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Editorial
1

Gender Studies is not only a means that allows us the examination of social norms

pertaining what it means to be a ‘woman’ or a ‘man’, it is also not merely a means to challenge
or contest those meanings. More than anything gender studies continues to be critical in the
pursue of social, economic, and political justice for all. A means to investigate the production,
reproduction and (more often than not) the resistance to norms that produce inequalities. Also,
it is of utmost importance to understand that the gender binary is a Western concept and that
historically speaking, gender has always been fluid and must maintain to be viewed so.
2

Gender studies has come increasingly under attack by opponents outside (and inside)

of academia for the better part of the last two decades. However, the ongoing criticism has
reached a new peak when in 2018 Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban deemed the field as
“an ideology, not a science”, signing a decree banning gender studies and the “madness”
surrounding it from Universities across the country (Verseck). The ‘logic’ and rhetoric used by
the government was and still is appalling, however, other critics quickly followed into what
has become widely known as the anti-gender movement, spearheaded by conservative
Christian groups, right-wing populist, nationalists and a collation of varying far right groups
across Europe, the US and Latin America as well as elsewhere (cf. Dahl and Kennedy-Macfoy).
3

The individual choice of gender must remain an expression of not only personal but

also social freedom and gender studies is one of the most important fields to continuously fight
for gender diversity, the freedom of choice and expression for all, as well as the constant pursue
of fairness and equality for minority groups. The ongoing fostering of new gender research as
well as the constant critical reflections on the role of women and other disadvantaged groups,
underlines the fields continuing relevance across all fields and in activism. The spike of hate
crimes towards sexual minorities, the rollback on transgender rights during the Trump
administration, the gender pay gap, the Black Lives Matter movements and many more issues
reflect that gender studies maintains central in academia as well as in everyday life.
4

This special issue is dedicated to highlight the relevance and importance of Gender and

Queer Studies with regard to recent and contemporary academic literature. We have only
included two articles in this issue, as we wanted to focus on reviewing relevant contemporary
academic work in Gender and Queer Studies. The first contribution is by Dirk Schulz,
managing director of GeStiK, the Gender Studies Centre at the University of Cologne. He
focuses on the relevance of Gender and Queer studies in academia, taking into account not only
the political and social scope of the field but also interrogating the ‘fear’ of the queer. The

1

second contribution is by graduate student Robyn Dudic who also co-edited this issue. Dudic
investigates non-binary characters in speculative fiction, not only addressing one of literatures
most beloved and popular areas but also emphasising evolving gender roles in fantasy
literature. Our reviews cover a wild field, ranging from mental health, over education and
media to economy and politics. We have included handbooks, articles as well as monographies
to underline the breadth and depth of research and expertise in this important field. With this
issue we aim to emphasize not only the necessity of research in the field of Gender and Queer
Studies, but we also want to draw on contemporary issues that reflect the importance of an
ongoing discourse on a global scale.
Works Cited
Dahl, Ulrika, and Madeleine Kennedy-Macfoy. “(Anti) Gender Studies and Populist
Movements in Europe.” European Journal of Women’s Studies, vol. 27, no. 3, Aug.
2020, pp. 282–284, doi:10.1177/1350506820929220.
Verseck, Keno. “Hungary's University Ban on Gender Studies Heats up Culture War: DW:
18.10.2018.” Hungary's University Ban on Gender Studies Heats up Culture War,
Deutsche Welle, 18 Oct. 2018, https://p.dw.com/p/36mF4
.
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Truth Be Told, Science Be Bold. The Growing Fear of ‘Queer’
By Dirk Schulz, University of Cologne, Germany
Abstract
The flak which Gender Studies receive from within academic institutions, in (social) media and
even through bans from state governments is usually staged as a crucial redeeming of science
as a ‘neutral’, ‘distant’ and ‘objective’ endeavour. As a term ‘gender’ meanwhile has become
synonymous with politics, activism and ideology regardless of the context or the shape in which
it is served. Queer interrogations of the heteronormative ordering of sex, gender and sexuality
in particular are rendered as scientifically untenable and socially disruptive fantasy texts. This
contribution investigates the modes and means of maintaining and (re-)gaining discursive
power regarding the delimitations of the contestable and underscores the necessity, value, and
force of queer knowledge productions.
1

Surely in the course of the current COVID-19 pandemic a large number of scientists in

Germany have gained public attention and have been allowed to give insights not only into their
own individual research and estimations of the current situation and its development but also
into the dynamic endeavor of science as such. Many people have reacted impatiently, even
aggressively, because many facts have been and continue to be debated, discarded and updated
in the context of the manifold findings, approaches and perspectives necessarily considered in
order to figure out the best way of countering the spread and impact of COVID-19. Obviously,
the analysis of the pandemic and of its impact cannot be limited to the lens of medical needs
and expertise. Rather the pandemic underscores the value and importance of a continued
dialogue between scientific, socio-cultural, political, economic, ecologic and ethical
perspectives. It also underscores the fundamental situatedness and entanglement of the sciences
within this scope, thus challenging a - particularly German? - idea of science as objective,
distant, neutral, definite and indisputable. That even the ‘natural sciences’ do not provide instant
and globally unanimous knowledge and immediate solutions, but rather are entangled in
contradictory discourses, still seems frightening to many people. In her article “Situated
Knowledges” (1988) Donna Haraway has already identified the attempt at or ideal of
‘objectivity’ within the natural sciences as their decisive flaw:
“Our” problem, is how to have simultaneously an account of radical historical
contingency for all knowledge claims and knowing subjects, a critical practice for
all knowledge claims and knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognizing our
own “semiotic technologies” for making meanings and a no-nonsense commitment
to faithful accounts of a “real” world, one that can be partially shared and that is
friendly to earth-wide projects of finite freedom, adequate material abundance,
modest meaning in suffering, and limited happiness. (Haraway 579)
In this light, can a much-needed reevaluation of the concept of science lead to a public
reappraisal of gender studies? Of an academic field that has been and continues to be the target
3

of media and public scorn for allegedly disguising minority politics as scientific endeavor
practiced by an elitist and radical political group subverting the notion of science, a re-education
program polluting academia? Will such a reappraisal foreground that conscientious science
does not pose as absolute, authorative, all-knowing and thus provide reassuringly comforting
closure, but rather continues to ask questions, challenging the seemingly known by generating
new approaches and evidence, and thus remains critical, unsettled, developing? Will the current
situation help us to see that science is always engaged, involved, dependent, self-questioning
and open to debate? The debates relating to the pandemic bring into focus that scientific
detachment from human interests and needs and socio-cultural positionings would even be
irresponsible and that “questions of gender, race, coloniality, [class] and indigeneity are not
optional variables or analytics that each field can choose whether to consider” (Subramaniam
422; my addition).
2

The concept of science as probing its object of study from a ‘safe distance’ becomes

particularly problematic with regard to gender studies, an academic field continuously
scrutinized and accompanied by media attention, public surveillance and suspicion therefore
blurring clear-cut boundaries of investigator/investigated. The flak which gender studies
receive from within the academic institutions ‘and’ from the public often seems to be grounded
in a prevailing - while also contested - demand for a ‘scientific approach’ that is supposedly
‘neutral’, ‘distant’ and ‘objective’. In the context of such an ‘ideal scenario’ the scientist is
pictured as being personally detached from the respective object of analysis, thus allegedly
enabling a ‘clear unprejudiced view’. An established notion of theoretical distance is upheld as
a guiding principle of and aim for proper and valid research. However, with regards to gender
studies another paradox relating to the upheld idea of ‘safe distance and scientific objectivity’
becomes evident, because it is precisely a considerable part of gender and queer theory which
is accused of being too abstract, too theoretical, too elitist, hardly comprehensible. The alleged
distance here is thus viewed as a fault concerning its object of analysis, suspected of attempting
to ‘appear scientific’ on the surface while ‘actually’ being deeply anchored in ideology.
‘Gender’, it seems, signals identity politics, activism, ideology regardless of the context or the
shape in which it is served. Either considered as too complex and abstract or as too selfinterested and delusional, gender studies seemingly have to be kept in check, separated from
‘serious’ knowledge production and transfer, and thus from ‘pure, disinterested science’.
3

But then again, have the public attacks on and governmental attempts to ban gender

studies – in Hungary, Poland, Romania and Brazil to name the most evident cases - actually
been triggered by the debate over what is ‘proper science’, or are they rather a result of attempts
4

to define and police what is ‘proper sex(uality)’? Is this generalizing critique of gender studies
as a politically driven - and thus ‘impure’ - academic field a stand-in for the panic caused by
the rather fundamental challenges posed by it? After all, many gender and queer theories
question a social order naturalized and essentialized in the service of national, white,
heteronormative and patriarchal interests. The amount of media and public attention and scorn,
and even of governmental reactions and bans can hardly be sufficiently explained with
reference to a sudden interest of the general public in defining the conceptualization and
methodologies of science. However, questions of gender, sex and sexualities always tend to
provoke interest, to appeal or appall, unsettle or appease, as they concern what we are
accustomed to and consider our most personal, most intimate selves, pertaining to our ‘inner
truths’, the fundamental core of our human existence. As a governing organizing principle
within Western, heteronormative societies ‘sex’ positions us profoundly in formations,
interrelations and interconnected practices. It is not surprising then that there is probably no
other academic field that – in recent years at least in Germany and Eastern European countries1
- has generated as much public attention, scrutiny and criticism, which is rather disproportionate
to the ‘actual’ marginal status of gender studies at universities and within the scope of academic
work in general.
4

Much of cultural and social studies are skeptical of the notion and possibility of

scientific objectivity and distance, but acknowledge science as inevitably situated knowledge
which can never be completely detached from but rather is always entangled with and informed
by sociocultural conditions and interests. This stance may hold true even more so for a large
part of gender and queer studies research. Originating in and from feminist interventions
starting in the 1970s, challenging the university as a ‘patriarchal’, Western Eurocentric and
heteronormative institution, gender studies have foregrounded the interconnectedness of social
movements and research, the intertwining of theory and praxis, of science and politics, of
knowledge and ideologies from the start as unavoidable - but by the same token - alterable
conditions of academia as an institution of knowledge production. The important connection of
1

It has become very difficult to keep track with an evident political nervousness relating to (anti-)queer-feminist
and (anti-)gender studies efforts in these countries. While writing this contribution, a new abortion law in Poland
was announced by the government (but delayed because of the mass protests) practically prohibiting abortion
(https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/27/world/europe/poland-abortion-ruling-protests.html), adoption became
prohibited in Hungary for “same sex couples” (https://www.dw.com/en/lgbt-rights-hungary-passes-law-banningsame-sex-adoption/a-55947139), the German right wing party AfD on Dec 17th once again brought up the issue of
gender
studies
as
“ideology
not
science”
as
an
agenda
item
in
parliament
(https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2020/kw51-de-gender-forschung-812898), and/but on Dec 16th,
the Romanian constitutional court rejected a suggested banning “the teaching of on gender”
(https://internationaledugenre.net/news-on-romania/victory-in-romania-the-constitutional-court-rejects-theamendment-banning-the-teaching-of-gender/?fbclid=IwAR3RUhj4hIj_ER6FCmPgkaenAhgcqvQqPuDye_xM1IEu7ToMRbLFYAY5Yk).

5

research and responsibility, or rather, of research ‘as’ responsibility remains a shared stance for
many, although there are obviously ongoing disputes within gender and queer studies
concerning conflicting notions of what may signify as valuable research and important work.
What might be at stake is a necessary redefinition of ‘science’ as such. Surely science needs to
be distinguished from ‘opinion, gut-feeling, post-truth, fake news, conspiracy theory etc.’,
particularly in the context of the current pandemic. But the separation of (natural) sciences and
humanities for example continues to suggest that there are scientific areas more neutral and
purer, while others entangled, engaged, and political. Gender and queer studies scholars agree
to a notion of the inseparability of scientific research and social practice and of socio-political
and economic interests and an ethics based precisely on this interconnectedness. Thus, rather
than thinking of scientific approaches as oriented ‘towards’ social practices, gender studies
continue to show the importance of thinking in terms of ‘situated knowledges’ and rather uphold
and maintain a notion of science ‘as’ social practice and engagement.
5

This inseparability can be underscored with reference to the recent juridical, medical,

and conceptual ‘adjustments’ and acknowledgements in terms of ‘same sex marriage’, trans*and inter* rights and visibilities, but also with regard to the evident backlash they face.2 The
subject of marriage equality had been a long-time concern in ‘gay and lesbian activism’ since
the 1980s and has since led to many countries granting same sex couples at least more rights
and privileges entailed with marriage, ‘registered partnership’ or ‘pax’. The extension of
lesbian, gay and bisexual concerns to a required acknowledgement and just treatment of trans*, inter*-, non-binary and genderqueer-lives is probably the latest most evident interlocking of
scientific discourses and social practices. Denaturalising gender dichotomy is both an academic
as well as a socio-cultural undertaking. Many applaud the extended inclusiveness that new laws
and identity expansions can bring about for those that for a long time have been demanding
rights that for others seemed self-evident and ‘natural’. The focus of both social activism and
gender and queer theories on ‘sex’ and ‘sexuality’ as discursively naturalized and essentialised
constructions serving white heterosexual and patriarchal privileges and the critique of
androcentric heteronormativity as its naturalized and regulating force are, however, also met
with vigorous denunciations. They are widely and forcefully articulated in social networks and
the media in the shape of ridiculing, shaming and, most alarmingly, threats of rape and murder
in predominantly anonymous writings. Scholars are accused of contributing to the ‘perversion’
and ‘degeneration’ of the ‘objectivity and purity’ of the sciences, and thus ultimately of the
2

It is obviously impossible here to do justice to the respective national/regional alterations in terms of status and
rights as responses to queer interventions. You can find a report on “Social Acceptance of LGBT People in 174
Countries, 1981 to 2017” here: https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/global-acceptance-index-lgbt/
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‘natural order’ as the foundation of human sociality and irrevocable essence of our individual
existence as such. It seems that within a society that takes heteronormativity not only for granted
but views it as its essential foundation, gender and queer studies which lay bare its
constructedness and contest the dichotomies and binaries on which it rests must appear as
threatening to that order and ultimately as a debasing endeavor.
6

Gender and queer studies have supported and participated in a decisive conceptual shift

regarding questions of gender equality and gender multiplicity. The redefinition of ‘marriage’
by including same sex couples, the German law’s implementation of “the third option” as a
possible entry in one’s personal documents (Antidiskriminierungsstelle des Bundes), or the
World Health Organisation’s removal of trans* from the classification of mental disorders in
20193 concern theoretical, discursive, performative and social rearrangements (“Transgender
no longer recognised as 'disorder' by WHO”). From theoretical and activist points of view all
these changes may be regarded as success stories since they testify to a growing recognition of
until recent times predominantly ignored social ‘outcasts’. They also testify to the importance
and strength of interdisciplinary and inclusive dialogues beyond academic institutions. Bringing
allegedly minority concerns to mainstream attention has the potential of opening up restricted
views on gendered and sexual lives in general. It may assist in bringing to the fore how all of
us are involved in and affected by the making and breaking of gender stereotypes, hierarchies,
and limitations.
7

In 2018, on June 3rd, in a ceremony marking the persecution of ‘gays’ by the Hitler

regime, German president Walter Steinmeier acknowledged that the marginalizing,
pathologizing and criminalizing treatment of same sex desire continued long after the war and
in both parts of a then-divided country. In Western Germany male homosexual acts were only
decriminalized in 1969 after over 50.000 men had been sentenced to prison and more than
100.000 investigated under the paragraph §175. In both parts of the country male homosexual
acts until 1968 were regarded and treated as ‘fornication’ and in Eastern Germany tolerated
only among adults over 21 years of age. Moreover, homosexuality was removed from the
worldwide list of diseases only in 1991, and its long history of criminalization and
pathologization continues to haunt same sex desire in this country. In his speech Walter
Steinmeier asked for forgiveness for the caused suffering and injustice, and for the missing
apology, memorial or reparations by the governments that followed. He reassured “all gays,
lesbians and bisexuals, all queers, trans- and intersexuals" that they are protected in today's
Germany (qtd. in Roßmann). It is noteworthy that the main question here appears to be the need
3

Unfortunately, intersex* still remains on the list of so-called ‘dysfunctions’.
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of ‘protection’ and not ‘equality’ along with a general fight against ‘anti-lgbtia*’- violence.
According to the speech the group in need of and seeking ‘protection’ is not only ‘homosexuals’
but apparently also other ‘identities’ challenging heteronormative conceptions of gender and
sexuality.
8

Of course, Steinmeier’s speech and apology can be viewed as an achievement of

continued activism, of a political, juridical, and scientific reconceptualization of queer lives and
a progressive step towards acknowledging these lives as equal. However, Steinmeier’s words
also articulate a very heteronormative and ‘paternalistic’ gesture that clearly separate the needy
from the strong, the minority from the norm, the natural from the deviant and so on. Making
allowances to LGBTI concerns ‘as’ LGBTI concerns in this manner may rather work towards
solidifying heteronormative orderings and power structures than towards understanding gender
and sexual diversity to be a general concern. Accordingly, as activists and scholars alike, our
responsibility in theory and practice is to make sure that those developments feed into the
debates on gender and sexual equalities, opening up new possibilities, rather than closing them
down by marking them as ‘minority’ concerns. After all, does not ‘the majority’ – as a
discursively invoked and naturalised rather than clearly identifiable and stable group – also
benefit from more possibilities regarding gender conceptions, performances, and arrangements?
9

As an apparently given and customary concept of identity heterosexuality discursively

is the sexuality that needs not speak its name. In a social rather than individual setting,
performing or passing as heterosexual and ‘cis’ as the ‘norm’ even coats sexuality, at least the
threatening and confusing potentials of gender and sexual fluidity. By accepting heterosexuality
and ‘cis’ to be ‘the norm’ both the social activist and the theoretical focus of the debate usually
turn to those ‘identities' that – conceived of and accepted ‘as’ deviancies - are subsumed under
the ever-expanding LGBTIQA*– Banner. This ‘rainbow banner’ tellingly comprises both
gendered and sexual deviations from the established norm and therewith fulfills a twofold
purpose in the service of heteronormativity. Their naming and alignment make those assembled
by it seemingly definable and classifiable, suggesting an acknowledgement of and a space
granted for ‘those others’, identified as or identifying with LGBTIQA*. By the same token the
grouping of LGBTIQA* is a continuous adding and outing of ‘other others’ leaving
heteronormativity fundamentally unchallenged and solid. The rainbow flag collects and
connects those ‘identities’ whose potential to put heteronormativity in question needs to be kept
under control and in check by their naming, categorical ordering and a continued performative
disentanglement of the norm from the queer. As a label of social identity, heteronormativity by
contrast tends to deflect sexuality as
8

an object of great suspicion; the general and disquieting meaning that pervades our
conduct and our existence, in spite of ourselves; the point of weakness where evil
portents reach through to us; the fragment of darkness that we each carry within us: a
general signification, a universal secret, an omnipresent cause, a fear that never ends.
(Foucault 69)
Heteronormativity thus functions to pacify and sanctify “the evil portents” and the “fragment
of darkness” of sexuality (69). LGBTIQ concerns on the contrary seem to raise the question of
sexuality explicitly either because they differ in terms of a commonly presumed gender
constellation regarding their sexuality or because their gender identity is challenging biologist
assumptions of the ‘two sex model’. This is the reason why an alleged sexualisation and
confusion of ‘innocent children’ is thought to be brought about by those thematisations of
LGBTIQ* concerns that meanwhile have entered the curricula at some schools in Germany,
and which testify to the success and thus perceived threat of gender and queer studies
interventions.410

Although there surely are many possible arrangements of desire and sexual practices

that signify as heterosexual, the ‘boy meets girl’ formula seemingly needs no explanation, no
theory, no justification. Heterosexuality signifying as the governing norm of sex is not in need
of and responsible for generating and securing its always already given social acceptance. In
fact, heterosexuality’s artificial classification, the discursive straightening of its complexity and
diversity is a comforting shield from scientific scrutiny, examination and (queer) theory. Gender
dichotomy and heterosexuality perform as both the ‘normal’ destinations as well as the narrative
closures of identity. Heterosexuality, by means of a continued invocation of its natural
grounding, as a ‘biological fact’, as a given, standard and stable identity, overwrites the means
of its critical interrogation, transferring scientific and critical research to the ‘queer’, the
deviant, the ‘questionable and pathologisable’ bodies. Hegemonic heteronormativity is built
upon a paradoxical but necessary enterprise of on the one hand discursively upholding
seemingly ‘naturally’ and ‘biologically given’ ‘essential’ differences between the two sexes
while continuously needing to articulate, perform and defend them as natural. Heterosexuality
needs to disguise its own discursive mode of production to maintain its status as solid, natural,
and thus incontestable norm. The recent attacks on gender studies scholars and on gender and
queer studies as a field of study and interrogation, thus can be seen as a result of the fear of
having to concede the constructedness of all labels of ‘identity’.
11

The soothing thought of normality as a stabilizing force has been brought into serious

crisis, not least by theories put forward in academic contexts. Of course, the evident current
4

Interestingly the easy and unmediated access to internet porn appears to cause lesser fear.
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‘identity crisis’ can not only be discerned with regards to gendered and sexual ‘identities,’ but
also concerns national and socio-cultural belongings. The widely governing ‘us-versus-them’
politics also become essentialised and naturalized by an angst-inducing, oppositional,
stereotypical, and repetitive ‘othering’. However, it is the discursive grounding of gender and
sexuality in biology rather than in historically and culturally shaped identities that leads to selfcontradictory defense mechanisms instead of conceding the inseparable intersections of
biological and social realities and the continuous need to negotiate regulations on sexual
activity. In the wake of the #MeToo movement for example, ‘masculinity’ has become a major
point of reference and men the targeted group, are either conceived as ‘toxic’ or ‘endangered’.
Whereas many men lament the ambiguous demands and expectations concerning their
performances ‘as’ men to be one outcome or at least a major factor of the debate, many women
likewise shift the debate from established gendered and sexualized power arrangements
sheltering and reproducing a continued abuse of power to an alleged policing and limiting of
sexual liberties.
12

In this view, the #MeToo debate foremost has instigated the emergence of new social

laws of conduct that forcefully sanction “natural” laws of attraction and desire, supposedly
instilling paranoia rather than reflection. This line of argument and lament views the current
climate as an increased and exaggerated surveillance based on mistrust rather than as an
alarming report of sexual abuse and sexual harassment silenced before by institutionalized
power structures that not only made these practices possible but also normalized. Apparently,
it seems difficult to communicate that problematizing ‘toxic masculinity’ needs to be
understood as a social rather than sexual critique. And it seems that by defending masculinity
and femininity ‘as’ natural ‘and’ essential (despite being challenged continuously as coherent
identities) the emphasis in this debate has been put on the alleged loss of ‘true’ man- and
womanhood. Rather than acknowledging the construct that ‘is’ gender, gender identity
incessantly becomes invoked as an essential and determinable measure of our belonging. What
does it render so difficult to let go of the ‘toxic’ in ‘masculinity’ – as a violent overstepping of
personal boundaries - and rather to embrace the liberties that may come with letting go of
essentialised and binarised categories of gender and sexuality? In defining people as a natural
rather than social group the question of responsibility for such overstepping is transferred from
the individual to an identity category: masculinity. It therewith excuses, or at least explains,
irresponsible and abusive behavior as a matter of basic ‘male’ instincts running free.
Overstepping lines therewith is ‘in men’s predatory nature’, it may even be viewed as ‘part and

10

parcel’ of male sexuality rather than a question of individual sensitivity, empathy, and social
responsibility.
13

It appears that the increase of discursive violence against gender studies and the evident

rise of new ‘conservative’ social movements and public demonstrations are telling of a general
social climate of growing panic in Western countries. The growing opposition against voices
‘disturbing’ the established order and ‘challenging’ clear-cut boundaries, engendering
uncertainties, complexity and open-endedness seems inevitable. In such a context an academic
discipline insisting on ambiguity (and unknowingness) as a sine qua no inevitably must appear
suspicious and socially dangerous. To maintain heteronormativity as the ‘natural order’ and
central pivot of social arrangements, gender and queer studies need thus to be relegated to the
realms of the ‘unscientific’, the ‘ungrounded’, the ‘un-real’. They must be perceived as
violation of the governing notions of science and knowledge production aiming to ‘find’ and
convey lasting truths, definitions and categories, rather than to challenge them:
What might it mean to learn to live in the anxiety of that challenge, to feel the surety
of one’s epistemological and ontological anchor go, but to be willing, in the name
of the human, to allow the human to become something other than what it is
traditionally assumed to be? This means that we must learn to live and to embrace
the destruction and rearticulation of the human in the name of a more capacious
and, finally, less violent world, not knowing in advance what precise form our
humanness does and will take. It means we must be open to its permutations, in the
name of nonviolence. (Butler 35)
In a climate of growing uncertainties dramatized as an existential threat in populist rhetoric,
belonging to or ‘owning’ a ‘stable identity’ may be regarded as a rare privilege. Feeling the
security of one’s episteme go is no lightweight matter, particularly when it was built upon the
idea of surety. In this context ‘losing knowledge’ must be regarded as alarming and “to live and
to embrace the destruction and rearticulation of the human” may even be regarded as an
outrageous and irresponsible stance (35). Precisely because academia is often viewed as a
detached and privileged space looking top down on society, scientific findings – according to
such a line of thought - should provide society with truths to hold on to rather than to
continuously challenge (its own) knowledge production and expose the so-called facts as truth
ef-facts.
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At a time of ‘fake news’, ‘hoaxes’, ‘conspiracy theories’ and ‘alternative facts questions

about the reliability of truth and objectivity have inevitably entered both the public sphere and
the media spotlight, highlighting that the contingent line of fact and fiction, of truth and lie may
be drawn to very different outcomes and serve very different purposes:

11

the question of who and what is considered real and true is apparently a question of
knowledge. But it is also […] a question of power. Having or bearing “truth” and
“reality” is an enormously powerful prerogative within the social world, one way
in which power dissimulates as ontology. (Butler 215)
When gender and sexual ‘identities’ are predominantly conceived as lived truths and realities,
and when heteronormativity is discursively performed as a natural rather than as a social law,
the growing impatience with a felt covering or silencing of the ‘real problems’ of the many
rather than the few is unsurprising. Queer concerns are increasingly being viewed as identity
politics leading to a coerced political correctness, currently debated under the very misleading
catchphrase ‘cancel culture’. Conceived as interests of minority and deviant groups, queer
interventions supposedly bring to disproportional attention concerns of ‘marginalized’ groups.
Who, after all, according to this line of thought ‘really and seriously’ cares about unisex-toilets,
the use of the gender gap, -asterisk, or -colon in language, the medical policies, practices, and
laws regarding inter* and trans* people, or the right pronouns for non-binary persons? Are there
not more important, more pertinent, more pressing questions that need to be addressed and dealt
with, questions concerning the well-being of the majority? But then, how is it that
heteronormativity remains the norm against which all gender and sexual identities are
measured? Whose interests are served by heteronormativity’s naturalization and how can and
why is gender dichotomy upheld as an essential means of stabilizing orientation when it may
rather be regarded as a performative force of continued misguidance?
15

Gender and queer studies in current public discourse are often referred to in terms of

‘Genderism’, ‘Gender Gaga’ or ‘Gender Ideology’: such demonizing or ridiculing
misconceptions – rather indicating panic, ignorance, or both - are dismissing, even twisting the
critical interrogation of established discourses, denouncing the critique of a naturalized gender
dichotomy as gender ideology. Through such rhetorical twisting, the guardians of
heteronormative discourse attempt to stage queer-feminist interventions as ‘minority politics’,
‘re-education programs’ and ‘sectarianism’ suggesting that gender is an invention of gender
studies and that queer-feminist activism signifies an abstruse ideology of deviant minorities or
of ‘women’ who simply cannot cope with a biologically determined male (sexual) dominance.
Heteronormativity continues to assert - and at present even louder - the place of the natural, the
true, the original, the majority. It also signifies a primal means of social order by posing as a
resort of natural and incontestable belonging even in times of social turmoil and change. The
‘deviant’ persons and discourses imposing their minority concerns on the majority must
therefore finally be brought to a halt: enough with the ‘left do-gooders’, ‘political correctness’,
‘cancel culture’, with the social, legal, and cultural concessions granted to ‘minorities’.
12
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According to this mindset women have had equal rights ‘for a long time and on all

levels’, homosexuals are now ‘even allowed’ to marry, and a ‘third’ option is now ‘even
available’. Isn’t that enough? The current antifeminist and anti-queer formations are concerned
with securing their naturalized power and privileges that are based on identity categorizations
and on their hegemonic power. After all, the governing voices in most mainstream discourses
and the media remain patriarchal and heteronormative and maintain interpretative sovereignty
and dissemination regarding the gender question. As Michel Foucault repeatedly points out in
his writings, discourse is always “that which one struggles for and with which one struggles; it
is the power that one seeks to seize” in order to “gain control over opinions, in order to
determine through ‘procedures of exclusion’ what lies within and what lies outside the truth”
(Foucault 12, 29). Regarding the gender question, the struggles for the dominance over opinions
are shaped by rhetorical juxtapositions of objectivity versus emotion, nature versus culture,
facts versus ideology, majority versus minority, necessity versus waste of time in a fear to queer
the guardians’ of heteronormativity aim to (re)establish the gender (and sexual) binary as the
underlying, natural principle of order which is rendered indispensable for every-body’s own
gendered self-image as well as human sociality as such.
17

Unfortunately, the fundamental irony on which much of the public debate is founded –

whereby ‘gender(ism)’ is staged as an invention ‘by’ and not the subject ‘of’ gender studies has been given far too little critical attention. At times gender studies scholars themselves have
contributed to this common conflation and miscomprehension within public discourse, when
for example they refer to ‘gender centres’ (and not ‘centres of gender studies’), when they claim
to ‘do/teach gender’ (and not ‘do/teach gender studies’ or ‘investigate gender’) or demand
language to be ‘gendered’ now (while it always was, at least in German speaking countries).
The reference to gender in current public discourse can therefore signify a critical and complex
concept, a derogatory and hostile ascription or a counterintuitively embraced self-labelling of
some scholars. At a time when people’s trust in the truth on a socio-political level is strained or
even shaken, the desire for seemingly irrefutable facts, for unquestionable stability and
rootedness of our existence gains momentum. Where else could we find orientation, security, a
deep and lasting meaning of our existence? To contest the naturalness and stability of this truth,
to challenge the comfort zone of heteronormativity in this context obviously produces
existential panic.
18

In the public mindset, ‘gender’ signifies predominantly as a term referring to radical

branches of ‘feminist and lgbtia* politics with gender studies as their academic ally. Along
these lines the idea of all gender and sexual identities as context-dependent, temporary, and
13

fluid is repelled and the discourses pointing out their constructedness are devalued as untruths,
as ideology, as loss of ‘reality’. The constant reference to two genders, the abiding recourse to
two sexes as our assumed biological foundation of personal identity, and the insistence on the
necessity of a relationship between two sexes for reproduction has successfully led to their
seemingly undeniable status. As supposedly the most essential part of our selfhood, gender
identity has come to constitute an order that for many seems to promise hitherto unambiguous
orientations, attributions, and affiliations. To challenge this order means to violate a customary
law, an ‘essential’ truth during a time and in a world that is being increasingly unsettled and
fragmented by media proliferation, increased digitalization, and globalization. Thus this order
must be repeated and maintained through discursive exclusions, through social taboos, through
legal sanctions and, if necessary, even with physical violence:
Such violence arises from a deep-rooted desire to maintain the binary gender order
as natural or necessary, to make it a structure that no human being can resist and
remain human, be it natural or cultural or both. If a person contradicts the norms of
the binary classification of the sexes by not only taking a critical stand on it, but by
embodying the norms in a critical way, and if this stylized contradiction is readable,
then violence obviously arises precisely as a desire to destroy this readability, to
question its possibility, to make it unreal. (Butler 35)
The ongoing, polarized ‘battle of the sexes’, the obvious need to confine groups of people to
‘their’ places, is a clear indication of a deep tension ‘and’ alienation generated and perpetuated
by binary conceptualized affiliation causing everybody to be confronted with the permanent
failure and subsequent frustration to meet the ideals of and demands for ‘femininity and
‘masculinity’. What is debated mostly as the ‘norm’ of gender and sexuality, as ‘true’ femininity
and masculinity, rather stands in for a fetishized performative ideal of clear-cut gender and
sexual binaries. However, the fragility and insubstantiality of two gender identities must not be
laid bare since it has become such a fundamental means of patriarchal power in Western
societies as well as an essential anchor of belonging. In order to keep up this heteronormative
ideal the struggle for equal rights and equality through queer-feminist activism needs to be
defamed by populist media as forced ‘egalitarianism’, as a supposedly absurd, wilful and selfserving denial of the ‘opposites attract’ principle.
19

Many commentaries on the #MeToo debate are pervaded by the assumption of an

increasingly pleasure-free, hysterical climate in which ‘men’, or rather ‘male sexuality’ have
become the foremost target, while victims and women are merely overreacting. This discursive
reversal of perpetrators and victims has since been backed up by many women, probably most
notoriously in an open letter in the prestigious newspaper Le Monde on January 10th in 2018, in
which 100 prominent French women artists and intellectuals condemned the movement:
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Today we are educated enough to understand that sexual impulses are, by nature,
offensive and primitive - but we are also able to tell the difference between an
awkward attempt to pick someone up and what constitutes a sexual assault. [. . . ]
As women, we don't recognize ourselves in this feminism that, beyond the
denunciation of abuses of power, takes the face of a hatred of men and sexuality.
We believe that the freedom to say “no” to a sexual proposition cannot exist without
the freedom to bother. And we consider that one must know how to respond to this
freedom to bother in ways other than by closing ourselves off in the role of the prey.
(Chiche et al.)

The #MeToo campaign is accused here because of its seeming denial of the basic principle of
desire. The essentialist heteronormative attributions in this letter are more than obvious: “As
women” the signatories do not align with a feminism that “takes the face of a hatred of men and
sexuality” (Chiche et al.). Despite the fact that men also reported cases of sexual abuse within
the #MeToo campaign and that its foremost aim was to lay bare the normalised and trivialised
sexual infringements and exploitations taking place in different institutions, the letter suggests
an exaggerated animosity against men and a supposed restrictive ‘law of desire’. The letter
posits a grey area “between an awkward attempt to pick someone up and what constitutes a
sexual assault”, insinuating that the campaign did not recognise gradual and contextual
differences (Chiche et al.).
20

If differences, tensions and oppositional essentialized readings are the underlying

prerequisites of heterosexual desire structures and practices, then the critical questioning of
dichotomous gender conceptions and the efforts to deconstruct them inevitably disturb,
threaten, and distort these ‘realities’. Within the framework of such an essentializing
heteronormative logic, the infringements brought up in the #MeToo debate are first and
foremost expressions of a biological-hormonal program rather than a social malaise of
institutionalized power relations. Or, as the letter states, they originate from “sexual impulses
[that] are, by nature, offensive and primitive” (Chiche et al.). As such they signal an
overstepping of a civilised ‘boy-meets-girl’-principle perhaps, but nevertheless remain
hormonal and evolutionary expressions and thus are biologically explainable and forgivable.
The increase in rhetorical, political, and physical violence against interventions and people who
denaturalise gender dichotomies and rather point out their effects on social hierarchies thus
grows out of a double destabilisation: of that which had been considered to be an essential part
of selfhood on the one hand and a means of unambiguous categorical distinctions to delimit and
subordinate groups of people on the other.
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The attempts at shielding patriarchal heteronormativity from feminist and queer

interventions are not limited to public or media debates and protests. Queer interrogations in
the current political climate within Western, and particularly European, countries increasingly
15

become delegitimized by state governments, as was made particularly clear in Hungary 2018
by an official ban on gender studies at universities. What knowledge is and who (re)produces
knowledge there has now officially been declared to be a state-ly matter, which signifies a
serious violation of the freedom of science. It is no coincidence that such a stately intervention
is directed at a field of science, which critically investigates existing gender concepts and their
interconnectedness with existing and naturalised power relations. According to the
heteronormative ordering of gender, a clear distinction between men and women is not only
expected but demanded and must therefore be continuously staged, performatively and
discursively. It is a matter of maintaining a narrative conveyed as natural law, positioning ‘men’
and ‘women’ in the service of mainly patriarchal interests and reproductive sexuality, according
to which heterosexuality appears as both nature and norm that creates human life and secures
social reproduction. Read as a social expectation ‘and’ biological law, heterosexuality must
exorcise all deviations marking them as deviant ‘special’ cases and categories.
Heteronormativity has turned
sex into discourse […] governed by the endeavour to expel from reality the forms
of sexuality that were not amenable to the strict economy of reproduction: to say no
to unproductive activities, to banish casual pleasures, to reduce or exclude practices
whose object was not procreation. (Foucault 36)
Those who do not conform to heterosexuality’s teleological narrative of sexuality – comforting
in its seemingly biological grounding - can therefore not simply be accepted or included as
extensions of possibilities or even general potentialities, but need to be categorically devalued,
derided or pathologized in all possible apparatuses of power distribution.
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Gender and sexual ambiguities need to be either continuously covered or conversely

clearly marked as subordinate by a political, medical, and socio-cultural apparatus backing up
“a sexuality ascribed as essential [ . . . ] the heterosexual logic of identity – propped up as it is
by the notion of a disavowed and projected sexual difference.” (Edelmann 23) It is no
coincidence therefore that for example the ‘third option’ in Germany has now become an option
for persons that are ‘medically certified’ as persons not belonging to one of the two normalised
categories. What is avoided therewith is the possibility for ‘everyone’ to unfollow the governing
restrictive logic of gender dichotomy, and to opt for non-binary self-identifications that would
denaturalise the two-sex model in general. It becomes obvious that to secure the privileged
status of heteronormativity in scientific, political, juridical, medical and media discourses,
challenging the gender binary must remain ascribable to the alleged categorical gender and
sexual deviations of so-called minorities. The denaturalisation of a discursively produced and
coercively performed ‘natural’ and ‘given’ gender binary by scientific and activist interventions
16

highlights its historical, androcentric, and heteronormative order and thus point to its fragility
and contestability as well as the involvement of ‘everybody’ in its possible (de-)stabilisation.
In this context the increasing socio-political panic, nervousness and aggression gives evidence
to the felt need for new measures to clearly demarcate the territory and to relegate ‘queerness’
and deconstruction to the margins.
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Along these lines heteronormativity as the biologist foundation of social order,

patriarchal self-images, and national identities has recently manifested itself in an aggressive
campaign against the impact of queer theory and activism in Poland. Launched in early 2019
the campaign for “LGBT-free zones” by the right-wing conservative weekly Gazeta Polska
called for “renouncing the promotion of tolerance for LGBTI persons". In March 2019, the first
municipalities began to declare themselves to be “LGBT-free” zones. Jaroslaw Kaczyński,
leader of the right-wing conservative governing party Law and Justice (PiS), warned of an
"LGBT ideology" posing a "threat" to the traditional Polish family (Ciobanu). A legislative
initiative against sex education in schools had been brought before the EU Parliament in
November 2019 by the Polish Parliament. Members of the European Parliament criticized this
as ‘further stigmatization’ of homo- and transsexual people in Poland where ‘gay pride’ parades
and individuals had already been violently attacked several times (cf. “Parliament Strongly
Condemns ‘LGBTI-Free Zones’ in Poland”). Of course, the self-proclaimed LGBT-free zones
perform ‘merely’ a symbolic act of heteronormativist separation; but backed up by the current
political climate of the country they perform a dangerous legislation of fear-spreading,
discrimination, and violence. They signify an effective act of ostracism and exclusion of groups
of people who are no longer understood ‘simply’ as deviant and as a minority, but as subversive
forces that could pervert social and national order. Such state-supported or even sponsored
practices foreground the extent of the underlying panic informing such counter-mobilizations.
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From a queer theorist’s and activist’s viewpoint the attacks on gender studies as

‘dangerous ideology’, ‘minority politics’ or ‘re-education programs’ must therefore be
understood as efforts to limit the gradual ‘dethroning’ of white, straight male privilege that has
already been brought about by feminist, people of color, and queer interventions. The anti-queer
or anti- gender studies mobilizations are ‘not’ about peripheral genders and sexualities, but
about heteronormativity as the safeguard of the ‘nuclear family’, and of the social and national
order associated with it. As Judith Butler notes:
I think to the degree that gender is understood as an attack on the heteronormative
and patriarchal family form it is also understood to attack national identity. Gender
is figured as this thing that comes from somewhere else. It’s an import, a dangerous,
urban import from the west. It will undermine their society, national identity, ways
of ordering society. I think as economic instability grows, the attack on migrants
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escalates with the attack on gender and both become ways to reconsolidate the
family in its traditional form and society in its alleged ethnic purity. (Butler et al.)
To reconsolidate the family in its traditional form also appears to be a major concern of the
Catholic Church which also speaks of a dangerous gender ideology that must be stopped. Of
course, the interest of the Catholic Church in the ‘traditional family’ and its demonizing of
gender studies is not the same as governmental bans or public media attacks. However, all seem
to arise from the fear of losing the socio-historic foundation, legitimation, and solidification of
an institutionalized power distribution supposedly based on nature:
The Vatican office that lays down the official line for Roman Catholic educational
institutions released a new document [ . . . ] that dismisses the scientifically accepted
idea that gender identity is fluid as “nothing more than a confused concept of
freedom in the realm of feelings and wants.” Calling the current thinking an attempt
to “annihilate the concept of ‘nature,’” the Congregation for Catholic Education
insisted that biology decides what is “constitutive of human identity” and called for
the reaffirming of “the metaphysical roots of sexual difference.” “Efforts to go
beyond the constitutive male-female sexual difference, such as the ideas of
‘intersex’ or ‘transgender,’ lead to a masculinity or femininity that is ambiguous,”
says the document. That, in turn, has resulted in cultural “disorientation” and the
destabilization of the family as an institution. “This oscillation between male and
female becomes, at the end of the day, only a ‘provocative’ display against so-called
‘traditional frameworks,’” it says. (Aviles et al.)
Heads of state ‘and’ church apparently fear a loss of – their patriarchal – power, resorting to
natural and/or divine laws which cannot or should not be questioned, and which should be
supported and solidified by science as established ‘truths’. The paradox that heteronormativity
is built upon becomes ever more apparent, because if heterosexuality and gender dichotomy
were ‘natural’ and ‘normal’ – as the document by the Vatican office upholds - and if any other
sexual or gender configuration were a question of minor(ity) interest, why then is there a
seeming necessity for such panic, for regulating laws, bans, and public defamations? This seems
to indicate an underlying awareness but unwillingness to accept the permeability and
contingency of all gender and sexual attributions, to acknowledge a general ambiguity and
uncertainty that needs to be kept in check. The discipline of gender studies is thus seen as
political ‘primarily’ because it does not adhere to and back up current politics.
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The privileged thus strike back. According to the self-serving logic and interest of those

in power, scientific research and teaching should confirm, and solidify social order. If
heteronormativity is to be recognized and maintained as a timeless natural - or ‘divine’ - order
and cannot be questioned as a temporary social one, queer activism, investigations and
interventions must be marked as scientifically untenable, as socially disruptive, and as ethically
irresponsible. To maintain notions of order and identity the admittance of individual
18

ambiguities and vulnerabilities as the basis and possibility of social understanding beyond
categorical attributions must be overwritten, outperformed or even directly violently obstructed.
The increase in media bashings, aggressive language, and the ostentatious drawing of
boundaries in relation to feminist and queer interventions have to be countered by an increase
in efforts to work towards a general admittance of growing and encompassing uncertainties in
a world experienced as increasingly complex, not as threat but as potential.
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The overall denial of uncertainty has led to a devaluation and distortion of the

contributions of gender studies to non-violent social interaction, to an increasing inclusiveness
and equality, and to a broader concept of lived realities. In a blatant inversion of power
structures queer interventions against violent and exclusionary language as well as against
stereotyping, and derogatory forms of representation are now publicly mediated as obstructions
of free speech and artistic license, as the most current catchphrase of ‘cancel culture’ suggests.
Gender Studies are at least partly held responsible for a current climate of increased irritability,
aggravated identity politics, coerced language policies and socio-cultural debasement. But is
theory’s responsibility to safeguard what is ‘assumed’ or ‘hoped’ to be indisputably ‘natural
and normal’? Is it not the most important task of science to foster critical thinking, to support
investigations into the validity and partiality of received knowledge, and to challenge precisely
the truth-effects of such naturalized and hegemonic concepts and their ordering and regulating
effects on social life? With regards to the growing fearmongering and “us-versus-them” politics
in many countries around the world, where hardline patriarchal authorities provide simple
answers by setting off the ‘norm’ from the ‘deviation’, and thus by fortifying (b)orders and
hierarchies, it maybe even more important for science to defend critical thinking and truthfulness in its complexity. Gender Studies’ stress on situated knowledges, on discursive and
performative identities, on socio-cultural rather than biological attributions and hierarchisations
is not a delusional escape from but a responsible move towards realities. “In the name of a more
capacious and, finally, less violent world”, as Butler suggests (35), “a no-nonsense commitment
to faithful accounts of a ‘real’ world” as Haraway proposes (579), science cannot bow down to
socio-political interests, cannot simplify or pacify inconvenient truths in order to please . Truths
must be told; sciences must be bold.
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Power and the Gender Binary: Between Disruption and Reaffirmation
By Robyn Dudic, University of Cologne, Germany
Abstract
This paper presents an analysis of the implications of gendered language within the narrative
world of the fantasy book Queen of Shadows by Sarah J. Mass (2015). Gendered language
reflects the expectations set upon the normative ideals of the gender binary, which itself is a
system of power that is based on normalization and exclusion. This system is destabilized
through disruptions. However, the disruption of gender expectations is not sufficient for the
deconstruction of the gender binary itself. The analysis of the book’s central female heroine
will uncover how power negotiations are inherently linked to a binary gender system. Building
an awareness towards gendered language presents the first step towards moving beyond the
binary.
Introduction
1

Language and literature reflect societal structures, such as the gender binary, and can

sensitize readers towards gender expansive language and representation. An analysis of such
reflection, then, can enhance awareness of such normative ideals, and therefore build a basis
for promoting change towards more inclusivity. In this paper, an analysis of the contemporary
fantasy book Queen of Shadows by Sarah J. Maas (2015) presents an exemplary reading of what
will be termed ‘gendered language’. The analysis will show that the disruption of gender
expectations is not sufficient for the disruption of the gender binary itself. A brief review of key
terminology provides the basis of the analysis.
Justification of Texts
2

The selection of theoretical texts was dependent on their recent publication date, as well

as on the inclusion of non-binary voices. The texts do not date back further than 2015, as the
aim of this paper is to present the most recent discourse surrounding gender and the gender
binary. Related to this is the late emergence of research on the non-binary gender identity, as
well as the publication of works by openly non-binary researchers. This presents a research gap
which itself poses challenges and limitations in the discussion of gender expansive language
and representation (Richards et al. 1-3). With the aim to contribute to filling this gap, and to
also give non-binary voices a platform, works published before 2015 were excluded from this
paper, as, for example, the works by Judith Butler.
3

The choice of literary text was reliant on its readership and the genre-dependent

narrative norms and possibilities of fantasy literature. This genre both re-imagines and reiterates societal structures, including the possibility of magic to the discourse around gender
expectations and gendered power relations. Usually set in patriarchal structures, fantasy
literature negotiates gendered power relation on the axis between magical and political power.
While the genre of fantasy literature was initially not dominated by women writers (Duncan

234), today fantastic young adult literature celebrates female authors such as Cassandra Clare,
V. E. Schwab, or Holly Black. Sarah J. Maas herself is a New York Times bestselling author
and her books have sold millions of copies and have been published in over thirty-seven
languages (“Sarah J. Maas”). Fantastic writing by women writers is significant as it “addresses
women's frustration with a system that has for so long worked to exclude them” (Duncan 2345), and challenges normative systems and their production of truth (234). Therefore, these texts
do not only uncover processes of naturalization, but also provide alternative positions to these
normative ideals (Donner 340; Luck 175-6). However, the negotiation of power within fantasy
literature also reaffirms a binary gender system (Clark 249; Donner 339) and does not
undermine the gender binary itself.
4

In that regard, Maas presents a fantasy world with strong female characters in a largely

patriarchal society and how they acquire, negotiate, and maintain political power. Uncovering
how her central female heroine undermines gender expectations and uses normative ideals to
her advantage presents how reading gendered language presents the first step in destabilizing
gendered ideals. However, it will become clear how a disruption of gender ideals is not
sufficient in deconstructing the gender binary itself. An analysis of Maas’ work shows how
gender is represented in a contemporary and non-academic context, and to what extent the
subversion of gender expectations does not only disrupt but also reaffirm the gender binary. For
the analysis, the fourth book of the Throne of Glass series (2012-18) is chosen, as the
negotiation of gendered power relations is especially explicit in Queen of Shadows (2015): The
book presents a turning point where the central female character rises from being a slave to
reclaim her status as Queen, thus offering a fruitful basis for the analysis of gendered language
and power negotiations.

Key Terminology
Gender Binary
5

An understanding of the gender binary needs to be established as the basic framework

of the analysis. The gender binary is understood as a system of power that assumes the existence
of two biological sexes, namely male and female, connected to two sets of normative ideals,
namely masculine and feminine, which individuals are expected to fulfil (Darwin 330; McCann
and Monaghan 7; Vaid-Menon 6). Therefore, the gender binary is both a means of
normalization and exclusion: Gender identities and gender expression are regulated, and gender
expansive individuals are excluded, their existence even negated (Darwin 319; McCann and

Monaghan 7; Vaid-Menon 49). As this system is built upon repression and power, disruptions,
such as the non-binary gender identity, destabilizes these normative ideals.
Non-Binary Gender Identity
6

A clarification of the term ‘non-binary’ is necessary as it challenges the constructedness

of the gender binary, and furthermore presents the binary as inherently linked with colonialism.
So-called non-Western identities uncover that the gender binary is neither neutral nor natural,
but subjective and arbitrary; some examples are hijra in South Asia, waria in Indonesia, muxe
in Mexico, two-spirit among the Native American community, machi in Chile and Argentina,
metis in Nepal (Dozono 428; McCann and Monaghan 175; Vaid-Menon 39). The non-binary
identity thus reinforces the notion of alternative world views in contrast to so-called Western
ideals.
7

Relevant here is also that the term ‘non-binary’ refuses both binary categorization and

disrupts the notion of consistent categorization, in general (Darwin 330; Richards et al. 5;
Stewart 67). Non-binary individuals may identify as having a fixed third gender, a fluid gender
identity, or no gender at all (Richards et al. 5). Furthermore, they may view their non-binary
identity as transgender, as the gender they identify as does not align with the gender they are
assigned at birth. This elusiveness, together with the omnipresence of the gender binary, results
in the need for non-binary individuals to continuously establish their identity and educate others
of their existence (Bergmann 43; Darwin 327). A broader literary representation of this identity
could therefore function as a subversion of both, colonialist ideals, and present power relations.
Within the analysis, the terms ‘non-binary’ and ‘gender expansive’ will be used in order to
reflect a broader variety of gender identities, including those who do not necessarily identify as
non-binary.
Gendered Language
8

A discussion of the terms ‘language’ and ‘gendered language’ is required as well, as

they are at the centre of the analysis. Language itself is a means of communicating experiences,
as well as constructing and performing identities. Therefore, language can be both normative
and liberating (Luck 100); it can reflect and reinforce societal structures and catalyse change
(Luck 179; Richards et al. 3). Language and societal discourses are reciprocal, as language is
always interpreted through existing narratives, and narratives are established and reinforced
through language.
9

Gendered language, then, describes the whole set of gendered meaning attributed to

gender performance, including appearance, manner of speaking, pronouns, power relations,
among others, and is thus postulated and regulated by the gender binary (Hogan et al. 8; Luck

96; Smith and Smith 67; Vaid-Menon 30). Therefore, gender language is reciprocal towards
societal expectations, as it is subjected to and influenced by normative ideals on the one hand,
and maintains and reinforces them, on the other. Shaping awareness towards the implications
of gendered language can facilitate future depictions of gender expansive identities. Within the
present analysis, gendered language especially in terms of appearance and power negotiations
is examined.

The Negotiation of Gendered Power Relations in Queen of Shadows (2015)
Disruption and Reaffirmation
10

The analysis will present an exemplary reading of gendered language, and in a further

step illustrate that a disruption of gender norms and expectations is not sufficient to undermine
the gender binary itself. Maas presents a monarchical world in which gendered power relations
are negotiated by Aelin Galathynius, the lost Queen of Terrasen, who continuously acquires
power, rising from working as a slave, to successfully defeating the assassins, the invading
kingdom Adarlan, an army of demons, as well as the gods. Overall, Aelin shows herself to be
highly aware of gendered expectations and uses those to her advantage, as well. The story is
recounted from a third person perspective and is set in the fictional continent of Erilea with its
various kingdoms. One of these kingdoms, namely Adarlan, invaded most of the other
territories, including Terrasen. In Adarlan, Aelin is known under the pseudonym of Celaena
Sardothien or Adarlan’s Assassin, a persona her master Arobynn Hamel created to keep her
identity a secret. Initially, Aelin fears reclaiming her heritage as she is ashamed for her inaction
while she trains as an assassin under Arobynn’s tutelage. However, through her training she
acquires the skills necessary to re-establish her position as powerful player within a patriarchal
society with conservative gender ideals and expectations.
11

During her training, Aelin learns to use exactly these expectations to her advantage as

she observes that she is judged by her appearance: Especially her hair, eyes, and clothes play
are major role, and Aelin uses her ability to read the gendered language assigned to her looks
in her favour while navigating power relations. Aelin is known to be “a golden-haired young
woman” (Maas 7), so much that dying her hair “a ruddy shade of brown” (133) makes her
unrecognizable to most as they cannot “immediately identify” (34) her. She is thus defined by
her hair and knows how to make the male characters’ superficial evaluation advantageous to
her plans. Another of Aelin’s defining features are her eyes which are explicitly describes as
“turquoise-and-gold eyes” (144; 288). She is repeatedly recognized through her eyes, which
presents are threat to her while staying in her enemy’s court as her eyes are markers of her

heritage (245). The following quote exemplifies how both Aelin’s eyes and hair mark her
heritage and relation to her cousin Aedion:
She smiled, hoping the cosmetics she’d dabbed around her eyes would mute the
turquoise and gold of her irises, and that the drab shade of blond she’d dyed her hair
would disguise its near-identical hue with Aedion’s. (541)
Aelin’s wish not to be recognized as Aedion’s relative, and thus the heir of Terrasen is
foregrounded here; their shared eyes and hair are thus markers of their heritage and royalty. As
both are currently situated in their adversary’s kingdom, and as Aelin faces the King of Adarlan
in this scene, disguising her defining features becomes pivotal to her survival. These qualities
are in return markers for her position as Adarlan’s biggest threat, the lost heir of Terrasen, and
the ability to show her eyes and hair are tied with the degree of power she possesses in a given
situation. Aelin’s eyes are thus symbols of power and function as facilitators in her quest to
amass more power for her court. In the patriarchal setting of this book, Aelin’s long gold hair
reaffirms the expectation placed on women to be beautiful, but vulnerable, and she effectively
uses these expectations to her advantage, as she is by no means vulnerable, having trained as
an assassin.
12

Throughout the fantasy series, then, Aelin’s preoccupation with her hair as a sign of her

status as a wealthy citizen of Rifthold increasingly transforms into a tool in her missions. This
then highlights the preoccupation the male characters exhibit towards her hair especially – her
appearance is reduced to her gold hair, and she goes unnoticed when she colours it either brown
or another shade of blonde (133; 541). She therefore can use their expectations against them,
especially their lack of consideration that she could change what is unanimously referred to as
beautiful hair. Aelin disrupts gendered expectations, while at the same time the significance of
her features is established and reinforced.
13

The gender binary is thus reflected in the discussion of Aelin’s hair, as gendered

expectations are exploited by Aelin, but the binary itself is not questioned. Thus, the
feminization of long and beautiful hair as a gendered identity marker is not challenged, as Aelin
draws power from her hair’s appealing appearance exactly through the feminization her hair is
subjected to. In a male-dominated environment of assassins and monarchs, Aelin can use her
looks as a tool to deceive others from her abilities as a trained assassin, exploiting her apparent
reaffirmation of the male characters’ expectation to gain an advantage. Therefore, Aelin
manipulates a patriarchal and monarchical society with exactly the gendered notions that are to
mark her as inferior and vulnerable. She can use being underestimated to her advantage, and
thus Aelin presents the self-imposed limits of patriarchy, that blinds itself by equating female
beauty to vulnerability: Gendered power relations are grounded in strictly conservative gender

expectations, to such an extent that a disruption of the idea of a beautiful and vulnerable woman
is not expected or anticipated. Therefore, the power Aelin draws here is nevertheless dependent
upon the patriarchal society she is situated in, and she could not exploit gendered expectations
as much if they were not as adamantly established to begin with. Aelin therefore reads and
subverts the gendered language of hair here, which itself is based on a binary gender system
that lends these gender expressions their power.
14

The society presented in the book naturalizes the “normative scripts” (Darwin 330)

assigned to women and men. These ideals are understood as strict and consistent categories that
justify male dominance over what are thought to be unanimously vulnerable and objectifiable
women. And while Aelin can ‘read’ these scripts, her success is dependent upon the idea of
only two existent genders. The gender binary as a system of power based on normalization and
exclusion (Darwin 330; McCann and Monaghan 7; Vaid-Menon 6) is thus not essentially
undermined within this book, however, the previously thought stable gender expectations are
disrupted. In that regard, Aelin’s subversive exploitation of gendered expectations challenges
the process of categorization and naturalization itself. Similarly, non-binary and gender
expansive identities complicate the process of categorization, as well, and question the idea of
a simple and consistent classification (Darwin 330; Richards et al. 5; Stewart 67). These
identities themselves are characterized as ambiguous and dynamic (Richards et al. 5), and they
complicate gendered expectations by not following normative ideals. Within this narrative
economy, then, Aelin might disrupt gender ideals, but her actions do not generate gender
expansiveness. Her actions thus uncover how power negotiations in a patriarchal society are
inherently linked to a binary gender system. Aelin’s approach to navigating these power plays
contribute to building an awareness towards the implications of gendered language.
Between But Not In-Between
15

The negotiation of power reflected by Aelin’s choice of clothes is equally disruptive and

reaffirming of the gender binary at the same time, as they undermine the expectations set upon
her, but reinforce binary relations. Aelin is aware that “[c]lothes are weapons, too” (Maas 241),
and fluctuates between being “[d]ressed head to toe in black” (195) when she slips into her role
as an assassin, and in exquisite “dresses and embroidered tunics” (241) when she negotiates
power as a queen. While her assassin clothes are chosen for her, as well as her whole persona
as the assassin Celaena Sardothien, Aelin herself favours exquisite and expensive dresses and
finery, the preference of which can be read as both remnants of her former life, and indicators
of her ‘queenliness’. As an assassin, her body, and indeed herself, are treated as possession:

As she headed for the bedroom, she could already sense the reinforcement added to
every weak spot she possessed. The specifications must have been sent months before
the suit arrived, by the man who did indeed know about the knee that sometimes
twanged, the body parts she favored in combat, the speed with which she moved. All of
Arobynn’s knowledge of her, wrapped around her in cloth and steel and darkness. She
paused before the standing mirror against the far wall of the bedroom. A second skin. [.
. .] there was not one inch left to the imagination. She let out a low whistle. Very well,
then. She could be Celaena Sardothien again - for a little longer, until this game was
finished. (Maas 75)
Thus, within the narrative world, knowledge is power, and Arobynn’s impeccable knowledge
of Aelin’s power marks her, in his eyes, as belonging to him. Thus, in order for Arobynn to
help her, Aelin has to play by his rules, and has to become once slip into the role of Celaena.
Arobynn’s information is even more powerful in this context, as knowing an opponent’s
weaknesses and strategies presents an advantage in combat. Therefore, in yet another power
game between the two, Arobynn already postulates his superiority before the fight. Forcing
Aelin to once again become Celaena Sardothien is even more striking, as it is now openly
known that Aelin is a sovereign with unparalleled magical abilities. As she is back in a context
where neither of these factors have any impact1, Arobynn shows Aelin that she is yet again at
the mercy of male power. Furthermore, he shows her, that she has to thank him for all of her
abilities, as he claims that she would be helpless without him and now has “the ability to bring
down men like Aedion Ashryver with a few blows” (355). Therefore, whenever Aelin is dressed
in black, it signifies that she navigates a situation in which she needs to succumb to male
dominance. Clothing thus becomes a means of transforming her rank. On the one hand, they
are representative of Aelin’s heritage, on the other hand they present her as subject to Arobynn’s
power. Similarly, clothes can either affirm gender or undermine gendered categories (Darwin
330) and signify meaning beyond their physicality (Vaid-Menon 10). Within the book, Aelin
wearing a dress does not merely reaffirm her femininity, but through her clothes, she represents
and accepts her role as Queen.
16

In that regard, the discourse around clothes exhibits the shifting and ambiguous qualities

also attributed to non-binary and gender expansive identities, which present the possibility of
moving beyond assigned categorizations (Darwin 330; Richards et al. 5; Stewart 67). While
Aelin is ordered to wear black fighting gear by her master Arobynn, she can move beyond her
allocated position as his subject. However, the negotiation of clothes still reflects a binary
relation, as Aelin can either position herself as Arobynn’s inferior, or his ultimate superior, she
is either a weapon to we wielded, or claim her position as someone who can order entire armies,
1
Magic has been banned and her country occupied by the King of Adarlan, the royal family killed and she as the
heir declared lost.

she either wears assassin-black, or glittering and pompous dresses as Queen. Therefore, while
Aelin moves between these different roles, there is no in-between, and no ambiguity. She
disrupts the expectations set upon her in either of these performances, as she is neither a
vulnerable subject, nor a queen unskilled in fighting. However, the negotiation of power her
clothes reflect do not undermine the process of binary categorization. She is confined to her
two roles as either assassin or Queen, and her development and growth does not allow for any
possibility outside these two.
17

The impossibility of escaping this duality is reflected in the represented necessity for

her to grow into her “queenhood” (Maas 15). Thus, Aelin might escape her position as inferior,
but she can not escape the binary opposite as superior. Her growth is depicted as unavoidable
path from immature girl, where fine dresses “overpowered the girl I [she] was” (242), towards
her mature position as powerful and unparalleled Queen (341). Thus, while her role changes,
there is no avoiding the opposite position. This impossibility is reflective of the gender binary,
which restricts gendered existence to only men and women and excludes and represses nonbinary and gender expansive identities (Darwin 319; Vaid-Menon 40; McCann & Monaghan
13). There is no ambiguity or graduation within Aelin’s roles, as she moves between extremes
– she is either the most skilled assassin of the entire kingdom (Maas 343), or the most powerful
Queen, due to her magical abilities (341). Therefore, while Aelin’s shift from subject to master
undermines the fixation of categorization, the presentation of her roles as opposite extremes
reaffirms the process of binary classification.
18

This is further represented by the implications of Aelin’s two roles, as she moves

between death and destruction, and rebirth and restauration. In her role as an assassin, Aelin
enjoys the thrill of fighting (196), is vengeful and vicious, and constantly “ready for bloodshed”
(25). She “move[s] like a midnight storm” (196) and “[w]ith feline ease” (31). Overall, Aelin
is unstoppable as the bringer of death when she performs as an assassin:
She was a whirling cloud of death, a queen of shadows, and these men were already
carrion. Slashing and ducking and twirling, Aelin gave herself completely to that killing
calm, until the blood was a mist around her and the gravel was slick with it. (Maas 149)
Her movements are described as a force of nature, being able to defend herself in any situation,
not needing the help of others. She is seen as darkness and death, as a destroyer. In direct
opposition to that, she is dependent on the help of others to restore her kingdom as Queen, and
transcends her role as killing machine and instead becomes the bringer of light:
She was the heir of fire. She was fire, and light, and ash, and embers. She was Aelin
Fireheart, and she bowed for no one and nothing, save the crown that was hers by blood
and survival and triumph. (Maas 142)

Thus, as she reclaims her agency and heritage, Aelin’s power gains another dimension: She can
still destroy, and is deadly to those who threaten her and her people, but she also brings light,
and hope to win this war, end oppression, and find peace for all peoples. Overall, her role as
assassin is diametrically opposed to her position as Queen. Again, change and transformation
are only possible as polar extremes, not allowing for any position in-between. The production
of binary categories is reinforced, even if the potential of change is assumed.
Power Games and Struggles for Power
19

Aelin’s transformation and disruption of gender expectation nevertheless still faces

oppositions, as she constantly struggles to maintain her power. Similar to non-binary and gender
expansive identities, whose existence is dependent on the recognition of others (Vaid-Menon
25; Darwin 331; Bergman 45; Luck 96), Aelin has to prove her power constantly. Her former
position as Arobynn’s subject has equipped her with the skills necessary to participate in
negotiations of power, and her exploitation of gendered expectations allows her to be a powerful
player herself (Maas 54). Her awareness of normative ideals works in her favour; however, it
does not liberate her from the position as woman in a patriarchal society, or as Queen who has
worked as an assassin. Thus, while Aelin is more powerful than her male adversaries, she still
constantly has to prove and fight for her freedom. Even more so, she has to play by their rules,
which she can undermine, disrupt, and subvert, but never fully abandon. Similarly, non-binary
and gender expansive individuals continuously are required to explain, educate, and establish
their own identity, and thus the existence of genders beyond a binary categorization (Bergman
43; Darwin 327). Furthermore, they are dependent on the willingness of others to understand
as well as recognize their gender identity (Bergman 45; Darwin 331; Luck 96). Aelin is only
powerful, if she herself is allowed a space in the narrative economy of the play; only with allies
can she succeed in working against Adarlan. Additionally, her transformation from destroyer
to bringer of light is dependent upon the male characters to not see her as monster (Maas 197).
20

Aelin is therefore an overtly powerful female character in a male dominated world, who

has to submit to their power in order to eventually win the war and regulate her country and its
structures by her own rules. Thus, Aelin’s disruption of the idea of a defenceless and unskilled
woman is not sufficient to truly exceed the limits society imposes on her. She might exploit
gendered expectations regulated by the gender binary, but the binary itself still limits her
freedom, agency, and power. The negotiation of power in this book thus shows that true power
is exerted through the gender binary: Aelin cannot escape living in a patriarchal society, where
she needs allies; she cannot win this war alone and she cannot be a rightful ruler without her
people’s approval. Aelin is thus only as powerful as her navigations of gendered relations allow

her to be. In a similar fashion, the gender binary regulates non-binary and gender expansive
existence in order to maintain its own power (Darwin 319; McCann & Monaghan 13; VaidMenon 36). Therefore, non-normative gender expressions are always viewed through the lens
of the gender binary (Dozono 435; McCann & Monaghan 7; Vaid-Menon 6), and are taken not
seriously:
The assumption is that being a masculine man and a feminine woman is normal and that
being us is an accessory. Like if you remove our clothing, our makeup, and our
pronouns, underneath the surface we are just men and women playing dress up. (VaidMenon 17)
In that regard, even if gender disruptive behaviour is expressed, the struggle for recognition is
continuous (Bergman 43; Darwin 327), as non-binary and gender expansive identities are
viewed as exceptions or temporary disruptions. Power is needed in order to establish a space of
existence. Aelin proves herself to be Queen by her skill in combat, as well as her magical
abilities, and only becomes truly powerful trough her allegiance with others. Non-binary and
gender-expansive individuals are equally dependent upon community (Darwin 318; VaidMenon 25). Negotiations of power are thus still regulated by the gender binary, and a collective
effort is needed to truly undermine normative ideals and expectations.
Moving Beyond the Gender Binary
21

The analysis has shown that the disruption of gendered expectations is not sufficient in

undermining the gender binary itself. However, awareness towards the implications and
limitations of the gender binary, of gendered language, presents the first step of subverting the
power relations that are reliant on the binary. Aelin’s negotiation of gendered expectations
illuminates the power of gendered language (Luck 178; Vaid-Menon 30), and how the gender
binary maps every action upon its normative ideals. In order to access a position of agency and
power, gendered relations have to be navigated. Only then can new structures be established,
and “normative scripts” (Darwin 330) be undermined, deconstructed, and transformed.
Therefore, Aelin’s power negotiations and her disruptions of gender expectations, her use of
gendered language, is both normative, and liberating (Luck 100). Therefore, the analysis has
shown how the subversion of gender expectations does not only disrupt but also reaffirm the
gender binary.
22

In that regard, the way Aelin navigates power in a patriarchal society uncovers the

interrelation between the gender binary and power, and further demonstrates that power is
necessary in order to disrupt normative structures. Maas equips Aelin with the necessary tools
to free herself from the limitations used to oppress her and shows her readers that gendered

expectations can be undermined. Nevertheless, Aelin’s development is still reflective of binary
relations, and while the stability of classifications is undermined, the presentation of her roles
as polar extremes reinforces the process of binary categorization. As the analysis has therefore
shown, building an awareness represents the first step in uncovering the implications of the
gender binary, but is by no means sufficient in deconstructing the binary itself.
21

For future research, then, it would be fruitful to investigate a broader variety of texts as

to uncover further implications of gendered language. Furthermore, the support of non-binary
and gender expansive writers would facilitate a shift in power, outside the narrative world.
Analysing their literature, then, could reflect such a shift. Overall, building an awareness
towards the gender binary is essential for the construction of a more inclusive society, both
inside and outside the text. Power first needs to be distributed in order to effectively disrupt the
gender binary.
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Michael J. Bosia, Sandra M. McEvoy, and Momin Rahman. The Oxford Handbook of Global LGBT and Sexual Diversity Politics. Oxford Handbooks, 2020.
Alexandra Fine, University of California, Davis, USA
1

The Oxford Handbook of Global LGBT and Sexual Diversity Politics (2020) edited by M.

Bosia, S. McEvoy, and M. Rahman, offers three sections composed of twenty-eight chapters on
histories, theories, case studies, and critiques of global LGBT and sexual diversity politics. The
handbook’s main intention is to dislodge the centrality of the U.S., and the West in general, in
global LGBT studies. The editors therefore support a more inclusive perspective through case
studies of a decentralized ‘global’ LGBT world.
2

Bosia introduces the handbook by problematizing the notion that the lesbian and gay lib-

eration movement in the U.S. has been exported to other nations as a model of progress, thus
challenging a merely ‘Western’ approach to global LGBT studies. Bosia does so by referencing to
the 2019 50th anniversary of the Stonewall Riots and the common assumption that the riots mark
the start of the modern global LGBT-movement, as well as the idea that struggles for same-sex
marriage are central within the global LGBT-movement, instead of a more multi-faceted approach.
3

This handbook therefore emphasizes that non-Western narratives and global manifesta-

tions of empire and race are critical to understanding global LGBT politics. The handbook presents
guiding questions for its readers, targeting the impact of colonial and neocolonial structures, racial
configurations, Euro-American imperial projects, and the imposition and export of Western understandings of gendered and sexual binaries. These questions are critical in fulfilling the authors’
goal of going ‘beyond’ the West.
4

Within the first section, “Theories and Origins of Contemporary Sexual and Gender Diver-

sity Politics,” the authors challenge the assumption that current LGBT politics signify a clear and
linear progress narrative, applying an interdisciplinary approach when they explore gendered and
sexual dimensions of capitalism, globalization, and industrialism, as well transgender identities
and rights. The overall focus is on challenging scholarly attention on largely Western experiences
in the understanding LGBT identities and politics.
5

Central within the second section, “Case Studies in Global Sexual and Gender Diversity

Politics,” is the inclusion of queer sexualities and forms of identification. Here, the authors list
case studies that mostly go beyond the U.S. and West, including Latin America, Africa, South
36

Asia, the former Soviet Union, the Caribbean, the Middle East and North Africa. They examine
decolonial and indigenous sexualities, the global impact of HIV/AIDS and LGBTQ-rights in relation to the geographic, cultural, and temporal context in which they are situated.
6

Within the third section, “Critical Understandings of Global Sexual and Gender Diversity,”

the reader is provided with theoretical and methodological tools, as well as activist strategies, for
an intervention in the present status of global LGBT politics within academia. Discussions of
LGBT visibility, of knowledge-production and theories around LGBT issues, and of the relation
between academia and activism are paired with the examination of politics of oppression and liberation, as well as decolonial critiques of LGBT issues. Central to this section are processes of
normalization, hetero- and homonormativity, discrimination and violence, neoliberalism and capitalism, as well as the social significance of language.
7

Overall the editors acknowledge that the handbook, despite its breadth, is in no way an

exhaustive global study of LGBT issues. They explain that the handbook falls short in lacking a
chapter on migration in relation to LGBT identities and experiences. I agree that this gap presents
a large oversight, especially as immigration, forced displacement, violence, and what has been
termed the ‘refugee crisis’, remain pressing global issues, and thus should be considered in a global
study of LGBT-issues.
8

Apart from this limitation, the handbook presents an effective examination of the breadth

of global LGBT issues, with questions and theories relevant to gender studies and queer theory, as
well as feminist and trans studies. Overall, the handbook presents a critical and interdisciplinary
approach to global LGBT politics, including the recent research. Although the various authors
introduce relevant terminology, a more in-depth focus on the impact and development of language
with regard to gender and sexuality would be beneficial, as well as a more detailed assessment of
the concept of intersectionality, as it is central to the handbook’s examination of a the diversity of
global LGBT issues.
9

Overall, this handbook offers a uniquely comprehensive and up-to-date assessment of var-

ious contemporary LGBT issues, together with an examination of academic approaches to the
global study of gender and sexuality. Unlike other volumes, which focus largely on specific LGBT
issues, and are restricted to a specific context, this handbook comprehensively and effectively
highlights a wide range of topics pertaining to LGBTQ cultures, politics, and histories, from a

37

range of multi-disciplinary perspectives. The handbook is therefore uniquely accessible to readers
with diverse research interests and academic training.
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Fiennes, Natalie. Behind Closed Doors: Sex Education Transformed. London,
Pluto Press, 2019.
Jon Heggestad, Stony Brook University, USA
1

Approximately 25% of relationships in the UK begin online, but for same-sex couples, the

percentage is nearly three times higher, around 70% (Fiennes 137-138). At the same time, more
and more people are putting off sex and relationships, making today’s young people “the oldest
virgins on record” (Fiennes 82). In Behind Closed Doors: Sex Education Transformed (2019),
Natalie Fiennes explores this evolving landscape around sex, sexuality, and dating, as well as the
ways in which we learn about and discuss these topics. Divided into chapters on sex, gender,
(hyper)masculinity, body image, sexual consent, contraceptives, virginity, sexual violence,
sexuality, pornography, sex work, and dating, this text offers its readers a number of useful entry
points into a wide range of topics that Fiennes argues ought to play a larger role in sex education.
2

With several direct references to Moira Weigel’s Labor of Love: The Invention of Dating

(2016), which examines the institution of dating in the United States, Behind Closed Doors
similarly historicizes discourse around relationships and sex while reframing the field through a
contemporary lens. Even Fiennes’s archive is contemporary, drawing from a number of personal
testimonies, online articles, and tweets. While curating a global archive, the author focuses her
attention on the climate of sex education in the UK, specifically. And although the author identifies
her audience as one that might be “considered beyond the age where sex education is needed”
(148) her work reveals a number of gaps and misconceptions that remain prominent in discourses
around sex and gender, which Behind Closed Doors works to fill in and correct.
3

One of the strengths of this work is the intersectional approach through which Fiennes

addresses concerns facing more marginalized populations, whom schools and religious institutions
tend to overlook in more traditional sex education curriculum. With reference to the growing
number of articles commenting on “the trans issue” (25), for example, Fiennes writes that many
journalists have framed this subject poorly, without properly understanding how transitioning
works. “You can’t pick up a gender in the morning like you would a pair of socks or shoes” (28),
she writes, echoing a similar claim made by Judith Butler in a 1992 interview (see Kotz), although
Fiennes presents these ideas using far less academic jargon. Even those new to feminist and queer
theory will find Behind Closed Doors approachable and engaging. With a clear articulation of
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gender’s fluidity, Fiennes then critiques the ways in which transgender women are still often
portrayed as a threat to cisgender women, identifying the misogyny and transphobia rooted in the
stereotypes propagated by the media. “Whose safety have we prioritised?” she asks, “[r]ather than
pushing the interests of cis people to the front and centre, let’s ask another question: how does
society pose a threat to trans people?” (31). This reframing seems particularly relevant in the wake
of J.K. Rowling’s transphobic tweets from earlier this year—tweets which repeat much of the same
problematic rhetoric that Fiennes identifies here.
4

At only 152 pages, Behind Closed Doors covers an incredibly wide breadth of topics and

would, accordingly, be a useful text in any introductory-level course in Women’s and Gender
Studies. Of course, as such a compact volume, this text cannot always provide the subjects it
introduces readers to with the level of nuanced scholarship that a longer project would allow.
Fiennes, herself, notes this limitation in being unable to address and explore every facet of her
study that is worth studying, stating that certain topics and problems that she has identified deserve
far more attention “than one short chapter written on the subject” (128) can provide.
5

With this caveat in mind, Behind Closed Doors functions best as a series of entry points to

a wider array of discourses; examined in this light, the work succeeds brilliantly. Each chapter
offers a useful framework for readers to extend the analyses that Fiennes has begun. In the case of
a perhaps too-cursory claim around social media’s positive impact on issues around body image,
for instance, Fiennes’s larger conclusion—that beauty ideals are set by those in power, signifying
those in power (55)—provides a clear method for how readers might further engage with the
cultural messages they will continue to encounter around sex, gender, and beauty standards.
Unique interventions like this appear in every chapter. In her chapter on hypermasculinity (or
masculinity in excess), for example, Fiennes highlights the negative impacts of this ongoing
phenomenon by tracing these attitudes to present-day world leaders (36). And in addressing the
topic of sexual consent, Fiennes suggests that the BDSM community’s practice of open dialogue
might benefit a more general discussion (69). In each case of discursive reframing, the author
offers readers something new to add to their critical toolkits.
6

These new frameworks for navigating the history that has led us to our current practices

around sex education are paired with innovative insights from Fiennes, who is herself both an
educator and a journalist. Reflecting on this work, she writes, “[t]here’s much more to sex than
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putting condoms on bananas” (149). And although that is where many of us may have begun,
Fiennes reminds us that this is only a beginning: “[S]ex education must be lifelong” (149).
Works Cited
Kotz, Liz. “The Body You Want: An Interview with Judith Butler.” Artforum, vol. 31, no. 3, 1992,
pp. 82–89.
Weigel, Moira. Labor of Love: The Invention of Dating. Macmillan, 2016.

41

Lane, Jennifer. “Using queer phenomenology to disrupt heteronormativity and
deconstruct homosexuality.” Journal of homosexuality, 2020, pp. 1-20.
Amy Keating, Western University, Canada
1

In her article ‘Using Queer Phenomenology to Disrupt Heteronormativity and Deconstruct

Homosexuality’ (2020), Jennifer Lane traces the legacy of the pathologization of “homosexuality”
as a “mental disorder” (6). Until 1973, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM) contained homosexuality, contributing to the equation of non-heterosexual identities with
“abnormality” (6). Lane calls attention to mental health disparities between 2SLGBTQ-identifying
persons and heterosexual persons and argues that this is perpetuated by the legacy of pathologizing
homosexuality. Although homosexuality has been removed from the DSM, stigma pervades. Using Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenology, Lane uncovers the continued ubiquity of heteronormativity as it works in tandem with stigma and its effects on those with 2SLGBTQ identities. Queer
phenomenology and its surrounding discourse attends to embodied realities in a heteronormative
world and how deviation from these norms can result in violence (Ahmed 160). Lane extends this
discussion by situating queer phenomenological frameworks within the health care institution.
Furthermore, she argues that the “closet” is a heteronormative tool used to police and punish nonnormative identities, ensuring that 2SLGBTQ-identified persons are “kept in line” through violence and stigma upon coming “out of the closet” (8). Thus, Lane is attending to how individuals
who may not be ‘out’ also feel the embodied effects of stigma surrounding 2SLGBTQ identities
including internalized queerphobia. Experiences of witnessing harm to other 2SLGBTQ-identified
persons, the reality of what she terms “a priori homophobia,” can result in the need to hide nonnormative sexual and gender identities as an adaptive response (10). Lane calls for health care
providers to acknowledge that most health care settings are institutions that continue to perpetuate
heteronormativity and stigma surrounding 2SLGBTQ identities. She suggests that health care providers should use “strategies that center the experiences of patients” (15) and recognize that all
2SLGBTQ patients have a history of accumulated harms.
2

Lane bridges queer studies and health care practice, and, despite what appears to be a bur-

geoning acceptance of 2SLGBTQ identities, Lane shows that deeply embedded homophobia exists
within our institutions. By using queer phenomenology in a novel way through the metaphor of
“closet,” Lane argues that 2SLGBTQ persons must continuously negotiate whether they ‘hide’ or
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‘expose’ their identity depending on their circumstances (10). Moreover, the very existence of the
“closet” indicates that heterosexuality is always presumed as the norm and continues to marginalize divergent identities (9). By acknowledging the minority stress that is necessarily imposed upon
2SLGBTQ-identified people by virtue of existing in a heteronormative world, Lane postulates a
reasonable explanation for “hostile” attitudes of 2SLGBTQ patients toward health care workers
(14). Her research suggests that this can be a result of expected rejection and stigma felt through
constantly navigating heteronormative worlds and the potential for harm caused by deviation (14).
Often, health-care workers lack the training or knowledge of systemic processes that serve to marginalize certain identities (15). The tools that Lane uses throughout her article can work as a starting point for understanding the insidiousness of homophobia and heteronormativity and have the
potential to be transferred to training in health care (16).
3

There are some considerations that are not wholly addressed throughout the article, which

offer the potential for further rich inquiry in queer studies. While she does not attend to intersectional identities for the sake of simply addressing heteronormativity, I suggest that Lane’s position
might be expanded by investigating how heteronormativity is manifested depending on an individual’s cultural location and/or identity; indeed, this is central to much of Ahmed’s phenomenological framework (111). Lane’s inclusion of two-spirit identities is important. Yet, her description
states simply that they are “found within Indigenous populations in Canada and throughout North
America that possess two spirits – one female, and the other male” (3). This frames these complex
identities through binary and colonialist assumptions of heteronormative gender. In 2019, Twospirit and Indigenous scholar Margaret Robinson published the article “Two-Spirit Identity in a
Time of Gender Fluidity.” Robinson notes that “having [Indigenous] languages eradicated undermines our ability to describe who we are to ourselves and others, outside of colonial ways of
knowing and doing” (3). Thus, while this is not the intent or overall point of Lane’s argument, the
language chosen may not adequately describe a nuanced way of being in the world, because of the
restrictions of the gender binary within colonialist language. This highlights the need to explore
heteronormativity through lenses of cultures and situated circumstances beyond the white North
American experience. Robinson also notes that many two-spirit persons have spoken of always
being comfortable with their identity as “not every indigenous community embraces Settler homophobia” (7). Furthermore, critical intercultural scholar, Shinsuke Eguchi, has written about the
different implications of heteronormative masculinities for Asian and Asian-American men. They
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argue that racialized stereotypes of Asian men as “feminine” work concurrently with “sissyphobic”
attitudes perpetuated by heteronormativity (Eguchi 38). Consequently, queer Asian men do not
experience heteronormativity outside of their Asian or Asian-American identities. While this does
not change that a two-spirit person or queer Asian person might feel the embodied effects of heteronormativity in a health care institution in Canada, it does suggest that “a priori homophobia”
does not look the same for all worlds and contexts, and that heteronormativity is coded differently
for different cultural identities. Nonetheless, Lane shows that queer studies, particularly if we continue alongside Indigenous and critical race studies, provides crucial methodological tools that can
be used in the field of health care.
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Jacobs, Laura, and Cecil Meeusen. “Coming Out of the Closet, Also on the
News? A Longitudinal Content Analysis of Patterns in Visibility, Tone and
Framing of LGBTs on Television News (1986-2017).” Journal of
Homosexuality, 2020, pp. 1-25.
Hatty Nestor, Birkbeck, University of London, UK
1

What is it to be recognized, to be made visible? Is the representation of visual material

solely dependent upon the media, or is the framing of LGBT people always fraught with
questions of inequality and injustice? In their article, ‘Coming Out of the Closet, Also on the
News? A Longitudinal Content Analysis of Patterns in Visibility, Tone, and Framing of LGBTs
on Television News (1986-2017)’ (2020), Laura Jacobs and Cecil Meeusen map the framing
of LGBT people in Flanders, Belgium. Informed by recent arguments against discrimination
towards homosexuality (Gerhards 2010; Hooghe and Meeusen 2013), and LGBT
representation (Redman 2018), Jacobs and Meeusen interrogate the visibility of LGBT people
in Belgian mainstream media.
2

Belgium was the first country to legalize same-sex marriage in 2003 and serves as a

ripe case study to map the shift both in cultural attitudes to LGBT representation and the
prominence of such visibility. The authors demonstrate, with their longitudinal analysis of over
thirty-two years that the representation of LGBT people in the news has steadily grown. For
Jacobs and Meeusen, then, cultural representation is a paradoxical, socio-political issue, that
can be examined through data analysis. In that regard, the representation and
(mis)representation of LGBT citizens is an ethical quandary, and raises questions of
grievability (cf. Butler 2009). Therefore, the representation of LGBT people illuminates preexisting social tensions. Thus, it can be argued that if the lack of representation equates to an
unprogressive cultural context, and that an increase in representation can influence mainstream
opinion towards marginalized people (Moscowitz 2010).
3

Broadly, the longitudinal analysis of television presented by Jacobs and Meeusen

functions as a refined insight into previously uninterrogated representation within the news.
This longitudinal analysis collates and interrogates decades of LGBT representation on
television in Belgium. Following theories of parasocial contact hypothesis (Ortiz and Harwood
2007), and intergroup contact theory (Tropp 2011), Jacobs and Meeusen differentiate between
‘passive’, and what they coin ‘active representation’ to discern between modes of recognition
in the news. This representation, they argue, offers the possibility of building more tolerance
towards LGBT individuals, as they are “taken seriously” (6): Within passive representation,
for example, homosexuality is talked about; within active representation, LGBT individuals
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are asked to join the debate. Thus, active representation has the power to reformulate public
opinion on LGBT individuals (Sink and Mastro 2017). In sum, the authors attribute the change
of in-person approaches to LGBT citizens to the widespread influence of mass-media
(Schiappa et al. 2006; Sink and Mastro 2017).
4

In that sense, there is always a disjunct between news imagery and real-time encounters.

As Joyce and Harwood (2014) query: What is the difference between seeing LGBT people on
screen and talking one-on-one with LGBT people in reality? (Joyce and Harwood 2014). To
approach this question, the authors make a thoroughly informed, data-driven inquiry into the
correlative relationality between media representation and reality as well as the societal
implications for Flanders that this correlation entails. Via a 2002 data from the European Social
Survey (ESS), the article proves that Belgium is one of the most tolerant countries regarding
homosexuality. For instance, in 2016, 88.2% of “respondents say they either agree or totally
agree that lesbians and gays are free to live their lives the way they wish, compared to 78.3
percent in 2002” (Jacobs and Meeusen 2020). Furthermore, within Belgium’s television, a lack
of media representation can lead to a phenomenon coined “symbolic annihilation” (Tuchman
1978). This occurs where the media does not subvert representational inequalities but instead
marginalizes LGBT people further. This precondition of recognition conflates social reality
notions, which may portray homosexuality as a mental disorder, or as an abnormal lifestyle
(Alwood 1996; Hart 2000).
5

Furthermore, Jacobs and Meeusen discuss disparities within LGBT identification, as

well. For example, gay men tend to receive more visibility than transgender people and lesbians
(McInroy and Craig 2015; Vanlee et al. 2018). Using VRT (Vlaamse Radio en Televisie) to
analyze Flanders, the authors importantly note the portrayal of homosexuality as a sociopolitical issue in all its facets. Their findings conclude that homosexuality was the topic of 464
news stories across 32 years, of which 38.6 percent of the news stories have a negative tone.
As Jacobs and Meeusen write, “[n]ews about LGBTs is still mostly negative in nature, although
negativity is of course generally a well-documented feature of news” (Jacobs and Meeusen 18).
Thus, Jacobs and Meeusen achieve with their study recognition of LGBT citizens through
academic discourse, to counter the underrepresentation they face within mainstream media.
6

In this sense, what is most compelling about the study is how Jacobs and Meeusen

discuss how a rise in visibility and representation equates to a 'positive' portrayal of those in
question. The authors have therefore succeeded in producing a comprehensive study on the
direct correlation between LGBT representation, visibility, and societal opinions about
homosexuality. Thus, the article makes contingent the importance of visibility concerning
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marginalization. The article confronts an overlooked aspect of LGBT representation in
Belgium's news television and formulates a thorough response to LGBT citizens' representation
in Flanders. Therefore, Jacobs and Meeusen expose the political quandary of representation,
demonstrating the potential for congeniality shifts.
7

Yet there is always purposeful political use in remaining wary of the under- and

misrepresentation of LGBT individuals. As the authors note, “[o]nly in half the stories about
homosexuality, representatives from the LGBT community are given a voice” (Jacobs,
Meeusen, 18). Therefore, this article demonstrates that to be recognized and represented is an
act of political framing and that misrepresentation leads to further disempowerment, prejudice
and marginalization. The authors therefore declare staging LGBT individuals in order to truly
shift representational focus within media coverage.
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Dozier, Raine. “’You Look Like a Dude, Dude’: Masculine Females Undoing
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1

Raine Dozier’s essay “You Look Like a Dude, Dude’: Masculine Females Undoing Gender

in the Workplace’” (2019) examines liminal categories of gender expression and embodiment like
masculine females and their capability of ‘undoing gender’ in the workplace. This may be carried
out due to their potential to reveal and interrogate naturalized accounts of men and women in
theoretical discussions of gender. The process of “doing gender” perpetuates and naturalizes
hegemonic masculinities (Dozier 1219). It creates gender binaries which lead to a conflation of
gender performativity, biological sex and sexual orientation. It suggests that subordinate
masculinities are ontologically a male domain and pariah femininities a female domain for people
embodying gender nonconformity. It also does not account for liminal categories of gender
expression that otherwise fall on the gender spectrum.
2

Dozier utilizes semi-structured, in depth interviews conducted between 2009 and 2014 with

49 self-identified masculine females in the United States. The interviews were recorded and
transcribed and participants were encouraged to converse with the interviewer. A variety of
strategies have been used to recruit participants and several sub-culture terms for masculine
females have been used in invitations. The females identify with gender related categories such as
butch, stud, AG (aggressive), tomboy, genderqueer, queer and masculine lesbian (1223). The
sample is diverse in terms of age, race and ethnicity, geographical location and education. Dozier
has used inductive thematic analysis wherein data is first collected, then categorized according to
central themes that emerge in the accounts of participants. Since masculine females exist on a
continuum, the term may be seen as an umbrella term that also includes women who are perceived
as men because of their appearance or preference of styles commonly associated with men. The
premise of the study is the defiance of the gender binary by masculine females and their potential
to disrupt usual gender practices in the workplace. This may be done through behavior, appearance
and interactional styles.
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3

Various parameters have been used by the participants to delineate their experiences of

being perceived of as masculine females. Despite their self-identification as women, the
participants received differential treatment from male co-workers due to their differences from
gender typical women who performed traditional femininity. Due to their perception as masculine
females, credibility and competence was ascribed to them. Since half the participants worked in
male-dominated occupations or settings, they were seen as “one of the guys”, a treatment that was
not given to typically gendered women in the department (1225-26). Further, the difficulties faced
by these women aligned more to the workplace violence faced by men with contested masculinities
working in male-dominated environments than with issues like sexual harassment faced by
women. Instances where co-workers faced difficulties in accurately categorizing participants’
gender and sex despite evidence of gendered signifiers are quite interesting. They reveal an
intransigent relationship between masculinity/femininity and being a man/woman in conceptions
of gender (1229). Participants who “refused gender” put their co-workers in a dilemma, thereby
forcing them to acknowledge the shortcomings of a binary gender system of classification and
allowing the participants special consideration (1229). Here, racial and ethnic minority participants
were more likely to be sexualized and stereotypical aggression attributed to them. This led to them
being put in charge of dangerous situations that depended upon their perceived aggression.
4

The findings of the study have been presented in a systematic manner using lucid language.

Thus, the essay holds interest for academicians as well as other readers who may not be familiar
with technical terms. It illustrates that masculine behavior describes a distinct social location
inhabited by some women. It foregrounds the radical potential of masculine females in undoing
gender by completely obfuscating gender binaries. Dozier’s study is rooted in a thoroughly
interdisciplinary theoretical framework. However, it stands out from existing scholarship by
bringing to focus a group that is often ignored in discussions on gender.
5

Dozier’s study may be seen as an affirmation of poststructuralist feminism which sees

gender as an indeterminate category, notably Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity
(Butler 1990; 2004). More interestingly, the study may be seen as an attempt to bridge the gap
between continental and American feminist theories. Dozier’s study allows the reader to challenge
the assumption that masculinity and being a man is always synonymous. Masculine women
redistribute the exclusive power of categorizing masculine behavior that usually rests with
hegemonic masculinity. This has strong associations with Luce Irigaray’s critique of homosocial
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economies controlled by heterosexual men and this study may befit a mention of the same
(Irigaray, 1985). However, the study remains pertinent due to the hope it provides for the
weakening the utility of gender as a meaningful method of categorization.
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Identity. New York, NYU Press, 2018.
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1

When conducting research about LGBTQ people, it is easy to fall into the trap of taking

individuals’ sexualities for granted. Feminist scholars have discussed the social construction of
gender at length. However, while we often pay lip service to the idea that sexuality, too, is socially
and historically contingent, research rarely takes this idea as a central point of departure. Professor
Mary Robertson’s recent book, Growing Up Queer: Kids and the Remaking of LGBTQ Identity
(2019) is one rare example of research looks at how one becomes sexual. Growing Up Queer
provides an ethnographic analysis of Spectrum, an LGBTQ youth center in an urban center in
western United States in 2012-2013, to explore how the youth at this center become sexual and
gendered through the social contexts they occupy.
2

Dr. Robertson argues that in the context of 21st century sexuality and gender politics, many

LGBTQ youth are developing subjectivities that are queerly oriented, rather than developing ‘normalized’ gay identities. Robertson frames her study through Sara Ahmed’s (2006) concept of queer
orientation, which describes a way of being that opposes the normal, whether by choice or not.
Furthermore, Robertson positions her work in response to Ritch Savin-Williams (2005) and C. J.
Pascoe (2007). Savin-Williams (2005) argues that the 21st century has been characterized by
greater normalization of homoeroticism and therefore acceptance of homosexuality. Pascoe (2007)
suggests that the homophobia exhibited by young people is based more on disciplining gender
nonconformity than disciplining sexual orientation. With these interventions in mind, Robertson
describes youths whose claims to queer identity are in direct reaction to the growing sense that
normalized LGBTQ identities do not capture their experiences.
3

Chapter 1 puts Spectrum and other LGBTQ youth centers in the context of growing ac-

ceptance of LGBTQ people in US society during the time of her fieldwork. Chapter 2 explores
how the youth at Spectrum become sexual, describing it as having little to do with sexual behavior
and more to do with gender non-conformity and resistance to heteronormative sexual scripts.
Bringing in intersections of race and class, Robertson shows that LGBTQ acceptance is not equally
accessible to everyone. Chapter 3 explores how the youth of Spectrum form their gender identities.
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While attention is paid to the binary trans youth at Spectrum, Robertson also describes Spectrum
as a genderqueer utopia, where youth can play with gender expression and embrace ambivalence.
4

Chapter 4 explores the influence of alternative media on the participants' sexual identities,

with emphasis on the role of anime and fan fiction in providing youth with positive depictions of
gender non-conformity and queerness. Chapter 5 discusses the family as another strong influence
on youth’s sexual and gender identities. The youth in Robertson’s study had mostly supportive
parents, and a significant portion of the youth had family members who were LGBTQ-identified.
Robertson concludes by considering how normalization relies on queer to prop itself up. She critiques most identity-based rights movements, who often overlook the most marginalized in their
numbers, and points to the transgender and Black Lives Matter movements as examples of multicoalitional queer organizing.
5

The sections where Robertson brings in race and immigration status are compelling, par-

ticularly in discussing the undocumented immigrant experience as queer in the book’s conclusion.
This discussion helps to illustrate the concept of queerness as something beyond sexuality and
gender. Robertson brings in queer of color critiques of the family, arguing that the Standard North
American Family model is tied to white, middle class, heterosexual privilege. However, these sections would have been more satisfying with an even deeper analysis of the ways in which heteropatriarchy and white supremacy co-constitute one another.
6

Growing Up Queer is a thought-provoking ethnography of LGBTQ youth experience in

the 21st century. The book fills a gap in the literature by challenging the focus on “risk and resilience” (24) that other academic work on LGBTQ youth often perpetuate. Instead, Robertson provides a more nuanced look at these youths’ lives, emphasizing their narratives of struggle, play,
and exploration. She deftly illustrates how queer goes beyond sexual identity. Rather, it is a relationship to the normal that is influenced by gender, race, class, ability, nationality, etc. Therefore,
book is relevant to scholars interested in the development of gender and sexual identity in the 21st
century. Robertson’s accessible writing makes the complex ideas from queer theory easily digestible, making the book well-suited for undergraduate and early graduate courses in gender, sexuality studies, or childhood/youth.
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1

Lynn M. Thomas’s new book, Beneath the Surface: A Transnational History of Skin

Lighteners presents a history of lightening products centered in South Africa that is attentive to
transnational ties. Her book asks a series of questions about why people have chosen to use skin
lighteners throughout history and what these choices tell us about the politics of beauty, personal
desires, social and economic transformations, and race. By tracing the history of lightening in
South Africa, she demonstrates how a long history of this practice existed among Africans in South
Africa. In doing so, she shows that skin lightening cannot just be explained by racism, but by an
amalgamation of factors including gender, class, and sexuality (Thomas 2).
2

The book has six chapters that are both chronological and thematic. In the first chapter,

Thomas uncovers precolonial skin lightening practices in South Africa and their entanglements
with colonial bodily practices (23). The chapter shows how women in precolonial South Africa
often engaged in forms of skin lightening. Therefore, Thomas contends that “aesthetic ideals of
shininess, brightness, lightness, and ritual – not racial – whiteness” were tied to conceptions of
female beauty (27).
3

The second chapter discusses the arrival of commercial skin lighteners in South Africa in

the 1930s. Thomas shows how beauty contests in the newspaper Bantu World reveal how beauty
in South Africa was tied not only to race but also to politics (73). In the third chapter Thomas
discusses South African-made skin lighteners. In the 1930s and 1940s, South African pharmacists
realized there was a large market for lighteners among Coloured and African communities. Thus,
brands like Karoo and Bu-Tone were born (96).
4

Thomas’s fourth chapter analyzes advertisements for lightening products in Bantu

World as well as in Zonk!, Drum, and Bona between the late 1940s and 1970s. She argues that skin
lighteners became “technologies of visibility” and that in apartheid society where nuances in skin
color mattered a lot, skin lighteners were a way of gaining status (20). Thomas shows the ties
between apartheid and “consumer capitalism’s message of body malleability” (149).

55

5

In the fifth chapter, Thomas discusses the South Africans who argued against the use of

lighteners. Some people voiced concerns about the safety of lighteners, while others voiced
opposition to lighteners on the grounds of race. These activists advocated for people to embrace
the belief that “Black is Beautiful” and stop using lightening products (189). In her last chapter,
Thomas emphasizes the role the Black Consciousness Movement played in challenging the use of
lightening products. She posits that opposition to lighteners arose from transnational ties. Health
concerns flowed between the United States and South Africa, while the motto “Black is Beautiful”
also had its origins in the Black Panther Party (189).
6

One of the strengths of Thomas’s book is this attention to transnational ties. It does a

superb job of showing how FDA regulations in the United States influenced regulations in South
Africa, and how styles and ideas about beauty traversed the Atlantic. She also reveals how South
Africans manufactured and advertised the lighteners sold in East Africa. Her book also makes
major interventions in the field of African and gender history. While Africanist historians have
been attentive to gender, Thomas’s book is one of the first to engage with topics of beauty, body,
and affect in Africa (9).
7

The books also use the heuristic device of the ‘modern girl’. A concept developed by

Thomas with colleagues at the University of Washington. Thomas defines the “modern girl” who
emerged in the 1920s as a figure who “embraced an explicit eroticism, appeared to disavow
domestic duties and used commodities” (12). It is a useful concept that underlines how women in
South Africa were connected to global forces. However, while there is plenty of information about
the women and girls who chose to use lighteners in the book, I wonder what this focus on the
figure of the ‘modern girl’ elides. The book does mention men; however, they seem to be more of
an afterthought. One wonders what prompted men to use skin lighteners and which men chose to
do so? What might the use of lighteners among men tell us about masculinity, male bodily
practices, and male beauty? Likewise, what might the relationship have been between lighteners
and queer identities in South Africa?
8

Nevertheless, Thomas’s book is groundbreaking and opens many new paths for further

research. She provides insightful analyses that allow the reader to understand both the positions of
those who choose to use skin lighteners, as well as those who have advocated against them.
Scholars interested in gender, African history, or the history of consumer capitalism will all find
something thought-provoking in this book.
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