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1. INTRODUCTION

For many people around the world the election of Barack Obama as Americas 44. president marks a historical dismissal with centuries of racism. In his speech in Chicago on the morning after the election Obama himself expressed his belief in democracy: «If there is anyone out there who still doubts that America is a place where all things are possible, who still wonders if the dream of our founders is alive in our time, who still questions the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.»
 Commentators and politicians from different positions in the political landscape have not hesitated with concluding that this election is a historical event, or in Obama's own words: A defining moment. Part of his success was explained with Obama's ability to speak to the American people as a united people. During the election campaign a central message has been that the nation does not need parcellized politics, and that similarities rather than differences define what Americans have in common.

In political geography the analysis of power is a central manoeuvre. As noted by Foucault (1980) power is most powerful when it is not visible for those people over whom power is exercised (Foucault 1980 quoted in Lukes 2005). While few people is likely to doubt the powerfulness of the approaching president in the U.S, Barack Obama might show out to exercise power in ways people are not even able to recognize as power. How can one reveal ideological preferences when a person «emphasizes similarities rather than differences»? How can one identify ideological bias and possible representation politics when a person states that the election of him as president is «[…] the answer spoken by young and old, rich and poor, Democrat and Republican, black, white, Hispanic, Asian, Native American, gay, straight, disabled and not disabled»?

One way to go around these difficult questions is to use critical discourse analysis as a method for investigating how a person’s arguments are rooted in different, sometimes competing, discourses and how discourse produces, and is a product of, social reality (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999). According to Norman Fairclough (2001) language is in fact a kind of social practice. Hence, analyzing how texts (oral speech, written material and/or visual material) are made up of discourses, where some of them are ideological and others not, can unmask relationships of social practice, power and ideology. The task of this paper is to investigate how discourses about gender are played out in Barack Obama's autobiography Audacity of Hope: Thoughts of Reclaiming the American Dream (2006) with special attention to the chapter “Family”. 

Gender politics is a contested field laded with interest conflicts and discussions of moral and values. How gender policies are crafted is to a large degree determined by ideology and attitudes to gender equality (Kjeldstad 2001; Arendell 1999). International research on attitudes to gender equality conducted by Knudsen & Waernes show that men’s attitudes are correlated directly with their spouses’ level of education and their own histories of mothers’ employment (Knudsen & Waernes 1999 quoted in Arendell 1999:6). As Obama has not yet taken seat in the oval office, it is difficult to predict what gender politics will look like under his leadership. One way to go around the unmasking of ideology and its gendered consequences is to analyze representations of gender in Obama's texts. In order to picture prevailing gender discourses in Obama's autobiography, I therefore start with an investigation on how these relations are represented in the text. 

The thesis statement is that the cross-fertilization between critical discourse analysis and feminist theory can serve to generate knowledge about gendered representations, and by doing so expose power relations.

2. THEORY

2.1 Defining discourse

With reference to the French philosopher Michel Foucault, Brandth & Kvande (2003) define discourse as “a textual mediated conversation between people that are separated in time and space” (Foucault 1972 quoted in Brandth & Kvande 2003:40).  Foucault, in his groundbreaking work The history of sexuality, claims that a distinct feature of modernity is how discourses of normality within social science and medicine controls peoples lives by at the same time defining deviancy. Discourses are agents of inclusion and exclusion, and by categorizing individuals in details, discourses exert an unprecedented amount of power over the individual's comportment and relationship to herself (Foucault 1980).


Following Foucault’s conceptualisation of discourse as power mediated through categorization and normalisation, Judith Butler (1990) takes a slightly different stance on production of subjects through discourse. Calling attention to the embodiment of discourse, she explains how discourse is not something abstract, but in fact a very material process that disciplines people into certain gendered behaviour patterns. According to Butler (1990), humans are “citing” gender norms that permeate society, mediated by a heteronormative discourse that describes masculinity and femininity as stable, natural, and mutually exclusive – but when people fail in their imitation of gender norms, they are simultaneously excluded from being socially recognized as fully human.


Hence, discourse can be defined as a conversation that takes place through so called “texts” (spoken and written statements and pictures or a combination of these) that some times prescribes norms on behaviour, resulting in socially structured behaviour (Foucault 1980; Butler 1990; Jørgensen & Phillips 1999).

2.2 Discourse theoretical approaches

Marianne Winther Jørgensen & Louise Phillips (1999) distinguishes between three approaches to discourse analysis: Discourse theory, critical discourse analysis and discourse psychology. Discourse analysis is both a theory and a method that consists of philosophical premises, theoretical models, methodological guidelines for inquiry and techniques for linguistic analysis. In order to use discourse analysis as a tool in empirical research, the researcher must accept the underlying philosophical premises. If a researcher tends to believe that language or ideas are just reflections of existing systems of power, there is therefore no reason to apply a discourse analytical approach. Simply, discourse analysis represents a rejection of the Marxist assertion that basis determines super-structure, that discourse is merely a mirror of the leaders’ thoughts.

What distinguishes discourse analysis from other ways of analysing the social world is the belief that language is a primary constituent and reproducer of reality. Reality, according to Laclau & Mouffe cannot exist outside discourse (Laclau & Mouffe quoted in Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999). Others, namely critical discourse analysts, hesitate to apply such a strict concept to how discourse determines reality. Fairclough (1995) contend that there is a dialectic relationship between reality and language, so that discourse is both a product and a producer of reality. The reason is that he considers language to be a “social practice”:   

«It is not uncommon for textbooks on language to have sections on the relationship “between” language and society, as if these where to independent entities that just happen to come into contact occasionally. My view is that there is not an external relationship “between” language and society, but an internal and dialectic relationship. Language is a part of society; linguistic phenomena are social phenomena of a special sort, and social phenomena are (in part) linguistic phenomena.

(Fairclough 2001:19)

Note, however that Fairclough (2001) adds a parenthesis where he dismiss the discourse theoretical notion, derived from Laclau & Mouffe, that all actions are discursive actions, and that discourse totally determines society. According to Jørgensen & Phillips (1999), Fairclough prefers a distinction between discursive practice and social practice. The domain of discursive practice is reserved for text, speech and other semiological systems while some social phenomena are governed by other logics than discourse, and hence should be subject to other analytical tools. The approach is labelled “critical” because the purpose of the research is emancipatory: 

“Critical-discursive approaches aims, in the name of liberation, to take side 

with oppressed social groups. The critique shall reveal the role of discursive practice 

in the maintenance of different power relations. Moreover, it is intended that the 

results of critical-discursive analysis can be used in the fight for radical social change.”

(Jørgensen & Phillips 1999:76, my translation)

The third approach, discourse psychology, examines how people strategically use discourse(s) to depict certain beneficial versions of themselves and the world. One should not lead to the conclusion that the approach is dealing with internal psychological factors, rather the object of study is to investigate how groups create meaning and its effects on society at large. 


It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss similarities and differences between the three approaches. Instead, I am going to employ Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis to investigate how discourses about gender and gender relations are fabricated in Obama’s autobiography. This analytical choice rests on the common purpose of gender studies and critical studies to produce knowledge that serves the interests of marginalised groups, in this case some of the American women who are suffering under specific contemporary gender ideology regimes in the U.S.

2.3 Gender 

Commonly gender has been defined as the cultural difference between women and men, based on the biological division of male and female (Connell 2002). According to Hanne Nexø Jensen (1998), gender is neither exclusively a biological fact nor exclusively a social construct. Rather gender is a biological fact that is given different social interpretations. This indicates that gender relates to both culture and biology, but also to a social process where human beings are born into a structure where gender already has a special meaning (Jensen 1998). Certain characteristics are singled out as being either feminine or masculine and accordingly are given a place in the gender order (Connell 2002). That again influences a persons feeling of self and the construction of a gender identity and can be termed psychological gender (Haavind 1984; Moi 1998). For this purpose, I distinguish between biological sex and social gender, but primarily I subscribe to the definition of gender as a social process consisting of gender relations. 

In gender research there has been a move from thinking about gender in dichotomous and mutually excluding categories. The Australian sociologist Robert Connell expresses that “gender is, above all a matter of the social relations within which individuals and group act” (Connell 2002:9). 


The above conceptualisation of gender rests on an anti-essentialist view on gender, in favour of a social constructivist approach. The notion is that gender is some thing that comes into being: Rather than preconditioned or governed by any a priori structure or material basis, gender is dynamic or in Judith Butlers (1990) terms “performative”:

“Hence, within the inherited discourse of  the metaphysics of substance, 

gender proves to be performative – that is, constituting the identity it is 

purported to be. In this sense, gender is always a doing, though not a doing 

by a subject who might be said to pre-exist the deed” (Butler 1990:34). 

Coupling a dynamic gender concept with critical discourse analytical tools allows for a feminist reading of Barack Obama's autobiography. According to Susan Ehrlich (2000) feminist versions of discourse analysis considers the complex processes by which sexist and androcentric meanings are both reproduced and challenged in discourse. A subscription to the idea that gender is performative thus engages the reader in an investigation to how gender is performed literally and discursively through language and linguistic practices (Ehrlich 2000). 

The approach taken in this paper is an attempt to fuse critical discourse analytical tools with feminist theory.  

2.4 Models of gender relations

A gender relation consists of a relation between persons of different sexes (or genders) and presupposes some kind of interaction where bodies are brought into social processes. Jensen (1998), drawing on Joan Acker, conceptualises gender as some thing we do in “a daily accomplishment that occurs in the course of participation in work organizations as well as in many other locations and relations” (Acker 1992 quoted in Jensen 1998:164). This allows for a broader definition of a gender relation as “the way women and men interrelate in a given societal context” (Jensen 1998:165). 


Basically, it is possible to distinguish between two competing models on gender relations. The first is called “different, but equal” and rests on the assumption that men and women are biologically and socially different, but should be equal with regards to dignity. The problem is therefore not discrimination or oppression on the basis of sex in itself, but that female and masculine traits are valued differently by society. This model discourages change of gender roles, as the problem is identified as one primarily of “ranking”. If traditional feminine traits were valued more, the problem would dissolve. Kay E. Payne (2001), an American author and professor in communication, writes in her book Different, But Equal that the American society and the family has suffered because the social pendulum moved to the extreme left (liberal) from the 1960’s onwards, and promoted women’s interests and devaluated masculinity. The disastrous results are not few or modest, claims Payne (2001):

“As society began to devalue masculine men and revere masculine women, the social fabric of the country began to unravel. That unravelling of society emerged in the breakdown of the family: children killing children, drugs and violence in the streets and workplace, and the absence of respect for people, which was replaced by legislated respect for others.”  (Payne 2001: viii)

In attempt to re-knit the American social fabric, Payne (2001) instead suggest that “the pendulum should be moved back to the centre” and that “men who want to be masculine and women who want to be feminine” should be recognized. 


The other approach “equal, but different” takes the opposite stance, claiming that men and women are essentially equal, but different with regards to access to power, privilege and rights. Biological differences cannot justify social norms that result in gender inequality. In this approach, attempts to overcome generalization about biological and/or social differences between men and women are made, partly by reconstructing gender roles and the structures that surrounds them (Kjeldstad 2001). 

2.5 Gender relations, gender ideology and gender policy

According to Wetterberg (1998) the concept of feminism is based on the conviction that women and men are alike, and this matters politically: “If one accepts this premise, one has also taken a stand about what kinds of politics can be said to be in the interest of women…” (Wetterberg 1998:21). In a similar vein, Prue Chamberlayne (1993) has operationalised how gender relations are mirrored in gender policy. She outlines a four-fold typology of gender policy approaches that in many regards follow the conceptualisation of gender relations made above: Gender neutral, gender recognition, gender reconstruction and gender reinforcement. In the gender neutral approach, no special account are taken on behalf of women as the goal in line with the liberal reformist tradition is to ensure that women have equal rights with men. Policy areas are at best limited to include election of women into influential positions and the right to paid work and equal pay. Outcome-equality is less important in the gender-neutral approach than in the gender recognition approach where measures are taken to overcome those specific and structural challenges women meet in the equality process. Policies adapted to achieve this are positive discrimination, affirmative action, and public services that support women’s participation in the economical life, rather than in the home, including children day care and elderly homes (Kjeldstad 2001). The third approach, gender reconstruction, presupposes gender recognition and is closely related to it. However, as noted by Chamberlayne (1993), “whereas the gender recognition approach assumed spontaneous changes at the interpersonal level, the gender reconstruction approach considered modifications at the structural level a precondition to change at the personal level” (Chamberlayne 1993 quoted in Kjeldstad 2001). This approach differs very much from the fourth approach gender reinforcement, in the focus on changing gender roles. Measures may make it easier for men to combine work and family through public welfare policy, like paternity leave. Whereas the gender reconstruction approach seeks to overcome gender binaries that follow space – the public/private divide – the gender reinforcement approach advocates the continuation of traditional complementary gender roles. As the ultimate goal is to reinforce and promote traditional female values, measures are taken to reward home-care and domestic work (Kjeldstad 2001). 

Kjeldstad's (2001) analysis shows how gender ideology is a positive determinant in the development and exercise of gender policy across a selection of European countries. Further, policy is very much an outcome of space – how it is designed and spoken about depends on a country’s distinct history and the institutions that mediate discourse and ideology. For example, gender recognition and reconstruction approaches are more widespread in the Nordic countries, which is the reason that some have suggested that there is a “Nordic model” for gender equality (Brandth & Kvande 2003; von der Fehr, Jónasdottír & Rosenbeck 1998). 

2.6 Towards a typology of gender discourse

Based on my definition of gender and the above mentioned findings, in my opinion, it is possible to single out four discourses about gender:  A liberal, a radical, a conservative and a post-structuralist gender discourse. Roughly spoken, these discourses follow the models of gender relations. For instance, the gender recognition approach, widely practiced in the Nordic countries, is very much an answer to the radical feminist movements political demands (Fehr et. al 1998). Hence, gender recognition to some extent draws on radical feminist discourse, where as the gender neutral approach and measures of gender mainstreaming can be said to draw on gender liberal approaches as the ultimate goal is for men and women to live side by side as free individuals (Kjeldstad 2001).  Furthermore, the gender reinforcement approach often co-varies with gender conservative discourses whose ultimate goal is to preserve traditional and complementary gender roles, as illustrated with the quotation from Payne (2001). Gender reconstruction approaches, on the other hand, could be said to be more marked by a post-structuralist gender discourse, since a precondition for pursuing the goals of changing gender roles is an acceptance of the notion that gender identities are unstable and fragmented and hence, at all possible to change (Kjelstad 2001).

One should be careful with translating European research into an American context. America has its own distinct architecture of politics, and great variances exist across space because many decisions affecting gender are made at the federal level. However, the point of departure of this paper is not to depict an accurate picture of American gender politics compared to European gender politics, but to study how gender are discursively represented by Barack Obama. For that purpose, I find Prue Chamberlayne's typology combined with the “equal, but different” versus “different, but equal”-pairing of gender relations useful. 

3. ANALYSIS

The analysis in this paper is divided into two parts. First, in line with Norman Fairclough's critical discourse analysis, I will examine discursive practises in Barack Obama's autobiography The Audacity of Hope. Thoughts on Reclaiming the American Dream, primarily the chapter on family. Here, I will limit the analysis to cope with interdiscursivity, that is showing how the text draws on different and to some extent diverging discourses about gender (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999). The second part is an analysis of social practice: The task is to identify the “order of discourse” and “the totality of discursive practices of an institution and the relationship between them” (Fairclough 1993:138). As discourses are associated with particular institutions or domains of social life, the gender discourses will be interpreted within the socio-political context of American family politics and the respective family ideology. 

3.1 Discursive practices

Barack Obama opens his autobiography The Audacity of Hope. Thoughts on Reclaiming the American Dream with a salute to motherhood itself. The entire book is dedicated to the women who raised him, his grandmother Tutu and his mother Ann Dunham. He describes his grandmother as “a rock of stability throughout [his] life” and thanks his mother for her “loving spirit [that] sustains me still”.  The adjectives used to describe  women and motherhood are played out along a binary between hardness (the rock) and softness (spirit) that is further reinforced by the use of words like “stability” and “loving”. As shown by Genevieve Lloyd (1984) and others, the use of such binaries often follow gendered hierarchies where “loving” and “softness” becomes associated with feminine principles and “stability” and the “hardness” of the rock becomes masculine signifiers. Several times Obama returns to playing with these feminine and masculine dichotomies when explaining his childhood, and the fact that he was raised by a single mother and grew up with out any male role models. Though celebrating the hardworking single mother, he tends to subscribe to the idea that men and women are in fact very different and contribute differently in the process of bringing up a child: “Still, as I got older I came to recognize how hard it had been for my mother and grandmother to raise us without a strong male presence in the house” (Obama 2006:346, my italics). What exactly this “strong male presence” should aid to his upbringing is, however, unclear. Obama seems ambiguous about this himself. At the same time as Obama declares that “because of them [his mother and grandmother] I never wanted for anything important” and “from them [his mother and grandmother] I would absorb the values that guide me to this day”, he seems to be of the conviction that an adult man is better fit for “giving direction” to an adolescent. Obama describes how he looked after good male role models in his surroundings and that the lack of this made him “determined that my father’s irresponsibility towards his children, my stepfather’s remoteness, and my grandfather’s failures would all become object lessons for me, and that my own children would have a father they could count on” (Obama 2006:346). So, in order to reconstruct the balance between masculine and feminine principles in the story about his own childhood, Obama turns to his grandmother. Discursively, in the absence of a strong male presence (father), a male surrogate (his grandmother/ “the steady rock”) is introduced to the text. This ambiguity on gender roles, in my opinion, draws on two gender discourses simultaneously, thereby creating interdiscursivity (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999). 

On one hand, Obama is using narratives of loving mothers in his discursive construction of his own mother, attaching femininity to the role of care giving, thereby drawing on a conservative gender discourse where value is given to traditional and complimentary gender roles. But as Obama does not have complimentary actor in the form of a father, the masculine identity project is menaced and a masculine signifier needs to be constructed, at least discursively. Hence, in the vacuum of an absent father, a traditional gender dichotomy is firmly established as the grandmother is given the role as an agent “whose dogged practicality kept the family afloat” (Obama 2006:46). So far, this indicates that Obama, at least in his representations of motherhood, subscribes to the idea of gender relations as “different, but equal”, even though his own childhood never took place within hetero-normative frames.

Obama and his wife, Michelle Robinson, first met in 1988, when he was employed as a summer associate at the Chicago law firm of Sidley Austin. Assigned for three months as Obama's adviser at the firm, Robinson joined him at group social functions, but initially declined his offers to date (Obama 2006). In his book, Obama describes the flirtation between himself and Michelle as a classical “cat-and-mouse”-play, where he finally conquers. The discourse surrounding this is indeed a fairly gendered one, as is the play itself where he stands out as traditionally masculine (sexually active) while she is playing her part as more traditionally feminine (sexually abstemious). Obama does, however, underscore that she was his equal: “Oh, Michelle was full of plans that day, on the fast track, with no time, she told me, for distractions – especially men” (Obama 2006:329). Other places in the book, Obama writes about her “professional manner” and her impressing career plans, but he finally “wore her down”: 

“After a firm picnic, she drove me back to my apartment, and I offered to 

buy her an ice cream cone at the Baskin-Robbins across the street. We sat on 

the curb and ate our cones in the sticky afternoon heat, and I told her about 

working at Baskin-Robbins when I was a teenager and how it was hard to look cool 

in a brown apron and cap. She told me that for a span of two or three years 

as a child, she had refused to eat anything except peanut butter and jelly. I said that 

I’d like to meet her family. She said that she would like that. 

         I asked if I could kiss her. It tasted of chocolate.” (Obama 2006:330) 

Above, Barack Obama constructs a fairytale about innocent love and ice cream, but note how traditional gender relations are discursively naturalized. Michelle is constructed as an agent with no individual voice – he offered to buy her an ice cream, but in the text nothing but a conclusion that they ate their cones is mentioned. Michelle’s answer to his offer is left out of the representation. When Obama tells about his work at Baskin-Robbins, no response on the part of Michelle is mentioned. It seems like they are not really having a conversation with coherence, rather the episode is literally constructed as a series of fragmented sentences, leaving the interpretation of what was said and done, the relation between the two, unclear. It does not follow automatically that the answer a person gets when he is talking about his work, is related to peanut butter and jelly. What is more, no agency on Michelle’s account can be traced with regards to Obama’s kissing-proposal. But sub-titles, either an approval or rejection from Michelle, are needless – Obama “wore her out” and Michelle finally “gave in” and surrendered. When he kissed her, he tasted not the taste of a human being, but the taste of chocolate.  

This unclearness on agency, I contend, serves to mask power relations at the same time as gender relations are naturalized. In critical discourse analysis, this is also called transivity, which refers to the process of coupling or de-coupling actors from agency (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999). Deconstructing the text clarifies, however, 

that the performative act of apparently innocent lovemaking, is a discursive production and reproduction of gender relations. The gender relations described in the text cannot be characterized as equal; on the contrary, the exhaustion tactics and the military rhetoric applied by Obama creates the image of a clever strategist or a promising presidential candidate who gets things his way. The power effects should by now be obvious. To the extent that gender relations are thematized at all, it is in the form of traditional and complimentary gender roles (“different, but equal”). In fact, it is tempting to assert that Obama rather subscribes to the idea of “different and ‘charming unequal’ gender relations”. Directing attention to the forthcoming sentence that follows Michelle’s statement about “career being more important than men” supports this interpretation:

“But she knew how to laugh, brightly and easily, and I noticed she didn’t seem too 

much of a hurry to get back to the office. And there was something else, a glimmer 

that danced across her round, dark eyes whenever I looked at her, the slightest hint 

of uncertainty, as if, deep inside, she knew how fragile things really were, and that if 

she ever let go, even for a moment, all her plans might quickly unravel. That touched 

me somehow, that trace of vulnerability. I wanted to know that part of her” (Obama 2006:29).

Again, Obama tends to play discursively with “different, but equal”-binaries. Michelle is constituted as a subject the moment she shows signs of uncertainty and adapts to more “traditional” feminine scripts and joins the discourse of uneven gender relations. 

Portraying Michelle’s resignation to the traditional gender script repertoire (“if she ever let go, even for a moment, all her [career] plans might quickly unravel”) as a kind of informed consent, the power effects are obfuscated. If gender relations between the two of them should ever turn out to be unequal (say, if Michelle should put her career ambitions on hold) that is, according to the conservative gender discourse Obama uses and reproduces above, only the result of her own charming and seducing uncertainty or personal preferences, not the result of the structural interplay between hegemonic masculinity
 (Connell 2005) and hegemonic motherhood
 (Arendell 1999). Hence, the net result of Obama engaging in the conservative gender discourse is a de-politization and a naturalization of unequal power relations between men and women.

Several examples like those mentioned above, where Obama salutes gender differences and by doing so, intended or unintended, produce certain power effects, could be made. I shall however confine myself to just one last example that illustrates how Barack Obama, though he ideologically positions himself as a “liberal” (as opposed to social-conservative), in his practical life and the way he theorizes about it, does little to challenge traditional gender roles. Throughout the book, he tributes Michelle for her intelligence, her good looks and her flair with bringing up their two daughters, Malia Ann and Natasha (“Sasha”). Though, with some self discern, he admits that his political career is fuelled by Michelle’s main responsibility for domestic affairs. He even tend to be ready to acknowledge that perhaps he was not that liberated when it comes to issues of gender equality as he wanted to believe: 

“…no matter how much I told myself that Michelle and I were equal partners, and 

that her dreams and ambitions were as important as my own – the fact was that when children showed up, it was Michelle and not I who was expected to make necessary adjustments” (Obama 2006: 340-341)

To some extent, Obama engages in a post-structuralist gender discourse, problematizing how different gender roles produces a gender division of labour. But, as the foregoing examples illustrates, the question of agency remains obfuscated. In the sentence above, the agent who “expects Michelle to make necessary adjustments” is invisible. This modality indicates “low affinity” (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999) with the discursive practice and, hence, responsibility for the management of that unequal power relation is left in a vacuum. 


Foucault (1999) outlines the relationship between discourse and power as something more than simply a mirror of battles and mastery. Discourse, he writes, is the means by which people control communication and demarcate true from false. Power is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substantial part of itself. Its success is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms (Foucault 1980 quoted in Lukes 2005:90). Drawing on Foucault, it is possible to maintain that though some degree of inter-discursivity (post-structuralist versus conservative gender discourse) exist in the text above, “the invisible agent” manages a hierarchy between the two, and the post-structuralist discourse is left subordinate to the power effects of the conservative discourse.


In statements about American family politics, Obama shows less ambiguity than in discursive representations of gender relations elsewhere in the book. In line with the liberal gender discourse, he declares that he “considers decisions about sex, marriage, divorce, and childbearing to be highly personal – at the very core of individual liberty” and therefore he has “no interest in seeing the president, Congress, or a government bureaucracy regulating what goes on in America’s bedrooms” (Obama 2006:335). 


My interpretation of this statement is that Obama, by drawing on a liberal gender discourse, simply attempts to distinguish himself politically from the social-conservatives who, in his opinion, go too far in passing moral sentences. However, as illustrated above, many of Obama’s representations of gender in fact draw on a conservative gender discourse, which make it slightly difficult to pitch any differences between Democrat and Republican gender ideology, apart from rhetorical ones.   

3.2 Social practices

In line with Fairclough (1992), this section takes on an exploration of the relationship between the discursive practices and the order of discourse. I shall answer what kind of network of discourse the discursive practices belong to, and how they are distributed and regulated across texts (Fairclough 1992 quoted in Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999). Furthermore, the social matrix of discourse is mapped through Arendell’s (1999) term “hegemonic motherhood”, which serves as one of several explanations of how and why gender discourses are played out the way they are. I do not suggest that other non-discursive factors (i.e. economical, racial and other structural power relations) not are vital in influencing the configuration of the order of discourse. Nor is my assertion that the interplay between hegemonic motherhood and hegemonic masculinity is the one determinant for framing models of gender relations. I will, however, for this purpose confine myself to analyze the production and reproduction of gender discourse through the optics of American family ideology.


To understand gender relations is inextricably linked to understanding the family, as an institution and as an ideology. The family as an institution regulates gender relations, and the family as an ideology that reinforce those relations. With reference to Cheal (1991) and Michaels (1996), Teresa Arendell (1999) claims that the American family ideology is institutionalized in marriage and family arrangements, practices and laws, but also deeply embedded in social policy and programs, and the capitalist economy. This is also noted by Bob Jessop and others who describes how the family unit has been central in the development of modern capitalism under the Fordist work regime, as producers and consumers of mass goods, the cornerstone of industrial capitalism in the 19th and 20th century (Stokke 1999). According to Arendell (1999), gender ideology overlaps with family ideology, and within these arrangements, “woman and motherhood are treated as synonymous identities and categories” (Arendell 1999:3).


Therefore, to understand Obama’s representations of gender and the extensive subscription to conservative and liberal gender discourses simultaneously, can be understood in the context of pairing free market ideology with conservative family ideology and American ideals of libertarian virtues. In the first chapter of the book, Obama writes about similarities and differences between Republicans and Democrats, and admits that he understand the key to Ronald Reagan’s appeal:

“Reagan spoke to America’s longing for order, our need to believe that we are 

not simply subject to blind, impersonal forces but that we can shape our individual 

and collective destinies, so long as we rediscover the traditional virtues of hard 

work, patriotism, personal responsibility, optimism, and faith” (Obama 2006:31). 
Obama’s emphasis on the fear of “blind, impersonal forces” partly can explain the position of the family in the American society. The stressing of personal responsibility in both the Republican and Democrat camp creates a space for the family as an institution for regulating intimacy. In societies with high levels of social inequality, people often tend to rely more on family and personal relations, which again reinforce the institution itself. At the same time discourses about gender and family probably reproduce both the ideology and the surrounding institutions in a dialectical process. Therefore discourses of gender are distributed within the order of discourse of the family, and hence, gender relations are subjugated to gender ideology and family ideology at the same time.


The Siamese twin of American family ideology, Arendell (1999) claims, is the ideology of “intensive mothering”. Intensive mothering ideology both assumes and reinforces the traditional gender-based division of labour (Fineman 1995 & Hartsock 1999 quoted in Arendell 1999). The good mother is committed and self-sacrificing, a subject with no needs or interests of her own, and what is more – women who fail to satisfy the ideals promoted in discourses about gender and the family, are punished.  


Recalling Obama’s representations of motherhood, the ideology of intensive mothering and its reliance upon the patriarchal gender-based division of labour is evident, both with regards to the way he describes his own mother and his wife. Remembering how Michelle and her interests was left out of several representations, and how the idea of  “charming unequal gender relations” was discursively constructed, makes it tempting to assert that Obama, despite his recognition of “hard working mothers”, is not likely to opt for any gender recognition policies when he takes presidency in less than a month. That is because gender recognition approaches often follow the feminist conviction that men and women are “equal, but different” and strongly opposes naturalization of gender differences (Wetterberg 1998).


However, one cannot assume that Barack Obama’s personal life and values alone will guard American family politics in the future. Politics is, after all, partly the result of many interests coming together in discursive battles of whose definitions should count. It was not the task of this paper to predict how future gender politics under Obama will be like. Yet, the relative absence of radical and post-structuralist gender discourse in the book suggests that American women may be waiting for gender recognition and gender reconstruction policies in vain.        

4. CONCLUSION

The approach taken in this paper is an attempt to fuse critical discourse analytical tools with feminist theory.  In line with the feminist project of de-naturalizing gender relations and underscoring how gender is embedded and constructed in social practice, I showed how discourse is a defining agent in constituting power relations. With reference to Fairclough (1993; 2001), I employed critical discourse analytical tools to investigate how gender relations in general, and motherhood in particular, are represented in Barack Obama’s autobiography The audacity of hope. At the outset, a four-fold gender discourse typology consisting of liberal, conservative, radical and post-structural gender discourses was presented. Discourse is crucial in defining whose reality and interests count. Therefore it follows that gender policy is often legitimated by certain discourses of gender relations. For instance conservative discourses of gender take for granted that men and women are “different, but equal”, thereby making power relations a matter of personal preferences and “natural” arrangements. Intended, or unintended, by doing so unequal power relations are constructed discursively in a way that makes it difficult to advocate for social change. 

Gender ideology is deeply entrenched in the order of the discourse of the family in America. Drawing on Robert Connell’s (2002; 2005) concept of hegemonic masculinity and Teresa Arendell’s (1999) concept of hegemonic motherhood, I illustrated how gender relations are subjugated to gender ideology and family ideology simultaneously. The notion of the “self-sacrificing mother with no personal interests” comprises a central piece in the representations about gender in Obama’s autobiography. Unequal power relations are discursively constructed as “different, but charming unequal gender relations”. Hence, the gendered and socially constructed nature of power relations is de-politicized. As discourses about gender tend to correspond with gender policies and welfare regimes (Kjeldstad 2001), the absence of radical and post-structuralist gender discourses makes it tempting to suspect that future policies of gender recognition and gender reconstruction will be unlikely. However, one should avoid the pitfall of conflating Obama’s personal life with the actual political policies he will support. The reason for that is that even a strong, personalised, political public in America is the outcome of negotiations between diverging and converging discourses and interests.  
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� These definitions are all borrowed from Bitsch (2007). 








� In gender studies, the term “hegemonic masculinity” refers to the idea that a culturally normative ideal of male behaviour exists (i.e., that to which men are strongly encouraged to aim), which is calculated to guarantee the dominant position of some men over others, and the subordination of women. According to the theory's proponents, it is not necessarily the most prevalent form of male expression, but rather the most socially endorsed that always contributes to the subordinate position of women they perceive. Proponents point to characteristics such as aggressiveness, strength, drive, ambition, and self-reliance, which they argue are encouraged in males but discouraged in females in contemporary American society, as evidence of the existence of hegemonic masculinity (Connell 2005).


� The term ”hegemonic motherhood” is partly derived from Arendell (1999) and refers to how the ideology of ”intensive mothering” is institutionalised in social arrangements and practices, thus tying women to their roles as child raisers and nurturers, independent of women’s status as mothers or not-mothers. Hegemonic motherhood remains subordinated to and under the force of hegemonic masculinity. See also section 3.2 for a further elaboration of the concept.
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