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Within the growing body of literature on gender mainstreaming, intense and vivid discussions on an
assumed loss of transformative potential and a feminist, revolutionary promise of change exist. Our
analysis uses a paradigm shift in thinking on power and social relations, for analysing conceptualisations
of both gender and change. We point to the necessity of rethinking this revolutionary feminist promise
and its underlying subject theory. In breaking away from a utopian vision of change, we argue that gender
mainstreaming can be considered part of what we will label a slow revolution. Copyright © 2013 John
Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Gender mainstreaming is a globally formulated pro-gender development agenda. It
represents, both in its design and in practice, a mixture of insights derived from earlier
debates such as the women in development (WID), women and development (WAD)
and gender and development (GAD) approaches (Rathgeber, 1990; Momsen, 2010; Chant
and Sweetman, 2012; Krook and True, 2012). Within these approaches, the analysis of
how power operates and how change takes place differs substantially. As a consequence,
the content and extent of the gender mainstreaming change agenda are severely disputed.
The result is a variety in stands on gender mainstreaming, in which the critique dominates
(Lombardo et al., 2010). A range of publications since the late 1990s, in particular within
the broad field of development studies but also within international relations and political
science, reveal the disappointments of what has actually been realised so far (e.g. Bacchi
and Eveline, 2003; Bessis, 2004; Goetz, 2004; Obiora, 2004; Daly, 2005; Squires, 2005;
Benschop and Verloo, 2006; Roggeband and Verloo, 2006; Cornwall and Edwards,
2010; Sweetman, 2012).
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Rao and Kelleher (2003) posed the question of whether there is life after gender
mainstreaming. Mukhopadhyay (2004) introduced the famous term ‘away-streaming’,
pointing at evaporation of gender in institutions, and Piálek (2005) pondered whether
gender mainstreaming is a dead-end street or not. Zalewski (2010, p. 6) even considered
gender mainstreaming actually an absurdity, as if a gender-neutral world preceded the
introduction of gender mainstreaming. She therefore remarked stingily whether only
‘good’ versions of gender should be mainstreamed.
The doubts and critiques on what gender mainstreaming means and has delivered are

persistent. That gender mainstreaming has been vulnerable to technocratisation, depolitisation
and evaporation is a repeated criticism (Obiora, 2004; Moser and Moser, 2005; Piálek, 2005;
NORAD, 2006; Parpart, 2009; also IDS Bulletin special issue 2004 by Cornwall et al.,
Development & Change special issue 2007 by Cornwall et al. and Gender & Development
special issue 2005 by Sweetman and Porter and more recently 2012 by Sweetman). Even
claims of gender mainstreaming being post-feminist or un-feminist are made, generating
suggestions such as to take a break from feminism (Halley, 2006; McRobbie, 2009). In
sum, gender mainstreaming is criticised for its strategies of change and its transformative
potential. What stays under-conceptualised in these critiques however is the notion of change
underlying the expected transformation that gender mainstreaming is supposed to bring. This
brings us to argue for a better grasp of the nature of change and processes of transformation
(also Sandler and Rao, 2012).
In this article, we therefore assess the recurring critiques within the broad field of

development studies and their theoretical challenges and implications on the notion of
change. In order to do so, we turn to the dilemmas of the paradigm shift in thinking about
power relations that correspond with the differences between the WID, WAD and GAD
approaches. We identify what notions of gender feed the dominant critique on gender
mainstreaming and consider how they relate to gender transformation. In doing so, we built
up this article into three parts:

(1) We start with the paradigm shift in thinking about power and the consequences for a
change agenda.

(2) We identify different tendencies in the critique on gender mainstreaming, that is,
firstly, the friction between two frames of reference; secondly, that gender
mainstreaming is about women; and, finally, an instrumentalist neo-liberal turn in
the project of gender mainstreaming.

(3) We then assess these critiques by drawing on the paradigm shift and corresponding
subject theory by reflecting on whether and how gender mainstreaming can be
revolutionary. We will argue that, although not always articulated, a utopian idea of
change still underpins the conceptualisation and evaluation of gender mainstreaming.
We suggest going beyond this utopian idea of change through revaluating gender
mainstreaming in terms of a slow revolution.

2 A PARADIGM SHIFT

2.1 Changing Perspectives

The history of the gender and development field since the 1970s reveals diverse
approaches and strategies. They correspond with different theoretical debates in thinking
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about power and social relations (Moser, 1989). These debates are commonly differentiated
in the WID, WAD and GAD approaches (Rathgeber, 1990). Each of these approaches
relates to different theoretical standpoints and debates on the origins and solutions of gender
inequality and entails perspectives on women, gender and change.
In shortly characterising these approaches, we could say that the WID approach

emphasises the integration of women into development, mainly inspired by liberal feminism
and modernisation. WAD, often characterised as socialist–Marxist, aims at a utopian
revolutionary change of the world’s social, political and economic orders to the benefit of
the oppressed poor, including women. The GAD approach moves away from women as a
universal category and objects of change and introduces the concept of gender as complex
power relations shaping peoples’ lives, including development (van Driel and Deuss,
1997). The analysis of how power relations operate in diverse socio-cultural processes
became much more complicated. The perspective for change within GAD involves
empowerment of women and, although receiving less attention, that of (marginalised) men
(Kabeer, 1994; Rowlands, 1997).
These debates were marked, at an epistemological level, both within the broad field of

gender studies and within development studies, by a paradigm shift in thinking about power
relations in society (Davids and van Driel, 2002).Whereas in theWID andWAD approaches,
power is vested solely in the hands of ‘others’, either perpetrators or systems of exclusion and
oppression, the shift from an analysis based on the category of women to gender (GAD
approach) implies a different analysis of power and change. In moving away from an
enlightenment perspective, through post-structuralist, post-modernist and post-colonial
thinking, a utopian and universal vision on transformation was challenged (also
Marchand and Parpart, 1995).
In the course of this paradigm shift, a different notion of power emerged in theorising and

researching gender inequality. The negative conceptualisation of power, as power over, has
been replaced by a ‘positive’ notion of power, power as an enabling and energising force,
power to. As a result of this shift, power is no longer seen as something one has or lacks
but is a continuous process of wielding and yielding (Villarreal, 1994; Benschop and Verloo,
2006). Power is then seen as a creative and productive force that circulates and makes the
process of change a combined result of structural factors and people’s subjective position
and action. These notions of power display how each subject is implied in power relations
and howmechanisms of power are informed by governmentalities (mentalities of government
in the broadest sense) that are both constraining and enabling social interaction and social
reality itself.
With his introduction of the concept of discourse and governmentality, Foucault (1972)

urged for acknowledging disciplining and normalising power. Instead of the absolute power
of the oppressor to decide upon the oppressed and to rule their conduct, each individual is
simultaneously considered and disciplined to be a sovereign of her or his own life and
functioning of (and in) society. This disciplinary form of power is concerned with the
construction of ourselves as moral agents and involves practices that shape our choices,
desires, aspirations, needs, wants, lifestyles and eventually subjectivities (Hunt and
Wickham, 1998; Dean, 2004). In short, the Foucauldian perspective on power is a perspective
that seeks to connect questions of rule, politics and administration to the realm of bodies,
lives, selves and persons.
The criticism of ethnocentrism and classism on the WID, WAD and GAD approaches

by Black women, of heteronormativity by gay people and of Western dominance by
people from the global South further complicated the perspective on gender and power
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(Mohanty, 1991; Moore, 1994). The theoretical notion of a uniform category of women
was abandoned as well as the notion of individual subjects as one dimensional and
unambiguous. Gender inequality is intertwined with other inequalities, based on class,
race, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, nationality and age, competing for a place on the
political agenda (Davis, 2008; Phoenix and Pattynama, 2006).
In the midst of this polyvocality on the meaning of gender and power, gender

mainstreaming was launched as a global strategy to address gender inequality. This
happened in a post-Cold War global atmosphere dominated by neo-liberal political and
economic principles. The success of putting gender inequality prominent on the global
political agenda can be seen as a victory. However, it also looks like a paradox; at the
moment that the category of women was replaced by the notion of gender, this latter notion
was heavily debated (e.g. Baden and Goetz, 1998).
Although of course not all academics followed and worked with a Foucauldian

perspective on power, the idea of simply having or not having power became contested
and replaced by awareness that power relations are constantly produced and reproduced.
Our interest in the nature of this paradigm shift is that if we accept subjectivity as a product
of power working in and through subjects, we also need to reconceptualise change. The
power relations to be changed can no longer be seen as detached from the subject, but
as performed and (re)produced on a daily basis by people from flesh and blood. In the
following section, we discuss the critiques on gender mainstreaming. These critiques
centre on the notions of gender and change, and we distinguish three dominant trends.
Our recapitalisation of these debates is not meant as a comprehensive review but provides
a basis for questioning some important and conceptual flaws and paradoxes.

3 DOMINANT TRENDS IN CRITIQUES ON GENDER MAINSTREAMING

3.1 Defining Strategies: Two Frames of Reference

The first trend in the critiques centres on the two different frames of reference underlying
gender mainstreaming. After the Beijing Conference (1995), the Council of Europe (1998)
and the United Nations Economic and Social Council (1997) defined gender mainstreaming
as policymaking from a gender perspective, with the objective to achieve gender equality. It is
implied that incorporating a gender perspective at all levels of policymaking (from design to
implementation and evaluation) will lead to gender equality (see also van Eerdewijk and
Davids, 2013). Gender mainstreaming is envisaged as a strategy that simultaneously affects
the policy process itself as well as the outcome of that process. The meaning of gender
mainstreaming seems rather clear-cut and straightforward and carries a pretention to be
universally applicable. Yet scholars such as Daly (2005), Squires (2005) and Walby (2005)
rightly commented that what is meant by gender or a gender perspective seems to be common
sense, but it is actually open for multiple interpretations.
This hidden ambiguity comes to the surface in critiques focusing on the compatibility of

two very different frames of reference: One aimed at improving and/or transforming
policymaking and the other at striving to change one of society’s power bases (Daly, 2005;
Verloo, 2005). The combination of these two frames of reference, within gender
mainstreaming, reflects a fundamental dilemma about the relation between feminism(s) and
policymaking. Scholars wonder whether and how the two can be linked and concentrate on
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the question of whether gender mainstreaming is about the overhaul of policymaking or about
a transformation of society.
These questions become even more urgent because institutions are attributed capacities for

change (e.g. Beveridge and Nott, 2002; Standing, 2004; Woodford-Berger, 2004). Like
Subrahmanian (2004) asked, can the feminist political project of equality be achieved through
the development business? The adoption of gender mainstreaming by institutions might be
even used to economise and modernise policymaking (Parpart, 2009). The project of
transforming gender inequality might then fade and even disappear while translating gender
mainstreaming objectives into programmes and activities (e.g. Daly, 2005; Verloo, 2005).
Framing the goal of gender mainstreaming as changing governance comes with threats of
reproducing dominant policies and schemes of governability.
The own rationale of institutional roles and functions has an impact on the capacity for

social change. Institutions are not neutral entities; they function in broader contexts where
political battles are fought (e.g. Lombardo et al., 2010). As Eyben (2010, p. 55) stated, the
feminist disappointment in the transformative potential of gender mainstreaming might be
caused by the weak conceptualisation of policy as ‘a package that could be transferred to
another context without turning into something different’. To win space and push the
boundaries of what is acceptable within an organisation and to create some legitimacy,
change agents, gender experts or policymakers dealing with gender mainstreaming have
to make tactical moves and define strategies to convince potential ‘partners’. This might
vary from the use of statistical data to spicy slogans or generalised facts on women
(Cornwall et al., 2007, p. 13). This brings us to the second trend of critique, narrowing
down gender to women.

3.1.1 Mainstreaming women or mainstreaming gender?
One of the recurring critiques on gender mainstreaming is the ‘taken-for-granted’
conceptualisation of gender, that is, it is about women and men in unequal power relations.
According to Benschop and Verloo (2006, p. 21), defining women’s positions in terms of
disadvantages means that positions held by men are the norm, which can reinforce existing
gendered power processes (also Parpart, 2009, pp. 59–60). Measures such as quotas for
female representation, checklists or gender-sensitive training might score positive effects
in ensuring women’s participation and representation in nongovernmental development
organisations and public spaces. They can be steps along the road towards subverting
existing power relations. However, they appear to be based on the assumption that
progress and change will be reached by simply including and sensitising women (Moser
and Moser, 2005; Rao and Kelleher, 2005; Squires, 2005; Verloo, 2005, pp. 345–346).
The meaning of gender as an underlying concept for understanding gender

mainstreaming has been debated from the launch of gender mainstreaming as a strategy
to fight gender inequality. The Beijing Conference knew a heated debate on the meaning
of gender in connection to sexuality (Baden and Goetz, 1998; Bayes and Tohidi, 2001;
Jauhola, 2010). Especially religious-inspired groups and government representatives were
concerned that the concept of gender might refer to permitting sexual rights to non-
heterosexual relationships. Therefore, according to them, the rights provided in the
conference text should be restricted to formal marriages between men and women and
resulted in a footnote referring this point of view (Chan-Tiberghien, 2004, p. 476).
A discussion on other gender identities is, thus, absent in an internationally agreed-upon

policy document (Jauhola, 2010). Gender mainstreaming starts from the conceptualisation
of gender into two genders (male and female). It seems that this framing of gender equality
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as an equality between men and women triggers much of the later criticism on gender
mainstreaming as being heteronormative (e.g. Halley, 2006; Woodford-Berger, 2004).
The use of generalised facts can lead to further simplifications of gender and power

relations, when gender is narrowed down to the category of women, especially in
environments indifferent and sometimes hostile towards gender. The use of essentialist
images of women as ‘more peaceful’ or ‘less corrupt’, to legitimise the importance of
gender mainstreaming, might lead to the integration of certain objectified categories of
women in policies (Subrahmanian, 2004; Cornwall et al., 2004, 2007; Goetz, 2007;
Davids and van Driel, 2010). Bessis (2004) analysed how international organisations
subsume gender mainstreaming to the development logic of their organisations. By, maybe
unwillingly, reproducing such images, an active contribution is made to the dominance of
stereotypes of women and a perpetuation of a male bias.
The post-Cold War global atmosphere, dominated by neo-liberal political and economic

principles, leads to a specific way of using these stereotypes of women. This is reflected in
the third trend of critiques on gender mainstreaming.

3.2 Neo-liberalism and Instrumentalism

Marchand (2009), Parpart (2009; also Perrons 2005) and Chant and Sweetman (2012)
pointed at the neo-liberal economic discourse that colours the gender mainstreaming project
with a dominant development vocabulary of effectiveness, efficiency, impact assessment and
‘smart’ economics. The World Bank (2006, 2012; also Razavi 2012) introduced the latest
trend by framing gender equality into smart economics. It portrays women as a means to
enhance economic growth and fight poverty (e.g. via micro-credit programmes). Some
authors asserted that in this process, women are disciplined into neo-liberal subjects (Lairap,
2004; Marchand, 2009). Chant and Sweetman (2012, p. 521) indicated that smart economics,
derived from the WID approach, seeks to use women and girls to fix the world, although
research indicates that for women in poor households and communities, a win-win scenario,
in which poverty is alleviated, economic growth assured and gender equality attained, is very
far from the truth. Especially, not only do cash transfer programmes and micro-initiatives
aimed at girls and women often lead to increased labour burdens and the perpetuation of
the myth of ‘female altruism’ (Chant and Sweetman, 2012, p. 524), these programmes also
rely on essentialising maternalist gender stereotypes.
Mainstreaming gender in these kinds of programmes and policies runs the risk of being

instrumental in normalising certain subjectivities at the expense of others. Lind (2009, p. 10)
stated that because of the emphasis on women, motherhood and eventually fatherhood and
family programmes, not only are neo-liberal subjectivities (re)produced, but heteronormative
subjectivities are also inscribed.
The formation of subjectivity is in itself a highly political process. The global attention

for gender and its popularity can also be used as a disguise to legitimise one’s own position
against the position of the offending other. Defending women’s rights and gender equality
can serve as a boundary marker in legitimating, for example, the international engagement
in the ‘war on terror’ in Afghanistan as well as in debates in the Global North between
Muslim and non-Muslim parts of the population on whether Muslim women should be
allowed to wear a veil in public, thereby ‘pitting a human rights and free speech issue
against an anti-terrorist and national security discourse’ (Marchand, 2009, p. 929). It is
not gender equality but the construction of differences that is at stake among ethnicities
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and nations, between civilized and non-civilized, democratic and fundamental, global and
local, among others. These notions inform definitions of citizenship and democratic rights
and not gender issues per se (also Davids and van Driel, 2005).
In sum, in the literature on gender mainstreaming, the notions of both gender and change are

ambiguous. Consequently, the dilemma provided by gender mainstreaming as simultaneously a
project of improving and transforming policymaking aswell as a project of transforming society
is still substantial. The trends we see in the criticism on gender mainstreaming and its two
frames of reference, such as gender being reduced to women andwomen to neo-liberal subjects,
heteronormativity and the abuse of gender in other power disputes, seem to veil specific
anticipations of change that was hoped for. We do share most of the earlier critiques, but we
think more has to be said on the conceptualisation of gender in assessing gender mainstreaming
and on the implicit notions of change that these assessments raise. In the remainder of this
article, we address these notions of change related to gender.

4 RECONSIDERING THESE CRITIQUES AND NOTIONS OF CHANGE

4.1 Struggling with and over Gender

It seems that gender mainstreaming starts off with gender as the underlying concept but
ends, via a detour, with the category of women. It seems that, albeit not intentionally,
gender mainstreaming resembles more the WID approach than intended.
The link between gender as diagnosis calling for gender mainstreaming and the eventual

emphasis on women as outcome reflects an understanding of gender in two kinds of binary
oppositions, both in their own way problematic. One is the rather rigid division between
sex and gender, the other being gender as translated into two opposing sexes, men and
women (Delphy, 1993; Jauhola, 2010; Zalewski, 2010). Gender has been institutionalised
and normalised within different domains of society, such as popular culture and also in
governance. This normalisation is based on an understanding of gender as cultural and
social and, thus, changeable. Gender is separated rather radically from sex, fixing the latter
as natural and biological. As such, sex is not a construction but (almost) an absolute reality,
not (that easily) changeable and, consequently, not the object of change. The detachment
of gender from sex makes it possible to position gender outside the subject, as happened
during the discussions of the Beijing Conference (Baden and Goetz, 1998). It makes it
possible to consider women as the best change agents to fight gender inequality. In other
words, women appear as if they are not gendered themselves and active agents in (re)
producing unequal gender relations, or as if they possess only ‘good gender’.
It is this belief in change agents, in effective and individual agency, that has, according

to Zalewski (2010, p. 12), gained a comfortable place within policy circles. This one-sided
understanding of gender as easily changeable is turned into a governmentality that is not
questioned. It represents a body of knowledge, belief systems and opinions aimed at
directing the conduct of people involved in gender mainstreaming. These mentalities
account for the construction of subjects as moral agents and obscure the normalising and
disciplining side of gender and thereby the view on how deeply rooted gender is in all
layers of society, including ourselves. In other words, these governmentalities obscure
an understanding of gender as embodied, structural and tenacious and therefore not that
easily changeable.
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Reducing gender to women and women to change agents is part of such a mystification.
Women appear as almost inborn fighters of gender inequality, detached from disciplining
and normalising powers. It also reflects another binary opposition—the one between men
and women (also Jauhola, 2010). However, the reduction of gender to women is not to be
considered a straightforward and simple ‘return’ to the WID approach, as gender is taken
on board. But the notion of gender taken on board refers to a kind of optimistic belief in
‘good versions’ of gender. These good versions are vulnerable to the essentialising of
femininity as, for example, more peaceful or less corrupt (Cornwall et al., 2007; also
Zalewski, 2010). This also correlates with the tension depicted by Roggeband and Verloo
(2006, pp. 630–632): Although gender may be taken on board in the analysis as a cultural
and structural phenomenon underlying gender inequality, the way to achieve gender
equality is coined in terms of agency, detached from structural limitations.
We think that the persistent resurfacing of thinking about gender in both binary

oppositions (sex vs gender and women vs men) reflects the difficulties and confusion
accompanying the paradigm shift introduced at the beginning of this article. It refers to
the difficult translation of radical notions of gender as fragmented, intersectional and
multidimensional into (policy) practice and their implications for conceptualising change
and transformation. This asks for an ontological and epistemological query in a subject
theory that is difficult to translate into policy as well.
A performativity understanding of gender implies a subject that neither precedes nor

exists after gender and the power relations installed in it, as Foucault and Butler (2000)
argued. A subject exists in and through these power relations. This line of thought tries
to understand how binary oppositions (such as those between men and women) are made
plausible within and as an effect of discourses. It tries to understand how they occupy the
place of the real, not being questioned but taken for granted (Butler, 2000).
As seen from this angle, the sex–gender andwomen–men divides are part of governmentalities

that need to be deconstructed. Thinking in these divides means repeating the hierarchical power
relations along which gender is organised instead of breaking them down. It points to a return to
or a resurfacing of a (neo-)positivist thinking on the subject as autonomous. This makes
Lombardo et al. (2010, p. 116) suggest to consider the need for a discussion between positivist
and constructivist thinkers. Such a debate is needed to rethink subject theories, as it influences
and informs perceptions of change. In order to do so, we take a closer look at the relation between
feminist analysis of change and gender mainstreaming.

4.1.1 Can change still be revolutionary?
Halley (2006) saw the normalisation of gender within policy circles as a specific result of
feminist struggles. She considered feminism to have become influential and powerful in
the form of governance feminism, doing more harm than good, though. McRobbie
(2009) considered this kind of feminism to be a false feminism or post-feminism because
it has lost its revolutionary claim and is comfortably adjusted to institutions. Both Halley
and McRobbie criticised the binary oppositions in which gender becomes framed in gender
mainstreaming, leading to diverse and even disastrous consequences for women, turning
a blind eye at how men suffer from gender regimes and producing heteronormativity
(see also Zalewski, 2010). Both authors, each in their own way, considered feminism to
possess a transformative and revolutionary potential that became lost somewhere along
the road of mainstreaming gender.
It is important to ask what exactly this revolutionary potential is or, maybe better, was.

The dominance of thinking and doing gender, framed in binary oppositions, accompanied

Gender Mainstreaming as Slow Revolution 403

Copyright © 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Int. Dev. 26, 396–408 (2014)
DOI: 10.1002/jid



with a notion of the subject as autonomous represents, according to Halley and McRobbie,
the basis of the evil of ‘bad feminism’ in gender mainstreaming, that is, the continuation of
hierarchical power relations instead of breaking them down. The possibility of change is
pictured as something that can be accomplished by the subject and is simultaneously situated
outside the subject. This allows for the conceptualisation of change as revolutionary, in the
sense of a total and clear brake with the past. However, this change is utopian in the sense that
it promises something radically new, as if one could be liberated of the power relations of
oppression and of the contamination with ‘ bad gender’ (Butler, 2000).
It is in our view exactly this revolutionary promise of getting beyond gender in a, as

Zalewski (2010, p. 23) puts it, gender-free world that is perceived as lost. Feminism as a
political project is still struggling with this loss, both in practice and in academia. Apparently,
the critiques on gender mainstreaming reflect both the ambiguities of a paradigm shift and the
necessity to rethink the revolutionary promise and, thus, the content of this radical feminism
as a political project. Despite the fact that the critique on gender mainstreaming, which
revealed gender mainstreaming as a narrowing down of gender to women and eventually
as heteronormative, gives testimony of a more complex conceptualisation of gender, gender
mainstreaming is still assessed with an unarticulated but revolutionary notion of change in
mind. The critique therefore points, in our view, to the necessity to rethink the revolutionary
promise and, thus, the content of this radical feminism as a political project. According to
Wendy Brown (2005), we still have to mourn the loss of this notion of revolutionary change
to be able to let go of the idea of the subject of enlightenment (and modernity) as rational and
autonomous corresponding with this idea of change.
If we leave the subject of enlightenment behind, this also means abandoning the idea of

identity politics as a basis of collective action and revolutionary transformation. After all,
such politics presuppose the existence of an identity outside and before any political action
can be undertaken. Because, as Butler (1990) indicated, there is no perpetrator prior to the
deed but rather constructed in and through the deed, we have to search for change not
outside but within the relations of power, in small, fragmented and slow changes. We
propose to analyse change and resistance precisely in and through the reproduction and
repetition of the binary oppositions, which conceal patriarchal power, while its repetition
also simultaneously points at a risk for instability (Foucault, 1972; Butler, 1990). This
instability can, at times, give room for subversion. Agency displays the way in which an
actor both upholds a certain discourse and subverts it. As such, there can be compliance
in resistance and resistance in compliance (Davids, 2011).
Resistance has to be detached from utopian and revolutionary notions and seen as small,

messy, fragmented and everyday kinds of subversions, conscious and unconscious. This type
of resistance occurs in everyday life, where discourses, disciplining and accompanying
dichotomies are constantly reworked and repeated and as such often deconstructed by people
within the boundaries of the surrounding norms, values and rules, thus creating a room to
manoeuvre. A feminist interest could be to address these rooms of manoeuvre, to search
for different styles of subjectivity, other than but within existing power hierarchies.

4.2 Final Reflections

We suggest analysing the transformative potential of gender mainstreaming with a different
notion of change in mind. This means that the changes achieved through mainstreaming
gender can simultaneously reproduce certain forms of gender inequality, while making small
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steps in subverting the power relations installed in this inequality, depending on the context.
Gender mainstreaming strategies therefore might partly subvert and partly comply with
existing power relations but certainly not bring the revolutionary change as might have been
anticipated by the inception of gender mainstreaming as a global strategy. Rather they could
be seen as little movements, steps forward, backward and sideways in a very, very slow
revolution and process of change.
Suggestions, such as as those of Subrahmanian (2004, p. 93), to discard the term gender

mainstreaming and subdivide it into its component parts (policy reform, administrative
reform, analytical and conceptual strengthening and political advocacy) and to recognise
the wider political contexts within which they are operating could be seen in this light.
Consequently, these component parts should be assessed for the changes they might
instigate and the kind of influence they have or not concerning the power relations of
gender. Translating these insights into practice will continue to be difficult. Assessing
the transformative potential of any strategy, including that of gender mainstreaming, will
always happen with hindsight. Recognition of the political context, in combination with
distinguishing different paths and methods for policy and politics, is particularly important
considering the unwanted effects of mainstreaming gender into policy regimes that centre
on different and sometimes opposed agendas.
Therefore, we consider projecting the critique on gender mainstreaming in the two

frames of reference, that is, transforming policymaking or striving to change society’s
power base, as fictitious. This results in either improving or abandoning gender
mainstreaming as a fake solution. It refers to a false projection between good and bad
feminism and in the end also between an absolute divide between theory and practice.
Approaching gender mainstreaming itself as a gendered process, with fragmented and slow
changes in this fast-track world as outcome, might help to deconstruct the two frames of
reference, as transformation has to take place in all domains of society.
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