which women’s claim to the protections and 
benefits of the nation are profoundly affected by the persistence of gendered notions of the 
white, straight, heterosexual, and male “ideal citizen.” Similarly, Megan Reid’s work on the 
sexist undertones of ostensibly “gender-neutral” welfare reform policy articulates how pa-
triarchy continues to shape women’s experiences, and identifies the state as an important, 
although often neglected, site of feminist struggle.

In a different vein, two authors address international topics regarding current feminist is-
sues. Naminata Diabate deploys an African feminist analysis of colonial literature in order 
to excavate the experiences of 19th century African women. Her work suggests that femi-
nist theory can help us to “read against the grain” of white supremacist patriarchal narra-
tives and to find women’s voices and the ways in which they resisted colonial domination 
and suppression. Likewise, Kritika Agarwal, argues for an alternative reading of the Qur’an 



and Islamic lay by analyzing the Zina Ordinance in Pakistan. Agarwal suggests that Islam 
can be altered into a site for social transformation if feminist readings of the Qur’an can be 
applied to the interpretation of Islamic law. These scholars present alternative visions of 
how locally-specific and sophisticated feminist analysis can transform women’s lives and 
their home communities. 

This issue also includes book reviews of two recent works that have proven to be essential 
reading for feminist scholars. Carly Kocurek offers a reading of Gay L.A.: A History of Sexual 
Outlaws, Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians (Faderman and Timmons, 2006), which provides 
a counter-narrative to the politics of sexual difference in the U.S. and historical discourses of 
the struggle for gay rights.  Nicole Angotti presents a review of States and Women’s Rights: 
The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco (Mounira M. Charrad, 2001) and ex-
plores the emergence of struggles for women’s rights and the divergent paths that these 
struggles have taken in these three different postcolonial contexts. 

Finally, the Community Corner features critical reflections on the viability of feminism in 
several contexts. Professor Penny Green discusses how feminist theory can become more 
accessible and have a greater impact outside of the academy in more directly applicable 
ways, such as shaping public policy. Romaninan scholar Petruta Teampau reflects on the 
contradictions and possibilities presented by feminism in post-socialist Romania and how 
Romanian women can develop a homegrown feminist politics that specifically addresses 
their experiences and political needs. Finally, Katelyn Downing analyzes the potential for 
the transformation of gender politics in historically male-dominated Islamic organizations 
by reflecting on the recent election of the first woman president of the Islamic Society of 
North America. We also note our poetic contributions from Nandini Dhar as well as our 
artists Kate Antosik Parsons and Tiffany Mylinh Duong for adding to the journal with their 
inflection of feminism into creative art forms.  

So yes, to our way of thinking and those of our contributors, feminism does absolutely 
have a future. The articles in this issue focus on how contemporary debates around identity, 
race, religion, sexuality, war, and U.S. imperialism will shape 21st century feminisms and 
the contours new struggles for social justice and equality will continue to take. The world 
is changing, and feminism is following suit – we’re looking forward to seeing what the new 
century will bring. 

Angela Howard
Courtney Desiree Morris
Corinne Reczek
Intersections Editors, 2006-2007  



Contents

ARTICLES
Repairing a Schism in Feminism: Toward a Broader Understanding of Gender 
Discrimination
Catherine Connell 

Feminist Research and Representations of Gendered Service Workers: 
Examining Resistance, Agency, and Positionality
Katherine Eva Maich
    
“You’re Not a Veteran, You’re a Girl”: Gendered Martial Citizenship 
and Women Veterans of the United States Armed Forces
Stephanie Volkoff Green

Government Knows Best?: The Paternalistic Past and 
Present of Welfare
Megan Reid

African Women and Missionary Writings: Nineteenth-Century Boloki Women 
of the Congo in John H. Weeks’ Among Congo Cannibals (1913)
Naminata Diabate

Reinterpreting Islamic Law: The Current Debate on the Zina Ordinance in 
Pakistan and Its Implications for Women
Kritika Argawal

POEMS AND ARTWORK
From the Terrace of the Elmina
Nandini Dhar

Burden
Kate Antosik Parsons

Like a hotdog I hold you in the palm of my hand
Kate Antosik Parsons

Flowers II/III: Tranquility
Tiffany Mylinh Duong

Revenge of Clytaemnestra
Kate Antosik Parsons

Muse
Kate Antosik Parsons

Free-Flowing Woman
Tiffany Mylinh Duong

The Night They Broke It In Two
Nandini Dhar

13

20

29

63

62

61

53

44

37

64

62

63

60

65



BOOK REVIEWS
Mounira M. Charrad, States and Women’s Rights: The Making of Postcolonial 
Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco
Nicole Angotti

Lillian Faderman and Stuart Timmons, Gay L.A.:  A History of Sexual 
Outlaws, Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians 
Carly Kocurek

COMMUNITY CORNER
“It Won’t Go Away”: Surviving a Feminist Consciousness in Post-Socialist 
Romania
Petruţa Teampaŭ 
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Repairing a Schism in Feminism
Toward a Broader Understanding of Gender 
Discrimination

Catherine Connell

The development of transgender politics and identity has incurred a fundamental shift in 
the direction of feminism.  One of the most profound and important consequences of the 

feminist movement was the social and political agitation in favor of legislation prohibiting 
discrimination or harassment based on sex.  These legal protections have been hugely 
successful for women’s advancement in a number of institutional arenas, most notably 
the workplace. Unfortunately, protection from sexual discrimination does not extend to 
unfair treatment based on gender identity.  Thus, trans and gender variant people are hard-
pressed for legal recourse against gender-based discrimination.  Furthermore, with all of 
the progress feminism has made for changing cultural norms the right to one’s expression 
of gender—regardless of embodiment—is far from validated in terms of individual rights.  

In particular, the right to gender expression has been historically denied to trans and 
gender variant people.  They are consistently subjected to harassment, exclusion, and 
violence in the workplace and other social realms. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 
(LGBT) activists advocating for this right reveal the limits of gender discrimination 
discourse and policy.  Their political work uncouples sex from gender, terms assumed to be 
synonymous in legislation, demanding gender equality in legal doctrine and practice. This 
uncoupling is crucial for the advancement of feminist agendas. Feminist, transgender, and 
queer activism, rather than running parallel to each other as they often do, should merge 
together. Each movement holds stake in the same outcome – equality, regardless of sex 
attribution or gender expression.

This article will briefly outline their parallel histories, especially the development of 
discrimination and sexual harassment policy and the changing legal, medical, and political 
status of trans-people.  Examples from in-depth interviews with 19 transgender workers 
will highlight the limitations of gender protections for gender variant and transgender 
employees.  Finally, this article will argue that sex and gender must be further uncoupled as 
they pertain to gender discrimination legislation for true gender equality to develop.

Historical Context

Discrimination and Harassment Protections

Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act was a crucial legal victory for women in the workplace.  
Title VII prohibits employment discrimination on the basis of sex, amongst other factors, 
including issues related to pregnancy and childbirth. These specific legal improvements 
provided crucial protection for women who have historically been disadvantaged in the 
labor force by their—anticipated and actual—marital and maternal status.  Since the passing 
of Title VII numerous class action and individual lawsuits have firmly established case law 
upholding the Act’s prohibitions.  

In 1986, the Supreme Court ruled that sexual harassment is a violation of Title VII.1 



While anyone can be the perpetrator or target of sexual harassment, historically men have 
used sexual harassment as a tool of intimidation to keep women out of male-dominated 
professions or positions of power (MacKinnon, 1979).  Therefore, this legal decision was 
a milestone in the fight for gender equality in the workplace. Sexual discrimination and 
harassment became legally and culturally validated concepts and subsequently workplaces 
and institutions developed policies and training programs that attempting to eliminate 
such practices.  Whereas these changes had an incredible impact on the work environment, 
research shows that women continue to face on-the-job discrimination and harassment 
in disturbing numbers. (EEOC, 2005; Welsh, 1999) Moreover, as this article argues, trans-
people experience significant discrimination and harassment that negatively affects their 
wellbeing and financial viability yet they remain unprotected by the current legislation.  I 
argue that the influence of these important feminist reforms is muted by the limited and 
sex-based definition of what is actually gendered harassment.

Transgender Identity and Politics

The term transgender is fraught with political meaning.  An umbrella term used to unite 
transsexuals, cross dressers, gender-queers and gender-variant people under a common 
identity, transgender refuses the pathological associations attached to other terms and 
simultaneously stakes gender crossing and blending as its political turf. (Meyerowitz, 2002) 
The goals of transgender movements are multiple and at times conflicting, but generally 
speaking the primary tenets of the movement have been acceptance and recognition.  Trans-
activists have progressed toward these ends in a variety of arenas, especially medicine, law, 
and employment. (Meyerowitz, 2002)  

These activists articulated an identity outside of both the women’s movement and the gay 
& lesbian civil rights movement.  Whereas both movements greatly contributed to the ideas 
and successes of trans-politics, trans-activists recognized a missing element from each.  This 
lack of political definition for gender variant people led to the articulation of a political and 
social identity that specifically addressed their needs and location.  As it pertains to the 
workplace, transgender politics have brought attention to the shortcomings of legislation 
like Title VII.  Local and state ordinances that specify gender identity and expression as 
a protected right have sprung up to fill these legislative gaps at the local and state level.2   
In Austin, for example, the Human Rights Ordinance (HRO) specifies that discrimination 
on the basis of gender identity in employment, housing, and public accommodations 
is illegal.3   Whereas private companies, cities, counties, or states might include gender 
identity and expression in their nondiscrimination policy, federal legislation prohibiting 
such discrimination has yet to be passed.4

 
Methods

In 2005-2006, I conducted 19 in-depth interviews with transgender workers.  The criteria 
for eligibility included self-identifying as transgender or gender-queer, being over the age 
of 18, and having had some employment experience.  Interview participants did not need 
to be employed at the time of the interview—although all but one were. The interviews 
were done in person and usually lasted between one and two hours.  I tape recorded and 
transcribed each interview.  In addition, I kept a field journal, in which I recorded the details 
of the interview setting and interaction. 

As a feminist sociologist I am concerned with creating knowledge that challenges the 
institutional and social constructs that support systems of inequality on the basis of gender, 
race, ethnicity, class, and sexual identity, amongst other forms of oppression.  Accordingly, 
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my research had an explicitly activist intention.  Rather than cleave to an objective, 
positivistic account of sociological work, I recognize that motivations and social locations 
have epistemological bearing on any social research.  Because of this recognition, I chose 
to use qualitative methods which are well-suited to understanding the nuanced meaning-
making amongst social actors.  This methodological choice allowed for a more socially 
situated understanding of social inequality, which was in accordance with my goals.

I interviewed a range of trans-identified people, from transwomen to trans-men to 
those who identify somewhere in the middle.5   (For further demographic information on 
interview participants, including occupation, see Table 1.)  In the course of these interviews, 
focusing on job conditions before and after gender transition, it became apparent that 
many participants faced considerable discrimination and harassment because of their 
gender expression.  This was true even of those employed under the aegis of the HRO 
or similar ordinances.  The femininity of transwomen employees was a main source of 
attack.  As such, these incidents of job-related discrimination represent both an attack on the 
freedom of gender expression for all individuals as well as an entrenchment of anti-feminist 
sentiment in the workplace.  Such examples make evident the importance of broadening the 
definitions of gender discrimination for the progression of feminist politics.

Limits of the Law

One of the most striking ways gender discrimination affects transpeople is job loss on 
the basis of gender identity and expression.  Julie was fired from a series of jobs after she 
began her gender transition.  She was terminated from a customer service representative 
position for refusing to use the men’s restroom after transition, despite exemplary employee 
performance.  On her next job, a female employee complained after seeing her enter the 
women’s restroom and she was fired within the first four hours of her first day.  While 
not fired from her most recent job as a web support technician, she was forced to take the 
overnight shift (during which no women worked) in order to avoid “the bathroom issue.”  
Julie explained how difficult interviewing for new jobs has been since her transition:

I can walk into an interview and tell within 30 seconds whether I’ve lost the job 
already.  I have to admit, I don’t pass very well.  I go all out for job interviews, 
but I don’t pass very well and I don’t care anymore. …. You can see it in their 
eyes.  I mean, as soon as you walk in, you get that shocked look, or you get 
the stifled laugh.  I’ve gotten the stifled laugh before in an interview.  Then 
you know you’re in trouble. …. I was fearful for my life. But in general, I’d get 
interviews, lots of interviews, because my resume said I had so many years of 
experience.  But I almost always lost them right away.  That’s how I learned 
what “The Look” was.  You know, you walk in and it’s like, “Oh, whoa, what’s 
this?”

Julie’s status as a transwoman was made apparent by her inability to “pass very well,” 
leading to two job terminations and numerous humiliating and defeating interview 
experiences.  After her first termination, Julie sought legal recourse through the OSHA and 
the EEOC, but was dismissed by both agencies. 

In addition to the threat and reality of termination faced by several of my research 
participants, harassment and social exclusion were common work experiences.  In 
particular, Brenda faced some of the most virulent and disturbing harassment in her job as 
a mill worker.  She transitioned into a woman after 15 years on the job in one mill.  Whereas 
management appeared supportive, her coworkers were hostile to the “new” women in 
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the midst of their male-dominated workplace.  At first Brenda said, “They were trying to 
test me.  They were saying, ‘Well, are you gay?’  Or you know, one guy brought me a 
calendar, a Hooter’s calendar to see if I would look at it, or if I would just push it away.”  
Her immediate supervisor threatened to “cut her” if she dressed as Brenda while at work.  
Brenda explained that while her supervisor was genuinely apprehensive of her transition, 
he was joking about this violent threat.  

Several other coworkers made comments and engaged in behaviors that made Brenda feel 
objectified, excluded, and afraid.  In a follow-up conversation after our interview, Brenda 
admitted that the harassment escalated to having her breasts groped by coworkers.  She 
was very uncomfortable with this behavior and felt it was impeding her work, however she 
was reticent to discuss the problem with human resources.  She explained, “I really can’t 
rock the boat and go to [HR]…, partly because I don’t want anything negative to go towards 
my transition.  So there are some negative things that I have to put up with to help, you 
know, the politics.”  Much like many women who have broken through the glass ceilings 
of various workplaces, Brenda felt the “token” responsibility of maintaining the status quo, 
even if it meant putting up with egregious sexual harassment.

Generally speaking, the transmen and genderqueers in my sample reported fewer 
instances of harassment and discrimination than did the transwomen.  Nonetheless, they 
all spoke of ways in which their gender identities and presentations incurred exclusion and 
unease on the part of their coworkers and clients.  Like Julie and other transwomen in my 
sample, several of the transmen in my sample faced conflict over bathroom facilities.    This 
dilemma caused on-the-job tensions that interfered with their work and, in at least one 
case, affected the health of a transman who tried to make it through every 9-hour workday 
without going to the bathroom.  

Another significant issue faced by transmen, transwomen, and genderqueers alike 
involves the misuse of names and pronouns.  Many interview participants believed that 
some co-workers and supervisors willfully refused to use their chosen names and pronouns, 
which made them feel embarrassed and disrespected.  For example, John was told when 
he accepted a customer service position that he would be allowed to use his chosen (rather 
than legal) name.  However, a “conservative Christian” trainer informed her otherwise, 
outing and embarrassing him in front of a room full of fellow trainees:

We started doing practice calls, and then he called on me to do one.  I answered 
the phone and I said, “Thanks for calling GM, this is John” and he said, “No. 
You’re Mary.” And I said, “Sorry?” and he said, “Did they not tell you before? 
You have to be Mary now.” ….  All these people didn’t know my birth name 
was Mary.  And it was horribly embarrassing and of course I turned red and 
clammed up.

In this and other on-the-job incidents, the gender identities of trans workers went 
unacknowledged, a disheartening and often humiliating experience.  Such incidents 
delegitimize transgender identities and create an uncomfortable working environment for 
trans workers.  

For many transwomen, discrimination and harassment seem to be related to both their 
status as trans and as women.  The sexual harassment that Brenda experienced at the 
mill was similar to what she witnessed when other women attempted to breech this all-
male reserve.  The sexualized nature of her co-workers’ comments and actions made her 
femininity the target of their taunts.  When Lana was forced to resign from her own company 
by her shareholders, it was also her femininity that was under attack.  One shareholder’s 
rationale for her resignation was “How can you expect to run a company when all you’re 
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going to be thinking about is nail polish?”  This statement reveals the misogyny that often 
contributes to the discrimination that transwomen experience.  Similarly, Agape’s boss of 
several years was concerned that she would be a less effective employee by virtue of her 
new womanhood.  

I think he just doesn’t really have that high of an opinion of women.   I think it’s 
just he, he thinks fire and aggression is what gets things done, like, “Grr, I’m 
gonna beat this thing!”  And I guess he sees women as being more passive and 
was worried my productivity would decrease or something.

For both Lana and Agape, becoming a woman became equated with being less competent.  
A non-trans woman in either situation could seek legal redress against such discrimination.  
However, Title VII protects against sex, not gender, discrimination.  Since Lana and Agape’s 
harassment was related to their gender identity rather than their biological sex, they are 
exempt from this legal safeguard.   

What these stories clearly evidence is that sexist ideology is perpetuated when femininity 
is used as cause for critique.  Yet as the law currently stands, such sexism goes legally 
unchecked when its target is a trans-(or queer) person.  Whereas some local and state 
ordinances protect against gender identity and/or sexual orientation discrimination, 
these protections have yet to be extended at the national level.  This legal shortcoming is a 
hindrance to feminist progress, one that must be redressed for the health and vitality of a 
feminist future.

Implications for the Future of Feminism

Riki Anne Wilchins, genderqueer activist and founder of GenderPAC,6 charges that 
true gender inequality remains unrecognized and unchallenged by much of the feminist 
movement.  She argues that “when feminists talk about gender equality, what they mean 
is not the right to one’s gender, and more specifically, the basic right to gender difference, 
but the pursuit of a more equal division of the available power between the ‘two’ opposite 
sexes.” (McCreery & Krupat, 2001, p. 100)  She is especially concerned with the invisibility 
of employment discrimination that targets gender rather than sex, such as the kinds of 
discrimination many of my research participants experienced.  Work, she argues, is 
fundamental to survival as well as “central to our sense of identity and agency.” (McCreery 
& Krupat, 2001, p. 109)   As such, discrimination legislation and awareness must include 
a broader understanding of what constitutes gender discrimination.  A more productive 
aim for the feminist, queer, and trans-movements would be what she terms “gender civil 
rights”, or the freedom of gender expression regardless of embodiment or identity.  

The experiences of the trans workers I interviewed evidence the need for a broader 
understanding of gender discrimination, one that is closer to Wilchins’ conception of gender 
civil rights than the dominant sex-based protections.  While transgender activism has won 
legal protections on the basis of gender identity, such laws are rare, limited, and poorly 
enforced.  Title VII’s enormous influence is owed in large part to the consciousness raising 
efforts of the feminist movement.  Current gender identity legislation lack the cultural 
legitimacy incurred by such significant grassroots support.  As many of my participants’ 
stories show, much of the discrimination that transpeople face is directly related to sexist 
beliefs about the role of women in the workplace.  Accordingly, the problem of gender 
identity discrimination and harassment is very much an important feminist objective.  
Gender equality is stymied as long as non-trans women, queers, and trans-people are 
treated as separate—and often, opposed—constituents in the parceling out of civil rights.  
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Rather, it is imperative that these movements recognize their mutual stakes in the fight 
for freedom of gender expression.  As a cultural and political backlash is waged against 
each movements’ hard-won advances, it becomes ever more important to put aside identity 
politics in favor of a more universal conception of gender rights.  Such unity is, I believe, 
crucial to the future of feminism.

 

Notes

1.Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson, 477 U.S. 57 (1986)
2.As of 2006, 86 cities and counties and 9 states have passed laws outlawing discrimination based on gender identity 
and expression.
3.http://www.ci.austin.tx.us/hrights
4.For more information on proposed legislation that would make gender identity discrimination illegal, see http://
www.hrc.org/Template.cfm?Section=Employment_Non-Discrimination_Act.
5. The specific gender identities of each participant (and a brief explanation of transgender terminology) can be 
found in Table 1.
6. For more information, see www.gpac.org.
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Intersections: Women’s and Gender Studies in Review across Disciplines
“(the) future (of) feminisms” Issue 5, October 2007

Feminist Research and Representations of Gendered 
Service Workers
Examining Resistance, Agency, and Positionality1

Katherine Maich

“If we’re gonna go out, if they’re gonna fire us, we’re going down fighting, honey. 
We’re going down with glory.”

-Janet Hernandez and Cheryl Lane,
Housekeepers at a small private women’s college (2006)

“Certainly a case could be made for the power 
of all forms of research to impact people’s lives.”

-Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber and Diane Leckenby (2004, 222)

Racial and Gender Issues in the “Real World,” At Work

“I couldn’t write my time sheet because I was nervous, shaking.  But I thought, no, I’m 
gonna lose my job.” Liliana2 described one morning when her supervisor, Jim, yelled 

at the group of lead housekeepers.  Liliana continued, “The two others left, and then I’m 
fuming.  Then, I turn to him and say, ‘Look, I want to tell you something.  I’m not taking 
this from you. You don’t yell at me.  I’m a human being.  I’m your worker.  I don’t want to 
take your job.  I’m here to help you, and you need to respect me in this job the same way I 
respect you.’  Well, he didn’t like that.  The other [supervisor] is telling me to shut.  I say, ‘I’m 
not shutting’.” Liliana, looking triumphant, finished the story describing how she stood 
up for herself at work. “It’s disrespect; that’s what it is.” Cheryl added.  Janet nodded in 
agreement, “That’s what it is.”

Liliana had been a lead housekeeper for 12 years, and because she stood up for herself to 
her supervisors, she was threatened with being fired.  Even though Liliana was able to assert 
herself, while acknowledging her subordinate status, (“I’m your worker”) she continued to 
worry  her job was at risk after this harrowing exchange with her superior.  Why are low-
income service workers so devalued and unappreciated in their jobs?  Liliana, Cheryl, and 
Janet are members of an all-female group of housekeepers who strive to maintain their 
dignity and self-respect on the job.  These women workers constantly resist attempts by 
management to increase their work loads, to require extra duties and tasks, and to devalue 
their important contributions.  

There are three important questions raised by Liliana’s experience: 1) How are the 
ideological understandings of gendered work shaped and reproduced under patriarchal 
power relations?  2) How is the devaluation of traditionally female-dominated positions 
manifested? and 3) How do women workers respond to and resist characterizations of 
gendered labor?   I argue the resistance efforts of women workers function on both the 
material and the ideological levels.  That is, as women resist gendered discrimination at 
work, their efforts signify resistance to the broader, cultural discourse of gendered, devalued 
labor.  

Women service workers are also devalued in the labor market through trends of 



occupational segregation and through the wage gap.  For example, housekeepers earn 
particularly low wages despite performing exhausting, repetitive, gendered, and racialized 
work.  On average, service workers earn substantially lower wages than all other occupational 
categories classified by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS, 2005).  Women comprise the 
overwhelming majority of housekeepers at approximately 88%.   However, women 
experience gendered wage discrimination within many industries.  This discrimination 
is manifested in women earning significantly lower wages than their male counterparts.  
On average, women housekeepers earn $8.20/hour, while male housekeepers earn $9.75/
hour.3  Women housekeepers face further devaluation through verbal abuse and poor 
treatment.  Despite facing these obstacles, women actively resist gendered discrimination 
on both the practical level and the mediated discourse around gendered, devalued work on 
an ideological level.

In this paper, I examine the questions relevant to women service workers and offer ways 
to think about gender representation and resistance.  For my research, I interviewed an 
organized group of housekeepers at a private women’s college in Massachusetts.  Based on 
my findings, I offer ideas on how to approach future, feminist research projects.

Situating My Research Within Relevant Literature

A vast body of literature exists on the topic of women’s experiences of labor, dynamics of 
service relationships, and race and gender discrimination in the labor market.  Of crucial 
importance to the devaluing of what is traditionally understood as “women’s work” is the 
historically racialized process that affects certain jobs, specifically low-wage and devalued 
reproductive, caring, and service labor.  This process of occupational segregation by race 
stems from its historical roots in ethnic and gender discrimination, and persists today.  
Evelyn Nakano Glenn stresses the need to examine the “interlocking, interactive nature 
of systems of gender and racial oppression” by presenting a historical overview of the 
racialized, gendered division of reproductive labor and its implications for feminist politics 
(1992).  Glenn argues, “Understanding race and gender as relational, interlocking, socially 
constructed systems affects how we strategize for change.”  She also cautions against 
employing universalizing “solutions” that maintain privilege for certain groups of women, 
while discriminating against others (1992, 35).  

Similarly, Barbara Reskin and Patricia Roos focus on the changing gender and racial 
compositions of occupations as more women enter the labor market, noting that women of 
color typically occupy positions of lower prestige, less control and autonomy, and lower pay 
(1990).  James Elliot and Ryan Smith also examine the implications of race and gender on 
workplace power and the mechanisms that perpetuate inequality.  Racialized and gendered 
barriers persist, even when women are employed in positions of  greater authority and 
autonomy than are held by the housekeepers (2004).  

Regarding low-wage service work, Judith Rollins’ foundational study of the inequalities 
between African-American domestic workers and their white employers gave voice to 
these ordinarily “invisible” women workers and to the longstanding tradition of racialized, 
domestic relationships performed by African-American women (1986).  Bonnie Thorton 
Dill explores how African-American domestic workers “negotiated the employer-employee 
relationship to gain the respect of their employers and construct their own sense of self-
worth and personal dignity” (1988, 5).  Dill argues that these women’s acts of resistance on 
the job move beyond the individual, private realm and have significant, collective effects for 
women performing domestic labor and, for the job itself (1988).  

Various groups of women have organized into unions to combat race and gender-based 
discrimination.  Sara Mosle studied a group of racially diverse, immigrant housekeepers 
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in Las Vegas who fought for union recognition to better their working conditions and to 
bring dignity to their work (1996).  More recent feminist research has examined similar 
relationships in various contexts and with differing racial dynamics.  Noting various 
ethnic groups’ relationships to their employers within similar domestic settings, Pierrette 
Hondagneu-Sotelo examines the experiences of Mexican and Central American domestic 
workers employed in the homes of affluent, white women (2001).  Grace Chang discusses 
the plight of immigrant, Filipina women employed as domestic workers.  Chang criticizes 
immigration laws for their continued exploitation of workers vulnerable to employer 
threats and deportation (2001).  Rhacel Salazar Parreñas highlights the global structures in 
place within migration patterns of women workers by taking into account gender, ethnicity, 
race, power, and class within women’s work (2001).  

Just as each of these situated ethnic, racialized, sexualized, and gendered work relationships 
operate from particular social, economic, and cultural tropes, so do the questions of 
resistance that I examine throughout this paper.  In this sense, I want to clarify that I do 
not define resistance to mean one particular concept that applies universally to all women 
workers. On the contrary, I examine a particular construction of gendered work through 
my interviews and argue these women are performing everyday resistance.  However, this 
notion of resistance could not be wholly transferred onto another genre of workers.  

I advocate for an intersectional approach to feminist research by studying the interlocking 
nature of systems of oppression, including gender, race, patriarchy, and capitalism, and 
the mechanisms by which these systems specifically affect the experience of women in the 
workplace.  My approach to research embraces that of Teresa Amott and Julie Matthaei, who 
advocate utilizing an intersectional analysis.  Amott and Matthaei note, “Recent feminist 
research and activism have taken up the necessary and overdue project of examining racial-
ethnic differences among women and begin to break down the problematic feminist view 
of womanhood as a universal category and of women’s oppression as a common, shared 
experience” (1996, 5).  

 Research Methods: “Getting the Word Out” and to Whom?
 

In order to employ an intersectional approach to feminist research, I interviewed a small 
group of women working as housekeepers on a college campus, an institutionalized 
setting.  I interviewed four housekeepers and spoke in-depth with only three.  The three 
housekeepers I interviewed were not racially representative of the majority of women who 
occupy low-wage, service positions.  Though Liliana is Latina, the other women are white, 
and the majority of the shop is comprised of white, women workers.  While the overall 
racial composition of this group of housekeepers is atypical, I argue that the experiences 
of devalued work performed by these women offer researchers important ideas about how 
women resist the devaluation of their work.  However, I qualify this claim as particular to 
the specific set of women workers I interviewed for this study.4  My future work will focus 
on ethnographic research with a broader group of women of color who perform devalued 
housekeeping labor.  This research will broaden my focus to include investigations of race, 
ethnicity, nationhood, and gender in the workplace. 

Through my own experience with and membership in labor unions, I gained access to 
women to interview for this study.  For the past two years I have served as a member of the 
Joint Council for our union’s Local, representing our Graduate Union among fourteen other 
shops.  Through my Joint Council interactions, I was able to speak with the housekeepers’ 
servicing representative about conducting interviews.  Out of six active union members 
from a shop of approximately twenty women who work at the college, three women 
agreed to speak with me about their work experiences.  In late October, after several phone 
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conversations, I met with the three women at one of their homes.  We talked for nearly three 
hours at this usual, after-work gathering place.

During our conversation,5 I asked questions and listened to Cheryl, Liliana, and Janet 
talk about their duties and experiences in the college dormitories.  I took handwritten 
notes and recorded their stories with an unimposing recording device.6  I often nodded 
and openly agreed with their frustrations with management.  I shared in their disgust at 
the divisive strategies of their bosses.  I voiced my support of their strong belief in the 
union and admired their reliance on each other and collective resistance efforts.  I was 
completely subjective, explicitly attempting to connect to the housekeepers, rather than 
trying to “become objective” or “escape the thwarting biases that subjectivity engenders” 
by recognizing my various subjectivities, as Alan Peshkin admonishes researchers to do 
(1988, 5).  However, because of this expressed interest and my status as a white, college-
educated graduate student not performing devalued labor, the housekeepers viewed me 
as a link to the outside, i.e. a way to “spread the word” about the verbal abuse, sexual 
harassment, and disrespect they face on the job. 

Theories of Resistance and Power: 
Connecting the Abstract and the “Everyday”

    
While ideologies of gendered work are prevalent within the policies of social institutions, 

including the college where the women clean, there is room for agency within these 
institutions and their practices.  Gender shapes the institutions that French Marxist 
philosopher Louis Althusser coined as Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs).  ISAs include 
the family, the labor market, unions, religious organizations, schools, the political system, 
and other important social institutions (1977, 143).  Althusser argued these ISAs operate to 
reproduce ideologies, and so propagate a gendered division of labor within our advanced 
capitalist system.7 However, I have argued that housekeepers and other low-wage service 
workers practice everyday resistance to discrimination and poor treatment on the job.  As 
postcolonial feminist Chandra Mohanty asserts, “Feminist struggles are waged on at least 
two, simultaneous, interconnected levels: an ideological, discursive level that addresses 
questions of representation (womanhood/femininity), and a material, experiential, daily-
life level that focuses on the micropolitics of work, home, family, sexuality, and so on” (2003, 
64).  

Therefore, what shape do these feminist struggles take, and which actions, thoughts, and 
ideologies can be defined as acts of resistance?  Understanding theories of resistance can 
help to contextualize these specific feminist struggles in the workplace.  Must housekeepers’ 
actions of resistance  be well-planned, strategized acts of civil disobedience and public 
demonstration?  Or, can resistance take place on an everyday basis through quieter, subtle 
reactions?  

French philosopher Michel Foucault asserts, “Where there is power, there is resistance” 
(1990, 95).  Foucault further states that power is organized like “a dense web that passes 
through apparatuses and institutions, without being exactly localized in them” (96).  Fluid 
sites of resistance correspond to the equally fluid sites of power, and are therefore plentiful.  
That is, resistance is widespread and embedded within discourses and interactions.  
Media theorist David Gauntlett interprets Foucault’s notion of resistance by further 
suggesting, “[Resistance] might take the form of quiet tensions and suppressed concern, 
or [of] spontaneous anger and protest,” (2002, 120). Gauntlett argues that within social 
relationships, “resisting” occurs when one actor asserts her/his power, whether in the 
economic, cultural, or physical sense.  By that resistance, the other actor inevitably resists 
the pressure of power (Gauntlett,121).  
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In the workplace, these exchanges of power and resistance on a micro-level reflect the 
patriarchal nature of gender relations on a macro-level.  The power exchanges between 
managers and supervisors with rank-and-file workers can result in particularly negative 
consequences for workers.  Negative consequences perpetrated by the supervisor 
toward her/his employees include extra duties and responsibilities, disrespect on the 
job, harassment, and lay-offs (Hernandez, 2006).  For women workers positioned under 
male supervisors, as was the case with the housekeepers I interviewed, the employer/
employee dynamic is tenuous.  Despite the imbalance of power and potentially disastrous 
consequences, resistance remains a crucial aspect of women workers’ actions.

Getting the Word “Out” And to Each Other

Political scientist James Scott offers valuable insights on the complexities of different 
forms that “everyday resistance” takes within particular groups.  He describes “grumbling” 
as a general way of communicating dissatisfaction within a broader community without 
waging an all-out, large-scale insult or complaint (1990, 154). He writes, “The ‘grumble’ 
ought to be considered an instance of a broader class of thinly veiled dissent, a form that is 
particularly useful for subordinate groups” (155).

I witnessed “grumbling” when interviewing the housekeepers.  When I spoke with one 
individual, often the other two would mutter things to each other about what the first 
person was saying.  For instance, Janet described the basic duties of the housekeepers by 
stating, “We clean common areas, bathrooms, living rooms, stairwells, basements.  We 
do everything but student rooms.  We vacuum, we dust, we scrub showers.”  During my 
conversation with Janet, Cheryl said under her breath to Liliana, “And it’s back to work 
tomorrow.”  This exchange serves as a brief example of Scott’s ideas about “grumbling.”  
I suspect similar comments are made to one another while they are working.  These 
comments are not directly spoken to management, but are often spoken within ear-shot.  
Typically, the comments are duly noted by management as, at worst, insubordination, or at 
best, undesirable behavior.

The housekeepers demonstrate another of Scott’s ideas of everyday resistance, gossip.  
He writes, “Gossip is perhaps the most familiar and elementary form of disguised, popular 
aggression.  Though its use is hardly confined to attacks by subordinates on their superiors, 
it represents a relatively safe social sanction” (1990, 142).  As our interview began, Janet 
gave brief updates to Cheryl and Liliana about the day’s labor-management meeting, who 
attended, who did not attend, and speculations as to why she was not there.   During Janet’s 
update to her coworkers, she added comments such as, “I just knew she wouldn’t show.”  
Each participant can easily disavow the responsibility for the gossip, Scott notes, making it an 
especially useful tool because it “has no identifiable author” (142).  The housekeepers often 
gossip to each other about important changes in duties or encounters with management, 
keeping each other aware and informed about current working conditions.

Moreover, Mary Leach draws on Patricia Ann Meyer Spacks’ idea of “serious gossip” 
to understand discussions taking place within small, trusting groups (2000, 229).  Leach 
identifies conversations of serious gossip serving as resources for “the practice of a number 
of activities: play, moral investigation, self-reflection, wonder, self-expression, discovery, 
the definition of ideas, the embodiment of solidarity, and the circulation of information” 
(229).  For the housekeepers, their exchange of serious gossip, on the job and after work, 
in particular, functions to circulate information, to provide a means of self-reflection and 
self-expression, and to foster the embodiment of solidarity.  Leach contends, “Taking gossip 
seriously gives substance to the idea that the personal is not only the political but is also the 
basis for the theoretical.”  Her statement stresses the importance of gossip for these women 
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as self-recognition of their situations at work and resistance to devaluation of their labor 
(231, 232).

What Resistance Looks like: On the Job, Cleaning Dorms

For Cheryl, Janet, and Liliana resistance is their everyday work experience through various 
forms: grumbling, gossip, and rumors against management.  They constantly communicate 
with each other and inform their coworkers about immediate, managerial tactics.   They 
share overheard information or relate individual experiences.  They have much of which to 
be wary. These women, who clean the students’ toilets, wipe down their sinks, and vacuum 
their floors, must frequently utilize these resistance tactics when dealing with disrespectful 
supervisors who often implement new, divisive tactics.  

For example, management’s inconsistency is one of the most difficult practices with which 
the housekeepers deal.  They have to move quickly in order to finish all of their daily tasks, 
and changes to their schedules can be problematic.  Each housekeeper is assigned the same 
group of five dorms to clean every day during the week, except when they are short-staffed. 
“And then we triad,” Cheryl explained.  “When we negotiated, it was supposed to be three 
people, but [their supervisor, Jim] put it down to two,” she said.  They laughed, joking that 
a “triad” isn’t “two,” and Janet added, “But we don’t know that.  We’re only women.”  

Interestingly, the housekeepers each wear a plastic tag around their necks to work 
everyday with a message: “Respect, Civility, Honesty, Consistency.”   The housekeepers 
view the tag as an important symbol of their commitment to each other and their labor 
contract with management.  They are wary  of management’s tactics and vigilantly 
inspect any new, insidious ways their supervisors might try to increase their workload or 
decrease their power.  During our interview, Janet showed Liliana and Cheryl a document 
management distributed that asked for “ideas for improvement.”  Janet told the others, 
“’And if you want,’ he says, ‘your answers can be anonymous’,” to which the three of them 
responded, “here we go again.”  These women are quite aware of management’s activities.  
The housekeepers ensure each coworker remains informed so that they may be united 
in their conversations with management, actions on the job, and resistance efforts.  “But 
[management doesn’t] want a union and they don’t want us to wear plastic tags.  But it’s 
going to come around and bite them in the nose,” Liliana added. 

In addition to keeping morale high among the employees, the housekeepers view their 
union activism as a social and political tool that affects their daily lives. Belonging to the 
union positively influences their experience at work and their feelings of strength against 
management.  However, these women are never naïve.  They understand the power 
management has to constantly change their duties, verbally harass them when no one is 
looking, switch their schedules, and “ignore” complaints or suggestions housekeepers 
offer.  Still,  these housekeepers recognize their protection and power as organized, women 
workers. 

Concluding Thoughts: Everyday Resistance and Feminist Research

Rather than to capitulate to poor treatment and abuse by management, the housekeepers 
continue to practice everyday resistance to gendered discrimination and devaluation of 
their work.  I have examined women service workers’ widespread devaluation in the 
labor market by looking at occupational segregation and the low wages women earn 
for performing traditional “women’s work” outside of the home.  I have examined my 
positionality within my research process with these women, and I also discussed questions 
of resistance, power, and agency on the job as a housekeeper.   

Maich/Feminist Research and Representations of Gendered Service Workers  25



What, then, are the implications of these housekeepers’ stories of resistance for concerned 
activists, academics, and other workers?  Can these experiences affect and improve the 
working conditions that many women, particularly women of color, face while performing 
devalued, gendered labor?  Perhaps turning to future intersectional feminist research 
projects can illuminate possibilities for working toward social change.  

By privileging women’s experiences of work and their efforts to practice everyday 
resistance, while avoiding the tendency to universalize those experiences and instead 
situating them in specific contexts with attention to race, class, sexuality, and gender, future 
feminist research can work to re-value understandings of gendered work on the material 
and ideological level.  In this way, I hope that my next project and other  concerned academic 
and activist efforts, can move toward consistent and reflexive feminist politics, which also 
“gets the word out” in diverse and productive ways.  

Notes

1. This paper is a shortened version of my Labor Internship paper with revisions for the Graduate Certificate in 
Advanced Feminist Studies Final Project. Thanks to Professor Eve Weinbaum and Professor Joyce 
Berkman at the University of Massachusetts Amherst for their useful comments and guidance.
2. In order to protect the anonymity of research participants, pseudonyms are used throughout the document.
3. The difference in hourly wage is equivalent to approximately $3,200/year less income for females compared to 
male workers.  The  annual wages of women at $17,056/year are well below the poverty line for a family of four, 
which is  $19,307/year (BLS, 2005). 
4.  Also of relevance to the racial and ethnic composition of housekeepers at this college is the job hiring process.  
According to the housekeepers, before the union was established, management was extremely selective and often 
nepotistic, hiring their friends, family members, and close contacts into jobs at the college.  This practice may also 
have contributed to a high percentage of white, women workers.
5.  I met with the housekeepers, again, in April 2007, and we sat and drank ginger ale.  We talked about their work 
situation and discussed the feedback I had received so far on my research paper. I also gave the women copies of the 
original paper, and we discussed the future of the union, their shop in particular, and their relationship to activist 
students at the college. 
6. This flash machine is a type of non-invasive recording device. With the consent of the three women, I recorded 
our conversation on the flash machine through a flat microphone placed upon the table in Janet’s kitchen.  Our 
discussion was then converted into MP3 format to facilitate transcription.
7. While I think Althusser’s concept of the ISA is useful, understanding ISAs as all-powerful and determinative is 
too reductive. Instead, I use the concept to demonstrate the way that ideology can be reproduced within culture, 
and how a specific understanding of gender relations can permeate various social groups and institutions.
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“You’re Not a Veteran, You’re a Girl”
Gendered Martial Citizenship and Women Veterans of the 
United States Armed Forces

Stephanie Volkoff Green

The Changing Demographics of United States Veterans

The burial of Private First Class Amy A. Duerksen on March 18, 2006, would have, 
perhaps like the majority of her comrades’ deaths, gained no more media attention 

than coverage in the local newspaper and a brief death notice circulated by the Associated 
Press. The funeral, however, gained national media attention when it was protested by a 
group arguing that the deaths of United States soldiers in Iraq are the result of the U.S. 
tolerance for homosexuality.1 Duerksen’s death is of interest to this paper, not because of 
this controversy, but because of the change in demographics of the veterans and casualties 
returning from the concurrent U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which Duerksen 
represents. Private Duerksen was buried in the Central Texas State Veterans Cemetery. When 
the cemetery opened in January 2006, the first veteran buried there was Master Sergeant 
Donald Hollingsworth who died of natural causes at seventy-two after a lifetime military 
career.2 Three months later, at the age of nineteen, Private Duerksen, after succumbing to 
wounds sustained through non-hostile fire in Baghdad, Iraq, held the honor of being the 
youngest female active-duty soldier interred within the cemetery. 

Duerksen’s death highlights not only the change of demographics within the military, but 
draws attention to the benefits and honors that living women veterans may not receive due 
to their marginalized position within the armed forces based on their gender. This paper 
explores the positioning and reception of women veterans both legislatively and within the 
public consciousness. It uses the embodied experiences of women veterans from Iraq and 
Afghanistan to call attention to, and critique the norm of martial citizenship, as it is defined 
through masculinity. Through an historical overview, I illustrate how legislative changes 
and the public understanding of military service construct women veterans within a poorly 
understood and underserved position. Through queer and feminist anti-militarist theories 
of citizenship, public discourse and militarization, I attempt to prove that working to meet 
the needs of women veterans is an explicitly feminist project.

The History of U.S. Militarized Citizenship
 

The history of the United States military illustrates an exercise in the construction of 
citizenship based on gendered service. Citizenship rights based on veteran status were 
greatly changed by the creation of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act in 1944. 3 The act 
positioned the sixteen million returning veterans as “above all other classes” with the right 
to receive government benefits unlike “local unfortunates” who relied on previous state 
programs created during the Great Depression.4 Because the benefits were directly attached 
to men’s roles as “heads of households,” they strengthened the public understanding of 
men as providers and protectors whether as husbands and fathers or members of the state. 

Gretchen Ritter notes that the duty of individuals to serve in the military as an act of 



citizenship has been explicit since the completion of the Bill of Rights.5 Yet, the definition of 
citizenship based on wartime service during and after WWII necessitates closer examination. 
The creation of the women’s auxiliary forces in all branches brought the Equal Rights 
Amendment very close to passing, precisely because members of the forces transgressed the 
normative role of citizen-soldiers.6 A September 28, 1945 Subcommittee hearing resolution 
argued for the amendment’s passage due to women’s involvement, “in the maintenance of 
the American Republic” which underscored the tie between citizenship and service.7 

The equality discussed in the amendment, however, was not evident in the military itself.  
Women were subject to harassment and rumors regarding their promiscuity, sexuality and 
intent to serve. While the majority of women’s auxiliaries provided full rank and equal pay, 
the Women’s Air Force Service Pilots, who were often the direct target of enemy attack, 
were not awarded full rank until thirty years after their service. Perhaps, had women been 
fully recognized for their service through the G.I. Bill after WWII, the public understanding 
of women’s wartime service may have extended beyond the stateside role of “Rosie the 
Riveter.”8 Unfortunately, the “class above all other classes” was limited only to those 
veterans who were male, as illustrated by the subsequent defeat of the ERA on the Senate 
floor.

Veterans’ rights for women were questioned again after the U.S. war in the Persian 
Gulf in the early 1990s. Despite women participating in larger numbers than ever before, 
the Presidential Commission on the Assignment of Women in the Services concluded 
that integrating women into combat roles was “not favorable.”9 In an effort to adopt a 
seemingly egalitarian policy, the new Clinton administration enacted the National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Years 1992 and 1993. While women could not participate in 
direct combat units, they could be members of combat brigades including forward support 
units.10 The fulfillment of martial citizenship relies on soldiers’ participation in direct combat. 
Thus, historically veterans’ rights for women have been neglected and overlooked publicly 
and within the military, constructing a model of citizenship that bestows and recognizes 
veterans’ rights, and veterans, as gendered male. 

Parades, Protest and PTSD

Although women are now entitled to the majority of veterans benefits, as outlined in the 
Serviceman’s Readjustment Act, the constraints on their service continue to marginalize 
them. Prior to the invasion of Iraq, two constructions of veterans’ embodiment figured 
prominently in the public consciousness: members of the “Greatest Generation” who 
populate Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) and American Legion halls, and Vietnam veterans 
as portrayed in Born on the Fourth of July.11 The distinction between these two identities is 
critical. The image of bearded Vietnam Veterans Against the War within the film is drastically 
different than the figure of veterans who served in WWII in the public imagination. It is the 
members of the VFW and American Legion that have been most often publicly recognized 
in yearly Memorial Day and Veteran’s Day celebrations. Furthermore, this characterization 
is limited to veterans of a particular age and gender.

At the 2005 Veterans of Foreign Wars National Convention, President Bush defined the 
appropriate role for veterans by stating, “when you hear the name VFW, you know a certain 
type of work is being done—honorable, decent and faithful to the nation’s highest ideals.”12 
This description does not define the individuals doing the actual work of the VFW, but 
the constructed norm of martial citizenship, which is dependant on public support for the 
work of citizen-soldiers. Within this framework, WWII veterans are the celebrated norm. 
Current women veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are not only excluded by the 
normative gender of WWII veterans, but through their involvement in a post-Vietnam war 
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with a questionable mission. 
The alternative press has attempted to recuperate public recognition for those veterans who 

do not fit the celebrated norm. Recent Veteran’s Day celebrations resulted in a handful of 
news stories regarding women veterans. Specialist Jennet Posey was quoted in a November 
10th Christian Science Monitor story, “People tell me, ‘You’re not a veteran. You’re young. 
You’re a girl’.”13 Eric O. Clarke discusses this validation of certain roles within the public 
sphere, through public displays of authenticity.14 This authenticity is created and solidified 
through the public spectacle of parades and memorials. The memorial for women veterans 
within Arlington National Cemetery was not completed until 1997.15 This differentiation 
within the public norm is supported by the gender divide between veteran’s organizations 
and those organization’s auxiliaries, whose membership includes wives, daughters and 
mothers. In 2001, the VFW authorized the creation of a men’s auxiliary, however as of this 
time no chapters have been created.16 Yet, membership rules for the VFW Ladies Auxiliary 
state that women veterans are eligible for both the VFW and the Ladies Auxiliary, signifying 
their mitigated role even within the veteran community.17 

Militarization and the Performance of Masculinity
 

These current discrepancies in recognition of veteran status stem from not only the 
historical precedent, but also the construction of authenticity based on public ritual. It is 
important to note the relatively recent creation of the masculinity inherent within these 
forms of citizenship, as it is tightly linked to the United States imperialist project. In Gail 
Bederman’s historical overview of the connection between gender and race in the United 
States, she notes that “masculine” and “masculinity” were not used commonly until about 
1890.18 Bederman uses Theodore Roosevelt’s construction of his masculine public image 
to illustrate the construct of masculinity that must be created in order for a presidency to 
be deemed successful. We may draw a direct parallel between Roosevelt’s performance 
in the badlands of South Dakota and George W. Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas. The 
most important aspect of these constructed and performed presidential masculinities is 
their ability to not only conflate masculinity with the office, but to normalize the gendered 
performance within a representative role of ultimate citizenship through the Commander-
in-Chief. 

The consolidation of a singular masculine norm is further exemplified by myopic 
disregard for the diversity of embodiment. On January 1, 2006 the President visited Brooke 
Army Medical Center in San Antonio and commented that, “The parent’s I saw or the wives 
I saw, many of them were in prayer on a regular basis for their loved one.” 19 While all of the 
soldiers on that day may have been men, the uncritical use of the image of the grieving wife 
supports the limited gender identity of masculine martial citizenship.

Since 1996, the Department of Veterans Affairs has held three National Summits on 
Women Veterans Issues.20 The overarching theme of the most recent summit in 2004 was 
to address the invisibility of women veterans. An address by the Director of the Center 
for Women Veterans explicitly called attention to the masculinist norm when she noted, 
“Throughout history, military service has been recognized as a synonym for ‘combat or 
war.’ And ‘war’ has always been considered a masculine activity.”21 This highly critical 
gender analysis, spoken from within the Department of Defense, is reflected by other official 
and unofficial organizations and individual women veterans. The Women’s Army Core 
Veterans Association credo consists of a brief history of women in U.S. military and begins 
and ends with the assertion, “I am an American Soldier,” indicating the pervasiveness of 
difference based on gender within the Armed Forces.22 



Trauma Beyond the Front Lines

The Women Veterans of America not only seek to bring the existence of women veterans 
to the public forum, but to do so in an attempt to ensure that women veterans receive 
appropriate medical care and benefits through the Veterans Administration.23 This concern 
is well founded. An August 2003 issue of the journal Medical Care published the results of a 
study that sought to identify why women veterans obtained a smaller portion of their mental 
health care from the Department of Veterans Affairs. The results indicated that “Instead of a 
gender bias in awards for PTSD service connection, [the study] found evidence of a combat 
advantage that disproportionately favored men.”24 In other words, insufficient treatment is 
based on the limitations of women’s official roles, yet while women are not allowed to serve 
in combat positions, they often find themselves in the line of enemy fire. 

Male soldiers’ deaths and injuries still greatly outnumber women’s injuries. Yet, more 
women have been killed in the War on Terror than in Vietnam, Korea and the first Gulf War 
combined.25 Furthermore, women soldiers report far more psychological traumas than men. 
A March Pentagon study reported that 23.6 percent of returning women soldiers reported 
a mental health concern in comparison to 18.6 percent of men.26 What this difference may 
illustrate is the effect of the constructed masculine norm on individuals’ willingness to 
seek mental health support. However, the similarities and differences in men and women’s 
combat experiences must also be taken into account. Women are placed on the frontlines 
regardless of their official roles, which leads to any trauma sustained being officially 
unrecognized by the larger military. Furthermore, women veterans must also deal with the 
psychological trauma of being a female soldier. Sexual assault and harassment continue to 
pervade the military, as evidenced through the focus of many women’s veterans groups. 

In June 2006, WVA sent a proposal to the Congressional hearing on “Sexual Assault and 
Violence Against Women in the Military and at the Academies,” held by Congressman 
Christopher Shays, demanding changes to the Uniform Code of Military Justice.27 
Testimony by Representative Carolyn Maloney (D-NY) quoted the 2005 Pentagon report 
of sexual violence in the military required by the 2005 Defense Authorization Bill which 
included 2,374 reported sexual assaults. In contrast, an independent report by the Advisory 
Committee on Women Veterans, reported 17,000 women, or 20 percent of enlisted women, 
reporting sexual assault in the last three years.28 

Yet, Congressman Shays started the hearing by arguing, “it needs to be said that the attitudes 
of young men when they come into the military – they don’t learn sexual harassment in the 
military. They don’t learn the attitudes that result in sexual assault in the military.”29 As 
Congresswoman Maloney went on to argue, “I disagree.” Sexual harassment and assault 
are a direct result of the creation of the sexualized and dominated “other” that militarized 
masculinity is dependent upon. This in turn, illustrates the inherent imperialism within 
a militarized state; once the other is created it can be invaded, controlled and assimilated 
even if that other is part of forward operating battalion.30 

Conclusion: A Feminist Response

The experience of women veterans will continue to be unique. Women veterans fulfill 
martial citizenship and yet, fall short of the masculine hegemonic norm, as individuals 
whose gender and often ethnicity, socio-economic status, and perhaps physical abilities 
due to their service, transgress the masculine, martial norm. As such, women veterans are 
marginalized within the privileged public conceptualization of veterans and as individuals 
whose benefits and services are limited by the forces under which they served. The United 
States has now been engaged in Iraq longer than it participated in WWII or had active 
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troops in Korea. The number of deployed personnel may never match the number of troops 
who participated in the U.S.’s three major wars of the last century, nor will the number of 
casualties;31 however, if recruitment and enlistment patterns continue, increasing amounts 
of returning veterans will be women. 

This paper is not intended to support an increasing number of women as members of the 
United States military. However, with the current wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, it will be 
a necessary project to understand the experiences of the increasing population of women 
veterans within the United States. We must understand how citizenship, based on veteran 
status is created through both policy and the public consciousness. With an awareness of 
the definition of martial citizenship within the United States, and how women veterans 
must negotiate this role, we may be better armed to address the needs of these women and 
veterans in general.
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Government Knows Best?
The Paternalistic Past and Present of Welfare

Megan Reid

In 1992, Bill Clinton invigorated U.S. voters by making a campaign promise to “end 
welfare as we know it.”  Four years later, he signed a welfare reform bill.  The Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) made many 
significant changes in welfare policy, such as eliminating cash assistance and childcare 
assistance entitlements for poor families.  Under the previous welfare program, families 
below a certain income level were guaranteed welfare payments and childcare subsidies if 
they applied for them.  Although the payments were small, they provided a thin safety net 
for poor families.  The legislation limits welfare recipients to five years of assistance over 
their lifetime and requires the recipient to work in order to receive assistance.  

These changes sent the message that individual actions and choices are the cause of poverty 
in this country.  PRWORA has many provisions that coerce welfare recipients into acting 
in what policymakers believe is a more “responsible” way.  Over 90% of welfare recipients 
are single mothers, and a disproportionate number are women of color (US DHHS, 2005b).  
Thus these policy changes place women and children of color in an especially precarious 
situation. 

The political rhetoric that surrounded welfare reform described the old policy of guaranteed 
entitlements as one that encouraged dependency.  The legislation framed PRWORA as a 
new kind of welfare program that would help recipients become self-sufficient.  PRWORA’s 
policies, however, do not include sufficient measures to truly lift welfare recipients out of 
poverty.  Many of the policies paternalistically penalize recipients.  In this paper I place 
PRWORA in the historical context of coercive and moralizing U.S. social welfare programs.  
I then outline portions of the bill that continue this tradition.  I conclude with a brief 
discussion of a policy that could assist poor mothers without being punitive.

Brief History of Welfare in the U.S.

U.S. welfare policies shifted over the past century from providing assistance for women to 
stay home and take care of their children to limiting how long a mother can collect assistance 
and requiring her to work outside the home to receive support.  Changes in polices with 
regard to how poor mothers should act have been heavily influenced by changing ideologies 
of gender roles, especially those pertaining to what it means to be a “good” mother.  
These ideologies are laden with racialized ideas about womanhood and mothering, as a 
disproportionate number of women of color are welfare recipients.1  Historically welfare 
policies have perpetuated sexist and racist assumptions about poor single mothers.  

Mother’s Aid Policies

In 1909, legislators began to formulate aid policies for single mothers at the White House 
Conference on Dependent Children (Trattner, 1999).  Payments to women with dependent 



children who did not have a husband (usually due to an early death) were often called 
widow’s pensions.  The idea behind these pensions was that children should be raised 
in their own homes by their own mothers.  The government felt that this was a service to 
society that should be supported.  The government also recognized that supplying pensions 
was cheaper than having to institutionalize destitute mothers and children (Trattner, 1999).  
At this time, policy makers viewed childcare as a private family matter in which the 
government should not interfere (Eelman, 2006).

Widow’s pensions were useful to mothers at a time when women often had to put their 
children in foster care when their husbands died.  This policy, however, was also highly 
paternalistic and moralizing.  Each state that provided these pensions included “suitable 
home” clauses in their policies, meaning that mothers could only receive these pensions to 
take care of their children if the government deemed the home was suitable.  In most states 
only widowed women, not unmarried mothers, could receive this aid.  Both the suitable 
home and widow requirements were tinged with racist assumptions and judgments as to 
who deserved to be a mother and be supported while she raised her children.  Eventually 
most states expanded their mother’s aid laws to include all mothers with dependent 
children (Trattner, 1999). 

Welfare As We Knew It

The Aid to Families with Dependent Children program (AFDC) was created as part of 
the Social Security Act of 1935.  This program provided cash assistance entitlements to low-
income families.  In 1988, President Reagan signed the Family Support Act (FSA), which for 
the first time required AFDC recipients to participate in education, training, or work.  The 
legislation established the Job Opportunity and Basic Skills program, which provided skills 
training and job placement services to recipients (Rom, 1989).  It also guaranteed childcare 
subsidies to all families on welfare, leaving welfare, or in danger of entering welfare.  These 
subsidies were designed to deter welfare use and encourage work outside of the home 
(Eelman, 2006).

The establishment of work requirements curtails poor mothers’ abilities to make decisions 
about how they would like to live their lives and raise their children.  This policy coerces 
them to leave their children in childcare while they work, whether they want to or not.  
Similarly, mothers’ aid policies and AFDC coerced mothers to stay at home with their 
children and provide them with a government-defined “suitable” household.  All of these 
policies put poor women under enormous pressure to be “good mothers,” as judged by 
the watchful eye of the government.  Historically, welfare policies have not permitted poor 
women to make choices for themselves and their families.  The government has chosen to 
scrutinize the life choices of poor people instead of examining the social causes of persistent 
poverty.

The Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996

PRWORA made many changes to welfare policy.  It abolished AFDC and replaced it with 
the Temporary Aid to Needy Families program (TANF), which puts a five year lifetime 
limit on welfare receipt.  Though AFDC did not provide enough money for families to 
survive on (Edin & Lein, 1997 Kingfisher, 1996), in principle it guaranteed at least some 
financial assistance to poor families.  This was no longer the case after PRWORA.  The 
current racial/ethnic make-up of TANF recipients is 26% Hispanic, 37% Black, 32% White 
and 5% other races/ethnicities (US DHHS, 2005b).  The disproportionate number racial and 
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ethnic minorities on the welfare rolls mean that women of color and their children will be 
hit especially hard by these policy changes.

In a continuation and edification of the FSA, PRWORA also requires that welfare recipients 
with children over five work for pay full time, and recipients with younger children work 
for pay part time.  If they do not comply with these requirements, recipients may lose 
their benefits immediately.  This continues the coercive and paternalistic legacy of welfare 
programs in the U.S. 

Additionally, PRWORA restricts benefits for immigrants.  Though undocumented 
immigrants had always been banned from receiving federal aid, the new policy also 
restricted documented immigrants from all means-tested aid (Zimmerman & Tumlin, 1999), 
including TANF.  States are given the option to provide it to immigrants once they have 
legally been in the country for five years, but are not required to do so.  This policy is 
certainly inequitable, as it explicitly deems a specific group of people unworthy of aid.

Avenues to Self-Sufficiency

The first line of PRWORA reads: “marriage is the foundation of a successful society.”  
The introduction of the legislation goes on to describe the “crisis in our nation” of the 
rising number of out-of-wedlock births, the growing number of single-mother families on 
welfare, and the negative consequences of being raised in a single-parent family.  PROWRA 
instituted funding for marriage promotion, discouraging out-of-wedlock births and 
mandatory paternity testing for all TANF applicants.

These policies employ a one-size-fits-all model of poverty reduction and imply that 
individual choices are the sole cause of impoverishment.  They do not take into account the 
varied preferences and life circumstances of welfare recipients.  These policies are surely not 
based on research that puts poor women at the heart of the analysis.  In this way PRWORA 
continues the racist, classist and sexist tradition of U.S. social policy.

Marriage Promotion

It is true that impoverished people and people of color in the U.S. have a lower marriage 
rate than middle/upper class and White Americans, but research is showing that this is often 
done with careful consideration (King, 1999; Litcher, LeClere & McLaughlin, 1991; Edin & 
Kefalas, 2005).  These researchers have found that poor women are delaying marriage or 
eschewing it all together because they see that it provides few benefits.  Marrying poor men 
is a risky endeavor because of the lack of jobs in poor areas.  Additionally, poor men of color 
are disproportionately incarcerated and victims of homicide, which creates an imbalanced 
sex ratio in low-income communities.  This makes it very unlikely that many low-income 
women of color will marry (Fossett & Kiecolt, 1993).  

The declining marriage rate may be a sign that low-income mothers are exercising their 
right to decide how to live their lives despite the difficult situations they find themselves 
in.  At the very least it signifies that it is not realistic or even possible for many welfare 
recipients to become married.  Additionally, marriage promotion initiatives make the 
assumption that all poor women are heterosexual and want to get married.  The promotion 
of marriage as an anti-poverty strategy to women for whom marriage would be especially 
risky and difficult to achieve is nonsensical.  Encouraging women to be dependent on men 
for economic support is a huge step back from the advances of the feminist movement and 
for the financial security of poor women throughout the country.

  

Reid/Government Knows Best?  39



Discouraging “Out-of-Wedlock” Births and the Child Cap

The Bush administration has made it clear that federal dollars will be used for abstinence-
only “sexual education” programs.  This is one way the policy of discouraging out-of-
wedlock births is manifested.  Behind the push for abstinence-only education is the belief 
that teaching young people about sex and how to practice safer sex will encourage them to 
have sex at young ages.  There is no evidence, however, that this kind of education reduces 
the number of teens who engage in sexual intercourse (Luker, 2006).  If a school wants to 
have other types of sexual education programs that do not solely promote abstinence until 
marriage, they are not eligible for federal funding and must find their own funds for those 
programs.  This obviously puts schools in low-income areas at a disadvantage in being able 
to provide comprehensive sex education to their students.  This portion of PRWORA makes 
it very unlikely that poor teens will receive sexual education that includes information 
on how to reduce one’s chance of pregnancy and chances of getting sexually transmitted 
infections.

Abstinence-only education is only part of the plan to reduce out-of-wedlock pregnancy.  
PRWORA also has a provision that specifically allows states to institute a “child cap,” 
meaning that they can ban a mother from receiving benefits for children who are born while 
she is on welfare.  As of 2003, 24 states have a version of this policy in place (Levin-Epstein, 
2003).  The child cap is in place to discourage welfare recipients from having children and 
to punish those who do.  It is an explicitly paternalistic and classist law that targets poor 
women’s bodies as a location for control and does not entrust them to make their own 
decisions.  

This focus on coercing poor women and teens to remain abstinent and not become pregnant 
overlooks the complex gendered social environments in low-income areas.  As discussed 
above, many young poor women view marriage as risky and potentially burdensome and 
therefore choose not to marry.  However, this does not take away the desire many of them 
have to be parents.  In fact, some women in low-income areas want to be parents, even at 
early ages (Edin & Kefalas, 2005).  Poor women see that there is lack of opportunity with 
regard to education and jobs in the areas they live in, but that feelings of achievement and 
success can be found in being a mother.  Thus, many women in poor neighborhoods want 
to become parents in order to feel accomplished and respected.  

All of these policies attempt to restrict poor women’s fertility and limit their freedom to 
make their own life choice and decisions.  Rather than taking the varied lived experiences 
and desires of welfare recipients into account, these policies prescribe what policymakers 
believe is best for single mothers without their input.  They also punish those who do not 
make what policymakers have deemed the “right” choices. 

Mandatory Paternity Testing

PRWORA instituted mandatory paternal identification for all children of women who 
apply for TANF in order to deal with low child support receipt rates among welfare 
recipients.  Requiring women to reveal the names of their children’s fathers so that the 
government can seek them out for child support does not respect the mother as someone 
who can make her own decisions about her finances, her children, and who she wants in 
her life.  This requirement could also cause serious danger to a woman if her former partner 
becomes angry that she has reported him to law enforcement.  

The mother is required to provide a list of possible fathers who will be sought for DNA 
testing until paternity is established if she does not know or refuses to disclose who the 
father is.  This policy violates the mother’s privacy and may cause significant embarrassment 
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and stigma.  It also punishes poor women for their personal sexual choices and perceived 
amorality.  Women who are not on welfare are not required to prove who the father of their 
child is to the state and are not subjected to the police and judicial system intruding in their 
personal lives.

Additionally, the state receives all child support a mother obtains while on welfare.  
Under AFDC, the mother was entitled to receive up to $50 a month from child support 
while the rest went to the state to pay back the welfare system.  Now, states can make 
their own policies with regard to child support payments for welfare mothers.  Less than 
half the states give any of the payment to them (The Lewin Group, 2003).  This policy may 
undermine the informal ways that poor fathers can contribute to their families, such as 
giving cash directly to the mother or buying diapers or food for their child.   These informal 
arrangements allow the mother to have a say in how this delicate situation is handled and 
also allows them to receive the entire payment.  The requirement of paternal identification 
financially benefits the state at the expense of welfare recipient’s privacy.

Conclusion

This paper explored the paternalistic history of welfare and how this tradition continues, 
bolstered by the newest welfare reform law.  The policies instituted by PRWORA are even 
more coercive and punitive than previous policies have been.  They are based on unempirical 
sexist, racist and classist ideas about the causes of poverty.  This can be best illustrated by 
looking at how welfare and poverty have changed since PRWORA.

The welfare rolls declined after it was enacted, but poverty did not.  The poverty rate of 
single mother families has not declined since welfare reform began (Porter, 2001) and the 
poorest single mother headed families have become poorer (Meyer, 2005; Primus, 1999).  
This policy reduced the welfare rolls because of stricter sanctions and time limits, but did 
not address the social causes of poverty or promote effective long-term solutions to this 
growing problem. 

One policy that could provide needed assistance to low-income parents without being 
paternalistic or coercive is childcare subsidies.  Subsidies could provide assistance to both 
mothers and fathers with young children to help them either pay for childcare while they 
work or support themselves while they stay at home to care for their children.  Unlike the 
policies associated with PRWORA, childcare subsidies would not tell parents what is best 
for them and their children.  They would give them some flexibility in terms of how they 
choose to live their lives and raise their children.  It neither makes mothers dependent on 
men to provide for them nor punishes low-income women who have children.

This would truly be a support for those low-income mothers who want to work.  Childcare 
constraints often reduce the benefits of work for low-income parents because of the high cost 
of care and the difficulty of making stable arrangements.  Presser and Baldwin (1980) found 
that a sizable minority of their sample of employed and unemployed women with young 
children would get a job or work more hours if they had reasonably affordable childcare.  
According to data from the National Survey of America’s Families, women who receive a 
childcare subsidy are more likely to be employed, and more likely to be employed full time 
(Crawford, 2006).  A 1994 report by the U.S. General Accounting Office predicted that fully 
subsidized childcare would increase the employment of all mothers, and would have the 
largest impact on poor women (Cackely, 1994).  Thus this policy could be very beneficial to 
the population currently under attack by welfare reform.  

Congress reauthorized PRWORA three times, most recently in 2005, without a significant 
outcry from the general public.  This reauthorization increased rewards for states that 
reduce their caseloads, not the number of impoverished people.  It also provided $150 
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million to encourage the formation and continuation of heterosexual two-parent married 
families while increasing childcare funding by only $2 million (USDHHS, 2005a).  In order 
to combat the disturbing history of punitive of welfare policies and ensure a more equitable 
future for poor women in the U.S. feminists must work to abolish PROWRA and all of its 
coercive policies.  This should be coupled with scholarly and activist work that examines 
welfare policies from the perspective of those affected by them and explores policies, such 
as childcare subsidies, that would empower poor women to leave poverty and to make 
their own life decisions.

Notes

1. For an in depth discussion of the history of welfare racism refer to Neubeck and Cazenave’s Welfare Racism: 
Playing the Race Card Against America’s Poor (2001). 
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African Women and Missionary Writings
Nineteenth-Century Boloki Women of the Congo in John H. 
Weeks’ Among Congo Cannibals (1913)

Naminata Diabate

Western feminists’ assumptions that African women are more oppressed and victimized 
in order to justify their interventionist practices pervade their scholarships. My 

reading of Weeks’ book helps me problematize those assumptions. The nineteenth-century 
Boloki women Weeks observed had much more freedom and greater rights - even more 
rights, in some cases, than their European counterparts. I have to admit that the same 
imperialist discourse of the African woman of the past as a “beast of burden” had infected 
my own views of African women’s history. For this corrective perspective alone, I feel it 
is worthwhile to bring an African feminist perspective to bear on missionary accounts of 
African women such as Weeks’.

My reading of Among Congo Cannibals thus resulted in trying to discern something of 
the “real” lives of Boloki women that shatter Western feminist perceptions. This essay is a 
modest contribution to the difficult work of reconstructing the lives of African women of 
the past, a project that necessarily draws on faulty and imperfect archives.

In order to evaluate Weeks’ representation of Boloki women, this paper begins by 
exploring the critical context of missionary writings and their representations of African 
women. The second section introduces the author and the book. In the third and last section, 
I read Weeks’ book to retrieve the image of more empowered Boloki women through the 
institution of marriage and local laws of inheritance as well as through their resistance to 
the local version of patriarchy. 

Critical Context

It is a truism that nineteenth-century missionary writings represented African women as 
“diseased”, “degraded”, and “immoral”. Scholars of African women have published much 
scholarship on the missionaries’ and explorers’ writings on African women. Nkanyike 
Musisi, a prominent African woman historian interrogates the (in)famous Dr. Albert Cook’s 
representations of nineteenth-century Baganda women in Uganda. Musisi argues that Dr. 
Cook casts Baganda women as “suffering” from “uncontrollable sexual drive” (100), and 
they were “[P]erceived as free, yet as a ‘beast of burden,’ ignorant and diseased” (99). 

Another scholar, historian Sylvia Jacobs, analyzes nineteenth-century African American 
women missionaries and their interactions with Africans. African American women 
missionaries were naturally more interested in the fate of African girls and women and 
invested more time and energy in “uplifting” African womanhood. Yet in their writings and 
letters, black women missionaries use the rhetoric of “heathens”, “those living in sin and 
darkness” (92), and “poor women of Africa” (94). Jacobs concludes that “The perspectives 
of these black female missionaries did not differ much from the views on Africa held by 
black males and white missionaries” (94). 

All in all, scholars of African women have come to the conclusions of the biased and 
racialized nature of most missionary writings on African women. Unfortunately, some 



Western feminist beliefs reflect the same racialized and biased descriptions of African 
women. 

Introducing the Author and the Book 

Although no substantial biography on his life and actions exist, Weeks is considered one 
of the “makers” of the colonial history of Central Africa. We see Weeks’ interest in African 
education and his genuine respect for Congolese cultures in the volume of research he 
produced about the region. As a result of his stay (thirty years) among the Bakongo and 
other ethnic groups from 1881 until 1912, Weeks published four books and a great number 
of articles in religious and ethnographical journals. Weeks also published several textbooks 
and primers in native languages for the locals’ use.

Of all of Weeks’ publications, Among Congo Cannibals remains the most referenced in 
scholarly articles. Weeks’ observations encompass every aspect of the Boloki’s lives including 
their mythologies, crafts, industry, customs, social life, and organizational practices. 

Weeks’ Biased Language
 

Consciously or not, Weeks was perpetuating the image of the “primitive natives” by using 
formulaic terms commonly used in imperialist discourses such as “heathens”, “cannibals”, 
“immoral”, and “savages”. Considering the general imperialist context, Weeks’ depiction 
of the Boloki as “savages” and women as “degraded”, suffering victims does not come as 
a surprise. Such terminology was common in nineteenth-century British society whether 
it involved Indian, Aboriginal, Native American, Latin American, or African women 
(Johnston 56). 

Weeks does not escape the generalizing tendency when he writes, “There are undoubtedly 
women who remain faithful to their husbands….but from what I observed they are very 
few indeed” (Weeks 128) or “Girls from an early age had free ingress to these houses (where 
the lads and unmarried men slept), and their mothers encouraged them to go” (Weeks 138). 
Statements like these follow an overwhelming motif established in traveler and missionary 
writings about non-European women.

Reviewing the references  to Among Congo Cannibals, two interesting facts jump out.  None 
question Weeks’ descriptions of the people and their lives. More interesting for my project, 
none of the articles or books has focused specifically on Weeks’ representation of women. 
They all relegate women to the background for more “important” aspects of the culture such 
as language, belief in rebirth, and the meaning of life. Therefore, Weeks’ text is a previously 
untapped resource for reconstructing the lives of nineteenth-century Boloki women. 

Glimpse of More Empowered Boloki Women

More detailed reading of moments in Weeks’ account gives us a glimpse of more 
empowered African women. This view is a new perspective that creates a more nuanced 
sense of the material conditions of women’s lives in nineteenth-century Africa. Like scholars 
of African women such as Musisi, Okome, and Jacobs, I want to emphasize that we must 
read the problematic colonial archives for moments of power and resistance on the part of 
African women, not just subjection and objectification. 

Although Weeks’ observations encompassed Boloki’s customs and habits, no single 
chapter is devoted to the lives of women. They receive only fleeting mention and are 
accorded a position of footnotes in his accounts. Women figure only in Weeks’ discussions 
of marriage, child-bearing, ownership of property, and physical and occupational 
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characteristics. Nevertheless, an intriguing picture emerges; and, for the purpose of this 
study, I focus on aspects of marriage, divorce, ownership of property, and sexuality. How 
did Weeks represent women with respect to these aspects? Given the authority that Weeks 
invests in the nineteenth-century Congo, his interests in the peoples of the region and his 
first person account, although dubious, remain a valuable source of information about 
African women. This previously untapped material may contain the narrative description 
that invalidates the myth of African women as fundamentally “beasts of burden”, which 
runs through Western feminist scholarship.

Marriage/ “Commodification”

Weeks reports that Congo society displayed contradictory treatment of women. Men and 
women, he writes, may walk “with their arms around each other’s waist, as though they 
were a couple of English lovers crossing a common in the twilight” (Weeks 78); yet, it was 
considered indecent for a woman to eat with a man (Weeks 117). The public display of 
intimacy and care between men and women that Weeks mentions contradicts the received 
Victorian assumption that African women occupied inferior status relative to their European 
counterparts. Such an observation mitigates the more predictable observation about eating 
separately. Here as elsewhere, Weeks paints a portrait of women who could enjoy some 
freedom beyond European expectations, yet could also suffer the most terrible fate. He 
concludes that “the Boloki’s regard for women was a strange contradiction” (Weeks 78). 

Marriage was an area where such contradictions were most evident. Women enjoyed 
more freedom in the area of marriage than in any other aspect of their lives. Women had 
the right to divorce if they ceased to love their husbands or suffered abuse. There existed a 
procedure that protected their rights and that provided recourse. If a married woman fell 
in love with another man and wanted to leave her husband, she had only to inform him 
so that she could marry her lover with her husband’s consent. Weeks writes: “When a free 
woman wants to leave her husband, or have a divorce from him, she sends a ‘token’ to the 
man of her choice, who desirous of possessing her, goes to the husband and tries to arrange 
the matter” (128). From that perspective, Boloki women enjoyed some agency with regards 
to their marriage and the choice of their partners. 

Speaking about marriage and the engagement ceremony during which the girl declared 
her love for her would-be husband, we glimpse through Weeks’ statement the possibility 
for a girl to declare her love for and acceptance of her future husband: “Thereupon the girl 
will step forward, and pulling up the spear she will carry it to her father, saying, ‘Namojinga’ 
= I love him” (123). 

The woman could demand reparation in case of abuse or ill-treatment. The reparation 
could be a fine that the accused husband had to pay. Weeks argues that the punishments 
bestowed upon abusive husbands resulted in them treating their wives in a better manner. 
Although Weeks did not describe the society as progressive in this aspect, he nevertheless 
rejoices that “the fact that the women can and will make their husbands pay in this way 
renders life more tolerable for them. Without some such system the wife’s lot would be 
terrible and impossible” (127). Weeks’ imperialist language reveals an aspect that was 
startlingly progressive, especially in comparison with the repressive English divorce laws 
of the time. 

However, in other ways, marriage among the Boloki remained the area where women 
were regarded as mere commodities. The author’s choice of words suggests that he shares 
this objectifying view of women: “transaction is completed”, “parents will have to make 
the best bargain they can”, and “They [parents] would be at an obvious disadvantage, as 
their customer would already be in possession of the ‘goods’” (122). The status of women as 
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mere commodities in Weeks’ view derives from the dowry that the husband paid in order to 
marry his wife. Weeks himself recognizes that “the food and wine, given by the parents, are 
a proof that the girl is not sold as a slave, but is given in marriage as a free woman” (124). 
Weeks’ contradictory reading of the dowry undermines the long-held assumption of the 
commodification of African girls and women. Therefore, we conclude that in this tradition 
a woman was not sold in marriage even if it might have appeared so to the outsider. 
According to Weeks’ reports “Young girls and even babies are betrothed in marriage, and 
payments made for them long before they are old enough to understand the contract or give 
their consent” (122). Even if the marriage was contracted when the women were young and 
even babies, nevertheless they had the right to object to a marriage if they disagreed with 
the choice of their parents. The disagreement did not result in isolation or popular scorn.

Boloki women enjoyed some rights as to the choice of their partners and even within 
marriage. Yet, a contradiction in society, which was flagrant, concerns borrowing a woman 
as a wife for a certain period of time from her husband (125). The exchange of women was 
not exclusive to Boloki women although Weeks fails to state this fact. Women from across 
the world and over time share the common fate of objectification as Gayle Rubin states. 
In the attempt to discover and explicate the origin of the subjugation of women, Rubin 
concludes: “women are given in marriage, taken in battle, exchanged for favors, sent as 
tribute, traded, bought, and sold. Far from being confined to the “primitive” world, these 
practices seem only to become more pronounced and commercialized in more “civilized” 
societies” (175). How could a human being (endowed with agency) be borrowed if not 
considered a possession? Or how could a woman be stolen from her husband if she was 
not a property? Weeks seems here to be contributing to the discourse of the “primitive” 
exchange of women that Rubin critiques. 

Moreover, Weeks reports a practice with regards to some widows. “In every family of 
importance there were one or two women called mwila ndaku, which meant that when their 
husband died they were to be buried alive with his corpse, unless in the meantime they bore 
children, when other women take their place” (103). This practice should not be considered 
as common to all widows, yet it offers a view of women in their society given the gendered 
nature of the practice. Interestingly, the sacrifice of women is not exclusive to Boloki society. 
The practice speaks to the Indian practice of sati and the Victorian doctrine of female 
self-immolation (Sharpe 14). Jenny Sharpe defines Victorian women’s self-immolation as 
the “absolute devotion” to the family that is demanded from women (14). Again, Weeks 
participates in conventional representations of African “barbarism” while failing to see 
continuities with practices in other cultures, including his own.

Through the gendered practice of widow sacrifice, we glimpse moments of resistance to 
the local version of patriarchy. As Weeks describes, “One evening I heard a considerable 
amount of shouting and screaming, and on going to the scene of the excitement I found two 
women strongly bound who were weeping most bitterly, and begging to be set free”(103). 
The condemned women did not accept their fates silently. Their screams and cries represent 
their ways of resisting gender asymmetry. 

Inheritance

Boloki society was not only progressive with regards to certain aspects of marriage, but 
it was also progressive with regards to the laws of inheritance. According to the customs, 
men as well as women had the right to own property. Women could enjoy these rights 
through inheritance or through personal acquisition. Weeks remarks “Men, women, and 
children can own the land… and can own slaves whom they have bought or inherited” 
(110). Equality of rights with regards to property ownership is granted to men as well as 
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women. When it comes to inheritance, a woman did not inherit from her husband. In the 
inheritance of a father, the priority is given to the sons. But “Failing direct male heirs, the 
daughter (or daughters) takes the estate” says Weeks (111). The fact that daughters can 
only inherent in the absence of direct male heirs demonstrates the subordination of women 
in Boloki society. Yet, the possibility for a woman to own property may speak to “equal” 
gender relation of the society compared to other societies, especially Britain. Given that the 
Married Women’s Property Act did not become law in Britain until 1882, we might infer 
that women had greater property rights among the Boloki at this time than they did in 
Weeks’ native England.

Sexual Issues

On sexual issues, I am interested in Weeks’ treatment of the issue of adultery in relation 
to women. Surprisingly, when it comes to adultery, women enjoyed a considerable amount 
of power. Weeks reports that in the case of adultery, “the adulterer is punished while the 
woman goes free” (128). Also in matters of adultery, more respect and power is accorded 
to the woman’s words: “A woman’s word is always taken against the man’s most solemn 
oath” (Weeks 128). The exoneration of the woman can be explained in two ways. The first 
may be in keeping with her infantilized status, which entails her irresponsibility for her 
act. The second may signify the woman’s authority over her own body and the freedom to 
use it as she sees fit. The second explanation once again contradicts her being considered 
the property of her husband. No doubt the reality for Boloki women hovered somewhere 
between these two ways of understanding women’s sexual status. 

Weeks and the Rhetoric of “Success” 

Weeks’ representations of women should not be uncritically consumed especially with 
regards to the emphasis on the missionaries’ achievements and with the silence regarding 
the disruptive aspects of their interventionist practices on the lives of Boloki women. To 
emphasize their achievements concerning the burial of women alive with their deceased 
husbands, Weeks writes “The number of wives buried in the grave was in proportion to 
the man’s wealth and importance…We were able eventually to persuade them to abandon 
this custom” (320). In other words, Weeks positions missionaries as women’s saviors from 
native patriarchy and customs. Given their “inability to speak” for themselves because of 
their subalternity, as Spivak would say, missionaries had to step in to save black women 
from black men. Spivak, in her seminal essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, argues that 
colonialists posit Indian women as victims of Indian men to justify their interventionist 
practices in India. 

Emphasizing their achievements among the Boloki, Weeks writes: “Now we find that 
Christian teaching and monogamy have conduced to stricter morality among the people…
Poligamy is giving place to monogamy, and that means a higher morality, a purer and 
self-respecting womanhood…” (138-9). The goal of “creating” “a purer and self-respecting 
womanhood”, as Weeks claims, is interesting because it suggests that although women 
are not mentioned often, they are ideologically important as a foundation for the whole 
missionary enterprise. 

The Affect of Colonization on African Women’s Rights

From Weeks’ representation, determining whether or not women had equal status with 
men, or at least comparable or better status than European women is a very difficult task. 
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Women at times suffered some cruel treatment, yet the same is true in the societies of the 
colonizers of the same period. In many aspects, Boloki women had more rights than Western 
feminists believe. Weeks writes, “Here and there a man treats his wife with kindness and 
consideration, and he sometimes displays an affection for her that is pleasing” (127). We 
learn here that the ill-treatment of women was not institutionalized but rather a matter of 
an individual choice made by the husband. The effects of colonialism on women’s status 
cannot be assessed in terms of clear-cut, definitive, and stable binaries of good and bad. Yet, 
some historians argue the outright destructive nature of colonialism on African women’s 
status and emphasize the rights that women enjoyed in precolonial Africa. Heinrich Loth 
references the eminent African historian Joseph Ki-Zerbo: “Such special rights included 
great sexual freedom, in some animistic countries even premarital freedom; and the freedom 
to go their own way with regard to maternity and family visits” (25). 

Boloki women’s freedom had been curtailed by the introduction of patriarchal, European 
civilization. The introduction of capitalism, the individualization of property, and the 
greed for material things had deprived women of their traditional prerogative of property 
ownership. In that greedy context, men had a strong desire to keep to themselves whatever 
they could wrest from others. 

Another curtailment of freedom happened in the domain of marriage. The right to divorce 
and marry another man of a woman’s own choice had been considered highly immoral 
with regard to the Christian religion which missionaries were eager to implement. Thus, 
Weeks’ Among Congo Cannibals demonstrates that in spite of the assumption of the colonizer 
that European civilization would “free” local women, in fact women lost at least as much as 
they gained in the transition from pre-colonial society to colonial society. 

Conclusions

Why re-read an obviously problematic missionary text today? One reason is that missionary 
evangelizing in Africa is far from a thing of the past. And, in many cases, these are the 
only historical records we have of African societies before colonialism. Unfortunately, few 
African sources exist that document black women’s ways of living at the time of contact. 
Another reason is that this archive, imperfect as it is, cannot be discarded. It contains some 
of the very few first person accounts of nineteenth-century African women that we have, 
and as such, is a precious resource for African feminist scholarship. It is our responsibility 
to read Weeks in a way that Weeks himself could never have imagined. African women’s 
strength and resistance also shatter Western feminist assumptions about their “powerless” 
sisters. 

When we listen to the voice of the Boloki woman in Weeks’ text, we hear someone caught 
in contradictions. The deterritorialization of the English model of patriarchy, labor, and 
sexual economy did not necessarily liberate and better Boloki women’s lives. Free in some 
ways and oppressed in others, she sounds a lot like her Victorian British counterparts- and 
a lot like us.
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Notes

1. For instance, the University of Texas Libraries database lists fifteen journal articles and books which reference Weeks’ 
Among Congo Cannibals. Out of the fourteen listed only one journal has a connection with religion, the Journal of 
Religion in Africa. Given the listing, it becomes clear that the audience was probably fundamentally academic. All 
other references are connected to the field of anthropology and its closely connected disciplines of history, sociology, 
ethnography, religion, education, and philosophy.
The American Journal of Sociology (1926) “The Need of a Sociological Approach to Problems of Sex Conduct: III. The 
Invariable Presence of Social Control in Man’s Sexual Conduct”
The Journal of Philosophy (1928): “Meaning and Existence.” 
Africa: Journal of the International African Institute (1928), (1978): “The Influence of the Kingdom of Kongo on Central 
Africa”; “Social Anthropology and the ‘Bantu Expression’” 
Man (1929), (1956): “Bride-Price, Dower, or Settlement”; “Disguised Languages” 
Folklore (1930): “The Belief in Rebirth among the Natives of Africa (Including Madagascar)” 
Journal of the American Oriental Society (1938): “Concepts of Right and Left in African Cultures” 
The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland (1946): “West Africa and Indonesia: A 
Problem of Distribution”
The Journal of American Folklore (1961): “Folklore Research in the Congo”
American Anthropologist (1963), (1969): “African Rituals of Conflict”; “Le Roti et le Bouilli: Levi-Strauss’ Theory of 
Cannibalism.”
The Journal of Modern African Studies (1980): “The Origins of Language Policy in Zaire” 
History of Education Quarterly (1980): “White Views of Black Minds: Schooling in King Leopold’s Congo” 
Journal of Religion in Africa (1986) “Protestant Missions and the History of Lingala”
History in Africa (1987): “Knowledge Brokers: Books and Publishers in Early Colonial Zaire” 
Cultural Anthropology (1991): “Consuming Desires: Strategies of Selfhood and Appropriation” 

Nancy Rose Hunt, (1999) A Colonial Lexicon: Of Birth Ritual, Medicalization, and Mobility in the Congo. 

Works Cited

Jacobs, Sylvia M. “African-American Women Missionaries Confront the African Way of
 Life.” Women in Africa and the African Diaspora: A Reader. Ed. Rosalynn Terborg-  
 Penn and Andrea Benton Rushing. Washington, D.C: Howard UP, 1996. 89-99.

Loth, Heinrich. Woman in Ancient Africa. Trans. Sheila Marnie. Westport, Conn.: Lawrence   
 Hill & Co, 1987.

Musisi, Nkanyike. “The Politics of Perception or Perception as Politics? Colonial and   
 Missionary Representations of Baganda Women, 1900–1945.” Women in African   
 Colonial Histories. Ed. Susan Geiger, et al. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2002. 93-115. 

Pratt, Mary Louise. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. London: Routledge,   
 1992.

Rubin, Gayle. “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the “Political Economy” of Sex.” Toward an  
 Anthropology of Women. Ed. Rayna R. Reiter. New York: Monthly Review, 1975.  

Sharpe, Jenny. Allegories of Empire: The Figure of Women in the Colonial Text. Minneapolis:   
 University of Minnesota Press, 1993.

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. A Critique of Postcolonial Reason. Toward a History of the   
 Vanishing Present. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, (1999) 2003.

50  Intersections



Weeks, John H. Among Congo Cannibals: Experiences, Impressions, and Adventures  during a   
 thirty years’ Sojourn amongst the Boloki and Other Tribes with a Description of Their   
 Curious Habits, Customs, Religion, and Laws . London: Seely, 1913.

Diabate/African Women and Missionary Writings  51



Intersections: Women’s and Gender Studies in Review across Disciplines
“(the) future (of) feminisms” Issue 5, October 2007

Reinterpreting Islamic Law
The Current Debate on the Zina Ordinance 
in Pakistan and Its Implications for Women

Kritika Argawal

The amendment of rape laws and the passage of the “Protection of Women (Criminal 
Laws Amendment) Act, 2006” or the “Women’s Protection Bill, 2006” by the Parliament 

in Pakistan on December 1, 2006 was a major victory for both human rights groups and 
women in Pakistan. The rape laws, articulated in the Hudood Ordinances, were recently 
catapulted into the midst of a national debate after current President Pervez Musharraf 
set up various committees to analyze the validity of the ordinances under Islamic law and 
introduced the “Women’s Protection Bill, 2006” in Pakistan’s national assembly to amend 
the “Offence of Zina1  (Enforcement of Hudood) Ordinance.” In the following paper, I will 
examine how a feminist reinterpretation of the Qur’an was used to argue the amendment 
of the Zina Ordinance. By outlining the events that led to the amendment and tracing the 
history and methods of implementation of the Zina Ordinance in Pakistan, I will demonstrate 
how it was used to subjugate women in Pakistan and why it became necessary to approach 
the criminal laws from a new perspective. I will also analyze the recently passed “Protection 
of Women Act” to establish the major changes introduced by the Act. Finally, I will attempt 
to determine what implications a debate of this nature holds for the future of the status of 
women in Pakistan.

Introduction of the Hudood Ordinances

Pakistan, since independence, has had a history full of turmoil; it has had four military 
coups till date and its Constitution has been suspended twice2.  On July 5, 1977, Army Chief 
of Staff General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq toppled the civilian rule of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in 
a coup and imposed marshal law. He suspended the Constitution and began a long process 
of Islamization of laws in Pakistan in order to increase his political appeal and legitimatize 
his regime. He denounced Bhutto’s regime as un-Islamic and promised to “transform 
the country’s socio-economic and political structure in accordance with the principles of 
Islam.”3  Even though Zia-ul-Haq was reputed to be extremely pious, he used Islam as a 
political tool to appease Pakistani conservatives and neutralize Islamic fundamentalists in 
Pakistan’s polity.4  Part of this process of Islamization was the introduction of the Hudood 
Ordinances on February 10, 1979. 

Contents of the Hudood Ordinances of 1979 

According to the Encyclopedia of Islam, “Hadd, plural hudūd (hudood, hadood) means 
hindrance, impediment, limit, boundary, frontier, hence numerous technical meanings, 
first and foremost the restrictive ordinances or statues of Allah (always in the plural), often 
referred to in the Qur’an.”5  Hadd has thus become the technical term for the punishments 
of certain acts which are forbidden in the Qur’an.6  The Hudood Ordinances of 1979 were 
enforced in Pakistan to make its criminal laws compatible with the hadd laws prescribed 



in the Qur’an and to begin a process of replacing the Anglo-Saxon law with the Muslim 
shariā.7  The five orders falling under the Hudood Ordinance of 1979 include: Prohibition 
of alcohol, Offence against Property, Offence of Zina, Offence of Qazf,8 and Execution of 
Punishment of Whipping Ordinance. For the purposes of this paper, I will focus specifically 
on the Zina Ordinance. As laid out in this ordinance prior to amendment, “A man and a 
woman are said to commit ‘zina’ if they willfully have sexual intercourse without being 
validly married to each other.”9  Zina occurs when actual vaginal penetration takes place 
between two individuals outside the institution of marriage. The 1979 ordinance includes 
zina-bil-jabr, or rape, in its definition. The proof required for zina and zina-bil-jabr to be liable 
to hadd is either a confession by the accused or, as laid out in the Law of Evidence (Qanun-e-
Shahadat), testimony of four sane Muslim men of good character who witnessed the actual 
act of vaginal penetration.10  The hadd punishment for the offence of zina is stoning to death 
at a public place if the accused is a Muhsan11  and one hundred stripes if the accused is not a 
Muhsan.12  The punishment varies slightly when the accused is not an adult.

In most cases, because of the strict requirements of evidence, hadd punishments are almost 
never dispensed. Instead, the courts usually award ta’zir punishments – secondary or 
discretionary punishments for the offending behavior.13  Ta’zir punishments can range from 
rigorous imprisonment to public whipping and fines.14  In fact, “the bulk of accusations made 
under the ordinances attract charges under ta’zir, rather than hadd. Twenty-six sentences of 
hadd were passed by trial courts, but none of these was eventually executed.”15  The very 
presence of the ordinances, however, leaves the possibility open that a hadd punishment 
such as flogging or stoning to death may be carried out in the near future. The physical or 
monetary punishments, moreover, only supplement the greater stigma attached to zina in 
Pakistani society. 

Abuse of the 1979 Zina Ordinance in Pakistan

The Zina Ordinance of 1979 has become a constant vehicle of abuse since its implementation. 
The most common form of abuse came from the classification of rape as a form of adultery. 
This, along with the Law of Evidence, made it extremely difficult for women to prove an 
allegation of rape. According to Shahnaz Khan,16  

In the absence of the necessary proof of non-consent, the accused is released for 
lack of evidence while the woman who has alleged rape is vulnerable to being 
convicted for adultery. Under the terms of these laws, the rape complaint is 
itself a confession of zina.17  

The most popular case that exemplifies the absurdity of the law is the July 1983 Safia 
Bibi case. The plight of Safia Bibi, an 18-year-old virtually blind girl, attracted the wrath 
of women’s rights groups and the media in Pakistan when she was sentenced to public 
whipping (15 lashes), three years imprisonment, as well as a fine of Rs. 100018  on charges 
of adultery:

The details of the case were that Safia, daughter of a poor peasant, was 
employed in the local landlord’s house as a domestic help. According to her 
statement made to the police she was raped first by the landlord’s son and 
subsequently by the landlord himself. As a result she became pregnant, and 
finally gave birth to an illegitimate child who later died. Her father registered 
a case of rape after the death of the child. The Sessions Judge acquitted both 
the son and the father of the crime, as there was not enough evidence to prove 
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rape under the Hudood Ordinance. Safia Bibi’s self-confessed pregnancy was 
used as evidence of adultery by the judge who, in his opinion, was giving Safia 
a light sentence because of her young age and near blindness.19

  
Safia Bibi’s case attracted attention throughout Pakistan largely because she was blind 

and, as early as in 1983, was an indicator of the level of abuse that would be carried out on 
women under the name of law. As Khan points out, “Given the consequences for a woman 
if she is unable to prove rape, women do not generally accuse men of rape unless they are 
pregnant as a result of the rape.”20  Even in cases where pregnancy results, if the woman is 
unable to prove rape, the pregnancy itself is taken as a confession of zina as evident in the 
Safia Bibi case. 

The Zina Ordinance has most often been used by families and husbands to intimidate 
women into falling in line with their wishes or to stay in an abusive relationship. There have 
also been incidences of police harassing women by charging them with zina if they were 
simply caught with an unrelated man,21 of police refusing to register FIRs22  for rape victims, 
and of police humiliating, and in some cases raping and torturing, victims of domestic 
violence or advising women to return home to their abusive husbands.23  Aarij Wasti points 
out that gender discrimination is inherent in the laws and is also practiced by the courts. He 
outlines several examples where court justices ruled in favor of rapists when the woman 
was considered to be of “easy virtue” and “loose character.”24  The discriminatory nature of 
the law soon resulted in its becoming the top issue on the agenda of women’s rights activists 
in Pakistan. In fact, the outrage against the ordinances spawned several of Pakistan’s most 
prominent women’s rights groups.

 
The Road to Change – How the Zina Ordinance was amended

One of the earliest women’s rights groups that vocalized its opposition to the ordinances 
was the Women’s Action Forum (WAF) which was founded in 1982 as a direct response to 
the injustices caused by the laws. The WAF was formed “to provide a significant platform 
to women, and launched a systematic countrywide struggle through advocacy programs, 
research, writing, pickets, lobbying, street agitation, and press campaigns.”25  The earliest 
resistance against the ordinances and especially the Law of Evidence came in the form 
of the famous march by about 300 members of the WAF in Pakistan down the Mall road 
in Lahore to the Punjab High Court in 1983.26  The police responded with a heavy hand 
and many women were injured during the rally. Regardless of the protests, the Law of 
Evidence became effective on 28th October, 1984.27  The founding members of WAF include 
the prominent human rights activists and sisters Hina Jilani and Asma Jahangir who went 
on to found the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) in 1986. The HRCP, along 
with other women’s rights organizations such as Shirkat Gah and Joint Action Committee 
for People’s Rights, also vehemently opposes the Hudood Ordinances and frequently 
publicizes human rights violations in Pakistan and lobbies for legal reform. 

Although the governments of both Nawaz Sharif and Bennazir Bhutto promised to 
change the laws, little was done. In the mean time, the issue was kept alive by several 
Nongovernmental Organizations (NGOs) and activists who kept the media spotlight on 
the ordinances. Stark criticism of the issue materialized in a 1990 book written by Asma 
Jahangir and Hina Jiliani called The Hudood Ordinances: A Divine Sanction?28  in which the 
authors analyze the ordinances and highlight injustices caused by them through several 
case studies. Years of continuous protests led to the formation of the National Commission 
on the Status of Women (NCSW) in 2000 whose purpose was to review the ordinance of 
zina and to recommend amendments to the government.29  The debate gained momentum 



after President Musharraf allied with the USA against the war on terrorism following the 
events of September 11, 2001. The government was caught in an attempt to soften the image 
of Pakistan in the global community and responded by paying attention to repressive laws, 
especially those concerning women.30  As Jilani noted on the event of International Women’s 
Day in Pakistan, “This government in particular has tried to use women rights as rhetoric in 
attempt to create a liberal, progressive image in the international community.”31 

The NCSW was an 18 member committee comprising of prominent and retired judges, 
eminent lawyers, scholars, and representatives of minorities. The committee was headed by 
Majida Rizvi, the first woman judge to have been appointed to the High Court in Pakistan.32  
The commission also included Hina Jilani as one of its members. In its 2003 report titled, 
“Report on Hudood Ordinances 1979,” the committee came to the unanimous conclusion 
that the Hudood Ordinances should be repealed.33  The commission discussed several key 
issues related to the Hudood Ordinances including whether rape should be excluded from 
the Zina ordinance since it is not mentioned in the Qur’an, whether ta’zir punishments are 
admissible when there is not enough evidence to mandate a hadd punishment, and whether 
the provision of only allowing male witnesses was a correct interpretation of the Qur’an.34  
The committee noted that many aspects of the Pakistan Penal Code were incorporated into 
the Hudood Ordinances, thus raising doubts about the Islamic validity of these laws.35 

This report is important because a panel of Islamic scholars as well as retired judges failed 
to reach a consensus on whether some of the basic tenets of the ordinances are truly Islamic. 
For example, the committee was divided on the punishment of stoning and whether it 
should be permitted under hadd laws or even whether it is Islamic or not. The committee 
recommended that the issue be further pursued by the Council of Islamic Ideology (CII).36  
The decision of the NCSW to involve CII can be understood as a specific Islamic feminist 
tactic that includes arguing that there is more than one way to interpret the Qur’an and the 
sunnah37 and that there might not be any “right” interpretation of the Qur’an. Exegetical 
analysis of the Qur’an is used to demand the end of laws which discriminate against women 
in the name of Islam.

The recommendation of the committee to involve the CII was accepted by President 
Musharraf and the Council was assigned the task in 2004. A 1973 article from the Constitution 
defines the purpose of the Council to “Advise … on any question referred to the Council 
as to whether a proposed law is or is not repugnant to the injunctions of Islam.”38  The 
Council consists of “persons having knowledge of the principles and philosophy of Islam 
as enunciated in the Holy Qur’an and sunnah, or understanding of the economic, political, 
legal or administrative problems of Pakistan.”39  The Council submitted its work of two 
years in its Interim Brief Report in 2006. The report found that “The definition of Hadd in 
the ordinance is not derived from the Qur’an and sunnah; it does not even agree with the 
definitions prescribed by the jurists.”40  The Council in its report delves on the history of the 
word hadd and concludes that the word as used in the Qur’an means “limitations” and not 
“punishment.”41  The Council takes into consideration recommendations by courts, several 
NGOs, and the media and analyzes the laws to not only reveal that they are repugnant to 
Islam, but also that they are promoting injustice. 

Owing to the fact that the Council for Islamic Ideology is the highest authority on Muslim 
law in Pakistan, its recommendations are hard to dispute reasonably by hardliners. Their 
rejections of the ordinances also thwart claims that the debate on Zina Ordinance was largely 
a western conspiracy. The Council’s report is important in that it is an affront to anyone who 
claims that the laws are divine sanctions of God. Again, it leads us to believe that the Qur’an 
and the various hadiths42 as are understood today may be miles apart from what is actually 
written and meant. The Council recommended reopening of idjtihad̄43 to ensure that true 
justice is meted out to culprits.
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The Protection of Women (Criminal Laws Amendment) Act, 2006

After years of opposition, the Zina Ordinance was finally amended by the passage of 
“The Protection of Women (Criminal Laws Amendment) Act, 2006” on December 1, 2006.44  
The biggest change produced by the Act is that it removes rape from the Zina Ordinance, 
and puts it under the Pakistani Penal Code. This removes the requirement of four male 
witnesses to prove rape and allows for inclusion of medical, DNA, and other kinds of 
evidence. The other change that the Act specifically makes is that no allegation of zina-bil-
jabr can ever be converted to a sentence of zina due to lack of evidence. This prevents women 
from being convicted of zina in case they are unable to prove rape. The law also prevents 
medical evidence to be used against women in case rape is not proved. In addition, the Act 
removes the word “validly” in front of marriage.45  This removes the possibility of abuse 
of the law by ex-husbands as well as parents who accuse their children of zina when they 
marry without attaining their concession. 

Another change that the Act accomplishes is the removal of ta’zir punishment for zina; the 
hadd punishments have been left in place. According to Ali Eteraz, the reasoning behind this 
is that it has always been almost impossible to produce the four witnesses required to award 
a hadd punishment.46  The Act also makes it harder for individuals to make an allegation of 
zina. Under a new section added to the penal code, a complaint of zina can only be made in 
a court of competent jurisdiction. A person accused of zina can be summoned only after the 
court has written oaths from four male witnesses who satisfy the requirements of tazkiyah-
al-shahood (the mode of inquiry adopted by a Court to satisfy itself as to the credibility of a 
witness).47  This removes unnecessary harassment of victims at the hands of police which 
has, in the past, often arrested a person on the mere suspicion of zina.48  The bill also makes 
the consent of any girl below the age of 16 immaterial to the act of zina. This is an extremely 
significant measure as it recognizes the existence of child molestation and would prevent 
underage girls from being blamed for zina. 

Criticism of the Protection of Women (Criminal Laws Amendment) Act, 2006

A major flaw in the recent bill is the new crime of “fornication,” or lewdness, instated 
under the Pakistan Penal Code. This provision was added on the specific recommendation 
of the “Ulema Committee” which was set up to review the bill after extreme opposition by 
religious parties as an attempt to appease them. Fornication, as described in the penal code, 
is almost similar to zina: “A man, and a woman not married to each other are said to commit 
fornication if they willfully have sexual intercourse with one another.”49  The maximum 
punishment is five years and a fine of ten thousand rupees.50  A complaint of fornication 
requires at least two eyewitnesses as proof and the procedure of complaint is the same 
at that of zina. The sex of the eyewitnesses is not specified, leaving it open to ambiguous 
interpretations. The creation of “fornication” as a separate category is bound to result in 
confusion as to whether a complaint is to be heard by a civil court or a Shariat court. The 
very existence of “fornication” as a crime, however, is unacceptable in a civil, democratic 
society. 

Two other major issues that have not been addressed by this bill are specifically those 
that are widely disputed as un-Islamic. The first is the retention of the requirement of 
the sex of the witnesses to prove zina (as opposed to “fornication”) as specifically male 
despite the recommendation made by the Council. The second issue that has been left in 
the ordinance is the punishment of death by stoning. The report of the Council outlines the 
debate on stoning in Islamic literature and tradition, but fails to conclude whether it is a 
valid punishment or not. It is in cases like these where interpretations differ significantly 
that idjtihad̄ needs to be applied in order to come to the best possible conclusion.



 
Implications for Women

The “Protection of Women Act” is a small step towards the uplift of women’s status in 
Pakistan. It does not, however, guarantee women sufficient protection under the law. The 
Zina Ordinance is simply one form of abuse among many that are inflicted on Pakistani 
women. Amnesty International’s report on honor killings in Pakistan is a chilling testimony 
to the lack of awareness of human rights in Pakistani society. The reasons for honor killings 
are very similar to the ones for which women are accused for zina. Karo-kari or honor 
killing occurs when a, usually male, relative kills a woman if he suspects that his honor 
has been breached due to her misconduct. The woman’s misconduct can range from being 
raped, fornicating, wanting to marry a person of her own choice without the consent of 
her family, being kidnapped, being seen walking or talking with a member of the opposite 
sex, or simple rumors of having been seen with a member of the opposite sex. Any of these 
“misconducts” can result in the woman being killed for honor.51  In addition, given the 
immense social stigma attached to rape, the rate of honor killings of rape victims is high. As 
a result of honor killings and the general conception that a woman was asking to be raped 
and hence was of loose morals, incidences of rape that are actually reported to the authorities 
are extremely low. The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan estimates that at least one 
woman is raped every two hours in Pakistan. The Commission admits that this estimate 
“could be far too low as many cases of abuse, including incests and rape within marriage, 
are never reported and are in fact not always perceived as wrongs.”52  The harder it gets 
for people to use the new laws to intimidate women, the easier it is going to be for them to 
resort to honor killings as a viable solution. Most incidences of honor killings are ignored 
because they are part of tribal traditions which the government is loathe to interfering with. 
To quote Dr. Shaheen Sardar Ali, the Chairperson in 2001 of the National Commission on 
the Status of Women, “the centuries-old problem [of violence against women] is based on 
traditions and customs involving the honor of rural, feudal, and tribal families. It will not 
stop unless people stop thinking of women as their personal property.”53  

The “Protection of Women Act” is a step forward in the right direction; the government 
now needs to improve the bill by further clarifying it and also taking steps to remedy other 
social ills like watta-satta, which involves a brother and sister cross-marrying another pair 
of siblings,54  child marriage, marriage with the Qur’an; marriage in exchange of cash 
payment, enforced marriage of the sisters and daughters of a murderer with the heirs of 
the victim, etc.55  The WAF in a press statement following the amendment noted, “WAF 
considers the passage of the bill as the first step towards the complete repeal of the Hudood 
Ordinances, which is its longstanding demand and now support[ed] by a large cross-section 
of individuals, institutions and political parties.”56  

The continuing religious debate surrounding the Zina Ordinance and the validity of the 
Hudood Ordinances in Pakistan is an interesting case study of how the Qur’an and the 
sunnah are understood and interpreted in Muslim countries. As demonstrated in the above 
analysis of the zina laws in Pakistan, such interpretations are not always true to Islam, but 
are labeled as divine by the dominant sections of society and are used to suppress women 
and minorities. The process of amendment of the laws, however, confirms what Muslim 
feminists have been arguing for a long time: a feminist inclusive reading of the Qur’an 
while placing it in its particular historical context is critical in challenging mindsets and 
outmoded laws to improve women’s condition in Islam.57  
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From the Terrace of the Elmina

Nandini Dhar

“Tell me,Nana, who built the houses?
She said:
Why do you want to know?
The pale men.”---From “Anowa”, a play by Ama Ata Aidoo

Abena slips her fingers through mine. The
soft of her palm brushes my nails. The cannons
on the coral reefs, meanwhile, inform us that
the sea can be ruled, after all. Our eyes 
touch each other. You get to see the chapped
skins, broken anthems and unfinished dreams. She 
whispers, “History is that what jumps out of a ship.”

We look down the road. I have seen the
red flowers somewhere. Abena tells me they
are flamboyance here. Didn’t I call them
krishnachura at some point? For us, flowers 
are that what jumps out of a ship. I weep.
We weep. Our tears do not mean much.
Changed places, changed landscapes.
Half eaten geographies, rhythms lost.
Forever. My friend, it’s hard to deny
they were everywhere. 

What was once in Kingston is
now in Accra in Kolkata. Accra is Kolkata
which begins with an “A.” Kolkata is
Accra that begins with a “K.” The ships bring
seeds. The seeds become flowers. Flowers
are history. I repeat, my friends, flowers 
red have become the glaring slaps of  
history. My lips touch the pores of
Abena’s cheek, “Sweetheart, there has never 
been any post-colony without colony.”



Burden
Oil, marker, graphite on fabric

Kate Antosik Parsons, 2002



FlowersII/III: Tranquility
Acrylic on 36”x24” canvas
Tiffany Mylinh Duong, 2005

Like a hotdog I hold you in the 
palm of my hand

Monopoint on paper
Kate Antosik Parsons, 2005



Muse
Monopoint on paper

Kate Antosik Parsons, 2005

Revenge of Clytaemnestra
Acrylic and paper on canvas

Kate Antosik Parsons, 2004



Free-Flowing Woman
Acrylic on 36” x 60” canvas
Tiffany Mylinh Duong, 2004
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The Night They Broke It In Two

Nandini Dhar

The right hand loosely touches the left
Dida�, you really left behind years of theft?
The hammer strikes twelve against the plate
Didun�, were you really up so late?
One, two… buckle my shoe
We now have only two
Three, four…shut the door
Severed breasts on the floor.

Enough of green, orange, blue and white.
Who doesn’t know the story, ain’t that right?
I know that night it didn’t rain,
Did you and Dadu� take the train?
“Some answers, sweetie, cannot be given yet
Certain things I have taken years to forget.”

(To My Two Grandmothers and countless other women on all sides of the borders who 
confronted and survived, or, did not survive, the Partition of India.)

1. The word “Dida” in Bengali means “grandmother.” Although  primarily used to refer to one’s maternal grandmother, 
it can also be applied to refer to one’s paternal grandmother or great-aunts.
2. The word “Didun” is a more informal way to address one’s maternal grandmother.
3. The word “Dadu” in Bengali means “grandfather.” Although primarily used to refer to one’s paternal grandfather, 
it is often used to address one’s paternal grandfather too.
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Mounira M. Charrad
States and Women’s Rights: The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and 
Morocco. 
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2001
341 Pages
ISBN 0-520-22576-7

Reviewed by Nicole Angotti

In States and Women’s Rights: The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco, 
Mounira M. Charrad investigates the political origins of women’s rights. An exemplar of 

sound sociological research, Charrad provides us with a puzzle, clarifies her methodological 
approach, and is thorough and rigorous in her analyses. This seminal book holds wide 
appeal for several audiences including scholars of gender, Middle Eastern regionalists, and 
comparative social scientists. It is also a timely contribution, particularly as the rights of 
women in the Middle East are put on the international stage. 

In excavating the political origins of women’s rights, Charrad focuses on variations 
among three nation-states which share striking similarities: Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco.  
First, each of these nations were colonized by the French. Second, they are all part of the 
Maghrib, the geographically contiguous Western Arabic region of North Africa. Third, their 
populations are predominately Muslim. Finally, all have had a history of a kin, tribal-based 
social structure which operated in the absence of a strong centralized state. These essential 
common denominators form the basis of Charrad’s inquiry as to how, in the aftermath of 
colonial independence, these three countries developed so differently with respect to family 
law and women’s rights. 

In answering this question, Charrad focuses on the relationship between the state and 
tribes in the historical development of each country. Her central argument is that the 
pattern of integration of tribes during the process of post-colonial state formation was 
critical in shaping the state and its resulting family law policy. Charrad finds that the greater 
the degree of state autonomy from the influence of tribal kin groups, the more liberal the 
resulting family law policies were towards women. In Tunisia, where the nationalist struggle 
ended in the formation of a nation-state that was largely autonomous from the support of 
tribes, a radical personal status code emerged, which gave greater individual rights and 
responsibilities to women. In Algeria, the state’s partial post-colonial support from tribal 
kin groups resulted in heavy tension around family law, ultimately resulting in a family 
code in which male kin were privileged and given power over women. In Morocco, where 
French colonization had very little impact on tribal organization, a very conservative family 
law was adopted, which favored a strongly agnatic kinship structure and kept women in 
a subordinate legal status. This analysis departs from prevailing Western models used to 
explain the forces shaping state policies on gender, which often attribute the expansion of 
women’s opportunities to grassroots feminist activism.

Charrad combines several forms of empirical evidence: laws, legal scholarship, and 
a variety of secondary sources on the Maghrib. She utilizes a comparative historical 
framework, which examines how “long-term trajectories combine with short-term 



developments at critical historical moments to lead to particular outcomes” (Charrad 10). 
Her approach departs from a narrative chronological history, elucidating differences among 
Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco in the connection between political power and kin-based 
solidarity over time. 

The book is divided into three sections. First, Charrad examines Maghrib’s common 
cultural and socio-political heritage, which is founded upon tribal kin groups and Islamic 
family law. Second, she explores the historical differences in the three Maghribi countries 
in the pre-colonial and colonial time periods. She illustrates how the structure of the pre-
colonial polity combined with the differential effect of French colonization to influence the 
development of the state. Finally, Charrad compares the divergent paths pursued by Tunisia, 
Algeria, and Morocco during the nationalist struggle and the period of independence, with 
particular consideration to the role played by tribes in influencing post-independence 
politics in shaping family law.

It is possible to derive two readings of history from Charrad’s book: a feminist one and a 
historical-comparative one. In the first part of the book, the relationship between gender and 
power is ubiquitous. Charrad’s discussion of Islamic family law, for example, transcends 
conventional analyses, which often simply discuss the relationship between gender relations 
and male dominance. Charrad certainly acknowledges where patriarchy affects women in 
the Maghribi, particularly with regard to the stipulations within Islamic family law which 
legitimate the control of women’s lives by male members of their kin group. Her analysis 
goes a step further, however. Charrad illustrates poignantly how relations of power and 
solidarity combine to maintain the kin-based social structure. Within Islamic family law, the 
cohesiveness of the extended patrilineal kin group is central and has implications for the 
role of marriage in Maghribi societies. Charrad explains that the law treats marriage as a 
contract between families, rather than a sacred institution. Thus, the marital bond is fragile 
and subordinate to the extended patrilineage. In effect, Charrad’s study of Islamic family 
law reveals the power relations structuring that society.  

The relationship between gender and power pervades Charrad’s discussion of the kinship 
system of the Maghrib. She shows that gender norms strengthen the unity of men of a 
lineage against divisive threats posed by women, who need to be tamed to become obedient 
and passive. A women’s place in the moral order has implications for her role in the social 
order, manifesting in several institutional arrangements, namely the veiling of women and 
in sex segregation. Charrad conceptualizes veiling as a device that defines the boundaries 
of kin endogamy. It shields women from non-kin, thereby protecting the family against the 
loss of ird (the honor of the group) and reserving women for males of the descent group. 
Moreover, traditional architecture and urban morphology in the Maghrib help sequestrate 
women. Veils and walls, therefore, separate sexes so as to keep women within the kinship 
network. 

Charrad’s treatment of the relationship between gender and power can be fruitfully 
extended to men. The regulation of women’s bodies within the Islamic tradition is also 
an attempt to control men’s sexual desires. Uncurbed and unregulated sexuality would 
significantly undermine the Maghribi social structure, which is maintained by strong ties 
from within the agnatic kin group.  

The second part of the book is a comparative historical reading of history. Gender 
relations is treated less as a conceptual framework and more as a variable that is dependent 
on varying political processes in each of the three Maghribi countries. Towards this end, 
Charrad illustrates how calls for change in family law resonated throughout the Maghribi 
beginning in the 1930s. The respective histories of Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco, however, 
differentially shaped the development of women’s rights within family law in the aftermath 
of independence. Specifically, in Tunisia, where the state emerged free from the influence of 
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tribes, expanding the legal rights of women was seen as an integral part of nation-building. 
In Algeria, the state received partial support from tribal kin groups which resulted in 
contention around family law, ultimately yielding a conservative approach to women’s 
rights. In Morocco, where the state was created by a coalition between monarchy and tribes, 
women’s legal status was left unchanged.

States and Women’s Rights: The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco extends 
and deepens our understanding of gender relations in the Magrhib by providing two 
distinct interpretations of its history. The book is rich, scrupulous, and essential reading for 
several audiences.

Lillian Faderman and Stuart Timmons
Gay L.A.: A History of Sexual Outlaws, Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians  
Basic Books, 2006 
431 Pages
ISBN 0-465-02288-X

Reviewed by Carly Kocurek

In Gay L.A.: A History of Sexual Outlaws, Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians, Lillian 
Faderman and Stuart Timmons trace the history of queer Los Angeles from the same-sex 

relationships and unconventional gender performance of American Indians in the colonial 
era to Brokeback Mountain.   Faderman, a professor of English at California State University 
in Fresno, and Timmons, an accomplished journalist, have both written extensively about 
queer history and issues. Faderman previous published Odd Girls and Twilight Lovers and 
Naked in the Promised Land; meanwhile, Timmons penned a biography of Harry Hay and 
authored articles for LA Weekly, the Advocate, and Spin, among others. 

Gay L.A. explores personal mementos, memoirs and interviews of some 300 current and 
former Los Angelenos. Following the cue of their informants, Faderman and Timmons use 
the word “gay” as a catchall term and paint an inclusive “gay” landscape incorporating 
topics from gay rights power players to teens living in halfway houses. 

Although the narrative flows chronologically, the book’s three sections are broken down 
thematically. In the “The Silent Era,” the authors capture a wide scope of L.A. history as it 
pertains to gay partnerships, detailing the cultures of American Indian groups inhabiting 
California prior to colonization, the founding of the city and its gay community, the early 
years of Hollywood culture and its “unstraight” celebrities, before segueing into the 
noir-era crackdown on “sexual deviants” and early organizational efforts by homophile 
organizations. Faderman and Timmons set the stage for the gay rights activism that would 
erupt in the 1960s, the subject of the second section, “The Bold Ones,” which uncovers the 
guerrilla tactics employed by groups like the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) and illuminates 
internal and external conflicts that both plagued and galvanized the movement, such as 
Proposition 6’s ban on gay and lesbian public school teachers. The final section, “Smash Hits, 
Devastating Bombs, Stunning Comebacks,” recounts the establishment of gay institutions 
like the Metropolitan Community Church, the role of racial and ethnic minority groups 
within the community, and the trauma of the AIDS epidemic. The authors conclude with an 
examination of the current vitality of the gay community in Los Angeles. 

Laden with the sort of fascinating details that make regional histories so interesting, Gay 
L.A. is incredibly appealing. Interview excerpts describe everything from the oppressive 
brutality of the LAPD to the wild fervor of activist demonstrations and the intoxicating 



glamour of 1970s night club life. Faderman and Timmons have effectively woven a 
historical narrative that adds to the growing body of literature, such as David K. Johnson’s 
The Lavender Scare, which attempts to relocate the critical moment of gay rights history 
away from the 1969 Stonewall Riots of New York City. The book presents the argument that 
Hollywood celebrity culture has been intimately tied not only to queer culture, but to queer 
politics.

While the authors make a compelling case for viewing the L.A.’s gay rights movement as 
forming a queer hub for activism elsewhere, they tread a bit too close to fostering a sense 
of boosterism that refuses to locate the city in a broader cultural map. Los Angeles may be 
unique for any number of reasons, but it is hardly isolated. Faderman and Timmons rarely 
mention the influence of activists from outside of Los Angeles, such as how witnessing 
demonstrations led by ACT UP in New York City jump started the founding of the L.A. 
ACT UP organization. Other topics, such as the contested influence of L.A.’s punk scene on 
gay history, receive only cursory treatment that some readers may find frustrating. To give 
every issue a fair shake would likely have resulted in a text spanning several volumes, but 
in at least a few places, some of the less thoroughly developed material could have been 
dropped to make room for more attention to salient issues.

The supreme readability and the engaging primary source material of Gay L.A. far 
outweigh its weaknesses. Faderman and Timmons have produced a book that will be 
useful not only to scholars interested in activist histories, the gay rights movement, gender 
and sexuality, or Los Angeles, but also to non-academics who may be drawn to the subject 
matter. The history of the mobilization to stop Proposition 6 and the effectiveness of those 
efforts could serve to inform other activists hoping to build broad-based coalitions, and the 
primary source material will likely inspire and inform researchers for decades. Although 
Gay L.A. may not mirror academic notions of traditional and analytical scholarship, the 
accessibility of this work and the depth of its social narrative may act as a springboard for 
future explorations into queer history, politics, and culture.  
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“It Won’t Go Away”
Surviving a Feminist Consciousness in Post-Socialist Romania

Petruţa Teampãu
Babeş-Bolyai University, Cluj Napoca
Romania 

A few years ago, I failed an interview for a gender studies scholarship in a foreign 
university, for answering the question “Are you a feminist?” with a straightforward 

and honest “No.”  Only later did I understand that the proper answer should have been 
“What is a feminist?” and I still do not have an answer to that.  Since then, quite ironically, I 
have been deeply involved in what might be called “academic feminism.”  On many diverse 
occasions I have found myself labeled a “gender studies specialist,” either ironically, or 
maliciously (or both) by people who made it sound like “specialist-in-wild-pink-cats-with-
blue-stripes.”

Somewhere between the disadvantages of declaring not to be a feminist and those of 
being labeled - beyond my will - a “specialist” in the field, I have to find a middle ground 
and explore and illuminate what it means (for me, and for others) to be a feminist in post-
socialist Romania.  This paper was born out of a subjective and somehow predictable concern 
with the fate of feminism in post-socialist Romania, a concern very much intertwined with 
my personal and professional biography.  This partly explains the overall inquisitive nature 
of this essay, which should suitably be defined as a subjective, personal quest of a young 
academic inside feminism (and inside femininity, for that matter). 

However, this interrogation is projected against a context of a developing feminism in 
post-socialist Romania.  In this respect, two imperative questions can be formulated: Why 
isn’t feminism successful in Romania? — a strong, outspoken, claiming question — and 
then, Why should it be? — a rarely articulated, half-malicious, half-saddening question. 

My very first encounter with the notion of gender, as a student, turned many things 
upside down in my life.  Changes are seldom easy, but throwing a shadow of doubt over 
the very nature of things is even more disturbing.  I now know for sure that there is no way 
back (and, as professor Ann Snitow once told me, it won’t go away).1

In the past few years there were also events that contributed to my growing skepticism 
about feminism.   For instance, some women monopolize feminist discourses and reduce 
it to aggressive remarks against the opposite sex.  Also, I have witnessed male colleagues 
who work in the same gender studies field, yet who try to dissociate themselves from 
feminism in public events or who make it sound derisory through misogynist jokes.  
Finally, an educated man’s remark that “these feminist women, instead of being so noisy 
and demanding, should better take care of poor children and elders,” made me realize that 
many outside feminism are genuinely convinced, as he was, that feminists should be nurses 
or nuns – or, rather, both.

My greatest disappointments, though, were not outside feminism, but within.  I detest 
the idea of feminism becoming a sort of ideology beyond critics, a near-religion, obscure 
and pointless, which gives women the right to correct each other in terms of thinking, or 
even personal options.  Moreover, I was literally puzzled when an intelligent and assertive 
Romanian feminist offered in a public meeting the supreme argument: “You don’t give 



birth!” to a man (who happened to have great sympathy towards feminism).  I was 
bewildered for I haven’t given birth either and neither have so many other women. I reject 
such kind of biologizing, rough arguments.  Feminism should be anything but exclusive. 

I personally cannot imagine feminism without wit and a strong sense of humor, meaning 
not, however, senseless, misogynist jokes meant to alleviate the unease of being in a feminist 
environment, but, rather, being able to give a neat reply to often offending assertions or 
to present the case of feminism in alluring terms, not as a deadly serious, self-sufficient, 
exclusive issue.2   I would never imply that feminist issues are not serious issues, but it 
worries me when feminist allegiance becomes a sort of censorship from inside and women 
forget to enjoy being women.  The honest thing to do (which feminism, globally, already 
did) is to admit that having the same sex does not automatically ensure a compatibility 
of thinking or a similarity in terms of life visions.  There are categories of women that 
are absolutely alien to me, and acknowledging differences or, rather, the crosscutting of 
identities (of gender, race, class, ethnicity etc.) is always helpful and enriching.  But I still 
fantasize about a feminist wisdom that would be tolerant and flexible enough to have 
something to offer to each of these categories, and to myself.3

What Romanian feminism lacks, in my opinion, is a clear-cut common agenda of things 
to fight for, things that actually touch upon women’s experiences.   Academic feminism, 
on the other hand, needs to focus on producing knowledge based on the local specificities 
of women’s lives and experiences rather than taking for granted imported theoretical 
frameworks and analyses. 

Being A Woman in Romania 

…is not an easy job (was it ever? anywhere?). 

Before 1989, the socialist regime in Romania identified and promoted itself, from its onset, 
as a “modernizing” one in all respects, encompassing also, and foremost, the condition of 
women.  It began by practicing a form of women’s advancement in public life, which in a 
rather agrarian country with a poor and largely illiterate population, like post-war Romania 
was, might have passed as emancipation.  Romania was on the verge of modernization 
and industrialization, and the increasing need for labor was partially resolved by 
absorbing women into the work force.  This important movement was “backed up” by an 
emergent discourse about the equality of all citizens, the importance of education, and an 
‘unprecedented’ social, cultural and political development.

“Equality,” simply put, meant that there should be no gender difference.  Instead, people 
should be treated, in Ceausescu’s own words, not as men and women but as members of 
the communist party.4   The goal was to homogenize the entire population into a coherent 
whole subjected to the will of the Party (no ethnic differences were recognized either).     

In an effort to build an ideological discourse behind “women’s emancipation,” a series 
of “feminist” publications (read: propaganda books published by the Political Publishing 
House), appeared.5  What they did, in reality, was to selectively import some concepts 
and ideas from Western feminism and put them to work towards their own interests.  In 
this view, the real problem of women’s emancipation was not a sexual and/or biological 
one, but an exclusively political and social one.  There was no “war of the sexes” (a mere 
‘bourgeois’ invention), but, rather, one of the classes. 

The Western emphasis on sexual freedom was rejected as too “bourgeois-decadent,” as 
well as was the idea of personal freedom and the enjoyment of one’s femininity.  Sexuality 
- seen as useless lust - was deemed incompatible with the socialist norms and moral 
imperatives of the “new humankind” that communists were trying to shape.  Absurdly 
enough, sexuality was expurgated even from inside the couple and the family, at a time 
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when propaganda stressed the need for more and more children. What was recommended 
was a relationship based on “pure” affections, like friendship, comradeship, and mutual 
respect.  However, the communist regime was extremely hesitant about trying to control, in 
detail, the lives of its subjects.  The regime regarded sexuality as too intimate and personal 
to be within its’ reach. 

In a crude irony, the personal was indeed political.  Women were advised to take care of 
themselves as a social duty, for the enjoyment of others (a “civic beauty,” to be cynical), not 
for personal pleasure.  Additionally, they were to have children for the future and well being 
of the nation and to care for their family, not as an expression of normal human affection, 
but as a socialist duty.  Above all, the duty to reproduce the nation was extremely important.  
By the mid-80’s, there were strong propaganda (poetry, photos, paintings, publications) that 
emphasized the idea of maternity as a supreme privilege (read: duty) of femininity, and of 
utmost importance for the state.   One such publication read: “Wife, mother! – a mandatory 
profession, beside the one that earns you a living, that society imposes on each of the young 
girls, asking them to learn it and perfect it like any other profession.”6 

A strong relationship between the State and women was being constructed.  The 
State ensured the material conditions in order to help women, shared their domestic 
responsibilities, protected them, and in return women were more than happy to produce 
children for the nation’s well being.  One can observe that men were nowhere to be found 
in this “romance.” This might have contributed to a sense of bitterness on the part of men, 
as well as to the idea that women were actually advantaged by the communist regime.  
In reality, this was far from the case.  This “emancipation” was in fact social (not sexual), 
political (not individual), and public (not private).  

Although the official discourses on women’s emancipation during communism did not 
match reality, they did have terrible repercussions for women’s daily lives.  In effect, these 
discourses worked to maintain and legitimate the patriarchal structure inside the family, 
while mandating public responsibilities for women, as well.   Women passed from the 
authority of the father to that of the husband, through marriage.  Marriages were rarely 
based on true “romantic” love, but on circumstances.  Sex (after the state completely banned 
the use of contraceptives and abortions in 1966) was usually joyless, especially for women, 
who were exhausted from both public and domestic work, and terrified by the ever-present 
specter of an unwanted pregnancy.7

The special relationship between the State and its “daughters” was a function of the 
evolution of the interests of the state concerning its citizens, not one of the changing position 
and status of women inside socialist Romania.   Women’s emancipation, as one of the pillars 
of the modernizing project of socialism, was in fact an illusion and a trap for women.  After 
communism collapsed in 1989, women were accused of being the main “beneficiaries” of 
the presumed privileges of the modernizing project.  The communist “emancipation” gave 
a bad name to any feminist claims, even after the demise of the communist regime in 1989. 
Immediately after the December 1989 revolution women received the message: “you had 
your emancipation before; now go back to your pots!”   And most women, embittered by an 
already too hard life, which promised to get even harder during the transition, did. 

Moreover, against a general background of “disillusionment with all politics,” the 
beginning of the transition period also witnessed  “one more version of internalized sexism, 
familiar enough to anyone who remembers the fifties, a time of restocking the family, of 
recuperating from trauma, of withdrawal from the political” (Snitow, 1993: 42).  In a general 
context of social anomie most women were forced to focus on their own families as an 
escape from a totalitarian regime.  And, after 1989, with no experience of voicing common 
demands most women found it almost impossible to regain trust and to be able to foster 
cooperation in the new political-social circumstances.



Post-Communist Women

Today, Romanian society resembles a “Dallas”-type society.  Women’s magazines 
promote a picture of the successful woman as the young-smart-sexy-urban-business-
manager prototype.  She is always impeccable in every detail and successful in all fields.   
The emphasis is always on raw ambition, just like the characters in American television 
shows of the 1980’s (i.e. Dynasty, The Young and the Restless, etc.).  Magazines proclaim 
a would-be “post-feminism,” even without a proper feminism.  Feminism is over, out, not 
fashionable (in their terms).  Women are not only equals of men, but smarter, more powerful 
(even though this power is usually the – presumed - power of sexuality). 

These women’s pride in “being perfect,” in being able to manage everything is reminiscent 
of the communist myth of the Stakhanovist woman.  She is now in brand name clothing, but 
still powerful (“we are stronger than men because we can do so many things perfectly”).  
Every woman secretly “knows”, without being a feminist, of course, that women are 
smarter than men.  Femininity (translated as overt sexual attractiveness) is highly praised. 
What is worse is this femininity seems incongruent with having openly feminist opinions 
(whatever those are).  Most local stars, when asked, “Are you a feminist?” come up with the 
puzzling answer, “No, I would rather be feminine.” 

Given the circumstances, it is all too superficial to come with an imported feminism, to 
frame it on the local reality and to try to make it fit.  What does feminism have to offer to 
those women who have lived through communism, and who now are required to adapt to 
the changes?  In what terms and with what right can one tell them that their life has been 
wrong all along and that they should suddenly liberate themselves and go out and conquer 
the world? 

As for younger women, who grew up with the changes, they already consume a certain 
image of the ideal woman.  She is strong and self-confident and doesn’t need the ‘victimism’ 
of feminism.  Seemingly, for older women feminism is too late and for younger ones it is 
already old-fashioned.

Still Feminism…

On the other hand, maybe my initial question has been wrong all along.  In fact, feminism 
is already here: we see traces of it in academic environments, in NGO activities, in political 
discourses and sometimes in colloquial conversations, jokes, popular culture, and magazines. 
But there are only minute isolated instances of feminist action and thought.   Why is that?  
And, why should it be any different?  One can find many more reasons why feminism is 
not at home in Eastern Europe, as the intricate and pertinent analysis of Ann Snitow shows, 
including it being a “luxury we can’t afford”.  But I want to argue, in spite of my declared 
skepticism, that feminism is in fact a common good we should readily afford. 

Moving on this line of argument, we can imagine the region as a huge market, in which 
everything is for sale: old, dusty ideas and discourses together with new, shiny, more or less 
appealing items.  Feminism is also on the market, no doubt about that.  Why doesn’t it sell?   
A good manager should consider the reasons why the merchandise does not sell.  Is it not 
appealing enough?  Does it not correspond to the needs of the consumers?  Maybe it is not 
even on the table.  Maybe it should be made more visible, advertised more.  What about a 
project of feasibility for this “product”?  What is the market?  What are the needs?  Who are 
its’ potential consumers?   Who are the competitors?   

The potential “clients” are not very homogeneous.  Of course, the question of the many 
differences inside the category of “woman” is not new to feminist thinking.  For me, as 
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an anthropologist, the question of difference is a legitimate one.  I had the opportunity 
to conduct research with poor, low-educated people and I came to understand that most 
of them, regardless of sex, are caught in networks of power relations or socio-economic 
circumstances which leave them no space or options to negotiate gender identity (besides, 
gender is the least of their problems). 

In terms of competitors, maybe other discourses have better offers, such as a strong 
identity, a sense of normalcy, legitimacy, and safety.  Whereas feminism offers disruption, 
(re)negotiations of identity, flexibility, playfulness, and uncertainty.  Perhaps, instead 
of putting “hard” issues (abortions, sex, prostitution, homosexuality, unemployment, 
domestic violence, European integration, etc.) at once on the table, feminists here should 
first develop a coherent discourse and “brand” it as a legitimate one among other discourses 
of transition. 

Maybe we should all reconsider if we want to remain a local branch of a strong foreign 
corporation, or develop as an independent firm with viable production, that actually sells 
on the local market.  I do plead for a continuous dialogue with Western feminism, but 
against a mere colonization.  

I also plead for (and put my hopes in) a better education for Romanians.  Indeed, there are 
more and more young people attending university and some of them will eventually come 
across feminist literature.  However, fewer will want to know more about it.  Moreover, 
times of transition are not only times of uncertainties and hardships, but also periods when 
things can be renegotiated and laid on new foundations.  And there is a chance for feminism 
to find a new home or to help build one.         

Actually, what I personally was looking for in feminism (and could not find as yet) was 
a sense of identity, of pride (but not necessarily based on being able to give birth or have 
multiple orgasms), a comradeship, and a community of ideas.8   But, then again, what makes 
this kind of feminism, this community I dream of, any different from a regular feminine 
friendship, as long as it is also based on affinities, on common experiences and values, and 
on affection?

I enjoyed Mary Hawkesworth’s conceptualization of feminism as praxis, where “becoming 
a feminist is a complex process that unfolds over time and involves changes in self-
understanding, behavior, modes of dress and deportment, relationships with friends and 
lovers, as well as changes in artifactual and social worlds.”9  This idea of the processuality 
and unfinished-ness of feminism might have a necessary dose of optimism to it.  

But, equally important, as Susan Bordo pertinently points out, “feminist cultural criticism 
is not a blueprint for the conduct of personal life (or political action, for that matter) 
and does not empower (or require) individuals to ‘rise above’ their culture or to become 
martyrs to feminist ideals.  It does not tell us what to do […]. Its goal is edification and 
understanding, enhanced consciousness of the power, complexity and systemic nature of 
culture, the interconnected webs of its functioning.”10

Apart from that, feminism should be nothing more than a permanent negotiation of each 
and every one of us, an attempt to find the middle ground between one’s own particularities 
of living and circumstance and the prerequisites of being part of a common project of 
thinking and action.     



Notes

 1. In fact, this is one of the things I used to consider a shortcoming of feminism: it opens your eyes; it changes your 
entire vision of the world, and then leaves you with more questions than answers and no clear recipe for working 
things out.  Now I understand that that is the beauty of feminism.
 2. This is a lesson I have learned in my gender studies classes, where I usually have to deal with loud men who sit 
in the back of the class and mock what I say.  Irony and a good sense of humor are always helpful.
 3. Actually, as Ann Snitow has pointed, “for better or worse, women from the East share a traumatic past and a 
memory of extraordinary survival strategies. Ironically, the current, often passionate resistance to feminism is itself a 
shared inheritance, a group feeling, possibly an effect of past homogenizations” (Snitow, 1993: 41). 
4. See Nicolae Ceausescu, Romania On the Way of Constructing the Socialist Multilateral Developed Society, (Bucharest, 
1973, vol. 8: 648).
5. The titles speak for themselves: The Condition of Woman, A Dimension of Contemporary Progress (Stana Buzatu, 
1979), The Woman, Political Personality in our Socialist Society (Ecaterina Deliman, 1977), Woman’s Emergence in the 
Life	of	Society.	Dimensions	and	Significations	in	Romania, (Ana Gluvacov, 1975), and, finally, Nicolae Ceausescu’s 
own voluminous work, published in 1980, The Increasing Role of the Woman in the Economic and Social-Political Life 
of Socialist Romania.  One can observe the persistent use of the singular “woman”, which is only suggestive of the 
programmatic, artificial and centripetal nature of this discourse. 
6. Costin Stefanescu’s The Book of Girls, published in 1977, was intended to be a useful handbook for teenagers.  In 
reality, it was just another propaganda instrument.
7. For a detailed and comprehensive analysis of the politics of reproduction in communist Romania, see Gail 
Kligman’s The Politics of Duplicity: The Control of Reproduction in Ceausescu’s Romania (Bucharest: Humanitas, 2000, 
for the Romanian edition). Also, for empirical research, see Adriana Baban’s “A Psychological Approach of Sexuality 
and Reproductive Behavior of Women in Post-Communist Romania” in Susan Gal, Gail Kligman (eds.) Reproducing 
Gender Differences: Politics, Public Sphere and Daily Life in Post-Socialist Countries, Cluj Napoca: EFES, 2003 (Romanian 
translation).
8. I still remember what a wise woman once told me about female friendship. When being maliciously asked, by a 
man, what did she ever learn from her friendship with other women (which lasted for over 20 years), she answered 
‘innocently’: “I have learned that when things get tough, should put on some more blush, when things get really 
tough, put on some more mascara”. This story is also about how, in the eyes of men, there is always something 
subversive and complicit about female friendship (which might explain the frightening effect of feminism on men). 
9. Mary Hawkesworth, “The Semiotics of Premature Burial: Feminism in a Post-Feminist Age”, Signs: Journal of 
Women in Culture and Society, Summer 2004, vol. 29, no. 4: 973 
10. Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body, Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2003: 30. 
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A New Prospect for Female Muslim Leadership: Dr. Ingrid 
Mattson

Katelyn Downing
Center for Middle Eastern Studies
University of Texas at Austin

On August 23, 2006, Dr. Ingrid Mattson was elected president of the Islamic Society 
of North America (ISNA), the largest Muslim organization in North America. Her 

victory was not a surprise to members of the organization as she had previously served two 
terms as vice president and had run unopposed for the seat of president.1 Her election has 
generated quite a bit of attention from the American media and from American Muslim 
critics and supporters alike. Her selection does indeed initiate several firsts for the group; 
she is the first woman, convert, and non-immigrant to hold the post. Muslim women have 
previously held leadership roles in North America; they have headed the Muslim Students 
Association, Muslim Medical Association, and Muslim Youth of North America. What 
distinguishes ISNA from other groups, is both its size and influence over a vast number 
of groups, as well as its religious component. ISNA provides religious opinions and 
answers questions from Muslims about their unique practice of Islam in North America.2 
Dr. Mattson’s election highlights several interesting topics. This article focuses on Dr. 
Mattson’s role as president. It examines the precedence she set when acquiring this position 
by looking at: the conservatives’ opinion of women’s place in society, the emerging and 
divergent voices in support of Muslim women’s rights, and the activities and stances taken 
by Dr. Mattson in her new role.

Ingrid Mattson and ISNA

Ingrid Mattson was born in 1963 in Kitchner, Ontario, Canada. Her family was Catholic 
and she attended a Catholic school. By the time she reached high school, she began to 
question her religious beliefs. When Catholicism could not provide her with answers, 
she stopped attending mass. After high school, she enrolled in the University of Waterloo 
where she studied philosophy. She was first introduced to Islam by several of her West 
African friends while studying in Paris. Impressed by their humility, kindness, and dignity, 
she began reading books about Islam. Upon her return to Canada in 1986 she enrolled in 
an Arabic class and began studying the Qur’an. Later that spring she converted to Islam. 
After graduating, she went to Pakistan to work in an Afghan refugee camp. Here she met 
her husband Amer Aatek, an Egyptian engineer. They were married and returned to the 
United States a year later. Mattson entered the Doctoral program for Islamic Studies at 
the University of Chicago where she focused on the development of early Islamic law and 
the relationship between law and society. 3 Dr. Mattson is currently the Director of Islamic 
Chaplaincy at the MacDonald Center for Islamic Studies and a professor of Islamic Studies 
at Hartford Seminary.4 She lives in Hartford, Connecticut with her husband and two teenage 
children. She previously served two terms as vice president for ISNA.5 

The Islamic Society of North America was founded in 1963, the same year of Dr. Mattson’s 
birth. It is currently the largest Muslim organization in North America, with about 40,000 
members. ISNA holds its largest conference every year at the end of August in Plainfield, 



Indiana. Dr. Mattson’s election as president was announced at this year’s conference, along 
with the other new officers. The conference is also a time when ISNA outlines its goals and 
answers questions from some of the thousands of Muslims who attend. ISNA serves as an 
umbrella organization that seeks not only to bring the Muslim community together, but to 
bridge gaps within American society by developing educational and social programs which 
encompass various religious and civic organizations.6 In her inaugural  speech, Dr. Mattson 
stated her desire to focus on women’s rights and improve the image of Muslims held in 
American society. A predominant theme throughout the conference was the treatment 
of Muslims in Western media and the effect of  this treatment on younger generations. 
Dr. Mattson urges Muslims to fully integrate into Western society in order to counter the 
widespread belief that equates Islam with terrorism. She says, “Islamic medical clinics, 
Islamic ethics, Islamic charity. These are the terms that should come off the tips of tongues. 
Islamic intellectuals, Islamic peace movements, Islamic human rights this is who we are.”7

One of the main goals of the convention was to improve the image of Muslims in 
Western media; ISNA is off to a good start. The media coverage that followed Dr. Mattson’s 
election was overwhelmingly positive. ISNA’s website displayed links to articles in both 
the Los Angeles and New York Times. Catchy tittles, described her as a “New Face”8 and 
“Soccer Mom.”9 While these terms are little trite for someone who has spent half of her life 
studying religious law and has a PhD., they offered an opportunity for ISNA to present the 
mainstream media with an uplifting story about their new leader. The only opponents of 
Dr. Mattson’s mentioned among the popular newspapers were conservatives. However, a 
closer examination of the various discourses among North American Muslims reveals that 
her critics come from both sides.

Conservatives

According to several news articles and the ISNA’s website, Dr. Mattson received 
threatening emails from “conservatives,” condemning her leadership because she is a 
woman.10 For the purposes of this article, conservatives are those who claim that Islam 
justifies women’s inferior positions in society. Exactly who these “conservatives” are is hard 
to pin-point because no conservative group has emerged publicly against her. Knowledge 
of the conservative opinion against Dr. Mattson comes from an article written by Louay M. 
Safi, the director of leadership at ISNA.11 To be sure, the conservative position in regards to 
women is not novel; however in this circumstance conservatives seem more content writing 
threatening emails than coming forth with a strong stance against either Dr. Mattson or the 
ISNA. Regardless of the source of the emails, the conservative stance is indicative of some 
of the obstacles that Dr. Mattson was forced to face as she acquired the position of ISNA 
president. 

For all Muslims, the meaning of Islam and the proper ways to live as a Muslim are 
dictated in the texts such as the Qur’an, the tafsir, commentary on the Qur’an, and the 
hadith documented sayings or practices of the Prophet Muhammad. Conservatives often 
quote segments from each of these sources which they claim indicate that women should 
be inferior to men.

The Qur’an is the most holy book in Islam it is the revered word of God. Islamic law called 
shariah, dictates how Muslims should live their life. It is derived from the Qur’an and hadith. 
One of conservatives’ favorite quotations, pertaining to women in the Qur’an comes from 
the surah or chapter entitled, The Women (4:34). 

Men are [qwwamuna ‘ala] (managers over) women, [on the basis] of what Allah 
has [faddala] (preferred) some of them over others, [and on the basis] of what 
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they spend of their property (for the support of women). So good women are 
[qanitat] (obedient), guarding in secret that which Allah has guarded. As for 
those (women) from whom you fear [nushuz] (disobedience), admonish them, 
banish them to beds apart, and scourge them. Then, if they obey you, seek not 
a way against12

This passage is from Amina Wadud’s book, The Qur’an and Women, she has left the 
words that have debated meanings in italics or  brackets. According to Wadud, men are 
only managers over women if they meet the two subsequent qualifying conditions; they 
are preferred, having more worldly possessions, and they spend their property to support 
women. These nuances in meaning can only be detected in the original Classical Arabic, 
a highly stylized and complex form of Arabic. Ninety percent of the world’s Muslims do 
not speak Arabic as a first language and no one speaks Classical Arabic as a first language. 

13 Some Muslims have the opportunity to study Classical Arabic in religious schools, 
traditionally only open to boys. This has resulted in men dominating the religious discourse 
and the interpretation of the Qur’an. These verses from the Qur’an featured above, have 
specifically been used to condone domestic violence and the unconditional devotion of a 
woman to her husband. When the meaning of the text is unclear, the interpreter wields the 
power.

 
New Discourses

When the texts are reconsidered, as the scholarship of Amina Wadud and Asma Barlas 
among others has shown, the Qur’an can be read to liberate women. The entire Qur’an 
contains 6,236 ayat of which there are only a few that are consistently used to oppress 
women. According to Barlas, of the 70,000 generally accepted hadith, only six of them are 
derogatory towards women.14 

Despite the fact that conservatives ground their oppression of women in interpretations 
written hundreds of years ago, current domination of men over women is not a direct 
result of these discourses. When asked about the status of women in Muslim societies in 
an interview conducted for the Baltimore Sun on April 22, 2007, Dr. Mattson states that 
patriarchy is universal. Like women throughout the world, American women have had to 
struggle for their enfranchisement in the United States. Dr. Mattson points out that one of 
the biggest news stories of the year in the United States is that of the first American woman 
seriously competing for her party’s nomination for president, while four countries with a 
Muslim majority have already had female heads of state: Bangladesh, Pakistan, Turkey, 
and Indonesia. Moreover, anomalies like the Afghanistan’s Taliban are a rare exception. 15 
Notions that women’s situations are abysmal in all Muslim communities are a by-product 
of viewing these societies through the lens of Orientalism: ‘it’s different so it must be 
worse.” In fact, the position of women in many Muslim societies has improved over the 
past half of the century. In most predominantly Muslim countries, girls and women have 
equal access to education and jobs.16 Still, women are often denied rights by conservatives 
claiming to both speak for Islam and preserve the honor of women. However, what is lost 
in the dialogue is the voice of the Muslim woman. 

The trouble with Muslim women voicing their own opinions is that the language and 
discourses of feminists often do not take into account the unique needs of Muslim women. 
These discourses tend to reflect the opinions of many non-Muslims and conservatives alike; 
that Islam itself is the source of 17 In her interview with the Baltimore Sun, Dr. Mattson 
maintains that it is usually the cultural practices that are problematic for women.18 This 
is why the emerging scholarship and leadership of Muslim women in North America is 



important. These women, having knowledge of Arabic and religious faith, can address the 
issues of women in Islam, in a realistic way that permits them to keep their faith and to find 
their own place within it.19 

The Progressives

There is a burgeoning group of Muslim scholar-activists in North America who are 
publishing books and articles as well as forming grass-roots initiatives in order to change 
the patriarchal image of Islam. One such group that has debated the benefit of the election 
of Dr. Mattson is called the Progressive Muslim Union. In January of 2002, Ahmed Nassef 
and his friend Jawad Ali developed a website called, MuslimWakeUp.com (MWU) in an 
effort to initiate a discussion promoting new ideas about Islam and providing a voice for 
those who disagree with what Nassef describes as the “conservative dogmatic” practice of 
Islam in the United States.20 No topics are taboo for MWU’s website. It provides links to 
reader blogs where Muslims share their experiences and comment on current events. The 
site also presents links to articles in the media about Muslims and includes lists of books, 
suggested readings, movies, and links to other sites.

Based on the popularity of MWU, the Progressive Muslim Union (PMU) was founded in 
2004. In October of 2004, Nassef and Safi organized a conference attended by progressive 
Muslim leaders to discuss their goals for the new group. These goals include an emphasis 
on gender equality and the promotion of dynamic re-engagement with Islamic texts, as well 
as social pluralism and healthy relations within the community.21 One the most prominent 
platforms of the organization is the Women Lead Prayer Initiative. They believe an important 
step for women to gain equality in religious life is for them to be able to fully participate and 
lead Friday prayers. Simply removing the barriers in the mosque that prevent women from 
seeing and hearing clearly are not enough, they must become full participants.

The Progressive Muslim Union is the only group that mentions race as a factor influencing 
Dr. Mattson’s election. In his article for MuslimWakeUp.com, “ISNA Selects a New Set of 
Buttocks” Jawad Ali accuses Dr. Mattson of “peddling to the patriarchy.”22 He says the only 
reason she was elected was because she is white, “safe-looking” and will help ISNA erect 
a façade of progress. 23 As further evidence of this, Ali points to the election of the first 
African American as Vice-President. He writes, “This is big news, since ISNA and company 
have a long history of not counting black people as Muslims.”24 While Jawad’s article is 
clearly exaggerated and slightly offensive he does raise the important issue of race which 
is frequently addressed by the Progressive Muslim Union. In the book, Progressive Muslims, 
Amina Wadud contributed an article, “American Muslim Identity,” in which she focused 
on  the issue of ethnicity and Islam and how it is manifested in the American Muslim 
community. After establishing that the Qur’an (49:11-13) recognizes the differences between 
groups of people, Wadud identifies evaluation of a person’s worth is based solely on taqwa 
or “the moral consciousness of Allah.”25 Since morality is the highest judge of character, 
Islam does not exclude people from any type of racial category. However, Wadud states, “In 
the politics of Muslim communities, organizations, institutions, and public representation, 
some parties claim more rights than others.”26 Since ISNA typically elected male immigrants 
from predominantly Muslim Countries, the election of a white woman was a big change. 

In an article written by Pamela Taylor, the female co-chair of PMU and Director of 
Islamic Writers,, she writes that the selection of Dr. Ingrid Mattson “dances around female 
leadership” since she reflects the conservative ideals of the group. 27 Taylor agrees that Dr. 
Mattson is indeed a step forward but argues that Dr. Mattson is simply not progressive 
enough. Dismayed by the fact that Mattson does not support women leading prayer, Taylor 
says, “She (Mattson) does not support women leading men in prayers, despite clear evidence 
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in one of the most trusted of sources that the Prophet commanded at least one woman to do 
so.”27 Taylor concludes that Dr. Mattson’s effect will be in the long run detrimental, because 
the Muslim community needs a leader to question and does not need a female leader who 
conforms.28 

Dr. Mattson, Since the Election

Most newly elected presidents lead ISNA in prayer, Dr. Mattson did not. In an interview 
with Dishad D. Ali, Beflief	Net’s Islam editor on September 7th 2006, Dr. Mattson says she 
applauds women who take leadership roles in Muslim organizations and  she hopes that her 
presidency will inspire others to take on leadership roles at the local level. In the interview 
she highlights four of her goals with ISNA: to promote the religion of Islam, to encourage 
interfaith dialogue, to create standards for the community leaders, and to separate the Islam 
that is practiced by the majority of people from the extremists. When the question of leading 
prayer comes up, Mattson answers that  she will lead women in the five daily prayers and 
on Friday but will not lead mixed-gender or ritual prayers. This is what she has always 
done, she says. Dr. Mattson promptly changes the topic and chooses not to focus on this 
issue, instead stating that Muslim Feminism must be kept broad.29 

Since her election, Dr.Mattson has conducted numerous interviews, including one for 
CNN. She attended Iftar, the meal used to break the fast at the end of the each day during 
Ramadan, hosted by the U.S. State Department. In the realm of women’s rights, Dr. Mattson 
attended a conference in New York City in November 2006, organized by the American 
Society for Muslim Advancement (ASMA). One of the main organizers of the event, Daisy 
Khan, Director of ASMA and founder of the Women’s Islamic Initiative in Spirituality and 
Equality (WISE), said the goal was to create a shura, or advisory council that could provide 
religious opinions and become a champion of women’s rights. Among the many prominent 
female Muslim leaders were Baroness Uddin, the first Muslim woman to enter the British 
House of Lords and Fatin Bundagli, the first woman to run for municipal candidate in 
Saudi Arabia. There were also interfaith Jewish and Christian Female leaders.30 The agenda 
was set to discuss issues that affect Muslim women throughout the world such as honor 
killings, hudood laws, dress, equity in the mosque and female prayer leaders.31 

Conclusion

Dr. Ingrid Mattson’s election as first president of ISNA is a refreshing topic about Muslim 
women. She certainly has opponents; conservatives who condemn women in leadership 
roles based on their interpretations of the religious texts, and progressives who do no think 
she takes her role as leader far enough because she does not advocate women leading  prayer. 
Instead of focusing on one issue, Dr. Mattson encourages women to keep their feminism 
broad, addressing issues such as education and interfaith relations. These areas are less 
controversial and women have the potential to make great strides, which ultimately will 
lead to more equality between men and women. It may be a small step, but through ISNA, 
the American Muslim community is moving forward by choosing a woman to represent 
them in their highest office. Perhaps Dr. Mattson’s election will encourage more women to 
rethink the conservative doctrines that have traditionally kept them out of leadership roles. 
When Dr. Mattson and other Muslim women become leaders, they can inspire women 
throughout the world. Women have the power to improve not only the status of other 
women but they can also offer fresh insight and understanding to help make the world 
better place for everyone. 
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As a sociologist, I see at least two potential intersections between academic feminism 
and political activism. One is already well developed and involves policy-oriented 

research directed toward solving gender related problems (e.g., the wage gap, domestic 
violence, the glass ceiling).  In this essentially “top down” approach, scholars use their 
research and analytic expertise to illuminate and hopefully suggest solutions to practical 
problems.  They may be hired by organizations on a consulting basis or work full time for 
policy-oriented research centers.  University faculty may serve as expert witnesses in court 
cases or testify before legislative or congressional committees, among other possibilities.   

An excellent example is found on the global level.  In the fall of 2000, the United Nations 
Security Council passed Resolution 1325, which requires the U.N., nation states, non-state 
actors, and civil society organizations to address four related areas in “peacebuilding” and 
post-conflict reconstruction settings.  These areas include assessing the extent of women’s 
participation in decision making processes, providing gender training for peacekeepers, 
paying special attention to women’s increased vulnerability and need for safety, and including 
“gender mainstreaming” in all U.N. reporting systems.  The latter is particularly important 
as it requires a critical examination of existing gender roles, as well as an assessment of all 
proposed policies and programs in terms of their differential impact on men and women.  
The aim is to insure that post-conflict policies and programs don’t inadvertently perpetuate 
or exacerbate existing gender inequality (Strickland and Duvvury 2003).  

Resolution 1325 isn’t always fully implemented, but that doesn’t negate its significance 
as a policy aimed at eliminating gender biased norms and laws.  Feminist scholars working 
at such research organizations as the International Center for Research on Women and 
UNIFEM, a branch of the United Nations, can clearly inform such efforts.  Partly in response 
to their work, women’s rights are now being reconceptualized under the more general 
heading of “human rights,” with broad implications concerning the ways specific gendered 
cultural practices (e.g., genital mutilation) are evaluated in a global context.

A second intersection between scholarly feminism and political activism is more 
grassroots oriented.  Instead of providing “top down” solutions to problems, academics 
directly engage women in their communities, not as research subjects, but as participants in 
a mutually beneficial dialogue. In this scenario, the academic acts as a facilitator, using her 
knowledge and interpersonal skills to help community women frame shared experiences 
in ways they can recognize. Community women benefit because the interaction helps them 
recognize that many of the problems they experience as individuals (e.g., pay inequity, 
sexual harassment, domestic violence) are, in fact, common to many women.  In other 
words, these “personal problems” are also “social issues.”  Seeing the connection between 
the two can be an important source of empowerment for women, as well as increase the 
solidarity between them. In a sense, the feminist academic helps create a politically viable 
public capable of engaging in collective action.    

The feminist scholar also benefits, as the dialogue enables her to examine issues from 



the perspective of the women with whom she interacts.  Many feminist researchers do this 
already, but in this second scenario, community women are peers, not research subjects—a 
subtle but important shift in perspective.       

But initiating a mutually productive dialogue can be problematic, and part of the problem 
derives from the fact that as academics, we sometimes speak and write in a language that 
ordinary people don’t understand.  Our gender-focused disciplines have developed fairly 
esoteric vocabularies, a development that is undoubtedly part of the maturation of these 
disciplines, especially those with a scientific slant.  The unintelligibility may also come 
from efforts to distance ourselves from “commonsense knowledge,” as we sometimes say 
in sociology.  Again, this is perfectly understandable and probably necessary.  But in the 
process, we’ve developed a style of writing and speaking that non-academics often can’t 
make sense of.  I’m reminded here of C. Wright Mills’ (1959) admonition to academics to 
present their work in clear and simple language, even at the risk of being called “mere 
journalists.”  If we can’t talk to non-academic women in a language they understand, it’ll 
be next to impossible to dialogue with them on an equal basis.  They won’t understand 
what we’re saying, and worse, they may come away feeling like we’re talking above their 
heads.    

In light of these potential communication problems, why do we continue to write and speak 
in ways that ordinary people don’t understand?  Our tendency is understandable given the 
institutional pressure to publish in academic journals read more or less exclusively by other 
members of our disciplines.  And it will probably continue as long as publications in peer-
reviewed journals are the primary basis for tenure and promotion decisions.  If universities 
began assigning more weight to community oriented publications or faculty participation 
in community organizing efforts, as possible alternatives to academic publishing, we’d 
be more inclined to change our style.  It’s noteworthy in this context that the American 
Sociological Association has already moved toward recognizing and encouraging a more 
public-oriented sociology (Burawoy 2005).  

But even in the absence of a major shift in university evaluation criteria, there are other 
ways we can mitigate our esoteric tendency.  For example, teaching undergraduate classes, 
especially large ones, requires us to take complex ideas from our disciplines and present 
them in ways that can be understood by students from diverse majors.  Making presentations 
to community groups is also helpful.  These groups typically include people with different 
educational levels, as well as divergent interests and backgrounds.  And there’s always 
the media.  Whether writing a press release or giving a TV interview, we must continue to 
communicate our thoughts in simple, straightforward language.  

Even well educated policy makers don’t use the polysyllabic prose we find in many 
academic journals.  They have to work with colleagues and interest groups with varying 
levels of education.  Moreover, academics who are successful in informing policy makers 
and other more general audiences communicate in a fairly straightforward manner. Read 
some of their “trade” books for examples. I’ve spent considerable time pushing for pay 
equity legislation in the Texas Legislature, as well as participating in community forums 
on multiple topics.  I would encourage anyone desiring to expand her work beyond 
academic circles to spend time observing legislative and congressional hearings, as well 
as floor debates.  Also, attend some community forums and town hall meetings.  Learn the 
language that’s being used, and find ways to translate your research findings and insights 
into that language.

In closing, let me suggest something that may sound counterintuitive given the strong 
disciplinary focus of our academic training.  That is, the best measure of your own 
understanding of your work and of its importance for other people’s lives may reside in your 
ability to successfully communicate that information, not to your dissertation committee or 
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disciplinary peers, but rather to a person on the street.   And that ability is probably the most 
essential element in bridging the gap between academic feminism and political activism.
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