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The Logics of Gender Justice

When and why do governments promote women’s rights? Through

comparative analysis of state action in  countries from  to

, this book shows how different women’s rights issues involve

different histories, trigger different conflicts, and activate different sets

of protagonists. Change on violence against women and workplace

equality involves a logic of status politics: feminist movements leverage

international norms to contest women’s subordination. Family law,

abortion, and contraception, which challenge the historical claim of

religious groups to regulate kinship and reproduction, conform to a

logic of doctrinal politics, which turns on relations between religious

groups and the state. Publicly-paid parental leave and child care follow

a logic of class politics, in which the strength of Left parties and overall

economic conditions are more salient. The book reveals the multiple

and complex pathways to gender justice, illuminating the opportunities

and obstacles to social change for policymakers, advocates, and others

seeking to advance women’s rights.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

When and why do governments promote women’s rights? When we

began to talk about this question in , each of us brought to the table

different theoretical perspectives and regional expertise. Laurel, whose

work had focused mainly on policies regarding violence against women in

the established democracies, emphasized the role of feminist movements,

and saw religion mainly as a footnote. Laurel’s scholarship showed how

the autonomous mobilization of feminist activists outside of political

parties and state agencies created the conditions for women to articulate,

develop, and promote violence against women as a priority policy issue.

Autonomous women’s movements constituted a more effective channel

for policy influence on violence than mixed-gender organizations – many

of which had historically marginalized women’s concerns – or women in

elected office or other governmental positions.

As a result of her work on gender quotas, Mala shared Laurel’s skepti-

cism about whether getting women into power would produce policy

changes on women’s rights. Mala’s earlier study of family law and repro-

ductive rights in Latin America focused instead on religious claims to

govern kinship, as well as the broader context of state–society relations

in transitional polities. The links between Church and state and the power

of religious organizations shaped the context in which feminist move-

ments, modernizing lawyers, and liberal politicians advanced demands

for policy change. Yet religious groups did not object to change on all

issues; ecclesiastical leaders supported some advances in women’s rights.

To understand the chances for change, we needed to disaggregate gender

issues.

xiii
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Both of us had an intuition that policies promoting greater class

equality among women, such as publicly paid parental leave and subsid-

ized child care, followed a different logic altogether. The prospect of

expanding the state’s responsibility for care work seemed to animate

different political conflicts, invoke different political philosophies and

policy legacies, and call to arms different sets of actors than combatting

violence against women, liberalizing family law, or expanding reproduct-

ive freedom. But neither one of us had explored these issues systematically

in a global context.

We had extensive experience studying gender and feminist theory,

state theory, and critical social theory more generally under the influence

and teaching of Iris Marion Young, Jane Mansbridge, Kimberlé Cren-

shaw, Uma Narayan, Susan Moller Okin, Seyla Benhabib, Lisa Brush,

and Nancy Fraser. Due to this background, we were aware of the variety

of feminist approaches to state and society, the complexity of gender,

the differences among women, and the importance of adopting a critical

approach to the deep structure of society.

Serendipity, and the network centrality of Pippa Norris, helped to spark

our collaboration. In the spring of , Laurel ran into Pippa at the

annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association in Chicago,

and asked her for advice about expanding the study in her  book on

socialmovements, institutions, and policies on violence againstwomen to a

wider group of countries, as well as taking on some other issue-areas

beyond violence to explore the impact of social movements on gender

politics. Pippa suggested talking to Mala, whom she knew was similarly

interested in applying the approach of her  book to a broader group of

countries and women’s rights issues. We had already been acquainted,

thanks to the  Frontiers in Women and Politics workshop at Har-

vard’s Kennedy School, so it was not difficult to connect.

Over the late spring and summer of , we worked over phone and

email to develop a theoretical approach that took account of what we

knew about our own issues and regions, as well as our best hunches about

other world regions and issue-areas. We also worked out a methodology

to test our approach by building a dataset of laws and policies from

around seventy countries across four decades. Our plan was to create

an index for each issue-area, enabling us to compare state action on

women’s rights across issues, across countries, and over time. We submit-

ted a collaborative research proposal to the Political Science Division at

the National Science Foundation (NSF) and were fortunate to receive

funding and then an additional supplemental award.

xiv Preface and Acknowledgments
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Sitting down to do the research that would explore the validity of our

approach in a global study of seventy countries over thirty years was

daunting at times. The sheer complexity and scale of this project some-

times scared the heck out of us. Were we crazy to take on a project of this

scale? Perhaps we were! Could we say anything meaningful about such a

set of phenomena, issues, and contexts?

More than a dozen years later, we think the answer is yes. We have

renewed appreciation for the slow political science required to take on big

questions. Making sense out of large, complex phenomena involves thou-

sands of hours of reading, talking, considering the views of others, and

arguing. Some of our biggest insights arose during periods of occupation

or distraction with other tasks, such as caring for children or serving as

Vice-Provost of Purdue.

We have received help from generous colleagues who are country and

region experts, and we have had the good fortune to try these ideas out

in presentations on nearly every continent and with practitioners and

theoretical folks alike. We have had flashes of understanding gleaned

both from field visits and from looking at scatterplots. We have written

and rewritten these chapters and argued about nuance and terminology.

What we offer here, though flawed, is our best effort at distilling what we

learned from these investigations.

This book also reflects personal as well as professional struggles and

triumphs.We jointly produced four babies during the course of this project:

Laurel’s second child and all three of Mala’s. Once, while we were both in

Washington, DC for APSA, we jumped in a cab with a new baby and a

graduate student to go to the World Bank to discuss how our research

might inform data they were collecting on women’s rights. Mala partici-

pated in the meeting from a blanket on the floor, sometimes breastfeeding,

sometimes playing with the baby (who was very quiet!).

We had many discussions while feeding babies, and many phone calls

and meetings were rescheduled or adjusted for sick kids or other family

issues. Whether missing them or taking them with us on trips to Tokyo,

Kuala Lumpur, Buenos Aires, Beijing, Delhi, Jerusalem, or Oslo, our

children are part of the fabric of this book. We both took on adminis-

trative, research, and teaching roles during this project that both informed

our work and made it more challenging. There were certainly times when

the finished product and final goal – the book – seemed like a distant

possibility – and maybe an impossibility – but it always seemed important.

Many people, agencies, and institutions have contributed to this pro-

ject over the past dozen years. We have benefited from the diligent work

Preface and Acknowledgments xv
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of research assistants hailing from nearly every region of the world,

including Maura Bahu, Amanda Burke, Eric Cleven, Paul Danyi, Holly

Gastineau Grimes, Vagisha Gunesekera, José Kaire, Meng Lu, Cheryl

O’Brien, Crystal Shelton, and Sara Wiest from Purdue; Eddie Gonzales,

Nami Ishihara, Lauren Paremoer, and Natasha van der Zwan from the

New School; and Anna Calasanti, David Nunnally, Melina Juárez, and

Kimberly Proctor at the University of New Mexico. Chris Erwin and

Vanessa Cornwall provided a ton of help at the end. Olga Avdeyeva,

who was a newly minted Ph.D. at the time (but now has tenure!), assisted

with the research on Russia and Eastern Europe and has offered consider-

able help at several stages.

We are grateful for support from Brian Humes and the National

Science Foundation, Shahra Razavi at UN Women, and Aline Coudouel

and Tazeen Hasan at the World Bank. Laurel received support from the

O’Brien Fellowship Program at the Center for Human Rights and Legal
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