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Preface 

 

There is no issue that is more central in the twenty first century than the growing forms of socio-

economic inequality and exclusion that have become entrenched across the world. Debates on 

globalization, free trade, and economic development have been shaping political dynamics 

within and across nations. These debates have often either implicitly or explicitly been linked to 

particular sets of economic policies (often identified with market liberalization, financial 

restructuring, and privatization) that have come to be encapsulated by the term “neoliberalism.” 

The idea of neoliberalism indeed captures very real processes – and sets of policies – that have 

become a dominant model for national and transnational economic arrangements. However, 

neoliberalism has also too easily become a self-evident catch-all phrase that serves as an 

explanatory device for the inequalities, exclusions and forms of social change that have been 

unfolding in comparative contexts. I have been struck over the years by the ways in which the 

term  neoliberalism has increasingly become a rhetorical device – particularly in intellectual (and 

often but not exclusively interdisciplinary) arenas in the United States.  Such rhetoric is often 

couched through universal, ahistorical and transnational claims that do not account for 

differences between nations as well as the interrelationship between the effects of recent policies 

of liberalization and earlier political economic models of development. Narratives centered on 

privatization and market rationalities, for instance, are often depicted as key drivers of 

socioeconomic , political and cultural change. This volume is an effort to deepen 

interdisciplinary understandings of how policies of economic liberalization shape and produce 

various forms of inequality in comparative contexts. 
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 The volume brings together feminist scholars who have been working on such questions 

in a range of contexts in order to delineate what is distinctive about the ‘neoliberal’ state (and the 

production of inequality) and what is linked to longer, complex processes that have produced 

long-standing forms of inequalities within and between nations. The feminist lens of the volume 

particularly seeks to bring a textured understanding of inequality to the fore (through a focus on 

the linkages between interrelated forms of inequality such as gender, class, race, sexuality and 

class). Such a layered analysis is still too often missing from dominant social scientific 

understandings of structures of political economy. However, this comparative, textured approach 

does not endeavor to meet a checklist approach that seeks to cover a presumed list of identities 

geographical locations. Rather, the volume bring a particular theoretical lens that seeks to deepen 

our understanding the role of the state in shaping policies and processes that reproduce 

inequality. Such an understanding of the state is critical, as the volume seeks to show, for the 

development of adequate responses that can redress inequality and produce meaningful social 

and economic change. 

 At the time that this volume goes to publication, the United States has just undergone a 

significant political shift with the election of Donald Trump. Many of the issues that played out 

in the campaign – debates over trade and protectionism, the rise of populist anger and the 

continued politicization of race – are key themes that essays in this volume take up. However, 

the framework of this volume also cautions against reading broad global political and economic 

trends through a singular event or through a purely U.S-centric lens. What seem initially like 

significant potential shifts in the new administrations’ approach to global trade are also 

accompanied by strong indications of pro-corporate policies when it comes to regulation and 

taxation. The brand of racialized populist nationalism evident in the 2016 U.S. election did not 
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begin with the U.S. election. It could be seen in the 2014 religious nationalist and populist 

election that brought Prime Minister Modi to power in India. Modi’s campaign promised state 

action for social groups left out of growth even as it sought to continue India’s policies of 

economic liberalization. Similar trend are evident in Europe. Such parallels and divergences are 

fundamentally connected to the approach of this volume – one that seeks to unpack a unitary 

model of “neoliberalism” and pay sustained attention to the ways in which transnational political 

economic processes shape and are shaped by the situated dynamics and contexts of nation-states.  

This includes unsettling easy invocations of transnationalism that fail to grasp both the sustained 

historical power of nationalism and the importance of state actions. 

 The volume was initially framed by a productive set of intellectual conversations at a 

symposium that I organized at the University of Michigan in 2014. I am grateful to generous 

funding from the Institute for Research on Women and Gender as well as numerous departments 

and centers that co-sponsored the event. Heidi Bennett provided tremendous administrative 

support for the event that was crucial to its success. Thanks also go to Saisha Nanduri for her 

thorough research assistance. A distinctive feature of both the initial symposium and the volume 

is that it sought to bring together scholars working on contexts in both “western” and “non-

western contexts.” In particular, the symposium brought together scholars from a wide range of 

disciplines that have been actively engaged with interdisciplinary work in both International 

Area Studies as well as American Studies. What emerged was a productive set of discussions 

that sought to open up intellectual arenas of inquiry and sparked productive conversations and 

comparative connections. This volume is produced with the hope of continuing such 

conversations with scholars working in comparative contexts. 

 
       ----- Leela Fernandes


