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Introduction

The Editors

This book is about why gender matters, how gender relations work, and 
where the gender order is headed. We think the time has arrived for a 
fresh look at these questions, and a critical rethinking of current theory. 
The book is a celebration of history, a window on the present, and, we 
hope, an inspiration going forward.

The chapters of this book are written by social scientists. Questions 
about gender concern our bodies, but not bodies alone; identities, but 
not identities in a vacuum; and relationships, but not just face- to- face 
relationships. Powerful social processes are also involved. Corporations, 
markets, governments, the mass media, and social movements are actors 
on the gender scene. On a world scale, gender is woven into the history 
of empire and modernity, into the current neoliberal economy, and into 
the daily conflicts that make the shocking headlines in our news feed.

Understanding gender, its inequalities and violence, as well as its 
homeliness and pleasures, therefore requires a social perspective. Con-
temporary social science has resources for this. But a lot of what passes 
for social analysis of gender is conceptually weak. Hasty gestures toward 
“gender norms,” “social construction,” or “stereotypes” do not explain 
much. In this book we work with more powerful tools and hope to un-
derstand a great deal more. Our emphasis is twofold: celebrating one of 
the most significant books in the history of gender studies and advanc-
ing new social theory and research.

Celebrating Gender and Power

The publication of Gender Reckonings marks a prominent occasion: 
the thirtieth anniversary of Raewyn Connell’s Gender and Power: Soci-
ety, the Person, and Sexual Politics, which analyzed the social reality of 
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gender with means available in the 1980s, in the immediate aftermath of 
the emerging women’s liberation and gay liberation movements. A great 
deal has changed since then, and building on Connell’s work, Gender 
Reckonings takes up the challenge of social analysis of gender in a new 
historical context.

As mainstream theory in the global North shifted from the concept 
of patriarchy to the concept of gender, and from structure to practice, 
Gender and Power found a receptive audience. Published in 1987, this 
book had its origins in the historical experience of the remote settler- 
colonial society of Australia, marked by dependence and cultural un-
ease, a continuing indigenous presence, deep- seated race and gender 
hierarchies, state- centered class politics, and reformist optimism. In this 
environment Australian feminism became deeply involved in institu-
tional struggles, especially in the labor movement, the school system, 
and the welfare state. Yet it was also deeply influenced by North Ameri-
can and European thought.

So Gender and Power, though it had a local subtext, was framed as an 
intervention in an international debate. Its first section set out to refute 
the popular models of gender that had led to an intellectual and politi-
cal impasse: biological essentialism, sex role theory, and all categorical 
approaches— such as the theory of patriarchy— where women and men 
were seen as blocs sitting opposite each other. These models prevented 
an understanding of social process and historical change.

In their place, Gender and Power offered an account of gender as si-
multaneously social practice and social structure; as linked with, but 
not determined by, reproductive bodies. In place of single- cause expla-
nations of gender inequality, the book treated gender relations as com-
posed of three substructures— power, production, and cathexis. It tried 
to map the structure of gender relations in the whole society, the “gender 
order”; and in specific institutions and milieux, their “gender regimes.” 
Structure and practice are not opposed; they are in a sense transforma-
tions of each other through time. Gender and Power adapted the existen-
tialist idea of people encountering, and transforming, situations.

Structure was conceptualized as neither static nor fixed, although 
the label may imply that it is; we think of buildings, tables, and side-
walks as structures. In social life, structure is in continuous flux because 
practice— or the active constitution of social life— is in play. Gender was 
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thus understood as fundamentally historical, made and remade through 
historical time. Each of the three substructures had its own tendencies 
toward crisis and change.

Picking up the concerns of feminist psychology and gay liberation, 
Gender and Power also offered an analysis of femininity and masculin-
ity, which were seen as configurations of social practices in personal 
life, linked through the structure of gender relations. They too devel-
oped through time, as life projects and historical shifts in personality. 
This part of the argument produced the much- quoted concepts of “he-
gemonic masculinity” and “emphasized femininity.” Much less quoted 
was the final section of the book, which tried to apply the approach to 
problems of ideology and political practice. It argued for recomposing 
gender relations, and multiplying gender patterns, the goal being to de-
mocratize rather than abolish gender.

In short, Gender and Power attended to how individual and collec-
tive practices are shaped, constrained, and enabled by the structures of 
gender relations and how those structures are changed by those very 
practices. Such a theoretical perspective allows us to assume that gender 
structures persist even as we take for granted the premise that they are 
constantly being altered through individual and collective practices.

Published simultaneously on three continents, Gender and Power was 
part of an internationalization of gender research. Powerful contribu-
tions to feminist thought had already come from the postcolonial world, 
with a strong social component. The International Women’s Year in 1975 
provided an occasion for official reports from national governments that 
in some cases (India and Australia among them) took a social view of 
gender, understood in terms of norms and roles. Activists and scholars 
from the Arabic- speaking world, from Latin America and Africa, as well 
as South Asia, made original contributions to understanding gender in 
colonialism, masculinities, and questions of race and violence, some of 
them before equivalent scholarship emerged in the global North.

Little of this work was immediately recognized in the North, except in 
specialized area studies or in development studies. A feminist presence 
in international aid grew from the 1970s under the rubric of “Women in 
Development,” later reconceptualized as “Gender and Development.” By 
the 1980s and 1990s this feminist presence was producing sophisticated 
economic analyses and ethnographic studies of rural communities and 
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was reaching into questions of gender and environment in contexts of 
development.

New Social Theory and Research

There is a strand in activism that is impatient of theory, wanting action 
above all. Theoretical language, obscure and intimidating, can even be 
seen as oppressive in itself. The editors of this book take another view. 
We agree with the Mexican feminist leader Marta Lamas (2011, 128) that 
“[t]heory is not a luxury: it is a vital need.”

Theory at its simplest is a way of crystallizing empirical research and 
information, summarizing a great many encounters with reality. Theo-
retical language communicates important experience, revealing what 
otherwise may remain hidden. It allows us to act in knowledge rather 
than ignorance.

But theory in the human sciences has more to do than classify and 
condense. Theory is needed to explain data, to express an understanding 
of how things work in social life, and how things change. This too is im-
portant for action; it allows practice based on reasoning about strategy.

Theory undertakes another vital task: critique. To change the world 
is not possible if we simply accept the accounts given by the powerful 
and privileged. We need concepts and methods to analyze and reveal, to 
unpack the immediately given.

Theory must be related to what we empirically know, but it always 
goes beyond the given. Theory extrapolates, builds hypotheses, and de-
ploys imagination. It tells us about possibility. Theory allows us to for-
mulate the purposes of action and identify conditions in the world that 
we seek to bring about. Theory shows us how to move forward.

Such ideas lie behind this book. We think new social theory and 
research are needed for contemporary gender politics, and we have 
brought together a group of writers who— using varied styles and con-
ceptual languages— share an intention to make social research work for 
gender equality and social justice. The chapters in the volume, many of 
which are pathbreaking, represent a collective effort to encourage social 
scientists to move forward with theorizing gender, guided by what we 
have learned over the last 30 years.
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And yet, an influential shift in Anglophone gender studies in the last 
30 years came from another direction than the perspective outlined 
in Gender and Power: French poststructuralism and its merging with 
North American debates on sexuality and culture. This perspective gave 
theoretical form to critiques of the essentialism of mainstream femi-
nism. At the same time the catastrophe of the HIV- AIDS epidemic dis-
rupted the gay- liberation model of sexual community. In the harsher 
political environment of neoliberal power, struggle shifted increasingly 
to the terrain of identity and cultural definitions of gender. A performa-
tive understanding of gender became immensely influential, first in the 
United States and then globally.

The critique of heteronormativity became central to queer theory, 
which expressed the radicalism of many younger activists in the global 
metropole in the 1990s and 2000s. It gave rise to trans theory, offer-
ing a critique of cisgender dominance. A deconstructionist critique of 
identity proved hard to maintain, however. The main practical effect of 
this movement was to assert a multiplicity of sexual and gender identi-
ties and sometimes an unbounded “fluidity” of gender and sexuality. 
The acronym LGBT entered policy and media language, standing for 
plurality, with further initials added from time to time; in the 2000s, 
ironically, a singular “LGBT community” became the rhetorical sub-
ject of many human rights claims. In the academic world, the majority 
of women’s studies programs were renamed as gender studies, adding 
courses about sexuality, lesbian and gay identities, men and masculinity, 
and trans issues.

The shift of so much gender scholarship to identity, sexuality, norms, 
and cultural contestation led attention away from questions of economic 
exploitation, inequality, domestic violence, and struggles over policy 
that 1970s feminism had highlighted. As creative as poststructuralist 
work has been, it has de- emphasized issues such as poverty and liveli-
hood, policymaking, industrial struggle, housing and land, economic 
transformation, health, and institutional violence.

These latter issues are, however, core business for the social sciences. 
Research on them has continued and there now exists a formidable body 
of knowledge, international in scope and using all the techniques of so-
ciological research, about the social realities of gender. This knowledge, 
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embedding a generation’s experience of struggles for gender equality, 
calls for a contemporary social theory of gender.

It is timely, then, to renew the conceptual contribution of social science 
and social activism for the understanding of gender. Our goal is not to 
reproduce the approach of Gender and Power. Rather, we use its anniver-
sary to rethink the contribution of the 1980s and to bring together new 
theoretical ideas and new empirical work on the social analysis of gender.

* * *

The contributors to this book were invited to reflect on the past and 
present of feminist social theory; how we might theorize today the issues 
opened up by feminists in the 1970s and 1980s, especially the idea of 
gender as social structure. We asked them to consider the issues that 
have emerged over the last thirty years, and the limits of currently influ-
ential frameworks. Above all, we hoped to bring together new ideas 
and new theoretical work on the terrain that sociologists tried to map a 
generation ago— a distinctively social analysis of gender. We asked our 
contributors to give examples and ideas of what the social theory of gen-
der might look like in the future, what audiences it should speak to, and 
where new thinking may come from.

We believe this book will stimulate new theorizations and analyses 
of gender. We challenge gender scholars to revisit existing work on gen-
der and pose next- stage questions about the economic, political, cul-
tural, and social dynamics that affect it. Tradition and the continuance 
of unequal gender relations, in the face of “modernization,” are affecting 
women and men, boys and girls, in ways that we need to understand 
more. Dynamics related to sexual relations and identities are also chang-
ing, particularly as neoliberalism spreads and gains ground.

Gender Reckonings firmly asserts the centrality of the social dimen-
sions of gender, and opens up new pathways for understanding them. Its 
chapters are written by accomplished social scientists from different 
continents, generations, and intellectual traditions. The authors are 
aware of the background sketched in this introduction and they too are 
trying to lay new foundations.
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Thirty Years and Beyond

The sixteen chapters that constitute this book reflect the amazing array 
of changes that have occurred in gender theory and research in only 
three decades. Here we briefly review some of these changes and link 
them to the foci of the chapters that follow.

I n t e r se c t i ona l i t y.  Of particular importance is the emer-
gence of the concept of intersectionality. Since the early 1990s, gender 
scholars have argued that gender must be linked to other categorical 
distinctions— such as race/ethnicity, social class, sexuality, age, nation, 
religion— and not studied as if it “stands alone.” Over three decades, so-
cial scientists have documented that gender does not exist in a universal 
form. Rather, gender is continuously shaped in relationship to other dis-
tinctions and in turn continuously affects those same— intersecting— 
distinctions. Intersectionality is a captivating concept whose applications 
have shown that inequalities are fashioned and orchestrated in complex, 
inconsistent, continuously changing, and historically varying ways. 
Chapters in this volume by Ferree, Misra, Viveros Vigoya, and Bridges 
and Pascoe place particular emphasis on this point.

Masculinities.  A second change has been a rapid development of 
masculinities theorizing and research. Taking its contemporary shape 
in the 1980s, this project changed and expanded rapidly into an inter-
national field in the 1990s onward. It was also linked to new forms of 
social activism. Studies of masculinities today form a significant part of 
what gender studies means, with scholars recognizing that the lives of 
women and girls, and especially boys and men, can be understood only 
if masculinities are examined. Social scientists have had a leading role 
in documenting the multiplicity of masculinities, their hierarchies, their 
connections with institutions, their complex histories, and their contem-
porary and future possibilities for change. Five chapters in this volume 
focus on this theme, those by Messerschmidt and Messner, Bridges and 
Pascoe, Ray, Ozyegin, and Ratele. Three of these chapters explore how 
masculinities (and femininities) are shifting in non- North/nonmetro-
pole contexts.
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Organizations and work. Third, we note changes in research and 
theorizing about gender in relation to organizations and (paid) work. 
As the trend toward economic equality between women and men first 
progressed and then stalled, researchers tried to understand the reasons 
for gender hierarchy within organizations and their role in creating in-
equality— of class and race as well as gender— in the wider society. A 
rich library of workplace ethnographies, quantitative studies, and theo-
ries of gendered organizations now informs feminist thinking about the 
neoliberal economy and labor markets, science and technology, educa-
tion, and new industries. Gender in the academy has received substan-
tial attention over the past fifteen years, from the European Commission 
for the European Union member states and from the National Science 
Foundation for the United States. Chapters that address these issues in-
clude Williams and Neely, Poggio, and Benschop and van den Brink.

Globalization/neoliberalism. A fourth development has been 
a deepening interest in the global dimensions of gender, including the 
influence of neoliberalism worldwide. During the 1990s, “globalization” 
became a buzzword in sociology and gender research became increas-
ingly concerned with world- scale dynamics such as migration, eco-
nomic (and cultural) neoliberalism, and anthropogenic climate change. 
There was an early tendency in globalization studies to homogenize the 
world in regard to gender, although postcolonial, decolonial, and South-
ern perspectives have contested this trend. However, research work from 
the global South has fostered the circulation of fresh ideas and research 
about gender. Especially since the 2000s, there has been growing inter-
est internationally in postcolonial approaches that link gender analy-
sis to the violent history of empire and contemporary forms of global 
power. Chapters in the volume that address such issues include Ray, 
Ratele, Ozyegin, Williams and Neely, and Poggio.

Sexualities. A fifth development of note is the study of sexualities 
in relation to gender, a field of research that includes questions about 
heteronormativity, heterosexuality, homosexuality, and monogamy. Sex, 
gender, and sexuality are all related to the issue of reproduction, and 
sexual practices too are shaped by intersectional social processes. In the 
past three decades, gender scholars have studied the diversity of sexual 
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practices, the cultural definitions of sexuality through norms and ste-
reotypes, and the power relations reproduced— and challenged— among 
sexualities. Gender scholars have teased out the complex connection be-
tween gender and sexuality in identities and intimate relationships, in 
workplaces (including sex work), and in domestic and public violence. 
The advances in these areas can be seen in the chapters by Schilt, Ray, 
Jackson, and Schippers.

Transgender/degender. Sixth, gender studies has seen an up-
surge in research and theory regarding transgender questions. The 1990s 
saw a marked expansion of scholarship about people who live outside 
the “gender binary” or who expressed their gender in ways contrary to 
their assigned sex at birth. Social scientists— some of whom are trans-
gender or transsexual— have studied trans experiences in settings such 
as workplaces, schools, and prisons, and debated the significance of gen-
der transition, or gender refusal, for an understanding of gender rela-
tions. Concepts such as “LGBT” and “cisgender,” brought into use by 
social movements, now circulate in social science— though, as authors 
in this book suggest, these concepts are debatable. The idea of transgen-
der seems to give new relevance to a long- established feminist idea that 
equality requires degendering society— but is this strategy right? These 
issues are explored in chapters including those by Schilt; Risman, Myers, 
and Sin; and Lorber.

We hope this book will speak to a broad audience across the social 
sciences, and beyond. We hope it will encourage imaginative thinking 
in new directions, and the exploration of gender relations in all facets of 
social life. This will only be possible, however, if gender scholars produce 
conceptual tools that both researchers and activists can use.

References
Connell, R. W. 1987. Gender and Power: Society, the Person and Sexual Politics. Sydney: 

Allen and Unwin.
Lamas, Marta. 2011. Feminism: Transmission and Retransmission. New York: Palgrave.

Messerschmidt_1p.indd   9 12/1/17   8:41 AM


