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The gender theme proved to be complex, complicated and, more than any other, provoked
emotions. As gender is a concept studied by all disciplines of social sciences, it is in a way
a frontier territory, strengthening self-identification of all researchers involved in the field.
Simultaneously, the concept of gender is primarily about identity with clearly defined bor-
ders. Although we can see it as an obvious intersection of both identities and frontiers,
calling for our attention, only a small number of members of the research group were will-
ing to enter into the debate and work systematically on gender issues, which is remark-
able in itself. The comparison of the results of the research produced by gender historians
and the work of authors having a different methodological profile who decided to look at
their long-term research from a new perspective is quite challenging. For those devoted to
gender, the approach grounded in methodologies other than gender was often disturbing.
The outcome of these exchanges of ideas hopefully brought new topics into the debate and
enriched the methodologies, as can be seen in the volume Paths to Gender.

On following pages several members of the Network look back at some of the problems
and dilemmas faced by gender historians as they approach the theoretical frontier of iden-
tity history, and highlight some of the issues surrounding the study of gender as regards
frontiers and identities*>. More than 20 years ago, Joan W. Scott wrote her famous article
about gender as a useful category in historical research®. Since then, gender became one
of the most significant and troublesome categories in historiography. Gender historians
have been criticizing the “gender-blind” historiography for ignoring and excluding women
from historical interpretations®. They maintain that traditional researchers actually pro-
duce a gendered, ie. masculine representation of the past, being an inherent part of the
hegemonic gender discourse of their time. Feminist criticism led to, and, at the same time,
has been based upon a new historical research founded on the use of gender as an ana-
lytical category. This research questioned established “truths” and reinterpreted history,
making it more complex and ambivalent®. No doubsg, the category of gender has opened
new issues and has transformed the interpretations of the past. It does not mean, however,
that gender could or should replace other categories of analysis; it does not aspire to be



344 Dobrochna Katwa, Aladin Larguéche, Darina Martykanova

omni-explicative, as none of the categories is. To recognize gender in history means not to
replace but to enlarge the already broad spectrum of analytical categories used in historical
interpretation. Only in this sense, gender does not narrow perspectives for historians but
opens them up:
Using gender as a framework for analysis is simply to become more attentive to the possible
consequences of one of the major axes of all social organization [...] When we undertake a
gender analysis, we typically look at the relative positions of men and women in the social
structure (their occupations, wealth, or political power, for example); the cultural defini-
tions and expectations of the two sexes, and the difference in how men and women experi-
ence their lives®.

It would be impossible to mention and reflect upon all significant dimensions and issues
of gender history. Here we present only a few examples concerning our own interests
and our experiences with using gender as an analytical category. We focus on the capac-
ity of gender to shed light on the dynamics of power and on the symbolic structuring of
social imagery, in the past and in the present.

Gender is crucial for interpreting where and how frontiers are established, how iden-
tities and hierarchies are construed. Relations of power, as well as the question of its
legitimacy, have always been in the very centre of attention for historians and social
scientists. In our opinion gcndcr history offers new prospects in this context. Histori-
cally and culturally determined, the gender order was often used as a set of self-evident
metaphors, a point of reference to describe, interpret and evaluate otherness and the
unknown. One of the numerous examples is the construction of Muslim women in
the hegemonic discourse that could only reluctantly be qualified as a Western one,
as it includes Russia and other parts of the world that are generally left out of the
category of the West. Historical analysis of the image of Muslim women eloquently
confirms the way images of otherness remain fundamental for the construction of a
self-representation. Since the 18th century until (at least) the first decades of the 20th
century, the Muslim woman appeared in the hegemonic imagery as a hypersensual,
hypersexual, seductive figure, corrupted and corrupting, whose impulses were out of
her control; she was an object of pleasure and vehicle of trouble for both Western and
Muslim men. She was perceived as a slave imprisoned in the harem, whose illegitimate,
but efficient power consisted in the use of her sexuality. By the end of the 20th cen-
tury, however, Muslim women become construed as de-romanticized, poor repressed
victims of Muslim men, as someone totally powerless, deprived of any glamour and
mystery. In comparison to the 19th century, Muslim women have become undoubt-
edly more visible, more present in the elite professions, more listened to in the public
space, more active in claiming rights, equality and public participation. However, the
image of Muslim woman in the hegemonic discourse, especially in countries where
Muslim immigration is limited or recent, has been presenting her as even more passive
and more powerless than she was 100 years ago. In our opinion, such a development
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has to do more with changes in the way sexuality is significant in the construction of
hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity than with any social change in the

life of real Muslim women?’.

Both images, the old and the new one, are characterized by passivity and by the lack of
voice of the women. However, there are significant distinctions: there is a shift in the
construction of the “emphasized’, desirable female sexuality to which Muslim women
constitute an image of the other: from a contained (“Victorian”) one to a prolific, con-
sumerist (contemporary) one. When restraint and chastity cease to be appreciated val-
ues of the emphasized femininity, the Muslim woman, formerly construed as a slave of
her senses, becomes deprived of all sensuality and pleasure in the hegemonic imagery.
The harem as a golden cage and as a place of épanouisement (distraction) and unre-
strained consumerism has almost completely disappeared from the hegemonic image
of Muslim women, although it still exists as a social institution in certain countries
and social strata®. The ‘proletarianization’ of the contemporary image of the Muslim
woman would certainly be worth deeper analysis. At a first glance, it resembles the Vic-
torian image of a worker’s wife who has to be protected from her violent husband by
benevolent bourgeois ladies, as well as inculcated adequate values for her own good, so
she could eventually recognize the superiority of the bourgeois moral order®.

Hegemonic masculinity is construed in contrast to multiple others, including empha-
sized femininity, Muslim woman and Muslim man. On the one hand, a desirable he-
gemonic man is construed as capable of self-control, which is interpreted as a sign of
civilization and as an essential quality for conquest and government. Moreover, the
mechanisms of affirmation of hegemonic masculinity consist in the capacity of an indi-
rect, sentimental control over women’s minds, considered as superior to a direct repres-
sive control of women’s bodies, associated with Muslim men. There is a new emphasis
on the hegemonic man as provider of pleasures of all kinds, as a metaphor of modern
consumer-oriented capitalism. The disappearance of the harem from the image of Mus-
lim men and Muslim women can be interpreted as a way of depriving the Muslim man
of this role of pleasure-giver which was assigned to him during the long 19th century,
when pleasures were considered corrupting and bore negative connotations in the he-
gemonic discourse. As we can see, hegemonic masculinity is always construed as supe-
rior to all images of otherness.

The victimization of Muslim women and the criminalization of Muslim men become
fundamental in legitimizing both symbolical and physical intervention and domina-
tion. The case of Muslim women stands as an example of a gender analysis applied to
the history of images and symbols®’. However, it should not be reduced to it. It also
represents a challenge to explore broader areas, inviting the researchers to examine how
different conceptions of masculinity and femininity meet and change in a cross-cultur-
al context, for example through the phenomena of migrations, with special attention

to the perspective of subaltern groups and individuals whose experiences of otherness,
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strategies of living in the receiving societies and processes of acculturation are now one
of the key issues in terms of our contemporary world®'.

Another example deals with fiction as a source of historical knowledge, shaping both
public memory and historiography, and as a vehicle of gendering and legitimizing pow-
er. Until recently, historical fiction has been considered as something irrelevant, and
even as inappropriate, for the construction of historical knowledge. Nevertheless, his-
torians have actively participated in the creation of movies and novels, and writers and
scriptwriters have studied and incorporated historical sources, and even used methods
of historical research (interviews, archive work, analysis of texts and images) in their
work. CLIOHRES’ TWG2 eloquently points to the use of historical fictions by pop-
culture and the dramatization of identity-based memories in the introduction to their
fourth volume devoted to rebellions and resistance®.

After theorists and critical thinkers identified narrative as an unavoidable part of his-
torical writing, the frontiers between historiography and historical fiction have been
questioned and blurred. Thus, the door has been opened to the recognition of histori-
cal fiction as a relevant source of historical knowledge for the general public, too®.
Furthermore, a hypothesis can be put forward, though it will surely be passionately
contested and denied, that even professional historians’ image of the past is partially
construed through their life-long contact with historical fiction. In this context we shall
examine how heteronormativity and legitimacy of power are intertwined in two works
of historical fiction which offer a particular interpretation of historical events. Histo-
rians were consulted in the process of creation of both works. The TV series “Rome”®,
which deals with the power struggles in the last decades of the Roman Republic (1st
Century BC), as well as the movie “Danton™®, situated in the year II of the French
Republic (Spring 1794), have been considered, praised and criticized as providing a
relevant interpretation of a particular historical period to the general public. Moreover,
they have been used duringlectures at different levels of the educational system. There-
fore, it is useful to point out how these works send significant messages to their contem-
porary audience through their particular interpretation of history®.

One of these messages shared by both works is that only those who dominate women
deserve being in power. One cannot govern legitimately if one fails to do it (Mark An-
thony in “Rome”) or if one is not interested in it (Robespierre in “Danton”). Thus, it
seems, Mark Anthony and Cleopatra did not lose to Octavian because of the fact that
Egyptian armies could not compete with Roman soldiers, but because Mark Anthon
g y
became degenerated/castrated by Cleopatra’s Oriental female®” influence during his
t y
stay in Egypt, while Octavian finally subdued his domineering mother®. Robespierre’s
power in Wajda’s “Danton” is depicted as a monstrous one in contrast to the natural
power of his political opponent. This contrast is not built by making the two revolu-
tionaries play out their conflicting opinions on the means and aims of revolutionary
government. Instead, Robespierre is construed as misogynous and his entourage as ho-
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moerotic, while Danton is shown as a force-of-nature, a man of prolific sexuality who
enjoys the company of prostitutes, as well as of his young wife, he and his friends being
at the same time bon vivants and happy family men®. An analyst may ask whether the
film-makers and the audience were aware of the interconnection between gender and
the legitimacy of power, or whether the frame of reference was so obvious that it be-
came invisible for either or both groups. Furthermore, an analyst may also examine if
and how multiple interpretations are developed and whether they include the possibil-
ity to question and/or subvert the hegemonic narrative.

Gender analysis should not and does not limit itself to the level ofa critical reading and
plot-interpretation. Institutionalization of discursive practices renders the category of
gender useful in identifying the ways politics, society and culture are construed, and
how this leads to the imposition of very “real” limits on human action. It ranges from
an unsubtle restriction of women’s public activity reflected in and construed by notions
such as homme public/ hombre piiblico (a politician) and femme publique/mujer piiblica
(a prostitute) in 19th century France and Spain, to making female presence difficult in
the highest levels of politics by institutionalizing the category of the First Lady. The
category of the First Lady, besides reaffirming in the public space the role of the wife
as subservient and complementary to that of her husband, renders ridiculous and hard
to imagine the role of the First Gentleman, making difficult “private” negotiations be-
tween female politicians and their (male or female) partners. The fact that the recent
spread of the First Lady figure to European politics paradoxically coincides with, or
(not so paradoxically) responds to an important increase in the number of top female
politicians, would be worth deeper analysis.

The growing emphasis on the body of male politicians might be a similar phenom-
enon. Politicians have recently actively sought to be presented to the voters semi-naked,
displaying their fitness and indirectly their masculine potency. Sarkozy rowing, Putin
riding a horse or Aznar showing off the results of his daily exercise appear as a sort of re-
definition of the old link between the body of the king and the political body, pointing
towards an evolution of contemporary politics towards personalization™. Moreover,
the link established between physical power and political power can be interpreted as a
reinvented tool of patriarchal domination, as the contemporary demands on the female
body are far from an image of physical power. When fragility is praised in women and
successful sportswomen are harassed in the press for looking too masculine, one cannot
but observe with suspicion the competition of pectoral muscles that seems to be replac-
ing the competition of arguments in top politics”. That example refers indirectly to
bio-politics issues interpreted in order to reveal the process of imputation of meanings
to gendered bodies, and their use to establish or change socio-cultural norms.

Aswesee, gender opens up amultitude of possibilities for historians. Several CLIOHRES
contributions have concretely shown how this concept can build a new vista of already
known phenomena and processes, and find new problems and questions. Among other
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topics, the question of ideological interactions between feminism and nationalism has
proven particularly fruitful and useful regarding our concerns with frontiers and identi-
ties, and shows how 19th-century nation-building has also been occasionally used as an
ideological device promoting a “housewivery and motherhood ideology”, thereby clear-
ly setting boundaries to the conception of women’s social role within the nation™. From
a methodological point of view, these contributions generally enhance the necessity of
abalance between theory and practice’, but they also face genuine heuristic challenges
in the use of their textual sources (for example, private sources like letters), which testify
to a great variety of perspectives from the social actors who are studied: in other words,
making gender “visible” as an identity-building factor is not always an casy task.

May this be one reason why historians often find gender troublesome™? Possibly, but
another major issue consists as well in the controversies linked to the feminist back-
ground of gender studies. Many historians criticize gender historians for their ideo-
logical involvement, for their subjectivity, and, in consequence, for giving up method-
ological standards. Gender historians have responded with criticism of positivist and
modern paradigms and have developed novel theoretical frameworks together with
a variety of complex analytical tools, and metahistorical concepts™. Indeed, as long
as history has been defined as a discipline aspiring to reconstruct past events and to
recognize objective, neutral factors of changes, there seems to be little place for a gen-
der interpretation. Since the postmodern turn, however, gender history has acquired
legitimacy through new theoretical proposals, which constantly assert the critical di-
mension of gender as an analytical tool. This approach assumes the necessity of theo-
retical frames for historical research, as they enable historians to internalize the thesis
of flexibility of gender and to prevent them from the unreflective imputation of con-
temporary meanings to historical gender orders. This is the path historians in the 19th
century used to follow: they took their own concept of sexes and axiology concerning
gender orders and attributed them to past events and historical actors. Positive figures
like queens, saints or national heroines were presented in a frame of biologically pre-
destined motherhood or virginity (as two positive patterns), while negative female ac-
tors were condemned for breaking the bourgeois moral norms, or for transgressing the
“nature” of sex, and historians looked for such behaviour in the sources long enough
eventually to find the evidence.

Paradoxically, what would make gender history difficult to define is also the very mul-
tiplicity of these critical theories, developed through the permanent de-construction,
re-definition and diversification of the meanings of gender. One of the most significant
examples of the process of gender-multiplication is the notion of “gender trouble” of-
fered by Judith Butler, where the concepts of gender and the self were deconstructed in
order to enhance identity’s multiplicity and to question the real impact of psychologi-
cal representations by focusing on performativity through arepetition of stylized acts as
a central factor of identity”™. This approach points out the limits and perils of this kind
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of discourse based on a binary concept of gender. The very bipolar frame of women and
men as the only possibility which contemporary historians — including many of those
who do women’s history — find so obvious and natural is subject to questioning. Many
theoreticians argue this dichotomy is construed and re-construed in a particular space
and time. Therefore, they point out, it may be misguiding to impose it on the past, as
it makes it impossible to analyze historical phenomena transgressing the heteronorma-
tive order. Butler revisits the relations between gender and sex, and shows how gender,
being a social expectation rather than an identity component, may actually determine
how sex is socially constructed. Indeed, this criticism contested the naturalness of sex
as a purely biological attribute, and set the discussion into an academic space where
gender scholars meet biologists and physicians”.

Some adherents of gender think that despite its usefulness, the ongoing theoretical de-
bate might lead to a marginalization of gender in historiography, as many historians are
confused and hesitate to introduce gender to their interpretative apparatus. A number
of others would protest against it, seeing this as a paternalist statement, which will be
counter-productive. But in the eyes of a gender specialist, still many historians do hesi-
tate to use gender, and sometimes see it as a kind of weird academic chapel. Some others
say “gender is not history, it is psychology”. These attitudes do exist, and they are not
marginal. Viewed by an anthropologist, maybe the reason for the hesitation of “aver-
age” historians to use gender is the methodological uneasiness — gender seems to them
more as an approach to the historical theme than an analytical method; and, besides,
gender history is a markedly socially committed approach, a fact that can discourage
many historians aiming at “objectivity” and the “neutrality” of research.

Reciprocity between gender and general history is especially required. If we ask our-
selves what the task of a historian is, we may agree on the potential of historical analy-
sis to question (or produce) commonplaces and to deconstruct (or reaffirm) the he-
gemonic discourse. When the reference to the truth becomes radically questioned, as
nowadays, what prevents historiography from becoming a factory of stories that are
comfortable and self-satisfying for one or another audience? If there are no “objective”
criteria to refer to, shall we judge the quality of an historiographical interpretation by
its capacity of persuasion? These questions are unavoidably appealing to any historian
or social scientist who uses categories in order to identify, analyze and interpret cultural
patterns or relations of power, including that of gender.

On the other hand, gender historians (at least some of them) are criticized for their
tendency to use exclusively gender, separately from other analytical categories. Para-
doxically, if the feminist discourse takes into consideration only the gender category, it
can contribute to making invisible those dynamics of exclusion and/or hierarchization
fuelled by factors referring to class, race or so-called “cultural capital””®. Such one-di-
mensional explanation would, of course, be nothing but a simplification and misin-
terpretation of the past. Elizabeth I of England was neither exclusively a queen, nor
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only a woman. Therefore, the interpretation of her reign or power relations at the court
requires the simultaneous analysis of several aspects and their combination. The his-
tory of 19th-century colonialism provides even more distinctive examples concerning
power relations between white, middle- and upper-class women and men coming from
the colonized societies. Superiority of the former over the latter can be explained only
with gender and race taken into consideration together”.

Both tendencies of essentialism and exclusiveness can lead to the misuse of gender in
historical research. To avoid it, historians adopt and adapt proposals from the social
sciences in a quest for tools to facilitate a more complex and multifaceted analysis. Two
inspirations are especially efficient in terms of the development of gender history and
of history itself. The implementation of sociological tools enables us to examine inter-
actions of gender, class, race, ethnicity as the basis of social structures, power relations,
and their dynamics. The other approach referring to cultural studies is used by histori-
ansdealing with gender representations of otherness and the self, normative dimensions
of social practice, and with acts of transgression of the gender order, to mention but a
few. It is precisely the fruitful interchange between both methodological approaches
that makes the analysis particularly sophisticated. It allows both using and questioning
the very categories of class, race and gender, paying attention to their historicity and
construed character.

Nonetheless, this does not mean that we have to close ourselves completely to other
critical debates around gender and sex, and one should be aware of the empirical po-
tentialities of other approaches. For instance, Laurent Gaissad proposes to focus on the
notion of “moral territory” for combining frontiers, identities and gender studies into
innovative empirical enquiries®. Finally, we should keep in mind that the psychologi-
cal dimension of gender is likely to stimulate further research on identities, especially
by enlightening the articulations between individual and collective identities, a field
which, quite strangely, has not received as much attention from historians as it should®.
Gender was functioning in our project as a discussion-provoking theme, and, although
itis nota new field, it is still raising emotions even among scholars. Among the interests
of our thematic work group, gender was somewhat marginal, but appeared present in
our published research as an intersection of identity and symbolic frontiers. The gender
perspective appeared as an integral part of the construction of national, social, or cul-
tural identities, and in this direction maybe sought inspiration for future research.
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