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Discursive Dynamics in
Gender Equality Politics

What about ‘Feminist Taboos’?

Emanuela Lombardo
UNIVERSIDAD COMPLUTENSE DE MADRID

Petra Meier
UNIVERSITEIT ANTWERPEN

Mieke Verloo
RADBOUD UNIVERSITEIT NIJMEGEN

ABSTRACT Discursive dynamics play an important role in shaping the meanings of
gender equality. The article discusses the relation between hegemonic discourses on
gender equality policies and feminist taboos. It suggests that feminist scholars could
paradoxically be trapped in hegemonic discourses on gender equality policies that
may lead to taboos about particular approaches to and interpretations of such poli-
cies. Three main feminist hegemonic discourses are considered to act as taboos. They
deal with the possibility to overcome patriarchy, the role of elites and other groups
of actors in processes of gender transformation and the merits of incremental change.
The article further discusses the implications of the postulate about hegemonic dis-
courses and taboos on gender equality for feminist knowledge production and
reflects on the potential of Bacchi’s notion of ‘reflexivity’ to overcome them.

KEY WORDS discursive politics � feminist taboos � gender equality � policies
reflexivity

INTRODUCTION

Discursive dynamics play an important role in the social construction of
gender equality. Politicians, policy-makers, civil society actors, judges, aca-
demics and opinion-makers formulate and/or contribute to the shaping of
gender equality policies, and through these discursive processes issues of
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gender inequality and equality get their meaning.1 These meanings are mul-
tiple, sometimes more contradictory than coherent and change over time
and place. Scholars concerned with discursive constructions of gender
equality, such as Bacchi (2005, 2009) and Ferree (Ferree, 2009; Ferree and
Merrill, 2000; Ferree et al., 2002) make us reflect on the extent to which fem-
inist researchers in the field of gender and politics, such as ourselves, can
actually stand outside the existing hegemonic discourses of our disciplines
and political environment. In this article we use the term ‘hegemonic dis-
courses’ in the sense that Bacchi (2005, 2009) means, that is overarching
frames that may steer the actors’ conscious shaping of an issue.2 These
overarching frames set a horizon of meanings that places some specific
frames in a more central location, moving actors to fix particular interpre-
tations of gender equality issues, sometimes in automatic and not particu-
larly thought-out ways. While certain biases may be intentional choices,
meant to strategically frame a specific policy issue, others are uninten-
tional and owing to the fact that policy-makers and activists do not escape
from hegemonic discourses such as these overarching frames.

We postulate that the same goes for feminist approaches to gender
equality policies and that feminist scholars could paradoxically be
trapped in a hegemonic discourse on gender equality policy that may cre-
ate taboos about particular approaches to and interpretations of such poli-
cies. We define a taboo as an often tacit but shared and general inclination not
to address or question an issue. While taboo setting is a discursive process
that is not the result of intentional struggle, it nonetheless is the outcome
of human actions just as discourses are (Foucault, 1971). Taboos may be
developed when scholars adopt tunnel visions that lead to a preference
for certain outcomes of their analysis. Taboos result in blind spots that
need to be addressed to fully understand and tackle issues of gender
inequality. We find, for instance, that feminist scholars tend to see patri-
archy first, through the identification of framings of the concept of gender
equality that shrink it or bend it to the advantage of other policy goals and
priorities. This tunnel vision can then create a taboo about the possibility
of positive outcomes of gender equality policies. We also find that femi-
nist scholars tend to see, and negatively assess, hegemonizing frames that
exclude civil society actors from the political debates. This perspective
might lead to the development of a taboo about positively assessing pol-
icy processes that are not participatory in general, even when the policy
outcomes of such processes are positive for gender equality. Such recur-
rent feminist approaches, could, if applied without reflection, block gen-
der equality policies.

Our interest is to explore feminist taboos with respect to gender equality
policies. Next to putting a spotlight on them, we analyse what the postulate
about hegemonic discourses on gender equality implies for feminist knowl-
edge production, and reflect on possible ways to deal with feminist taboos
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in research about gender equality and other inequalities in general and in
discursive politics approaches in particular. The article is structured into
four sections. We start with a discussion of the discursive construction of
gender equality policies, more especially the various processes through
which gender equality gets meaning. By discursive politics we mean the
intentional or unintentional engaging of policy actors in conceptual disputes that
result in meanings attributed to the terms and concepts employed in specific con-
texts (see Lombardo et al., 2009: 10). We thereby distinguish between four
processes, temporarily fixing a particular interpretation of gender equality,
shrinking its meaning, stretching it to include new dimensions or elements,
or bending it to goals other than gender equality. We then analyse the neg-
ative consequences of such discursive processes for the content of the con-
cept of gender equality, whereby we mainly focus on processes in which the
goal of gender equality is bent so as to fit other policy goals. In a third sec-
tion, we discuss the relation between hegemonic discourses on gender
equality policies and feminist taboos. In a fourth section, we, finally, reflect
on ways to deal with feminist taboos in research about discursive (gender)
equality policies, drawing mainly on Bacchi’s (2009) notion of reflexivity.

THE DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER EQUALITY
IN POLITICS

Gender equality is a concept that has travelled a lot – through time and
place – across different national borders, amid different policy actors, both
at institutional and non-institutional levels, and across a variety of
national and international organizations. In its journeys through different
times and contexts, the meaning of the concept of gender equality is
shaped in different ways in a number of processes. Four such processes
can be distinguished that fix a particular meaning of gender equality,
stretch it, shrink it or bend it to some other goal (Lombardo et al., 2009).
We briefly discuss all of these processes, highlighting how they affect the
concept of gender equality and gender equality policies.

Fixing a certain meaning is a frequent process due to attempts to define
what is to be understood by gender equality. When particular definitions
of gender equality are created in a given context (for instance, equal
opportunities or positive actions, or gender equality in politics) they can
be fixed for some time. Fixing is not meant here in the sense of repairing
the meaning of gender equality, but in the sense of establishing it. This fix-
ing of the meaning of concepts is inevitable to be able to discuss issues
that are related to these concepts and to take action. In this respect, the fix-
ing of the concept of gender equality is the result of a discursive struggle.
Feminist activists’ claims for gender equality in political decision-making –
enshrined as parity democracy in France, gender democracy in Germany,
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or a balanced participation of men and women in decision-making in the
European Union – are specific examples of such fixing of the meaning of
gender equality. Fixing, in that case, is also an achievement in the gender
struggle, meaning that gender equality has been enshrined in legal or
political documents and has become recognized as a no longer contested
goal. Fixing a meaning of gender equality, then, can open discursive win-
dows of opportunity for subjects to act, by implementing the fixed mean-
ing. For instance, the goal of gender equality as it is defined in a given
legislature is a prerequisite to design strategies and tools meant to reach
this goal. However, fixing can also be the starting point for actors to chal-
lenge another meaning that is perceived as more limited, or indeed
unjust. It can initiate processes of contestation which may result in a
wider interpretation of a concept that is more inclusive of actors who
were previously excluded, or that better reflects the complexity of gender
inequality. However, fixing labels, such as ‘gender inequality is a
women’s problem’ or ‘domestic violence is an ethnic minority problem’,
can also result in stereotyping specific ethnic groups in the latter case,
and slow down the achievement of gender equality by not questioning
privileged groups like men in the first case or the ethnic majority in the
second case.

In these cases, it can be noticed that shrunken concepts get fixed.
Shrinking the meaning of gender equality occurs when a broader political
scope of a concept is restricted to more limited meanings. Gender equal-
ity can, for instance, be shrunk into non-discrimination in a strictly legal
sense, as the EU tries to do in its treatment of inequalities (Kantola and
Nousiainen, 2009). In the US civil rights movement – as Ferree (2009: 90)
argues – ‘equal rights’ claims were progressively shrunk to only imply the
most formal legal rights, separated from the concept of ‘social justice’, and
instead tied to the idea of ‘diversity’, which was shrunk once more to
mean that no ‘special rights’ could be considered. Shrinking the concept
of gender equality also occurs when in relation to a particular problem
only a limited number of frames are adopted almost automatically, as if
there were not a broader pool of meanings to choose from. In this case
shrinking seems the result of assumptions that are taken for granted in the
context of other dominant discourses. Examples of this process can be
found in Rönnblom’s account of the treatment of gender equality in
Swedish regional policies (Rönnblom, 2005, 2009), where gender equality
is shrunk to mean only women, rather than the relation between women
and men, or where gender equality is mainly associated with the issue of
women in political representation.

Policy discourses can also stretch the meaning of gender equality by
broadening the previous understanding of the concept to incorporate more
meanings. For instance, an initial definition of gender equality as non-dis-
crimination can be broadened to include substantive equality, but stretching
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can also imply that a definition of substantive equality is to incorporate ini-
tiatives of equal opportunities. A good example of the stretching of gender
equality can be found in Booth and Bennett’s (2002) definition of gender
mainstreaming, which comprises a much larger array of actions than the
definition put forward by the Council of Europe (Group of Specialists, 1998),
also including targeted actions. Stretching is partly also incited by the fact
that gender equality ties together two independent – but interrelated – con-
cepts, gender and equality. The multidimensional reality of equality incites
stretching initiatives that extend the meaning of the concept, and is a good
example of where a tension between gender and equality can arise. Gender
equality is a family member of other equality goals, and this can lead either
to drawing borders between the different equality struggles or to stretching
borders to readapt them in a more inclusive way (Squires, 2007; Verloo, 2006;
Walby, 2005).

Finally, gender equality can experience processes of bending when
policy discourses shape its meaning at the expense of the goal of gender
equality. Bending occurs when the concept of gender equality is adjusted
to make it fit some other goal than the achievement of gender equality
itself. The issue of reconciling employment and unpaid care work is an
example of fixing, shrinking, or stretching gender equality when it is
about the enabling of women to combine paid labour and unpaid care
work. It becomes one of bending when the focus shifts to economic
growth or demographic deficits. For instance, the framing of family poli-
cies in the EU over the last decade was at first connected with the idea of
sharing tasks within the family. The need to share was a condition to cre-
ate equal opportunities for women in the labour market, as can be found
in the 1992 Council Recommendation on childcare. However, as Stratigaki
(2004) argues, when this issue was later incorporated into the European
employment strategies of the 1990s, it gradually shifted meaning from
the goal of sharing to that of reconciling work and family life. The main
accent was placed on the organization of labour, a shift that allowed the
growing prioritization of competitiveness and the creation of employ-
ment. From an objective of gender equality, the issue of family policies
was bent to become a purely market-oriented objective, which involved
the reproduction and consolidation of women’s traditional roles as pri-
mary caregivers instead of the progressive introduction of a sharing of
caring tasks.

In sum, we show that the concept of gender equality is shaped through
different interpretations elaborated by a variety of institutional and civil
society actors, following earlier understandings that have become domi-
nant or embedded into common sense. Meanings of the concept are fixed
for some time, shrunk within or stretched beyond particular labels, and
bent to fit particular policy frames. These discursive dynamics have their
consequences for gender equality.
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CONSEQUENCES OF DISCURSIVE PROCESSES:
DEPOLITICIZING AND DEGENDERING

Discursive processes that shrink and stretch the meaning of gender equal-
ity leave their traces in the contents of the concept of gender equality. For
instance, the fixing of shrunk concepts can limit the range of possible
framings of an issue, thus leaving out particular interpretations of it, or
can block more comprehensive interpretations of the issue. The recurrent
focus on women as a homogeneous group, as, for instance, in equal
opportunities for women in the labour market, can prevent a thorough
analysis of the diversity of women’s positions, let alone an analysis of the
mechanisms determining the differences between men’s and women’s
positions (Meier et al., 2007). The expansion of the issue of violence
against women to violence against women and children or to domestic
violence often involved the distribution of the same resources over a
larger number of target groups and less attention being paid to women or
particular groups of women (such as sexual violence at the workplace)
(Krizsán et al., 2007). Some effects can be counter to intentions. The
stretching of the concept of gender equality to include other inequalities
can result in the privileging of particular inequalities over others and in
triggering dynamics of exclusions.

We find that processes in which gender equality is bent towards some
other goal have particularly critical consequences. In our view, this is
mainly because processes of bending gender equality to some other goal
depoliticize the issue of gender equality, thus not representing gender
equality as a political issue. One key element that is neutralized in the
depoliticization is the ‘dimension of conflict’ that is relevant because it
highlights power dynamics (Rönnblom, 2009: 107; Wendt Höjer, 2002).
According to Rönnblom: ‘To politicize a question is to acknowledge existent
power relations in society and thus create opportunities for change’
(Rönnblom, 2009: 108). Depoliticizing an issue tends to obscure its discor-
dant relations, its hierarchy of power, which, if recognized, could have
opened up possibilities for challenging that hierarchy. When the normative
group of men is not even mentioned as part of the solution or the problem
of gender inequality, the unequal power relations between women and men
are left unquestioned and this may block opportunities for change (see
Lombardo and Meier, 2008). Similarly, when discourses, such as that of
‘economic growth’, are represented as unquestioned and overarching polit-
ical goals, this limits the possibilities of actors to contest them and the
chances of unveiling power dynamics that are embedded (but silenced) in
the process (see Rönnblom, 2005). This in turn could prevent political trans-
formation from taking place.

Depoliticization in gender equality is also found in the idea of degen-
dering. This refers – as Jalušic (2009: 60) states – to how ‘issues that were
quite promisingly politicized and consciously gendered soon after
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became de-gendered (the gender dimension was reduced, neutralized, or
abolished)’. Bending the concept of equality within the family to make it
fit the dominant labour market agenda has contributed to degendering
the issue, blocking gender equality goals such as the challenging of exist-
ing unequal gender roles within the family. In effect, reconciliation poli-
cies appear more focused on solving the problem of demographic decline
and promoting economic development, than to progressing in gender
equality (Meier et al., 2007). The policy issue of domestic violence is
another good example of processes of gendering and degendering. The
fact that domestic violence is considered as a public policy matter is evi-
dence of the gendering of the issue and represents a success of the long-
term feminist efforts for politicizing the sphere of personal and private
relations (Krizsán et al., 2007). However, the issue has also suffered from
processes of degendering, when new policy frames appear in which vic-
tims and perpetrators are described in genderless terms, and power
mechanisms get blurred. In sum, politicizing the concept of gender equal-
ity seems crucial in order to be able to challenge the power dynamics
inherent in it.

Depoliticizing and degendering are different ways of assessing the con-
sequences of discursive processes, which reflect some kind of normative
assessment of what gender equality should or should not be. If we scruti-
nize our own analyses of discursive processes as developed in this article
and elsewhere (see Verloo, 2007), we see patterns in our interpretation of
processes that shape the meaning of gender equality. These run parallel to
the analyses of other authors, who also adopt a discursive politics
approach such as Ferree et al. (2002; Ferree and Merrill, 2000), Bacchi
(2005), or Rönnblom (2005), and as can also be found in a recent collective
volume to which these authors contributed (Lombardo et al., 2009). For
instance, in many of these contributions gender equality is seen to be
edged out to the advantage of other frames, or civil society actors are seen
to be excluded from the political debates. In general in these analyses the
description of negative effects of discursive processes of gender equality
dominates. Why are these interpretations so similar? Is this rooted in a
shared position and knowledge as feminist researchers, and therefore an
outcome of one epistemic community? Are the effects of discursive
processes on gender equality really so negative? Which hegemonic dis-
courses might influence our analyses?

HEGEMONIC DISCOURSES AND FEMINIST TABOOS

Policy actors’ shaping of the meaning of gender equality occurs within
broader hegemonic discourses that can steer actors’ attention towards the
privileging of particular interpretations and the marginalization of others.
Gender scholars have highlighted the presence of hegemonic discourses
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about the economy (Rönnblom, 2009), the nation (Rai, 2008), or the state
(Kantola, 2006) and their specific demographic (Meier et al., 2007) or
crime and justice (Krizsán et al., 2007) concerns that influence the frames
on gender equality. In some cases, scholars see these particular hegemonic
discourses as setting the goals towards which gender equality objectives
are bent. But if some discourses are so hegemonic that they shape policy
frames that are articulated by policy-makers, why should they not also
have an impact on frames articulated by feminist or gender scholars?

As Bacchi states, ‘there is also a need to be wary of placing too much
emphasis on the ability to shape useful frames (intentionally) and too lit-
tle attention to the shaping impact of dominant systems of meaning on
reformers themselves and their interventions’ (Bacchi, 2009: 28). Bacchi
points precisely to the extent to which (feminist) researchers in gender
and politics can actually stand outside the existing hegemonic discourses.
In her opinion ‘it is important to consider where frames come from and if
it is indeed possible to stand outside them and manipulate them to one’s
purpose’ (Bacchi, 2009: 19).

Along with Bacchi, we argue that hegemonic discourses have an influ-
ence on the production of feminist knowledge. One aspect to consider in
the analysis is the existence of feminist hegemonic discourses and their
influence on the thinking of feminist scholars. Feminist scholars are not
only surrounded by mainstream hegemonic discourses. Within the femi-
nist niche they also do not escape from the phenomenon of hegemonic
discourses. To our understanding there are several reasons of why such
hegemonic feminist discourses might exist. One is the position from
which actors articulate their frames. Common cultural and theoretical
backgrounds might encourage a similarity in the normative frames pro-
duced. In our case, the elements that gender scholars in discursive politics
share in their backgrounds might influence similar positionings in the
assessment of discursive processes. Apart from some knowledge of dis-
cursive politics, gender scholars adopting a discursive politics approach
also share knowledge of gender equality policies. Moreover, they some-
times explicitly position themselves as feminist, or express more or less
implicit normative understandings of what gender equality is or should
be. The identification of recurring normative aspects concerning the
understanding of gender equality in scholarly works on gender makes us
question the normative standard on which gender equality is based. What
standard do these definitions of gender equality explicitly or implicitly
relate to? Is there a feminist hegemonic discourse on gender equality? If
so, what are the feminist taboos or deeper normative assumptions con-
cerning what gender equality is and how it should be reached?

There are at least three discourses we would qualify as feminist hege-
monic discourses, and which can be considered to act as taboos. These
concern the role of elites and other groups of actors in processes of gen-
der change, the possibility of overcoming patriarchy and the merits of
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incremental change. Some of the deeper, unquestioned normative
assumptions by feminist researchers come from hegemonic discourses
that lead to the fixing of particular interpretations of gender equality
issues in an automatic and unreflexive3 way. Certain statements from nor-
mative or empirical analysis are then used in an almost dogmatic way.

A first feminist taboo concerns the role of elites and other groups of
actors in processes of gender change. This feminist hegemonic discourse
is expressed in the tendency to have quick and ready answers to the
debate on gender mainstreaming or gender equality policies as techno-
cratic vs participatory that privilege a participatory approach (Walby,
2005). In such answers, participation of non-hegemonic voices in gender
equality policies appears as the only or best way of improving the quality
of gender equality policies, while improving the knowledge base in other
ways is downplayed and presented as a technical move away from politi-
cization (see Lombardo and Meier, 2006; Verloo, 2005; Verloo and van der
Vleuten, 2009; Woodward, 2004). Could this be a sort of feminist taboo
that comes from this pool of shared meanings on gender equality, which,
on the one hand, has its (empirical) reasons for being taboo, but, on the
other hand, if automatically and unreflexively applied, could also block
further progress in gender equality policies? Bustelo and Verloo (2009),
for instance, argue that if technical instruments such as gender impact
assessment are based on sound feminist theory and empirical knowledge,
and if knowledge is built into a technical tool, then technical approaches
should not necessarily involve depoliticization. Rather, such tools could
be a valuable contribution to the furthering of gender equality.

Related to the focus on non-hegemonic actors is also the fact that the
accent is generally on the need for various sorts of gender experts (in pol-
icy-making, the academia and civil society). This automatically down-
plays the potential role of other actors, such as the so-called mainstream
public policy officials who might be valuable contributors to the further-
ing of gender equality and of alliances with such actors.

Bacchi (2005, 2009: 30) highlights another feminist hegemonic discourse
concerning the role of actors in processes of change, which is that elites are
assumed to be the only subjects with power to shape discourses for their
own interests, while the ‘common people’ are mere receptors of discourses
and have no power to challenge dominant meanings. This perspective – as
she argues – could have a disempowering effect on people, as it does not
even enable the theorization of resistance to hegemonic discourses. In this
way, Bacchi unveils a trap that could block feminists from identifying win-
dows of opportunity for social movement actors to intervene and shape
dominant meanings themselves. One example of this could be found in
studies highlighting the stigmatization of migrant women through ‘biased’
policies that target them. These studies show the capabilities of feminist
researchers to detect this stigmatization but to some extent are overlooking
the potential of migrant women to strategically use these policies for their
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own benefit (Holzleithner and Strasser, 2006; Roggeband and Verloo, 2007;
Siim and Skeje, 2008).

Two other sets of feminist taboos, which are usually interrelated, con-
cern the possibility of overcoming patriarchy and the merits of incremen-
tal change. These hegemonic discourses might stem from the feminist
positioning in favour of transformation (Griffin, 2002, cited in van der
Sanden, 2007). The will to have or even make things change towards a
more (gender) equal society can lead to the consideration that not enough
progress is made or draw attention predominantly to stagnation and set-
backs. A blind spot that could act as a taboo in feminist literature is the
interpretation of processes of bending and stretching in mainly negative
terms, or the tendency to look for negative effects that reinforce patri-
archy first. For instance, in an analysis of the 2007 Belgian Gender
Mainstreaming Act, Meier and Celis (2009) pay a lot of attention to poten-
tial shortcomings of this legislation, such as the fact that much of its
impact will depend on the orders in pursuance of the new Act. However,
the Act in itself stretches the concept of gender mainstreaming beyond the
more limited initial interpretation to be found in the Belgian legislation,
prescribing a more proactive attitude on behalf of the federal government.
The focus on the transformation of existing gender relations and the
will to achieve more (gender) equality draws away from a more long-
term or comparative perspective. Even though the 2007 Belgian Gender
Mainstreaming Act might not be perfect, it fixed the political definition of
gender mainstreaming closer to the ideal often put forward than it was
the case before. The putting into practice of this new definition might not
go without discursive and other political struggles, but the landmark to
which feminist and other actors can refer was nonetheless raised to a
higher level. This is not a plea for adopting a less critical attitude, but an
appeal to be aware of the mental trap that risks overlooking the fact that
discursive processes can be enabling and productive as well, and not only
constraining.

In one way or another, the analysis of gender equality issues seems to
be prone to different feminist traps that frame problems in terms of pre-
existing normative feminist discourses. We have given three examples of
how these kinds of analyses can suffer from tunnel vision. As the analysis
of gender equality policies shows that gender equality frames are regu-
larly caught in existing, sometimes hegemonic, webs of meaning, and
feminist discourses also seem to be trapped within particular hegemonic
discourses, how then can we conceptualize feminist actors working
towards change? It would be highly unproductive and inaccurate to
regard hegemonic discourses as shaping everything and everyone, but it
is also evident that a simple agency concept would not do justice to the
powers of discourse. What solutions to this age-old dilemma of agency vs
structure can we offer?
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REFLEXIVITY AND DISCURSIVE POLITICS

Bacchi (2009: 27) calls for ‘reflexivity’ as a way to capitalize on small mar-
gins for change. This involves the need for a greater awareness about the
feminist academic discourses of which we are all a part. In particular,
reflexivity involves scrutinizing our own frames as feminist scholars in
order to become more aware of the implicit normative assumptions in the
assessment of discourses on gender equality. But how could feminist
researchers apply such reflexivity to discursive politics analysis in order
to become more aware about what biases shape their discourses, and thus
to temper the possibility of adopting taken-for-granted assumptions in
their analyses? We see three such possibilities. They have in common that
they involve exposing the analysis to a wider set of interpretations.

Bacchi (2005, 2009) suggests drawing upon a wide variety of diverse
women’s perspectives and experiences, in particular by prioritizing the
perspectives and embodied experiences of often underrepresented
groups. Although it falls within the first feminist trap that we mentioned
(the participation of non-hegemonic subjects as a quality criterion for gen-
der policies), this suggestion has the potential to reveal the predominance
of traditional gender relations and power mechanisms in policy practices,
particularly if it is reflexively applied so that it does not treat participation
as a dogma. The presence of a large array of social groups is not the only
quality criterion nor is it only required to feed public policies with respect
to gender equality. Drawing upon a wide variety of embodied women’s
perspectives and experiences should also help feminist scholars and
activists to be reflexive on their work and activities.

A second type of applied reflexivity is the approach that looks at the
reciprocal historical constitution of the different inequalities which is
adopted in Ferree’s discussion of how both gender equality and other
forms of inequality are mutually and discursively constructed as they
encounter each other. This type of reflexivity suggests a reflection on
how the pre-existing context in which inequalities interact creates a ‘web
of meanings’ that shapes the way in which inequalities are understood
and treated in a particular context (Ferree, 2009: 90). This in turn helps to
understand why in different contexts one finds a particular approach to
inequalities rather than another. Ferree (2009) shows how Germany and
the US institutional and discursive contexts offer actors different kinds of
opportunities for intersecting the web of meanings of inequality. The
class-centric meaning of inequality that has been historically developed
in Germany and the race-centric meaning of inequality of the US have
created distinctive ways of understanding gender. Her idea of interactive
intersectionality helps to reflect on how intersectionality is a dynamic
process in which the meanings that each inequality takes for particular
women and men, and the interaction between, for instance, race and gender,
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or sexual orientation and gender, contribute to shape the meaning of
each inequality. Applied to our discussion on reflexivity, this means not
only a general call for awareness of the historical legacies at stake, but
also exposing the analysis to reflection on pre-existing discursive con-
texts that create resonant webs of meaning. For this, comparative or con-
trasting analysis is most helpful. It also means moving away from
reasoning in the direction of expected results only to actual observable
results, with an explicit eye on the unexpected. For instance, the policy
impact of a particular equality law might turn out to be rather different
from what policy-makers and activists had intended, or analysts fore-
seen. Be the outcome better or worse than the intended one, this
encounter with an unexpected policy change that resulted from a variety
of interactions can open up the former horizon of the actors who partic-
ipated in the interaction and change their own presumptions.

Finally, a third type of reflexivity is stimulated by encountering differ-
ent epistemological perspectives that encourage awareness about feminist
taboos. The encounter between more constructivist perspectives (that are
biased against a positivist approach) and more positivist perspectives
(that are in turn biased against a constructivist approach) can, in spite of
the difficulties in understanding each other, be productive for reflecting
on the cultural assumptions of participants in the debate. For instance,
Walby’s work on the possibility to ground feminist knowledge in the
power of argument and reasoned debate so as to overcome the postmod-
ern block towards the production of feminist knowledge beyond specific
locations (Walby, 2000) allows for the identification of a number of femi-
nist taboos hidden in a given position. It can help discover positive
aspects in framing processes that at first glance only seem to embed neg-
ative consequences for gender equality. Walby’s work on the power of
argument beyond the politics of location includes a warning that the
focus on discursive processes and their (un)productive consequences
might easily be interpreted in a relativist way. The use of this discursive
approach might lead to the conclusion that, as there is no feminist knowl-
edge transcending particular locations, it is impossible to act on this
knowledge in order to promote gender equality policies. Walby instead
argues that it is possible to ground feminist knowledge on the power of
argument and reasoned debate. This could be one way of creating com-
mon ground for the development of gender equality policies.

However, power mechanisms are also at work in the conditions that
enable reasoned debate and argument. Argument and reasoned debate
are not neutral, since some structural conditions (resources, authority,
time and so on) may enable particular positions to acquire more power
than others (Young, 1996). Here, Bacchi’s suggestion about the need for
feminists’ ‘introspective reflection’ can help feminist researchers to stay
‘honest’ about their assumptions by reading analyses different from their
own particular perspective (Bacchi, 2009: 29). Her suggestion resonates
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with the concern of other scholars about the need for a greater awareness
of contextual embeddedness and of the existing differences in material
and other types of power (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1991). Introspective
reflection might then help understand how partial and unfinished a spe-
cific positioning is with respect to the fixing of a certain meaning of gen-
der equality. Similarly, research focusing on how power mechanisms are
at work in reasoned debate and argument can increase knowledge and
provide ideas for dealing with power differences. And still this research
does not delegitimize interventions in the debate and normative assess-
ments of gender equality processes.

The discussion about feminist taboos in the analysis of gender equality
policies and the importance of reflexivity can have different implications
for the understanding of discursive politics. An important consequence is
a reflection on the process of fixing the meaning of gender equality that
explores the possibilities of feminist knowledge production in the context
of the partiality of each attempt to fix a certain meaning of gender equal-
ity. This partiality needs to be understood as a set of ongoing processes of
contestation. Our tendency (and that of other feminist scholars, as we have
shown) to be so negative about processes that stretch, shrink, bend and fix
the meaning of gender equality could be rooted in the assumption that
these processes all, in one way or another, pervert the concept of gender
equality as we understand it. However, these processes do not necessarily
preclude outcomes that are positive for gender equality. We would there-
fore argue that fixing a specific meaning is in fact inevitable, and even nec-
essary to be able to assess the process and move forward both in theory
and practice. As Ferree (2009: 100) writes: ‘We make categories to under-
stand the world, and do so from the standpoints that we occupy, but the
point of our understanding this world of inequality and injustice is to
change it.’ We do not mean to argue that any definition of gender equality
is valid and that the value of any one over another cannot be assessed.
Indeed it can, but being aware of the fluid character of the concept of gen-
der equality and of the fact that sometimes a particular, seemingly nega-
tive, fixing of the meaning of gender equality could in fact open up
opportunities for gender equality in the future. Ferree (2009) reminds us
that the whisper of a butterfly’s wings in Hong Kong can set off a tornado
in New York. The way in which policy actors will use or reinterpret a fixed
meaning is rather unpredictable in the sense that it can have different
effects than the ones expected both from the actors involved in the mean-
ing’s elaboration and the actors who engage in challenging this meaning.

In this respect, fixing the meaning of gender equality could open dis-
cursive windows of opportunity. Fixing the issue of gender equality in
laws and other authoritative texts, as Ferree (2009: 89) suggests, can be
both constraining and enabling depending on the actors that interpret
and employ a certain fixed meaning and on the context in which a mean-
ing is put ‘on paper’. In her examples, gender equality in Germany means
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something different than in the US because of the distinctive history of
inequalities and the webs of alliances created around them, and the
emphasis that was placed on one inequality (race or class) rather than
another. The identification of constraints in the fixing of certain meanings
is a starting point for contesting such meanings. True (2009), for instance,
shows how the framing of EU trade policy has not only resulted in trade-
offs for gender equality but has also created opportunities for gender
advocates to contest its meaning and for the International Labour
Organization to make coalitions with the EU.

As Rönnblom (2009: 118) writes: ‘When thinking of politics as discur-
sively produced there is always an opening for change.’ In this respect,
fixing does not necessarily involve freezing the meanings of gender equal-
ity and other inequalities, as one might perhaps think. In the struggle for
gender equality, constitutional amendments, laws and policy plans are
often indeed seen as crowning achievements, whereas they are still only
one moment in time or one element in a much broader process. This per-
ception of what a constitutional amendment or law signifies might also
make feminist scholars reconsider the value or weight of processes of
stretching, bending, fixing and shrinking: do we see them as processes
leading to an end product or as unilateral processes? Looking at issues
over a long time span might show processes that stretch a bit, bend a bit,
fix a bit and shrink a bit, simultaneously or consecutively. What does all
this imply for our understanding of discursive politics?

CONCLUSIONS

The emphasis on reflexivity as a device to help feminist scholars develop
a greater awareness of their own feminist taboos has provided us with ele-
ments for what we could call a more critical understanding of discursive
politics. A critical understanding of discursive politics would be based on
attention to power and to reflexivity in its different forms and practices. It
would draw on a renewed awareness of the enabling and constraining
dimensions of discourses (discursive opportunity structures) and on the
awareness of power mechanisms operating at different levels for a variety
of actors.

One implication of our reflections on discursive politics analysis for
feminist production of knowledge and action is that it is necessary to fix
a certain meaning of gender equality, or of a specific gender inequality
problem at some point, by establishing a particular meaning of gender
equality in a law for instance, because this will trigger processes of inter-
pretation, implementation or contestation of this meaning. A second point
is that fixing a meaning does not necessarily involve freezing it, or limit-
ing any possibility of further change, as long as this meaning is under
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continuous observation and reflection. Reflexivity is needed so that femi-
nist taboos do not automatically affect interpretations, thus blocking out
certain attributions of meaning to gender equality, imposing certain dis-
courses, or negatively assessing particular policy practices. Reflexivity
also helps us to ‘keep honest’ – as Bacchi (2009: 29) says – about the imbal-
ance of power between different positionings, since actors’ differential
access to resources and power positions affects the role they play in frame
production. Reflexivity is also necessary in order to maintain our aware-
ness of the ongoing, dynamic process of the construction of the concept of
gender equality, which may transform what at some point and in some
contexts may appear to be a negative meaning into an opportunity. A
greater awareness of the enabling and constraining dimensions of dis-
courses could help feminist theorists to put their taboos in a broader per-
spective. The issue of gender equality is constantly moving, often with
unpredicted consequences, and the main underlying question pushing
the process forward is what gender equality is and what it should be.
After all, politics itself is a never-ending process and the struggle about
meaning remains at the centre of politics, as Schattschneider (1960)
already underlined half a century ago.

Discursive politics is a key concept for anyone interested in gender
transformation because of its inherent possibility to transform gendered
societies, norms, behaviours and identities. The terms of struggle are set
in discursive politics, and this is therefore a crucial dimension of power.
Policy actors engaging in conceptual disputes, i.e. discursive politics, do
so from various positions of material and institutional power. Powerful
positions increase the actors’ ability to stretch new demands into old paci-
fied ones, bend them towards a mainstream goal, or close down emerging
disputes in a way that (intentionally or not) resonates with the interests of
powerful actors. Powerful positions can reinforce the use of argument or
facilitate the use of discursive opportunities. A lack of such power posi-
tions means that the power of argument can still be used, if it can be pre-
sented as fitting the present hegemonic webs of meaning. Policy actors
working towards change, as feminists, are likely to have lower positions
of material and institutional power, and will thus depend more on dis-
cursive power in order to make progress towards change. Still, classical
power mechanisms in access and use of resources are also at work in the
conditions that enable or hinder ‘reasoned debate’ and ‘argument’ (Walby,
2000: 2). Hence, to keep the discussion on the concept of gender equality
flowing and continuing its travels across time and space, while improving
the awareness of the constraining and enabling dimensions of power,
actors who engage in the disputes on the concept of gender equality
would need to reflect on the experience of their own (feminist) taboos and
to especially think of reflexivity-enhancing devices for feminist theorists,
activists and policy-makers.
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NOTES

This article is a spin-off from a recently edited volume (Lombardo et al., 2009),
mainly Chapters 1 and 12. We especially wish to thank Carol Bacchi and Myra
Marx Ferree for helping us to clarify some of the concepts we employ in this arti-
cle. We are grateful to two anonymous referees for their comments on a previous
draft, and Emanuela Lombardo also thanks the Spanish Ministry of Education
and Science and the European Social Fund for funding her research through the
2006 Ramón y Cajal Programme.

1. In exceptional cases politicians first define the understanding of gender equal-
ity before translating it into policies, as did Hedy d’Ancona in the Netherlands
in the 1980s.

2. Others – like Ferree (2009: 90) – distinguish between the more static ‘master
frames’, which carry a single, fixed definition that highlights one element as
important and gives it a more central position, and the more dynamic and rela-
tional concept of ‘discourses’, which encompass the multiple interconnections
and reciprocal references that exist among ideas within particular webs of
meaning.

3. See the next section for a discussion of reflexivity.
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