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Gender as a Question of Historical Analysis
Jeanne Boydston

Almost twenty years ago, in a little-noticed paper for an American Council of Learned
Societies conference, historian of American slavery Barbara Jeanne Fields went on
record as an abiding sceptic of ‘categories of analysis’. ‘The phrase itself – categories
of analysis – has a dry, ugly sound to my ears’, she confided. ‘When I encounter the
phrase . . . in the opening pages of a book that I am not professionally obligated to read,
I put the book down immediately’. ‘If not kept strictly in their place’, she cautioned,
‘they get above themselves and go masquerading as persons, mingling on equal terms
with human beings and sometimes crowding them out altogether’.1
Of course Fields wrote partly (not entirely) tongue-in-cheek. Nevertheless, when
I first came across the piece in the early 1990s, I was dismayed. At the time, the
project of consciously and carefully delineating categories of historical analysis –
race, class, nation, identity and, in my field, gender – promised an ever more nuanced
history of power and resistance, one in which subjects that had been rendered unseen or
unintelligible by the terms of older frameworks would become visible in dramatically
new and significant ways. Like many others, I thought that not only the future of my
field but its very vindication as a field lay in that project. I was disappointed to find a
historian I admired as much as Fields demurring at the prospect.
Now, twenty years later, my enthusiasm for categories of analysis has cooled considerably, and particularly for the reigning category of analysis of my own field, gender.
Given the lingering controversy over the naming of the field, I want to be clear that it is
not the substitution of ‘gender’ for ‘women’ that concerns me. My complaint is not that
‘gender’ history has distracted us from the important work of recovering ‘women’s’
history. Much of that project does remain undone, but I am not convinced that focusing
on ‘gender’ (as opposed to ‘women’) impedes us from doing it. Neither am I unhappy
about including males in what we once called ‘women’s history’ or about investigating the histories of manhood/masculinities as well as womanhood/femininities.2 The
worlds of females – at their most communal and institutional and at their most intimate,
at their most fragile and at their most potent – have included males. The cultural processes that have produced ‘women’ have also produced ‘men’. Gender is the concept in
our current practice that encompasses this relational dynamic. It seems useful to shift
the name of the field, from women’s history to gender history, to reflect this. And as I
hope is clear both from this essay and my larger work, in expressing my present concerns, I in no way suggest that we should cease examining the ways in which the construction of gender has occurred and been important in the history of human societies.
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What I do worry about – what gives Fields’s essay its present salience for me
– is that, as a category of analysis, gender may be functioning in our work in just
the sorts of ways she deplored. There is a difference between a concept – theorised
but uninstitutionalised, advanced but still in motion – and a more fixed and furnished
category of analysis. Even as a concept, ‘gender’ has been the subject of almost continuous debate in the field of women’s and gender history (although this discussion has
become less welcome, it seems to me, since we began to deploy gender as a category of
analysis). Over the years, we have struggled with limited success to problematise the
relation of ‘gender’ as a social construction to designated ‘male’ and ‘female’ bodies;
too often, we assume that whatever female people do is ‘femininity’ and whatever male
people do is ‘masculinity’. We have argued without much resolution over the possibilities for theorising gender in other than binary and oppositional terms (or in terms
of a continuum on which the poles remain ‘male’ and ‘female’). Perhaps of greatest
concern to me, although we have argued for ‘gender’ as a historical process, we have
frequently treated that process as non-historically-contingent – that is, as unfolding
in much the same way and in much the same terms in all societies. We have largely
disregarded the very local and particular character of the concept as most of us have
come to understand and use it – local to the cultures of the twentieth-century United
States and western Europe and particular to the nature and struggles for power within
those cultures. These, I think, remain critical points of interrogation for the concept
itself.
In claiming that same concept as a broad category of analysis, we have done nothing to resolve those issues. If anything, by our inattention we have further secured them
as silent biases in our work, accepting a flattening of complex historical processes and
meanings, and fostering a uniformity in the history whose resistances and irregularities
we seek to understand. Everywhere invoked, almost regardless of the time, place or
culture under investigation, as a category of analysis gender seems almost nowhere critically reassessed with respect to time, place and culture. In a sense, relying on gender
as a category of historical analysis has stymied our efforts to write a history – or many
histories – of gender as historical process. In Fields’s words, as a category of analysis
gender now goes rather haughtily ‘masquerading’ as historical subjects, ‘mingling on
equal terms’ with historical actors and processes ‘and sometimes crowding them out
altogether’.
In the essay that follows, I explore these reservations in greater conceptual and
historical detail. I ask what it means to name a particular concept a ‘category of analysis’
and revisit the process through which particularly American feminist historians came to
understand ‘gender’ in that way. I note some of the broad areas of historical research that
have been stymied by this practice – including the study of gender in twentieth-century
western Europe and the United States, the very places and times where, if anywhere,
such a category should work best. In a more extended examination of my own field
of expertise, early American history, I seek both to comment on the interpretative
limitations imposed by the current widespread understanding of gender as a category
of analysis and to suggest alternative ways of understanding the history of gender in this
place and period. Finally, I speculate on new conceptual approaches to gender history,
asking for a praxis that refuses gender as a set of more or less universalised assumptions
and, instead, always interrogates it anew as a set of relatively open questions applied
to a discrete time and place of inquiry.
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It is useful, I think, to begin that discussion by asking just what a category of analysis
is. How is it constituted, and what work do we expect it to do?
Categories of analysis are subjective, fashioned in the critical minds of historians
to help us identify, organise and assess certain kinds of evidence of particular interest
to us. Thus, although they may carry an urgency for us that makes them appear both
natural and inevitable, categories of analysis are always contemporary, constituted
in and marked by the present – our present as historians. (Obviously, we perceive
evidence of our categories in our sources, but that perception is itself at least in part an
act of constitution.) This temporality is by no means a fatal flaw in the usefulness of
categories for historians. Quite the contrary, to suggest that categories of analysis exist
a priori in the sources and have merely to be revealed (like a Michelangelo sculpture
imprisoned in the marble) is to misunderstand the character of history as a discipline
and to misrepresent the role of the historian as a maker of meaning.
Nevertheless, the fact of particularity should give us pause. Categories of analysis
are not analytically neutral. They are not mere frameworks for organising ideas. They
are frameworks that reflect and replicate our own understandings of the world. The
moment we cease to acknowledge that aspect of their work and invest any particular
category of analysis with the authority of permanence and universality, we cease to be
historians and become propagandists of a particular epistemological order.
And yet the very process of categorisation – the naming of an abstracted class – is
inherently a simplifying, consolidating and universalising process. These qualities, too,
are a part of the usefulness of categories, the whole purpose of which is to bring order
and meaning to an otherwise unruly tangle of data and permit us to hold steady the
otherwise constant flurry of difference and change. On the other hand, these qualities
remove categories from ‘real’ time and space and locate them in a type of critical utopia.
They tend to reduce the mess and variability of lived experience to a few elements
that are allowed to stand, falsely, as a substitute for that experience, and to collapse
complicated and distinct historical processes into stable, materialised representations.
When we use a category of analysis we authorise that process of reduction, with all of
its numerous and inevitable concealments and misrepresentations. Of course, merely
using the category does not absolutely preclude us from noticing anomalies in our
field of analysis but, as the episteme of the analysis, the reason-imbuing framework, a
category of analysis can mark whatever is beyond it as irrational and nonsensical, an
annoyance to be either fitted into the category or purged as irrelevant.
But the anomalies are just what ought to interest us as historians – not so we
can figure a way to force them to conform to the framework, but because they disrupt the common sense of the framework and may signal that something is being
missed or suppressed within it. For historians, that ‘something’ is likely to be local practice, the ground of particular, historical time and space that marks the insufficiency of the category’s truth-claims. The anomalies may be quite small (an
unexpected combination of symbols) or more glaring (a dramatic exception to the
category’s rule). They may turn out to be constitutive of the category, in the sense that
the plausibility of any category of analysis resides in part on its capacity to exclude.
Often, however, irregularities point to more fundamental problems in the category
itself.
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Identifying the practices that are incomprehensible within our framework is hard
work – harder the more deeply a category has become ingrained in the practice of
the field. A particular category of gender has become the common sense for our work
as gender historians. And yet the rewards can be considerable. To paraphrase Pierre
Bourdieu, only by a break with the categorical vision, ‘which is experienced as a break
with ordinary vision’, can we begin to bring the anomalies into clearer view.3
∗∗∗

The current ‘ordinary’ understanding of gender as a category of historical analysis
stems from late twentieth-century feminist political mobilisation in Europe and the
United States, within which the field of women’s history developed as both product
and practice.4 Although early women’s historians were far more likely to employ
the category ‘woman’ (‘woman’s roles’ or ‘perceptions of woman’ or ‘myths about
woman’) than the analytical language of ‘gender’,5 most embraced an idea of gender
roughly akin to Gayle Rubin’s classic early formulation: that ‘in every society’ there is ‘a
set of arrangements by which the biological raw material of human sex and procreation
(sex) is shaped by human, social intervention (gender)’.6 It was the work of feminism
to expose those gender systems and redress their injustices to women (later, to men as
well as women). In this context, it was the work of women’s historians to discover and
reveal such patterns in the past (including in the ways historians had written about the
past), to return women and women’s activities to the historical record and to illuminate
the ways in which women in the past had attempted to resist sexual oppression in the
societies within which they lived.
The distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ remained common in feminist organising and history, but the framework was not without its critics, especially among
theorists who questioned whether even physical bodies were not bearers of purely socially constructed meanings. However, in part because the field of women’s history
originated in the methods of social history, in part because early women’s history did
not seriously interrogate bodies as a historical subject, most early women’s historians
did not directly confront the dilemmas of the sex/gender distinction, which continued to
inform the assumptions of their work. The period from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s
certainly saw a lot of theorising about ‘gender’ among women’s historians, but the
emphasis was not on problematising the term ‘gender’ itself so much as it was on problematising the relation of gender to other categories, particularly class and patriarchy.7
In many ways potentially very useful, most efforts of this sort continued to conceptual
gender, class and other social processes as conceptually distinct, making it difficult to
capture the complexity and particularity of their unified processes in a given historical
circumstance. In the absence of a constitutively ‘raced’ concept of gender, for example,
gender always reflected the racial systems of western European culture and reverted to
the implicitly white position.
By the 1980s, it was becoming more difficult for women’s historians to avoid reevaluating the way they used the concept ‘gender’. Although the fuller investigation of
these points would follow in theorising ‘intersectionality’ and in the studies of gender
and colonialism of the 1990s, scholars of race and slavery in Europe and the Americas
were vigorous in pointing out that the bodies of women of colour had been socially
constructed to meet the interests of Europeans since the first colonial contacts.8 ‘Stand
point’ theory, which questioned the adequacy of generalised and abstracted categories
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for capturing the distinctive processes of forms of oppression and privilege in a woman’s
experience, was one response to these criticisms of mainstream feminist analysis.9
Several additional circumstances specific to the academy in the 1980s gave urgency to the quest for a more deeply theorised concept of gender in the field of women’s
history. The field was thriving. By the 1980s, it supported influential journals in the
United States and Europe, and works in women’s history were beginning to appear
on the lists of prominent publishers and in prominent general historical journals. The
sheer volume of production seemed to require some greater consistency of terms. In
the academy, the legitimacy of the field of women’s history and of women’s historians
was under almost constant attack. In particular, women’s history was dismissed as narrow, over-specialised and immaterial to the truly important matter of history (framed
in seemingly neutral terms as politics, war and so forth, but more accurately defined as
the actions of males) and women’s historians were accused of trying to fashion their
own personal frustrations into a respected academic field. A more unified concept of
gender, detached from the heat of activism and justified instead as one of the fundamental organising categories of history, might provide legitimacy for the field and its
practitioners.
Here entered the matter of the ‘category of analysis’. If gender could be argued
to be a key field of experience for both men and women – for all people – then one
might posit gender as a subject of universal relevance. This was the political context
for Joan Wallach Scott’s splendid essay, ‘Gender: A Useful Category of Historical
Analysis’, which opened the December 1986 issue of the American Historical Review,
a commanding placement in a flagship journal of the profession. As Scott noted, ‘The
proliferation of case studies in women’s history seems to call for some synthesizing
perspective’ and ‘the discrepancy between the high quality of recent work in women’s
history and the continuing marginal status of the field as a whole . . . points up the limits
of descriptive approaches that do not address dominant disciplinary concepts . . . in
terms that can shake their power and perhaps transform them’.10
Scott’s broad purpose was to examine the implications of feminists’ growing tendency ‘to use “gender” as a way of referring to the social organization of the relationship
between the sexes’, and to offer a ‘useable theoretical formulation’ of gender as a category of historical analysis. She devoted the first half of the essay to an assessment of
the main schools of feminist theorising in the 1960s and 1970s – all of which seemed
to her ‘limited at best because they tend to contain reductive or overly simple generalizations that undercut not only history’s disciplinary sense of the complexity of
social causation but also feminist commitments to analyses that will lead to change’.11
Patriarchal theory claimed universal primacy for gender as an analytical category (with
little attention to its relationship to other oppressions) and assumed ‘a consistent or
inherent meaning’ for the physical differences between males and females; it rendered
history ‘in a sense, epiphenomenal, providing endless variations on the unchanging
theme of a fixed gender inequality’.12 Marxist theories suffered from something of
the opposite problem: they had trouble formulating any independent analytical status
for gender at all. Everything was ‘the by-product of changing economic structures’.13
Although her specific criticisms of different schools of psychoanalytic theory varied,
Scott found in all of them ‘the tendency to reify subjectively originating antagonism
between males and females’ and ‘to universalize the categories and relationship of
male and female’.14 The ability of the field to define its own boundaries and at the
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same time to challenge ‘non-feminist historians’ depended on ‘gender as an analytic
category’.15 The challenge was to formulate a concept of gender that could be used as
an independent category of analysis, yet rejected ‘the fixing of the binary opposition
of male and female as the only possible relationship and as a permanent aspect of the
human condition’.16
The category Scott herself offered did not resolve these issues, however. Although
much of the article was devoted to the inadequacies of specific social scientific methodologies for the historical study of gender, Scott did not reject the social science model
per se. Finding that gender theorising ‘is often not done precisely or systematically’,17
she fashioned her definition on the model of a scientific claim, with the implications of
neutrality and universality implied by that form: gender had two parts and four subparts,
identifiable and structurally consistent (although with some operational variation).18
Far from dislodging the binary, the first part of the definition restated it: ‘gender is a
constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the
sexes’.19 This approach complicated the ‘sex/gender distinction’ by deflecting analysis
from the naturalised body to the perceived body, but this was a deflection, not a
displacement, for perception now became the real subject. If perception is the ground
of politics and if people perceive male and female bodies as gendered in a binary
opposition (which seems to be what Scott meant when she paraphrased Bourdieu to the
effect that ‘established as an objective set of references, concepts of gender structure
perception and the concrete and symbolic organization of all social life’),20 then we
are left once again with a concept of gender as a natural oppositional binary: gender
is as much hard-wired in the human psyche as Freud would have had it hard-wired
in the human anatomy. Scott did offer a theory of variability. The four subparts to
her first proposition (culturally available symbols, normative concepts that interpret
those symbols, polities and social institutions, and organisations that structure these
normative concepts in daily life and subjective identity) operate simultaneously but
with changing and culturally distinct intensities.21 None of them, however, altered the
fundamental binary structure of gender itself. Gender history would be the story of
their complex and altering interplay but these would be variations within an enduring
oppositional configuration of gender.
Scott’s second proposition provided that ‘gender is a primary way of signifying
relations of power’. As became clear in her discussion of this proposition, Scott’s
approach was marked by a twentieth-century, western conception of the nature of power,
associated especially with the work of Michel Foucault and the Frankfurt school. Power,
in this formulation, is by definition a process of creating advantage – the ‘differential
control over or access to material and symbolic resources’ – with the goal of exercising
dominion.22 (What game theorists call a ‘Pareto improvement’, a deployment of power
that benefits one site without disadvantaging others, is largely unthinkable within this
framework.) Foucauldian power is also often insinuative in its mechanics, operating
through socially dispersed forms of interiorised self-discipline that are fundamentally
western European and bourgeois. Within this frame, claims to freedom are illusory and
in fact serve to entrench a totalising regime. This approach to power had important
implications for Scott’s model of gender: it further secured a binary, oppositional
framework for thinking about matters of male and female, and it virtually ruled out
(as naı̈ve) distinctions between male and female that might not be about this kind
of differentialising power. Within this category, it is difficult to imagine distinctions
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between males and females that are not invidious to one or the other group, and thus
correspondingly difficult to conceive of distinctions that do not register as primary axes
for allocating authority.
One way of reading this definition of gender as a category of analysis is, of
course that, if the perceptions of male and female bodies in a given historical circumstance are not perceptions of binary difference and/or do not function as vehicles
of domination, then the process under study is not gender. I’ll return to this later.
Let me just note here that such a definition would relegate cultures not characterised by the oppositional binary to a strange negative historical and intellectual
space, as the non-gendered Other – the absence of a specific western gender formation adding to their strangeness rather than raising questions of the adequacy of the
category.
Powerful and timely, ‘Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis’ was soon
being cited everywhere, albeit often without the critical reading the essay deserved.
Scott herself returned to these matters in several essays – perhaps most importantly
in ‘Some More Reflections on Gender and Politics’ (1999). Here, Scott recognised
the persisting problems in gender historians’ theorising of gender as a category, and,
indeed, seemed to back away from some of the categorical claims of the first essay.
She noted the ‘universalizing impulses of both feminism . . . and social science and the
tendency to treat “national and/or cultural differences . . . as second-order phenomena”
to an assumed “self-evident . . . fundamental difference of ‘women’ from ‘men’”’. Scott
explicitly rejected analyses that employ gender to mean ‘a set of fixed oppositional
categories, male and female’. And yet, in its emphasis on investigating ‘how sexual
difference is constituted by politics (how, to put it another way, masculinity is secured
by attributing its antithesis to femininity and in what terms)’, the essay seems to restate
just such a configuration of gender. Perhaps for this reason, ‘Reflections’ seems not
to have provoked the ‘critical reassessment, if not revision and reconceptualisation, of
the terms that have been most used in our analysis’, as Scott hoped.23
∗∗∗

Still, that reassessment has been ongoing. A number of non-western historians argue that
not all societies have been organised on the basis of gender, at least not ‘gender’ in the
way implied in the work of most western historians. Among the most outspoken scholars
on the subject is African historian Oyèrónké Oyewùmı́. Oyewùmı́ argues that western
work on gender has been, and continues to be, preoccupied with the oppositionallysexed body, which – as literal body or as representation – inhabits the category ‘gender’
and invests it with a rigid corporeal determinism. But this valorisation of the body is not
universal. On the contrary, it is historically specific to European cultures and western
history. Here Oyewùmı́ takes the step clearly implied in social constructionist thought,
but seldom taken by social constructionists:
If gender is socially constructed, then gender cannot behave in the same way across time and space. If
gender is a social construction, then we must examine the various cultural/architectural sites where
it was constructed, and we must acknowledge that variously located actors (aggregates, groups,
interested parties) were part of the construction. We must further acknowledge that if gender is a
social construction, then there was a specific time (in different cultural/architectural sites) when
it was ‘constructed’ and therefore a time before which it was not. Thus, gender, being a social
construction, is also a historical and cultural phenomenon.
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‘Consequently’, she concludes, ‘it is logical to assume that in some societies, gender
construction need not have existed at all’.24
Wonderfully provocative as this conclusion is, it seems to me both to exceed
Oyewùmı́’s evidence and to obscure her most interesting argument, which (to my
mind) is not that no social distinctions between men and women existed in pre-colonial
Yorubaland (they plainly did, in the division of labour as well as in symbols for social
roles, for example), but that gender construction as defined by the current category of
analysis in the form employed by so many western historians did not occur. Systems
of distinction other than male/female were also important – at times more important
than the male/female dyad – as primary symbol sets for articulating relations of superior and inferior power. Conversely, male/female distinctions did not always function
invidiously towards women. What Oyewùmı́ is refusing is the claim of a western
European category to universalism – in a sense, the right of European and north
American scholars to define the ‘gender’ for African women’s history. For her, a
society in which ‘gender’ was never constructed means a society in which perceptions of sexual difference are ‘not always enlisted as the basis for social classification’.
In pre-colonial Yoruba culture, according to Oyewùmı́, the primary principle of social classification was seniority, which, she emphasises, ‘was based on chronological
age . . . [and] did not denote gender’.25 This does not mean that Yoruba speakers were
unaware of differences between male and female bodies, or that Yoruban culture did
not embrace tropes of male and female bodies, or that pre-colonial Yoruba people
lived in a golden age in which power was never deployed brutally and for purposes
of domination and never articulated through seemingly natural systems of discourse.
It means simply that perceptions and representations of sexual opposition were not
presumptively a primary field for the articulation of that particular power. That is to
say, she makes an important case that the category ‘gender’ as understood by western feminist historians on the basis of their own local histories cannot claim universal
relevance.
Oyewùmı́ was not the first to raise this challenge. In an important article written
just as Scott’s category was seizing the imaginations of western feminists, Ifi Amadiume criticised the ethnocentricity of early feminist anthropologists (and, by extension,
feminists scholars generally) to whom ‘the universal social and cultural inferiority of
women was a foregone conclusion’ as a result of their failure to recognise that ‘the domestic/public dichotomy which led them to th[is] conclusion . . . was a feature of their
own particular class and culture’. In her own work on Igbo culture in eastern Nigeria,
Amadiume did identify a gender system through which numerous mythic, social and
culture distinctions were articulated according to a binary of masculine and feminine.
But she also found that in this binary, the attributes associated with females did not
necessarily lead to the economic or political subordination of the social group women,
and that various social institutions, especially those of ‘male daughters’ and ‘female
husbands’, permitted individual females officially to enter and enjoy the privileges of
social positions gendered masculine.26
In the early 1990s, Barry S. Hewlett made a similar argument, focusing on misunderstandings of the roles of males as a result of universalising western analytical
categories. In his work among the central African Aka, Hewlett found father–infant
relations that utterly defied the gender expectations of Western theory – fathers who
‘spend 47 per cent of their day holding or within an arm’s reach of their infants’, who
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are gentle, soothing to their infants, and ‘more likely than [the] mother to hug and kiss
the infant’.27
More recently, Iranian historian Afsaneh Najmabadi returned to the subject of the
ethnocentricity of gender as a category of historical analysis. Like Oyewùmı́, Najmabadi
worried about the ‘largely Anglo-American history of gender as a named category’ and
about the implications of that history for the use of gender as a category of historical
analysis ‘beyond the Americas and the modern’. She identified as a particular concern
the persistence, in the seemingly neutral category, of a gender binary ‘derived from
Western psycho-behavioural categories of gender-role determination’, noting her own
struggle with the concept in writing what became Women with Mustaches and Men
without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian Modernity:
The project had begun as a project on the work of gender for the formation of Iranian modernity
on iconic, narrative, metaphoric, and social levels. But there was another labor of gender that I
had overlooked: the production of gender itself as a binary, man/woman – itself an effect of a
paradigmatic shift in categories . . . from a view in which all genders were defined in relation to
adult manhood to a view in which woman and man became opposite and complementary, to the
exclusion of other categories that would not fit.

Her first ‘labor of gender’ was to break free of the modern, western category, and of
the narrative implicit in that category, in order to tell another story (suppressed within
the western model) of gender as it had existed and functioned in non-modern Iran. That
task required acknowledging the ‘gender binary’ as a product of a particular historical
moment, not as a universal category. It meant fundamentally ‘renegotiat[ing] meanings
of gender and sexuality as well as their analytic utility’ outside of the epistemological
confines of the west.28
∗∗∗

But the problems of employing an oppositionally binary concept of gender as a category
of historical analysis are not confined to the study of non-western cultures and they
are not resolved simply by acknowledging differences between those societies and
an equally problematic category, ‘the west’ (or one of its variants). That route tends
to reify the current largely Anglo-American category as the normative discourse of
‘gender’ (from which other cultures are deviations). Equally important, it conceals
the contemporaneous variability and historical transformations of gender discourses
within Europe and the United States, or, at best, subordinates those alternatives within
a narrative that assumes the eventual triumph of the binary as we presume it to have
existed in the late twentieth century. An overview of the scholarship on the history of
women and gender in the United States illustrates the extent and costs of that approach.
The nineteenth century is a useful place to begin since it was here that the field of
United States women’s history largely began, with classics like Carroll Smith Rosenberg’s ‘Beauty, the Beast and the Militant Woman’, Kathryn Kish Sklar’s Catharine
Beecher and Nancy Cott’s The Bonds of Womanhood.29 These scholars were drawn
to antebellum America, at least in part, in search of the historical roots of the forms
of oppression they identified in their own late twentieth-century world and the origins of ‘feminism’, the name given to resistance to that particular form of oppression.
What they found was the ‘cult of domesticity’. As Nancy Cott observed in 1977, ‘The
ideology of domesticity may seem to be contradicted functionally and abstractly by
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feminism, but historically – as they emerged in the United States – the latter depended
upon the former’.30 There was nothing unusual about this connection between contemporary life and historical inquiry. Like all historians, early women’s historians selected
for study subjects that could be associated with matters of current interest. In this case,
they focused on elements of social and intellectual life in the early American republic
that seemed identifiable in terms of feminist concerns: questions of familial, political,
legal and economic subordination of women as a group to men as a group and of the
discursive conventions that articulated and justified that subordination. In the process,
of course, they defined women’s history as the history of subjects identifiable through
the lens of the feminist critique, which assumed an oppositional binary of male/female
as its primary trope.
This inclination to notice the past through the epistemology of late twentiethcentury feminism – that is, to assign importance to evidence and events that could be
understood as either oppressive or liberatory within the paradigm of the gender binary
– continued to organise the field of women’s history as historians reached forward to
the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries and back into the revolutionary and then the
colonial period. Until recently, scholarship on the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries has been almost wholly preoccupied with the creation of the conditions that
gave rise to late twentieth-century feminism and has pursued two strands in particular:
the growing hegemony of the ‘ideology of domesticity’ even as women’s educational
opportunities and labour force participation and education expanded; and the responses
of women to the constraints (and occasionally the possibilities) of that binary. Key
themes included maternalism, reproductive control, aspects of suffrage movement,
legal discrimination, sexism in the labour force and heterosexual family life (and the
same-sex friendships that defied heterosexual domestic patterns). Understanding their
work as ‘part of a larger movement to reassess and redefine the position of women
in the contemporary world’, early American women’s and gender historians showed
a similar preoccupation with ‘domesticity’ – in this case, its origins and antecedents.
Key themes here included ‘patriarchal’ household hierarchies, early gender divisions
of labour and the exclusion of females from the franchise and public life.31 Indeed,
by the late 1980s, ‘separate spheres’ had become such a pervasive analytical rubric
for writing American women’s history that some scholars began to voice concern.
In an important essay on ‘the rhetoric of women’s history’, Kerber acknowledged the
framework’s initial importance as ‘a strategy that enabled historians to move the history
of women out of the realm of the trivial and anecdotal and into the realm of analytical
social history’. But she also cautioned women’s historians that ‘to continue to use the
language of separate spheres is to deny the reciprocity between gender and society, and
to impose a static model on dynamic relationships’.32
Through the late 1980s and 1990s, in the wake of both Kerber’s and Scott’s interventions, historians of early American women broadened their attention from merely
confirming the existence of the binary to examining the ways in which that structure
was marshalled and deployed in specific changing discursive and social environments.
The result was a literature that began to articulate the complex interactions of gender with other social formations and cultural discourses – most notably ‘class’, ‘race’
and region. These studies (which included, for example, Sarah Deutsch’s No Separate
Refuge, Peggy Pascoe’s Relations of Rescue and Stephanie McCurry’s Masters of Small
Worlds) introduced a critical geographical and cultural breadth to the field and set a
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new standard for historical specificity in the changing manifestations of gender in the
history of the United States.33 At the same time, they did not fundamentally question
the character of the category of gender itself. Rather, they accepted the oppositional
binary as the neutral categorical formation within which specific cultures might impose
specific variations. Broadening the array of categories at play was an important revision
that allowed for the investigation of more numerous social and cultural discourse variations, but doing this without questioning the categories themselves foreshortened the
possibilities for recognising genuinely alternative formations. In terms of the history of
women and gender, this enabled a narrative that was at once vastly more nuanced and
complex and yet fundamentally unchanged. Manifestations of ‘gender’ altered over
time and space, but ‘gender’ itself did not.
The very familiar history of the woman suffrage movement offers a striking doublelayered case in point of the problems of imposing the separate spheres model on American women’s history – double-layered because, as Lisa Tetrault points out, the model
was first imposed by the suffragists and then sustained by feminist historians. In The
History of Woman Suffrage, Susan B. Anthony, along with Elizabeth Cady Stanton and
Matilda Gage, constructed a narrative of the movement as a struggle against ‘separate
spheres’ – that is, against a gender binary so rigid and so privileging of men and penalising of women that it far superseded other societal inequities in its pervasiveness and
harm. To a striking extent, women’s historians of the United States have echoed that
view in their own work, criticising women’s rights advocates who allied with Republicans in supporting freedmen’s rights as either naı̈ve or treacherous and largely isolating
the narrative of women’s suffrage from the rest of post-Reconstruction United States.34
Race scholars, most notably Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, have long objected to this approach
as concealing the strategic and substantive importance of racial consciousness to the
way white suffragists understood both their oppression and its redress.35 In her recent
work, Tetrault argues that this narrative also concealed a much more varied and less
rigid gender system in the late nineteenth century, strategically exaggerating both the
polarisation of the struggle and the breadth of the opposition. Women had long voted in
municipal and some state elections. While many state and national legislators opposed
expanding the female suffrage, many common people did not; active supporters and
friendly listeners – including quite a few men – flocked to suffragists’ lyceum lectures,
which furnished some of the suffragists with both celebrity and a fairly nice income.36
The binary may not have been either so fully invidious or so broadly entrenched as
many of us have supposed.
Other turn-of-the-century studies raise similar possibilities, although they have
stopped short of explicitly contesting the category. In her study of early twentiethcentury female labour activism, Nan Enstad emphasised the importance of breaking up
consolidated and rigid categories of identity. She argued instead for an analytical language of ‘subjectivity’: ‘Subjectivity is . . . related to the concepts “self” and “identity”,
with a crucial distinction: subjectivity emphasizes a process of becoming that is never
completed. It is based on the principle that who one is is neither essential nor fixed, but
is continually shaped and reshaped in human social exchange’. As she demonstrated,
the growth of popular culture at the turn of the century – exactly at the moment when
the woman suffrage movement was reaching its broadest appeal – provided labouring
young women with both material and social forms for rearticulating ‘the female’. The
representation of ‘the lady’ that so inspired labouring women, for example, was not a
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mere pale and envy-riven reflection of ‘the lady’ of elite discourse: it was its own gender
marker, signally a distinct gendering process. For the same period, George Chauncey
identified a varied and complex array of sexualities among urban males, all of which
hint at the existence of multiple understandings of gender – including, for example, the
‘pansy’, the ‘Nance’, the ‘fairie’ and the ‘buttercup’ as well as ‘he-men’ and ‘she-men’.
Even professional sexologists of the period analysed the genders into three sexualities:
male, female and intermediate. This evidence of non-homonormativity, to use Lisa
Duggan’s term, points to an absence of clear heteronormativity in both practice and
identity at the turn of the century – that is, to the absence of a controlling oppositional
binary. Other works, such as Regina Kunzel’s Fallen Women, Problem Girls: Unmarried Mothers and the Professionalization of Social Work, 1890–1945, have traced this
more complex understanding of sexuality deeper into the twentieth century. Although
some historians distinguish ‘sexuality’ from ‘gender’, identifying a gender binary as
foundational and sexual varieties as epiphenomenal, work like Enstad’s, Chauncey’s
and Kunzel’s invite us to flip that framework – to take variation as the rule and to
understand categories with ‘normative’ claims as but instances of the epiphenomena
of that variation.37
The implications of this shift are too numerous to discuss fully here, but one deserves especial note. Understanding the history of gender in late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century America as a far more complex discourse than the binary category
recognises also allows us as historians to comprehend the ‘feminist’ politics of the
late twentieth century far more broadly and complexly. As anyone who lived through
that period knows, ‘feminist’ politics were never only about male and female. They
were always also about race, about class, about sexuality, about age and region and
religion and nationality. Moreover, ‘feminism’ was about these discourses constitutively, not merely additively. Perhaps abandoning a category of gender that privileges
the oppositional male/female binary in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
will enable us to write a more nuanced and useful history of late twentieth-century
feminism as a complexly consolidated historical moment. Perhaps we will even come
to consider that the male/female binary was an epiphenomenon.
∗∗∗

The failure to question the category ‘gender’ has also continued to shape the way
we organise and understand early American history. Although a number of recent
studies seem to suggest the existence of gender discourses that were not rigidly binary
or oppositional, women’s and gender historians seldom take up those possibilities in
a serious way, viewing them instead as preludes to the coming of the binary or as
proto-binaries themselves.
Reflecting the analytical dominance of the category, most studies of seventeenthand eighteenth-century settler women frame those women’s lives in terms of their
roles as wives and mothers (in contrast to a man’s roles as husband and father) on the
assumption that all other arenas of their lives were subsumed to these two. To be sure,
‘wife’ was a clearly marked legal status with important meanings and implications
for colonial white women, but the accumulating studies of settler women suggest
far more complex social/economic identities – including those of head of household,
family governor, supervisor of servants and slave-owner, agriculturalist, manufacturer
and trader, not to mention sometimes business-owner, lawyer, councillor, author and
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scientist.38 Although some women’s historians acknowledge that the role of deputy
husband ‘reinforced a certain elasticity in pre-modern notions of gender’, most still
subordinate these roles under those of ‘wife’ and ‘mother’ contained within a ‘domestic’ arena.39 If ‘domestic’ means ‘household’ (a term I prefer as freer of the discourse
of gender spheres), then such a description is probably accurate. But if those ‘domestic’
boundaries are to include all of a given women’s daily possibilities, then they must be
drawn so generously as to be virtually meaningless analytically. Mary Beth Norton has
suggested that, to make sense of this, we may need to question the assumption that
gender was always primary in colonial women’s lives. She argues that the role of the
‘deputy husband’ – or ‘fictive widow’ – points to the potential primacy of status, not
gender, as a discourse of power in the seventeenth century. Especially in elite families,
Norton argued, a wife might act aggressively to protect her husband’s interests as she
saw them, even when he saw them differently. Most records of this practice suggest
that a woman might pay dearly for such independence, but such documents – the trials
of Ann Hibbens, Anne Eaton and others – condemn the egregiousness of particular
cases rather than the practice itself.40
A number of recent works have, like Norton’s, discovered important variations
in the historical meaning of gender – indeed, have concluded that the imposition of
a particular category of ‘gender’ was integral to the process of colonisation. Unlike
Norton’s analysis, however, most of these have backed away from questioning the category ‘gender’, instead subordinating those exceptions to an overall trajectory of the
coming of the ‘modern’ trope; they become, literally, exceptions that prove the historical norm of the emerging oppositional binary, rather than possible signs of historically
discrete alternatives to that binary. Studies in virtually every area of social and cultural
life – law, politics, family life, the economy, religion – have found striking and consistent transgressions of the presumed all-encompassing male/female binary in settler
culture.41
Some of the most exciting work has been in the relatively new area of early
American sexuality, where the concept of the relentlessly oppositional binary among
European immigrants is beginning to receive concerted critical attention. At least since
Edmund Morgan put the lie to the stereotype of Puritan sexual prudery, early American historians have documented the robust and varied sexual lives (and fantasies) of
the Europeans who came to the Americas.42 And what a lot of them there were! Men
with vaginas, women with Devil’s teats, cross-dressers, sodomites, passionate same-sex
lovers, devotees of bestiality, child-sex, sadomasochism and, perhaps least common,
celibates.43 Until recently, historians of American sexuality have tended either to discount the rather extravagant sexual practices of the colonists as exotic exceptions or to
treat them as discrete acts that did not really measure up to an interiorised ‘sexuality’
at all and certainly did not challenge the rigid binary that held ‘gender’ in its iron grip.
Even in more recent work, this proliferation of practices is generally marshalled to
underscore the later constriction of sexual/gender discourse rather than to point to the
historical discreteness of particular formations.
In her study of sexuality in revolutionary-era Philadelphia, for example, Clare
Lyons suggested that ‘serial non-marital monogamy, self-divorce, and boisterous,
bawdy, and public heterosocial sex play’ as well as interracial sexual relationships
constituted continuous identities, acknowledged by both the individuals and the communities within which they lived. This seems very much an argument for a historically
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discrete polymorphous discourse of gender, later replaced by a binary one – and Lyons
made this claim in her introduction:
Before the eighteenth century gender . . . was one among many ordained and fixed hierarchical
relationships that ordered society . . . The Enlightenment undermined the belief in such natural hierarchies and upset the basis for woman’s subordination to man. A new conceptual framework
would be necessary if the gender hierarchy was to be maintained. The response, developed over the
eighteenth century, was to reconceptualize gender by positing radical differences between men and
women and fixing them in the anatomical body. The creation of binary opposite gendered sexualities
was at the core of this new gender system.44

As promising as this analysis is, however, it actually does little to dislodge the binary as
a transhistorical formation. The seemingly polymorphous early sexualities are in fact
all constituted through the male/female oppositional binary. The new sexual regime
only narrows and disciplines their expression as an aspect of ‘domesticity’.45
A related assumption of the colonial primacy of the twentieth-century AngloEuropean category played through Kathleen Brown’s path-breaking study of the double helix of race and gender in the historical construction of slavery in Good Wives,
Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs. The book began with a relatively open-ended
definition of gender simply as ‘historically specific discourses, social roles, and identities defining sexual difference and frequently deployed for the purposes of social and
political order’. Analytically, Brown left those roles, identities, relationships and purposes unspecified, not presuming (at least, not theorising) that gender would function
the same way in different societies. On the contrary, she was at pains to situate the
settlers’ concept of gender historically in early modern England and to underscore its
instability there. ‘Contact’, she argued, was, among other dynamics, a ‘gender frontier’
– a struggle articulated through distinct systems of representations associated with male
and female bodies. Nevertheless, the study focused on the colonists and the concept
of gender they would eventually fashion through contact – a concept that moved relentlessly towards the male/female binary and early forms of southern ‘domesticity’.
Perhaps as a result, Euro-American perspectives (from the early modern period but
also from the late twentieth century) seemed to spill over into assumptions about other
cultures: Brown’s characterisation of the Powhatan Indian confederacy as ‘patriarchal’
seemed oddly Eurocentric and she paid little attention to the existence or resilience of
discrete system(s) of gender carried to the Americas by enslaved Africans.
African American women and gender historians have long deplored the tendency
of the field to understand gender largely in Anglo-European terms. As early as 1971,
Joyce Ladner argued that white feminists were ignoring the particularity of African
American women’s history. She focused particularly on ways in which west African
cultures articulated concepts of gender quite different from the concepts that characterised early modern England – distinctions between males and females that did not
necessary constitute a subordination either of female persons or of all things symbolically ‘feminised’.46 This situation has in some ways improved over the intervening
forty years, especially with the publication of Jennifer Morgan’s Laboring Women,
which begins the project of integrating west African gender systems into the history
of enslaved African women in America.47 As Stephanie Camp observed in a celebration of the twentieth anniversary of the publication of Deborah Gray White’s Ar’n’t I
a Woman, the idea of ‘the entangled nature of race and gender in US history . . . is a
commonplace one now’. But as Camp immediately noted, ‘we still have a great deal to
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learn about how exactly that entanglement played out on the ground’.48 Perhaps the discrepancy arises from the limitations of our category. Perhaps the ‘entanglement . . . on
the ground’, messy and changing and offering up a variety of understandings of both
race and gender, simply defies the singular category through which we insist on trying
to analyse it. The work of such prominent scholars as Deborah Gray White, Evelyn
Brooks Higginbotham, Elsa Barkley Brown and Martha Jones, to name only a few,
describe African American communities in which discourses of gender are certainly in
extremely complex historical conversation with the discourses of bourgeois white society and yet remain significantly distinct from those discourses.49 These are not mere
minority variants of a normative (white bourgeois) category. They – like the categories
judged normative – are evidence of the multiple and variable meanings of gender that
emerge as indicators of historically specific political and cultural moments.
Like recent work in African American history, recent work in Native American
history offers some promising new approaches to gender. Most early studies of Native
American women, for example, were implicitly or explicitly organised according to an
Anglo-European model of gender. These studies set out to assess the relative power of
males and females in Native cultures (often with a view to criticising the treatment of
women in Euro-American societies). Most of the work focused on the gender division
of labour (Was women’s work important? Did women control their own work? Did
their work bring them prestige and power within the community?) and/or on the gender
division of authority in community decision-making (Did women speak in council? Did
women have ways of vetoing council decisions? Were women ever principal chiefs?).
Related to these studies were two other streams of inquiry. One examined the roles
of women as cultural mediators in early European–Native contacts. The other focused
on cases where the Anglo-European category appeared to be challenged in what some
scholars referred to as ‘third’ and ‘fourth’ genders: apparently male-sex persons who
performed ‘female’ social and economic roles, or female-sexed persons who performed
‘male’ social and economic roles. Whatever their particular concerns, however, virtually all of these studies assumed in indigenous societies a stable sexual opposition
functioning independently as a primary signifier of power – a system of gender, in
other words, modelled closely on the presumed European system.50
Applying a twentieth-century category of gender certainly produced something
recognisable to western eyes, but probably not much that pre-contact Native Americans
would have found familiar.51 Newer work in the field has begun to modify both the
categorical assumptions and the findings of the first studies, with particular attention to
the character and status of the sexual binary. In the process, these works have discovered the ways in which the analytical assumption of gender as an oppositional binary
replicates the original European colonial discourse of indigenous gender.52 As Nancy
Shoemaker points out, a male/female binary certainly existed in Native American cultures, but it was not more salient than a host of other binaries, including war/peace,
young/old, plant/animal and many others, and probably was not separable from them.
Under some circumstances, these lined up in ways reminiscent of the modern European model – for example, ‘peace’ and ‘female’ tended to have a close ‘conceptual
association’. In fact, however, the field of signification they created was quite different
from that predicted by the European model. For example, Cherokees described the
town of Chota as a ‘mother’ town of ‘peace’ and ‘refuge’ – a cluster of traits that would
immediately signal female domesticity and seclusion from political engagement in the
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modern European discourse. For the Cherokees, these qualities described ‘the capital
center of Cherokee politics in the mid-18th century’.53
This disruption of the western binary also disrupts accompanying assumptions
about the kind of power signified through gender. Not signalling female inferiority, the
cluster ‘female/peace/refuge’ also did not stably associate femaleness and vulnerability
or powerlessness. The principal leaders who sat in council at Chota were males, the
people they listened to were both males and females, old and young, and the power they
held arose from their ability to demonstrate obedience to and respect for those people,
not to dominate them. Perhaps this way of understanding gender in native cultures can
move us toward a deeper understanding of ‘two-spirited’ people. Rather than anomalies
to be somehow forced into an oppositional model by a rather mechanical reversal, we
might want to consider figures of men/women and women/men as indications of the
fluidity of the sexual binary – in its constant interplay with other binaries – as a signifier
in Native cultures. That is to say, a ‘young/active/female/war’ cluster might not signify
a gender-denominated category (in contrast to a ‘young/active/male/ war’ cluster),54
but might instead mark a different sort of category in which gender is subordinate – a
warrior whose powers transcend the body, for example, or whose power is made the
more terrifying by the mingling of menstrual blood and the blood of battle.
Gunlög Fur makes a related argument in an essay that is at least in part directed
towards historians of native America who reject gender in any form as a useful category
for analysing Native American history. Indeed, Fur retains many of the assertions about
gender contained in current understandings of gender as a category of analysis. But with
a critical distinction: she argues that maleness and femaleness worked very differently
as fields of representation in Native than in European cultures. She encourages us to
look for salient bodied categories other than ‘male’ and ‘female’ in Native societies, to
examine closely Native understandings of the relationships between corporeal bodies
and the spirit world and to be cautious about reading the apparent absence of females
from accounts as a statement about status or instrumentality.55 For Native cultures,
‘shape-shifting’ – the ongoing and fluid mingling of categories – may prove a far more
useful metaphor of gender than the narrower and more rigid location on a binary; a
concept of power that embraces consensus, obedience, deference, silence and even
invisibility may prove more useful than one limited to dominion and control.
These works, then, would seem to illuminate very different ways of defining
gender – from social relations in which a male/female binary may be present and
important, but not necessarily primary, to a system of gender in which multiple other
axes of identity frequently modify and sometimes entirely overwhelm the binary and in
which the binary, even when present, cannot be reduced to oppositionally sexed bodies.
Clearly some sort of category of gender was present in pre- and early contact Native
American cultures, but equally clearly it was not the category that so dominates current
gender and women’s history.
That did not make gender less significant. Among the most path-breaking insights
to arise from new work on Native American history is the importance of indigenous
concepts of gender in structuring and controlling early contacts with Europeans. In
some respects echoing earlier studies of Native women as cultural mediators, this work
is a part of the more recent emphasis on a ‘middle ground’ of power between Native
and European cultures, with attention to the role of gender.56 Juliana Barr, for example,
argues that Native communities in the south-west borderlands were able to compel
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early Spanish arrivals to accept their kinship systems as principles of contact and
trade.57
The work of beginning to theorise earlier and different models of gender requires
a careful attention to historical process and to the specificity of cultural systems. However much it had in common with Britain and France, the United States was constituted
from colonies. And not just any type of colonies, but settler colonies. Both the French
in France and the British in Britain struggled with the implications of their own slave
holding, but the home nations did not intermingle extensively sexually or culturally
with the people they considered ‘primitive’. The French in France and the Britons in
Britain could with some plausibility claim that their bodies – and their cultures – were
‘pure’, at least in terms of African and indigenous American heritage.58 Not so for
white American settlers. They made their homes in a world recognised as ‘savage’ by
their parent cultures and they imported hundreds of thousands of additional ‘savages’
to be their slaves. They traded, played, cohabited and bore children with both Native
Americans and African people (even as they inflicted long regimes of brutality on both
groups) and their cultures were shaped by those contacts. As the careful (if contradictory) legislating on slave descent suggests, the official delineation of cultures through
bodies was of critical practical as well as symbolic importance to white Americans
precisely because both their cultures and their bodies were no longer distinct from
those of Native and African Americans.
This was the stuff of very complex self-fashioning, drenched in haughtiness and
denial. For white Americans, the embrace of a modern trope of gender was part of
a historically situated discourse that allowed them to divide the world into natural
oppositions that bolstered their own brutal domination even as it redeemed them as the
fulfilment of an idealised civilisation.59 Herein may lie the answer to Lyons’s question
and the explanation for why the American Revolution and the founding of the republic
appear to loom so large in the history of gender and sexuality in America. Much more
than political independence from Britain was at stake in this act of national invention.
The attempted construction of the authoritative state may have required a ritual (if not
in fact effective) expunging of the assortment of gender discourses and sexualities that
characterised the British North American colonies by the late eighteenth century as
one of the technologies for articulating the national body and securing the hierarchies
of individual bodies within the nation.
But these, or other, conclusions can become available to us only as we begin to
theorise gender in early America on its own terms, and not simply as a less developed
variant of a late twentieth-century American model. Of course, trying to identify a
historically-grounded understanding of the meaning of relationships between the male
and the female for early America will carry with it exactly the same potential snares as
the use of a concept grounded in a later (and different) culture: the structural concealments, the tendency towards oversimplification and generalisation, the temptation to
flatten anomalies among cultures for the sake of theoretical clarity. In addition, theorising an early modern process of gendering will require us to avoid the seductions of
teleology – of assuming we know where we are going. We will need to recognise varieties of relationships that fell away entirely in the transition to the nineteenth century,
as well as those that became reconfigured and/or that re-emerged in new combinations.
The ‘exceptions’ accumulate like the epicycles of the Ptolemaic universe, until
one must ask whether we, like Ptolemy, do not need to change the framework of our
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assumptions. In searching the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries for roots of the
nineteenth-century ‘ideology of gender spheres’, perhaps we have missed and/or undervalued the distinctiveness of the earlier period. Perhaps we have failed to appreciate
a different structuring of the societal and discursive relationship of male and female,
more diverse and more fluid, less primary as a performed organisation of power and
authority. Perhaps rather than aberrations to a fixed ‘gender’ core, this diversity was
constitutive of normative adult womanhood.
∗∗∗

So let me return to Barbara Jeanne Fields, with a modest reframing of her critique.
Fields complained that categories take on lives of their own. They do not really, of
course; they take on the lives we give them. If the category ‘gender’ has supplanted the
historical subjects of our work, and so narrowed and (pre)determined our findings, it
is because we have let it. I want to suggest that we quit letting it.
Accomplishing that goal is harder than setting it. Especially in light of ‘the largely
Anglo-American history of gender as a named category’, should we abandon both the
category and the concept altogether?60 Is it possible to prise any part of the concept
loose for use in broader and culturally less biased ways? Can we use the term gender at
all, at this point, without implying its predilection for an invidious oppositional binary?
On the other hand, have we exhausted the usefulness of asking what sorts of
representational systems associated with ‘male’ and ‘female’ (if any) exist in a given
time and place and the character and operation of those processes if they do exist?
I am not convinced that we have. In large part because we have been so blinded by
the rigidity of our category, we have yet to develop very nuanced ways to talk about
systems that might include the male and the female but not in a fixed binary, or not in
a primary way, or not in a differential relation of power. I think such a language is still
analytically useful.
But we need to make certain that such an analytical language does not by definition
privilege one historical manifestation of gender and thereby implicitly exclude other
formations from the conversation. We need to do this, not only because such an exclusive
framework leads inevitably towards ahistoricism but also because it implicitly marks
any other processes of meaning as not gender. Formally or implicitly dividing our
studies into the ‘gendered’ and the ‘non-gendered’ not only reduces our work once
again to a binary, but announces the western concept of gender as the critical heart of our
studies, in much the way that ‘postcolonial studies’ risks keeping western colonialism
at the centre of the conversation.61
Nor am I inclined to believe that the answer to this particular problem lies in
simply shifting from one all-encompassing paradigm to another – for example, from
‘gender’ to ‘sexuality’ – without confronting the problems within our current category.
Terminology is important, but equally important is our willingness, in a given historical
study, to interrogate that terminology, to ask why we are using a particular critical
construct, what it means to us, from whose experience it derives and what it highlights
and what it conceals in our work as historians. We need to problematise the way in
which the category (any category) has been historically constructed. In the absence of
that critical deliberateness – which often occurs in only the most perfunctory way in
historical studies of women/gender, especially as practised in the United States and
Europe – a new terminology would carry the same old limitations.
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I think the first step towards achieving such deliberateness is to disinvest ourselves
and our field from the claim that gender is a category of analysis at all, a claim originally
made largely as a political statement about the importance of the field. In my view,
this claim not only is not essential to our project, but actually hinders that work. What
I am suggesting here is that we must decide just what history we want to write: the
history of a particular definition of gender, treated as if it were abstract and universal,
or the historically grounded histories of particular processes of gendering, resulting in
distinct cultural meanings with distinct social and cultural formations – gender, that
is to say, as cultural process, various and altering over time (even within the modern
period and even within western culture).
Understanding that gender is not a single, named process should also enable us
to examine more carefully the extent to which and the ways in which gender is a
language about power in a given society. In the modern era in western European and
North American culture, power has become the language through which we name the
creation and maintenance of inequalities, a practice that has impoverished our capacity
to name or investigate other forms of human agency, passionate connection and control.
But understanding that gender is not a fixed analytical category is only the first
step. It frees us to imagine a sparer and therefore roomier concept of ‘gender’ – one that
captures the essential elements of interest to us without predicating their relationships
and meanings – but it does not automatically do the imagining for us. That is the work of
our work – our ‘labor of gender’, to use Najmabadi’s expression. That labour requires
that we convert gender from a prescription to a series of questions about process, the
first of which are: were male and female important social/cultural markers for the
subjects for our work (individuals, communities or events) and, if so, how were they
structured, what valences did they carry and how important were they?
Dispensing with the overarching category might encourage us to set aside the
historically unproductive insistence on the primary-ness of gender and focus instead
on the complex fabric of processes and meanings that constitute a social or cultural
history. We know that ‘gender’ never exists as a self-sufficient or self-realising category.
In the abstract, at least, we know that there is no social subject whose experience is
solely constructed through the processes of gender (however we define gender) or
whose continuing sole identity (experienced or attributed) is gendered. Although the
complexity of social processes is seldom the main point of historical gender studies,
in fact virtually all of the work on gender to date demonstrates that even an identity as
male or female is in constant and inseparable interplay with other processes of status
and identity.62 The tedious ever-presence of the triad ‘race, class and gender’ in article
and book titles and in course descriptions testifies at least to the field’s awareness of
the analytical limitations of distinct categories (even if its also reflects our inability to
transcend these categories very fully).
I suggest that the primaryness of gender in a given situation should be one of
our questions, rather than one of our assumptions. In one moment or one era or one
social setting, gender may seem to rise to primacy as an expression of social position and positioning, but it is always gender as nested in, mingled with and inseparable from the cluster of other factors socially relevant in a given culture. It is never
‘gender’ alone. Deploying gender as a category of analysis disguises this process of
reciprocal constitution and implies for gender an independent quasi-scientific causal
status. I am reminded of Scott’s observation on ‘history’s disciplinary sense of the
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complexity of social causation’. ‘Instead of a search for single origins, we have
to conceive of processes so interconnected that they cannot be disentangled . . . In
anthropologist Michelle Rosaldo’s formulation, we must pursue not universal, general
causality but meaningful explanation’.63 Gender is one set of historical relationships
nested within a larger historical cluster of relationships from which it cannot, finally,
be meaningfully disentangled.
This was the point of Elsa Barkley Brown’s wonderful 1992 essay, ‘What Has
Happened Here’, in which she criticised white feminists’ alarm at the efforts of black
feminists to emphasise the important racial differences in their experience of gender,
comparing that fear of diversity to the classical musician’s insistence on perfect order
and control in the concert hall. In place of that classic politic, which Brown characterised as linear and silencing, she recommended the aesthetic of jazz – ‘nonlinear ways
of thinking about the world, of hearing multiple rhythms and thinking music not chaos,
ways that challenge the notion that sufficient attention to diversity leads to intellectual
chaos, to political vacuum, or to intellectual and political void’.64 Brown was arguing
here, specifically, for a way of conceptualising gender that could recognise its contingency and multiplicity: ‘Unfortunately’, she reflected, ‘it seems to me, few historians
are good jazz musicians; most of us write as if our training were in classic music. We
require surrounding silence – or the audience, of all the instruments not singled out as
the performers in this section, even often of any alternative visions of the composer’s.
That then makes it particularly problematic for historians when faced with trying to
understand difference while holding on to an old score that has in many ways assumed
that despite race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, and other differences, at core all women
do have the same gender’.65 This was a political and an analytical position that Brown
rejected: ‘we have still to recognize that being a woman is, in fact, not extractable from
the context in which one is a woman . . . We still have to recognize that all women do
not have the same gender’.66
As we relinquish the assumption that gender is necessarily primary, it seems to me
that we must also abandon our expectation that it will always be binary, a formulation
that relies upon the assumption that gender is something we can analyse in and of itself,
as an analytical discrete category. Rather than assuming the binary, I suggest we let it
emerge from our investigation, if it is present. One strategy here would be to follow the
lead of anthropologists and ethnographers who have reframed the concept to permit the
identification of ‘third’, ‘fourth’, ‘fifth’ genders, and so on, recognising a ‘man/woman’
gender or a ‘woman/man’ gender. Since this approach does not necessarily (or even
usually) tie additional genders to reproductive body types (for example, the research
on the institution of ‘berdache’ among Native Americans assumes male and female
reproductive bodies), it does offer an opportunity to loosen the association with bodies
that haunts the concept ‘gender’.67 On the other hand, the supplementary genders are
generally intermediate combinations of the cultural male/female binary. Their addition
makes that binary more complicated and less fixed, but does not fundamentally dislodge
it.
To my mind, a more satisfactory approach to transcending the tyranny of categorical binaries emerges in recent theories of ‘genderqueer-ness’, a concept meant to
convey a rejection of gender categorisation altogether. As the activist group FORGE
puts it:

C

C Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 2008
The author 2008. Journal compilation 

578

Gender & History

There are different modes of being genderqueer, and it is an evolving concept. Some believe they
are a little of both or feel they have no gender at all. Others believe that gender is a social construct,
and choose not to adhere to that construct. Some genderqueers do fit into the stereotypical gender
roles expected of their sex, but still reject gender as a social construct. Still other people identify as
genderqueer since, though they are cisgendered [a neologism meaning ‘not transgender’], they do
not fit many of society’s expectations for the gender in which they identify.68

The concept of genderqueer-ness introduces such potential variety of cultural expressions and identities as to pull hard at the tendency to reduce ‘gender’ to bodies and
invites historians to emphasise gender as a process productive of multiple expressions
sometimes associated with male and female bodies but without necessary or presumptive reference to those bodies for intelligibility.
For historians, the concept suggests a framework for not anticipating an association of, for example, ‘strength’ with ‘male’ or ‘masculinity’, or tenderness with
‘female’ or ‘femininity’ without evidence that these were the ways the specific culture
under investigation understood those traits. Such a formulation permits us to recognise
a boisterous, compliant, fashion-conscious bully as a gender formation without shoehorning the subject into a ‘female masculine’ or ‘male effeminate’ category – a fluidity
that would surely aid us in identifying and discussing earlier and non-western gender
processes and formations historically. This would not prevent historians from identifying binary gender formations where they have historically occurred, but it would give
us a tool for seeing other gender formations where they have historically occurred.
It would encourage us to ask first whether a male/female distinction is important in
social relationships in this place and this time. If it seems to be, then let us ask in what
ways and with what recurrence and as parts of what other processes that distinction
becomes important. Perhaps most important, until we can demonstrate connections and
interactions, let us ask these questions very locally, and let us try to derive our answers
from and about the people and societies we want to investigate.
I suspect these shifts in perspective and practice would have several immediate
and ameliorative effects. In the first place, it would force us to explain what we mean
when we use the term ‘gender’ – the term that we claim animates the structures of power
globally, but which we seem to find either too dull or too self-evident to warrant much
discussion. We would require ourselves to ground the concept, as we were defining
it, in place and time. Of course that would make us better historians. It might make
us poorer intellectual imperialists and force us, as Dipesh Chakrabarty might put it, to
provincialise gender as a category of analysis.69
Treating gender as a question of analysis would also encourage us to regard our
sources more critically and more creatively – and more respectfully. When the framework of our findings is a foregone conclusion, the sources themselves become of minor
importance, useful only for our ability to cull them for what we have already decided
is present. That changes the moment we begin truly to interrogate both our category
and our sources – to ask what we are seeing. Let us at least have to demonstrate, first
to ourselves and then to our readers, that ours is in fact the most persuasive reading of
the evidence.
In this process we may perhaps begin to square off against our strongest enemy –
and I suspect our best ally: ourselves. We need to become sharply more conscious of
the historian as a figured self and our field as a figured field. I agree with Elsa Barkley
Brown that feminist historians have been loath to take that step, at least publicly, for
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fear of weakening the authority of our own truth claims. We seem to believe that, if
we allow for variation in the historical relations of maleness and femaleness, we lose
legitimacy to judge or intervene where those relations are vehicles of domination and
subordination in the present. And so far, we seem to have accorded that anxiety higher
priority than the fear that, for many societies – for many women – we might be getting
it wrong historically . . . which means, of course, that we may also be getting it wrong
in the present. I join Brown, then, in calling for a gender history that not only allows, in
Brown’s musical terms, ‘riffing’, but also recognises the process of riffing as the very
heart of the field.
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