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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This dissertation project examines the rhetorical performances of women who hold or 

have held the highest office of a nation-state. Currently, only 20 women are in such 

positions of political national leadership. This project asks how these women rhetorically 

perform—discursively, visually, and through embodied performance—their positions of 

power and how they are read, time again, against and with other women who have held 

similar positions in different geopolitical locations. Specifically, I ask how these 

rhetorical performances open up and/or close down the potential to confront gendered 

expectations of leadership. I argue that a “woman world leader” is not just a head of state, 

but also a symbolic heterodoxy that interrupts and reaffirms the doxa of the nation-state 

as an eternal structure. I analyze three rhetorical situations—autobiographies, the Council 

of Women World Leaders, and the nickname of “Iron Lady,”—in order to conclude that 

woman world leaders, as a discourse, can limit the potential for ethical rhetorical action 

of embodied women as world leaders. I link the function of the discourse of women 

world leaders to that of the “US presidency,” as established by Campbell and Jamieson, 

in that it creates a transnational tradition of women as leaders. By researching women as 

world leaders, a subject of curiosity following the 2008 US Presidential campaigns, this 

project contributes to popular and academic discussions of power, identity, and 

transnational political participation at the foundation of which are writing, rhetoric, and 

education.
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PREFACE 
 

This project is about women in highly visible positions in national governments. 

Some of them are household names in the US: Margaret Thatcher, Indira Ghandi, Benazir 

Bhutto, and Hillary Clinton. But most are not. Regardless, because of their potential for 

visibility on the globalized political stage, they stand in a position that I have not and will 

never stand, which means that I write as an outsider—someone who has never 

experienced what it is like to exist in that space. This means that while I benefit from the 

supposed objectivity of an “outsider” looking into a research location, my position is 

simultaneously suspect in terms of feminist methodology since Donna Haraway reminds 

feminist researchers that we must be personally invested in our research location. 

Haraway writes that we should only deconstruct or critically analyze “. . . that which [we] 

love and only that in which [we are] deeply implicated” (1997, 151). So when people ask 

about my research, and I tell them my one-minute blurb about women in positions of 

national leadership, I have come to expect the question as to how I came to this research.  

It is somewhat of a leap to explain how I am implicated in women as political 

world leaders as a research artifact, and why I love what I research, seeing as I have spent 

the first decade of my professional career as a writer and educator. But that is what this 

preface will do: I want to explain to you, my reader, why I am deeply implicated in this 

research and what brings me to this research. You will find that this preface is written 

with an intimate voice—including anecdotal evidence of my past and my present. Before 

jumping into the rest of this project, where my body and lived experience are (at times) 

erased—at least textually—in order to give the perception of objectivity, I need to 
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announce transparently who I am, where I write from, and how my research position is 

implicated in this project.  

Both of my parents were public school teachers—my mother a high school 

English teacher and my father was a high school history teacher by training. We lived in 

several small towns in Ohio: Bolivar, West Alexandria, Delaware, Westlake, Powell, and 

Mount Vernon—all over the state, really, mostly in rural or suburban areas, though both 

Cleveland and Columbus were very familiar to me. Growing up, my parents had a 

planned curriculum for my free time: vacation readings, field trips to Amish cheese 

factories and Warther’s Wood Carving Museum, and cassette tapes with educational 

songs. I am not sure if it was my mom or my dad who taught me the US presidents, but 

either way I would guess it occurred some time between kindergarten and second grade. I 

remember looking at the pictures of all the US presidents on a glossy page (a placemat 

maybe?) the presidents’ faces and busts enclosed in an egg-shaped openings—all looking 

very grim. I remember thinking that they all looked the same—a fact that made it difficult 

for me to memorize them. I asked whoever was conducting the lesson about where the 

women were, only to learn that as of the early 1980s, there had never been a woman who 

was US President. 

 When I was told this, it struck me as one of those improbable things that parents 

tell kids to get them off their backs, like when a child asks “why?” and a parent replies 

“because I said so.” I couldn’t believe that all the Presidents had been boys. It seemed 

impossible. Now mind you, as a little white kid, I didn’t make the leap to ask why all the 

Presidents had been white. I wish I had been the kind of kid who did ask that question. 
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But I wasn’t. But the fact that I didn’t ask that question about white Presidents is just a 

reminder that I grew up in space of relative whiteness, even if I had friends and loved 

ones who were people of color, even if my parents insisted on progressive politics. 

Whiteness was an unconscious mode of being that informed much of my childhood.1 

 In order to vet my parent’s incredible response, I asked what the rules were that 

outlined who could be US President: 35 years old, US-born, and resident for 14 years. 

And upon seeing my curiosity, my parent kindly encouraged me that perhaps when I was 

older, I would be the first woman to become U.S. President. And again, to me, my parent 

seemed ridiculous; there was no way that I could I make it to the age of 35 (35!!) without 

the US electing a woman as the President. There was no way.  

 Lest I overstate the importance of this story, this childhood memory is not the 

pivotal moment that shaped the choices of my life—as I clearly have no intention for 

running for the US presidency. But it was one of those moments that stayed with me. 

Perhaps it was the reason that I applied and went to Buckeye Girls State—Ohio’s annual 

Girls State program sponsored by the American Legion to give high school students a 

hands-on experience of running national government. Perhaps this childhood memory 

was underlying my desire to serve on student council or to canvas my community for 

school levies or elections. Perhaps. But unlike some of the narratives of destiny that I 

examine in my second chapter of this project, I don’t believe that this story informs who I 

am, the choices that I have made, or the opportunities I have been given. But I will admit 

that I am shocked that it looks like my parents were right (yet again!) and that my 

childhood perception was wrong. I am in my early 30s, and the US has still yet to elect a 



14 

woman as Commander-in-Chief. Yet, there is one last chance to prove them wrong since 

I will only be 34 for the 2012 US Presidential election.  

Jumping forward nearly 20 years, I found myself riveted to presidential politics, 

especially following the events of 9/11 and the second US invasion of Iraq. At the time, I 

was teaching high school, and my students and I constantly discussed and debated how 

President George W. Bush responded to rhetorical exigencies such as Hurricane Katrina, 

Osama bin Laden videotapes, or State of the Union addresses. We discussed what Bush 

said and what he did not say, how he held his body, the timeliness of his performances—

and how different constituencies took up those choices. Both my students and I were 

intrigued and disturbed by how the President spoke to the US voters and residents and 

how those messages were used, manipulated, misread, and championed for various 

political actions. My role in these conversations was not to persuade for or against a 

certain political perspective, as I felt it was more important to ask the students to consider 

how political messages circulate and evolve. Often times, I would go home frustrated that 

the political ethos of elected officials was taken for granted by my students—for better or 

for worse. And especially when it came to the President speaking, my students 

maintained the dualism that either what Bush said was either Platonic Truth or it was just 

“empty rhetoric.” It was in these educational conversations with my students that I started 

to think about how the construct of the US Presidency holds such a nearly mythical 

rhetorical (and pedagogical) power. Reading Dana D. Nelson’s work, National Manhood, 

crystallized this mythical power by examining the ways in which white masculinity has 

been fostered, endorsed, and privileged for nation-building projects.  
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 Then for the 2008 US Presidential election, US voters had other options aside 

from traditional performances of white masculinity, not only where people of color 

highly visible, but there were also quite a few women vying for the positions of President 

and Vice-President: Sarah Palin, Hillary Clinton, Rosa Clemente, and Cynthia 

McKinney. I was fascinated by the ways in which they performed their political ethos, 

especially with Clinton using the Internet to announce her candidacy in a living room like 

setting. Clinton’s decision to use a cyber-living room was analyzed, criticized, and 

lauded. Likewise, throughout all of the campaigns of these women, the media relentlessly 

focused on their gendered performance of candidacy—most visibly focusing on the 

acceptability or the readiness of the white female bodies for leadership in the form of 

Clinton and Palin. Unlike President George W. Bush, these women’s ethical appeals were 

constantly scrutinized—the either/or of “empty rhetoric” and “Platonic Truth” did not 

seem to apply to them. 

Starting in 2006, a media frenzy erupted about the potential for a woman in the 

White House for the 2008 election. For example, National Public Radio (NPR) ran an 

interview between NPR correspondent, Michele Norris, and former US Representative 

Pat Schroeder of Colorado about whether or not the country would be “ready” for a 

“woman President” in 2008 election. Based upon a sound bite in the radio report from 

then-Senator Hillary Clinton that opens the segment, the real litmus test of national 

readiness for a woman to “step into that arena” can only come when a woman actually 

enters this traditionally masculinized space. Clinton seems to genuinely laugh at the 

ridiculousness of her ambivalent answer to the question of women, leadership, and US 
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politics. However humorous, her answer mirrors the sentiments of her constituents. 

Following Clinton’s interview, Norris’ segment proceeds with sound bytes from people 

“off the street” in the US who express a similar type of ambivalence to the citizenry’s 

readiness for a women in a position of leadership. The bulk of the radio story involves the 

interview of Schroeder and her rationale for not pursuing the presidency. Schroeder 

expresses that she realized that she could not win, and she did not want to run if she could 

not win. Two political analysts explain the political conundrums that Schroeder 

experienced first hand: what to wear, how to appear as a military leader, and how to 

appear tough but not “that other word we don’t like to say.”  Some statistics are given 

during the segment, such as poll numbers that indicate that over 80% of the country says 

that they would—in theory—vote for a “woman president” and how there have been 

“dozens” of women elected as heads of state all over the world. In all, the segment says 

little about women and leadership, and it leaves the listener with no explanation as to why 

the US has yet to elect a woman into the Oval Office.  

This type of reporting on the readiness for a “woman president” continued for the 

next two years, eventually drawing the attention of the popular television news satire 

show, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart. For those unfamiliar with the show, Stewart acts 

as the news anchor, with a variety of personalities as “on the scene” reporters. On such 

reporter, Samantha Bee, took on this question of “readiness” on the September 17, 2007 

show in a spoof of the HBO television series, Sex in the City (SITC). In it, Bee plays a 

version of the SITC’s protagonist, Carrie Bradshaw, a journalist who writes a column 

about issues pertaining to women, relationship, money, and sex. Instead of researching 
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those topics, Bee’s character sets out to find out if US voters are “ready for a woman 

president.” Again, like the earnest NPR report, Bee finds interviewees such as the then-

president of the National Organization for Women (NOW), Kim Gandy, and Washington 

Examiner columnist, La Shawn Barber, to express the nation’s ambivalence on women in 

positions of leadership. Barber parrots the gendered stereotypes of leadership, e.g., 

“women are the weaker sex” and “a leader should radiate confidence—manly 

confidence” (emphasis mine) while Gandy highlights that it is “silly” to even be asking 

the question because “all around the world women have been leaders of countries.” The 

satirical segment opens with a montage of all the news reports commenting on the 

readiness of the US for a woman president, featuring clips from FoxNews, NBC, CNN, 

ABC, daytime talk shows, and so on, showing the scope of this discourse in the 

mainstream media. Bee’s segment does a good job of calling attention to the 

contradictory discourses that circulate in the US media about women in leadership, and it 

seems like the biting sarcasm of the segment might draw people’s attention away from 

the same banal arguments about gender and politics. 

But this discourse did not stop once the election ended. I began this project 

shortly after the 2008 election, imagining that this preface would only examine a few 

media representations of women from the 2008 election. Yet I vividly remember an 

evening, April 7, 2010 to be exact when I was over midway through this project, running 

on a treadmill in an emptying corporate gym on the northwest side of Tucson, Arizona. I 

was in the thick of dissertation writing and research, books and papers piled everywhere 

around my house, sitting in isolation for hours on end—I needed to stretch my legs. 
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While I ran, I watched the closed-captioning on one of the seven televisions that hung in 

front of me about ten feet in the air. It was a nightly news program recapping all of what 

had transpired in US politics that day.  

On the screen stood two very similar looking white women. I recognized 

immediately the former-Alaskan Governor, Sarah Palin. But who was the shorter brunette 

in the yellow jacket and flowered skirt? Turns out Palin was in Minnesota to “take the 

stump” for a congressperson, Michelle Bachman. Even as a Midwesterner by birth and by 

cultural heritage, I didn’t recognize Bachman as Bachman, but I recognized her in the 

way that one Midwestern woman recognizes another. She could have been any of my 

friends’ mothers, a soccer mom, a PTA-er, the neighbor down the street, or my piano 

teacher. She was pretty, clean, well-dressed in upper/middle class attire, traditionally 

feminine, and maternal. Her face felt 100% familiar to me. It seems as though 

Bachman—like Palin and the soon-to-emerge on the political landscape, Christine 

O’Donnell—were also very familiar faces to US voters. To me and my background of 

whiteness, these women were very familiar, even if it was familiar in an unsettling way. 

To this day, the continued national focus on Palin and other women Tea Party 

conservatives keep the question of gender and political readiness on the nation’s radar.  

At the April 7 political rally, Palin spoke on Bachman’s behalf, regurgitating the 

double bind of gender in the political arena. Palin recited Thatcher’s quotation, “In 

politics, you want something said, ask a man. You want something done, ask a woman.” 

The crowd went crazy for this. But in the next minute, Palin took back her joke saying, 

“Now you know I’m just kidding about this gender thing. I’m just joshing about the 
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gender thing. Gender is no issue. Neither is the color of one’s skin. It’s not a measuring. . 

. that’s not a measuring issue either. It is character, what’s inside, and Michelle has this.” 

No sooner did Palin tell her audience that “gender is no issue” that she recapitulated 

again to talk about the “pink elephant of the GOP”—which she explained was the 

invigorated voting base of conservative women and candidates who are women. She 

shouts, “well someone better tell Washington that, warn them that that Pink Elephant is 

on the move and 2010 is shaping up to be the year that conservative women get together 

and help to take back this country. And Michelle is leading the stampede!” 

Palin has been an all too easy target of critique because of her rhetorical style, her 

political inconsistencies, and her hyper-visibility, e.g., Sarah Palin’s Alaska. But I put 

Palin’s speech in conversation with the media buzz from the 2008 presidential election to 

show how in the past six years, US political discourse has focused on the issue of gender 

in political participation and leadership. In these three examples, as well as the many 

others, the same questions and issues continue to be brought up—the most obvious ones:  

1. Whether or not gender is or is not an issue for a person’s presidential 

candidacy, 

2. Whether or not the electorate is “ready” for a woman to gain access to 

positions of power, 

3. The replication of gender norms through dress and personality characteristics, 

and 

4. The over-statement of the extent of women’s political participation in other 

nations. 
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It does not seem to matter whether the rhetorical situation occurs on the left or the 

right, in earnest or in jest, or through the voice of a candidate or a journalist—the US, as 

an imagined community of voters (see Chapter 1) is clearly ambivalent about the 

potential of women in positions of national leadership. While alleging ambivalence, I 

would also add that the nation is also curious. Most are aware that there are women who 

lead other nations, and this seems to either make US speakers anxious or incredulous—

anxious because it means that other nations might be more progressive than the US—

thereby challenging the ideologies of American Exceptionalism—or incredulous because 

many of these nations are labeled as “developing” or worse yet, “Third World,” by some 

in the US. Nevertheless, there is the nod to look across borders even if speakers cannot 

identify or name many of the women who have held executive national office. I open 

with this brief but critical description of a several media segments not to belittle the 

journalists’ or politicians’ work but to highlight the rhetorical moves that are often made 

when US journalists, citizens, politicians, and political analysts discuss the potentials and 

pitfalls of women and national leadership—especially within a US context.  

Because this preface is meant to explain why I am brought to this project and why 

I am implicated in this research, I must admit that I am equally ambivalent and curious—

finding myself looking across borders to figure out what everyone else is doing and what 

we, in the US, are not doing. Whether or not these media discourses informed how I 

approach my research into women and political participation or if I noticed this pattern of 

rhetorical acts because of my ambivalence and curiosity is unclear. But I can say for 
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certain that I am interested in how women are understood in positions of leadership 

because I am a teacher, and I understand teaching to be a position of leadership. 

While the classroom is a highly political space, it is not a public office that 

requires elections, campaigns, lobbying, diplomatic travel, etc. But it is the visibility of 

my body in that space that ties me into the visibility of the bodies in this study. Since we, 

what I call the women world leaders of this study and I, are both engaged in political 

activities, we are similarly held to scrutiny over our gendered and racialized 

performances in our spaces. While on a more local level than national politicians, 

teachers’ bodies and rhetorical habits—be they professors or high school or elementary 

school teachers—are consumed by their constituents, i.e., their students, parents, 

administrators, and other parties. Our success is evaluated by our ability and willingness 

to play into or against the gendered and racialized expectations of our students.2 Our 

teacher persona is understood through the context of students’ previous experiences with 

other teachers’ gendered performances.  

Furthermore, teachers can reproduce models of gendered leadership that play into 

hegemonic understandings of gender, race, and nationality. By looking at these 

hegemons—the women who hold positions of national leadership—I hope to unearth the 

complications, contradictions, and progressive potentials of teachers’ gendered 

performances of power. Before I celebrate too much the outcomes of this study, I am 

attentive to how my politics of location (see Chapter 5) of a white, heterosexual doctoral 

candidate in the US Southwest limits the potentials for my transnational research in that I 

can only speak from the limited perspective that I have on the topic of women, 
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leadership, and rhetorical practices. I do not seek to offer a totalizing answer about the 

status of women (writ globally and homogenously) in political participation. Instead, I 

seek to interrupt that same lethal intersectionality of gendered whiteness that I embody—

the one that really unnerves me lately. This same practice of whiteness is probably what 

unnerves me most about the US discourses of women and national leadership. 

Surrounding political women is a discourse of politeness and preparedness that hides the 

uncomfortable realities and obscures the contradictions of US democratic participation. It 

is said that we dislike in others that which we dislike about ourselves, so in pointing out 

gendered whiteness, I am not differentiating myself from these practices. Instead, I am 

calling attention to those practices with which I have been complicit and against which I 

write. 

 In this project, I look transnationally at women who hold traditionally male 

positions of leadership. I do this to elucidate the actual number of contemporary women 

who have held an executive leadership position in a nation-state (see Appendix A)—to 

put an end to the speculative and hyperbolic representation of women in national 

leadership that emerges in popular US discourse. Furthermore, I seek to make more 

visible the diversity of rhetorical performances of leadership enacted through women 

across the globe. While many of these performances tend to reinforce neoliberal 

understandings of the nation-state and its leadership, by presenting a few perhaps lesser-

known figures, I hope to broaden notions of women in executive office. Finally, I enact a 

transnational methodology to demonstrate how such research can broaden our 

understandings of how texts, ideas, people, ideologies, and commodities circulate in the 
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processes of globalization; to interrupt the often nationalistic research methods of English 

studies (see Chapter 5); and to elucidate the difficulty of performing gender on a world 

stage when gender is often understood through highly nationalized ideals and social 

orders.  

 This project is but one perspective on women, rhetoric, communication, 

leadership, and the nation-state. It is meant to join previous discussions about those 

topics—perhaps directing the conversation in a somewhat new direction. It is my most 

sincere hope that my analyses provided help activists, scholars, and teachers think 

differently and deeply about how gender and leadership inform one another so that we 

can work towards a day where the question is not about readiness or “women leaders” but 

about how to enact social change that moves us towards a more ethical and equitable 

society. 
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CHAPTER 1 
CONFRONTING THE DOXA OF THE NATION-STATE:  

TRANSNATIONAL RHETORICS AND WOMEN WORLD LEADERS 
 

 In the preface I cited US media sources that circulate rather uncritically the label 

“woman leader” or “woman president.” In those reports, most notably Michelle Norris’ 

NPR segment, speakers and writers explain the presence of women in traditionally 

masculinized spaces of leadership using various rhetorical strategies. The first strategy is 

to articulate ambivalence toward the possibility of electing a woman into a position of 

leadership, usually expressed through a rhetoric of “readiness.” Next, there is a 

hyperbolic and competitive rhetoric about other nations electing “women world leaders” 

and how other countries have accepted women in position in leadership.3 Finally, there is 

the rhetoric of continuity and security about electing leaders, which raises the question 

about what a “woman president” will bring to national government. However, in order to 

best explain such rhetorical gestures, especially as they relate to understandings of what a 

woman world leader does to nation-state, I must define many of the terms and concepts 

that circulate throughout my project. First I trace how the nation-state emerged as a 

rhetorical construct to unite heterogeneous people under the banner of “nation,” 

leveraging the continuity of masculinized leadership to perpetuate an assumed 

naturalness of the nation-state. I draw from the works of Michel Foucault, Kenneth 

Burke, Benedict Anderson, and Nira Yuval-Davis not only to elucidate the rhetorical 

function of the nation-state but also to demonstrate how the nation-state strives to be an 

interminable or limitless project. Relying upon Louis Althusser’s theories about 

ideologies and state apparatuses, I will explain how the nation becomes a nation-state 
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through the various state apparatuses, including Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA), 

which secure the hegemony of the imagined national community. 

Within nationalistic projects, narratives of citizenry and the inevitability of the 

nation-state as the social ordering of the world and the social structuring of leadership 

circulate to form what social theorist Pierre Bourdieu calls doxa. Bourdieu asserts that 

doxa are the unarticulated or silent values, social structures, and assumptions that 

constitute a group of people. Doxa, however, is a contested term among rhetoricians, 

beginning with an ancient debate between Plato, Isocrates, and Aristotle, about the 

rhetorical value of using commonly held beliefs in knowledge production. Because there 

is little consensus as to the use of doxa, later in this chapter, I examine how this term has 

been used in rhetorical studies to situate Bourdieu’s understanding of the term within the 

field of rhetoric and composition. Primarily, I explore how nationalistic doxa emerges 

and circulates to constitute leadership as inherently masculinized in order to maintain the 

status quo of the nation-state. After, I look at the role that women have played and have 

been forced into playing relative to the national project, summarizing the work of 

Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan’s Scattered Hegemonies and Kaplan, Norma Alarcón, 

and Milano Mowlem’s Between Women and Nation. Primarily, I consider how women’s 

bodies and rhetorical performances have both reinforced nationalistic doxa and provided 

spaces of counter-hegemonic practices.  

 Through synthesizing these different critical theorists, I arrive at a definition of 

the trope “woman world leader.” A “woman world leader” is not just a head of state, but 

a symbolic figure who both interrupts (heterodoxy) and reinscribe (orthodoxy) the doxa 
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of the nation-state. With this definition and the aforementioned theories of nationalism, I 

conclude this chapter by outlining the various research locations of this project and my 

methodology in selecting them.  
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1.1 The Rhetorical Birth and Reproduction of the Nation-State 

 One of the foundational terms of this project on women world leaders is the 

“nation-state.” It will be used consistently throughout the dissertation for the 

transparently political purpose of calling out both the rhetorical and disciplinary functions 

of the nation-state. In order to understand differently gendered rhetorical performances of 

power, I specifically investigate the nation-state context in which those performances are 

created and to what rhetorical exigency such a performance responds. Instead of 

employing alternatives terminology such as country, nation, or State, I will argue for the 

use of the term “nation-state” because it highlights both the narrative and rhetorical 

function of national belonging as well as the institutional constructs, or state apparatuses, 

necessary to secure and reproduce power over a group of heterogeneous people.  

 Rhetoric plays a primary role in uniting people under the banner of “nation.” But 

even before the specific organization of the “nation,” rhetoric is the mêtis for making 

sense of the world.4 In The Order of Things, Foucault meticulously critiques this mêtis, 

stating that there is no “natural” order or arrangement—only what humans have 

perceived and articulated as similitude and difference; differently stated, one cannot 

“know the order of things ‘in their isolated nature’” (53). Instead, Foucault asserts that 

people establish the borders between arbitrary similarities and differences and that such 

ordering expresses more about the imagination of the person making the connection than 

about naturally occurring relations or phenomenon among people, ideas, and objects.5 

Once such connections are articulated, language becomes the means of maintaining the 

order of human knowledge.6  
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Around the same time as the publication of The Order of Things, Kenneth Burke 

examined how ordering occurs in the social world in A Rhetoric of Motives. He calls 

social ordering a process of identification. In his words, he sees people interacting in the 

“Wrangle of the Market Place” (23); people, in an unstructured social space, are 

constantly attempting to persuade others to identify with themselves—sometimes with 

pure motives of solidarity but also out of a desire to exploit relationships. Like the natural 

world that Foucault describes, the Wrangle is a messy space fraught with contention and 

competition. It is rhetoric, however, that structures this space and the people therein. 

Burke aptly notes that the process of identification is not a perfect one: “If men were not 

apart from one another, there would be no need for the rhetorician to proclaim their unity. 

If men were wholly and truly of one substance, absolute communication would be of 

man’s very essence” (22). Identification comes with struggle, pain, and imperfection as 

rhetoricians attempt to align people into communities. The negative effects of persuading 

for identification re-emphasizes the unnaturalness of social order and how a 

“community” is a contested term that can exclude and oppress people. 

It is the synthesis of the social ordering of people (identification) and the ordering 

of things (culture, language, borders, and concepts of identity) that creates a “nation.” 

According to Burke, once a rhetorician argues for the identification between one’s self 

and another person, both subjects construct an order for how they fit into the world; they 

understand the world through their belonging to that unit—be it a family, a friendship, a 

master/slave relationship, or a geographically-based community. When this occurs on a 

larger scale, rhetoricians effectively argue for a people belonging to a community. A 
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nation is one such community of people who are joined through the process of 

identification. But more specifically, a nation emerges to coalesce heterogeneous groups 

of people together under the guise of a homogenous community. But conceptualizing the 

nation as a simple rhetorical community becomes problematic when you consider that the 

citizens of this large and diverse community do not necessarily know one another; that is, 

they are not directly interacting in the Wrangle. Nor are all of a nation’s citizens 

recognized by the apparatuses that secure the nation, as I will address later in this chapter.  

In contemporary cultures, community through national identity is accepted as 

commonplace if not compulsory (Joseph 1999), as if the nation has always been the 

signifier of a unified large, heterogeneous group of people. But this is not the case. 

Anderson cites the mechanical reproduction of text in the 1500s as the shift from 

“imagined” religious communities to these “imagined” national communities (37). He 

attends to indirect forms of identification as he traces the appearance of the nation as 

community from historical and political contexts. He calls a national community 

imagined because “the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of 

their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the mind of each lives the 

image of their communion” (6). In Anderson’s consideration, national horizontal 

solidarity resides not in actual interaction of its members, but instead through the 

symbolic interaction of a shared language, national narratives, e.g., fictive ethnicity, and 

the potential of a limitless future of the nation.7 Therefore, Anderson’s imagined 

community of a nation relies both on Burke’s concept of identification and Foucault’s 

ordering of things such as narratives and language. However the transition from imagined 
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religious communities to national ones occurred not through the demise of religion per se 

but rather “the convergence of capitalism and print technology” (46). Anderson coins the 

term, print capitalism, to identify this convergence. With print capitalism, people began 

to imagine themselves as part of a larger linguistically constituted community. Because 

these linguistic communities transcended religious practices and “gave a new fixity to 

language,” they authorized centralized administrations of what would later become a 

nation-state (44). In particular, print capitalism created the institutions for nation building 

at the end of an empire or monarchy. 

While Foucault, Burke, and Anderson theorize how a nation comes into being 

through rhetoric, it is the institutions that print capitalism creates that form the state of the 

nation-state in order to enforce the structures, ideologies, and values of such an imagined 

community. Althusser explains that the State is an “explicitly. . . repressive apparatus” 

meant to reproduce the power of the ruling class (92). While many Marxist theorists 

directly name the police, the military, the government, and the penal and judicial systems 

as the structures that constitute the unified Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA), 

Althusser adds to this list the Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs). ISAs are different 

from RSAs in that they do not function primarily through violence but through coercive 

symbolism and ideology. Examples of ISAs include religious and educational institutions 

and affiliations; political parties and activist groups; communications such as radio, 

television, and print media; and cultural institutions such as literature and the arts (96). 

While RSAs and ISAs never solely operate through either violence and/or ideology, both 
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types of State Apparatuses secure the reproduction of the values and power of the ruling 

class.8   

The term “nation-state” highlights its rhetorical nature while at the same time 

calling attention to the governmentality that is produced to ensure the continuance of the 

imagined community and to fashion citizen-subjects.9 In this project, I look to narratives 

in literary form, political organizations, and media representations that serve as ISAs in 

nationalisms. In subsequent chapters, I demonstrate how the nation-state appears to be 

imagined or constructed through narratives, which are in turn reinforced through 

institutions to produce nationalism. While being critical of the apparatuses and rhetorics 

of nation-state, I am also attentive to how the nation-state’s ideologies, national borders, 

and sentiments of comradeship have material and psychological effects. Furthermore, I 

agree with Kwame Anthony Appiah when he states that belonging to a nation-state and 

being able to participate in its construction is “one of the primary means for the making 

of lives in the modern world” (101).10  

However, in order to participate in these communities, one must also be a 

recognized member and granted national citizenship—a process that is simultaneously 

empowering, oppressive and reductive. I take up this tension between the benefit of 

national belonging and the exclusion of nationalisms throughout the project because, 

despite the oppression in this process, rhetorical belonging to imagined communities is a 

good “from the basic notion that it is good to be socialized, good to have social ties” 

(Appiah 125).11 It is not just socialization that leads people to create a national identity 

but also the desire to participate in that community that people crave. Once a person 
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acquires a national identity, that person can participate in “public discussion of the 

polity” (101). In spite of the importance of rhetorical national belonging, one cannot deny 

that the same citizen who is empowered and recognized in the nation-state will also 

become limited because belonging will eventually deny an individual access in other 

imagined communities. Furthermore, there are bodies that are not recognized for any 

public, political participation. 

If the nation-state limits human potential because it inherently seeks to exclude, 

then why not just extend national rhetorical belonging to the rest of humankind? It seems 

a logical argument when considering that national unity exists among people who will 

never meet, interact, or even know each other. It seems even more reasonable to extend 

rhetorical belonging beyond borders since, as Appiah writes, humans have always been a 

“traveling species,” noting that, “it has not taken us [humans] very long to cover the 

planet” (215). Additionally, anthropologist Aihwa Ong echoes Appiah’s view of humans 

as inherently transitory or nomadic, writing that, “mobility and flexibility have long been 

part of the repertoire of human behavior” (19). It seems reasonable, then, that the nation-

state should be conceived of with flexible notions of national subjectivities and 

citizenship since humankind’s shared history resides in migrations.  

But the necessity of exclusion within the model of the nation-state undermines 

this historical lived reality. The nation-state, as conceived of with borders, citizens, and 

commodities, is a limited entity because it cannot account for those who elide the 

national count due to their lived realities (e.g., migrations, immigrations, multiple 

belongings). Furthermore, the nation-state is limited in its conception because it never 
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actually strives to be “coterminous with mankind [sic]” (Anderson 7). Much in line with 

Burke’s concept of identification being predicated on difference, the nation-state would 

cease to exist if everyone were a part of its structure; it only exists because it stands in 

opposition to an Other.  

But again, the nation-state cannot be discounted because it fills an ideological and 

linguistic function in meaning making. Homi Bhabha defines the nation-state as the 

language and metaphor that fills the gap left by “uprooted” communities and family 

(200). Unlike Anderson, Bhabha sees the nation-state as a result of being a “traveling 

species”—a construct to fill the void of a lost and imagined “home.” Despite this 

understanding, Bhabha, like Anderson, critiques the symbolic power of the nation-state, 

arguing that it is a system “producing continual slippage of categories” (201). Primarily 

Bhabha notes how the national community is a highly problematic grouping of 

heterogeneous people. Furthermore, any consideration of an era where the nation-state 

did not confuse categories of people, obscure difference, or respond to the nomadic 

nature of humans is a romanticization of an over-simplified past, or as Inderpal Grewal 

says “we cannot imagine that people only lived with single loyalties in the past; such a 

belief might stem more from nostalgia than from historical understandings” (13). Slowly 

as people begin to acknowledge that the nation-state has always been an imagined 

construct that holds limited historical, material reality, one comes to understand the 

current globalized moment of post-modernity and how the nation-state has led us to this 

moment. To pretend that the nation-state could either ethically account for the diversity 
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of lived experience or that it could metaphorically replace a home that never existed 

would deny how the nation-state obscures lived transnational realities.  

Political structures that comprise the nation-state ensure that people recognize 

legal authority, and such structures exclude and oppress people. It behooves everyone to 

remember Appadurai’s caution that, “one man’s imagined community is another man’s 

political prison” (32). This means that when examining the nation-state and its functions, 

one must be careful not to obscure the material consequences of the governments and 

organizations granted power through the construct of a nation-state. Because of this 

reality, academic scholarship cannot simply discount the “imagined” or narrative aspects 

of a nation-state.12 

One such material consequence of the nation-state is the subjectification of 

“women” into a homogeneous category that perpetuates nationalisms and ensures the 

continuity of the nation-state. In the next section, I overview scholarship that offers a 

transdisciplinary perspective on the issues hereto presented. Specifically I look to gender 

studies, political science, rhetoric studies, ethnic studies, and sociology to investigate 

how the category of “woman” has been exploited by the nation-state.  
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1.2 Creating “Woman” through the Nation-State 
 

In the previous section, I demonstrated how, as empires and religious institutions 

began to splinter in the early 1800s, the nation became a dominant ideological construct 

to reinforce crumbling power structures. As these nations became nation-states, enforced 

and recognized through state apparatuses, the essential question became “who counts?” 

as a citizen of the nation-state. Not everyone could be a part of a given nation-state, nor 

would everyone be granted equal status in relation to the nation-state.  

 While it is impossible and, frankly, undesirable to universalize how women are 

and have been viewed by the various nation-states, it is clear that at best the nation-state 

has been ambivalent towards women and at worst they have been oppressive and violent. 

Even in nation-states that conceptualized their nationalism through metaphors of glorified 

womanhood, i.e., the motherland, or an “abstract ‘she’” (e.g., nation-states claiming to be 

metaphorical wives of colonial powers), women’s reproduction, labor, and participation 

in the nation-state have been strictly regulated and scrutinized (Probyn 49-50). Edited 

collections such as Scattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist 

Practices (Grewal and Kaplan) and Between Woman and Nation: Nationalisms, 

Transnational Feminisms, and the State (Kaplan, Alarcón, and Moallem) provide critical 

research into how specific nation-states have historically constructed and controlled the 

category of “woman” to limit the gendered bodies’ access to the public sphere through 

both RSA and ISAs. Both collections present important analyses of how the oppression 

and control of women as gendered identities leads to the perpetuation of ideologies and 

institutions of nation-states; specific nation-states studied in these collections are China, 
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Lebanon, US, Mexico, Canada, and Japan. Both collections provide the material and 

local specificities—such as nationalized clothing, rape laws, contraception, and media 

representations—of the lived experiences of women around the globe. In sum, the nexus 

of the various arguments in the individual essays demonstrates how the nation-state 

controls the concept of “woman” in order to reproduce (biologically and ideologically) 

itself.  

 Since the nation-state seeks to assemble a heterogeneous group of people under 

the banner of nationalism, inevitably there will be some bodies that challenge the 

constructed homogeneity of the nation-state.13  The imposition of such heterogeneous 

figures requires the system to either appropriate the observed difference into the system 

or to excrete it as waste. In Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, Julia Kristeva 

outlines how woman’s difference to man makes her abject and a form to be feared: “Fear 

of the archaic mother turns out to be essentially fear of her generative power” (77). 

Because of her biological potential for reproduction, “woman” as a category defies 

appropriation into a homogenous grouping of people in the nation-state. In order to be 

recognized by the system of the nation-state, women’s difference, generally understood 

through reproductive biology, must be regulated and controlled either through legislation, 

endogamy, or violence.14 Without such control over women’s bodies, women are 

excreted from the system. For example, the US Declaration of Independence grants that 

“all men are created equal.” Upon the establishment of the United States of America, 

only white, landowning men were granted equal rights; Blacks and other people 

racialized as not-white as well as women were not originally granted citizenship, even 
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though they were present for and vital to the construction of the nation-state. Slowly, 

these differentiated bodies, which were always already there, have been appropriated 

through various state apparatuses and rhetorical actions to fit into the embodied, 

imagined homogeneity of US nationalism. However, the US controls who gets 

recognized as an appropriated form. The naming of “woman,” especially in the US 

context, becomes a means of identifying the bodies that conform to these appropriated 

standards of gendered difference.15 For example, the naming of “woman” becomes the 

identifying marker for someone who engages in the heterosexual contract of social 

relations (de Lauretis 74-75).16 Heteronormativity and motherhood are just two examples 

of some of the standards of gendered difference that the nation-state appropriates. 

 To provide an example of how social relations of the nation-state establish the 

category of “woman,” Danielle Juteau examines how nationalism constructs gendered 

categories of labor and the social movement of women in Québec, Canada. Juteau relies 

on Colette Guillaumin’s concept of “sextage” to investigate national sex-gender relations. 

Sextage, according to Juteau, shares characteristics with the processes of racialization in 

that “sexual categories are constructed within a social relation of appropriation 

constituting sex classes” (145). What Juteau points out is that “woman” comes to signify 

a role needed by the nation-state in order to attend to the material demands of a given 

historical period. In the case study of Québec, the first sextage occurred during the 18th 

and 19th centuries and revolved around the relation of class and gender to the nation-state 

and the Catholic Church, meaning that the category of “woman” was constructed around 

their female bodies’ capability to reproduce the nation-state through biological 
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reproduction (mother). If female bodies were not mothers or preparing for motherhood 

(wife), the other space “women” could occupy was in the Church (nun) where women 

“‘manned’ the institutions controlled by the clergy, thereby allowing the Church to 

exercise its powers over French Canadian institutions and the French Canadian nation” 

(147). Church positions, in a limited fashion, gave women positions of power in nation-

building since nuns were used as managers of State Apparatuses (educational, social 

services, and health institutions). While women in the first sextage had some access to 

power in the nation-state through the Church, the industrialization and urbanization of the 

20th century, or the second sextage of French Canada, coincided with the movement of 

women’s labor to paid laborers and unpaid home labor. As labor moved out of the 

purview of the Church and into paid positions, the category of “women” was removed 

from positions of power that shaped the nation-state.  

 Juteau’s essay, while perhaps a bit of a detour into a very localized case study, 

demonstrates how “woman” becomes a category in a nation-state context created and 

recreated to fit roles that reproduce the nation-state in various ways. These roles, at times, 

can be simultaneously empowering and oppressive. In the case of Québec, the limited 

choices of nun, wife, or mother in the 19th century may have offered some participation in 

the building of the nation-state, but these roles were restrictive to what type of body could 

be understood as a woman. While most of the critical theory around the contemporary 

nation-state—Anderson’s and Bhabha’s work in particular—fails to consider how gender 

constructions create and maintain the nation-state, Yuval-Davis specifically theorizes 
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how bodies are understood in gender categories—not just as “woman” but other gendered 

identities as well. Yuval-Davis writes that gender should,  

be understood not as a “real” social difference between men and 

women, but as a mode of discourse which relates to groups of 

subjects whose social roles are defined by their sexual/biological 

difference as opposed to their economic positions or their 

membership in ethnic and racial collectivities. (9) 

While Yuval-Davis’ conception of gender in the nation-state context is highly relational 

and thus a situated knowledge, such an understanding of gender does not mean that work 

cannot or should not be done to investigate how “women” as a category function in 

nationalisms and nation-state contexts.17 

 Additionally, Yuval-Davis argues that gender constructions, especially that of 

woman, must be analyzed as mechanisms of nationalisms because the reproduction of 

future citizens is one of the primary concerns of the nation-state. This means that every 

nation-state, regardless of its geopolitical location, must account for how the nation-state 

gets reproduced biologically. Because females are biologically structured to carry and 

birth children, the nation-state creates the category of “women” to represent those bodies 

with the potential to create future citizens.18 Women are interpellated into discourses of 

reproduction (birth control, adoption, mothering, abortion, etc.) in order to build a certain 

generally racialized, ideological nation: 

 Whether women are encouraged, discouraged, or sometimes 

forced to have or not have children, or—especially since the 
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development of the appropriate antenatal tests—to have children 

of a particular sex, depends on the hegemonic discourses which 

construct nationalist project at specific historical moments. (29) 

What Yuval-Davis accurately points out is that it is the intersectionality of women’s lives 

that dictates the reproductive role and gendered performance that women play in nation-

states. 19 Looking back to Juteau’s essay, intersectionality shaped the sextage in 19th 

century Québec in that women of color were completely erased from the national project 

because the nation-state relied on a settler colonialism that privileged an Anglo- and 

Franco-white identity. To this day, the discourses of reproduction for women of color in 

Quebec still differ from those of white Québecois women; Juteau reports that even in the 

mid-90s, a leader of Québec sovereignty championed white women’s reproduction in 

order to empower the “white race” of Québec (136).20  

 As a category and a discourse of nationalism, “woman” becomes problematic 

because it recognizes the female bodies it interpellates as vital subjects of the nation-state 

while it simultaneously restricting participation and mobility. As Yuval-Davis states,  

Women’s membership in their national and ethnic collectivities is 

of a double nature. On the one hand, women, like men, are 

members of the collectivity. On the other hand, there are always 

specific rules and regulations, which relate to women as women. 

(37) 

The “double nature” of woman’s participation in the nation-state propels the inquiry of 

this project on women world leaders. How is this double nature negotiated in the nation-
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state? And what are the limitations of this contradictory position in terms of enacting 

social justice? In the analyses in Chapters 2-4, I look to rhetorical situations that address 

these questions. But before I can begin those analyses, I must outline how this double 

nature of the category of “woman” contradicts and supports the ubiquitous doxa of the 

nation-state.  
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1.3 Stability, Continuity, and the Doxa of the Nation-State 

In the previous section, I demonstrated how scholarship on the nation-state 

addresses the problematic roles of women in nationalisms in order to support Yuval-

Davis’ claim that women hold a double-natured position in relation to that of the nation-

state. In this section, I argue that the double-natured position of woman functions 

simultaneously as an orthodoxy and a heterodoxy to the tacit doxa of the nation-state as a 

interminable project of stability, continuity, and naturalness. Such doxa obscures the 

contested nature of national projects and limits democratic participation. Because this 

argument is central to the rest of the project, I will trace the emergence and circulation of 

the term doxa from ancient Greece to French sociologist Bourdieu to demonstrate how 

the category of “women” functions both in collaboration with and subversion to 

nationalistic doxa.  

 In ancient Greece, the word doxa appeared as early as Homer’s Illiad and was a 

point of contention between the Sophists, Plato, and Aristotle. Generally defined as 

“opinion,” doxa leads to questioning as to “who’s opinion?” and “what is the role of doxa 

in rhetoric?”  (Haskins 2004, Poulakos 2001, Vitanza 1997). 21 My intent here is to 

pragmatically ask what is useful about any and all of these conceptions of doxa in terms 

of how the nation-state reproduces its power. That said, this project relies primarily on a 

sophistic understanding of the word because sophistry has been tapped as a potentially 

useful rhetorical practice of postmodernity (Ballif 1998). 

The word doxa was problematic in ancient Greece because it attempted to 

facilitate the transition between a notion of truth built upon religious beliefs (aletheia) 
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and truth built upon scientific reasoning (episteme). Isocrates, for example, understood 

doxa as reasonable opinion built upon past precedent from which one could make a wise 

decision (Poulakos 73). Unlike Isocrates, Plato found decision making based on doxa like 

shooting in the dark; nonetheless he accepted that doxa was an important rhetorical 

strategy for decision-making.22 In Plato’s dialogues, doxa was assigned a derogatory 

status since it only approximated truth and could lead to falsehood and deception. Like 

Plato, Aristotle found doxa to be an inferior form from which to build knowledge. 

However, Aristotle could not reconcile the fact that some of the doxa of the polis were 

well-reasoned and, therefore, needed to be accounted for in a rhetorical situation. To 

resolve this tension, in Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle used the term endoxa to denote 

elder statesmen’s opinions based on perceptions of phenomenon (Haskins 4). Like 

Isocrates’ view of doxa, endoxa accounted for the shared values and opinions between 

the rhetor—in Aristotle’s case, the rhetor was an elder statesman—and his audience.23 

Unlike Isocrates, though, Aristotle’s endoxa was built around observable phenomenon.  

Victor Vitanza synthesizes this ancient debate through Heidegger’s work 

concerning the connections between logos and doxa. He argues that Heidegger’s work 

reveals the linkages between logos and doxa, which complicates the commonplace 

definition of the latter as “mere opinion.” Because Heidegger emphasized that knowledge 

and truth are constantly in a transition between concealing and revealing/appearing, logos 

is the way to make that which is concealed or revealed appear in doxa. Vitanza explains:  

Doxa in logos and logos in doxa are concealed and unconcealed 

to us. In other words, logos speaks doxa which is an 
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unconcealment and simultaneously a concealment of some aspect 

of episteme/truth, which can never be completely gathered, or 

unconcealed. Unless rudely forced! (178) 

Vitanza argues against Plato’s dismissal of doxa as an inferior philosophical (“mere 

opinion”) tool because doxa can reveal hidden (albeit transitory) truths that lead to 

knowledge production. While doxa might be an opinion that is not based on an ultimate 

truth, doxa nonetheless expresses a truth about the logic and values of a given time or 

group of people.  

 Vitanza’s critique is useful because it reminds rhetoricians that doxa 

simultaneously gives language to that which can often go unspoken while obscuring other 

realities and knowledges. Doxa’s utility as a rhetorical device becomes highly relative to 

the communities that produce and receive a given doxa. One can see that doxa could be a 

vital tool in constructing the rhetoric of various nation-states because it establishes the 

shared beliefs and opinions of a given imagined community while it conceals other truths 

that challenge its nationalistic project. It is with this sense of the word that I investigate 

the doxa of the nation-state in terms of leadership and continuity. I use the term to denote 

the synthesis of these various conceptions of opinion, belief, and truth. For this project, a 

doxa is an opinion or belief that is shared by a group of people in a rhetorical situation 

that holds some truth about the phenomenological and temporary world that the group 

inhabits. By truth, I do not mean to invoke a transcendent Platonic Truth but rather a 

more contingent truth that is grounded in the particular episteme of its historical moment.  
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To illustrate, I will explain a nearly universal doxa of contemporary nation-states. 

Almost every nation-state functions under the belief that it is an eternal and necessary 

construct; Anderson highlights this when he mentions that the nation evolved out of the 

demise of the empire in order to provide a “limitless future” to those who identified as 

members of the nation (12).24 Likewise, Yuval-Davis points out that the nation uses 

narratives of “common destiny” to perpetuate itself (19). By its very definition, a nation-

state uses State Apparatuses, e.g., bureaucratic systems, to—at the very least—give the 

appearance of self-preservation. However, when one looks at the larger scope of history, 

the nation-state has been a relatively recent addition to a long line of sovereignties. Since 

the emergence of the nation-state as a form of sovereignty in the 18th century, various 

nation-states have emerged, evolved, and dissolved.25 Despite the observable historical 

evidence that the nation-state is not a static or eternal entity, it functions under the doxa 

of eternality, or as Kaplan, Alarcón, and Moallem write in their introduction, the nation-

state must be “an interminable project of production and reproduction” (emphasis mine 

8).  

What is especially noteworthy in the above definition, though, is that this doxa of 

interminability goes unstated in the various State Apparatuses while playing a crucial part 

in nation-building. Rarely, if ever, will a politician, citizen, or governmental official state 

explicitly that a given nation-state is an eternal or limitless project. For example, in the 

US context, one might hear a politician talk about “endurance” during time of crisis, but 

such discourse relies on generic platitudes, e.g., “We will endure!,” that bring into 

question who constitutes a “we” and what exactly will endure.26 Instead, this national 
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doxa functions as the unspoken component of an enthymeme, normalizing the 

assumption as a common value between the rhetor and his or her audience. Furthermore, 

the national doxa also functions like an ideological fantasy that is reinforced by the 

interpellation of the citizens who gain recognition from its perpetuation. I see Althusser’s 

theory of ideology and Žižek’s concept of ideological fantasy at work in this doxa of the 

nation-state as a limitless project. Althusser argues that ideology structures an imaginary 

relationship (illusion) between individuals and their lived material condition (110). In the 

case of the nation-state, the doxa functions as the ideology that allows citizens to imagine 

themselves as part of a stable and eternal entity (the nation-state), thus providing them a 

stable individualized national identity. However, such a stable sense of self is in direct 

conflict to the observable phenomenon of the nation-state as a liminal construct (e.g., 

East and West Germany). Nevertheless, the ideological illusion still holds some 

relationship (allusion) to the lived reality of the individual. It is this tension between the 

ideological illusion and allusion, which Žižek calls “ideological fantasy.” Žižek relies on 

the Marxian formula of “they do not know it, but they are doing it” to frame such a 

relationship, but he alters the phrase to denote the ambivalence involved in ideological 

fantasy, writing, “they know very well how things really are, but they are still doing it as 

if they did not know” (32). Žižek’s altered phrasing of the Marxian formula encapsulates 

how the doxa of the nation-state as a limitless project remains an unspoken assumption 

despite the lived reality that such a doxa functions as an ideological fantasy. What I mean 

is that many of the people who are recognized as national citizens accept the fantasy—in 

this case the doxa—of the nation-state as an interminable project because it gives the 
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appearance of a seemingly stable and continuous social ordering through national 

identities, which in turn provides citizens with a seemingly stable sense of self. However, 

this national doxa and the continuity of the national identity do not transparently circulate 

as major tenets of various nation-states. 

Instead of being contested based on lived realities, this doxa becomes naturalized 

and accepted as implicit ideological fantasy of the nation-state. This phenomenon can be 

explained through Bourdieu’s analysis of how social ordering relies on the unspoken 

nature of doxa. Bourdieu finds that all established social ordering, such as the nation-state 

and national identities, “tend to produce. . . the naturalization of its own arbitrariness” 

(Outline 164).27 In the case of the national doxa as an interminable project, the lack of 

language to support such doxa is exactly what creates a sense that this, in fact, is the 

natural ordering of the social world. One does not have to argue for the nation-state to be 

an eternal sovereignty because it is the presumed natural ordering of people and places. It 

goes without saying that the nation-state will exist forever. For Bourdieu, “what is 

essential goes without saying because it comes without saying: the tradition is silent, not 

least about itself as a tradition” (167). Therefore the essential doxa of the nation-state 

would be one that is least likely to be said or the least likely to identify itself as a national 

tradition. I argue that the belief in its infinite destiny is the essential doxa of nation-states. 

In order to differentiate between doxa as a general rhetorical concept and what I call “the 

essential doxa of the nation-state,” I will italicize the former and not the latter.  

In order for this implicit doxa to continue, social orders and traditions emerge to 

secure the semblance of continuity and stability. Using socially-constructed identities 
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such as race, gender, sexuality, and class to structure labor and democratic participation is 

one way to ensure that the nation-state achieves a sense of stability. This means that 

individuals who are disempowered by given social structures will fall in line with the 

logic of the structure—even when it is against the individual’s best interest: 

Social categories disadvantaged by the symbolic order, such as 

women and the young, cannot but recognize the legitimacy of the 

dominant classification in the very fact that their only chance of 

neutralizing those of its effect most contrary to their own interests 

likes in submitting to them in order to make use of them. 

(Bourdieu, Outline 164-165) 

Bourdieu explains that individuals of a social organization, e.g., a nation-state, who 

become disenfranchised through its perpetuation must still engage in the social roles 

assigned to them by the dominant social structure. As detailed earlier through the essays 

of Joseph, Juteau, and Probyn, women are one such collective that falls into this 

problematic social space as they play vital, even if simultaneously oppressive, roles in the 

biological and ideological reproduction of nation-states. Gendered divisions of labor are 

one way to secure the nation-state’s stability and reinforce the national doxa. As outlined 

in Between Women and Nation, each nation-state creates gendered constructions of 

citizenship and labor in order to create national stability. While women provide some of 

the biological and ideological reproduction of the doxa of the nation-state, men likewise 

fill tacit and active social roles that appear self-evident; nation-state leadership is one of 

the most prominent of these functions.  
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One tacit social role in many nation-states is that of male leadership, but one must 

not mistake contemporary male national leadership as the “patriarchy” held up in many 

feminist critiques. Instead, male leadership of nation-states forms a fraternity. According 

to the work of Carole Pateman, informing the contemporary nation-state is social contract 

theory—a tradition that fought against the patriarchy of monarchies. But Pateman argues 

that it is not patriarchy, per se, that structures contemporary national leadership since 

patriarchy is the rule of fathers. Pateman calls the contemporary structure of the nation-

state a fraternity, or more precisely, “fraternal patriarchy,” to indicate the part of the 

social contract that subjugates women to “men as men” first and foremost, meaning that 

men do not have to be a father to assume power, but that they have the power inherently 

as male bodies (3).28 Fraternal patriarchy creates another unspoken doxa for nation-states, 

emerging during 18th and 19th centuries as men automatically became the leaders of a 

nation-state since they ruled over women. This doxa went completely uncontested for at 

least a hundred years since most women did not even hold the right to vote nor the right 

to stand for national elections until the 20th century, with very few exceptions of women’s 

suffrage in the very late 19th century.29 The doxa of fraternal patriarchy has perpetuated in 

spite of suffrage because social structures adhere “to relations of order which, because 

they structure inseparably both the real world and the thought world, are accepted as self-

evident” (Bourdieu, “Conclusion” 471). There was no reason to contest fraternal 

patriarchy and male leadership because it was assumed to be the natural order of human 

relations.  
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For a local consideration of fraternal patriarchy in the US context, white male 

leadership has signified the erasure of the human body in the public sphere of national 

leadership, upon which a narrative of limitless future, stability, and democratic 

participation can be written. Dana D. Nelson writes about the tradition of masculinized 

leadership in the US in National Manhood in her investigations of the various institutions 

that ensure the replication of masculine leadership of the US such as the Boy Scouts of 

America. Since the US was imaged as a “fraternal, homogenous space,” the leadership of 

the country needed to reflect such a concept (207). Therefore, the white male body 

became a symbol of stability, continuity, and militarized leadership. While the body of a 

white, heterosexual male occupied the Oval Office, the US citizenry could imagine the 

nation-state as unchanging and eternal—it is as if each president was a cut out or carbon 

copy of the presidents who came before him, giving the appearance of uninterrupted 

continuity.30 As long as the US President perpetuated the doxa of masculinized 

leadership, the larger national doxa remains in tact.  

But it is not just the US that frames leadership in terms of masculinized 

militarism. Women and children are often used rhetorically as the symbols of the helpless 

goods or commodities of a nation-state, which thereby need military protection from 

rape, torture, and corruption. Cynthia Enloe coined the phrase, “womenandchildren,” in 

the 1990s to indicate that rhetorical strategy of imagining a helpless collective or group of 

commodities that a nation-state seeks to protect in times of war. By placing women and 

children into a vulnerable category, only men are left to assume the natural responsibility 

of protecting this commodified group. Womenandchildren becomes a voiceless helpless 
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grouping, solidifying women’s disenfranchisement from national leadership while also 

assuring the women’s reproductive role, value, and place in the private sphere along side 

children.  

Beginning around the 1960s, this doxa of masculinized leadership, as a 

component of the larger, essential doxa of the nation-state, was challenged as women 

began to run for national office in various nation-states. In Gender and Party Politics, the 

authors investigate how the political parties in 11 different nation-states shifted to this 

new reality of the “woman leader.” As would be expected, some nation-states have been 

much more receptive to such a challenge while others have not. The book provides some 

statistics to support diverse reception of “women leaders,” noting that “women’s share of 

parliamentary seats ranged from 5.7 per cent in France to 38 per cent in Sweden, of party 

candidacy from 9 per cent in the US to over 40 per cent in Sweden, of government from 6 

per cent in Italy to over 45 per cent in Norway” (3).31 Some of the fraternities of national 

power were able to transition into a new era of differently gendered leadership. But why? 

What does such a shift in gendered leadership represent for the doxa of the nation-state? 

To better understand the global diversity of the nation-state in terms of gendered 

leadership, it is necessary to understand what a “woman world leader” is and how she 

does or does not confront the doxa of the nation-state, the latter of course is the primary 

focus of this dissertation project. 

 



52 

1.4 One is Not Born a Woman World Leader 

The word “leader” has been normalized as a masculine term, partially based on 

the historical premise of male leadership covered briefly in the previous section. A leader 

is also assumed to be male because the characteristics associated with leadership are 

stereotypically ascribed to men: strong, aggressive, confident, and powerful. In 

occupational and organizational studies, management or leadership roles have been built 

around “masculine modes” of hierarchical and autocratic behavior such as assertiveness 

(van Engen et al. 581). While I do not agree that assertiveness is a masculine mode of 

communication, this brand of gendered stereotyping emerges in many discursive spaces, 

especially business and political settings. Political scientist Jane Jensen argues that men 

are seen as being competitive and decisive, characteristics of effective national leaders 

(9). This logic means that there is never a need to additionally gender the term “leader” 

when a male holds a leadership position—as in indicating that he is a “man leader.” In 

English, “leader” is an always already a gendered term to denote a “man.” In claiming 

this tautology (leader=man), I borrow the logic of Wittig’s argument that the category of 

“man” was created as the dominant social, political, and economic category: “‘woman’ as 

well as the category ‘man’ are political and economic categories not eternal ones” (15). 

In other words, Wittig is drawing her reader’s attention to the fact that both “man” and 

“woman” comprise an ideological and false dichotomy that is not built upon a natural or 

eternal truth, but instead predicated upon established power relations. Understood in this 

manner, the category of “man” functions as a master to lead or to dominate “woman,” 

which is why the word “leader” connotes a masculine person (Wittig 14-16).  
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 Since the word “leader” is already gendered as male, when a person who is 

recognized as a woman in a nation-state context, she is often labeled a “woman leader.”32 

Take for example the Council of Women World Leaders, a coalition sponsored by the 

Aspen Institute (see chapter 3); Jensen’s book, Women Political Leaders; or even 

Michelle Norris’ NPR report that opened this dissertation, “Are US Voters Ready to Elect 

a Woman President?” It is highly likely that when one refers to a leader who is a woman, 

she will be called some variation of a “woman leader.” But what is the rhetorical 

implication of such a label? Does inserting the word “woman” before “leader” mean that 

this person will lead differently or provide a revolutionary model of leadership? Does 

“woman leader” mitigate some of the negative connotations that one might associate with 

women? Or with leaders?  

 Like men, women are often understood through a stereotypical lens. Jensen finds 

that women are often associated with characteristics that run counter to the previously 

mentioned stereotypical notions of national leadership. Women are categorized as being  

“emotional, sensitive, and dependent as well as lacking in drive” (9). And when women 

do possess ambitiousness or decisiveness, characteristics generally considered befitting of 

a leader, it is often deemed an inappropriate personality trait (ibid). Such sexist 

understandings of personality traits have structured the social divisions of so-called male 

and female roles, especially in terms of suitability for leadership. With women’s suffrage 

and the introduction of women into positions of national leadership, such sexist logic has 

been challenged and forced to account for the introduction of these differently gendered 

bodies.  
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The category of “woman leaders” rhetorically bridges the disconnect between the 

logic of leader=man and the appearance of women in national politics. For a “woman 

leader” is not a “woman” since “woman” is a category created around the historically and 

material social relationship of servitude she has to “man” (Wittig 20). If a body that is 

identified as “woman” is leading the nation-state, she can no longer be classified as 

woman because, in theory, she is no longer the heteronormative servant to “man.” 

However, a “woman leader” cannot entirely be a “leader” because she is not “man”; 

furthermore her position of power is modified by her gendered identity. 

The discourse of “woman leader” comes into conflict with previously unspoken 

doxa of masculinized leadership. This confrontation indirectly and tacitly challenges the 

larger, unarticulated national doxa of the nation-state as an interminable project in that a 

tradition of male leadership provided the appearance of continuity and stability. In other 

words, “woman leader” becomes what Bourdieu calls heterodoxy to national doxa 

because her appearance in national government challenges the seemingly-stable, 

identical, and continuous governing of the nation-state. Heterodoxy is the “existence of 

competing possibles” that are often viewed as blasphemous or heresy (Bourdieu, Outline 

169). As a doxa moves from being unspoken to articulated through heterodoxy, in this 

case the appearance of “women world leaders,” those in a dominant position construct 

orthodoxy, which is language meant to reaffirm the structure of the previously 

unarticulated doxa (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Bourdieu’s chart of social reality understood through doxa, orthodoxy, and heterodoxy. 

 

Both orthodoxy and heterodoxy exist in the universe of language, and both are rhetorical 

arguments for the way the social world is understood and structured. What is interesting 

about the “woman leader” is that she can simultaneously represent both heterodoxy and 

orthodoxy. Her existence offers a competing possibility (heterodoxy) to the doxa of the 

nation-state as an eternal and stable entity because she visibly represents a change or a 

shift in traditional gendered roles. However, the name “woman leader” is a means of 

securing through language (orthodoxy) that the doxa leader=man still holds true. 

Therefore, women leaders can simultaneously reaffirm national doxa while putting it in 

crisis. Such a crisis is important because it is “a necessary condition for a questioning of 

doxa” but as Bourdieu points out, crisis is not “a sufficient condition for the production of 

critical discourse” (169).33 The discourse surrounding women in positions of leadership 

does manifest the tacit doxa of the nation-state in that “woman leader” challenges the 

social structure of male leadership that ensured that the doxa did not need to be spoken. 
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However, “woman leader” does not forcibly mean that the discourse that emerges around 

her presence will be able to change existing, sexist social hierarchies, nor will it forcibly 

undo the doxa of stability and continuity.  

It is the simultaneous relationship of “woman leader” to heterodoxy and 

orthodoxy that drives the inquiry of this project. In order to investigate this paradoxical 

relationship of women in leadership and leadership in women to the doxa of national 

stability and to answer what type of action a women as world leader takes towards the 

project of nationalism, I will examine the discourses surrounding women who have been 

called a “woman world leader.” I find this naming to be a rhetorical construct to group 

certain diverse politicians into a seemingly homogenous group of executive leadership: 

women world leaders. However, establishing the boundaries of such a group is an 

imperfect process since such boundaries are imagined social structures, much like the 

ones that establish the nation-state. Defining who is and who is not a “woman world 

leader” is an uncomfortable and highly-political task, for there will be some individuals 

who elide the count based on their situational relationship to the nation-state. For 

example, not all nation-states organize their executive office in the same manner as the 

US with an elected president. Some nation-states elect a prime minister, chancellor, or 

legislative group, who then appoints the president; Germany, for instance, uses this 

model of the executive office. Adding another variation is the Kingdom of the 

Netherlands, which function as a nation-state that governs three countries: Aruba, 

Netherland Antilles, and the Netherlands. Therefore, the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

elects a Prime Minister who is the minister of the Netherlands and who is considered an 
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equal to the other two ministers of the Netherlands Antilles and Aruba. Together, the 

three ministers comprise the Council of Ministers, but the Prime Minister is still 

considered the chairperson of the Council. Likewise, Switzerland has a seven-member 

Swiss Federal Council that serves as the executive branch. While there is an appointed 

President of the Council, several of whom in the past decade have been women (Ruth 

Dreifuss-1999, Micheline Calmy-Rey-2007, Doris Leuthard-2010), the President does 

not serve as a head of state, nor can the President exert additional influence above the 

other council members. Instead the head of state is conceived of as a collective.  

 While I maintain that there are many people who hold leadership positions 

throughout the world but who do not hold executive office in a nation-state—such as 

teachers, doctors, business executives, etc.—this project will be analyzing the discourse 

that emerges on the world stage in relation to women in a traditionally masculine political 

leadership role such as the president or prime minister of a nation-state. Imagined in this 

way, “women world leaders” becomes a rather small group numbering less than 80 

members. As an example of the type of leaders who are included in this study, some 

familiar members would be Margaret Thatcher (England), Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf 

(Liberia), Benazir Bhutto (Pakistan), Indira Ghandi (India), Angela Merkel (Germany), 

Michelle Bachelet (Chile), Mary Robinson (Ireland), and Corazon Aquino (the 

Philippines); some perhaps less familiar members are Eugenia Charles (Dominica), Janet 

Jagan (Guyana), Khaleda Zia (Bangladesh), and Violeta Chamorro (Nicaragua). It is in 

the former national spaces where discourses of “woman leader” circulate the most visibly 

(see Appendix A).  
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Additionally, I will be looking at elected officials and not at monarchies or 

dictatorships. I choose to constitute “women world leaders” through various types of 

election processes because to some degree, an election means that these women’s 

constituents chose the “woman leader” to fill a traditionally male role.34 An election 

means that there had to be a public campaign for that candidate or her party. And to some 

extent, voting constituents—be they the general population, electoral college, or 

legislative representation—have had to make a decision to elect a leader who ostensibly 

challenges male traditions of leadership. Therefore, these leaders have often been 

discussed and circulated as orthodoxy and heterodoxy to the doxa—the interminable 

project—of their respective nation-states.  

 I see “women world leaders” functioning rhetorically in a manner very similar to 

that of the “US Presidency,” but instead of being an explicitly national discourse, it also 

functions as a transnational discourse. Campbell and Jamieson’s book, Presidents 

Creating the Presidency: Deeds Done in Words, outlines how the US presidency is a 

rhetorical construct formed as a “result of the actions of all our presidents, a process in 

which rhetorical practices have been of particular importance” (2). The authors look to 

the different genres of rhetorical acts within the confines of the US to demonstrate that  

all rhetorical action occurs in relation to history and context; these 

individual pieces of rhetoric occur in time, and their timing affects 

their reception because it links what is said now to prior statements 

by the president, to ongoing events, even to speeches by earlier 

presidents. (22)  
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To accept Campbell and Jamieson’s argument, one must also attend to how this rhetorical 

linking of presidential performances creates a nearly mythological construct of the 

“presidency.” Dana Nelson’s 2008 book, Bad for Democracy, picks up on this aspect of 

the US presidency and analyzes how the web of rhetorical presidential activity functions 

within the nation-state to limit supposed democratic participation. While such localized 

US studies provide precise rhetorical analyses to investigate specific nation-states, a 

study of women world leaders cannot be localized within the imagined borders of a 

nation-state since almost all of the women world leaders have been the first and only 

women to hold executive office in their given national context. With no historical 

tradition of women leaders within any contemporary nation-state, the rhetorical scope of 

this project becomes transnational— creating a diverse geopolitical genealogy of women 

world leaders much like the “US Presidency.” Each newly elected woman becomes part 

of a transnational rhetorical practice where each women world leaders’ gendered 

performance of leadership is read with and against other women world leaders from 

divergent geopolitical positions.  
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1.5 Transnational Rhetorics and Women World Leaders 

Throughout this project, the language of transnationalism and transnational 

rhetorics will be used to explain the ways in which the diversely constituted collective of 

“women world leaders” challenges and reinforces the doxa of nation-state. The 

terminology of transnational studies, however, defies orderly and unified understandings. 

This final section outlines the theoretical methodological frameworks of transnationalism, 

as is captured by sociologists, cultural theorists and anthropologists. Using the works of 

Bhabha, Ong, Grewal, and Appadurai, I will explain the concepts of transnationalism and 

globalization that I see as useful to this project on women world leaders as well as to 

rhetoric and composition more broadly. After working through other scholars’ ideas, I 

will articulate my own definition of the term transnational rhetorics.  

 First, one must understand transnationalism in its historical and contemporary 

contexts, which often consists of engaging the concepts of internationalism and 

globalization. For example, according to Ong, the concept of transnationalism surfaced in 

the late 1970s in opposition to the construction of the multinational corporation (21). She 

traces how the multinational corporation emerged during the historical epoch of 

globalization—the period directly following the Cold War and marked most vividly by 

the destruction of the Berlin Wall in 1989.  

Besides being a historical epoch, some of the meanings of globalization from 

transnational studies include: an economic phenomena, the hegemony of American 

values, and a technological and social revolution. When Ong considers globalization, she 

finds that it “operates according to its own logic without a class of managers or capitalists 
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in charge” (3). This antihumanistic negotiation of culture and meaning alludes to the view 

of globalization as a primarily economic phenomenon, occurring through the integration 

of world markets and including the spread of commodities, which generally relies on 

technological advancement from one location to another.  

Like Ong, Appadurai identifies globalization in terms of economics and capital, 

yet he argues that it also concerns the spreading of ideas, media, and people. Theses items 

move across and within established borders because of the process of globalization, 

which Appadurai “itself a deeply historical, uneven, and even localizing” (17). This 

process, he says, leads to a de-territorialization of power, goods, people, and ideas—

creating new markets, bringing poorer classes into concert with wealthy ones, and often 

undermining State’s authority. Keeping these historical, economic, and material tensions 

in mind, globalization as a process of de-territorialization of power, goods, capital, 

people, and ideas will be my working definition for the purpose of this project. If 

globalization is the process of de-territorialization, “transnational” is the adjective to 

describe that which moves within or structures such a process. In this project, women 

world leaders become a de-territorialized group, meaning that while the material lives of 

each woman occurs in relation to her nation-state, her political and rhetorical 

participation as part of a collective occurs through what Inderpal Grewal calls 

transnational connectivities: “subjects, technologies, and ethical practices created through 

transnational networks and connections of many different types and within which the 

‘global’ and the ‘universal’ [are] created as linked and dominant concepts” (3). The 

phrase transnational connectivities highlights how a transnational methodology relies on 
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seeing the movement of goods, capital, ideas, people across a networked field of 

interaction. 

While Grewal uses the language of connectivities, Appadurai’s calls this kind of 

movement across borders transnational scapes. A scape, like a landscape, has no concrete 

origin or end, nor is it a fixed entity. Even more importantly, it spreads across the land 

but it also contains depth like a mountain range or a seacoast. Within a scape, it is not 

always evident exactly what is contained and how these living things, objects, and forces 

interact. For Appadurai, there are five transnational scapes of transnational movements: 

ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes (33). These 

scapes structure the movement of people, media and language, technology and industry, 

money and capital, and ideology—respectively. Each scape is a transnational field of 

interaction that allows for dynamic connections and disconnections across time and 

space, allowing for globalization to occur. I will be investigating primarily ethnoscapes, 

mediascapes, technoscapes, and ideoscapes associated with women world leaders. 

Linking Grewal’s transnational connectivities and Appadurai’s scapes allows me to see 

transnational connectivities as both an expansive horizontal and vertical field of 

interaction. 

In studying the transnational connections among women world leaders, I can 

attend to the transnationalism of the construct of such an imagined group of women. 

Looking at the structure of the word transnational, one can see that the national is of 

utmost importance, but that it is mitigated by fluidity. Ong prefers the prefix trans as part 

of her methodology because:  
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Trans denotes both moving through space or across lines, as well as 

changing the nature of something. Transnationality also alludes to the 

transversal, the transactional, the translational, and the transgressive 

aspects of contemporary behavior and imagination that are incited, 

enabled, and regulated by the changing logics of states and capitalism. (4)   

Ong’s definition of transnationality remains broad enough to allow for the shifting 

connections and disconnections that occur with globalization while highlighting the 

potentials and constraints of such fluidity.35  

With an understanding of transnationalism’s fluidity, my definition of 

transnational rhetorics begins by synthesizing James Berlin’s and George Kennedy’s 

definitions of rhetoric. Berlin asserts that rhetoric is “a political act involving a dialectical 

interaction engaging the material, the social, and the individual writer, with language as 

the agency of mediation” (488). While I agree that rhetoric is political and involves 

negotiation between the three components he outlines, I am also influenced by Kennedy’s 

work on comparative rhetoric, which includes extending rhetoric beyond the realm of the 

human. Kennedy challenges the dominant rhetorical discourse in stating that “Rhetoric. . .  

is a universal phenomenon, one found even among animals, for individuals everywhere 

seek to persuade others to take or refrain from some action, or to hold or discard some 

belief” (3). From this definition, he proceeds to find the universalities of rhetoric across 

nations, culture, and species, noting that rhetoric is indeed “a mental energy” (3). 

Kennedy’s definition allows for rhetoric to emerge from less likely sources such as 
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animals, e.g., bees, thus allowing rhetoric to focus on motive instead of observable 

linguistic or visual action.  

With the understanding of above mentioned transnational theories and definitions 

of rhetoric, I loosely define transnational rhetorics as the ways in which the individual, 

the social, and the material interact to constitute interpretations and expressions of the 

movement of capital, people, ideas, technologies, and media within and across national 

borders. While a major tenant of transnational theory is understanding that no one idea or 

concept has a static definition, this working definition provides a pragmatic vehicle to 

articulate transnational rhetoric for the purposes of this specific project. In short, 

transnational rhetoric is the means of expression or interpretation that involves the 

movement across and within borders. 

What is important to note is that transnationalism becomes a methodology for this 

project; this project is not comparative in its approach since I do not attempt to make 

claims about women’s political participation within various nation-state contexts. While 

at times this project looks to specific rhetorical actions in Nicaragua and England, for 

example, the goal is not to compare and contrast the decisions of the individual women 

world leaders and their constituents. Instead, this project looks at how women elected 

heads of state perform leadership and respond to their gendered identity according to one 

another—how their leadership shapes and informs other women world leader’s 

performances of leadership and vice versa. It is the unstructured and often invisible flows 

of influence between these women that I am most interested in.  
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In this project, I examine three different rhetorical situations where women world 

leaders become a collective transnational entity. In each location, I research how women 

world leaders provide a discourse for both to challenge and reinforce the doxa of the 

nation-state. The overarching lines of inquiry involve how women world leaders are read 

as a continuation and disruption of the status quo of the fraternal patriarchal logic of the 

nation-state. In addition, I am asking: How do women leaders exert influence over and 

between each other through transnational fields of power? How do these influences span 

across not only space, but also time and various identity structures? What can these 

women teach others about the female body entering a public space? How do these women 

as multiply-situated subjects highlight the potentials and promises of the plural 

feminisms? 

Chapter two provides a narrative analysis of the autobiographies of several 

contemporary women world leaders by using Walter Fisher’s narrative paradigm. I 

analyze how each head of state chooses to rhetorically frame and promote the 

naturalness, inevitability, or predestination of her leadership though a narrative structure. 

In using such a narrative structure, I argue that these women create an autobiographical 

deus ex machina explanation of how they, as women, were able to ascend to the highest 

offices of their respective countries. Also, I contextualize the autobiographical writings of 

women leaders within the generic conventions autobiography in order to demonstrate the 

ideological complexities women heads of state confront when attempting to narrate their 

political positions. I place the following five texts in conversation with one another: 

Daughter of Destiny by Benazir Bhutto, My Truth by Indira Ghandi, Dreams of the Heart 
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by Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, This Child Will Be Great by Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, and 

My Life by Golda Meir. Read together, these five texts highlight what Inderpal Grewal 

calls “transnational connectivities.”  

Departing from the individualized locations of autobiographies in Chapter 2, 

Chapter 3 investigates a collective location that represents an organized presence of 

various women world leaders: The Council of Women World Leaders (CWWL). 

Sponsored by the Aspen Institute, the CWWL serves as an organization for past and 

present women leaders of nation-states to, as stated on their website, “promote good 

governance and enhance the experience of democracy globally by increasing the number, 

effectiveness, and visibility of women who lead at the highest levels in their countries.” 

The website also describes the CWWL as a “collective voice since 1996,” but it is the 

manner in which the embodied and geopolitical diversity of the women members of the 

CWWL come to represent such a unified position that drives this chapter. Specifically I 

analyze how the women represented by the CWWL come together to create such a 

collective voice, and how this organizational space functions as a monolithic corporate 

rhetor, speaking on behalf of a group of diverse women from highly divergent 

geopolitical positions. By analyzing publications of the CWWL including a website, and 

a relate documentary video, and book, I argue that the CWWL gives women the 

collective power of organization or incorporation, but that creating a corporate rhetor for 

women leaders complicates the integrity of its mission by obscuring the heterogeneity of 

the CWWL. 
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Chapter 4 investigates the ideoscape and mediascape of the nickname, “Iron 

Lady.” “Iron Lady” is an often-used, successful strategy for women to secure the 

executive office, especially for the first time in a country. I argue that this “Iron Lady” 

naming technology provides an accurate and complicated instantiation of Haraway’s 

cyborg ontology, providing women a place from which to be responsible for women’s 

machinery while also positioning women [potentially] as complicit agents in the 

hegemonic traditions of national manhood. Therefore, Iron Ladies—these women heads 

of state—present embodied and “real world” examples of the debate over the potentials 

and pitfalls of cyborg ontology in woman’s studies and feminist research. I historically 

trace the emergence and transference of this nickname to various female heads of state. 

From there, I locate and complicate the different positions contemporary women heads of 

state can take towards this naming pattern. In doing so, I join the discussion on how 

women’s bodies are read in the political contexts, considering whether a body must be 

transformed or disciplined into an Iron Lady to gain access to traditionally male 

dominated political spheres, or whether other bodies are acceptable for public service.  

 Finally, in Chapter 5, I return to consider how a transnational feminist rhetorical 

methodology adds to the fields of rhetoric and composition and how it helps elucidate 

transnational understandings of women in positions of national leadership. Specifically, I 

argue that a transnational feminist rhetorical methodology does help to outline the 

plurality of possibilities for women in politics—especially in a globalized political arena. 

It is the complicated and productive plurality of such a methodology that I want to 

emphasize in my final chapter. By reading women as world leaders as part of an 
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imaginary collective, I want to highlight both the potentials and the pitfalls of a 

transnational feminist rhetorical methodology. In doing so, I show how my work 

contributes to the previous work in the fields of rhetoric and composition studies as 

established through the 2008 Special Edition on Transnational Feminist Rhetorics and 

offer my argument for continuing this type of research in the field. I conclude with a 

consideration of what a transnational feminist rhetorical methodology offers scholars in 

terms of examining women in positions of geopolitical leadership. 

Articulating the connections of these women world leaders is difficult because the 

networks of influence among women world leaders are always shifting. This project is 

also challenging because it is impossible to note all the flows of influence, which means 

that at times, connections will be obscured while others are highlighted. Also, the nation-

state, as a monolithic presence of oppressive Western influence, is highly divergent and 

ever changing construct. That said, I am committed to exposing the dynamic, socially 

constructed, and transient nature of the nation-state in order to highlight how the doxa of 

the naturalness or inevitability of the nation-state can be a violent force on the subjects it 

seeks to control. Writing this project is political. I write from a privileged research 

position that is not innocent, as highlighted in my preface. However, I have taken great 

care to read broadly and deeply and strive for transparency whenever possible with the 

hope that this project might change the way in which the discourses circulate surrounding 

women in leadership positions, paving the way for a more generative discussion about 

leadership and social equity.  
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CHAPTER 2  
DAUGHTERS OF DESTINY: 

NARRATIONS OF THE NATION-STATE IN AUTOBIOGRAPHIES OF WOMEN 
WORLD LEADERS  

 
The trouble with writing a book about yourself is 

that you can't fool around. If you write about yourself the 
slightest deviation makes you realize instantly that there 

may be honor among thieves, but you are just a dirty liar. 
Groucho Marx 

 
 

 As explained in the previous chapter, the essential doxa of the nation-state is 

interrupted and confronted when a woman becomes head of state because she challenges 

the traditions of paternal fraternity and highlights the dynamic and temporary nature of 

the imagined community of the nation-state.36 However, functioning much like Gramsci’s 

concept of hegemony, which is able to continue by being dynamic enough to change 

when confronted, the doxa of nation-state adapts to interruptions, or heterodoxies, to the 

tradition of male leadership. One mechanism that allows the national doxa to perpetuate 

in the face of such a disruption is the autobiographical writings of women world leaders 

after they have taken office. Autobiographies of national leaders are rhetorical artifacts 

with either the explicit or implicit purpose of nation building, as some of texts make 

gestures to increase the patriotism of those who affiliate with the author’s national 

community either by residing within the nation-state (past or present) or identifying with 

it culturally. But autobiographers can also argue for national legitimacy to those who 

might be classified as “outside” its borders or its cultural grasp.  

In this chapter, I provide a narrative analysis of the autobiographies of several 

contemporary women heads of state by using elements Walter Fisher’s narrative 
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paradigm. Specifically I look at how each head of state chooses to rhetorically frame her 

leadership through a narrative device that de-emphasizes her agency or ambition in 

ascending to the national executive office. While writers use slightly different frames to 

do so, the end results in an autobiographical narrative that rings true with readers because 

it sounds familiar to other stories of women in positions of leadership. Instead of 

wrestling with the complex interactions of their agency and ambition in the face of 

traditions of male leadership, the writers create autobiographical deus ex machina 

explanations of how they, as women, were able to ascend to the highest offices of their 

respective countries.37 To make this argument, I contextualize the autobiographical 

writings of women leaders within the generic conventions of autobiography in order to 

demonstrate the ideological complexities women face as heads of state when attempting 

to narrate their political positions in writing. I situate the following five texts in 

conversation with one another: Daughter of Destiny by Benazir Bhutto, My Truth by 

Indira Ghandi, Dreams of the Heart by Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, This Child Will Be 

Great by Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, and My Life by Golda Meir. Read together, these five 

texts highlight what Inderpal Grewal calls, “transnational connectivities,” or linkages 

across geo-political positions and time. The particular linkage in these texts is the 

replication and mutation of ideologically laden deus ex machina narrative resolutions to 

the conflict of a woman serving in a traditionally masculine leadership position. I argue 

that these books are transnational artifacts that, when read together, participate in the 

discursive space of women world leaders; as such, the books either explicitly or 

implicitly argue for the legitimacy of nation-states after the election of a women head of 
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state. The deus ex machina is not just an easy justification for the appearance of women 

in positions of power, but it also functions as an orthodoxy to the interruption of the doxa 

of the nation-state.38 Furthermore, the production of these autobiographies serve as both 

transnational and nation-building texts because such narratives (purposefully) obscure the 

reality that the nation-state is a changeable and limited construct thereby reinforcing the 

essential doxa of the nation state.  

My argument departs from other scholarship on women’s autobiographies 

because it situates these five autobiographies as replicating ideology instead of 

confronting it. For example, Doris Sommer claims that the genre of women’s 

autobiography is a “medium of resistance and counter discourse” (111). While I agree 

that some women’s autobiographies, most notably perhaps that of Rigoberta Menchú, 

provide counter discourses to hegemonic structures and relationships, four of the five 

books selected for analysis are from women writing in circumstances that require them to 

write narratives that re-inscribe and re-enforce the hegemony of the nation-state in order 

to ensure a sense of national stability. A reader might come to expect for Golda Meir to 

craft an autobiography that argues for the legitimacy of Israel since even now many argue 

against the right of Israel’s sovereignty. But surprisingly Golda Meir becomes the 

exception to this narrative tradition. That four out of five women write to re-establish the 

doxa of their nation-states as a legitimate and unchanging structure after their elections 

demonstrates the tangible concern for the public perception of their administration, 

especially in addressing questions of suitability of women leaders and the stability of the 

nation-state. 
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In order to provide a feminist narrative analysis of the selected autobiographies, I 

need to speak to the selection process of the five texts analyzed in this chapter.39 The 

selection process challenges my writing, as it is possible to read all the autobiographies 

written by women heads of nation-states—there have been few.40 However, it is not 

possible to write about all of them in one unified chapter. Therefore, the first criterion I 

used in selecting these texts was the language the author used; more specifically, I chose 

only texts originally written in English. As it is my first language, English allowed me the 

fluency to navigate the texts with ease, but this selection method was not simply a 

question of comfort. I also selected English texts because they form a type of 

“mediascape,” which according to Appadurai is the ability of a text or a message to move 

across and within borders to a broader audience, collecting cultural residue as it moves 

among people, places, and time (35). Because many of the writers chose to write in 

English instead of the official languages of their nation-state, these texts received a wide 

circulation beyond national borders. For example, Bhutto emphasizes in her book the low 

literacy rate of Pakistanis, thus indicating a very low likelihood of a large, resident 

Pakistani readership of her English autobiography.41 Instead, she deliberately targeted an 

audience of English-speaking Pakistanis and non-Pakistanis to read her story. Unlike, for 

example, Margaret Thatcher’s autobiography The Downing Street Years, each of the texts 

that I have selected focuses on an author who writes in English even though a large 

percentage of their constituents do not speak or read English. In fact, Liberia and Pakistan 

are the only officially English-speaking countries represented by the authors from this list 

of books. While Pakistan considers English as an “official” language, Urdu is considered 
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the “national” language. Pakistani official literacy rates hover around 56%, though the 

breakdown by language and dialect is not given. Yet the United States’ State Department 

notes that Liberia’s linguistic diversity represents at least 16 languages other than English 

and that illiteracy rates soar reportedly around somewhere around 75%.42  

Even with the language restriction, my set of five books is still quite large, which 

means that I will not be doing a close reading analysis but rather a narrative analysis 

looking for and focusing on the similar narrative devices and rhetorical frames that show 

how these texts make transnational arguments concerning the legitimacy of given 

administrations and nation-states. The unifying characteristic among these texts is the use 

of a narrative and rhetorical framing that makes the author’s ascent to the highest office 

in her country not the consequence of her actions and will and/or a change in the body 

politic but instead an unexplained (sometimes divine) deus ex machina intervention or 

action. In all, four of the five books engage this shared narrative structure, with Meir’s 

text being the counter-example that refutes the paradigm. I argue that in using this 

narrative device of deus ex machina, the women writing these autobiographies create a 

mythical explanation of their leadership that re-inscribes the rhetoric of the nation-state as 

a naturally occurring entity—or perhaps more simply stated, the narratives of these 

women leaders perpetuate the doxa of the nation-state as natural construct. Meir, who 

does not use a formulaic narrative structure, provides an example of how a woman might 

narrate her ascent to power differently when the occurrence and endurance of the nation-

state is not taken as an unstated natural and given phenomenon. 
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I am not arguing that Bhutto, Ghandi, Chamorro, and Sirleaf never narrate their 

ambition or their individual agency in their work.43 Instead, I am arguing that the 

narratives of naturalness, obligation, inevitability, and destiny constitute the larger 

rhetorical framework in which these leaders situate their ambition and agency. I extend 

my analysis of these narratives to consider their rhetorical function in the larger context 

of their given nation-state, examining how these autobiographical tropes mirror the 

nation-building doxa supported by the unquestioned tradition of male leadership. In this 

way, these autobiographical rhetorical structures do more than justify and naturalize the 

election of a woman head of state—they insert the gendered body of the woman leader 

into the tradition of masculinized leadership in order to stabilize the identity of the 

nation-state. However, to contextualize the feminist analysis I conduct, I first introduce 

the narrative and autobiographical theories that inform such an analysis.  
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2.1 Women’s Autobiography and Narrative Theory 

Public figures writing their autobiographies have the potential to reach broad and 

diverse audiences who have various personal attachments to the historical events, 

cultures, and time periods that are documented in such writings. However, such 

individualized relationships to historical events means that the reception and 

interpretation of these texts will vary accordingly. Part of the attraction of autobiography 

stems from readers’ assumptions that autobiographies are simple constructs in which 

public figures write about their lives in order to provide insight into historical events or 

admirable actions. And, indeed, to some extent, those assumptions are correct. According 

to Georges Gusdorf (1980) and Georg Misch (1950), both leading scholars on the genre, 

an autobiography is a literary genre written by individuals whose actions in the public 

sphere have warranted the respect and admiration of others. However, this concept of an 

autobiography as a unified genre does not hold for all texts. To challenge this definition, 

critics of first-wave autobiography theory cite the difficulty in locating and defining a 

“public sphere” (Smith 1987) and how this generic definition excludes certain 

minoritized subjects (Alabi 2005).44  

  Instead of autobiography being a genre written by and for great white men, 

which is the tradition set forth by Gusdorf and Misch, recent third-wave autobiographical 

criticism focuses on how the autobiography fulfills the desire to create a more democratic 

space of understanding, empathy, and guidance between the narrator and audience, 

regardless of the narrator’s identity or action. In order to interrupt the autobiographical 

tradition set forth by Gusdorf and Misch, Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson offer an 
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expansive treatment of autobiographies to expand the historical, critical, and theoretical 

foundations of the genre. In Reading Autobiography, they trace the emergence of 

autobiography to Ancient Greece. Smith and Watson focus on the etymology of the word 

autobiography to establish a origin of autobiography, with the Greek of “auto” meaning 

“self,” “bio” meaning “life,” and “graphe” meaning “writing”—thus creating a rough 

translation of “self life writing” (1). However, they recognize that “self life writing” 

occurred in other ancient societies, even those with oral traditions. 

Yet, Smith and Watson complicate this lineage by examining how the 

contemporary autobiography is much more self-reflexive about the narrating “I” than 

these ancient texts. “Life writing,” is the term Smith and Watson deploy to denote any 

writing about the self, including autobiography, letters, travel narratives, diaries, self-help 

books, case studies, and even memoirs. However, some of these life writings do not 

investigate and/or show awareness of the “I” that is narrating the story. For example, one 

of the first book-length life writings is St. Augustine’s Confessions, written 

approximately in 397 C.E. His text follows many autobiographical conventions in that he 

explores his childhood and other life experiences while delving into 

philosophical/ideological issues. However, Smith and Watson argue that his text 

demonstrates that he is not self-reflective or conscious that his lived experience differs 

from the narrating “I” in his story.  

To investigate the narrating “I” means that the writer is attentive to the ambiguous 

and creatively constructed subject who narrates life-writing. Because an autobiography 

involves the inconstant and flexible components of memory, embodiment, and identity, 
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narrators can only present a story that resides in the gray area between fiction and non-

fiction. What the writer chooses to include or omit shapes the way in which the reader 

understands and responds to the story. Therefore the narrating “I” is always at least a 

partially fictionalized or editorialized version of the self. Smith and Watson remind 

readers that there is no such thing as a unified and so-called true autobiography, stating 

that such texts are just “myths of identity” (47). Instead, readers should see 

autobiographies as performances, and persuasive ones at that, meant to engage an 

audience collaboratively. Smith and Watson argue that each autobiographical subject is 

rooted in multiple locations simultaneously. These locations can be those of class, 

gender, ethnicity, race, sexuality, and other identifiable categories. The narrator uses 

these identity markers and social locations to relate to the reader and to create a structure 

for their story. This is one of the many ways in which autobiographies are rhetorical; 

autobiographers use the readers’ assumptions about identity markers to create a narrative 

that is identifiable or relatable. In using identity markers, the writers create stories that 

make larger claims about the lives of the writers, their politics, and their ideologies.  

Regardless of whether or not the narrator is self-reflexive of the narrating “I,” 

readers are drawn to autobiographies because the narrating “I” gives the impression that 

one is reading and interaction with real, flesh and blood narrators from various walks of 

life. Marshall and Mayhead support this claim of reader/narration identification: 

the telling of one’s life story exemplifies the human desire to 

connect with others, provide insight into one’s personal and public 

choices, give advice to those who may wish to follow in one’s 
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footsteps, contest others’ representations of self, and leave a legacy 

validating one’s existence. (7)  

Marshall and Mayhead foreground the highly rhetorical nature of autobiography in terms 

of its pedagogical function, noting that many readers can find advice and insight from 

which they can form a similar life journey or perspective. However, the type of 

pedagogical autobiographical writing that Marshall and Mayhead refer to here has not 

always been practiced. Even in contemporary autobiographies, such as the ones analyzed 

in this chapter, writers can inadvertently or deliberately craft narratives in a way that 

gives little understanding or insight into one’s life.45  

Generally speaking, women’s autobiographies hold a particular pedagogical value 

in that they can shape the way that future women perceive themselves: 

By rising to positions of power not readily or usually extended to 

females, the authors of these autobiographies serve as powerful 

symbols to inspire other women to enter the field of politics. Some 

of these women specifically use their work to encourage, instruct, 

and empower contemporary and future women leaders. (Marshall 

and Mayhead 186) 

While I do not discount the ability of the five books in this chapter to inspire readers to 

enter politics, a function that Marshall and Mayhead ascribe to women’s autobiographies 

in the above quotation, I do argue that the rhetorical education that a reader gains from 

such texts is not quite empowering. Because the women writing these books sought state-

sanctioned recognition, they play with narratives that re-inscribe the doxa of the nation-
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state—a construct that has traditionally limited female political participation. 

Furthermore, the life stories of these women world leaders use deus ex machina 

narratives that reproduce the doxa of the nation-state, and thereby various ideals of the 

masculinized universal subject, thus limiting the transferability of their stories to those of 

other women’s lived experiences.  

 Since it is their recognized gendered identity structure (“woman” and “world 

leader”) that includes these authors in my analysis, I investigate ways in which they 

reproduce pedagogical models of gendered leadership that participate in the doxa of 

nation-state in order to demonstrate how women can be rewritten into the natural 

progression of leadership in nation-state contexts. The books analyzed in this chapter 

follow in many of the generic traditions espoused by first-wave autobiography theorists 

in that they construct “an egocentric world. . . [that] place[s] the rhetor at the center of the 

story by tracing the steps from birth to some culminating event” (Dobris 91). By 

following a chronological path from childhood to national leader, the reader of these five 

books gets to see “both” sides of the woman, which might not be apparent during their 

time in public office. I put “both” in quotation marks to indicate the fictiveness of the 

public/private divide, as if there were two discrete spheres. However, I acknowledge that 

women in the public eye must address this divide as if it existed. According to Estelle 

Jelinek, autobiographies of women in prominent political positions only became popular 

around the 1980s after generations of feminists paved the way for women’s political 

thinking to become legitimated as mainstream. The autobiography becomes a way of 

authorizing a women’s public participation because it locates the narrator on both sides of 
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the public/private divide. Furthermore, Marshall and Mayhead note that women’s 

political autobiographies are also a site for the construction of the “personal and civic self 

situated within local, national, and/or international political communities” (1). In 

autobiographies, the personal and political becomes a transnational experience, as women 

write from these various standpoints to broad audiences.  

 Despite these books’ participation in the linear tradition of male autobiographies 

and authorizing the false dichotomy of public/private, a traditional close reading analysis 

is not the best methodology. Instead, a transnational feminist narrative analysis of these 

texts permits not just an investigation of how these leaders narrate or provide a 

chronology of their gendered power position, but it also demonstrates the 

interconnectivities of the narratives, how each woman’s life story, or autobiography, in 

her own words, resembles or differs from others. I draw from what Catherine Dobris 

highlights as the potential of feminist analysis to “examine the interconnectedness of 

knowledge between and among topics that might be less apparent from a more linear 

patriarchal construction” (Dobris 76). It is the “less apparent” interconnectedness of these 

five books that interests me, especially how they rely on a similar narratives and 

rhetorical framing to make sense of out their lived gendered experience and, therefore, 

argue for the doxa of the nation-state as an eternal and stable project.  

 It is the liminal position of women leaders’ autobiographies—straddling the 

divide between first-wave autobiographies of “Great Men in the Public Sphere” and 

third-wave autobiographies that strive to create a space of interconnection, empathy, and 

understanding—that creates such a fruitful site for rhetorical analysis. In one way, these 
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texts validate or authorize the subject’s voice within an institutional space, e.g., 

government. Because traditionally the genre of autobiography has been the genre of the 

Western male, or the “universal subject,” the “participation in, through re/presentation of, 

privileged narratives can secure cultural recognition” (Smith and Watson, 1992, xix). Yet 

in another way, this cultural recognition serves to secure the status of the individual 

writing the narrative; it does not necessarily serve to secure the cultural status of the 

collective and heterogeneous group of “women.”  

 In order to understand how narrative functions to re-inscribe the national doxa 

that women as world leaders seem to interrupt, one has to evaluate the role of narration in 

the rhetorical situation of these women’s autobiographies. Walter Fisher’s narrative 

paradigm serves as a lens for reading the diverse texts that are covered in this chapter.46 

While Fisher did not intend his theory of the narrative paradigm as a rhetorical method 

per se, his work provides an understanding about how human communication functions 

through narratives, and why we come to hold narratives as “good reasons” for a given 

action, even if it lacks the technicalities of logos. The word logos is used here to 

emphasize the kind of structural logic of enthymemes. Narratives, in Fisher’s work, do 

not need to have the same type of technical appeal that rhetoricians associate with logos 

in order to be persuasive. Instead, these narratives function through identification with the 

audience; they function more as pathetic appeals or logical appeals to the audience’s 

lived experiences. Or perhaps restated, Fisher explains why audiences believe certain 

stories because they “ring true” even if they lack logical and technical appeals.47 When 

something “rings true” for a reader or audience, it means that the narrative resonates with 
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the audience’s prior knowledge or understandings of the world—a vital component of 

Fisher’s narrative paradigm. 

One of Fisher’s major assertions is that human communication is ontologically—

not epistemologically—based. His work focuses on how human beings are inherently 

storytellers or homo narrans (Human Communication 64). Unlike Habermas’ concepts of 

communication as an “argument,” the outcome of which is “understanding,” Fisher 

argues that communication is narration that leads to phronesis and “humane action” 

(“The Narrative Paradigm” 240). His theory of human communication serves to resolve 

the dualisms between expert and audience that emerge when it is viewed through a lens 

of argumentation and/or coercion. Fisher’s “narrative paradigm” replaces what Fisher 

calls the “rational world paradigm” in which the only active agents are experts, leaving 

the audience to be passive listeners (“Narration as a Human Communication” 12). The 

narrative paradigm ameliorates the problems of exclusivity and monological discourse in 

the rational world paradigm by emphasizing reflexive and nonlinear discursive practices, 

much like those that are highlighted in third-wave autobiographical criticism. The 

narrative paradigm seeks to put narratives into context in order to find those moments 

that “ring true:” 

The narrative perspective entails an analysis of stories: discrete sequences 

of symbolic action. It insists, however, on the recognition that no text is 

devoid of context: that is, relationship to other texts. The meaning and 

value of a story are always a matter of how it stands with or against other 
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stories. There is no story that is not embedded in other stories. (emphasis 

mine 245) 

In a narrative analysis of autobiographies of women world leaders, a reader should look 

for narratives that ring true with other stories. It is the embeddedness of stories that leads 

Fisher to the two components of the narrative paradigm: narrative fidelity and narrative 

probability. Fisher defines narrative fidelity as “the degree to which it [the narrative] 

accords with the logic of good reasons; the soundness of its reasoning and the value of its 

values” (237). Narrative fidelity occurs then when the story “rings true” with the 

experiences and knowledge of the reader or audience. This element of narrative 

highlights the rhetorical nature of storytelling because it plays upon the knowledges and 

experiences of the audience in order to make a coherent story. The second element in 

Fisher’s paradigm is “narrative probability,” which deals with the coherence of the text as 

an entity and whether or not it contradicts itself. This element is self-contained in the 

narrative, relying less on the audiences’ interpretation of the text to make meaning and 

more on the organized appeal of the story.  

In the women’s autobiographies that I am analyzing, I locate the moments in the 

books where the narrative fidelity, i.e., the “ringing true,” obscures some of the narrative 

probability of each woman’s ascent to power. Because the narrative fidelity of these 

women’s ascent to power relies heavily on the ideological values found in nation-

building practices, the internal coherence of the story—or the narrative probability—

suffers. The “ringing true” aspect is, ironically, the deus ex machina of the book. I call it 

ironic because the miraculous plot intervention, which is usually read as a falsity or easy 
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resolution, becomes a commonplace that rings true to the reader because multiple 

autobiographies explain the same phenomenon (the first women in executive national 

office) through similar narratives. The effect of this narrative fidelity is that it conceals 

how these writers deliberately subvert or reinforce some of the doxa of their given nation-

states. Furthermore, the narrative fidelity of the stories relies on ideas of nationhood as a 

stable and unending entity, meaning that in the four narratives of Bhutto, Ghandi, Barrios 

de Chamorro, and Sirleaf, the authors never consider that their given nation-states might 

not endure despite clear and present challenges to their sovereignty. This choice—that of 

choosing to ignore the problems of nation-building and the challenges to the nation-

state—allows these women to write from a position where their embodied presence 

challenge national traditions but their writing obscures such challenges. Because each of 

the four stories use a version of the same autobiographical structure built around a 

narrative of destiny and unseen forces of nature, these autobiographies tend to hold a high 

level of narrative fidelity for a contemporary audiences who want to believe in the doxa 

of the nation-state. By not wrestling with the complex knot of history, intersectionality, 

and political agency, the writers of autobiographies sometimes reproduce the same type 

of stable and natural national ordering of the doxa of the nation-state, thus undermining 

the potential of the text to engage with issues of fluid and contested identities and the 

shifting national political landscape.  

While I agree with Fisher’s critics in that the paradigm he puts forth over-

determines all communication to be seen as storytelling, I still find the narrative paradigm 

a useful research tool for analyzing autobiographies because it allows for a more 
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generative rhetorical analysis of the value of autobiography in relation to other 

autobiographies. By highlighting the central role of narrative in meaning making, the 

narrative paradigm is attentive to divergent rhetorical traditions instead of just relying on 

the Greco-Roman rhetorical tradition that privileges logos and expert knowledge.48 

Because narratives strive to ring true with the reader, they allow for ambiguity or 

resolved dualisms; if seemingly dichotomous elements seem to coexist in the narrative, 

readers can embrace contradictions based on narrative fidelity or the “ringing true”-ness 

of the story.  

Another important reason for using Fisher’s ideas about narrative emerges from 

the desire to see autobiographies as written not just by the narrator but also by the 

audience. By evaluating an autobiography for narrative fidelity and probability, the 

audience becomes a contributor in the construction of the story. Instead of the model of 

rhetoric in which experts and logicians argue cases for a passive audience, the narrative 

paradigm allows for more participation in the intertextual experience. Fisher argues that 

the narrative paradigm allows for the public’s participation because otherwise, “in an 

audience of experts, the public is left with no compelling reason, from the perspective of 

the rational world paradigm, to believe one [expert] over the other” (“Narration as a 

Human Communication” 3). Fisher’s narrative paradigm permits the audience to use their 

lived experience and beliefs—their identity markers, intersectional social locations, and 

ideologies—to shape the way in which the story is understood, something that Smith and 

Watson (2001) reiterate as an important element of women’s autobiographies. Fisher says 

it best when he writes that “viewing human communication narratively stresses that 
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people are full participants in the making of messages, whether they are agents (authors) 

or audience members (co-authors)”  (Human Communication as Narrative 18).49 

In the next section, I use the language and concepts of Fisher’s narrative 

paradigm, especially the concepts of narrative fidelity and probability, to analyze various 

women leader’s autobiographies, looking for the ways in which narrative structures 

reinforce the idea of the nation-state as a continuous, natural, and eternal project even 

though the women writers’ gendered presence in a system of governmentality disrupts 

such a construct. By reading these texts in context, a pattern of narrative fidelity emerges. 

While I am not arguing that Bhutto, Ghandi, Meir, Barrios de Chamorro, or Sirleaf 

constructed their autobiographical narratives because of an awareness of each other’s 

texts, I am arguing that articulating the intersections of these five books allows scholars 

to understand how women leaders re-inscribe (un)intentionally the hegemonic structures 

that their election appears to interrupt.  
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2.2 Reluctant Women Leaders: Bhutto, Ghandi, Barrios de Chamorro, and Sirleaf 
 

The title for this dissertation chapter is partially constructed from Benazir 

Bhutto’s re-released 2007 autobiography, Daughter of Destiny: An Autobiography.50 I 

use Bhutto’s book title as inspiration because it very transparently announces to the 

reader her intent to frame her life story of as one that relies on destiny—a force that relies 

not on ambition or choice—even though Bhutto worked diligently and passionately her 

whole life to help bring democracy to Pakistan. Instead, Bhutto explains her life through 

a force that relies on inexplicable intervention. Bhutto’s autobiography, like three other 

autobiographies in this section, uses a deus ex machina narrative device that reinforces 

the stability and naturalness of her leadership—a device that contradicts sections of the 

narrative where Bhutto does actively interrupt dominant and gendered narratives and 

perseveres in the face of misogyny and oppression.51 In this section, the autobiographies 

of Bhutto, Ghandi, Barrios de Chamorro, and Sirleaf serve as examples of how women 

world leaders employ narrative to explain their rise to power, articulating the connectivity 

between narratives of destiny, fate, and other invisible and unexplainable forces. I argue 

that each of these narratives relies on the device of deus ex machina because it rings true 

not only with the doxa of the nation-state but also with the narratives of other women 

world leader’s autobiographical writings. Differently stated, these narrative strategies 

create a tradition that falls in line with the doxa of the nation-state, instead of addressing 

the disruption that women world leaders bring to national identity.  

Bhutto’s autobiography functions not only around a narrative of destiny but also 

that of a predestined martyr, thus giving her book a narrative that relies heavily on 
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invisible forces to explain how she was able to ascend to a traditionally male position of 

power. While Bhutto did not know for certain that she would be assassinated, she narrates 

her life story as that of a predestined martyr to explain the rather incredible journey of her 

life. In order to create this narrative, she reiterates time and again the numerous threats on 

her life and her near-death experiences during her efforts to become the first woman 

prime minister of Pakistan. After watching both her brother and father die, as well as 

being the target of failed assassination attempts, she writes as a person who is rather 

resigned to her martyrdom. She states clearly that her life is “not necessarily the life I 

would have chosen, but it has been a life of opportunity, responsibility, and fulfillment” 

(xi). Repeatedly, Bhutto focuses on the moments in her life where she was subject to the 

fate of her existence rather than to her desires or her conscious ambition. The unstoppable 

force of martyrdom appears not only as a narrative for her ascent to power, but it also 

serves as a narrative to explain her personal choices. She writes, “I had little expectation 

of finding personal happiness, of finding love, marriage, and of having children. Like 

England’s Queen Elizabeth I, who had also endured imprisonment and remained single, I 

thought I would never get married” (xii). Because she narrates both her political and 

personal life through this lens of destiny and martyrdom, those two forces become, in her 

autobiography, the deus ex machina explanations of the phenomenon of her life.52  

One example of this deus ex machina occurs as she analyzes her acceptance 

speech for the position of Prime Minister of Pakistan. Bhutto again relies on the narrative 

of intervening forces upon her life to explain that she was given a role that she did not ask 

for. She writes: 
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On December 2, 1988 I took my oath of office as the first woman 

Prime Minister elected in the Muslim world. . . The people of 

Pakistan had rejected bigotry and prejudice in electing a woman 

Prime Minister. It was an enormous honour, and an equally 

enormous responsibility. . . I had not asked for this role; I had not 

asked for this mantle. But the forces of destiny and the forces of 

history had thrust me forward, and I felt privileged and awed. 

(392) 

In this moment, she highlights the role of invisible forces on her career, while she 

simultaneously highlights the exceptional nature of her election to Prime Minister of 

Pakistan. In essence, in this passage she writes about contradictory events. First, she 

gives the ultimate credit for her election to the forces of history and destiny—making the 

discursive move that reinforces what Anderson describes as the “natural from birth” 

(143) and  “limitless future” (12) of the nation-state. She also sees “this mantle” of 

leadership as something outside of herself—an external entity thrust on her. But at the 

same time, in this reflective passage, she also highlights the deliberate and collaborative 

effort of because her constituents to facilitate and initiate a departure from the tradition of 

male leadership in Pakistan.  

  It is in moments like these where the narrative probability, or internal cohesion, of 

the autobiography is challenged. To accept the deus ex machina of the narrative of 

destiny means to take a leap of faith, willingly suspend disbelief, or to allow for the story 

to just ring true. Sometimes the interruption of the larger autobiographical narrative of 
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destiny is less obviously a contradiction. Throughout her book, she notes the moments 

when various people—out of gender solidarity, desire for democracy in Pakistan, or their 

own national interest—take to the streets to support her and her family. In 1982, when 

both Benazir and her mother, Begum, were imprisoned and ill, a group of Benazir’s 

friends from Oxford created the “Save the Bhutto Ladies” campaign.53 The goal of the 

campaign was to gain governmental permission for the two women to be freed and sent 

abroad for appropriate and potentially life-saving medical treatment.54 The participation 

of the members of the “Save the Bhutto Ladies” campaign runs somewhat counter to the 

narrative of destiny and martyrdom because it demonstrates how deliberate collective and 

individual actions of many people were necessary to free Bhutto from prison. It was not 

merely invisible forces of destiny and history that produced her political position as much 

as it was the friendship (and political capital) between Galbraith and Bhutto that had been 

established during her time in school or the desire of other nations to address the human 

rights violations of the Zia regime.55 According to Fisher’s narrative paradigm, these 

moments hurt the narrative probability of Bhutto’s autobiography because her 

explanations are somewhat contradictory. 

  But it is not just the help from others that undermines the narrative probability of 

the deus ex machina of destiny and martyrdom in Bhutto’s autobiography. Her 

autobiography also recounts the tremendous personal sacrifices and determination that 

she needed to fight for democracy in Pakistan. In the passage above that reflects back on 

her election speech, she describes her election as an honor, which notes the personal pride 

Bhutto took in the accomplishment of her election. Clearly, she should have been pleased 
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with this accomplishment since she was continuously challenged—physically, mentally, 

and emotionally—on her journey to that moment. However, overcoming these challenges 

took more than just the forces of nature and destiny. It took a willful determination and 

ambition.  

  In one of the most vivid examples of Bhutto’s individual will and ambition, 

Bhutto recounts how she could have ended her imprisonment and torture under the Zia 

regime if she had renounced her political convictions or removed herself from the 

governmental leadership. She describes one period of incarceration in this way:  

The cell is hot in the damp, humid weather of Karachi, and the 

ceiling fan provides no relief. The electricity is off again. . . only 

my cell-block is in darkness. . . The cell in which I am held is 

small and dirty. The ‘toilet’ has no flush, and swarms with roaches 

and flies. Its stench mingles with that of the open sewer which runs 

through the jail yard outside. The only water bucket is coated with 

dead insects. (202) 

In this description, the reader is pulled into the unsanitary conditions of her 

imprisonment, making concrete for the reader the physical and mental difficulty of 

enduring this experience. Yet even after being denied contact with friends and family, 

reading and writing materials, and nourishment, drink, and adequate healthcare, Bhutto 

refused to relent her political position, even though General Zia offered to release her if 

she would give up her political ambitions. In reference to Zia’s multiple offers of 

freedom, Bhutto said that she never even had “the slightest inclination to accept the 
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temptations” (207). Considering the inhumane treatment and living conditions she 

experienced in prison, it is difficult to accept that she remained in prison merely because 

an invisible force of destiny refused to let her leave. Perhaps it was the belief in the 

narrative of predestined martyr that implored her to stay, but it was not the force of 

destiny itself that kept her in prison. Passages such as this one undermine the narrative 

probability in the framework of “natural forces” because Bhutto positions herself as 

someone personally tied to her political convictions, unwilling to compromise in the face 

of immanent and avoidable death.  

  I do not highlight the lack of narrative probability in Bhutto’s autobiography as a 

criticism of her politics, nor to point out the dubiousness of her as a narrator; in fact, 

taken at face value, there is much to admire in Bhutto’s story and her attention to detail 

generally adds credibility to her life story. But it is these moments of lapsed narrative 

probability where the ideological nature of the deus ex machina of her narration of her 

election becomes clear. These lapses highlight that her narrative of the predestined martyr 

serves to enhance the narrative fidelity of her life’s story; she wants her ascent to power 

to ring true to her readers. But it could be difficult to discern what the “good reasoning” 

this narrative structure relies upon.  

  I argue that one reason Bhutto’s narrative still rings true to the reader is because it 

mirrors the doxa of the nation state as a stable and eternal structure built upon tradition, 

not change. Bhutto frames her leadership in a way that perpetuates a certain level of 

naturalness and stability in terms of the leadership of Pakistan by putting her service to 

the nation-state in relation to her family—her father as the former (and eventually 
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executed) Prime Minister before Zia took office and her mother working tirelessly in the 

stead of Bhutto’s father during his imprisonment and after his death. Instead of framing 

her ascent to power through a narrative of ambition, determination, and hard work, 

Bhutto relies upon a narrative that replicates the unspoken understanding of the nation-

state as a stable entity that is naturally occurring. Furthermore, relying on her family’s 

political impact on Pakistan as well as her role as the predestined martyr to play into the 

larger traditions of Pakistani national leadership.  

 But it is more than just the desire to replicate familiar understandings of the 

familial transfer of power pushing Bhutto to frame her leadership through a narrative of 

destiny. Bhutto needed to write a book that would mask the discontinuity of the nation-

state that was already riddled with chaos, corruption, and violence. However, she could 

not visibly or textually hide her differently gendered identity in a traditionally male 

space. Bhutto does not gloss over the “male chauvinist society” that she lived in and how 

her leadership challenged this tradition (353). For example, upon her return from exile in 

Britain in 1986, she immediately received death threats. One person warned her that, “A 

women in politics is more vulnerable than you know. Don’t come back” (315). Even the 

foreign press was aware of the danger of Bhutto’s return to Pakistan and how her 

leadership would be seen as a threat to the conservative and traditional ideologies in 

nation-state. The London press narrated her return to Pakistan as a “modern and feminist 

version of David and Goliath” (318). Both the international community and Bhutto 

understood how a woman’s pursuit of power could rhetorically undermine the fragile 
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stability of a politically volatile country by challenging the certainties and ideals of 

patriarchal power.56  

But Bhutto continued towards her political aspirations despite these death threats 

and warnings and was acutely aware of how her position was being read by the national 

and international community as a threat to the nation-state. The reliance on a narrative 

deus ex machina functions to mitigate the destabilizing threat her gendered leadership 

held for the citizens of Pakistan as well as for the international community. In her 

writing, Bhutto struggles with the responsibility of creating a harmonious narrative that is 

reassuring to the doxa of the nation-state while also accounting for the difficulty of her 

lived experience. Her ambivalence is transparent in her reflection on addressing a crowd 

for the first time—a time where she was painfully aware of her position as a woman in a 

male-dominated society: 

A woman standing on a political podium was not as strange to the 

crowd as it felt to me. Other women on the sub-continent had 

picked up the political banners of their husbands, brothers and 

fathers before me. The legacies of political families passing down 

through the women had become a South Asian tradition. Indira 

Gandhi in India. Sirimavo Bandaranaike in Sri Lanka. Fatima 

Jinnah and my own mother in Pakistan. I just never thought it 

would happen to me. (116) 

Bhutto feels that her position is “strange” but yet she also calls it a “tradition.” It is this 

type of tension that is interesting in considering how women leaders reinscribe the doxa 
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of the nation-state. But Bhutto is just one example, and in isolation, it merely is an 

interesting tension. But read in tandem with other works, it becomes a component of a 

narrative tradition. 

 Bhutto is correct in citing a “tradition” of South Asian women who like herself 

inherited “the mantle” of leadership through familial ties. Bhutto met Indira Ghandi, 

during the 1972 Simla summit with her father. From this experience, Bhutto writes that 

Ghandi was smaller than she had expected, a “steel and silk woman [who] had 

outmanoeuvred [sic] them all” (63). However, Bhutto clearly differentiates herself from 

Ghandi as a leader, noting Ghandi’s “ruthlessness,” “tenseness,” and “aloofness.”57 

Furthermore, Bhutto explained Ghandi’s ascent to leadership as a deliberate attempt by 

the different political factions of India to support “a malleable and token leader [that 

some had called a] goongi goriya, dumb doll, behind her back” (63). In the same 

consideration of the role Ghandi played for India, Bhutto highlights how Ghandi ascends 

to power only after her father, Jawaharal Nehru, became the first prime minister of India 

in 1947. In this moment of the text, Bhutto shares that she, too, believes that Ghandi had 

come to power, not through her own accord, but in order to be a pawn in other politicos’ 

game.  

 Yet Bhutto’s explanation of Ghandi’s political appearance is not at all how 

Ghandi herself narrates her rise to leadership in India. Ghandi’s autobiography, My Truth, 

uses a narrative device similar to that which Bhutto employs to frame her story. While 

Bhutto uses the “predestined martyr” and the “force of destiny” as the driving deus ex 

machina to resolve the tension between her leadership and the doxa of the nation-state, 
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Ghandi uses a narrative of “compulsive action” to explain her how she came into power. 

Ghandi explains that compulsive action is “when one sees that something has to be done, 

or somebody is in need, then one just has to act” (102). Compulsive action is similar to 

Bhutto’s martyr/destiny narrative because it precludes the idea of personal will in coming 

to leadership. Instead, Ghandi sees her leadership as “mere reflex,” indicating some 

innate capacity for action that comes despite individual will or ambition (92).  

 Also like Bhutto, Ghandi frames leadership as highly undesirable in that it keeps 

people from having a personal or private life of their own. She was the Prime Minister of 

India for the second time when My Truth was published, and yet she still called 

governmental leadership a “form of imprisonment,” noting that “neither then [in 1966, 

her first election to PM] nor later did I want to be in the Government” (102). For Ghandi, 

leadership imprisons a person to a life of servitude. But the exigency of action—

compulsive action—amid duress left Ghandi with what she would say was “no option.” It 

mattered little that Ghandi found leadership so “unfulfilling” because she had to take 

action when others would not. She describes it as an impulse to get something done when 

others will not:  

I would never associate the words fulfillment and leadership 

together. Government is not my idea of fulfillment. When I see 

things that are not being done I feel a strong need to do them. This 

is my attitude. If this room is dirty, I will sweep it. I often wipe this 

table when I come to the office in the morning because it has not 

been done properly. (102)  
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Ghandi frames leadership in terms of compulsive activity, which is not terribly removed 

from a narrative of martyrdom. Both imply a sense of sacrifice and unwilling action for 

the betterment of others. This narrative of compulsive action shapes the way in which 

Ghandi recounts her tenure as the Prime Minister of India, at times, making leadership 

out to be a chore that no one else would take up or that no one else could do properly. 

Such description frames leadership under a narrative of obligation, external force, and 

inevitability. However, Ghandi (potentially unconsciously) complicates this compulsive 

action when she notes that it is a “strong need” that she feels to do these actions, not 

necessarily the demand of others and/or history. She continually highlights her supposed 

lack of desire or drive to lead as the narrative structure to her autobiography, while 

complicating the narrative fidelity of this structure through moments that discuss how she 

desired certain actions. 

Instead of leadership, Ghandi states time and again that her desire compelled her 

not to lead a country but to become a mother, since she believed that being a mother is 

the highest fulfillment for any woman (54). She spends considerable time recounting her 

mothering experiences with her two children, Sanjay and Rajiv, to emphasize how she 

lived her ambition to be a mother. Ghandi also explains that her impulse to marry arose 

only from a desire to have children (53). In her book, unlike her narration of leadership, 

Ghandi takes great pains to note how often she daily played with and read to her sons, 

recounting with pride one anecdote where her son came to her defense when the mother 

of one of her son's friends challenged her mothering. To the accusation that Ghandi did 

not spend enough time at home with her sons, her son retorted, “My mother does lots of 
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important work, yet she plays with me more than you do with your little boy” (56). 

Ghandi freely admits that her greatest desire was to be with her children—a desire that 

led her into some precarious political situations. During the State of Emergency between 

1975-1977, Ghandi was repeatedly accused and arrested for excesses that involved her 

sons’ participation in government, especially concerning the companies Sanjay created 

under the powers given to his mother during the State of Emergency. However, as 

Emmanuel Pouchpadass notes, many of these accusations could have emerged from the 

“vengeance of phallocrats [who were] ashamed of having allowed themselves to be 

governed by a woman for such a long time” (193).  

 But given these accusations as well as other obstacles, e.g., prison and 

international conflict, while the narrative probability of unwilling leader rings true, 

especially when read in tandem with Bhutto’s autobiography, the narrative fidelity of 

compulsive action suffers much in the same way that Bhutto’s predestined martyr does. 

Ghandi notes that she was taken away from her first priority, her children, in being a 

leader of the Indian government. The long days on the campaign trail and meeting with 

people forced her to be away from her home and her children. Ghandi notes this as a 

contradiction in her life, saying that, “To a mother, her children must always come first, 

because they depend on her in a very special way. The main problem in my life was, 

therefore, how to reconcile my public obligations with my responsibility towards my 

home and my children” (55). Yet, despite this belief, she was continually in the public 

eye, speaking to large crowds and traveling to far off provinces.  
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 But it was during her time away from her family that Ghandi notes that she 

experienced self-actualization through her leadership position. At times, Ghandi noted 

that she was inspired and invigorated by the process, which counteracts the narrative of 

compulsive action or that leadership is a prison, thus challenging the narrative probability 

of her autobiography.58 Before becoming the Prime Minister, Ghandi had to overcome a 

deficit in her public speaking skills in order to address large crowds and travel. However, 

after overcoming this set back, Ghandi notes that she found public speaking and being 

with the people of India to be energizing.59 Even when crowds swarmed her, Ghandi 

enjoyed speaking to people and being with people:  “I shed my fatigue when I am with 

[the people]… I don’t see the people as a mass, I see them as so many individuals, even 

when I go to a meeting” (148). The idea that Ghandi comes alive or “sheds her fatigue” 

when she is among her constituents creates a tension with the narrative probability of 

leadership as a compulsive action or prison. In passages such as this one, Ghandi seems 

to find real enjoyment interacting with people other than her children: “Liking people is, I 

think, the most necessary quality. Only if you truly like them can you have the patience to 

deal with all kinds” (191). It is safe to say that Ghandi not only found interacting with her 

constituents invigorating, but she also really liked her constituents.  

 There can be no doubt that Ghandi saw leadership as both oppressive and 

liberating, depending on the given context or the rhetorical situation. Her ambivalence 

reflects the real material existence of being a public, world leader—for being the leader 

of a nation is not as simplistic as being either all positive or all negative. But this 

contradiction does complicate the narrative fidelity of Ghandi’s deus ex machina ascent 
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to power and leadership in that her leadership of India was obviously not only a given 

“compulsive action,” but also a personal, self-actualizing act to help others and be among 

the Indian people. Ghandi leveraged her leadership to help her own children by arguing 

that by helping all Indian children, e.g. by creating policy, she protected her own 

children. She appears to be aware that her work also supported her ultimate desire of 

being a mother: “My public work sometimes took me away from the children. Yet even 

they have felt it worthwhile because through it I am attempting to play my part in 

building a better future for all the children of India” (57). Ghandi saw her role as Prime 

Minister as both taking her away from her children and creating a better place for them to 

live.  

 Like Bhutto, Ghandi seems to be wrestling with her will to power and authority in 

My Life. With just these few examples from her autobiography, Ghandi demonstrates that 

she was driven by her will to power, but yet she shies away from making this narrative 

conspicuous. When questioned by Pouchpadass about how she came to power, whether 

or not her father groomed her for leadership, and the role her gender played in her 

leadership, she responded, “These questions are not really for me to answer” (86). Ghandi 

refuses to answer or to narrate her ascent to power as something that she wanted or 

strived for. Instead, she falls back on her narrative of compulsive action to answer any 

questions about arriving at her leadership position—and Ghandi sees that arrival as a 

process. She says, “I don’t really think that one comes of age politically with one single 

event. It is a gradual process in which a series of experiences are adding up all the time” 

(51). Her narrative of compulsive action fails to hold up in terms of narrative probability 
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when you consider that becoming Prime Minister was not just one compulsive act at a 

given time—a political “cleaning the room” when others failed to do so, if you will. 

Instead, Ghandi experienced many moments that lead to her political awakening. Instead 

of providing a pedagogical narrative for readers to emulate, which I previously 

established as a common function of autobiographical writing, Ghandi provides a 

narrative of unwilling and compulsive action to explain how she entered a traditionally 

male position.  

 One might expect these two women, Bhutto and Ghandi, who were both born into 

families that led their given nations, to narrate their ascent to power in similar ways 

seeing as they both come similar geopolitical spaces and families. Even though both of 

these women were elected in democratic processes, both Ghandi and Bhutto were part of 

the government from an early age whether taken abroad to summits as Bhutto was or 

made to give up personal luxuries in order to support her father’s political ideologies, as 

Ghandi recounts.60 However, the next two books—those of Violeta Barrios de Chamorro 

of Nicaragua and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia—also employ the very similar 

narrative structures to that of Bhutto and Ghandi, continuing a sort of deus ex machina 

explanation for this abrupt discontinuity to national doxa and traditions of leadership. 

Violeta Barrios de Chamorro came from a privileged family, as did the previous 

two women of this study. The Barrios family was comprised of wealthy landowners, a 

factor that allowed the young Violeta to attend US boarding schools and have a bourgeois 

childhood—or as she describes it, a time when “there was no confrontation between 

luxury and poverty” (28). Her husband, Pedro Joaquín Chamorro Cardenal, came from an 
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equally privileged family. However, his family was part of a Nicaraguan oligarchy that 

had been in power since the 18th century. Though he was distantly related to a handful of 

Nicaraguan presidents, Pedro was the direct descendant of Pedro Joaquín Chamorro 

Alfaro, the 39th President of Nicaragua. Violeta’s marriage to Pedro Chamorro linked two 

highly influential Nicaraguan families in terms of financial wealth and political power.  

Despite her auspicious upbringing, Barrios de Chamorro does not narrate her 

ascent in terms of her privileged education and financial stability.61 She also does not 

openly frame it as the result of merging two upper class and powerful families, though 

she does call both families the “top echelons of Nicaragua’s social structure” (10). Nor 

does she narrate that she was aware that her marriage might lead to her involvement in 

Nicaraguan politics. Instead, her autobiography, Dreams of the Heart: The 

Autobiography of President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro, recounts a story where the 

invisible force of love, not destiny, draw her into activities and experiences she did not 

want for herself but could not deny. Again, like Bhutto and Ghandi, she calls upon 

destiny as the guiding, if also invisible, force behind her ascent to the leadership of 

Nicaragua. However, this time, it is not the force history or compulsion that provides the 

deus ex machina for her ability to interrupt the masculine tradition of power in 

Nicaragua, it is the force of love.  

For Barrios de Chamorro, every political act she engaged was out of love for 

Pedro. To highlight the love and passion between Barrios de Chamorro and her husband, 

she spends several chapters detailing the initial romance and marriage proposals during 

her courtship with Chamorro. She writes about initially denying his marriage proposals in 
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order to increase his affection, lying awake at night thinking about him, playfully flirting 

with other men in front of him to make him jealous, and feeling jealous of the times 

during the times when they were apart. Barrios de Chamorro frames this romance 

narrative in the following manner: “With this [a kiss upon a marriage proposal] began a 

relationship in which we would share a life for twenty-seven years and be apart for 

however long God decides. . . I don’t think a beautiful love like ours can ever be 

repeated” (52). Throughout the chapters leading up to Chamorro’s assassination are 

passages that drip with this kind of sentimentality. While the narrative device of the force 

of love lessens slowly and subtly in the chapters after Chamorro’s death, the book falls 

back time and again to it as the driving force underlying the decisions that Barrios de 

Chamorro makes throughout her life.  

But it is not just the force of love that miraculously explains Barrios de 

Chamorro’s ascent to power, it is the destiny of that love that left her with no choice but 

to lead a nation. Barrios de Chamorro replaces Bhutto’s “forces of history” with the 

“forces of love” as the irrefutable and undeniable deus ex machina behind her ascent to 

power. While the name of the force changes, the outcome of the narrative does not. 

Barrios de Chamorro writes herself as an unwilling subject of invisible force, “I believe 

we fell in love as the unwitting subjects of a force that would drive us to fulfill a destiny 

from which we would not be able to extricate ourselves and that would join us together 

until death would part us” (10). And there is no doubt that love was the singular force in 

her life. She writes that from the day she accepted Pedro’s marriage proposal, “I was 

motivated by only one emotion: love” (57). Barrios de Chamorro recounts that she was 
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often frightened of or disinterested in attending large political rallies or speaking about 

politics. But she could always be dissuaded from her political abstinence through 

Chamorro’s requests, often times telling him “I’ll do it for you” (88). Barrios de 

Chamorro takes extra care to detail the intense chemistry of their relationship, 

documenting passionate kisses or her husband’s enjoyment at watching her undress. All 

of these details reinforce the power of her love for Chamorro. It is this narration of love 

as an undeniable force that links this book to the autobiographies of Ghandi and Bhutto. 

Again, the story rings true because it resembles other narratives of women in leadership. 

But it also rings true because the narrative of unwilling or reluctant leadership obscures 

the interruption of the doxa of the nation-state by writing each woman world leader not as 

a deliberate challenge to the national tradition of male leadership, but as a natural 

consequence of invisible forces—a deus ex machina on the political world stage.  

Unlike Bhutto and Ghandi, though, Barrios de Chamorro writes explicitly about 

her active attempts to extricate herself from various political positions through self-

imposed exile, attempts to resign from various posts, and her refusal of offers to take 

leadership roles in transitional Nicaraguan governments. Upon the death of her husband 

and with the imminent defeat of Chamorro’s long-time nemesis, Anastasio Somoza, 

various friends and politicos persuaded Barrios de Chamorro to be a part of the junta to 

succeed Somoza. Even though she voiced a clear and assertive unwillingness to become a 

politician or collaborate with known Sandinistas such as Daniel Ortega, she eventually 

agrees because she supported Chamorro’s nationalistic dreams (150). Later, diary entries 

detail how “Pedro was always on [her] mind” and how she felt convinced if Chamorro 
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had been alive, he would have chosen the same action and the same words as she did 

(154). She often found herself in what she described as strange situations, sitting around a 

table with (as she described) very angry men dressed in dark clothes and being the lone 

woman of the group. This strangeness led her to tell members of the junta that she wanted 

out—a request that the junta ignored. In fact, Barrios de Chamorro reports that she 

officially resigned six times after July 20, 1979, but that it still took nine more months to 

finally be free of her obligation (175).  

However ardently she argued against becoming a politician, she still became the 

Nicaraguan President in April of 1990, putting an end to a long civil war. When she was 

asked by delegates of the newly formed UNO (Nicaraguan Opposition Union), a 

consortium of various political parties interested in ousting Ortega’s regime, Barrios de 

Chamorro resigned herself to fate: “if God wants me to do this, I will be chosen” (260). 

This moment is an abrupt departure from her past decision-making that was based solely 

on carrying on Chamorro’s legacy. Yet it plays into the unwilling leader narrative, which 

is predicated on external, if not Divine, intervention. This theme is prominently 

announced on page early in her narrative when she states 

I should have known then that I would never be free to pursue an 

ordinary life, because from the time I met Pedro, the risen specters 

of our forefathers seemed intent on cutting a path for us in the 

history of the country. (10) 

It seems that Barrios de Chamorro narrates her life, like Bhutto and Ghandi, as a destined 

and unwilling leader. Yet in her autobiographical narrative, it was primarily the love that 
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she felt for Chamorro that ignited the forces of her forefathers as well as history—not her 

ambition, education, class status, or drive to better her country. Reading Barrios de 

Chamorro’s autobiography increases the narrative coherence of the story—the story again 

rings true because it is a familiar story of women in national leadership positions.  

Barrios de Chamorro participates in the same narrative tradition of Bhutto and 

Ghandi, even though she is not the daughter of a world leader. This time, the 

autobiographer married into the family business of politics. Again, using a narrative that 

relies on a deus ex machina as the explanation of a women’s ascent into leadership could 

be understood as the result of her marital link to a family tradition of leadership. 

However, that she married into this tradition as well as the fact that her husband was 

never the president of Nicaragua complicate this explanation. Still, it is possible that this 

is the only narrative structure provide narrative fidelity—will it only ring true—for an 

audience when a woman comes into power through family inheritance?   

 The seeming exception to the confluence of women world leaders and family 

traditions of power appears in the autobiography of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, This Child Will 

be Great: Memoir of a Remarkable Life by Africa’s First Woman President. Unlike 

Bhutto, Ghandi, and Barrios de Chamorro, Sirleaf did not come from the elite socio-

economic class of her nation-state. Born of a mother of German descent and a Gola 

father, Sirleaf experienced much criticism upon her election to president in 2006 because 

her appearance obscured her heritage, and many citizens questioned her ethnicity. 

Primarily, they believed her to be an Americo-Liberian, which was the elite population 

that had ruled over Liberia for years as descendants of the Black North Americans who 
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populated the country in the early 19th century. Sirleaf calls this accusation an “explosive 

charge” because it placed her in an elevated cultural class based on familial heritage. 

Early on in her career, she had to clarify her mother’s ethnic heritage, thus explaining her 

own mixed-race appearance.62  

 Her childhood did not mirror those of Ghandi, Bhutto, or Barrios de Chamorro in 

terms of access to education and luxuries. Instead, Sirleaf grew up in a modest home with 

a yard and an outhouse.63 Her father eventually became the first indigenous man elected 

to the Liberian House of Representatives, which meant that politicians as well as the 

president would make trips to their home. However, Sirleaf’s father was often away, 

leaving her mother to manage raising children in the polygamous culture that was still 

prominent in Liberia at the time.64 However absent he was, her father did reinforce the 

traditions and ideals of the Gola culture, insisting that they would not assimilate into the 

“settler class” that might be expected for someone who is elected to government.  

 Despite the different childhood experiences she had from that of Bhutto, Ghandi, 

and Barrios de Chamorro, Sirleaf uses a narrative that is similar to that which the others 

women leaders employed: a narrative of destiny or unexplainable forces. The title of her 

book, This Child Will Be Great, comes from an anecdote that opens the first chapter. 

After Sirleaf’s birth, a non-descript, unnamed “old man” from the village pays a visit to 

her mother and new child. After looking at her in the crib, the old man decrees that 

Sirleaf is destined for something important, saying, “This child shall be great. This child 

is going to lead” (7). By assigning such a haphazard blessing or prediction as the title of 
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the book, Sirleaf structures her life story around a (at times) haphazard but 

overdetermined journey her life takes to arrive at the moment of national leadership.  

Yet, unlike Bhutto, Ghandi, and even Barrios de Chamorro, Sirleaf reflects in her 

writing on the effects of a narrative of destiny. She expresses that she is not entirely sold 

on the old man’s prediction for her future. At times, though, this narrative of destiny is 

the only way that Sirleaf can understand how she overcame, nearly miraculously, various 

oppressive experiences in her life, such as both the extremes of the Tolbert administration 

and Samuel Doe’s regime change, as well as being arrested and confronting alleged 

assassination plots staged by Charles Taylor. As she describes these various experiences, 

she struggles to explain why she did not die, only to return to the old man’s prediction. In 

spite of those miraculous events, Sirleaf questions the validity of predestination 

throughout her autobiography. The first instance occurs right after she retells the story of 

the old man’s prediction. She quickly mentions that his prediction often seemed unlikely, 

especially when she was staying at home in Monrovia to save a failing marriage when her 

peers were going abroad to further their educations. She calls the dissonance between her 

belief in the old man’s prophecy and her skepticism the clash of her “scientific 

orientation of self-determination” with “the Presbyterian teachings of predestination” (8). 

In this moment, she is acknowledging what I have been calling the lack of narrative 

probability to these various narrative deus ex machina devices. Unlike Bhutto, she 

directly addresses how her own lived experience and knowledge conflicts with the 

narrative with which she framed her life. While she leaves this tension rather 
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ambiguously unresolved, she does explain that her faith-based understanding of 

predestination holds a powerful influence on her life (309-310). 

One way that Sirleaf confronts openly the lack of narrative probability to her 

narrative of destiny is by mentioning repeatedly that she worked hard to reach her 

personal successes and become the leader of the nation.65 When asked to account for the 

difficulties that women face on becoming leaders in Africa, she responds that she is 

certain some see her as a tokenized leader, but that she pays little attention to these critics 

because she is “usually too busy to worry about them” (77). From there, she proceeds to 

give concrete details about what she means by “busy:” finishing her degree, serving as 

the Minister of Finance for Liberia, working for the World Bank, running for the national 

legislature, working for the Equator Bank, becoming a assistant secretary-general of the 

United Nations as the director of the Regional Bureau for Africa of the United Nations 

Development Programme, and so on. All of these jobs required that Sirleaf live in various 

communities around the world: Monrovia, Nigeria, and New York, just to name a few. 

Sirleaf does not hide how difficult it was to balance the expectations of her life and how 

her own self-determination kept her afloat during these very busy times.  

Another example of how Sirleaf transparently holds the tension between the her  

destined rise to power and her self-determination occurs when Sirleaf explains her run for 

the presidency of Liberia. She writes that she paid her dues in various administrations and 

through her hard work. But even then, she states that when she ran, she had no 

expectation of actually winning. She explains that the first and most obvious obstacle 

would be that she “was a woman in a society that insisted on male leadership” as well as 
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remarking on some of the questions involving her ethnicity, her involvement in previous 

administrations (“political baggage” she calls it), and being underfunded for such a 

campaign (245). Sirleaf responded these criticisms by clearly articulating a feminist claim 

about how her lived experience and hard work qualified her to lead. To these critics of 

her, she would say, “Look at what I’ve been through. Look and tell me if there is 

anything that these men [her opponents] have been through to suggest that they have any 

better strength of character or purpose than I” (260). Yet, at the end of the book, when 

she considers what it takes to be a leader, she returns again to destiny, about being born 

into leadership. It seems “reasonable to think that certain people are born with these 

qualities of leadership” (309). What is unique, though, about Sirleaf’s autobiography is 

that she is very open and comfortable with the vacillation between the deus ex machina 

of her leadership and her self-determination. There is an ease with which she confronts 

the lived contradictions of her ascent to power.66  

Sirleaf’s narrative rings true with the other three narratives of women as world 

leaders. At times, the benediction of “this child will be great” serves as a deus ex machina 

gesture to explain away the unlikely events of her life. But she also complicates any 

narrative predestination with the necessities of lived experience—those events that train a 

person to become a “good leader.” Instead of just being destined for greatness, Sirleaf 

notes that part of the “proper grooming” of a leader is to experience the common 

experiences of the citizenry she represents. A great leader has to sacrifice herself and her 

sense of individuality for the greater good because  
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if you ever stop to think about your own preservation, your own 

safety, and your own survival, you will immediately become 

constrained. You will cease to act, or to act in the best interests of 

those you are leading. (309) 

By allowing for some ambition and personal will in the process, Sirleaf simultaneously 

uses and complicates the narrative practice of the other three women world leaders. In 

doing so, Sirleaf’s narrative seems less concerned with establishing an ideological nation-

building narrative and more concerned with her own individualized ethos; but 

nevertheless it still participates in this narrative tradition established by the other three 

writers.  
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2.3 Conclusion: Deus Ex Machina  

The autobiographies of Bhutto, Ghandi, Barrios de Chamorro, and Sirleaf demonstrate 

that women leaders either feel a need or are interpellated to retell their stories through the 

a narrative deus ex machina—at least to some extent. Partially, readers understand that 

such a narrative is a very obvious plot device because four women leaders' own narrative 

probability often fails to hold together throughout their autobiographies. But it appears 

that each of the narrative frameworks function much in the same vein as the concept of 

deus ex machina, which as previously explained, is the plot device in drama or novels 

where the seemingly impossible conflict resolves easily through a unlikely intervention 

or sudden introduction of a character, object, or force (usually divine). The conflict of 

how women leaders’ bodies gain access to masculinized spaces of power easily resolves, 

at least narratively, through the telling of a life story built upon concepts of destiny or 

invisible forces leading to the acquisition of power. Such narratives also provides a facile 

resolution to the conflict of the interruption the tradition of masculinized leadership by 

presenting a divine-like intervention, which, in turn, perpetuates the doxa of the nation-

state’s continuity.  

I argue that using the deus ex machina narrative structure provides the women 

leaders with a rhetorical maneuver that reinforces the doxa of the nation-state for both 

internal and external constituencies—and they do so while their bodies challenge the 

tradition of male leadership. All four of these women note how electing a woman leader 

challenged the dominant ideologies of their given nation-states, often unsettling 
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constituents and confronting sexist beliefs about the characteristics of leadership. Bhutto 

explains her situation in Pakistan in this way: 

I am a female political leader fighting to bring modernity, 

communication, education and technology to Pakistan. . . but I do 

believe my career has been more challenging because I am a 

woman. Clearly it’s not easy for women in modern society, no 

matter where we live. We still have to go the extra mile to prove 

that we are equal to men. We have to work longer hours and make 

more sacrifices. And we must emotionally protect ourselves from 

unfair, often vicious attacks made on us via the male members of 

our family. (xiii) 

In this passage, she couches patriarchy and sexism in less violent terms than in other 

anecdotes, such as Sirleaf’s more explicitly violent expression of how the gendered body 

of a woman leader can bring instability to a nation-state. For example, when Charles 

Taylor expressed his absolute disdain towards electing a women leader in Liberia, he 

swore that “no woman could govern Liberia. Who had ever heard of such a thing in 

Africa? Never, he declared. Not over his dead body. People knew what he meant” 

(Sirleaf 218). To demonstrate his commitment to use violence should a woman vie for the 

presidency, he backed up this statement with several failed assassination plots against 

Sirleaf. It is no doubt that a woman’s body disrupts nationalized concepts of masculinized 

leadership and that these women faced great perils to achieve the highest office in their 

countries.  
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 The rhetorical exigency that these autobiographical narratives respond to is the 

discontinuity upon the disruption of the doxa of the nation-state, caused by the entrance 

of a woman into a position of power. By creating a narrative that emerges out of the 

forces of history and/or nature, these women’s leadership roles appear as a naturally 

occurring phenomenon, much in line with the doxa of the nation-state as a naturally 

occurring entity with an eternal trajectory. Indira Ghandi writes that no progress can 

occur without such a sense of unity and continuity: “Without unity, of course, there can 

be no stability or progress” (91). This thinking is tautological—without unity there is no 

stability or progress and without stability there is no continuity or progress. The 

autobiographies of this chapter demonstrate that these four women leaders understood 

that ambitious and powerful women challenge the ideologies of the nation-state by 

introducing a new gendered form into a highly visible leadership role. While the writers, 

with Barrios de Chamorro being the exception, aggressively support feminist issues and 

women’s movements, they were often willing to temper their own lived experience of 

ambition, drive, and hard work through the lens of predestination in order to ensure some 

sense of stability and continuity—at least in their writings—of their given nation-state. 

By reading these four texts together as a transnational conversation about how women 

ascend to positions of power within a nation-state, readers can see how Fisher’s concept 

of narrative fidelity functions to fulfill an ideological argument about the nation-state. It 

is through women leaders’ repeating these narratives of unavoidable destinies that the 

story really begins to “ring true” for the reader.  
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Because these are autobiographies, though, the lines between reality, history, and 

fiction become blurred. A reader picking up any one of these books could pass off these 

stories as a historical account of what really happened. But autobiographical scholar of 

women politicians, Emily Plec, writes that autobiographies are more than just life stories, 

or the events that these leaders experienced. Indeed, autobiographies “communicate 

ideologies, they help us to identify and understand other communities, and they have the 

potential to shape the way we perceive and relate to others” (109-110). The ideology that 

emerges from reading these four texts in context is that of women in positions of world 

leadership are not the products of feminist agendas but the destiny of highly 

individualized circumstances. In turn, this ideology reinforces the doxa of the nation-state 

as a naturally occurring phenomenon, as a stable entity that will endure and resist change. 

While all four of the nation-states represented in these autobiographies have 

experienced the effects of colonization, political instability, or regime change, the writers 

never explicitly questioned the legitimacy or authenticity of the nation-state. Never, even 

under colonial rule or a violent dictatorship, did the nation-state dissolve or did these 

women assert that they believed that it should or could. Instead, the belief in the good of 

maintaining the nation-state kept all of these writers motivated to action at various points 

in their careers. In stark contrast to these narratives stands Golda Meir’s autobiography, 

My Life. Unlike the former texts, Meir does not employ any narrative structure that 

resembles deus ex machina. Even though Zionism would seem to lend itself to a narrative 

of predestination or of inherited power, Meir tells the unlikely story of a Russian 

immigrant growing up “different” in Milwaukee, growing up poor and Jewish, and 
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wanting a better life for Jews everywhere. It is a story of hard manual labor on a kibbutz 

and of personal failures, e.g., her estranged husband and the criticism of her children. 

Like the other women leaders, Meir narrates that it was never her goal to become the 

leader of the nation, but she does narrate her drive and ambition to pursue the goals 

Zionism and create a Jewish nation-state. It is a unique tension to narrate a life story in a 

very matter-of-fact story that works toward an explicitly predestined future, e.g., 

Zionism. But that is exactly what Meir does. She does not claim that she was chosen to 

lead the Jews in Israel, nor does she appear unwilling to take on “the mantle” of 

leadership.  

I interpret the lack of ideological narrative fidelity to the pattern of deus ex 

machina to Meir’s explicit and often mentioned acceptance that the nation-state of Israel 

as a contested space. Even from its inception, Meir notes that the legitimacy of Israel has 

been and will always be challenged. In fact, Meir writes that, “nothing in Israel ever stays 

static” (282). Perhaps she acknowledges national instability because she was one of the 

founders who had to argue for the creation and recognition of Israel as a nation-state. 

Since it had to be stated explicitly that the nation-state should be created, thus giving the 

Israel the sense of being created by people through a rhetorical, political process, the 

“goes without saying” nature of national doxa could never be established.67 Or maybe she 

recognizes the inherent instability of the nation-state because upon the eve of Israel’s 

nationhood she and her fellow citizens realized that they would be at war with Arab 

armies the next morning (229). Or perhaps her awareness stems from the deeply religious 

battle that erupts around the Zionist movement and Israel as a nation-state. All of these 
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reasons could have informed Meir’s awareness of the instability of the nation-state and, 

thus, her narrative structure that departs from the tradition of the other four texts. 

Regardless, Meir’s autobiography serves as an antithesis to the previous texts. What Meir 

demonstrates in her autobiography is that there is potential for a different narrative when 

the nation-state is not taken as a given or as static. If a woman, such as Meir, can account 

for the flexibility of shifting borders and governments, a woman leader can recount her 

ascent to leadership without a narrative device that would reinscribe the status quo of the 

nation-state, despite her gendered difference.  

Furthermore, an autobiography of a women world leader that does not rely on a 

narrative of deus ex machina opens itself up to a larger rhetorical and potentially more 

feminist purpose. Smith (1987) claims that autobiographies, especially of feminist 

writers, both argue and instruct as they narrate. But what is the instruction for future 

leaders in a story built upon the premise of predestination or a fortunate birth? Hope that 

you are born under the right sign? Clearly not. Instead, narratives that rely on this type of 

deus ex machina close themselves off to the potential rhetorical education of future 

women leaders. I am sure that a woman who is inspired to work for the good of her 

community (be it narrated as a nation-state or otherwise) can hopefully look past 

narrative structure to some of the really admirable lessons Bhutto, Ghandi, Barrios de 

Chamorro, and Sirleaf have to share—those of persistence, an ethics of care, identifying 

with the people who you represent, etc. However, a narrative that resolves it tensions 

around deus ex machina restricts the secular pedagogical potential of these texts to 
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instruct future leaders to see themselves as just those who are “born at the right place at 

the right time.”68  

Smith and Watson, (1998), argue that “women’s autobiography is now a 

privileged site for thinking about issues of writing at the intersection of feminist, 

postcolonial, and postmodern critical theories. Processes of subject formation and agency 

occupy theorists of narrative and, indeed, of culture as never before” (5). We can see the 

intersection of feminist politics clashing with the traditions of Western subjectivity and 

national leadership in the autobiographies of these five women. Yet while many readers 

will pick up one of these autobiographies to see how a nation evolved politically and 

ideologically towards the election of a woman, what they will find are narratives that do 

not necessarily challenge the traditions that came before them. 
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CHAPTER 3  
CREATING A CORPORATE RHETOR FOR WOMEN WORLD LEADERS 

 
There is still. . . a fundamental issue that remains 
unresolved for feminists,. . . how we get from the 

values we hold dear—of collective, non-
hierarchical, democratic behavior—to the 

outcome we seek, of a peaceful world safe for 
women and others now subject discrimination, 

victimization, and oppression, without sacrificing 
these values in the rush to seize and use power on 

behalf of feminist ends   
Hester Einsenstein, Gender Shock, 1991. 

 
In the previous chapter, I investigated how individual women used 

autobiographical narrative structures to address and, at times, counteract the instability 

that their gendered candidacies and administrations brought to the doxa of their given 

nation-states. In this chapter, I investigate the collective rhetorics that represent an 

organized presence of various women world leaders—The Council of Women World 

Leaders (CWWL). Sponsored by the Aspen Institute, an international non-profit 

organization committed to ethical global leadership and Enlightenment ideals based on 

the work of Goethe, the CWWL serves as an organization of past and present women 

leaders of nation-states to, as stated on their website, “promote good governance and 

enhance the experience of democracy globally by increasing the number, effectiveness, 

and visibility of women who lead at the highest levels in their countries.” The website 

also describes the CWWL as a “collective voice since 1996,” but it is the manner in 

which the embodied and geopolitical diversity of the CWWL members comes to 

represent such a unified, “collective voice,” that drives this chapter. Therefore, I analyze 

how the women represented by the CWWL organized to create their collective voice, as 
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well as how this voice functions as what communications scholar George Cheney calls a 

corporate rhetor, speaking on behalf of a group of diverse women from highly divergent 

geopolitical positions. Ultimately, I argue that the images deployed by the CWWL in 

three different publications give the organization a recognizable symbol of power similar 

to that of many corporations—a personified corporate rhetor. However this same 

corporate rhetor, who speaks on behalf of the CWWL members, undermines the feminist 

agenda of its mission by obscuring the heterogeneity of the CWWL, homogenizing the 

organization to an imperial, first-world rhetor.  

In order to make this argument, I analyze the materials provided by the CWWL, 

especially those that address its mission statement, organizational strategies, and 

organizational activities. While there are many documents created and circulated by the 

CWWL, I focus on those that are most available to the public, as these documents are 

what create an organizational presence in the public sphere. My three analytical focal 

points are the CWWL’s official web site; the book-length publication Women World 

Leaders by the CWWL’s secretary General, Laura Liswood; and the CWWL 

documentary Women World Leaders. In investigating these three artifacts, I look for what 

George Cheney calls organizational rhetoric, which simply stated is “how it is that 

organizations speak to and enlist voices of individual persons” (1991, ix). I explain how 

the CWWL’s organizational rhetoric involves visually constructing a humanistic 

corporate rhetor of a white, first-world female who ends up branding the organization, 

giving a human figure to an otherwise impersonal bureaucratic organization. While 

creating a corporate rhetor helps the CWWL achieve its mission of promoting the 
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participation of women in national governance, it also complicates the CWWL’s capacity 

to change the status quo of women and leadership by simultaneously using the patriarchal 

logic of binary thinking to create opposites (man/woman, leader/follower) and privileging 

a specific type of US feminism that relies on whiteness and capitalism. Consequently, it 

may be argued that the CWWL’s public relations material actually perpetuate rather than 

resist systemic mechanisms that prohibit progressive social action. Furthermore, I argue 

that CWWL’s corporate rhetor homogenizes the lived, embodied differences of the 

diverse CWWL members into a collective voice that promotes a rhetorical performance 

that is strongly oriented towards a first-world and masculinist ideology. In doing so, the 

CWWL engages in the problematical politics of some second wave and US feminisms 

that third world feminists such as Chandra Mohanty and Inderpal Grewal have roundly 

critiqued. According to these and other scholars, when a political agenda enforces 

homogeneity, it tends to become imperialist, first-world, and heteronormative.69  

In order to chart the material effects of the ideological and political transnational 

CWWL, I provide a brief historical overview of organizational scholarship, primarily 

outlining what constitutes an organization or a corporation and how such entities are 

inherently rhetorical. Then, I present an overview of organizational rhetorics, based on 

the work of Cheney and other organizational communication scholars such as Richard 

Crable and Dennis Mumby. With this theoretical framework established, I argue for 

employing the term “corporate rhetor” to identify the entity that speaks/persuades/writes 

on behalf of the multiple perspectives that comprise it, especially when considering how 

an organization speaks or writes. Returning to the research location of the CWWL, I next 
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give a historical overview of the development of the Aspen Institute and the CWWL. 

With this historical context, I analyze the three different rhetorical artifacts noted earlier, 

examining how both literal and discursively constructed images are created and selected 

for them in order to construct a visible and familiar corporate rhetor for the CWWL. 

Finally, I argue that the CWWL corporate rhetor undermines the scope of the 

organization’s potentially feminist agenda because it relies primarily on US feminist 

politics and patriarchal understandings of leadership. Indeed, the CWWL provides 

another space that is paradoxically committed to interrupting traditions of male national 

leadership by encouraging women into positions of leadership even while it perpetuates a 

paradigm for women world leaders that reaffirms gendered performances of leadership in 

order to maintain the doxa of the nation-state.  

 



123 

3.1 Organizational Rhetorics and the Corporate Rhetor 

Organizations are so deeply embedded in everyday life in the United States that they 

often go unnoticed let alone questioned or critiqued. Of course there are the obvious and 

intrusive organizations that can seem to be simultaneously everywhere and nowhere in 

particular such as, for example, the federal government or the military.70 But there are 

many smaller institutions that people take for granted such as family, neighborhood, or 

social organizations. Therefore before continuing with my argument about how the 

CWWL functions to rhetorically create a category of “women world leaders,” I will offer 

a working definition of organizations, organizational rhetoric, and the corporate rhetor, 

showing how each in turn relates to the public construction of the CWWL. 

 Thinking organizationally means having a clear understanding of what an 

“organization” is. The work of Chester Barnard provides much of the foundational theory 

for how contemporary organizational theorists understand and identify organizations. In 

1938, Barnard described—but did not define—organizations as two or more persons who 

deliberately unite to create a system of activities for a given purpose.71 Barnard created a 

description so basic that it could be applied to nearly any group of people: families, 

nations, home-owner’s associations, places of worship, friendships, domestic 

partnerships, etc. Barnard provided a vague description as to what constitutes an 

organization; but this vagueness, this ambiguity, was the point for Barnard since nearly 

everything humans do, they do in collaboration with others in some fashion of 

organization. While some might criticize this description as being too inclusive, too 

encompassing, I find it useful in highlighting how deeply organized humans are as a 
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species—that there is very little (if any) human activity that occurs outside of some sort 

of organizational structure.  

While it some organizations, such as friendship, rely on a loose or informal 

contracts for their organization, e.g., sharing of confidences or reciprocity of favors, 

many organizations create strong bureaucracies to institutionalize the organization’s 

legitimacy. This chapter is on one institutionalized organization—the CWWL—that more 

closely aligns with theorists’ understanding of organizations, such as that of German 

sociologist, Max Weber. According to Weber, organizations are created in order to 

increase agency and power for individuals who comprise specific groups or alliances. 

Weber’s work on organizations traces the origin of what could be called the “modern 

organization” back to trade guilds in the Middle Ages, when artisans (all men) organized 

themselves to confront the oppressive power of the Church.72 The strength and ubiquity 

of the modern organization grew during the British and the Second Industrial Revolution 

when corporations were formed to establish new, unique projects, e.g., The Brooklyn 

Bridge, that required people with different skill sets to collaborate.73 The corporation, as a 

specific type of organization, is granted a legal charter to organize in order to achieve a 

specific goal over a limited period of time. Near the end of the Industrial Revolution in 

1868, another important event promoted the growing power of the corporation; the 14th 

Amendment of the US Constitution, which granted a broader definition of citizenship to 

provide civil rights protections and due process to more Americans. A far cry from its 

original intent, the 14th Amendment was often cited in Supreme Court cases in the late 

19th century to argue for corporations to have the status and rights associated with the 14th 



125 

Amendment’s “personhood.” As Thom Hartmann accounts in his 2002 book about the 

rise of the US corporation, many people believe that the 1886 case of Santa Clara County 

v. Southern Pacific Railroad legally granted corporation personhood status. However, 

Hartmann’s research demonstrates that the only mention of a corporation’s rights as a 

person occurs in the case’s headnotes—a section of the case proceedings that are not 

legally binding and are written by the court reporter, supposedly to give context to the 

court proceedings (107). Hartmann takes great care to outline the hypothetical ways in 

which non-legally binding headnotes have been able to grant corporations the rights of 

persons, but all of his research only points to that this shift was made and mysteriously, 

these headnotes were contorted into supporting corporate personhood—a shift from 

which transnational corporations have emerged (135).74 

Because of the assumed personhood status of the corporation, which has also been 

conferred to other legally recognized organizations such as non-profits, organizations 

have been granted the legal power to participate in both private and public sphere 

discourse with material consequences.75 I agree, then, with George Cheney when he 

argues that the work of organizations is inherently rhetorical in the same manner as a 

human being speaking or writing. Organizations not only use language and texts as a 

means of communication within the organizational structure in order to create and sustain 

themselves, but they also use external rhetorical acts to argue the legitimacy, status, and 

good of the organization to those who have liminal relationships towards the 

organization. Cheney cites the organization’s primary role as persuading both individuals 

and groups—regardless of the individual’s or group’s standing in relation to the 
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organization—that the legitimacy and sustainability of the organization are necessary. 

Because of the need to argue for their legitimacy, organizations, in theory, have the 

potential to speak and write to everyone, even when the message is alienating an 

audience from membership in its structure or persuading us to buy a given product or 

service. Further, as Richard Crable states, “Whatever else they are, organizations are 

inherently rhetorical; whatever else it is, rhetoric is inherently organizational” (115). Or, 

said differently, language (writ broadly) and rhetoric are used to create organizational 

structure, and organizational structures create rhetorical exigencies.  

The lived reality of humans’ organizational affiliations as well as the 

organization’s inherent rhetorical function should mean that scholarship in rhetoric and 

composition studies—as a field of study located with an English discipline—should be 

highly attentive to how individuals and groups of people speak and write on behalf of 

organizational interests. Yet, rhetoric and composition studies can sometimes assume an 

individualistic notion of a “rhetor,” thus under-theorizing the organizational affiliation or 

organizational structures of a given text or speech act.76 Perhaps better stated, rhetoric 

and composition scholars sometimes take as a given that a rhetor speaks/writes/acts from 

a highly individualized, humanistic, and non-organizational space.77 But what Crable and 

Cheney, both communications scholars, appear to be pointing out is that speaking and 

writing should be thought of in terms of organizational theory because groups and 

individuals rarely experience a rhetorical exigency without being reminiscent of what 

Bernard conceptualizes as organizational affiliation(s).78 What I mean is that people 

rarely speak or write unless it is from an organizational position: teacher, parent, friend, 
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boss, citizen, employee, advocate, client, and so on. Furthermore, most messages come 

from collective sources—if not produced by an explicitly collective entity, e.g., AIG or 

CWWL, then by implicit organizational influences.79 However, it is not only that 

organizations are rhetorical because they allow for individuals to develop agency through 

affiliation, but also because they too, as constructs, must respond as a collective entity to 

rhetorical exigencies to act, to speak, and to write on behalf of the members that 

constitute them, especially in terms of bureaucracy, branding, and organizational 

continuity.  

The residual effects of organizations writing and speaking as a collective are the 

identities that emerge from the organization’s rhetoric. Said differently, organizational 

affiliation structures human identities by giving people titles to their function in 

relationship to the organization. Or as Brenda Allen states, organizations are the “primary 

sites of identity formation where everyday practices help members construct their 

identities as well as their knowledge about others’ identities” (46). This means that we 

not only speak and write through organizational affiliation, but also we understand our 

identities through our organizational connections.80 The social-constructionist view of 

organizations is exceptionally important for this chapter because I am analyzing the 

CWWL to demonstrate that, in part, people can come to an understanding of the label 

“women world leaders” through the CWWL’s rhetorical strategies. Differently stated, 

people come to understand and identify the imaginary collective of “women world 

leaders” partially through the CWWL’s organizational rhetoric and constructed, 

personified corporate rhetor. 
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To investigate how this identitarian effect emerges from an organization, one 

could examine how individual members of an organization rhetorically act. As Butler 

points out in Gender Trouble, many feminists try to find a “‘doer’ behind the deed” (34). 

However, such desire to place agency into an embodied person—the “doer”—elides the 

systemic structures that create the exigency for that person to speak or act. To look at 

only individual people and how they write, speak, and interact within an organization 

would miss how the organization, in its veritable personhood, communicates with the 

public. Not surprisingly, the organization—or corporation—which was created to give 

individuals more power or agency, can actually decenter the individuals that created it as 

the organization becomes more and more concerned with business continuation and 

efficiency. As Cheney and McMillan explain, “the instrument (organization) which was 

originally created to increase the power of the individual has effectively usurped much of 

that power to become in many cases the individual’s voice, source of authority, and 

resource for identity” (97). What these scholars aptly note is that as the organization 

grows, the source of authority begins to shift away from the individuals as a collective 

and to the organization as a person. 

As this shift of power and agency occurs, the “corporate rhetor” becomes a key 

player in organizational communication. In this phrase “corporate” refers to a “body or 

group of natural persons” represented by a unified organizational voice (Cheney 1991, 

166). Cheney uses the language of “natural” and “corporate” persons based on the work 

of James Coleman’s 1974 Foundations of Social Theory in order to differentiate the real, 

embodied people (“natural people”) who make up an organization and the corporate 
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person—the voice of the organization that is created by the natural people who interact 

with the organization. Furthermore, Cheney (1991) argues for using the word “corporate” 

to represent a unified, organizational voice, even if the organization is not a “corporation” 

per se. He makes use of the term because it signals many of the legal ramifications and 

personhood statuses associated with the 14th amendment mentioned earlier. While some 

organizations do not retain legal personhood status, they can still function under the same 

corporate logic—creating identities, collecting capital, and so forth. In addition to the 14th 

Amendment, Supreme Court decisions in the 1960s gave expanded rights of speech to 

corporate entities. All of these legal and ideological parameters give credence to using the 

metaphor of the “organization-as-rhetor,” or what is called the “corporate rhetor.” In 

citing Weber’s work as the theoretical foundations for their claims, Cheney and 

McMillan acknowledge that  

an organization is in effect a social entity to the extent that citizens 

understand it and act toward it as if it were so. Therefore, there is a very 

real sense [emphasis mine] in which the organization as a whole can be 

thought to be a person speaking, a “corporate” rhetor. …  [T]o be sure, 

any message is created in some way by one or more individuals, natural 

persons, but many messages appear to be from whole impersonal 

collective sources. (96) 

It is this “very real sense” of the CWWL as an organization as a living, speaking, writing 

person that this chapter investigates. 
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But how does a corporate rhetor rhetorically function for an organization such as 

the CWWL?81 Generally speaking, the monolithic corporate rhetor is one strategy 

organizations use to manage the multiple identities represented by its members. As 

Cheney explains, “organizational rhetoric is understood here in terms of ‘managing’ 

multiple identities, for this is the rhetorical challenge ever facing individuals and 

organizations in a complex postindustrial society” (1991, ix). The manner in which 

organizations manage the “natural” persons’ identities is often called organizational 

rhetoric. Cheney identifies the roots of organizational rhetoric in the scholarship of 

Kenneth Burke and Michel Foucault, looking at how people (dis)indentify with the 

values and messages of given organizations. The example that Cheney provides is that of 

S.C. Johnson’s branding strategy of the phrase, “a family company”—a logo that 

attempts to anthropomorphize this US-corporation into something that is as everyday and 

embodied as a family. A public either identifies or disassociates itself with this 

anthropocentric metaphor. In this example, S.C. Johnson’s organizational rhetoric 

attempts to corral the diverse identities of its clients, employees, and administration into a 

metaphorical family that interacts through consumerism and services, which is a way to 

internally manage the identities that compose the organization. But likewise, this strategy 

also serves as external organizational rhetoric in that the family metaphor either creates a 

humanized persona or transforms the abstract organization into a unified and humanistic 

entity.82  

So then, how do organizational and communication theorists explain the fact that 

organizations both allow for and empower identities while at the same time seeking to 
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“manage” them?  Why do organizations seek to unify natural human bodies and identities 

into a corporate rhetor whose humanism is created metaphorically? Can we speak of an 

authentic individual speaker who is located in an organizational setting? Cheney argues 

that questions about rhetorical situations such as these become complicated when the 

corporate person is invoked (Cheney and McMillan). To clarify some of these 

complications, I analyze how the CWWL creates a public, identifiable corporate rhetor to 

humanize its organizational structure. Specifically, I will describe the visual 

organizational rhetoric of the CWWL, analyzing its attempts to create a highly visible 

corporate person from the collective of very differently embodied individuals. Primarily, 

I will be looking to see whether or not the politics of this corporate rhetor are in line with 

the organizational mission, which appears to include a feminist and progressive political 

agenda.  

As a means of contextualizing my analysis of the CWWL materials and 

organizational rhetoric, next I provide a brief historical overview of the Aspen Institute 

and the CWWL. As portrayed on its website, the CWWL at first glance appears to be an 

initiative created to further the goals and work of the Aspen Institute. However, upon 

deeper investigation, the origins of the CWWL are actually much more humanistic and 

feminist than the machinations of an organizational think tank.  
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3.2 The Aspen Institute and the Council of Women World Leaders—A Historical 
Perspective 
 

The history of the CWWL partially resides in the history of the Aspen Institute. In 

1949, scholars, writers, artists, and business people congregated in Aspen to celebrate the 

works and philosophies of Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe and to figure out how to enact 

great changes in a time of darkness (Post-WWII US and Europe). The convocation in 

1949 was called “the Great Conversation” and focused on the Goethe quotation that 

“Noble be man, helpful and good! For that alone sets him apart from every other creature 

on Earth” (1950-2000: The Great Conversation). Attendees, including Albert Schweitzer, 

were interested in how to create and foster global leadership that engaged in universalist 

ethics. After the 20-day celebration, the Great Conversation’s organizer, Chicagoan 

Walter Paepcke, created what is now called the Aspen Institute. The first steps of the 

Aspen Institute were to create seminars for corporate executives that would make them 

more sensitive to the needs of the communities and clients they served as well as to those 

indirectly affected by their choices. As Paepcke stated, “the Executive Seminar was not 

intended to make a corporate treasurer a more skilled corporate treasurer but to help a 

leader gain access to his or her own humanity by becoming more self-aware, more self-

correcting, and more self-fulfilling” (“About the Institute”). What Paepcke highlights in 

this statement is the sense of duty tied to positions of leadership—or as Goethe defined 

the word duty, being able to respond to “what the day demands.”83 To this day, the Aspen 

Institute attends to issues of leaders striving to meet “what the day demands.” The 

Institute’s website states that its official mission is two-fold: 
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to foster values-based leadership, encouraging individuals to reflect on the 

ideals and ideas that define a good society, and to provide a neutral and 

balanced venue for discussing and acting on critical issues. (“Mission”) 

However, the Aspen Institute delves deeper into these goals on the same webpage, citing 

its wish to create a dialogical space that is horizontal, non-partisan, technologically-

networked, connected across divisions, and sustainable. The Aspen Institute seeks to 

achieve these goals through seminars (such as the Executive Seminar discussed above), 

public conferences and events, young leader fellowships, and policy institutes.  

 One such policy institute of the Aspen Institute is the CWWL. Co-founded in 

1996 by the first woman ever to be democratically elected as the head of a nation-state, 

Vigdís Finnbogadóttir (President of Iceland 1980-1996), the CWWL seeks to extend the 

Aspen Institute’s focus of sustainable networks of leaders through an organization of 

“women world leaders.” It should be noted, however, that the Aspen Institute did not 

create the CWWL. Instead, fifteen world leaders made the decision to begin an 

organization. In Laura Liswood’s book, Women World Leaders, she recounts how she 

realized that many of the women she was interviewing for her book project were curious 

about one another, as most of them had never met. Upon this realization, Liswood 

arranged for the fifteen leaders to meet at a summit in Stockholm. During this summit, 

the leaders decided that they wanted to make their own group.  

Currently, the Aspen Institute supports the continuation of the CWWL’s 

activities, much like a transnational corporation owns and manages subsidiary businesses. 

The CWWL strives “to mobilize the highest-level women leaders globally for collective 
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action on issues of critical importance to women” (“About the Council”). Furthermore, 

the CWWL engages in activities, such as conferences, fellowships, and summits to 

“promote good governance and gender equality, and enhances the experience of 

democracy globally by increasing the number, effectiveness, and visibility of women 

who lead their countries” (ibid.). The CWWL’s mission and activities mirror that of the 

Aspen Institute, except in its explicit focus on women and leadership. 

 At present, there are 38 living members of the CWWL, only ten of whom are still 

in office.84 There are also six in memoriam members. At present, the current President of 

Finland, Tarja Halonen, serves as Chair of the Council. The CWWL extends membership 

not only to women holding the executive offices of a country but also executive cabinet 

members, such as Madeline Albright of the US Clinton administration. However, the list 

of members is not exhaustive of all the women worldwide who hold executive office; one 

prominent omission is that of recently elected Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir, the current Prime 

Minister of Iceland. Nor does the CWWL account for some non-democratically elected 

women, such as monarchial women, e.g., Queen Elizabeth II of England.85 

 In addition to the members, there is a secretariat staff of advisors, program 

managers, website managers, and interns, all of whom are women. Heading this staff is 

the Secretary General, Laura Liswood, the other co-founder of the CWWL. According to 

her professional website, Liswood is a senior advisor to Goldman Sachs, a former 

CEO/President of an executive-level consulting firm, an author and speaker, as well as 

the co-founder of The White House Project—an organization that focuses solely on 

electing a US woman President. Furthermore, Liswood authored both of the publications 
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of the CWWL—a book (2007) and a DVD (1997) of the same title, Women World 

Leaders—that will be analyzed in the next section of this chapter. In addition to Liswood, 

the secretariat staff consists of three permanent members—a senior advisor, a program 

manager, and a program associate—and several rotating interns and fellows of various 

educational levels and academic backgrounds.  

 Finally, the CWWL also consists of an official advisory council and a list of 

partners/supporters. The seventeen members of the advisory council reflect a wide variety 

of backgrounds and political interests. Some of the members include Judy Woodruff 

(Former Anchor and Senior Correspondent for CNN), Dr. Lee C. Bollinger (President, 

Columbia University), Walter Isaacson (President and CEO, The Aspen Institute), Joseph 

S. Nye, Jr. (Dean of the John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University 

[1995-2004]), Dr. Rita Süssmuth (President of the German Parliament [1988-1998]), 

Oscar Arias Sanchez (Former President of Costa Rica [1986-1990] and Nobel Peace 

Prize Laureate), and Kiichi Miyazawa (Prime Minister of Japan [1991-1993]). The list of 

partners/supporters includes eight national governments (Chile, Iceland, India, Liberia, 

New Zealand, Spain, Sweden, and Tanzania) and the US Department of State. Also listed 

are US-based organizations such as AARP, W.K. Kellogg Foundation, John D. and 

Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and the Center for Work-Life Policy. Transnational 

governmental and NGOs are the other mainstay of the list of supporters, including the 

WHO, the World Bank, the World Economic Forum, the UN Action Campaign, and the 

European Union.  



136 

 All of the various individuals and organizations that make up the CWWL, such as 

the partners and supporters listed above, make it difficult to discern just who is speaking 

or writing when the CWWL produces a text or an image. Because there are no apparent 

individual speakers or authors, the message is therefore expressed through an abstract 

organizational voice—or the corporate rhetor. Through this voice, the CWWL must try to 

represent the interests and missions of the various members that constitute it, and those 

who help produce texts must remain faithful to the corporate rhetor of the CWWL. As 

Crable suggests, we have to “get behind the scenes” of a communicative act to see how 

even when a natural person, such as Laura Liswood, speaks on behalf of the CWWL, she 

is not actually speaking; the corporate person—the CWWL—is speaking. This sleight of 

hand is usually unexplored because readers and audience members are more comfortable 

understanding that the spokesperson is speaking on his or her own behalf. Again, Crable 

says it best when he remarks: 

we want to be distracted toward the simplistic. Analysis from a multitude 

of studies and fields supports the idea that humans want stability, a 

freedom from dissonance, an escape from uncertainty, a chance to trust, a 

reason to believe. When such occurs, we tend to relax. (125) 

Therefore, in the next section, I use Crable’s assessment of human’s desire for stability to 

destabilize the notion of the CWWL as a democratic conglomerate of natural persons 

who are all equally represented through the diversity of the CWWL’s mission statement 

and charter. In doing so, I demonstrate how the Council creates and reinforces embodied 

and Westernized understandings of “women world leaders.”  
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3.3 Manifesting the (in)Visible Corporate Rhetor of the CWWL  

In the last section, I outlined how the CWWL is constituted of more than just the 

bodies that fill the executive governmental offices of a given country. The various levels 

of leadership, membership, and sponsorship demonstrate that the CWWL is a complex 

and dynamic organization that represents a variety of interests and parties. The breadth 

and depth of this organization show a commitment to feminist ideals of horizontal 

coalitional-building across lines of difference and power. But that said, the CWWL still 

functions around what German sociologist Robert Michels called “the iron law of 

oligarchy” or the inevitable hierarchy that emerges in any organizational structure.86 

Secretary Liswood acknowledges both the horizontal and vertical nature of the CWWL 

saying, “there are few organizations with the scope and authority that ours has” (14). 

What Liswood correctly identifies is that some of the “authoritative” members of the 

CWWL will have the ability to influence the direction and perception of the organization, 

while others reside in relative (and perhaps desired) invisibility.87  

Like visibility and influence, the participation in the CWWL of these various 

parties and people differs greatly. Liswood’s involvement (and voice) in the CWWL 

appears to be a driving and public force, while the interests and involvement of an 

organization like the Center for Work-Life Policy could not be easily articulated without 

further research. But these multiple interests and multiple identities merge to become one 

in a rhetorical situation where “authorship, agency, content, and effect are all made 

problematic” (Cheney and McMillan, 104). Figuring out just who the organization speaks 

for or with (and why) become difficult questions. If a corporate rhetor is the unified voice 
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that manages the multiple identities of the membership, how can we characterize this 

non-human, corporate voice? Who is the CWWL as a writer and speaker? How does this 

corporate rhetor argue for, against, and/or with the interests of the natural persons it 

represents? What are the ramifications of speaking through a corporate rhetor in terms of 

an organization that seeks “to mobilize the highest-level women leaders globally for 

collective action on issues of critical importance to women?” In this section, I analyze a 

few public texts of the CWWL where the organization attempts to make visible the 

corporate rhetor that speaks for and with the natural bodies that constitute it. I use three 

very visible locations: the CWWL website; the CWWL book, written by Liswood; and 

the DVD that was created from the research interviews from the aforementioned book.  

Since the DVD can only be purchased through the organization’s website and the 

book has limited release outside of the website, the WWW becomes the portal for most 

audiences to initially encounter the CWWL. Because the WWW is so widely hailed as 

democratic and accessible, I need to point out the lack of accessibility of this interface for 

a broadly conceived project such as the “mobilization of women.” According to one 

source on Internet penetration and infrastructure, Europe and North America contain 

77.4% of all global Internet structure, meaning that over three-quarters of IP addresses 

are geographically located within the western hemisphere (IPligence 2007). Furthermore, 

statistical data shows that there is a geographical schism in terms of Internet penetration, 

or the percentage of populations with access to the Internet (See Table 1). While it might 

seem like people from geographical spaces like Asia dominate Internet usage because of 

the sheer number of users (46.2% of all Internet users are located in Asia), the percentage 
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of penetration in such areas is exceptionally low (only 19% of Asians have access to the 

Internet). For example, one study shows that over three-quarters of North Americans 

have access to the Internet versus one-fifth of Asians (Internet World Stats). This means 

that while there are many people in Asia using the Internet, it is not an easily accessible 

communication tool. Worldwide, only 25.6% of the population has access to the Internet,  

which complicates its reputation as accessible and democratic. 

 
 

Table 1: Statistics of World Internet Usage (Internet World Stats) 
 

With these statistical data, the reliance on a website means that the corporate 

rhetor of the CWWL will be a highly technologized speaker who communicates with a 

privileged audience. This “wired” rhetor makes transnational electronic connections 

quickly and invisibly. However, these connections can leap over geographical and 

political spaces of limited Internet penetration and accessibility. This critique of a highly 

technologized organizational rhetor is not unique to the CWWL, nor should it be read as 

a condemnation of using the WWW to communicate. Instead, I advance the argument of 

Global Area/ 
Continent 

Estimated 
2009 
population 

Number of 
Internet 
Users 

Percentage of 
Internet 
Penetration 
(% of 
Population) 

Percentage of 
total Internet 
users 

Africa 991,002,342 67,371,700 6.8% 3.9% 
Asia 3,808,070,503 114,304,000 19.4% 42.6% 
Europe 803,850,858 105,096,093 52.0 % 24.1% 
Middle East 202,687,005 3,284,800 28.3 % 3.3% 
North America 340,831,831 108,096,800 74.2 % 14.6% 
Latin 
America/Caribbean 

586,662,468 18,068,919 30.5 % 10.3% 

Oceania/Australia 34,700,201 7,620,480 60.4 % 1.2% 
World Total 6,767,805,208 360,985,492 25.6 % 100% 
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the digital divide to emphasize that the corporate rhetor of the CWWL speaks to and with 

those people with Internet access.  

Furthermore, since the sales of the book and the DVD are linked almost 

exclusively to the WWW, the circulation of these two artifacts is limited to those with 

access to the WWW or to those with library memberships. It is difficult to secure exact 

numbers on the circulation of these two texts, but sales rankings are available for the 

book. As of late September 2010, the book, Women World Leaders ranks 927,568 in 

book sales on Amazon.com, putting it on par with the limited circulation of a recently 

released academic book. The DVD is unavailable for purchase outside of the CWWL and 

Liswood websites, meaning that its circulation is restricted even further, though no 

numerical statistics are available for its sales. While the DVD does not contain any zone 

restrictions—a piece of data that only allows a DVD to be played on DVD players of a 

specific global region, the DVD is formatted for National Television System Committee 

(NTSC) televisions, which is an analog television system used predominantly in North 

America, Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Burma, Taiwan, and some countries in 

South America (Taylor “DVD Demystified”).88 By releasing a DVD in NTSC, the DVD 

might not be compatible with all DVD players around the world some DVD users in 

countries outside of the NTSC, such as Europe or Africa, might have a DVD player that 

can only play Phase Alternate Line (PAL) DVDs. However, many PAL players can play 

NTSC DVDs.  

Moving past the understanding of how this corporate rhetor relies heavily on 

technology, I investigate the reliance on visual texts in creating the identity of the 
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CWWL corporate rhetor. Fleckenstein emphasizes the importance of the visual practices 

of rhetoric in her book, Vision, Rhetoric, and Social Action in the Composition 

Classroom. Most urgently, Fleckenstein argues that we need to reveal the “power of the 

individual image (or array of images) and visuals habits to shape and transform realities” 

(8). One type of image that Fleckenstein puts forth is relevant for the study of the CWWL 

corporate rhetor: the god image. She cites Burke’s concept of god terms to develop the 

idea of god images, which, like god words, “weav[e] together diverse people into a 

cohort with a shared vision of an ethical life” (9). Organizationally speaking, the CWWL 

needs to put forth an image, or create a reality, of an organization that weaves together 

diverse individuals in order to create a unified voice from the multitude. 

 

Figure 2: Screen Shot of the CWWL website, taken 13 Sept 2010 
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On the website, the corporate rhetor of the CWWL uses two highly prominent god 

images: one is its branding of the CWWL into a logo and the other is a collage of faces of 

various heads of state (See Figure 2). The former is exceptionally important because 

branding, such as a logo, functions as an identity-building activity for an organization. 

Through branding, the organization seeks to unify its image into a logo, slogan, or other 

rhetorical device. This standardized image gives the organization quick, effective 

audience recognition.  

 

Figure 3: The CWWL logo from the Council’s website 

The CWWL presents, as a logo, a blue globe with the Aspen Institute’s name 

arched around the northwest side, and the CWWL’s name spelled out in larger font (See 

Figure 3). This logo highlights not only the CWWL’s name but also the global reach of 

the organization and its affiliation with the Aspen Institute. I find the latter problematical 

in that, without further investigation, it gives the audience the appearance that the Aspen 

Institute functions in an integral or supervisory role to the organization. While I do not 

discredit the importance of the support from the Aspen Institute as a means of sustaining 

the work of the CWWL, I do find that this linkage undermines some of the more feminist 

organizational and political practices of the CWWL. Recall that Liswood recounts the 

way in which the organization was created out of a real need on the part of women 

elected heads of state to connect with one another. While interviewing women for her 
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forthcoming book (before the creation of the CWWL), she found that her interviewees 

were increasingly interested in hearing about other “women leaders” and decreasingly 

interested in sharing their personal stories. As Liswood writes:  

It seemed reassuring to learn that what happened [to them] was not due to 

a personal defect but to gender. I learned that these women, like most 

women, began to think what happened to them [sic] as pathological to 

themselves when they were not aware that similar experiences were 

occurring to their sister leaders. (10) 

In this passage, Liswood documents a need for coalitional-building much in the same 

vein of the US women’s consciousness-raising (C.R.) groups of the 60s and 70s. The 

sense of alienation and isolation that the interviewed leaders expressed to Liswood 

mirrors the feelings that the C.R. groups sought to ameliorate.89 However, instead of 

invoking this type of feminist politics, the logo of the CWWL links to the branding and 

politics of the Aspen Institute, which is a more masculinized, hierarchically-organized 

space.90  

 The other visual element of the logo, the globe, appears not only in the logo but 

also as the focal point of Liswood’s book cover, a thumbnail version of which is also on 

the organization’s homepage near the bottom (See Figure 2). In both visual examples, the 

globe is represented with two shades of blue, the darker of the two representing the 

oceans. One minor difference in the book cover’s globe is that the reader can see 

longitudinal and latitudinal lines dissecting a transparent orb. What is of interest is that 

the American continents are centered on both the images of the globe, rendering Europe, 
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Asia, Africa, Australia, and even Antarctica completely invisible. The two versions of the 

globe are clearly two different media (the logo is clip art while the book cover is a 

photograph) that use the same design. Reusing the globe in two spaces as god image 

makes sense for the branding of the CWWL in order to maintain a consistency. However, 

this consistency becomes problematical in that it orients the audience to one specific 

geographical location—the West. If the globe is supposed to remind us of global 

diversity, it does not do so in a fluid manner. The globe as god image would still be 

recognizable from different vantage points as long as the color scheme and artistic styling 

remains constant. Had the CWWL chosen to use an image of a spinning globe or 

different vantage points of the globe, the god image might represent geographical 

fluidity.  

 Next, the other god image from the CWWL website is the collage of ten different 

women world leaders’ faces (Figure 4). On the homepage, this image is an interactive 

collage that appears in the upper left corner (See Figure 2). However, the collage also 

appears in a non-interactive form on each embedded web page of the CWWL site. The 

collage is rectangular and arranges the faces of ten women in two rows of five, listed 

from left to right, starting with top: Tarja Halonen (Finland) Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf 

(Liberia), Dalia Grybauskaité (Lithuania), Angela Merkel (Germany), Michelle Bachelet 

(Chile), Gloria Macapangal (the Philippines), Emily Saïdy de Jongh-Elhange 

(Netherlands Antilles), Mary Robinson (Ireland), Madeline Albright (US), and Margot 

Wallström (the European Commission). As the viewer rolls the cursor over a woman’s 

face, that particular woman’s color photo dims to black and white thus instructing the 
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viewer to click on the image as a hyperlink. When a viewer clicks, a smaller popup 

window opens, presenting the same picture, the woman’s name and national affiliation, 

dates in office, and a brief narrative (2-4 paragraphs) of her ascent to the executive office 

and the work she completed while there.  

 
Figure 4: Close up on the interactive collage of Women World Leaders from the CWWL website 

 
 With the interactive version of the collage, the corporate rhetor and the audience 

interact directly to create a narrative of the CWWL through the stories of these ten 

individuals—even if this narrative is limited structurally through the CWWL’s choice of 

ten women. As the audience clicks on the photographs of woman leaders, the corporate 

rhetor speaks for the women who constitute it. In essence, the audience can actively 

pursue a moderately individualized experience of these ten leaders and force the rhetor 

the CWWL to attend to some of the multiple identities that the corporate rhetor manages. 

In this moment, both the rhetor and reader are more attentive to the material conditions of 

at least the ten members’ voices and stories. On the homepage, the CWWL collage, as a 

god image, is more attentive to feminist politics of representation and multiplicity.  

 However, as stated previously, the very same collage appears on every CWWL 

webpage that links to the homepage. In these instantiations, instead of being an 
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interactive space, the collage appears flatly in the upper left corner, aligned with the 

Council logo on the right. With the reproduction of the collage across pages, the image 

takes on the function of a logo—branding the ten individuals faces together into a single 

corporate image. Instead of being an interactive image that allows for some attention to 

the multiple identities that make up the Council, the image is reproduced to standardize 

the image of the website and that of the Council. If the CWWL (and the web designer) 

had chosen to continue the interactive collage, rotating different faces and stories in and 

out, the collage would have functioned less in a branding capacity and more in a way to 

be attentive to the geopolitical and embodied differences represented by the CWWL.  

 My final critique of this collage as a god image for the CWWL resides in the 

(perhaps) too-easy target of the selection of women represented. The women look similar 

in that all of them are photographed from the shoulders up, and they appear to be of at 

least fifty years of age or older. Out of the ten women chosen, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf 

stands in stark contrast to the other women in terms of her embodied gender performance 

of “woman leader.” In her photograph, Johnson-Sirleaf wears a deep purple hair wrap 

and garment. The other nine women appear to be wearing a very westernized pantsuit 

top, as evidenced by their collars. Likewise, the nine other women sport short haircuts. 

Perhaps they do not always look like this, but it is odd that they all appear eerily similar 

in clothing and hair.91 This representation essentially offers visitors a visual map of the 

kinds of women who are selected to become heads of state.92 Looking at the entire list of 

CWWL members and their photographs on the Council Members page, indeed there is a 

pattern of short-haired, pant-suited leaders. However, there are also many from the 
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Council Members page who do not follow this trend. It seems as though the collage logo 

represents the short-haired, pant-suited leaders disproportionately. As is, the collage fails 

to represent the scope of the CWWL’s global political reach. I find this lack of scope to 

be highly problematical especially since women have experienced much success in terms 

of executive leadership in South Asia, and yet not one of the women in the collage 

represents this geographical location. At present, the leaders in the collage appear to be 

very first-world and corporate, both traits that reinforce the seemingly innocuous globe 

logo.  

 Visual representations of first-world figures appear not just on the website, but 

also on the book cover of Liswood’s Women World Leaders. As previously mentioned, 

the cover contains a transparent blue globe, which links the book to the CWWL website; 

in essence, the book employs the same CWWL branding as the CWWL logo. But most 

strikingly different from the logo, on the book cover there is a faceless, white woman in a 

dark suit, cradling the globe in her perfectly manicured hands between her invisible 

breasts (See Figure 5). In this image, the woman world leader is visually androgenised 

except for her hands. This faceless white, supposedly-woman figure could be the torso 

and arms of many of those faces from the web-based collage. This body and the way it is 

dressed is used, on both the website and in this space, as a ubiquitous image of a woman 

who leads. However this “woman who leads” is not visually represented through the 

objectification that “woman” is usually defined; her sexuality and reproductive capacities 

are not emphasized or objectified, which creates a headless spokesperson that is 

androgynous. By representing one woman holding the world, the collective of “women 
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world leaders” is made visible as a (singular) white person—a form that is replicated in 

unifying, flat images of the website collage. The two god images from the website—that 

of the globe and the collage—are both reproduced in a slightly different fashion on the 

book cover. Instead of being loosely associated by proximity on the webpage, the two 

god images are deliberately combined on the book cover through the image of the 

singular woman holding a globe. Despite the difference of an individual representation of 

“woman world leader” instead of a collective one, the image holds the same effect as that 

of the collage on the website—the CWWL uses images that create a corporate rhetor to 

represent itself, and the CWWL seems to have chosen a white, corporate first-world 

woman.  

 
Figure 5: Book Cover for Liswood’s Women World Leaders 

 
 Finishing out my inquiry into who the corporate rhetor of the CWWL is, my final 

research location gives a viewer many more images to analyze. Unlike the god images of 

the website and book cover, the DVD, Women World Leaders, appears to make concerted 

efforts to emphasize diversity and plurality. Originally airing on PBS in 1997, the 
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documentary provides 30-minutes of snippets from the Liswood interviews with various 

women world leaders.93 As the film opens, black and white film footage depicts a 

montage of women working around the globe. Some of the women are in factories, some 

are in fields. They are all dressed very differently depending on their labor and on their 

geographical location. In the montage, there are women in saris as well as women in 

pants. Some women have children tied to their backs while they work. The soundtrack for 

this montage is an African or African-inspired song with vocals and drumming. There is 

something inviting about how the montage and the music fit together; there is a message 

of solidarity, labor, and multi-vocal representation that is familiar to third-wave feminists, 

especially transnational feminists and Third World feminists. However, this montage 

seems out of place and confused in this documentary. In fact, this is really the only visual 

moment that links to third world feminist understanding of women’s labor and grassroots 

movements.  

 As the montage ends, so does the music. The tone immediately changes at the 

conclusion of the montage, as Judy Woodruff, former CNN senior correspondent and 

CWWL advisory board member, enters the frame and narrates. She is a white woman in 

her 50s with short styled hair, dressed in red blazer, black skirt, white pantyhose and 

flats. She is very corporate in her appearance, walking through a first-world town center, 

explaining to the audience that when a person is asked to think of a leader, a person will 

generally think of a man because, as she explains, “there have been so few women 

leaders.” Woodruff provides some structure to the documentary through her narration, 

though she only reappears a couple of times between the interviews with various prime 



150 

ministers and presidents. Mostly, she ends up repeating herself about males, masculinity, 

and leadership as the film concludes, providing little more than a few statistics about 

women in positions of power, e.g., less than 10% of elected governmental officials are 

women. Woodruff’s presence is strikingly different from the opening montage and music, 

but her gendered performance marks a change in the in the film’s tenor, a change that 

persists for the rest of the documentary.  

Woodruff’s narration is echoed by the voice of Liswood, who interviewed the 

fifteen prime ministers and presidents. Liswood’s questions usually come from off 

screen, though some shots show her listening to her interviewees talk. Liswood, at times, 

appears less corporate than Woodruff, wearing a brightly colored, loose-fitting dress. The 

film presents a “greatest hits” compilation of the results of Liswood’s interviews. By 

allowing the leaders to speak for themselves about what it means to be a “woman world 

leader,” the documentary provides the viewer with a multi-vocal perspective on the topic. 

The concept of providing snippets of the diverse interviews appears to mirror the 

polyvocality of the opening montage, however attempts at representational diversity fall 

short, as I will explain in the subsequent paragraphs.  

The first woman interviewed on screen is Vigdís Finnbogadóttir of Iceland, who 

is dressed in a cream blazer with a hairstyle similar to Woodruff. Finnbogadóttir both 

opens the interview section of the film and closes the entire film. She serves as the two 

bookends of the compilation of the interview snippets. She speaks in fluent English and 

can show a level of informality and familiarity that might catch the audience off guard, 

e.g., “No one wants to be a silly old cow.” Five different excerpts of her interview appear 
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in the film, which makes her one of the most often used sources, with only Margaret 

Thatcher exceeding Finnbogadóttir with six excerpts. The only other woman with five 

excerpts is Gro Harlem Brundtland of Norway, who also has an interlude that focuses on 

one of her political speeches given while in office.  

It might seem tedious or obsequious to count the excerpts or remark on the clothes 

and hairstyles from each of the interviews, however, there is a real sense of privileging a 

certain type of voice for woman’s leadership in this documentary: that of the corporate, 

white European English-speaking woman. While Benazir Bhutto might appear to thwart 

this argument as she is featured four different times, making her the most often-quoted 

woman leader who does not fit the above description, Bhutto speaks impeccable English 

and was Harvard and Oxford educated. Furthermore, her ties to Euro-American politics 

make her a visible persona for a first-world, corporate audience. Another leader with four 

appearances is Mary Robinson, who dresses in a red plaid suit, and presents a similarly 

embodied figure to that of Finnbogadóttir and Brundtland. Leaders who disrupt the 

archetypes of Robinson and Finnbogadóttir, such as Khaleda Zia and Sirimavo 

Bandaranaike, appear just two times. Maria Liberia-Peters and Eugenia Charles—both 

Caribbean leaders—get to speak just three times, with their first appearances occurring 

after nearly half the film has taken place. Zia, Bandaranaike, Liberia-Peters, and Charles 

are all women of color from developing nations, who wear strikingly different clothes 

such as saris, headscarves, and bright floral print shirts. This said, there are other women 

leaders whose voices are equally marginalized in the film such as Violeta Chamorro 

(Nicaragua, who speaks only in Spanish), Hanna Suchocka (Poland), Kaimiera 
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Prunskiene (Lithuania), Corazon Aquino (The Philippines), and Edith Cresson (France, 

who switches between French and English). Despite the diversity of the fifteen women 

interviewed, Thatcher, Finnbogadóttir, Brundtland, and Robinson dominate the film in 

terms of time given to speak. The domination of this type of figure—that of the Western, 

white corporate woman—is only intensified with Liswood’s and Woodruff’s narrative 

presences. 

To be clear, I am not highlighting the marginalization of voices in order to 

criticize the work that the CWWL or of Liswood as a documentary filmmaker. In fact, 

both the organization and Liswood provide much needed leadership to unite a 

transnational community in dialogues about issues of representation, politics, and 

women’s positions in government. However, I do highlight the privileging of the voices 

of Liswood, Woodruff, Brundland, Finnbogadóttir, Robinson, and Thatcher to emphasize 

that the corporate rhetor of the CWWL generally presents itself as is a white, corporate, 

first-world woman. Even if the representations of the website, the book cover, and the 

representational privilege of the DVD are not convincing, the introduction to the DVD 

should be. In the one moment that the CWWL presents images different from the white, 

corporate, first-world woman, the audience experiences major dissonance. The 

juxtaposition of images of working-class, grassroots, developing nations with African 

drums and vocals feels out of place and weirdly tokenizing of a Marxist, third-world 

feminist politics. The awkwardness only re-emphasizes that the CWWL is something 

very different than the experience that those images and music represent.  
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In sum, the images of the DVD, either through supporting representation or 

dissonance, reinforce the god images from the website and book cover to manifest the 

corporate rhetor of the CWWL in the embodied presence of a white, corporate, first 

world woman. This corporate rhetor is singular and flat like a logo, and provides a level 

of comfort to viewers that the multiple identities that constitute the CWWL have been 

and will continue to be managed—all so that the audience will be able to, as Crable stated 

earlier, “relax… [with] the freedom from dissonance” (125) of diversity—be it political, 

gendered, racialized, economic, or religious.  
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3.4 The Corporate Rhetor of the CWWL Speaks 

Creating an image of the CWWL that is humanized into the body of a white, 

corporate, female rhetor is not really that strange. As briefly mentioned earlier, 

organizations have sought to personalize and anthropomorphize themselves in order to 

get people/consumers to connect with them and their missions, especially since the 

1970s. Consider these examples of corporations and their humanizing branding 

strategies: SC Johnson (“A Family Company”), Chrysler Corporation (Lee Iacocca), and 

the Benetton Group (“United Colors of Benetton”). Cheney (1991) explains this 

phenomenon of attempting to humanize organizations this way: 

This trend toward personalization and personification represents a 

confluence of organizational strategy and public need to see organizations 

as people. The public thus responds to efforts to overcome or obscure the 

necessarily impersonal aspects of large bureaucratic organizations. (22) 

But what is the effect of obscuring the impersonal aspects of the bureaucracy and the 

multiple identities of the CWWL through an image of the white, corporate, and first-

world woman? Especially, what is the effect on the feminist agenda of the CWWL to 

“mobiliz[e] the highest-level of women leaders for collective action” and “foster greater 

gender awareness… and collaborat[e] with grassroots organizations”?  

 Much like the autobiographical narratives explored in the previous chapter, I 

contend that employing the identity of a white, first-world, corporate woman rhetor 

provides an archetype of a woman leader that many find comforting, legitimate, and 

trustworthy. Like Crable says, audiences do not want to experience discomfort when 
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interacting with organizational rhetors, and people are uncomfortable with the impersonal 

nature or the lack of accountability visible in organizations. Therefore, many audiences 

look for that which is simplistic and uncontested. Crable argues that audiences want to 

have a visible and simple understanding of who exactly an organization is and who has 

power within it so as not to confront the (sometimes) very invisible mechanisms of power 

and decision-making. In this case, the CWWL has chosen a white woman which would 

allow dominant US audiences (e.g. white, heterosexual, patriarchal, capitalistic) to relax 

with the image of whiteness and of corporatized capitalism. The first level of comfort 

comes from the personalization of the very impersonal nature of organizational spaces. 

But the really problematical facet to this personalization is in the identity structures that 

this personalization uses.  

Using the image of a white corporate woman reinforces many of the hegemonic 

Western colonial mindsets about democratic world governance, meaning who is capable 

of being elected or appointed and governing in a time of globalized politics and 

transnational connectivities. Traditionally, the Western “world powers” of Europe and 

North America have been governed by white males who (generally speaking) support 

capitalistic structures. Woodruff highlights this biased privileging of the white male 

leader during the film when she asks the audience to picture a “world leader”; after a 

pause the documentary immediately shows a photo of Winston Churchill. This same 

identity thinking—of seeing the world leader as white, Western, and male—is evidenced 

in other spaces such as the selection and the framing of biographies written by the top 

historian/biographers such as the research of David McCullough and Doris Kearns 
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Goodwin. Furthermore, such racialized archetypes of hegemonic identity structures have 

been resoundingly critiqued by postcolonial and Marxist scholars such as those from the 

Frankfurt and Birmingham Schools, as well as Frantz Fanon, and Edward Saïd.94 

Therefore, the chosen corporate rhetor of the CWWL is sufficiently masculinized 

according to the masculine archetype of leadership in order to present itself as a subject 

that most audiences—at least those associated with a similar identity or with a deep 

understanding of western conceptions of leadership—will identify as legitimate, valid, 

and trustworthy, in terms of institutionality. As Crable pointed out, selecting this 

corporate rhetor is a comforting gesture because the organization uses the same 

hegemonic identity-based logic that has dominated world leadership in its efforts to 

personify the abstract and transnational CWWL.  

The corporate rhetor of the CWWL is not only ideologically complicit with this 

tradition of masculinized world leadership but also complicit in employing many of the 

rhetorical strategies of US feminisms that Third World and US Third World feminists 

criticize. In Feminism Without Borders, Chandra Mohanty highlights the fact that US 

feminisms use principles of careerism, capitalism, and reform as a means of promoting 

women’s status in capitalistic society—all of which do not actually promote social 

transformation or provide accurate and diverse representations of women’s movements. 

Instead, Mohanty argues that these strategies move a few (generally white and Western) 

women up the same “corporate ladder” (6) What is most productive about Mohanty’s 

critique is that she does not criticize US feminisms in order to decenter authority to a new 

geographical location or identity-based subject position. Instead, she sees the possibility 
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of feminists uniting under the banner of “Third World feminisms” across color lines and 

national borders if the feminists are committed to antiracist work and national struggles 

(46). What Mohanty points out in this book is that “Third World feminists” are against 

the identity politics of US feminisms—especially the identity politic built around the 

exclusions of difference and the privileged assumptions that emphasize sameness through 

whiteness and capitalism (10).  

But this US feministic image of the corporate rhetor is precisely what makes the 

CWWL comforting to a Western, highly technologized, and, most likely, US-centered 

audience. It is in the visual images highlighted in this chapter that the feminist formation 

of the organization and the well-worded mission statement become compromised in the 

corporate rhetor’s attempt to target a specific (and privileged) audience. The god images 

and branding of the corporate rhetor align the CWWL with the politics of a few CWWL 

members and a US-style of feminism such as the one that is promoted by Secretary 

General Liswood. As previously mentioned, her political motivation is most clearly 

articulated in The White House Project, which she co-founded—an organization whose 

sole purpose is to get a woman into the White House.95  

This type of careerism as feminism is highly recognizable not only to US woman 

but also to those who have been influenced by “transnational America,” which is how 

Inderpal Grewal (2005) identifies the geopolitical discourses and cultural practices that 

emerge from and respond to US capitalism, feminisms, knowledge production, and social 

movements. A person or a group of people does not have to reside or have citizenship in 

the US to be a transnational American. Instead, transnational Americans share linkages, 
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or transnational connectivities, in terms of identities, politics, and cultural practices. This 

differentiation between the transnational American and US citizen/resident is important 

because focusing on the former demonstrates the scope and depth of global familiarity 

with US feminisms and the personified corporate rhetor of the CWWL as a white, 

corporate, highly-technologized female rhetor. The CWWL speaks to a broader 

transnational American audience familiar and comfortable with this type of cultural 

signifier of the Americaness of the corporate white body. Furthermore, Grewal correctly 

identifies American signifiers as “sign[s] of imperial power” (9). The symbolic message 

of selecting a white corporate body as the personification of the CWWL can come across 

as comforting to those who have profited from the legacy of imperial power. However, it 

is simultaneously problematical because many transnational Americans will identify this 

corporate rhetor with the colonial and oppressive nature of such an imperial signifier. It is 

the simultaneous familiar and oppressive nature of the chosen CWWL rhetor that makes 

the organization potentially comforting while undermining the potential for a 

transnational feminist agenda CWWL’s feminist agenda.  

The seeming lack of acknowledgement of this tension in the personification of the 

CWWL (imperial oppression vs. comfort) points to a lack of organizational 

consciousness regarding the implications of representational politics of “women world 

leaders.” Or said differently, the CWWL chose an image of a corporate rhetor that does 

not challenge some of the underlying political structures that make it difficult to achieve 

equality for women pursuing political participation. Instead of transgressing traditions of 

patriarchal notions of power and global leadership, the CWWL builds upon the all-too 



159 

familiar paradigms of leadership, which leaves the underlying structures of dominance, 

capitalism, and Western imperialism in tact. The implications and consequences of 

leaving such structures in tact are very real. First of all, relying on the patriarchal and 

imperial paradigms of leadership permits the schism between male and female leadership 

to perpetuate. Indeed, it reinforces the notion that “women world leaders” must engage in 

a cultural mimicry of males that came before them. Or to use Bhabha’s language, there is 

something “almost the same but not quite” about women world leaders (114). Mimicry 

might permit access to certain cultural and political spaces, but it does not transform the 

space to be permissive of difference or Otherness. This effect is both “profound and 

disturbing” (ibid.), especially considering the mission of the CWWL and the impetus for 

its creation. If, as according to Liswood’s book, the meeting of these great leaders and 

subsequent desire to organize were intended to de-pathologize each leader’s lived 

experience, then it appears that they have exchanged one pathological Other-ing for 

another.  

Also using the white, first-world corporate rhetor, the CWWL has privileged a 

particular class of women’s issues. Issues of careerism and representational politics are, 

as previously stated, the driving characteristics of US feminisms. Focusing on these 

issues instead of on other women’s issues such as community building and leadership, 

peaceful resolution to conflict, or violence against women can undermine the ability to 

achieve a wider and more invested mobilization of women. Instead, the CWWL’s 

reliance on US feminisms is most likely to interest those who have something to gain, 

politically and personally, from careerism and capitalist politics.  
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Throughout this chapter, I have highlighted some of the limitations of the CWWL 

in terms of its representational politics as portrayed through visual representations of a 

corporate rhetor. This does not mean, however, that the organization does not benefit the 

women who attend the CWWL symposia or for the members who now have a place to 

exchange their lived experiences. Much like the autobiographies of the previous chapter, 

there is much to admire in the CWWL: its feminist foundations and commitment to 

public dialogue, just to name a couple items. I point out the limitations in order to 

demonstrate how the CWWL conforms to the nationalized systems and transnational 

notions of leadership. It is in these moments of reform or regurgitation of the status quo 

that the doxa of the nation-state gets to continue uninterrupted, despite being confronted 

with the difference of a woman-as-leader androgenized female body.  

In the next chapter, I will look at a third rhetorical location of women’s 

performances of “leader” in the designation of the nickname “Iron Lady.” Unlike this 

chapter and the previous one, I see some potential for transgressive and radical activity 

on the part of women participating in political activity. Yet, this potential is complicated 

because it can also preclude women from gaining access to the highest offices of their 

countries.  
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CHAPTER 4 
CYBORG ON THE WORLD STAGE:  

HILLARY CLINTON AND THE RHETORICAL PERFORMANCES  
OF IRON LADIES  

 

In Chapter 1 and in the appendix of this dissertation, I provide a list of names that 

could constitute the collective of “woman world leaders.” While some might read a list of 

70+ names as a sign of progress, it would be a mistake to do so. Readers should 

remember that these women currently holding office represent less than 11% of all the 

nations currently recognized by the US State Department.96 But there has been some 

degree of success for women breaking into roles of leadership even if there is a paucity of 

global saturation. One often-used successful strategy for women to secure the executive 

office, especially for the first time in a country, appears to be the rhetorical performance 

of the nickname “Iron Lady,” a trope began with Margaret Thatcher in England at the end 

of the 1970s. Since Thatcher, other women have used or been conscripted to this 

nickname in their ascent to the highest office of their nation-states.  

In this chapter, I argue that this Iron Lady naming technology can provide an 

accurate and complicated instantiation of Haraway’s cyborg ontology, providing women 

a place from which to be responsible for our machinery while also positioning them 

[potentially] as complicit agents in the hegemonic traditions of national manhood and the 

doxa of the nation-state. Unlike the last two chapters that have looked at specific sites of 

rhetorical performance, e.g., autobiographies and organizational space, this chapter looks 

at the circulation of a naming practice and women’s relationship to this practice. Further 

differentiating this chapter from the past three, I specifically analyze one individual, 
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Hillary Clinton’s rhetorical choices to (dis)engage with an Iron Lady performance to 

highlight the problems of cyborg ontology. I argue that Iron Ladies are a specific type of 

women heads of state who present embodied and “real world” examples of the debate 

over the potentials and pitfalls of cyborg ontology in woman’s studies and feminist 

research.  

After fleshing out Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto,” I historically trace the 

emergence and transference of this nickname to various female heads of state, arguing 

that this naming game is a technologized rhetorical performance that can give women 

access to traditionally male dominated space. From there, I locate and complicate the 

different positions contemporary women heads of state can take towards this naming 

pattern. In doing so, I join the discussion on how women’s bodies are read in the political 

contexts. Primarily, I consider whether a woman’s body must be transformed or 

disciplined into an Iron Lady to gain access to traditionally male dominated political 

spheres, or whether other bodies are acceptable for public service. Being labeled or 

calling one’s self an Iron Lady does not guarantee that a leader is engaging in 

blasphemous cyborgian politics—or in the language of this project—interrupting the 

doxa of the nation-state; in fact, this chapter seeks to uncover how most Iron Ladies allow 

for patriarchal constructions of leadership to perpetuate and the addition of women into 

positions of leadership becomes absorbed as part of the national doxa. However, in 

examining these Iron Ladies, we can analyze the dangerous play of partial identities that 

Haraway writes of in her manifesto, evaluating each Iron Lady in terms of her 
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relationship to blasphemy thus complicating the homogenizing function of this rhetorical 

trope.  

My impetus for this conjunction of cyborg theory and women leaders arises from 

now-Secretary Clinton’s 2007-2008 campaign for the American presidency. She serves 

as the enigma propelling this chapter, as I am a disappointed Clinton supporter located at 

a university in the U.S southwest. When she began her campaign, she seemed to be the 

unbeatable tour de force of the Democratic Party. However, this chapter investigates the 

claims put forth in her concession speech to Barack Obama in which she said that 

“Although we weren’t able to shatter that highest, hardest glass ceiling this time. . . it’s 

got about 18 million cracks in it” (Clinton 2008). Merely cracking the glass ceiling, no 

matter how many times, seems a far cry from what her initial momentum should have 

been able to do.  

We can see some of this loss of momentum in relation to how she performed and 

contradicted the Iron Lady identity set forth by previous Iron Lady women leaders. 

During her campaign, a conversation circulated on the Internet and other media outlets as 

to whether or not she was Iron Lady enough.97 Furthermore, her campaign advisors and 

her opponents put forth iconic images of Clinton in moments of becoming and subverting 

such a loaded nickname, such as the Big Brother ‘Vote Different’ anti-Clinton Internet 

campaign advertisement and her tearful interview before the primaries in New 

Hampshire. These two rhetorical situations mirror the country’s ambivalence to her 

gendered performance of Iron Lady.98  
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Yet before I can explain my analysis of Clinton’s Iron Lady performance, I first 

explore whether this is a naming technology that becomes an empowering rhetorical 

technique for women leaders to interrupt the doxa of the nation-state or if it homogenizes 

women into a gender performance that negates their materiality. Is Clinton right in 

asserting that even her defeat cracked the ceiling for future women politicians in the US? 

Or has she demonstrated that only men and Iron Ladies are electable presidential 

candidates in the US? I argue that this naming technology attempts to conceal the 

entrance of women into the position of heads of state from the public; it functions 

invisibly through metaphorical flattery, for what could be more gracious and welcoming 

to a woman leader than to give her a nickname ostensibly to credit her simultaneously for 

her femininity and for her steely resolve? 99 But to begin, I want to carve out the territory 

of Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto” that helps us understand how Iron Ladies hold the 

potential to become real life examples of cyborg identities.  
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4.1 Haraway’s Cyborgs and Iron Ladies 

Donna Haraway’s “A Cyborg Manifesto” opens with the invitation for cyborgs to engage 

in American politics through the use of blasphemy and irony. This invocation often 

sounds more like the storyboard for a science fiction film than a rhetorical strategy for 

women politicians. But for Haraway, cyborgs are real locations of identity because “we 

are all (emphasis mine) chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and 

organism” (150). As women’s embodied lives have often been excluded from the 

patriarchal systems of government, power, and politics, this invocation appeals to the 

synthesis of materiality and technology to make room for a viable subject position for 

women’s political engagement. Still, this cyborg is a hybrid subjectivity that has often 

been commandeered by hegemonic forces in order to reproduce its own structures of 

domination.  

Therefore, Haraway calls for socialist-feminists to actively reclaim cyborg 

identities through the use of irony and blasphemy for their own political purposes. Irony, 

she claims, is a “rhetorical strategy and a political one,” as she defines it as engaging of 

the “contradictions that do not resolve into larger wholes, even dialectically… the tension 

of holding incompatible things together because both or all are necessary and true” 

(149).100 Irony is the means through which lived contradictions can be embraced and 

harnessed for engagement with and against the political structures that threaten the 

existence of the cyborg.101 However, it is through blasphemy that cyborgs reject the same 

structures in which they are ironically engaging. Cyborgs can subvert patriarchy and 

government while simultaneously trying to gain access and power inside those structures.  
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Because of their appearance on the political world stage, women leaders who are 

called Iron Ladies emerge as visible, real world instantiations of Haraway’s cyborg. 

Through the trope of ‘Iron Lady,’ these leaders manipulate a naming technology as a 

rhetorical device that uses irony to attempt to hold together the contradictions of 

cyborgian gendered performances in that the ‘lady’ presents the albeit truly complicated 

and not completely biologically constructed102 side of identity while the ‘iron’ represents 

the machine and technological reinforcements. Using the imaginary of metaphor with the 

material, this hybridity of a woman leader who is both and neither technology and/or 

human can step from the margins to the center. Haraway sees all women as always 

already technologically remade by the given time, political climate, or cultural situation, 

arguing that “any object or persons can be reasonably thought of in terms of disassembly 

and reassembly” (162). This flattening of people and objects through cyborgian identity 

homogenizes Iron Ladies, at least on the surface, into one and the same. But the scope 

and intent of each cyborg Iron Lady becomes “contradictory, partial, and strategic” (155) 

based on her relation to blasphemy against hegemonic forces.  

A nuanced analysis of an Iron Lady’s relationship to blasphemy and her 

cyborgian identity must be contextualized with the historical tradition of women leaders’ 

disassembly and reassembly. We can look to Queen Elizabeth I of England as perhaps 

one of the ancestors of the Iron Lady family tree with her practice of reconstituting her 

feminine body with something contradictory in order to make herself more capable of 

leading a nation. While there is no mention of her shedding her skin or becoming iron, 

Elizabeth reconfigures herself from female to male in order to rally the troops in her 
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famous speech given at Tilbury in 1588, saying “I know I have the body but of a weak 

and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England 

too” (qtd. in Rice 1966, 96). In this moment, Elizabeth engages in a rhetorical 

performance that uses the technology of language and naming to create herself into 

something that she does not embody—at least in the eyes of her sexist audience. In her 

experience, she metaphorically adds organic body parts for those of someone else—a 

king. But her self-proclaimed transformation to half-woman half-king begs another 

question: Why does she trade her heart and stomach for that of a man? Haraway points 

towards an answer as she describes the “border war” between organism and machine in a 

“tradition of racists, male-dominated capitalism” (150). Elizabeth engaged such a border 

war, using her opponents’ body parts as her armor. But what exactly are the two sides in 

the contemporary border war, why would the Iron Lady emerge as a new soldier of such 

a conflict, and which side does she represent?  

There is no easy answer for this question. In my later investigation of Clinton’s 

2008 campaign, though, we will see that Clinton attempts to use the play of partial 

identity to combat institutional and media control over her gendered performances and 

their interpretations. She uses the Iron Lady identity as a technologized rhetorical 

performance to prevents the media and her political opposition from pinning her down in 

fixed politics of being. Even with Clinton’s attempts at subverting the status quo, her Iron 

Lady figure, much like the others in this essay, moves in and out of this border war with 

patriarchal domination problematically.  
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To be clear, it is not that these Iron Lady cyborgs are hybridities of woman and 

man. Rather, if a cyborgian leader does not take responsibility for her technological Self, 

that part of her identity can be conscripted into master narratives of masculinity. 

Therefore, through an active engagement with the technology of language and rhetorical 

performance, an Iron Lady can move herself in and out of complicity with these 

hegemonic structures. This playful engagement—or irony—with various discourse 

technologies creates a technologized rhetorical performance that is both liberating and 

homogenizing. This performance gives the Iron Lady access to a blasphemous cyborgian 

identity—but not forcibly so.  

Throughout the examples of Iron Lady world leaders in the next section, the 

contradictions and complications of cyborgs appear in embodied examples as they 

simultaneous reaffirm certain ideologies of masculinity and power while allowing for 

women to gain access inside such structures. Becoming both a part of the dominant 

structure of patriarchy and an active political agent is the “oppositional, utopian, and 

completely without innocence” (151) potential of a cyborg. When the Iron Lady emerges 

on the political scene, she must be aware of the dangerousness of this ironic position. 

Haraway cautions that  

The main trouble with cyborgs, of course, is that they are the illegitimate 

offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, not to mention state 

socialism. But illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to 

their origins. Their fathers, after all, are inessential. (151) 
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 By acknowledging the historical and genealogical connection of cyborgs and patriarchy, 

we should not be surprised if an Iron Lady simultaneously reproduces elements of the 

dominant ideological structures while appearing to subvert or circumvent them. 

Furthermore, we will have to acknowledge that just playing with the irony of the Iron 

Lady identity does not mean that these women are engaging in blasphemy against the 

patriarchal systems that they appear to be confronting.  

Read together, these Iron Ladies demonstrate that while Haraway asserts that all 

women have been disassembled and reassembled, not all cyborgs engage in the same 

politics of blasphemy. Clinton’s complicated technologized rhetorical performance later 

in this essay should not be surprising then, especially after analyzing how other Iron 

Ladies move in and out of complicity with the misogynistic systems of governmentality, 

(inadvertently?) forestalling the entrance of other women into positions of leadership as 

they slip between complicity and subversion. What each of the women in this analysis 

gives to this study is a larger variety of performances of the Iron Lady trope to see if/how 

women leaders have regained control over the rhetorical technology of the Iron Lady 

naming. Furthermore, I seek to situate cyborgs along a spectrum of the politics of being 

versus the politics of becoming to identify Iron Ladies’ engagement with blasphemy. In 

doing so, I will highlight the political function of different rhetorical performances of 

Iron Lady and how these performances add to feminist discussions of cyborgian politics. 

For this chapter, much like in Chapter 2, I am analyzing the transnational connectivities 

found in this Iron Lady family tree. But unlike Chapter 2, I am reading these 

performances through transnational connectivities in order to analyze one specific and 
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individualized rhetorical choice—that of Hillary Clinton—to examine how Clinton 

engaged in a strategic and technologized rhetorical performance and how this 

performance affected her campaign. 
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4.2 History of the Iron Lady and Contemporary Positionings of Iron Ladies 
  
While Haraway asserts “the cyborg has no origin story in the Western sense,” the 

technologized rhetorical performance of ‘Iron Lady’ does. Margaret Thatcher attracted 

international attention upon her election in 1979, becoming the first woman Prime 

Minister of England. Being a ‘first,’ she captivated the imaginations of her constituents 

and the world, breaking gender barriers established by the tradition of male Prime 

Ministers. Therefore, it is no surprise that the international community would develop 

nicknames for Thatcher to reflect how they viewed her political persona and her 

administration. Calling Margaret Thatcher an ‘Iron Lady’ was originally believed to 

come out of the Kremlin in an attempt to degrade her reputation, as was reported in 

Australia’s Daily Telegraph.  

However, Yury Gavrilov, former soldier working for the Red Army’s Red Star 

newspaper, recently came forward to claim naming Thatcher the Iron Lady 

It was my idea. I put those two words in a headline on January 24, 1976… 

It seemed that everyone liked the label. Her opponents thought it reflected 

her stubbornness. But her supporters took it as a sign of strength. (“Real 

Story Behind the Iron Lady” 2006)  

Much like the reaction that Gavrilov anticipated of her supporters and opponents, 

Thatcher’s response to Gavrilov simultaneously rejects and confirms the nickname, 

stating that she viewed herself as tough but no amalgamation of iron and woman.  

I stand before you tonight in my red chiffon evening gown, 

my face softly made up, my fair hair gently waved… the 
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Iron Lady of the Western World! Me? A cold war warrior? 

Well, yes—if that is how they wish to interpret my defense 

of the values and freedoms fundamental to our way of life. 

(as qtd. in Delahunty 2004 114) 

In this moment, Thatcher seemed to enjoy the rhetorical performance of the Iron Lady 

that could fuse her performed femininity and tough, iron-reinforced constitution; she 

acknowledged her performed femininity in her dress and make-up, yet allowed that 

performance to ironically engage with the militaristic nickname. It is a subversive 

moment that challenges the either/or binary of femininity or militarism that has often 

precluded women from participation in highest office of their countries. It appears that 

both Gavrilov and Thatcher saw the nickname as a powerful rhetorical strategy that 

allows Thatcher’s administration to be seen in two different ways simultaneously. During 

Thatcher’s time, the Iron Lady name emerged as a fluid and flexible identity that 

ironically engages audiences by allowing both advocates and opponents to read the Iron 

Lady for different ends.  

Thatcher became a figure who took tough stances on political firestorms. It was 

no secret that Thatcher’s opposition to communism103 derived from “the Manichean 

world view she had inherited from her father [which] led her to believe that she was 

engaged in an unending struggle with evil” (Leonard 305). Further evidence of her 

intractable, iron-like constitution came on the heels of her election to Prime Minister. The 

first major evidence of this constitution was her decision to abolish free milk in primary 

schools in 1970, which earned her another nickname, “Margaret Thatcher, Milk 
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Snatcher.” Becoming “the most unpopular woman in Britain,” Thatcher stood behind her 

decision to cut the free milk program to balance a budget crisis, asserting that the cut was 

necessary so as not to make any “educational cuts” (306). In her second term, she stood 

strong in the face of adversity during the violent miners’ strike of 1984-85 (316). While 

her battle with the National Union of Mineworkers would scar her ministry, she did not 

falter or fade under the pressure from her opposition. After these two conflicts, Gavrilov's 

nickname appeared to be correct; she would not be bullied or forced into anything, 

including giving milk to school children, and therefore, the name stuck. 

Reconstituting the feminine body through ironic language play in order to become 

a qualified leader is not a new rhetorical construct. As Cheryl Glenn establishes in 

Rhetoric Retold, the necessity of women transfiguring their genders dates back to the 

Renaissance and the speech of Elizabeth I at Tilbury that we examined earlier. This 

tradition continues today, as Haraway acknowledges how “excruciatingly conscious 

[Western women are] of what it means to have a historically constituted body” (157). It is 

this historically constituted body that leads Elizabeth to believe that the body she was 

born with was unfit to inspire her military; she therefore willingly uses the technology of 

language to create herself into a person who is not ‘woman.’ To explain this 

phenomenon, Haraway asserts “The cyborg is our ontology; it gives us our politics” 

meaning that women are always already a hybrid identity when they enter into political 

space (emphasis mine 150).  

While the traditional of women transfiguring their genders through language is 

not a unique practice, the very specific identity of Iron Lady, situated originally in 
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Thatcher, is unique in that it became a transnational identity for female heads of state, 

even if they did or did not resemble Thatcher in body or politics. 104 While Thatcher was 

still in office as the Iron Lady of England, Eugenia Charles became the first female Prime 

Minister of a Caribbean state, Dominica, from 1980 to 1995. Not only was she the first 

female head of state in the Caribbean, but Charles was also the first elected female head 

of government for any nation-state in North America. As noted by her biographer, Janet 

Higbie, Charles possessed similarities to Thatcher including the divisiveness of her public 

persona that made her constituents either love her or hate her; the characterization of 

being “solid as a rock,” “rough,” and “tough;” and her engagement in the Cold War 

politics. Charles is perhaps most remembered in the US political landscape for her 

solidarity with President Reagan in 1983 with Operation Urgent Fury. This controversial 

operation involved invading the Caribbean island, Grenada, on the grounds that the 

country was engaging in a Soviet-Cuban type of militarization by building an airport 

runway. In this operation, Charles emerged as a Thatcher-esque figure by staunchly 

opposing communism and aligning with the conservative American president.  

With these characteristics, Charles and Thatcher might seem an apt duo to share 

the Iron Lady title. Yet naming them the same way obscures their embodied differences. 

The most politically charged erasures are that of their racial and geopolitical difference. 

As Charles was the first female president of a North American nation-state, by linking 

her to Thatcher by name, she was connected to a European, white tradition of 

governmentality. Furthermore, calling her Iron Lady made it appear as if a black woman 

president were nothing new for North America. Instead, Charles became the direct 
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descendant or Caribbean sister of Thatcher’s administration. Following her involvement 

in the Grenada invasion and her administration, Charles became a relatively obscure 

figure on the geopolitical scene, while Thatcher maintains her status as a household 

name. 

But it is not just the transference of the nickname across continents that makes 

this naming a problematic gesture for women politicians. The Iron Lady also transcends 

linear time. Indira Ghandi is one of the most prominent leaders to carry the name post-

factum. While her leadership overlapped with that of Thatcher’s, it was not until after her 

assassination in 1984 that she began to be called an Iron Lady. Like Thatcher, Ghandi’s 

implementation of unpopular programs such as a voluntary sterilization program in 1975 

complicated her reputation. Her fluctuating popularity lost her a re-election in 1977 but 

allowed her to come back in 1980. Finally, in 1984, her bodyguards assassinated her over 

her decision to storm the Golden Temple in Amritsar. It seems as though her 

assassination brought her the international esteem to become an Iron Lady. Therefore, the 

technological naming device does not follow the linearity of chronological time, but 

rather it moves along a recursive pattern of time, going back to claim those women who 

preceded Thatcher as a way of constructing a family tree of Iron Ladies as a way of 

extending the political reach of this trope.  

Because of the ubiquitous usage of this name pattern over space and time, 

international, contemporary women politicians are forced to respond to this tradition. 

While the list of current women world leaders mirrors the variety of rhetorical strategies 

available to acknowledging and/or accepting and/or confronting this tradition, I have 
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selected three positions available to Clinton as she began her campaign for the oval 

office. First, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf of Liberia represents a passive Iron Lady position 

because rather than name herself, she allowed the voting population to construct the Iron 

Lady narrative (be it imagined or based in real experience) to grant her access to power. 

Second and in contrast to Johnson-Sirleaf, Benazir Bhutto of Pakistan claimed an active 

Iron Lady status for herself by claiming Thatcher as her role model. Third, we have the 

anti-Iron Lady in Ségolène Royal of France, who either intentionally or not, performed a 

gender identity that made it hard for the Iron Lady name (either passively or actively) to 

stick to her political image. The three women together present complicated instantiations 

of the rhetorical performance of the Iron Lady naming to guide us into an analysis of 

Clinton’s performance and the potentials for the Iron Lady rhetorical performance to 

engage in cyborg politics.  

 In no way do I mean to imply that these positions towards the Iron Lady tradition 

were the sole reason for these women’s successes, defeats, or demises. Clearly, these 

women are much more than their gendered performance and public perception. Nor do I 

mean to imply that each of these women located themselves wholly within the confines 

of the passive, active, and anti-Iron Lady positions. What I do assert is that these 

positions surface transparently in these three women so that we can evaluate Clinton’s 

rhetorical performance of the Iron Lady, leading us to a clearer understanding of how the 

Iron Lady expectation affected her campaign and her gendered political performance. In 

categorizing these performances of Iron Lady, we can see how the Haraway’s cyborg 

ontology both creates political space for women but also requires more than just 
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identification of a cyborgian ontology in order to engage in the “serious play” of partial 

identities.  

Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf’s Iron Lady status has gone uncontested since her election 

in 1995. Unlike the two examples of Thatcher and Charles, the Iron Lady nickname 

became synonymous with Johnson-Sirleaf nearly instantaneously after her appearance in 

political space. Her constituents embraced this name as a rallying cry for hope in a war-

torn country, finding comfort in the established pattern of an Iron Lady leader in a time of 

political, economic, and social instability. A Current Events article reports Johnson-

Sirleaf as the Iron Lady of Africa, documenting ironic practices of Liberians chanting 

“Ellen—she’s our man” while waving signs during voting. Clearly, Johnson-Sirleaf’s 

constituents understand that this woman president cannot be just woman, she must 

transcend biologically determined sex and culturally constructed gender to become a 

cyborg that can shape and shift gender for the given rhetorical situation.  

Liberian documentarian, Siatta Scott Johnson, films how the Iron Lady Johnson-

Sirleaf mobilized and reassured the Liberians during her first year in office. In Iron 

Ladies of Liberia, Scott Johnson contextualizes the election campaign in 2005 following 

the 14-year civil war. After the exile of the former president, Charles Taylor, to Nigeria, a 

famous soccer star, George Weah, and Johnson-Sirleaf campaigned for the presidency. 

Faced with a 90% unemployment rate, rival militant factions, impassable roads, 

disorganized commercial spaces, conflict over private lands, and a legacy of 

governmental corruption, both Weah and Johnson-Sirleaf had to convince the Liberians 

that president-elect would be able to tackle this intense political climate. The political 
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strategy of Johnson-Sirleaf and her administration consisted of embracing her given 

nickname and then perpetuating this Iron Lady persona. In the documentary, Beatrice 

Sieh, the chief of police,” claims the name comes from her being so “strict and tough.” 

By being both the empathetic and listening mother figure and the armored leader, 

Johnson-Sirleaf galvanized a disorganized government in the first year enough to 

establish clear roads, a sustainable marketplace, and resolve a worker crisis with the 

Firestone rubber plant that had been exploiting Liberian workers.105 However, embodying 

the Iron Lady permitted Johnson-Sirleaf to not only gain access to power, but also the 

confidence and efforts of many Liberians and her administration.106  

Unlike Charles and Johnson-Sirleaf, Benazir Bhutto, the twice-elected Prime 

Minister of Pakistan, voiced an active desire to become a Thatcher-esque leader in her 

Iron Lady-ness. Shortly following her assassination on December 27, 2007, reporters who 

were intimately familiar with Bhutto (Dougary 2007, Salmon 2007) released electronic 

eulogies about the woman behind the martyred leader. In these texts, the authors disclose 

how Bhutto wanted to be an Iron Lady—to follow in Thatcher’s footsteps. However, it 

seems a bit odd that a socialist found Thatcher’s policy and persona an appropriate “role 

model” for leadership; a more likely candidate would be that of Indira Ghandi or Golda 

Meir.107 But Bhutto claimed that it was Thatcher’s visibility and authority that inspired 

her while she was studying at Oxford (Dougary). Bhutto fashioned herself in the tradition 

of the original Iron Lady, Thatcher, and even claiming resemblance to Elizabeth I (Bhutto 

2008). In her autobiography, she likened her personal life to that of Elizabeth while trying 
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to assert that the life of leadership was not one she pursued but one that she was destined 

to live (xii).  

Furthermore, Bhutto deliberately used technology during her administration to 

overcome and reinforce her biological self in order to silence critics of her leadership and 

femininity. In a harrowing story about the birth of her second child, Bhutto describes how 

she confronted the political opposition who called for her removal from office because of 

her immanent labor, which would leave her “incapacitated” (in their eyes) during 

delivery. Therefore, she and her doctor planned a secret Caesarean delivery once the she 

was full term so that she could have her child and return to work before the opposition 

could wage a labor strike. Of this situation, she said “I didn’t want to encourage any 

stereotypes that pregnancy interferes with performance” (xiv). Clearly, this clandestine 

delivery went above and beyond negating any “interference” of pregnancy on her 

leadership. Rather she used technology to override her biology in such a way that even 

having a child would result in no time lost at work.  

The way she approached her second pregnancy mimics the way in which she 

confronted death. While there had been many death threats and attacks on her life, Bhutto 

did not fear her biological limits. In an interview with one of the journalists who was 

closest to her, she responded ambivalently to a question as to how she dealt with the 

many threats to her life (Dougary 2007). Her answer was that she did not see herself as 

immortal, but rather that she knew “death comes.” This is the same attitude that Bhutto 

expresses throughout her book towards biological constraints (death, sickness, hunger, 

pregnancy). Clearly, she is grounded in her biological self; as she states in the Dougary 



180 

article, she has seen her brothers and her father die—she cannot negate the reality of 

death. But she uses technologies available to reinforce and overcome those biological 

constraints, facing them stoically and refusing to let them override her administration.  

Not only is Bhutto an Iron Lady but she also sought to engage in a cyborg identity 

that attempted to obscure her biology, or what Rosi Braidotti calls a politics of becoming, 

and more specifically of “becoming-imperceptible.”  Through becoming imperceptible, 

humans can achieve that which they “truly year for… to disappear by merging into this 

eternal flow of becomings, the precondition for which is the loss, disappearance and 

disruption of the self” (Braidotti 252). This imperceptibility is what Haraway tells us that 

best machines are made of, saying that they are all  “sunshine… They are as hard to see 

politically as materially” (153). Rendering invisible a women’s biology is blasphemous to 

the systems of patriarchy and politics; potentially, this is what Bhutto’s opposition found 

so threatening in her leadership—this ability to erase her biologically determined (and 

therefore unfit for leadership) body so as to move in and out of politically charged 

moments. This same politics of becoming and invisibility will re-emerge with the 

analysis of Clinton. 

The last example is an abrupt departure from Bhutto’s legacy. Ségolène Royal 

appears to perform a rejection/ignorance of the Iron Lady that has traditionally broken the 

glass ceilings of the other countries. Her campaign for the French presidency in 2007 as 

the candidate of the Socialist Party nearly succeeded, but she lost to Nicolas Sarkozy in 

the fall election, receiving 47% of the votes to Sarkozy’s 53% (Le Figaro). Instead of an 

iron-like persona or presence of Thatcher, Charles, or Johnson-Sirleaf, Royal presented 
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the French electorate with a gendered figure that conforms to many patriarchal ideals of 

femininity including those of physical appearance and motherhood.  

Throughout her campaign, French and English media outlets focused relentlessly 

on Royal’s stylish dress and attractiveness. FHM, a Men’s Magazine that specializes in 

very sexualized and exploitive representations of women, proclaimed Royal the sixth 

sexiest woman in the world in 2007 after paparazzi photos of her in a blue bikini 

surfaced. Furthermore, instead of the Iron Lady nickname, she is most often called the 

“Socialist in Stilettos,” a reference to Royal’s penchant for designer clothes and high 

heels (Powell 2006). 

Furthermore, Royal’s personal life of motherhood and as a partner was 

omnipresent during her campaign. Royal found herself critiqued for her private life as the 

mother of four children and the 27- year partner of Socialist Party leader, François 

Hollande. In mid-June 2007, Royal and Hollande decided to end their relationship. 

Royal’s opponents used this separation and her children as political collateral. Laurent 

Fabius, who finished third in the Socialist Party election behind Royal, was often quoted 

as saying, “Who will look after the children if she’s president?”108  

Much of the criticism around Royal after her defeat centered around how France 

could have accepted an Iron Lady into the “Old Boy’s Club” of French presidents, but not 

a sexually attractive mother or a “Socialist in Stilettos.” What Royal teaches future 

women leaders is that they must cannot ignore or reject the Iron Lady performance. By 

becoming the Iron Lady in the tradition of Thatcher, a candidate articulates to her 
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constituents that she, in some fashion, will perpetuate life as usual by refashioning herself 

with affinity to those leaders who came before her.  
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4.3 The US Context: National Manhood, Presidentialism, and Hillary Clinton 
 

After looking at Johnson-Sirleaf, Bhutto, and Royal, we see three models of how 

modern women leaders respond to the Iron Lady tradition. None of them, however, can 

directly explain Hillary Clinton’s inability to shatter the glass ceiling of the US 

presidency. In order to analyze what position Clinton took towards the Iron Lady 

rhetorical performance, we must establish the gendered political context of the American 

presidency, as it limits the choices that were available to Clinton during her campaign.  

In National Manhood: Capitalist Citizenship and the Imagined Fraternity of 

White Man, Dana D. Nelson critiques the tradition of democratically electing white male 

presidents in America.109 By imagining the land of the United States as a motherland, a 

“symbol of immaculate Maternity,” women are allocated to hold the “secrets of life,” 

while “white men… will hold the secret to political order” (1998 51). Primarily, white 

men are capable of this political knowledge because they are the only people biologically 

capable of rendering their bodies invisible through cultural norms. Nelson states 

“Distance… delivers the president to the nation as a purified body, a man in but not of a 

body” (218). Allowing the President to occupy a space removed from the electorate 

permits the public to imagine the white male President as a being without a body, a 

faultless leader who governs though ideals. The white male body, then, is a machine that 

can be dominated and erased to serve only the will of the people instead of the biological 

or self-serving desires.110 

The need for the President to efface his body also stems from wanting a 

heterogeneous collective of people wanting to find self-representation in their leader. 
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With the heterogeneity of the United States, Nelson argues that “no single citizen can 

stand for the “whole” unless “we” are all radically and repressively the same” (223). 

Obviously and thankfully, Americans cannot suddenly become homogenous. Therefore, 

by continuing to elect candidates that represent what Nelson calls “national manhood,” 

Americans construct a homogeneous myth of national identity through whiteness and 

masculinity.111 Furthermore, national manhood allows voters’ identities to reflect on the 

empty canvas of the white male body of the President. Slavoj Žižek’s theories on the 

formal democratic subject support Nelson’s assertion that the electorate need to find 

identification in the democratic president in stating that “the subject attempts to fill out its 

constitutive lack by means of identification, by identifying itself with some master-

signifier guaranteeing its place in the symbolic network” (163). What Žižek astutely 

frames in this passage is the Lacanian need for the subjects of a democracy to have a 

process of identification with, in this case the President, to reaffirm their subject position. 

With an effaced white male body that national manhood represents, every American can 

reflect his or her own image and ideals on the President.  

 In order to keep national manhood alive, fraternal systems and organizations have 

been made to reproduce the ideologies that create the ideal American President. Social 

organizations such as the Boy Scouts of America (BSA) seek to create an “ideal” 

American man. In The Gendered Pulpit (2003), Roxanne Mountford examines how the 

BSA’s structures, along with others such as the YMCA and Promise Keepers, maintain a 

gender hierarchy in rhetorical spaces, including public and religious ones. In her second 

chapter, Mountford establishes the ideal American President 
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We want him [the American President] to have served in the military 

(preferably during times of war and to have distinguished himself there) 

and to be physically healthy, married with children, religious (preferably 

Christian, preferably Protestant), and morally pure (honest and sexually 

monogamous). (43)   

She finds these organizations in American culture to help build an ideological construct,  

“the cult of manhood,” to propagate Nelson’s national manhood.  

Furthermore, Nelson argues that by affirming that American Presidents possess 

the cult of manhood’s qualities, there is a sense of reassurance that life, as we know it, 

will continue. She terms this tradition American Presidentialism:  “Presidentialism 

promises the safe management of democracy; it promises to take care of democracy for 

us. It teaches us (over and over) that the world is not safe for democratic faith; that people 

are not prepared for democratic trust” (237). Through American Presidentialism, the 

potential messiness of democracy by a heterogeneous body is avoided, allowing for the 

status quo to continue. Men and women alike place their faith in cult of manhood 

institutions to guarantee that the market and the government will not collapse should a 

more heterogeneous representation in the American democracy occur; the cult of 

manhood creates a fear that breaking the tradition could invite economic or political 

disaster for America’s prosperity and power.  

American public’s insistence to see the President as “Commander-in-Chief” first 

and foremost perpetuates many of the ideologies of American Presidentialism. In her 

book, The Curious Feminist: Searching for Women in a New Age of Empire, Chloe Enloe 
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considers how voters’ misdirected focus to the traditionally masculine presidential 

qualities marginalize those who do not embody masculinity, “Militarism legitimizes 

masculinized men as protectors, as actors, as rational strategists, while it places feminized 

people in the role of the emotionally informed, physically weak, only parochially aware 

protected” (154). Americans find comfort in seeing the leader of our country as 

physically strong, strategic, and rational. National Manhood perpetuates these 

characteristics as strictly masculine and unfettered by biology. We can already see the set 

up for the exigency of the Iron Lady rhetorical performance if she is going to break down 

this American dichotomy that Enloe so succinctly pinpoints. 

But how can the cult of manhood continue to exist while there are women 

presidents and prime ministers throughout the world? Returning to Mountford, the cult of 

manhood’s “desire for imagined qualities” (emphasis in original) resurfaces for the 

woman who can have these qualities. Thus, the rhetorical performance of the Iron Lady 

identity becomes the vehicle to appropriate these imagined qualities of national manhood 

into a woman who biologically cannot possess them.  

With this tradition of national manhood and the desire for imagined qualities, it 

would seem natural for Clinton to claim an Iron Lady identity—and she did. Early in her 

campaign, Clinton and her campaign strategists actively attempted to have her 

constituents view her as a Thatcher-esque Iron Lady (Baxter 2007, Harnden 2008), 

making her position to the rhetorical performance active like that of Bhutto. However, 

what this unleashed was a firestorm of discussion by her opponents over whether or not 

she was, indeed, Iron Lady enough, allowing her opponents to use this active 
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participation in the naming pattern against her, distracting from the electorate from the 

message of her campaign. 

However, Clinton possessed many of the characteristics of the Iron Ladies who 

came before her. For example, in a New Yorker article, we see links between Clinton and 

former Iron Ladies, in that she can mask human frailty of fatigue and illness much like 

Bhutto confronted her pregnancies and death (Lizza 2008). Also, Clinton is said to 

possess an “eerily unflappable persistence” much like the image that circulated around 

Johnson-Sirleaf. Finally, Lizza uses the rhetoric of war and attack to describe how 

Clinton conducted her campaign much like Elizabeth I constructing herself as the ideal 

soldier and queen.112  

But after the sharp criticism from her opponents as to how she is not the Iron 

Lady, Clinton would also—deliberately and/or genuinely—break from this steely 

tradition, most notably in New Hampshire primaries. During an interview, Clinton 

became choked up, tears welling, explaining that she was tired and that life on the 

campaign trail had been less than comfortable, e.g., no time for exercise and eating fast 

food. This “performance” of emotional vulnerability was received with skepticism and 

used to cite Clinton’s weakness as a woman, harkening back to what Enloe saw as the 

American dichotomy of femininity and strength. Writing for the Swiss version of Le 

Monde, Stéphane Bussard considers how differently these tears were viewed in relation 

to those of former male presidents. Bussard cites Gloria Steinem in claiming that “when a 

women cries in public, it’s a sign of weakness. For a man, it is a sign of courage.” This is 

a different Clinton than the one presented in Lizza’s New Yorker article. Calculated 
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political performance or not, it is a break from the traditional Iron Lady, resembling more 

of the anti-Iron Lady performed by Royal than in keeping up with the Thatcher-like Iron 

Ladies of the past.  

Finally, this calculated back and forth between active performance of and against 

the Iron Lady identity creates confusion in how Clinton’s constituents viewed her. Much 

like journalist Shankar Vedantam highlights in his Washington Post article, “The Myth of 

the Iron Lady,” women leaders are caught in a double bind of gendered performance in 

terms of their perception by others. Citing psychological studies at NYU and 

Northwestern University, Vedantam finds that both men and women perceive personality 

traits differently depending on which gender possess those trait. Furthermore, it appears 

as if women leaders are given two labels regarding their administrative styles: one is a 

“nice, and warm, but incompetent” and the other is “competent but unpleasant” (A03). 

Clinton played with both of these labels, attempting to move fluidly between them, not 

being completely one or the other. However, this appears to be read as mere political 

maneuvering, not the natural fluctuating of identity that we all experience.  

I believe that it is Clinton’s willful participation in the partial and fluid identity of 

Iron Lady that complicated her campaign. It appears as though she approached the 

tradition of Iron Lady with anything but ambivalence; both Clinton and her campaign 

staff deliberately disseminated the comparison of Thatcher and the Iron Lady with 

Clinton’s policies and political persona.113 Clinton’s shifting of identity throughout her 

campaign did not give her more authority, power, or autonomy within the constructs of 

the campaign. What she did do, however, is take control of her partial and fluid identity 
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by playing with rhetorical strategy of the name Iron Lady, thus engaging her with a 

cyborgian politics that Haraway describes.114 At times, Clinton stepped forward as an 

Iron Lady cyborg, thus rendering herself more like “sunshine” and invisible to the 

dominant structures of American governmentality.  

What I have been alluding to throughout this essay is that what makes both 

Clinton and Bhutto different from other Iron Ladies such as Thatcher, Charles, and 

Johnson-Sirleaf; primarily, the difference is how these two women performed their Iron 

Lady identities as cyborgs engaged in a politics of becoming. I understand the politics of 

becoming through the lens of Braidotti’s argument for a nonunitary, nomadic subjectivity 

(2006). While the theoretical language is complicated and steeped in Deleuzian theory, 

for the purpose of this argument, I will locate this type of subjectivity as one that is 

“constituted in and by multiplicity [and] marked with contradictions. This makes them 

especially open and opposed to fixed, essential identities and to the power of dominant 

categories” (67). A nonunitary subject engaged in a politics of becoming engages in 

blasphemy to the status quo because it challenges these institutions’ politics of being and 

other practices that maintain power. Instead of presenting a cyborg Iron Lady that is a 

reliably fixed identity, these women allow their gendered performances to fluctuate for 

each temporal situation, in order to confront and attempt to take control of the given 

rhetorical situation. The discussions of “is she or isn’t she” surrounding Clinton’s Iron 

Lady rhetorical performance highlight that her slipping between identities confounded the 

electorate, the media, and her opposition.  
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Besides the Iron Lady name, Clinton used various other methods to try to achieve 

a “becoming-imperceptible,” to allow her message to transcend her embodied rhetorical 

performance. For example, Clinton used the internet to announce her candidacy by 

posting a video on her website (“Hillary Clinton announces run for President”).115 During 

this web press conference, Clinton expresses her desire to transcend the physical 

impossibility of visiting “everyone’s living room” in the United States through live online 

video chats, explaining that she will rely on a “little help from modern technology.” This 

type of transparent manipulation of technology to be in multiple places at once is a type 

of becoming-imperceptible politics that Clinton would eventually suffer from. 

This politics of becoming was not only threatening to Clinton’s opposition, it also 

threatened the system of American Presidentialism which works to reassure the electorate 

that the president will perpetuate a reliable and stable continuation of the government and 

market. In Clinton’s case, her politics of becoming (especially becoming-imperceptible) 

challenged the ideologies of American Presidentialism, which we can see in one 

instantiation of a political advertisement against Clinton. Since appearing on the popular 

website YouTube.com in March of 2007, over 5.7 million viewers have watched the 

guerilla ad, “Vote Different,” made by a rogue advertiser, conflating 1984’s Big Brother 

and Hillary Clinton.116 This ad campaign has received a lot of attention for its rhetoric of 

fear and totalitarianism. Because of its wide viewership and the controversy of its 

production, I will spend some time describing the ad.  

Ironically, the advertisement uses the very metaphor of cyborg that informs 

Clinton’s politics of becoming. A disembodied and technologically projected face of 
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senator Hillary Clinton floats above a sea of Soma-fied men who sit dressed in gray and 

baggy prisoner uniforms - their hair shorn and skin wan to the point that they all resemble 

one another in unnatural whiteness. Simultaneously, more men are being led into the 

room through plastic tubular walkways, marching single file in time mindlessly, entering 

an unidentifiable large industrial complex to sit on benches and listen to the Clinton-head 

announce her candidacy for the American presidency in 2008. This video the men watch 

is a spliced remix of the same online announcement that I mentioned earlier. The Clinton-

head is telling the men that she has been “impressed by how serious people are,” claiming 

that “we all need to be part of the discussion if we are all going to be part of the 

solution.” The men’s heads remain immobile looking at the screen, eyes unblinking. The 

Clinton-head continues, “I don’t want people who already agree with me. I want honest, 

experienced, hard-working, patriotic people who want to be part of a team.” While she 

speaks, pithy portions of her message are reprinted over the image of her face while a 

computer-like matrix of dots and numbers streams under her chin.  

 The Clinton-head recreates Orwell’s “Big Brother” in both imagery and 

symbolism. She appears on a telescreen, larger than life, mid-50s, white. But more 

importantly, the Clinton-head arrests her audience with a coalitional rhetoric of hope 

while in a dismal and manufactured totalitarian setting. The inability of the men to avert 

their eyes from her gaze demonstrates discipline, admiration, and dependency. In this 

scene, there is no doubt that Clinton-head is a dictator of this citizenry. What is less than 

clear is whether or not this face is attached to a real person or if it is merely a 

technological construct of “The Party.” 



192 

 While everything is dismal and bleak, there is a ray of hope. While the Clinton-

head concludes her message, a buxom, athletic blonde wearing bright orange gym shorts 

sprints into the complex, carrying a long sledgehammer. Police sporting riot-gear pursue 

her, but she is able to rush into the room where the men sit. And in one inertia-building 

spin, the blonde hurls the hammer into the telescreen where the Clinton-head speaks, and 

it immediately bursts into an explosion of bright light and energy that leaves the audience 

slack-jawed, yet still unmoved. As their faces are white washed out of view by the light, a 

text scrolls over our screens stating, “On January 14th, the Democratic primary will begin. 

And you’ll see why 2008 won’t be like 1984.”  

While this campaign was not actually sponsored by the Barack Obama campaign, 

as alleged at the end of the video, the message was clear: we should fear the cyborgian 

machine head that is Hillary Clinton so as not to become one of those doped prisoners 

unable to respond. By creating a cyborg Clinton-head for this political advertisement, the 

campaign highlights Clinton’s potential membership into a dangerous family of 

cyborgian heads of state such Bhutto, who engaged strategically in the partial identities of 

hybridity. This Clinton-head is cyborgian because transmits Clinton’s political persona, 

not though embodied presence but through technology. Her projected Big Brother head 

alone cannot perform the technologized contradiction that is the ironic play of the Iron 

Lady. Instead, this cyborgian head becomes the antagonistic symbol for that which the 

Iron Lady attempts to subvert—national manhood—and therefore motivates the viewer to 

respond negatively towards Clinton’s cyborg performance. In this ad, we see that 

Clinton’s attempts at becoming-imperceptible as well as the metaphor of the cyborg have 
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been re-appropriated into a totalitarian leader to be feared. By constructing a negative 

instantiation (and visually so) of a cyborg, Clinton technologized performance was used 

against her. While trying to take an active role in a cyborgian, Iron Lady identity, 

imaginatively playing with the naming technology, the imagery escapes her control and 

surfaces in the Clinton-head advertisement that works against her.  

In this advertisement, we see how American Presidentialism, a politics located in 

a reassuringly stable identity, is threatened by a politics of becoming. It is habit for the 

American public to consume the biological construction of the female body as something 

outside of the scope of American Presidentialism. Therefore, when Clinton tried to 

become imperceptible through her web-based materials, these texts were used against her 

as frightening, dehumanizing propaganda. “‘Habits’ are a socially enforced and thereby 

‘legal’ type of addiction” (Braidotti 9). It appears that the creator of the “Vote Different” 

advertisement wished to enforce this “habit” of seeing the president as reassuringly 

located in a politics of being. And while he is just one individual, and his advertisement 

ironically ends with a call for “change,” this video is symptomatic of American 

Presidentialism’s response to the blasphemy of a cyborgian politics. 

It was as if the legacy of Iron Ladies and cyborgs had been meticulously studied 

by her opposition so that Clinton could not just link herself in any way to a tradition that 

has given other women access to executive offices. Trying to engage in this rhetorical 

strategy seems to be played out, at least in the American context, because the Iron Lady 

has become part of the patriarchal tradition of National Manhood. Clinton and her 
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advisors would have been better off to consider how they could link Clinton to other 

female heads of state that were less visible than Thatcher. 

As I conclude this chapter, I recognize that the Clinton-head totalitarian cyborg 

and the other Iron Ladies of this essay are the (potentially illegitimate) offspring of 

Donna Haraway’s cyborg ontology. Since the first version of her “Cyborg Manifesto” 

appeared in 1985, women’s studies and feminist researchers in a variety of fields have 

used this ironic hybridity of woman and machine to complicate feminine subjectivity. 

The manifesto proclaims a revolutionary subjectivity of the cyborg that resists hegemonic 

patriarchy from the male/female while some critics (Schueller 2005, Wilkerson 1997) 

condemn the cyborg for flattening out differences within the category of “women,” 

erasing the race of women and appropriating hybridity for dominant whiteness.  

The rhetorical performance of Clinton’s Iron Lady identity demonstrates how 

Haraway’s cyborg identity can both trap women within the real, lived contradictions of 

identity, and also obscure difference. This homogenization occurred with the rhetorical 

performances of the Iron Lady in the obscuring of racial and geopolitical differences of 

Bhutto, Thatcher, and Charles. Clearly, they are not one or the same for a variety of 

reasons, yet they share interconnectivities that influence how the public reads their 

political personas.  

To further complicate the potentials of Haraway’s cyborgs, women leaders, such 

as Clinton and Bhutto, seem to be trapped and penalized by this play of partial identities. 

Hillary Clinton’s recent campaign gives us a way of better visualizing and grasping the 

material consequences of engaging in such politically loaded “dangerous play” of cyborg 
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identity. With the Iron Lady name becoming more ubiquitous and an accepted rhetorical 

trope of female heads of state, the cyborg machinery becomes visible to the same 

patriarchal systems that cyborgs attempt to subvert. Now that this naming machine is 

materially visible, women leaders attempting to gain power will need to reconsider how 

to rhetorically construct their cyborgian identities in another way. In evaluating the 

implications for current female heads of state (and past and future candidates), I have 

explored how the cyborg ontology functions both as a homogenizing and a libratory 

situated identity. Now, what we need is to continue this conversation by looking into the 

rhetorical performances and positions available to women seeking to gain access to 

power. Haraway reminds us that  

The machine is not an it to be animated, worshipped, and 

dominated. The machine is us, our processes, an aspect of 

our embodiment. We can be responsible for machines; they 

do not dominate or threaten us. We are responsible for 

boundaries; we are they. (180) 

Taking responsibility for the mechanisms of an Iron Lady means that women leaders 

must use this naming technology strategically—that they must become conscious in the 

ways that the name works for and against them. These maneuvers must allow for women 

to embrace the hybridity of our biologically and technologically constructed selves, but 

they also must move beyond this simple naming tradition, so that we are responsible for 

the technology that is us. 
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CHAPTER 5 
A METHODOLOGY OF TRANSNATIONAL FEMINIST RHETORICS  

AND AN ARGUMENT FOR WOMEN AS WORLD LEADERS 
 
 In the past three chapters, I examined rhetorical acts, both discursive and visual, 

surrounding women world leaders that can provide women in positions of leadership a 

means to coalesce power or to narrate their experiences since their experiences are 

strikingly different from those of their male predecessors. But these means, be they 

autobiographies, organizations, or naming practices, also function as discursive bridges to 

fill in the disjuncture between the doxa of the nation-state and women world leaders’ 

differently embodied presences.117 As I argued in Chapter 1, breaking the tradition of 

masculinized national leadership challenges the status quo of a nation-state, putting its 

imagined stability and continuity in crisis. The last three chapters have shown, however, 

that this crisis placed upon the doxa of the nation-state becomes less obvious due to the 

rhetorical performances that turn a woman in a position of leadership into a so-called 

woman world leader—an identity that is part of a (false) tradition of women in positions 

of power. By creating an imaginary collective of women in positions of leadership—what 

I am calling a “woman world leader”—one can imagine a woman in a position of power 

as part of a stable (even if emerging) tradition, which then can align these women with 

the hegemonic structures and values of the nation-state.118 

 This dissertation project foregrounds how transnational connectivities are made or 

reinforced as women enter into traditionally masculinized positions of executive 

leadership of the nation-state. But what is the function of reading women of diverse 

backgrounds with and against one another? Even more, what is the function of a 
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transnational methodology in evaluating women’s participation in global politics? I ask 

these questions not because I have solid, concrete answers as to the undeniable benefits 

or drawbacks of this methodology. In fact, after wrestling with this project for several 

years, I can say with certainty that employing a transnational feminist rhetorical 

methodology has been both a productive and limiting framing. But a transnational 

feminist rhetorical methodology does help to elucidate the plurality of possibilities for 

women in politics—especially in a globalized political arena.  

It is the complicated and productive plurality of this methodology that I want to 

highlight in this chapter as I conclude this dissertation project. In doing so, I join the 

conversation that Nancy Naples and Manisha Desai take up in Women’s Activism and 

Globalization: Linking Local Struggles and Transnational Politics, when Naples asks 

feminist activists and scholars not to be quick in proclaiming the “the limits or 

possibilities of different political strategies, organizational forms, or social movement 

frames” within transnational feminist praxis (280). By reading women as world leaders as 

part of an imaginary collective, I want to highlight both the potentials and the pitfalls of a 

transnational feminist rhetorical methodology. In doing so, I show how my work 

contributes to the previous work in the fields of rhetoric and composition studies as 

established through the 2008 Special Edition on Transnational Feminist Rhetorics and 

offer my argument for continuing this type of research in the field. I conclude with a 

consideration of what a transnational feminist rhetorical methodology offers scholars in 

terms of examining women in positions of geopolitical leadership.  
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5.1 The Methodology of Transnationalism  
As stated in Chapter 1, transnational theory is not a new framing for academic 

research. Instead, it emerged from the exigencies created by neoliberal globalization 

processes, as well as the limits of post-colonial theory in considering the dynamic 

processes of influence between people, ideas, and places. With the scholarship of post-

colonial/Third World Feminisms (C. Mohanty 2003, Minh-ha 1989, Spivak 1988) and 

Chicana feminisms (Lugones 2003, Hurtado 1996, Anzaldúa and Moraga 1983), gender 

and cultural studies scholarship has been attentive to the flows of influence across lines of 

difference for nearly two decades. Additionally, the social science—as evidenced in 

anthropology (Hannnerz 1996, Appadurai 1993), sociology (Ong 1999, Giddens 1990), 

and political science (della Porta 1995)—have also been attentive to how transnational 

influences shape people and cultures. It is predominantly in these academic spaces that 

the methodology of transnationalism has been considered. Such transnational scholarship 

has repeatedly pointed out how language—explicitly rhetoric and writing—is the medium 

through which these transnational connectivities are forged. And yet, transnationalism 

appears to be a “new,” lesser-known framing for work in rhetoric and composition 

studies. In this section, then, I elucidate the problems and benefits of transnationalism as 

a methodology as seen in the fields of study that have a longer tradition of transnational 

work. I begin in these academic geographies—gender studies, political science, 

sociology, cultural studies—in order to bring discussions of transnational methodologies 

to bear on rhetoric and composition research—the subject of the subsequent section of 

this chapter.  
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 The events of September 11, 2001, the 1999 protests against the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) in Seattle, or the 2000 Washington D.C. protests against the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) are three moments in time when the violent effects of 

(and responses to) globalization were made visible within US borders. Yet such events 

are but symptoms of transnational connectivities and of the lack of attention (and lack of 

remedy) to the imbalance and inequality of flows of power and capital within processes 

of globalization. Post-colonial theories of the 1970s and 1980s were unable to account for 

the continued marginalization and colonization of societies through the expansion of 

democracy, capitalism, and Western cultural imperialism, especially in spaces where 

previously colonized subjects became simultaneously the post-colonial and the imperial 

oppressor. As Naples explains, even the terminology of postcolonial or Third World “are 

used to describe specific geographic and regional locations and nation-states as well as 

specific inhabitants of these regions” (5). Because of its geographic specificity and 

reliance on the nation-state as a means of delineating spaces, post-colonial theory could 

not maintain the tension among the imagined community of the nation-state, the material 

consequences of national borders, and the flow of culture, ideas, and people across these 

borders. Unlike postcolonial methodologies, transnational methodologies deliberately set 

out to name “globalization” as a set of processes that condense space and time in 

multidirectional ways. This means that, for transnational research, there is no singular 

dominant source of influence, e.g., colonialism, or reliance on the center-periphery model 

that was the hallmark of post-colonial theory. In transnational methodology, researchers 
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insist upon different metaphors, such as a field of global interactions, to indicate how 

often invisible global connections have been intensified due to globalization.119 

 But like postcolonial critique, transnational scholars’ insistence on making visible 

the tension between the imagined and real implications of national borders—as well as 

the dynamism in the flows of power and influence—has not been the panacea for the 

symptoms globalization such as the gross inequities in the distribution of wealth and 

poverty. In fact, most transnational scholars admit that using a transnational methodology 

is neither emancipatory nor capable of attending to all transnational connections. But 

scholars, such as Appadurai, find that a transnational methodology allows for a use of 

imagination that can “direct us to something critical and new in global culture processes” 

(31). Because the “lines between the realistic and the fictional landscapes are blurred” in 

globalization, transnational scholars interested in globalization’s material effects must 

employ a methodology that allows one to see these blurry spaces (Appadurai 35). An 

example of this blurriness from this project would be the difficulty in discerning when the 

phrase “women world leaders” refers to actual, material interactions between women who 

hold national leadership positions and when the phrase functions as a fictionalized 

rhetorical construct for understanding the interruption of the doxa of the nation-state 

brought about by women’s participation in trans/national politics. Indeed, the space 

between the material and discursive is blurry at best. And yet, this is the space for 

transnational inquiry and critique.  

 As a methodology, transnationalism insists on identifying contradictions, 

connections, or the imaginary spaces that are the result of the processes of globalization, 
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bringing them to view even if, from a different vantage point or moment, such 

identifications are read differently or divergently. The methodology of transnationalism 

presents a “juxtaposition of. . . multiple logics” (Grewal 25). Such juxtaposition means 

that even as a singular methodology, transnationalism allows for multiple ways of 

reading the effects of globalization, which in the past has been expressed as 

transnationalism “from above” and “from below” (della Porta et al 2006, Kivisto 2001, 

Smith and Guarnizo 1998, Falk 1993). However, Sarah Mahler points out the problems of 

understanding the multiple perspectives of a transnational methodology through dualistic 

conceptions of transnationalism as with “from above” or “from below” (66). For 

example, she calls transnationalism “from above” that which focuses on the movement of 

capital, media, commodities associated with transnational corporations or non-

governmental organization (NGOs), while transnationalism “from below” focuses on the 

counter-hegemonic and democratic social organizing, e.g., grassroots organizations, and 

movement of people in everyday interactions that emerge from the processes of 

globalization (66-68). Both transnational analyses “from above” and “from below” allow 

us to better examine how the processes of globalization share, and sometimes exploit, 

culture, ideas, and people. 

But pretending that transnationalism either happens through macro- or micro-

structures limits scholars' ability analyze the complexities of the movements of people, 

commodities, ideas, and power. Stated differently, transnationalism “from above” and 

“from below” are often interconnected in ways that a binary classification system can 

obscure. For example in the case of “women world leaders” as both a rhetorical construct 
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and a group of material leaders, it is obvious that I am critiquing the “transnationalism 

from above” that occurs through organizations such as the UN’s Commission on the 

Status of Women (CSW) or the CWWL, analyzing how these organizations have led to 

increased interaction between women from different parts of the world and created 

discourses surrounding women as world leaders. But at the same time, my analysis of 

Bhutto’s autobiography, for example, highlights the grassroots transnational movements 

that shaped the election of Bhutto as evidenced in the Save the Bhutto Ladies campaign. 

What transnational theorists are left with, then, is transnationalism “in between,” which 

allows for dynamic shifting between the influences of macro-level structures and the very 

local, democratic expressions of agency by individuals and groups.120 This means that a 

transnational research methodology must be attentive to the interplay between the relative 

above-ness and the below-ness of the project, either through explicit engagement of how 

the macro-structures and micro-activities interact to create a meso-level of transnational 

connections. That said, there are some research exigencies that demand a focus on one 

specific level of transnational movements, which then requires the articulation of the 

explicit reason to focus on one level over another. While articulating the interplays—or 

the lack thereof—of levels (micro, meso, and macro) in transnational scholarship might 

seem to be minutiae and tedious, it is important in terms of what Naples calls “the politics 

of naming” (Naples and Desai 4-5). A transnational feminist methodology is attentive to 

naming practices, examining how labels and names that circulate globally to come to 

represent different things for different people, and how uncritically adopting naming 
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practices, such as “transnationalism from below,” can obscure the complexities of 

transnational influences.  

By being attentive to the “politics of naming,” such as the above consideration of 

transnationalism from “above,” “below,” and everything in between, Naples hopes that 

transnational scholars might be able to avoid some of the neoliberal traps that have 

distracted from transnational scholarship or activism (270-275). Sonia Alvarez’s work 

(1999, 1998) critiques how transnational activism and neoliberalism became tangled in 

the emergence and proliferation of feminist non-governmental organizations (NGO) in 

Latin America in the 1980s and 1990s. In particular, Alvarez examines how Latin 

American feminist NGOs emerged with the intent of increasing democratic and liberal 

feminist ethics but instead ended up reproducing and being complicit with neoliberal 

ethics and governmental organization.121 Alvarez explains that NGO employees were 

predominantly college-educated experts and professional feminists who sub-contracted 

their expertise for governmental organizations and initiatives. She shows this overlap 

between the NGO and governmental interests in order to demonstrate how feminist 

NGOs were indirectly governmentally supported or endorsed because the employees 

working for both organizations were one in the same. Also, she argues that governments 

chose to indirectly fund, through grants and programs, the NGOs that perpetuated 

neoliberal values of the nation-state. It is this type of slipperiness that Naples wants 

transnational feminist scholars to attend to—how quickly scholarship or activism can slip 

into a reaffirmation of the status quo or systems of oppression. Alvarez highlights how 
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the politics of naming of nongovernmental organizations can obscure the depths of the 

governmental involvement in creating such organizations.  

Naples’ “politics of naming” is closely linked with what Adrienne Rich called 

“the politics of location,” which is an acknowledgement that, within the movements of 

feminism, the experience of “woman” needs to be spoken by the people in that lived 

experience, or as Rich writes, “you cannot speak for me. I cannot speak for us” (235). In 

her landmark essay, Rich explains that feminist politics should emerge from the body—

its experience, its markings, and its locations—and that “we” cannot speak for one each 

other’s embodied locations.122 While a politics of location has not been unique to 

transnational feminist methodology, it is a hallmark of it. Caren Kaplan argues that it is 

the insistence on a critical application of the politics of location in transnational feminist 

theory that separates it from previous feminist theories; instead of being used for 

authenticating “primordial identities,” as it has in other feminist contexts, a transnational 

feminist politics of location allows for a deconstruction of hegemonic understandings of 

gender (139). Because how one person or group of people theorizes a transnational 

connectivity might look could be completely different from somewhere else, 

transnational scholars must be attentive to how researcher positionality plays into 

analyses—and not just as a means of employing an identity politics as to who can speak 

on given subject.  

In this project, I began with a preface that articulates my politics of location as a 

white US feminist graduate student with limited means for travel for research or access to 

official spaces of government and leadership. I made my position transparent to 
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acknowledge that this transnational study is but one of many interpretations of the 

transnational connectivities between women in positions of national leadership. 

Furthermore, in this personal disclosure, I also acknowledge that I am limited in the range 

of transnational connections that I can draw between rhetorical performances of power 

and women in national leadership based on my language skills, my academic disciplinary 

background, my political knowledge, my self interests, and so on. But as Kaplan notes, 

this limitation—this inability to make universalizing claims or account for the totality of 

connections—does not negate this project’s contribution to discussions about women, 

leadership, and power. Instead, it merely publicly acknowledges how transnational 

analysis is contingent on researcher positionality.  

Part of acknowledging a politics of location means acknowledging how a given 

subject position can be complicit with various hegemonic value systems. Desai agrees 

with Naples that transnational scholars need to be wary of how their work is complicit 

with neoliberal logic. However, she warns against the binary vision, i.e., neoliberal and 

counter-hegemonic, that has undermined research into the processes of globalization. Her 

caution is to see the world as comprised of, what Grewal and Kaplan call, “scattered 

hegemonies” instead of through the view that globalization falls into two schools of 

thought in terms of globalization’s outcomes: the “homogenizers” and the 

“heterogenizers” (16). “Homogenizers” have traditionally been concerned with the 

political and economic expressions of globalization; “homogenizers” are also acutely 

attentive to how such processes tend to blend people, places, and ideas into one another. 

As one could probably guess, “heterogenizers” have taken the opposite stance, analyzing 
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how cultural practices have changed and evolved from the same series of connections. 

What Desai goes on to argue is that, especially when considering issues surrounding 

women in transnational contexts, transnational scholars need to think about 

transnationalism as a complex set of relations—not merely reaffirming one of the two 

aforementioned schools of thought. For example, she points out how globalization had 

led to the increase in women’s employment for low-wage services and decrease 

governmental support of healthcare and childcare—both effects that would fall into the 

“homogenizer” category of critique (17). However, she also points out that globalization 

has simultaneously allowed for what she calls “scattered resistance,” which emerges in 

grassroots movements and initiatives that link women responding to the processes of 

globalization in new and innovative ways, e.g. Self-Employed Women’s Association 

(SEWA) and Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era (DAWN)—both 

organizations would support the “heterogenizer” category. And this tension—this 

complex set of relations—between the two opposing outcomes of the processes of 

globalization, homogenization and heterogenization, is what must be held as primary in a 

transnational methodology because both are occurring simultaneously from the same 

processes.  

 One final question or tension that emerges in a transnational methodology is the 

question of accounting for borders. How do researchers account for borders without 

reinforcing the harm they do? How can scholarship deconstruct them without devaluing 

the material impact they have on lives? As stated in Chapter 1, nations are “imagined 

communities (Anderson 2006) built around “fictive ethnicities” (Balibar 2002), which 



207 

create national belongings—one primary component for making meaning in the modern 

world (Appiah 2005, Ong 1999, Appadurai 1993, Bhabha 1994). And yet “one man’s 

imagined community is another man’s [sic] political prison” (Appadurai 32). With this 

caution in mind, I turn to Chandra Mohanty’s conception of “feminism without borders” 

as a way to “be attentive to borders while learning to transcend them” (2). Mohanty calls 

on scholars and activist to be ever-mindful of borders and how they structure a life, but 

she also demands that one must also look beyond one’s own borders of nation, race, 

gender, class, and so on. She writes that “[f]eminism without borders is not the same as 

“border-less” feminism. It acknowledges fault lines, conflicts, differences, fear, and 

containment that borders represent” (ibid.). Mohanty affirms that a transnational feminist 

methodology must look across the borders that make people different from one another, 

but that at the same time, that looking across must be ever-mindful of how those same 

borders effect the dynamics and change the way one makes “gender and power visible in 

the processes of global restructuring” (246).  

Based on the above theorists and scholarship, I arrive at a working list of the 

elements of a transnational methodology. While compiling a set of prescriptive rules for a 

given methodology that encourages multiplicity and discourages limiting perspectives is 

a highly problematic endeavor, I find that transnationalism—especially in relationship to 

feminisms—as a methodology functions around several key principles. Based on the 

above scholarship on transnationalism and transnational feminisms, one can see that 

transnationalism as a research methodology: 
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1. seeks to make visible the connections and flows between people, ideas, capital, 

media, and power across geopolitical location, from macro-levels of interaction 

down to micro-levels of interaction—including the interplay of micro- and macro-

leveled agents.  

2. looks for spaces of multiplicity and ambiguity in order to increase the visibility of 

the multitude of perspectives and material practices—which means embracing the 

contradictions, discontinuities, and ambiguities that arise at intersections.  

3. advocates for a politics of naming, whereas it recognizes that naming practices can 

be contested and are evolving and imperfect.  

4. critically engages in a politics of location/s. 

5. creates knowledge and action that is highly relational. 

6. is without borders but not borderless.  

While this is an imperfect list that does not attempt to be totalizing in its scope, it does 

help scholars who are new to transnational studies understand what it means to work 

within this academic and activist tradition. I make this list not to exclude other worthy 

attributes of a transnational methodology but to create a manageable profile of theoretical 

attributes that inform current transnational feminist rhetorical scholarship, such as this 

project. It is with this list of key methodological elements that I turn to evaluate the fields 

of rhetoric and composition as productive locations for transnational critique. 
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5.2 Transnational Methodology and Rhetoric and Composition 
 

Unlike the disciplinary spaces mentioned in the last section, humanities 

scholarship has been slower to pick up on transnationalism as a research methodology, 

perhaps because of the disciplinary reliance on the nation-state as the framework for 

understanding much of the work that humanities scholars do. Take, for example, literary 

scholars who often have to describe their research expertise in terms of nationalisms—

proclaiming themselves an “Americanist,” a British specialist, a French literary scholar, 

or a global literatures scholar. In this type of professional naming practice, globalization 

and transnationalism can create professional anxiety for scholars and scholarship—

especially English Studies. In 2001, the editors of the PMLA published a special edition 

to consider the role globalization would have on literary studies and English departments. 

Paul Jay’s contribution to that special edition does an excellent job of highlighting the 

need to transition into transnational conversations while addressing the anxiety and 

dislocation that such a transition may produce. But this anxiety is not unique to literary 

studies; rhetoric and composition programs have likewise relied on nationalistic 

understandings of research spaces. Generally speaking, composition studies emerged out 

of US academic institutional demands, becoming a knowledge set that could be exported 

and rarely, if ever, imported (Muchiri et al. 1995, Brereton 1995). This academic 

tradition, built around a US institutional context, could explain the slow adoption of a 

transnational methodology. And rhetoric studies—in spite of efforts to highlight writers 

and theorists who represent and write about issues of transnationalism, like the inclusion 

of Gloria Anzaldúa’s writing in the 2001 edition of The Rhetorical Tradition—has been 
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critiqued as reaffirming of neoliberal principles through the “common tokenizing” of 

transnational writers and theories in anthologies, particularly for the pursuit of a 

representational politics of diversity (Castillo 261).123 In short, rhetoric and composition, 

as fields of study in the humanities—and especially English departments—have quite a 

few obstacles to overcome when adopting a transnational research methodology.  

 That said, it is not as if rhetoric and composition scholarship has been completely 

silent on the issues of globalization and transnationalism. As Wendy Hesford articulates 

the PMLA in 2006, rhetoric and composition scholars been attentive to how 

postmodernity and processes of globalization have shifted the research terrain. For proof, 

she cites the work of Morris Young (2004) on issues of literacy and mobility of 

Hawaiians and Nedra Reynolds (2004) on the metaphors and geographical rhetoric used 

to discuss the contemporary postmodern moment, arguing that such works are positive 

indications of how rhetoric and composition has indeed been paying attention to the 

transnational turn. At the same time, Hesford summarizes how work in our field has 

highlighted scholarly shortcomings, to which a transnational research methodology could 

attend. To make this argument, Hesford looks to Christopher Keller’s (2004) critique of 

the inability of literacy ethnographies to account for unproblematized understandings of 

“here” and “there,” Lipson and Binkley’s (2004) critique of the overreliance on 

comparative methodologies, and Lu’s (2004) critique of the focus on the (albeit) 

necessary reclamation projects for building a polyvocal disciplinary canon (Richie and 

Ronald 2001, Glenn 1997, Logan 1995). In sum, Hesford acknowledges that “[g]iven this 

emphasis on remapping the rhetorical tradition, it may appear that the field does not yet 
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have the methodological foundation to study transnational rhetorical practices and pub-

lics” (793).124  

 Hesford is correct in articulating that there has been little to no methodological 

mapping of transnational (feminist) rhetorics. As I outlined in Chapter 1, there is little 

consensus on what “transnationalism” is and is not, which might explain why there is 

little to no articulation as to what a transnational rhetorical methodology entails. Hesford 

and Kozol note that “transnational” comes to be a term, in the US academy, that 

primarily stands for migration processes, the demise of the relevance of the nation-state, 

diasporic processes, neocolonialism, or a process that stands in “contrast to globalization” 

(14). But these conceptions of transnationalism short change the potentials for 

transnational research because they limit transnationalism to a critique only of those 

research sites that are most visibly influenced by the movement of people and power 

across borders.  

As if transnationalism were not slippery enough on its own, feminist rhetorical 

methodology is similarly difficult to describe. As Eileen Schell writes in the introduction 

to Rhetorica in Motion, feminist rhetorical methodology consists of “struggle, borrowing, 

invention, and adaptation” (6). Schell highlights the evolution of feminist rhetorics, 

showing how the subfield has matured since the middle 1980s but how, methodologically 

speaking, the work of feminist rhetoricians continues to be fraught with irresolvable 

tensions as exhibited in the debates between Karyln Kohrs Campbell and Barbara 

Biesecker over feminist rhetorical histories or between Xin Gale, Susan Jarratt, and 

Cheryl Glenn over the methods of feminist historiography. Consensus over the 
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definitions and practices of feminist rhetorical methods are hard to find, and when they 

are found, they are often contested.  

With the fluidity of terms and methods of both transnational and feminist 

rhetorics, as highlighted by both Schell and Hesford, it might seem impossible to map—

in any coherent fashion—transnational feminist rhetorics as a methodology. But as Schell 

and Hesford have demonstrated through their own writings, as well as the special edition 

of College English they co-edited, transnational feminist rhetorics scholarship is 

happening—with or without a coherent, identifiable mapping. Reading the writings of 

Schell and Hesford, as well as that of Rebecca Dingo, Deepika Bahri, Theresa Kulbaga, 

Adela C. Licona, Mary Queen, and Rachel Riedner and Kevin Mahoney, gives scholars 

interested in transnational feminist rhetorics a glimpse into the methodology of such 

work. In this next section, I will briefly outline some of these works to examine how a 

transnational feminist rhetorical methodology functions. My goal is two-fold; first I want 

to demonstrate the connection of this dissertation project to the emerging conversation on 

transnational feminist rhetorics. Second, I want to elucidate transnational feminist 

rhetorics as a research methodology.  

I open my consideration of transnational feminist rhetorical methodology with the 

work of Adela Licona because she does not explicitly employ the terminology of 

transnational feminisms, and yet her work enacts a transnational feminist rhetorical 

methodology. In her article about (b)orderlands rhetorics, Licona investigates how her 

borderlands researcher positionality as well as the third-space location of her research 

subject, i.e., zines, provide her with a space of ambiguity from which to interrupt 
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traditional scholarship practices—be they written, discursive, or representational (106).125 

First, Licona situates her researcher position as that of someone who grew up in the 

Mexico/US borderlands, who is comfortable occupying a third-space that is neither 

wholly inside or outside of specific disciplinary spaces, and who seeks to “put language 

into play by using disruptive discursive strategies that reflect our lived experiences as 

fragmented, partial, real, and imagined, and always in the process of becoming” (ibid.). 

In doing so, Licona considers the possibilities for the production of new knowledges that 

can result from the relational interplays in third-space contexts. Licona announces this 

positionality in the first two pages of her article, preparing her readers for her theorization 

of (b)orderlands rhetorics and the reading and writing practices informing zines, which 

does not result in clearer boundaries about zines but provide a productive ambiguity in 

their circulation. Many of Licona’s methodological considerations are in line with my 

working list of components of a transnational methodology; Licona is attentive to the 

fictive and material nature of borders, the politics of location and naming, and the 

circulation and dynamic interplay of zines and ideas. Based on the work of Licona, I 

argue that a scholar or a piece of scholarship in rhetoric and composition can employ a 

transnational methodology without proclaiming it explicitly. 

Like Licona, Riedner and Mahoney never situate their book, Democracies to 

Come, in terms of an explicit engagement in a transnational feminist rhetorical research 

methodology. However, they open their work with a consideration of a specific, local 

resistance against a “transnationalism from above”—a Washington D.C. protest against 

the International Monetary Fund (IMF) on April 16, 2006. This specific geographical and 
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temporal space provides an articulation of the writers’ politics of location as US 

academics of writing, rhetoric, and activism. From there, Riedner and Mahoney announce 

to their readers their intent in showing how “the lived and felt understandings of the new 

world order” underlie their considerations of rhetorical action and resistance (8). I 

interpret their announcement of attending to the “new world order” as the writers’ intent 

to consider of how the flows of globalization have come to structure social and power 

relations. Later on in the book, the authors consider writing practices that provide sites of 

resistance to the “new world order” of neoliberal logic: Zapatista writing and the critical 

scholarship of cultural studies theorists such as Judith Butler, Michael Hardt, and Antonio 

Negri. Riedner and Mahoney are attentive to the highly differential political space from 

which Zapatistas and academic scholars write. Yet they find that looking across 

borders—those of the nation-state and academic/activist—allows them to show how 

Zapatistas and scholars are “exploring and opening spaces for political intervention and 

possibility” (91). Again, like Licona, they are attentive to the material constraints of 

borders while examining how movement across borders of difference allows for a 

synthesis of counter-hegemonic or anti-neoliberal writing practices. Finally, Riedner and 

Mahoney continually work through their understandings of abstract terms of rhetorical 

action, neoliberalism, and benevolence, indicating an astute awareness of the politics of 

naming. It is not Riedner and Mahoney consideration of anti-globalization protests or the 

teaching writing in a global context that makes their work transnational; merely the 

situatedness of a site of analysis within the process of globalization would be a 

uncomplicated and under-theorized use of transnationalism as a methodology.126 Instead, 
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it is Riedner and Mahoney’s methodological engagement with several, if not all, of the 

components that I outlined in the previous section that make their book an example of a 

transnational rhetorical scholarship.  

In the 2008, the same year as the publication of Riedner and Mahoney’s book, 

College English dedicated a special issue to “Transnational Feminist Rhetorics,” 

featuring the works of Schell, Hesford, Queen, Dingo, Kulbaga, Bahri, and Lu. Unlike 

the previous two examples, each of the issue’s essays employs the language of 

transnationalism explicitly, wrestling with definitions and terms to explain how 

meanings, ideas, goods, power, and people circulate and influence one another through 

the processes of globalization. For example, Queen’s essay on the Revolutionary 

Association of Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) and the use of new media in 

transnational feminisms asks readers to consider how “knowledge is mediated—

technologically, historically, geopolitically, culturally—and how profoundly knowledge 

shapes, but can be changed, by our encounters with others, down the block and across the 

globe” (486). Meanwhile Dingo writes about how the logic of neoliberalism has spread 

through “astonishingly similar yet incongruous policies” involving welfare and gender 

mainstreaming across the globe (492). But the collection is not just mere academic 

tourism of researching diverse geopolitical positionings. Instead, the essays wrestle with 

the transference, translation, adaptation, and co-opting of ideas, people, technologies, and 

goods across borders and how language structures these transmission and circulations.  

As a whole, the issue attends to feminisms, transnational flows, and how rhetoric 

structures geopolitical gendered power relations, or as Kulbaga states in her essay, “what 
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rhetorical communities of “women” are being constructed and why… [and how] 

transnational feminist rhetorical scholarship. . . [can] demystify the linkages among 

affective, ethical, and pedagogical “regimes” of power” (518). The unique and explicit 

contribution of this issue is that it highlights what a rhetorical lens brings to transnational 

feminist methodologies. A transnational (feminist) rhetorical methodology is attentive to 

how “global issues [are] rhetorically situated in complex ways” (Bhari 523).127 In 

particular, a transnational rhetorical methodology means asking many of the questions 

one might associate with rhetorical analysis “Who speaks? For whom? Who listens? 

Why? What is being said? What has gone without saying? (emphasis mine) What has 

been suppressed?” (ibid.). 

With these considerations from Licona, Riedner, Mahoney, and the special edition 

in College English in mind, I propose the following understanding a transnational 

rhetorical methodology or transnational feminist rhetorical methodology that: 

1. seeks to make transparent the rhetorically situatedness of global relations—the 

imagined communities and practices that are created through rhetorical devices. 

2. asks questions about how the rhetorical situation is effected by the process of 

globalization—how the audience and rhetor often invisibly engage one another 

across borders of difference. 

3. critiques the concept of linear or bilinear directions of influence of rhetor and ideal 

audience, considering how texts and arguments circulate beyond the original, 

intended audiences, picking up and depositing cultural residue as they move across 

and within borders.  
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These three items are only several components of what comprises a transnational feminist 

rhetorical methodology. I chose these items because they are present in the College 

English essays that deal explicitly with transnationalism, as well as in the works of 

Licona, Riedner, and Mahoney. Finally, I also selected these three items because they are 

skills that rhetoricians and compositions specialists can bring to the metaphorical table of 

transnational studies. They are the methods that scholars have been using in genre 

studies, literacy studies, and the other sub-categories of both fields. 

In the previous section, I outlined six elements that comprise a transnational 

methodology, and now I add to that list three additional items that make a transnational 

feminist rhetorical methodology. Both of these lists represent academic moves that leave 

my work vulnerable to critique. Clearly, trying to outline what a transnational feminist 

rhetorical methodology looks like privileges the scholarship that I read, the place that I 

inhabit, the limits of my knowledge, and so on. Instead of attempting to write a manual 

on a specific research methodology, I provide these lists to help scholars, such as myself, 

articulate why the work that we do is not “soft” or under-theorized. I want to help move 

away from the seeming emptiness of attaching the label, “transnational,” to scholarship 

that deals with transnational subjects such as migrants, refugees, or multinational 

corporations. By providing a list of elements involved in many transnational rhetorical 

analyses, I hope to help others see how their research locations are implicated in 

transnational meaning making, or how they can join (if they so choose) transnational 

conversations. 
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But before I appear altruistic in my consideration of adding to the field, I should 

mention that I make these lists to show how this project on “women world leaders” is not 

just problematizing different rhetorical acts through a transnational lens because there is 

no national tradition of women in positions of leadership. Instead I have used a 

transnational feminist rhetorical methodology to understand what a woman who is 

elected or appointed head of a nation-state does to underlying national doxa. Does her 

election/appointment mean that the collective political will has changed in favor of 

progressive and equitable political participation? How does her administration speak to 

her constituents and to others outside of her national borders? How do the people outside 

of her borders speak back to and with her? In the next and final section of this chapter, I 

point to some potential answers for these difficult questions based on the transnational 

feminist rhetorical analyses of “women world leaders” in the previous chapters.  
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5.3 Women World Leaders or Women As World Leaders 

In this project, I have selected three different rhetorical situations involving women in the 

positions of heads of state: autobiographies, organizations, and naming practices. 

Throughout those three analysis chapters and the one that precedes them, I have 

attempted to enact the nine components of a transnational feminist rhetorical research 

methodology as I have outlined in the previously in this chapter. First, I have questioned, 

critiqued, and made transparent the circulation of ideas, people, media, and texts 

surrounding women in positions of national executive leadership—as exemplified in my 

analysis of the circulation of autobiographical narrative devices or the images that 

organizations use to represent “women world leaders.” In selecting the five 

autobiographies that I analyzed in Chapter 2, I considered how those texts, written in 

English by leaders of nation-states with low English literacy rates, circulated widely 

outside of their nation-states because of their chosen written language. Another example 

of how I have enacted the transnational feminist rhetorical research methodology that I 

outline has been through an attention to the politics of naming, which can observed in my 

complicating the category of “woman” as a social construct as well as complicating the 

grouping of various heads of state into a collective based upon an observed gendered 

identity. When possible, I try to insert critiques of given naming practices to show how 

imaginary collectives, such as Iron Ladies, are at times both ideological and material. In 

earnest, I have also tried to highlight how the lens of my researcher positionality comes 

into play in my analyses, allowing for ample space for others to join in conversation and 

for my voice to join those who have already been discussing and writing on the topic.  
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Within the confines of an academic dissertation, I try to make my body and 

politics transparent especially in terms of how my lived practices are contradictory to and 

complicit with neoliberal US politics. To attend to the blurriness of boundaries and the 

complex interactions of transnational analyses, I argue conclusions that represent a 

both/and perspective, arguing that the Iron Lady naming can be both an empowering 

label and a conscription into hegemonic gender performances.128 As with my 

conclusions, I have likewise stated the contradictions in the texts and situations that I am 

analyzing. By using feminist citation practices such as drawing on transdisciplinary and 

sometimes lesser-known sources, this project enacts a knowledge that is relational and 

based upon my coursework, conferences attended, discussions with colleagues, and so 

on. I have worked diligently to make transparent that academic genealogy. Finally, I have 

looked across borders of difference—of nationality, gender, race, and class—not for 

academic tourism but to try to make transparent the ways in which women in positions of 

leadership can be understood through the performances of other women who held or hold 

similar positions in different geographical locations.  

In addition to modeling a new research methodology for the fields of rhetoric and 

composition studies, conducting a transnational feminist rhetorical analysis of women in 

national executive leadership positions allows me to make a very specific and vital 

argument about women’s political participation, especially in transnational contexts 

where the understanding of “woman” is highly contested and divergent. Something shifts 

when a differently identified body, e.g., “woman,” enters a traditionally exclusive, 

masculinized space of leadership, even if it is a rhetorical bridge attempts to suture the 
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disruption of the status quo. As Bourdieu points out, discourse or orthodoxy to support a 

given, previously-unspoken doxa only emerges when there is a rupture (see Chapter 1). 

As my analyses show, sometimes the transnational connectivities  of “women world 

leaders” create an imagined collective that could represent what Spivak calls “strategic 

essentialism,” e.g., The Council of Women World Leaders. Spivak argues that taking up 

an essentializing position can be a useful strategy for minoritized groups of people. 

However, “strategic essentialism” should only be used scrupulously as a means of 

gathering power or position. Chela Sandoval’s method of “differential consciousness” 

argues that, in order to oppose dominant ideologies, minoritized groups must continually 

move between different positionings, including strategic essentialism. 129 In the previous 

chapters of this project, “women world leaders” appears at times to be a strategic 

essentialism, a topography of differential consciousness where women in positions of 

leadership can aggregate their lived experiences to oppose dominant ideologies or resist 

the status quo of the leadership position that they hold.  

But my analyses also demonstrate that “women world leaders” is not always a 

discursive space of strategic essentialism. As stated through the language of Bourdieu, a 

crisis is the necessary condition to question doxa, but it does not guarantee an action, a 

change, or even a critical space to begin a social action. Or, as Paulo Freire writes, “a 

change in understanding, which is of basic importance, does not itself, however, mean a 

change in the concrete” (19). A crisis means that the participants of a system or structure 

are confronted with the inconsistencies of that entity, but it does not mean that they will 

advance means to alter the way in which the system or structure functions. 
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In this study, I have shown how women world leaders participate in rhetorical 

actions to reinforce traditions and to create new political possibilities. Chapters 2-4 

demonstrate some ways in which women world leaders, as an ideological discourse and 

also as real people, play out performances of power that disrupt and reinscribe the status 

quo. Put into rhetorical terms, women world leaders can simultaneously perform as 

rhetors who resist the status quo and interrupt it. I argue that when women world leaders 

resist the status quo and create possibilities for new futures, they are participating in an 

ethical rhetorical action. When they conform to hegemonic gendered performances or 

reinscribe neoliberal logics that reduce the realm of possible futures, they are 

participating in unethical rhetorical action. My understandings of ethical and unethical 

rhetorical action are not based on a moral premises but, rather, based upon the rhetorical 

action’s ability to create new possibilities (ethical) or to restrict or limit possibilities 

(unethical). This understanding of the adjective “ethical” comes from the work of Byron 

Hawk (2006) on ethical political action as well as the work of Riedner and Mahoney 

(2008) on resistance, neoliberalism, and rhetorical action.130 

 Based on my research for this project, women world leaders do put the doxa of 

the nation-state in crisis, i.e., they create a heterodoxy, which is evidenced by the 

competing appropriations of their different performances of power into ethical or 

unethical rhetorical actions. Discontinuity and disruption, according Riedner, and 

Mahoney who cite the work of Gerard Hauser, are what allow for rhetorical action to take 

place: “‘the need for discourse arises most pointedly at times when disruptions or gaps 

occur in the normal course of events’—we would add, when political action creates such 
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disruptions or gaps” (Riedner and Mahoney 32). In the act of electing (or considering) a 

woman as the president, prime minister, or head of state, rhetorical actions emerge from 

that event to either suture the discontinuity or to break it open even further.131  

Despite different political philosophies or geographical locations, women who 

become world leaders participate in similarly gendered rhetorical actions. Some such 

actions are ethical, seeking to open up the potentials of political participation and to break 

open hegemonic social structures. But likewise, some of those rhetorical actions could be 

called unethical in that they limit the potentials of action—sometimes by trying to bridge 

over and obscure the disruption to national doxa with discourse. The interpretation of 

these rhetorical actions often shifts between ethical and unethical depending on the 

situatedness of the audience of each act. What I mean is that proclaiming these actions as 

ethical or unethical changes as women performing as world leaders are not only 

understood as a unique localized political performance, but they are also understood as 

participating in a larger global collective. I have been calling this larger global collective 

women world leaders. I am italicizing women world leaders to highlight how the phrase 

functions as a singular entity. But because women world leaders, as a singular entity, 

functions as a complex discourse that both refers to actual, existential women as leaders 

in local and immediate geopolitical spaces and symbolically represents these existential 

agents in a “strategic essentialism,” women world leaders can frame women rhetors who 

serve as leaders as part of either ethical or unethical rhetorical actions. Or, differently 

stated, women world leaders is a discursive space of rhetorical action that both limits and 

expands the potentials for social action.  
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For example, one can argue that the crisis brought on by the introduction of 

women as leaders of Scandinavian nation-states was a rhetorical action that led to 

progressive changes to issues that have traditionally been framed as feminist issues. 

Norway, Finland, and Iceland have all been represented by women in the executive 

office, and as of 2007, 41.8% of Scandinavian parliamentary seats and 55.1% of cabinet 

seats were held by women—numbers that represent an exceptionally high level of 

women’s participation in national leadership compared to global counterparts (Jensen 

10). Political science scholar and lawyer, Jane A. Jensen reports that there are several 

factors that have led to the success of women as world leaders in Scandinavia. First, she 

cites the Viking tradition of egalitarianism and the inclusion of women in some civic 

activities (ibid.) Next she outlines how the traditional economy of Scandinavia was 

structured around sailors being away from home thus leaving women to fill the gaps the 

men left behind (11). But perhaps most importantly have been the success of women’s 

organizations in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as the unsuccessful attempt to adopt a quota 

system for parliamentary representation in the 1980s (ibid.). This complex rhetorical 

action toward egalitarian participation in leadership has led to women as world leaders 

who have, in turn, used their administration to advance some of the most progressive 

legislation on parental leave and sex work.132 Scandinavian women as world leaders are 

part of a sustained action for equity and advancement of social justice issues.  

Another example of a woman world leader who can be framed as part of an 

ethical rhetorical action would be Janet Jagan, the first women as Prime Minister and, 

eventually, President of Guyana. Alongside her husband, Cheddi Jagan, Janet Jagan led 
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worker revolutions in the 40s, and 50s in the former British colony by organizing 

domestic servants and rubber plant workers into unions.133 She co-founded the People’s 

Progressive Party (PPP) and the Women’s Political and Economic Organization (WPO). 

She and Cheddi fought for Guyanese independence from the British in the 60s and 70s 

and led the PPP until the first official election in 1992 when Cheddi was elected 

president. After Cheddi’s death in 1997, Janet was elected President of Guyana. While 

this is but a snippet of Janet Jagan’s political and activist career, it shows that her 

political positions could be, again, interpreted as part of an ethical rhetorical action to 

increase the social possibilities for the Guyanese.  

What is of equal importance, though, in these past two examples, is that these 

women are hardly household names outside of their nation-state or regional position. Of 

Jagan, Finnbogadóttir and Sigurðardóttir (Iceland), Halonen and Jaatteenmaki (Finland), 

and Brundtland (Norway), all but Sigurðardóttir are official members of the Council of 

Women World Leaders while Brundtland held the position of the Director General of the 

World Health Organization, indicating some level of global recognition of their positions. 

And yet these women occupy marginal spaces in the discourses of “women world 

leaders,” outside their specific, local political space or in academic discourses of political 

science and gender studies. These women as world leaders can be understood as taking 

part of ethical rhetorical action because they occupy this marginal symbolic space in the 

discourse of women world leaders.  

For the remainder of this project, I italicize woman as world leaders and women 

world leaders to highlight the two different rhetorical actions in which the leaders 
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examined in this study participate. Women world leaders is a rhetorical construction that 

involves unethical rhetorical action that responds to the nation-state’s crisis upon the 

introduction of women as world leaders. Instead of allowing for more possibilities or new 

ways of reading the nation-state, this discursive practice attempts to reinforce the doxa of 

the nation-state. It averts the crisis of the nation-state by creating a false tradition of 

women as world leaders in order to assuage the citizens that the nation-state is a static 

entity, instead of engaging the fact that the national fabric is always shifting. Much like 

Thatcher’s often repeated slogan of “There is no alternative,” women world leaders, as an 

unethical rhetorical action, attempts to limit the imagination on what the nation-state 

could be and what it could evolve into.134  

The false tradition created by the discourses of women world leaders functions in 

a similar manner to the US presidency, as outlined in the work of Campbell and 

Jamieson. In their latest edition of Presidents Creating the Presidency: Deeds Done in 

Words, Campbell and Jamieson argue that the presidency functions like a “corporate 

entity… encompass[ing] more than a single person” (18). By re-interpreting current and 

former US Presidents in relation to one another based on their rhetorical performances of 

various presidential genres, “presidents increase or decrease their powers as individuals, 

and even of more importance, affect the powers available to their successors” (27). Based 

on the research from this project, women world leaders is emerging to become the 

“presidency” of transnational politics where women who are world leaders can be 

accounted for and placed into a tradition that reaffirms a global hegemony of the nation-

state as the only model of sovereignty. Because women as world leaders are not unified 
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by the same institutional affiliation, like US Presidents, women as world leaders become 

a part of women world leaders through discursive and visual practices.  

Unlike Campbell and Jamieson, I could not rely on institutionalized genres of 

political performance in this project. Nor could I rely on a specific, commonly accepted 

language, such as the “presidency,” to frame this discursive space. It is important to note 

that the discourse, women world leaders, is not always employed using that specific 

wording. But I am using women world leaders to signify the often unspoken practice of 

articulating together women in leadership positions. By using the phrase, women world 

leaders, I implicate those rhetorical strategies that put women who are world leaders into 

a transnational tradition of leadership in order to reread their performances of power. 

While I acknowledge that, unlike the US presidency, the language of women world 

leaders is hardly ever framed in those explicit terms, I argue that the lack of transparency 

of that type of language is what makes this unethical rhetorical action all the more 

insidious. Such lack of transparency allows the discourse to shift shape and style to avoid 

detecting and easy critique.  

Instead of relying on institutional or language structures as Campbell and 

Jamieson did, I found rhetorical exigencies in which women who serve as world leaders 

are reframed into the discourse of women world leaders. In Chapter 2, I highlighted how 

narrative structures of autobiographies interpellate woman as leaders to write stories that 

ring true; while in Chapter 3, I looked at the conjunction of both visual and discursive 

organizational practices that align women as leaders in a transnational network. Finally, 

in the previous chapter, I articulated the lines of connectivity around the trope of Iron 
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Lady, a language-game that unites women as leaders through similitude and difference.135 

While these three rhetorical situations are different from the geopolitical and institutional 

context of the US presidency, the effect is similar in that women world leaders serves as a 

mechanism through which contemporary women as world leaders get read through the 

lens of those who came before them and through which historical women as world 

leaders get reread through the lens of contemporary women as world leaders.  

 This means that the more that woman who are leaders participate in the discursive 

and visual practices of women world leaders, the less likely they will be able to affect 

progressive social action. Instead, those women who are world leaders that find 

themselves interpreted as women world leaders are more likely to reaffirm the doxa of 

the nation-state; instead of taking part in an ethical rhetorical action, these politicians’ 

work will be used to reassure people that the nation-state is an enduring entity. As I stated 

early in this chapter, women world leaders bridge over the crisis of the nation-state, 

obscuring the fissures of its hegemony, restricting the ability to revolutionize or 

reorganize the social relations upon which it was built, and reframing the embodied 

woman as world leader—and the crisis she can signify to the nation-state—into a 

performance that engages in the politics of representation. 

Representational politics have proven to be a useful framing for pedagogies of 

both unethical and ethical rhetorical action.136 For some citizens, the election—or even 

the consideration—of a woman as a national leader rips the hegemonic fabric of the 

nation-state, creating a rhetorical exigency to which to respond, meaning that for that 

given audience the event is a deliberate stage of ethical rhetorical action by individuals 
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and collectives to undermine the dominance of male leadership or disrupt the status quo. 

However, women world leaders have been used to give the appearance of inclusion and 

diversity in order to maintain the status quo. As John Dewey acknowledges in Liberalism 

and Social Action, any social issue, by definition, requires competing interests or 

otherwise there would be no problem (81). In the US context, one can see the impasse 

that emerges from the competing rhetorical actions surrounding women world leaders, 

preemptively forestalling progressive, ethical social action. Those ardently working for 

ethical rhetorical action in terms of breaking hegemonic notions of leadership have not 

wrestled free from the field of interactions with unethical rhetorical actions and actors to 

really bring forth a crisis from which social action can emerge.  

With US groups like EMILY’s List, Annie’s List, The White House Project, Girls 

State, and Girls, Inc., one can see that there are organizations that strive to enact an 

ethical rhetorical action in relation to women in politics and leadership. EMILY’s List, in 

particular, has helped dozens of women to get elected to national office—though never 

the highest office—by fundraising, by providing training and research, and by engaging 

the communities where women are running for office. EMILY’s List carefully avoids the 

pitfalls of calling its candidates “women leaders” by reclaiming the word “woman” as a 

noun instead of an adjective: “EMILY’s List is dedicated to electing pro-choice 

Democratic women to office” (EMILY’s List). Throughout the website, EMILY’s List 

carefully uses similar phrases such as “women as candidates” or “women in politics” to 

avoid the explicit discourse of “women leaders.”137 It is a nuanced gesture for sure, which 

in no way guarantees that their rhetorical action will not become limiting in its potential 
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for progressive social action. But the example of EMILY’s List is a positive and 

conscious step that shows an awareness of how the discourse of women leaders can 

becoming a limiting trope. 

  I interpret this rhetorical gesture by EMILY’s List as a recognition of how they, 

too, understand how the discourses of  “woman leader” and “woman world leader” bridge 

over the crisis or the gap that women as leaders create through their differently embodied 

presences. Based on their mission statement, such interpretation seems reasonable since it 

appears that EMILY’s List wants to put the traditions of male (and white) US leadership 

in crisis and reformulate it through a model of representational inclusion, meaning not 

just in terms of gendered identities but also racial, religious, and socio-economic 

identities.  

Yet changing the discursive practices, as I do by differentiating women as world 

leaders and women world leaders or as EMILY’s List has done, is not enough. As Kristie 

Fleckenstein argues, in order to create progressive and compassionate social action, we 

must attend to the knot of social interactions, where “vision, rhetoric, and place coalesce. 

. . from which social action may evolve” (17). If we follow Fleckenstein’s argument, then 

it is not enough to just change the way people talk, write, and visually represent women 

as world leaders. Each candidate or elected head of state must be considered in her local 

political context, as people change their visual and discursive rhetorical habits. The way 

that the media frames a female body in a political space; the manner in which we critique 

the female’s life choices of work, family, and pleasure; the stereotypes of gendered 

leadership (see Chapter 1)—these practices inform our visual habits, which is “an 
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amalgamation of a culture-body interface” that frames the way in which we understand a 

cultural space (29).  

Throughout this dissertation project, I demonstrated how this transnational 

discourse, women world leaders, while at times providing some productive spaces for 

women who are world leaders, continues to obscure lived realities of gender inequality in 

politics and forestall the potential for more women as world leaders. The current 

discourse of women world leaders makes certain bodies invisible, certain ethical practices 

invisible, and certain imaginative and hope-filled futures invisible. By theorizing the 

methodology of transnational feminist rhetorics with my analyses of women world 

leaders, it is my hope that women as world leaders will become a highly visible part of a 

public pedagogy toward ethical rhetorical action through deliberate and sustained efforts 

to undo our rhetorical and visual habits involving women in positions of leadership—

creating a pedagogy that allows women to act as more diverse and fluid change agents 

and contest the various doxas of the nation-state, especially that of gendered leadership. 
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CONCLUSION 

I would be remiss if I did not write something of an epilogue to this project. I 

finished writing this dissertation in November 2010. I felt elated upon its completion, 

even if I was left feeling just as ambivalent about women in leadership positions as when 

I began the project. As I was concluding writing, Representative Gabrielle Giffords of the 

8th Congressional District of Arizona was running a tough re-election campaign against 

Tea Party Republican Jesse Kelly. I call it “tough” because the final outcome of the 

campaign took over a week to determine and Giffords won by less than 5000 votes. But it 

was also “tough” because of the political rhetoric that fueled both campaigns; the media 

surrounding Giffords’ re-election was loaded with gendered stereotypes and 

misrepresentations. I remember thinking, “I should be writing about this community-

based political and rhetorical situation instead of sitting alone reading about women who 

are leaders elsewhere.” As I took my daily runs through my northwest Tucson 

neighborhood and community, I mentally catalogued the campaign signs that read 

“Goodbye Gabby!,” “Giffords forced Obamacare on YOU!,” or “We came unarmed 

THIS TIME.” Reading the newspaper or watching television, I witnessed the campaign 

strategies that encouraged Kelly’s supporters to go and “get on target” by firing a loaded 

automatic M16. I can’t report accurately how many times I thought: I should take a 

picture of that sign, I should record that advertisement, or I need to document the date of 

this rally. And several times I remarked aloud that the campaign seemed exceptionally 

violent and fueled misunderstandings and intolerance instead of democratic discourse, 

much like the rhetorical strategies David Neiwert aptly critiques in The Elliminationists—
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a book that was written before this election cycle. I’m not sure that I said it aloud to my 

partner, but I believe I did say something like “I am afraid that this is going to get really 

bad.” Giffords’ Tucson office had already been shot at in March 2010, and in July 2010 

another local Democrat, Senator Raul Grijalva’s Yuma office was shooting target. 

Southern Arizona and the entire state seemed to be experiencing an increased threat of 

gun violence towards political officials in the Democratic party. Time and again, I 

quieted that concerned and scared inner voice by justifying that I had to finish my 

dissertation project, as it was originally conceived, in order to land an academic job that 

would support me and my family. And I did. 

But as I was in Los Angeles on January 8, 2011 to attend first round interviews at 

the MLA, Giffords was shot and nearly killed at a local Safeway—a grocery store in my 

Northwest Tucson neighborhood. A total of 19 people were shot, six of them fatally. I 

had just returned to my hotel room for a brief respite when I received phone calls and text 

messages asking “Where are you?” and “Are you ok?” It wasn’t until I received my 

brother’s text message that I began to worry; even though he was back in Ohio, he knew 

exactly where I was and what I was doing. I turned on the television. The news of the 

shooting that had taken place just three miles from my home made my hands shake. The 

newscast pronounced Giffords dead. When my partner returned to the room following a 

meeting, I remember saying to him “they killed her.”  

To whom I was referring with the word “they,” I am still wondering. But it was 

clear in my mind that there was something behind this shooting—something more than a 

lone, alienated Pima Community College gunman. Since the shooting, I haven’t spoken 



234 

openly about the “they” question. Instead, I have shared my personal thoughts about the 

role of rhetorical education and public discourse in creating a more radical and less 

violent democracy. I haven’t wanted to broach the topic of who “they” refers to since 

many people immediately following the attack rightly took issue with assigning blame to 

parties, individuals, or pundits.  

I don’t know what the kairotic moment would be talk about how gender is 

implicated in the events of January 8, 2011. It’s been over four months, and at times it 

still feels too soon. I know that once we open the discussion about the fact that a Jewish 

woman was shot by a white man, the discussion will dovetail into many of the rhetorical 

moves that I critique in this project. But must we continue to ignore the fact that this 

shooting—like nearly every other mass, public shooting in the US—is a male precipitated 

crime? An expression of male violence? Judith Halberstam spoke openly about how mass 

shooting is a unique expression of male rage calling shootings like Virginia Tech and 

Columbine a “new version of male entitlement that comes with an extreme expression of 

male violence at every outlet of the political culture” (Danbolt 2006). While 

Halberstam’s interview took place before the Tucson tragedy, her biting insight about 

male rage still applies. While I am not implying that the “they” I implicated on January 8 

is all men or male-identities. But I am wondering if “they” refers to all the forms that 

male rage takes on. And perhaps I even meant to implicate the forms of white supremacy 

male rage.  

Halberstam calls for feminist analyses of these types of shooting events even 

though a feminist analysis is nearly impossible to find the public sphere because 
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feminism is considered to be a “historical artifact at this point” (Danbolt). I hope that my 

future research will be able to attend to such an analysis and that it will find an audience 

in the public sphere. What I can write now is that I am certain that Giffords experienced 

the push/pull of gendered leadership performances that I outline in this project. Instead of 

playing the “Iron Lady,” she was often the US cowgirl, which could be understood a US 

nationalistic version of a cyborg identity. In my future research, I intend put local case 

studies in conversation with this larger dissertation project. The US cowgirl or the folksy 

rhetorical style of conservative US politicians, such as Sarah Palin and Christine 

O’Donnell, are just two gendered performances of power that I am working to uncover. 

While my future work surely cannot give us concrete answers about why the Tucson 

shooting occurred, I hope it suggests ways in which to interrupt the violent, sexist logic 

that underlies such expressions of male rage in addition to opening up further discussion 

about women’s rhetorical performances of political power. 
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CHAPTER NOTES

                                                        

Preface Notes 
1 My understanding of “whiteness” as an unconscious mode of being comes from the work of Tukufu 
Zuberi and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, White Logic, White Methods (2008), Ghassan Hage, “White Self-
racialization as Identity Fetishism” (2005), and Ruth Frankenberg, White Women, Race Matters (1993); 
David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness (2007). Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva argue that internationally 
speaking, it is the “belief in race as real that makes race real in its social consequences” (7). But it is in the 
erasure of “white” as a race that allows people who identify or are identified through whiteness to move in 
privileged ways. In this understanding, whiteness is a way of thinking about one’s body and literally and/or 
figuratively erasing one’s race in order to gain privilege—even if the privilege is just to not have to 
consider one’s own race. I will refer to whiteness as a “mode of being” so that I am attentive to how it is 
often an unconscious understanding of a group of people or of one’s self.  
 
2 See Eileen Schell (1997) and Diana George (1994). 
 
 
Chapter 1 Notes 
3  Not only is such discourse usually couched in inaccuracies such as the one in the NPR segment about 
“dozens” of “women world leaders,” but there is a tinge of paranoia in this discourse. In this paranoia, one 
hears the concern that accepting that other nations have elected a woman while the US has not might mean 
that the US lags behind other nation, even so-called third world or developing nations like Liberia. It is this 
competitive paranoia, I believe, that leads people to believe that there have been either so many women 
elected elsewhere or so few women elected elsewhere. The paranoia obscures the reality of the situation, 
which is one problem that this project seeks to address.  
 
4 In using this term, I rely on Michelle Ballif’s definition: “Mêtis is a knowing, doing, and making not in 
regards to Truth (either certain or probable), but in regards to…[an ambiguous] situation” (53). 
 
5 Geographical boundaries are just one example of the types of things that are created through the human 
imagination of ordering—for the Rio Grande, instead of being seen from the US perspective as a dividing 
entity, it could just as well be understood as Rio Bravo, an internal waterway of a former mapping of 
Mexico. 
 
6 I am deliberately invoking the language of articulation theory, which I understand through the work of 
Amy C. Kimme Hea (2002). While looking at narratives of the World Wide Web and web-based 
classrooms, Kimme Hea explains that articulation theory “acknowledge[s] the dynamic, multiple, and 
contingent nature of all power relations” (332). She, as well as articulation theorists such as Deluze and 
Guattari, stress that once power relations are articulated, they can also be rearticulated in different patterns 
and with differing levels of influence in order to intervene in previously articulated power relations.  
 
7 I borrow the term “fictive ethnicity” from French political scientist Etienne Balibar’s work because he is 
attentive to how “no nation possesses an ethic base naturally” and that in creating a fictive ethnicity, the 
nation obscures its own dubiousness. Or as he argues, “without it, the nation would appear precisely only as 
an idea or an arbitrary abstraction” (224). 
 
8 Foucault’s Discipline and Punish provides a case study of how RSAs and ISAs function cooperatively to 
form the ideal citizen; by looking at history of the French penal system in conjunction with the educational 
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system, Foucault deconstructs the ideological reproduction of hegemonic structures of French citizenship 
and “democratic” participation. 
 
9 In using the term, “governmentality,” I am referring to Foucault’s work and how that term signifies the 
government, governmental apparatuses, and structures of knowledge; the ensemble of institutions that have 
technical means of securing the continuance of the state (e.g. military, police); and the shaping of subjects 
into citizens that respond to the aforementioned structures (“Governmentality” 219-220). 
 
10 Using the language of “citizen” creates many problems for this project, especially since not all who 
reside within the imaginary geographic boundaries of a nation-state are recognized as citizens. Throughout 
this project, I will highlight this tension with my limited use of the term “citizen” to show how it often only 
refers to those inhabitants/subjects that are sanctioned by the state apparatuses. When a more appropriate 
and inclusive word choice is available to me, I will use it.  
 
11 Informing my use of rhetorical belonging is Burke’s A Rhetoric of Motives: “But we are clearly in the 
region of rhetoric when considering the identifications whereby a specialized activity makes one a 
participant in some social or economic class. “Belonging” in this sense is rhetorical” (28). Rhetorical 
belonging highlights the imagined sense of the national community that Anderson makes transparent. 
 
12 Chandra Mohanty’s book about Third World Feminisms enacts such a model of scholarship that allows 
for recognizing both functions of the nation-state: the imagined and material consequences. “Third World 
Feminisms” is Mohanty’s term, not mine. She critiques this phrase “third world” but uses it nonetheless. 
 
13 The previous section argues that the nation-state is an antihumanistic system, which means that, 
following the writings of Georges Bataille, it requires the establishment and enforcement of homogeneity 
that comes at the cost of a pre-existing heterogeneity. As Bataille’s editor, Allan Stoekl says of Bataille’s 
theories of homogeneous systems, “homogeneity is an aftereffect of heterogeneity” (xvii). 
 
14 From this point on in the project, I will use both “women” and women. The latter denotes the naming 
given to a heterogeneous group of bodies that the nation-state reads as women. The former is used in 
sentences to discuss the material bodies, roles and activities that constitute the imagined collective 
“women.”  In general, I will use quotation marks in conjunction with phrases such as the category of… or 
the naming of…. It is a clunky grammatical device to be sure. However, in both usages, I am still invoking 
the arbitrariness of the naming device and never would I maintain that woman or women is a naturally 
occurring identity based on certain biological assemblages. In no way do I maintain that women compose a 
homogenous group of people. 
 
15 In particular, I am thinking of Leslie Feinberg’s work and writing on transgendered identities. See Trans 
Liberation: Beyond Pink or Blue 2006. Feinberg contests the gendered conventions of “man” and “woman” 
as they are shaped in national discourses.  
 
16 De Lauretis’ chapter on “When Lesbians Were Not Women” relies heavily on Monique Wittig’s 1980 
essay, “On ne naît pas femme” (Translation: “One is not born a woman”)—an essay that profoundly shapes 
this entire project. Wittig’s essay will be dealt with more explicitly later in the chapter, but I wanted to cite 
her influence to the theorists and scholars in this section. 
 
17 Situated knowledge is a concept that emerges from Donna Haraway’s work, “Situated Knowledges: The 
Science Question in Feminism and the privilege of Partial Perspective.” In this essay, Haraway outlines 
how feminist objectivity can only emerge as a partial reality based on how the researcher’s body is 
positioned in terms of class, gender, race, nation, and sexuality, just to name a few categories. To defend 
against the critique of paralyzing relativism, Haraway argues that there is no position of complete 
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innocence, nor is there a “way to ‘be’ simultaneously in all, or whole in any” category (193). This means 
that I am simultaneously using the term “woman” throughout this project while arguing that using the term 
is problematic and oppressive. For another example of how situated knowledge informs feminist 
scholarship, see Sandra G. Harding’s Who’s Science? Who’s Knowledge?: Thinking from Women’s Lives, 
1991.  
 
18 The logic of overdetermining “woman” through reproduction capacity instead of “man” escapes and 
angers me. Yet, the nation-state frames women’s reproductive role as “unique” in that woman can carry 
and birth a child. But this uniqueness is arbitrary since male reproductive roles have their own unique 
qualities. I would argue that this pathological interest in controlling the female’s role in reproduction 
proves that the nation-state is a system that privileges maleness, for it would be equally plausible to control 
and regulate whether or not (and how) males become fathers as it is to control which females become 
mothers. 
 
19 “Intersectionality” is a common term in Gender Studies to indicate how different socially constructed 
categories, such as race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, disability, class, and nationality, interact. 
Critical Race Theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw first used the term back in the late 1980s for her work on legal 
implications of such intersectionality. After the word’s introduction, Patricia Hill Collins’ treatment of 
“black feminist thought” made intersectionality one of the major methodologies of contemporary gender 
studies. There are also critiques of intersectionality as reductive and formulaic understandings of 
difference, as well as lacking in an articulated methodology (Nash 2008, McCall 2005, Glenn 2002). 
However, the forthcoming work of Vivian May seeks to reclaim intersectionality as a viable research 
methodology. 
 
20 For an example of this type of scholarship within rhetorical studies, see Jessica Enoch’s work on the 
forced sterilization of Chicanas in Southern California (2005). Forced sterilization and the control of 
reproductive abilities has been a prominent way for the nation-state to control the racialization of its 
citizens. See also Laura Brigg’s work on Puerto Rico for an additional example of how control over 
reproduction abilities shapes projects of nationalism (2002).  
 
21 It should be noted that the term doxa became widely used in a Judeo-Christian tradition after the creation 
of the Septuagint between the third and first centuries BCE. With the translation of the Hebrew Bible into 
Greek, the word doxa became linked to various Hebrew definitions such as “glory,” “honor,” and “power.” 
Practitioners of Judeo-Christian religious traditions commonly understand these definitions of doxa. 
However, I am not invoking these definitions at all in my use of the term. For more information about the 
translation and creation of the Septuagint, see Invitation to the Septuagint (2005) by Moisés Silva and 
Karen H. Jobes. 
 
22 Historian WKC Gutherie interprets Plato’s acceptance of decisions made according to doxa based upon 
the possibility of breaking doxa into two levels: high or true doxa and general opinion, the latter he linked 
with false beliefs (503-547). 
 
23 I am using the masculine pronoun in this unique occasion since rhetors, in ancient Greece, were 
explicitly conceived of as male. However, I acknowledge that women engaged in rhetorical activities 
during this time period. See Cheryl Glenn’s Rhetoric Retold (1997) for more information on this topic. 
 
24 I use the modifiers “nearly every” and “almost” to acknowledge the various nation-states that might be 
more attentive to their liminal historical nature. Already in my research, I found evidence that some nation-
states function without the doxa of eternal stability. One such example of a nation-state that does not 
always rely on this doxa is Israel, as evidenced in the autobiography of Golda Meir. However, Israel is a 
paradoxical case in that much of the nation-state’s logic relies on Zionism, which inherently reproduces the 
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national doxa of a natural, eternal project. However, Israeli leaders, such as Meir and others acknowledge 
the liminal nature of the nation-state of Israel. See Chapter 2 for more details on this. 
 
25 Examples of this include Bangladesh, East and West Germany, Zaire, and the USSR. 
 
26 Such statements are akin to the statement “We are all in this together,” which Rosi Braidotti critiques as a 
move of transnational feminist ethics of “common humanity” (2006, 35). Braidotti’s work does an 
excellent job of explaining how this statement is at once a contingent truth about human existence and a 
fantasy of pan-humanity. In the same vein, the statement “we will endure” holds a contingent truth about 
national experience and identity while it also creates an ideological, national doxa. 
 
27 The way that Bourdieu explains the function of doxa allows doxa to function as a mechanism of 
hegemony as understood through the work of Gramsci. In Gramsci’s work, hegemony functions through 
the direct action of the dominant group as well as the indirect action of a “juridical government”—both of 
which require the ‘spontaneous consent.  .  . of the great masses” (12). One way to secure the spontaneous 
consent is to obscure the fact that there is something in question. In this case, the nation-state is given 
spontaneous consent by the very nature of its existence and purpose is unspoken in civil society.  
 
28 My use of “fraternal patriarchy” is intended to highlight the difference of contemporary patriarchy from 
that patriarchy which social contract theorist contested in the 17th and 18th century, e.g. Rousseau, Locke, 
and Hobbes. I understand Patemen’s work and terminology to be attempting to respond to critiques who 
would say that society is no longer controlled through a patriarchy that is a paternal right. Pateman uses 
this terminology to show how patriarchy is still operational in contemporary civil society.  
 
29 New Zealand appears to be the first country to allow some women to vote in national elections in 1893, 
though the country was still a British colony at the time. Australia was the first sovereign nation-state to 
grant women the right to vote in 1902. I use the timeline of the late 19th and 20th centuries for women’s 
suffrage because, as Ramirez, Soysal, and Shanahan report, “between 1890 and 1994, women in 96 percent 
of all nation-states acquired the right to vote and seek public office” (735). The rest of their article provides 
an interesting cross-national analysis of how 133 countries enacted women’s suffrage. 
 
30 National Manhood came out in 1998, well before the election of Barack Obama. President Obama’s 
visible identity marker as a man of color interrupts this tradition of white leadership. I think that it is not 
surprising to hear a lot of public discourse from US citizens about wanting “my America back” or 
proclaiming that this is not the “America I grew up with.” The visible interruption of the leadership ideals 
for a US President calls attention to the fact that the nation-state does change, evolve, and perhaps even 
come to an end. That said, it is still noteworthy that President Obama is a male, thus perpetuating the doxa 
that US Presidents should be male. A further consideration of President Obama’s interruption of the 
tradition of white US Presidency is considered in chapter 5.  
 
31 This book was published in 1993, making these statistics out of date. I will keep looking for better ones 
to use. However, these numbers show the ambivalent reception of women in position of leadership. For 
more information on this global disparity in women’s political participation, see Chapter 5.  
 
32 While I am using a transnational methodology and looking for global examples of women in positions of 
leadership, the term “woman leader” is a specifically English rhetorical gesture. In future research, I am 
looking to rhetorical moves, such as this one, in other languages. For example, how are politiciennes 
framed in francophone discussions of women in positions of power? How often is the gendered noun used, 
and in which countries?  
  
33 The outcome of the crisis of national doxa will be explicitly addressed in Chapter 5. 
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34 Some women world leaders are appointed by another executive or legislative officer(s). However, I 
include in this category those leaders who were appointed but were also affirmed by some form of official 
vote. For example, Rosalia Artega of Ecuador does not count in this understanding of women world leaders 
because she only became the president after Abdalá Bucaram was deemed unfit for office, and she served 
only two days before the legislature voted her out and Bucaram back into office. 
 
35 Even though she identifies the flexibility of trans, she does not differentiate between transnational and 
international with this insight. To clarify this distinction, I offer this example as a model to differentiate 
between transnational and international. Consider the structural make up of international organizations, 
such as the UN or NATO, in comparison with many transnational Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs), such as Médicins Sans Frontiers or OXFAM. Members of UN and NATO come together as 
delegates of their nation-states to enact change or enforce global legislation. This requires institutional 
recognition of these people from their imagined national communities, as explained earlier in this essay. 
What results is an international organization. However, transnational NGOs, in theory, consist of 
individuals who come together, not through permission of governmental structures, but of their own 
volition to create networks of human interactions united for common goal. Grewal finds that this autonomy 
and self-authorization makes “the term ‘transnational’… in a way more humble” (22). This more humble 
group of workers unites in a field to construct “transnational connectivities.” Grewal cites Ulf Hannerz’s 
book, Transnational Connections, to develop her ideas that connectivities constitute a web of connections 
that move along historicized trajectories. Still, I recognize that these international and transnational 
organizations are not so easily categorized as many international organizations financially support NGOs, 
and the majority of participants in NGOs claim a stable national identity that informs their work and 
ideologies. As Molefi Kete Asante reminds us, “those who do not move from a base are just floating in the 
air” (13)—the same could be said about the NGO worker belonging to a territorialized nation when she 
engages in transnational work. Despite this complication of the participant hailing from some base, 
comparing the UN to OXFAM provides an apt modeling of difference between international and 
transnational theoretical framings. 

 
Chapter 2 Notes 
36 A future line of inquiry would be to investigate the few nation-states that have elected or appointment 
more than one woman as the head of state such as the Philippines, the Netherlands Antilles, Switzerland, 
Lithuania, or Iceland. In my future research, I would like to know at what point the doxa of the nation-state 
shifts with repeated election or appointment of women as leaders.  

 
37 Deus ex machina is a poetic invention strategy whereby the writer resolves the conflict of the plot by an 
unexplained intervention. The phrase can literally translate to, “God from the Machine,” highlighting the 
ancient Greek dramatic usage of the invention whereby a god would intervene to solve a conflict. 
Beginning with Aristotle, the device has been resoundingly critiqued for the lack of credibility it adds to the 
plot. For critique of deus ex machina, see Aristotle’s Poetics. 
 
38 Doxa, orthodoxy, and heterodoxy are concepts from the work of Bourdieu. For my consideration of how 
these terms function rhetorically, see Chapter 1. 
 
39 Nancy Naples’ work in Feminism and Method informs my understanding of how to make this a “feminist 
narrative analysis.” In her work, she calls for scholars to make self-conscious choices of the selection of 
research locations. But being self-aware is not enough. She reminds us that we need to “articulate the 
ethical stance” we take in our research selection (14). 
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40 As stated in the opening chapter, there have been less than 80 women as world leaders in contemporary 
nation-state structures. Even fewer have written autobiographies, and fewer yet autobiographies translated 
or written in English. By autobiography, I do not mean all “life writing” as defined later in this chapter. 
Instead, I mean autobiography as a published monograph—not personal letter writing or journaling. 
 
41 Bhutto’s elite education facilitated both her fluency in English and access to an English-speaking 
audience. While Pakistan considers English as an “official” language, Urdu is considered the “national” 
language. Pakistani official literacy rates hover around 56%, though the breakdown by language and dialect 
is not given. For more information on Pakistani literacy, please see the most recent governmental report at 
<http://finance.gov.pk/survey/chapter_10/10_Education.pdf>. 
 
42 As reported in September 2009. See the United States’ State Department summary of Liberia at 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/6618.htm. 
 
43 Conceptualizing “individual agency” has proved difficult for philosophers and contemporary cultural 
theorist alike. In order to avoid a lengthy digression into theories of agency and their respective critiques, I 
will only note the more recent scholarly debates in rhetoric and composition and feminist studies, since 
they directly apply to my research methodology and epistemology. See Herndl and Licona (2007), Messer-
Davidow (2002), Butler (1997). Also, see Chapter 5 on action and agency. 
 
44 Much like feminism, autobiography theory has experienced waves of thought and scholarship, with 
Gusdorf and Misch representing the first-wave of autobiography criticism, setting out to define the genre 
and establish a canon of autobiographies. The second-wave brought about new understandings of the 
autobiographical subject as less unified around the reality of the “bios” of the subject and more created as 
an artistic representation, as represented in the later work of Gusdorf and Francis Hart. According to 
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (2001), contemporary autobiography criticism is in the third-wave, which 
focuses on the performativity of writing autobiography and the post-colonial subjectivity of many 
autobiography writers. 
 
45 Sometimes this lack of pedagogical function can be achieved through lack of specificity, but often it can 
be achieved through narratives of exceptionality. For a humorous and pointed critique of an 
autobiographical text that lacks any pedagogical insight, read David Foster Wallace’s essay, “How Tracy 
Austin Broke My Heart,” from his collection of essays, Consider the Lobster. 
 
46 Many scholars such as Ronald C. Carpenter, John Louis Lucaites, and Celeste Michele Condit have 
critiqued Fisher’s work for (in)advertantly constructing a totalizing, ahistorical framework for all human 
communication. One often cited piece of criticism is Barbara Warnick’s 1987 Quarterly Journal of Speech 
article, “The Narrative Paradigm: Another Story.”  I, too, understand that trying to make a universal 
paradigm of human communication is a problematic endeavor. However, the terminology and concepts of 
Fisher’s narrative paradigm are useful to this study. I further acknowledge that Fisher arrives at the 
narrative paradigm through a disciplinary lens of Communication Studies, which may at first seem 
contradictory to my position as a rhetorician working from an English Studies tradition. However, his 
concepts of narrative probability and fidelity hold much value when considering the narrative construct of 
autobiographies. 
 
47 In order to better explain how Fisher sees narrative appeals as superseding logical appeals, Fisher gives a 
case study of the critical response of Jonathan Schell’s The Fate of the Earth (1982), which argues against 
nuclear proliferation. Fisher highlighted that the critical reception of the book broke into two camps: one 
that sympathized with public moral argument against nuclear war and one that used technical and expert 
knowledges instead of a moral argument. The division of these two camps and the success of their message 
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typified how narrative (“good reasoning” or “Ringing true”) arguments can supersede highly technical or 
expert arguments. See Fisher (1984) for a more detailed explanation of this case study. 
 
48 The study of rhetoric has often privileged the Greco-Roman tradition, which separates the roles of 
rhetor/audience as well as privileging written knowledges and argumentation. However, there are many 
rhetorical traditions that emphasize collaboration, orality, and storytelling. See Aretha Matt’s (2011) 
dissertation on Diné rhetorics, Don P. Abbot’s (1987) work on the Aztecan tradition of huehuetiahtolli, 
Molefi Asante’s (1971) article on African conceptions of rhetoric, and George Kennedy’s book 
Comparative Rhetoric, which looks at storytelling and orality across geographical and cultural locations. 
 
49 Finally, one last compelling reason to see human communication as narration is that all communication 
involves expressing thoughts that are intangible and refutable. This confronts the problematic of 
autobiographies in establishing the historical reliability of a story that is based in a material reality that is 
contested by various standpoints. Fisher writes that  

some discourse is more veracious, reliable, and trustworthy in respect to knowledge, 
truth, and reality than some other discourse, but no form or genre has final claim to these 
virtues. Some persons know more than others, are wiser, and are more to be heeded than 
others. But no one knows all there is to know even about his or her own area of 
specialization. I contend further that human communication in all of its forms is imbued 
with mythos—ideas that cannot be verified or proved in any absolute way. (emphasis 
mine 1987, 19) 

Fisher highlights the imprecise nature of history, language, and human communication, asserting that even 
in technical and scientific discourses—or autobiographies—there exists some narrative structure or story 
presented. Each form gives a story as to how an event, experience, or phenomenon occurred, and no matter 
whether a scientific report or eyewitness account, every text will rely on the same principles of fidelity and 
probability as women’s autobiographical narrative. 
 
50 Originally published in 1988 under the title The Daughter of the East, the 2007 autobiography is a 
revised version that covers her experience during the beginning of the 21st century, including an epilogue 
about her assassination. Her preface is dated April 2007—just months before her assassination in 
December. 
 
51 A whole sub-field of autobiographical scholarship looks at who actually writes an autobiography. 
Generally, it is assumed that the autobiographer writes alone, but that perspective fails to account for the 
ubiquitous use of ghost-writers (named and unnamed) as well as the role of narrators. See Phillipe Lejeune 
(1989) “The Autobiography of Those Who Do Not Write” or Claudine Raynaud’s (1992) “’Rubbing a 
Paragraph with a Soft Cloth?’ Muted Voices and Editorial Constraints in Dust Tracks on a Road” for 
further discussions on this topic. 
 
52 Likewise, Bhutto sacrifices many other personal and private liberties that other women take for granted. 
Much like her narration of her arranged marriage, Bhutto gives the readers of her autobiography reasons to 
believe that her children were planned, conceived, and birthed at politically advantageous times. Bhutto 
recounts how the conception and birth of her first child prompted General Zia to announce that there would 
be open elections. Upon the realization that Bhutto would still run for election while pregnant, Zia delayed 
the elections until her third trimester to keep her from being able to go out on the campaign trail during 
Pakistan’s monsoon. Many people believed that Bhutto had falsely announced her pregnancy to get Zia to 
call for open election in the hopes that a pregnant Bhutto would be incapacitated and awaiting the birth of 
her first child, thus keeping her from running against him and being elected (370). However, much to her 
party and country’s amazement, she was actually pregnant.  
  Even though Bhutto’s hectic meeting and campaign schedule caused the baby additional in utero 
stress, Bhutto kept campaigning and organizing rallies where others would go in her stead to campaign 
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during these crucial final months of her pregnancy. Her son, Bilawal, was born nearly a month early, and 
after five days of recuperating from the delivery, Bhutto was back at work campaigning. This anecdote 
disrupts the narrative fidelity to the overall predestination narrative. 
 
53 Begum Bhutto had been diagnosed with lung cancer, while Benazir Bhutto had been suffering from ear 
perforation that caused an acute bone infection, resulting in ringing, deafness, and extreme pain. Later, she 
would also be diagnosed with uterine cancer. 
 
54 People who became involved with this movement included: Lord Avebury (England), Senator John 
Glenn (USA), Professor Peter Galbraith (USA), and Senator Clairborne Pell (USA). These people, along 
with many others, held public rallies, met with General Zia, and wrote letters to secure both women’s 
release. 
 
55 Beyond the “Save the Bhutto Ladies” campaign, collaborative efforts appear elsewhere in Bhutto’s 
autobiography. Bhutto repeatedly mentions Pakistani women’s organizations, especially the tea salons 
where women would gather to discuss political activity, as a location that allowed her a safe space to create 
a political base. Generally, these tea parties were gatherings of Bhutto’s political party—the PPP (Pakistan 
People’s Party). While the guise of gathering for tea gave Pakistani women a rhetorically “safe” space to 
gather under Zia’s martial law, these tea parties were anything but social gatherings. At one gathering, 
more than 100 women showed up to hear Bhutto give a speech in Urdu—at the conclusion of which she 
was served orders by the Zia regime to cease and desist in these gatherings (104).  While Bhutto laughed 
off the warning later that evening, her father warned her that these activities were anything but mere tea 
parties and were indeed “dangerous business.”  
 
56 I use the phrase “rhetorically undermine” to highlight the fact that a woman does not forcibly undermine 
the stability of the nation-state but that it can be interpreted as a discontinuity, which some see as 
undermining of the nation-state. 
 
57 Indira Ghandi narrates this very encounter with Benazir and her father in her autobiography, and she 
notes that the Bhuttos were less than warm and friendly, using much of the same vocabulary that Bhutto 
used to describe Ghandi: “I had no special relations with Bhutto [father] except that I tried my best to be 
friendly. Although he started by being rather stiff and nervous when he came to Simla, he and his daughter 
[Benazir] both relaxed considerably during their stay” (190). 
 
58 “Even now I feel it [leadership in government] is a form of imprisonment. It is absolutely untrue to say 
that my father groomed me for it; because if he had, at least he would have taken me into his confidence 
about decisions and so on” (102). 
 
59 Like other women leaders’ autobiography, Ghandi writes about the criticism she received when she first 
traveled to a speaking event. Primarily, Ghandi faced harsh criticism for the tone of her voice, mostly that 
her voice resembled a “squeaking” sound (44). This narrative appears in almost all of the books reviewed 
in this chapter, where the woman’s voice is reportedly devoid of authority in its tone and timbre. Ghandi 
later overcame her fear of public speaking in South Africa where she went to a conference, stating that she 
would not speak, but then became overwhelmed by her passion to speak on the issues of railroad workers 
living conditions. 
 
60 One of the few stories that Ghandi shares about her childhood involves having to give up her favorite 
doll because it was foreign-made, and her family had committed to only buying and using Indian produced 
goods. Ghandi struggled with this decision for quite some time before deciding to set fire to the beloved 
doll on the roof of her house. The event is described as being so traumatic for Ghandi that to this day she 
cannot stand to strike a match (13). 



244 

                                                        

 
61 I will use the full last name Barrios de Chamorro when referring to Violeta to differentiate between her 
and her husband, Pedro Chamorro. 
 
62 Sirleaf’s “ethnicity” continues to be debated despite her ancestry being documented as ½ Gola on her 
father’s side, and ¼ German and ¼ Kru on her mother’s side. Her appearance brings up issues of “passing” 
as Americo-Liberian, an identity that she strongly disidentifies with. However, her critics maintain that she 
is culturally Americo-Liberian because her Gola father was raised by Americo-Liberians and because of 
her complexion. This is an example of how racialization is a highly nationalistic construct—something that 
I address briefly in Chapter 5. 
 
63 This outhouse is noteworthy because it provides some humorous exploration to the “predestination” of 
Sirleaf to lead. It turns out that, at the age of about three or four, Sirleaf inadvertently fell into the latrine of 
the family’s rustic outhouse. While she was saved from the hole and the filth, it contradicted most of her 
siblings and friends’ beliefs in the old man’s prediction that “this child will lead” that will be addressed 
shortly. 
 
64 I need to clarify that I am not stating that Sirleaf’s father had multiple wives, but that Sirleaf implies that 
her father was not faithful to her mother or the family. She notes that her father was absent in the same 
sentence that she mentions the polygamous culture that was accepted at the time. However, she does not 
explicitly state that her father had other wives. I am not making my own social commentary on the sexual 
politics of Liberia. Instead, I am highlighting the intersection of polygamy and her father’s absence in the 
same manner that Sirleaf does in her book. 
 
65 Sirleaf uses what Villanueva calls a “Bootstraps Narrative,” whereby an individual narrates his or her 
success through individualized notions of hard work and overcoming. An interesting, but divergent inquiry, 
would be to see if Sirleaf’s Bootstraps Narrative emerges from her experience in the US or in Liberia’s 
shared history with the US. 
 
66 For a detailed account of Sirleaf’s first year in office, see the documentary film, Iron Ladies of Liberia 
(2007), which looks at the hard work various women in positions of leadership took on during this time. 
 
67 See Chapter 1 on Bourdieu’s notion of doxa as something that “goes without saying” because it is 
already understood as the natural ordering of social relations. 
 
68 However, it is possible to argue that these texts make faith-based pedagogical contributions. 
 
 
Chapter 3 Notes 
69 This chapter’s argument is timely in that it joins the academic and popular media critiques of the multi-
national/transnational corporation, which have emerged during this period of late capitalism. With the 
scandals and failures of business entities such as Enron, AIG, and most recently BP, US politicians and 
citizens in particular have become hyper-aware of the difficulties surrounding transnational corporate 
entities in terms of assessing corporate accountability. Clearly, BP’s inability to quickly stop the oil leak in 
the Gulf of Mexico has had and will continue to have catastrophic financial and ecological ramifications for 
citizens of diverse geopolitical and financial positions in truly devastating, material ways. Such failure 
provides the general population a tangible example of how the power of the organization, in this case a 
transnational oil corporation, can wreak havoc upon everyday experiences. Unlike the very visible critique 
of BP and other corporations, what has been less prevalent is the examination of transnational organizations 
like the Aspen Institute and the CWWL—organizations that do not necessarily sell a product or a service 
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but instead put forth an ideological and/or political agenda. Unlike the critiques of BP, this chapter does not 
look to the problems of accountability that arise with organizations. Instead, this chapter manifests the 
potential effects of the CWWL’s organizational rhetoric, or the CWWL’s strategies that attempt to hold the 
tensions of the multiple identities that constitute the organization. These effects have material consequences 
like those of the BP oil spill, but they tend to not be news worthy or even visible since such effects 
reinforce hegemonic structures of capitalism instead of disrupt the flows of the marketplace. 
 
70 Many of our most intimate organizations are less pervasive or obvious (at least conspicuously so). It is 
these less visible organizational alliances, which can simultaneously interpellate and alienate citizens while 
going unquestioned.  
 
71 See Barnard’s 1938 book, The Function of the Executive, for more information on his description of 
organizations. 
 
72 See Weber’s The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (1947). 
 
73 For a concise overview and history of the modern corporation see The Corporation (2004) by director 
Mark Achbar. 
 
74 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word “corporation” emerges from the Latin corporare, 
which means “to combine into one body.” This etymology supports the concept of the corporation as a 
person or figure that homogenizes difference. See OED Online for more on the translation of the word from 
pre-Industrial Revolution to post-Industrial Revolution.  
 
75 Also worthy of mention is the 2010 Supreme Court ruling of Citizens United vs. Federal Elections 
Commission, which ruled that corporations have the right to financially sponsor political campaign 
messages through the funding of political action committee (PACs). While this ruling is complicated 
through the indirect use of funds of PACs, the ruling is another example of how corporations continue to be 
viewed as individuals who have protected first amendment rights.  
 
76 There is much scholarship that does engage the notion of a rhetor as a collective. Notable exceptions to 
this statement are scholars who deal with activity theory—most notably as Bazerman and Russell (2002). 
However, these scholars are more object-oriented, even though activity theory is concerned with 
organizational hierarchy. Also, professional and technical writing scholars are often attentive to 
collaborative writing practices and their outcomes (Graham and Lindeman 2005, Faber 1998, Graham and 
David 1994, Spilka 1993); Writing Program Administration (WPA) scholars critique institutional structures 
(Adler-Kassner 2008, Porter et al 2000, Goodburn and Leverenz 1998). 
 
77 While this might sound like an unkind and biting critique of the field, I understand that much rhet/comp 
scholarship must elide some of the complications that arise from theorizing the rhetor with the multitude of 
organizational identities that she or he represents. The pedagogical focus of the field demands that we 
attend the immediate material practices of rhetoric and writing in a way that means that research cannot get 
bogged down in dense theoretical considerations of agency and organizational structure. 
 
78 Herndl and Licona (2007) take up this same idea but use different language through their concept of 
constrained agency. 
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79 For example, consider this chapter, which I supposedly wrote as an “individual” writer. But yet it could 
not have been written without the writings of others such as Barnard, Cheney, Mumby, as well as 
contributions and collaborations of my dissertation committee, colleagues, peer reviewers, and loved ones 
who have endlessly discussed these ideas and arguments with me. 
 
80 Cheney, Allen, and Crable’s arguments about organizational rhetoric overlap with those of the Chicago 
School, specifically symbolic interactionists’ work in the field of sociology. Symbolic interactionism 
maintains that humans interact with things in a way that is based on how the human understands the thing’s 
meaning. By “things,” scholars such as Herbert Blumer and George Herbert Mead invoke material objects 
as well as institutions and categories of people.  For more information about this sociological frame, see 
Blumer’s Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method (1969). 
 
81 In using the language of “corporation,” I am not trying to conflate non-profit organizations, charities, 
and informal organizations (e.g. families and friendships) with corporations with legal charters. Throughout 
this project, I use the phrase “corporate rhetor” to invoke Cheney’s theories of the corporate rhetor and to 
represent the organizational, collective voice of a group of people. I am not arguing that the CWWL is a 
corporation, though its status as a 501(c)(3) non-profit public charity grant it many legal protections like 
that of the contemporary for-profit corporation. 
 
82 These metaphors are similar to those that frame the nation-state in terms of dysfunctional gender roles 
noted in chapter 1, such as the dysfunctional relationship between Canada and the US framed in terms of 
the battered wife and abusive husband. See Between Women and Nation for more. 
 
83 This famous Goethe quotation comes from his 1908 work, Sprüche in Prosa: Maximen und Reflexionen. 
The passage comes from a section on ethics, art, and travel and reads as follows: Was aber ist deine Pflicht? 
Die Forderung des Tages (151). Translation: What is your duty? What(ever) the day demands). Translation 
courtesy of Marie Clarke-Doane.  
 
84 Data accurate as of October 2010. 
 
85 I have contacted the CWWL to request an explanation as to how a woman becomes a member of the 
CWWL, but as of October 2010 I have not received a response. Comparing the number of CWWL 
members (43) to the list provided in the appendix/Chapter 1 (70), there is a wide discrepancy between who 
counts and who does not. In her book, Liswood mentions that she could not interview Kim Campbell of 
Canada since she served as Prime Minister for less than a calendar year. Some of the other names excluded 
from the list also served for less than a year, but there are still quite a few unaccounted for. Furthermore, it 
should be kept in the reader’s mind that the CWWL includes ministers and cabinet members of specific 
nation-states, most notably the US, while it does not appear to extend membership to cabinet members of 
other nation-states.  
 
86 Michel’s 1915 book, Political Parties, presents a rather bleak view of an organization’s ability to be 
democratic. As the title suggests, he focuses on the constructions of different political parties. But notably, 
he critiques democratic organizational principles resoundingly, stating that the tenants of democracy 
forcibly create oligarchies: “democracy has an inherent preference for the authoritarian solution to 
important questions” (378). Under Michel’s “iron law of oligarchy,” all democratic organizations will 
become bureaucratic as they evolve, focusing an increasing amount of organizational energy on securing 
and maintaining power for the few authoritative positions. 
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87 While Liswood’s statement is correct, in no way do I mean to imply that the CWWL is unique in its 
organization. Other organizations structure upon circular or shifting forms of government or flattening 
hierarchy. One often cited example is the Association of Mondragon Cooperatives in the Basque region of 
Spain. During the 1990s, organizational communication theorists and business scholars wrote extensively 
about the way that Mondragon attempted to ameliorate hierarchical structures and internal corporate 
competition by creating owner-employee cooperatives where owner-employees had to also invest their 
personal capital in the cooperative equal to the amount of the lowest paid employee salary. For a good 
overview and critique of such organization, see Terry Mollner’s 1994 article in Bulletin of Science 
Technology, “Mondragon: Archetype of Future Business?”  
 
88 Seven global regional zones have been created for DVDs to allow for films to have staggered global 
releases as a means of increasing sales. For the seven zones, see Taylor 2010. 
 
89 This passage from Liswood also manifests some of the narrative fantasy about global ‘sisterhood’ or the 
problematic assumption that women’s rights can be conceived of universally. Audre Lorde considers how 
feminism invoked such problematic framing of a classless, nationless, raceless, sexless “sisterhood” in 
Sister Outsider, (See the chapter entitled, “Age, Race, Class, and Sex:  Women Redefining Difference.”) 
Lorde argues that conceiving of “women” as an imaginary sisterhood actually further oppresses Black 
women by trying to create a unified, homogeneous collective out of heterogeneous lived realities. 
 
90 This statement does not mean that the Aspen Institute is not welcoming to women participants. Instead, I 
want to highlight the difference between the mission and organizational creation of the CWWL and the 
Aspen Institute. The Aspen Institute originally focused on the leadership of men and in Western, capitalist 
nations. 
 
91 The collage contains some racialized diversity in the photographs with a few women (potentially) being 
of color, but asserting who does and does not represent racialized difference is an uneasy and highly 
problematic practice, especially considering that I (a white, US woman) would be racializing them 
according to US racial understandings. However, I make the argument later that the corporate rhetor 
engages in US feminisms, which is often a racialized politics that privileges US whiteness. Therefore, 
suffice it to say that the majority of women in the collage would most likely be racialized in a US context 
as white. 
 
92 I can’t help but wonder if this kind of branding of “woman leader” is responsible for some of the sexist 
backlash against women who have run with for office but failed such as Ségolène Royal. Her “Socialist in 
Stilettos” and long-haired appearance would make her stand out in this grouping. See Chapter 4 for more 
information on Royal and her run for the French presidency. 
 
93 Those interviewed for the film were: Corazon Aquino, Sirimavo Bandaranaike, Benazir Bhutto, Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, Violeta Chamorro, Eugenia Charles, Tansu Çiller, Edith Cresson, Vigdís 
Finnbogadóttir, Maria Liberia-Peters, Kazimira Prunskienė, Mary Robinson, Hanna Suchocka, Margaret 
Thatcher, and Khaleda Zia. 
 
94 See The Essential Frankfurt School Reader (1993), S. Hall’s essay “Race, Articulation, and Societies 
Structured in Dominance” (1980), Fanon’s Black Skin, White Mask (1967), and Saïd’s Orientalism (1979). 
 
95 For more information on The White House Project, see <http://www.thewhitehouseproject.org/>. 
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Chapter 4 Notes 
96 The current US State Department only recognizes 194 “independent states.” Clearly, there are other 
countries that have been excluded from the count for various political reasons. But the point remains that 
women represent a rather small percentage of executive political offices. 
 
97 Baxter 2007, Lizza 2007, Bussard 2008, Harnden 2008. 
 
98 All embodied performances are gendered. However, I am emphasizing these two moments in Clinton’s 
campaign because of the way that they were read by the public and media as gendered. 
 
99 As highlighted in Chapter 1, I will be using the term “woman/women” to describe these leaders—not to 
try to fabricate some sense of a homogeneous group of these women’s genders. Instead, I use this term 
“women leader” or “woman head of state” to highlight how their bodies are unproblematically read on the 
world stage. I call for future research to complicate this seemingly naturalized category much like in the 
work of Monique Wittig.  
 
100 This same tension exists in the autobiographies examined in Chapter 2 where the narrative 
contradictions of the deus ex machina conflict with the narratives of ambition and agency. 
 
101 I will call these moments of apparent multiplicities and incongruities “contradictions” to remain faithful 
to the discourse that Haraway uses in her Cyborg Manifesto. The term “contradictions” allows for a critical 
engagement of the political and power discrepancies that I am addressing. However, I also understand these 
contradictions to be moments when different assemblages (Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus) are 
made visible. However, using the language of Deleuze and Guattari focuses more on the different 
perspectives of a post-modern, post-Marxian subjectivity that does not easily align itself to the type of 
socialist-feminist politics that Haraway’s approach advocates. That said, these tensions between 
assemblages and contradictions are addressed later in this paper through the theories of Rosi Braidotti. 
 
102 Simone de Beauvoire’s often quoted and overused argument that one is not born a women is being 
invoked. While the contradictions of gender construction are fascinating to me, I will leave them, for the 
time being others to complicate (Butler 1990, 2004; Fausto-Sterling 1992; Bordo 1993). 
 
103 While the “Iron Curtain” of communism would easily lend itself to reproducing other nicknames with 
the adjective of “Iron,” it is ironic that a person with such a staunch opposition to the political ideology 
would ambivalently accept part of the Communist symbolism as her own. 
 
104 By transnational identity, I mean to invoke a positionality that is constituted through the flexible 
connections of interactions between people, cultures, and events. In this article, I imply that Thatcher, 
Ghandi, and Charles can be read together to see how they each influenced the other’s administration and 
persona, even post-factum. While these women are interconnected within the field of women leaders, the 
dynamics connecting them are never balanced in terms of power or influence. See Hesford and Schell’s 
“Introduction: Configurations of Transnationality: Locating Feminist Rhetorics” in the May 2008 special 
edition of College English. 

105 This year was not entirely positive as Johnson-Sirleaf experienced setbacks in that first year of 
administration, including a fire in her presidential mansion and the return of Charles Taylor to Liberia. 
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106 This success of the Iron Lady within the Liberian context must be placed in perspective within the larger 
geopolitical context. Much like Thatcher, the press has taken much interest in the first-ness of Johnson-
Sirleaf, calling her Africa’s (the continent) first woman elected president, whereas the other women leaders 
have been recognized with, at least, a direct connection to their countries. Yet, by naming Johnson-Sirleaf 
in such as way, Liberia slides to the shadows, and the traditional condescending regard for the continent of 
Africa can continue. Johnson-Sirleaf becomes the exotic mother of the “dark continent.” In the years since 
her election, when the press refers to Johnson-Sirleaf as an Iron Lady, it is now accompanied with “of 
Liberia,” returning the locality of Johnson-Sirleaf’s presidency. However by performing Iron Lady, 
Johnson-Sirleaf’s racial and political identity become linked to the European and white Thatcher-origins of 
the Iron Lady instead of situated within her localized contexts. 

107 The complicated relationship between Pakistan and India would inhibit Bhutto from seeing Ghandi as a 
role model. The two actually met while in June of 1972 while Bhutto’s father negotiated with Ghandi over 
territory and prisoners. Bhutto discusses her impressions of Ghandi during this time in her autobiography, 
calling Ghandi a “silk and steel woman” (63).  
 
108 Much was made out of this remark made by Royal’s opponents. The Internet continued the conversation 
as to Royal’s ability to balance her political life with her private life, creating an online discourse 
community about this topic. For examples of this, see Powell 2006, Wyatt 2007. Furthermore, this 
comment connects to Sarah Palin’s campaign for the vice-presidency. Much of the same discourse 
circulated around her gendered performance, catching her in a double-bind position of being an attractive 
“soccer mom” but a potentially irresponsible one for not being at home to care for the children, including 
her infant with special needs.  
 
109 This tradition of electing only white male presidents has (thankfully) been complicated by President 
Obama’s recent election. The effect of Obama’s racialized identity on this tradition, however, has yet to be 
seen, especially since Obama’s racialization has been categorized in so many different ways. Furthermore, 
the reader should note that President Obama represents all but one or two of the categories that Mountford 
and Nelson both identify with “American Presidentialism” and remember that masculinity is the over-
arching requirement for all candidates. I am leaving the term “white” in the quotations from Nelson and 
Mountford to emphasize the tradition that Hillary Clinton confronted when running for president. In no 
way do I want to erase the current administration of President Obama from the tradition of American 
Presidentialism. 
 
110 To some degree, this explains obsessive American fascinations with the sexual affairs of certain white 
male politicians such as Bill Clinton and John Edwards. In these moments, the American public is 
reminded that these leaders are embodied as well, which creates some cognitive dissonance for those who 
seek to see them as above biological influences.  
 
111 See Ghassan Hage’s work on Identity Fetishism in Racialization: Studies in Theory and Practice edited 
by Karim Murji and John Solomos. 

112 We must also not forget how Clinton began her campaign running on her ability to be Commander-in-
Chief based on her international political experience. Her vote for the Iraq War likens her to Thatcher, 
Charles, and Ghandi in their involvement in unpopular military policy. Furthermore, the famous red phone 
campaign ad that Clinton released, asking the public who they would want to answer that phone at 3a.m., 
further points to Clinton’s desire to be seen as able to “pass the Commander-in-Chief threshold” as she 
stated in November of 2007.  
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113  See Baxter 2007(a), Baxter 2007(b), Vedantam 2007, Bussard 2008, and Harnden 2008. 
 
114 At times, Clinton was more of a fixed identity and less fluid. I do not mean to essentialize leaders into 
categories of “fixed” or “fluid.” 
 
115 Clinton’s campaign website no longer archives the videos and chats that were used during the election 
season. Therefore, I am citing the locations of these videos on youtube.com so that readers can view these 
clips, even though they have been extracted from their original contexts.  
 
116 Philip de Vellis released an open letter to claim responsibility for and explain his rationale for making 
the ad. His letter originally appeared in The Huffington Post, an Internet newspaper that posts blogs and 
other digital stories. De Vellis’ mashup combines one of the most famous TV commercials in computer 
history, a 1984 Apple Macintosh advertisement that uses Orwell’s 1984 as the plot, and Clinton’s 
announcement of presidential candidacy.  
 
 
Chapter 5 Notes 
117 Again, in using “doxa” without italicizing it, I am invoking the doxa of the nation-state that assumes a 
natural, stable, and eternal future for itself. When the word is italicized, I am using it as defined by the 
ancient Greeks and Bourdieu: “an unstated belief” (see Chapter 1). 
 
118 I do not mean to globally imply that being a part of a collective means that the potential for radical 
action is completely lost. In the specific case of women world leaders, I see that being recognized as part of 
this collective means that at times the individual politics of women as leaders can be obscured and, 
therefore, conscripted into reaffirming the doxa of the nation-state. In my future work with Janet Jagan and 
organizations that provide rhetorical educations for women in positions of leadership, I hope to complicate 
this notion that collective action necessitates a loss of radicalism.  
 
119 Sarah Mahler’s work does a nice job of showing the difficult nature of metaphors in transnational 
theory—most specifically highlighting the lack of orthodox metaphor to explain transnationalism (75-76). 
Metaphors of circuits, fields, communities, networks, of systems can create a disjuncture between different 
works in transnational theory. I, like Mahler, advocate for the metaphor of field, as will be evidenced later 
in this chapter.  
 
120 In other works transnationalism “from above” or “from below” is called by other names. For example, 
in della Porta et al, they employ the language of the microdimension, mesodimesion, and macrodimension 
of globalization and transnationalism (23). I am suggesting a relational understanding between the “from 
above” and “from below” processes of globalization in order to highlight how each are at play in 
transnational processes of globalization. 
 
121 It is important to note, as Alvarez does in her work, that Alvarez was complicit in the practices that she 
was critiquing. At the time, she was working in Brazil as an administrator for the Ford Foundation, 
deciding which of these NGOs would receive funding from the Foundation (see Alvarez 1999 184). 
 
122 Rich is attentive that the politics of location is not just about a singular location of a woman’s body, 
though it is through the body that one knows her location. Instead, it is about how the body is marked by 
more than one identity such as gender, race, class, ability, reproductive status, and so on. She writes, “to 
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locate myself in my body means more than understanding what it has meant to me to have a vulva and 
clitoris and uterus and breasts. It means recognizing this white skin, the places it has taken me, the places it 
has not let me go” (231).  
 
123 Castillo is even more critical of the practice of trying to reduce Anzaldúa’s work into “theory.” She sees 
the desire to make Anzaldúa’s writing into a neoliberal academic re-appropriation. Castillo reminds readers 
that “Gloria Anzaldúa is, we need to recall, a poet as well as, more importantly than, a theorist” (265). 
 
124 Hesford critiques the lack of a transnational methodology, and yet in her own work with Wendy Kozol, 
she deliberately refuses to articulate definitions and terms of transnational feminism, “We do not, however, 
intend to solidify definitions of terms such as ‘transnational feminism.’” (13). While I can support Hesford 
and Kozol’s refusal to provide concrete definitions that attempt to create universal definitions for 
transnationalism because such an act would privilege a certain politics of location, it seems problematic to 
not at least give their situational definitions and methodological framework so as to help other scholars 
unfamiliar with transnational theory to become more attentive to these connections. My critique is not 
unique to Hesford and her urgent work. Instead, I want to highlight a trend in transnational feminist studies 
that avoids articulating a methodology but yet critiques fields of study for a lack of transnational 
methodology.  
 
125 The writing of “(b)orderlands” with parentheses around the b are not my invention. Licona explains this 
neologism this way: “To represent third-space complexities inherent in (b)orderlands’ rhetorics, I place 
parentheses around the b of (b)orderlands both to materialize a discursive border and to visibly underscore 
the myriad ways borders (much like dichotomies) have historically operated to artificially divide, order, 
and subordinate. However, the parentheses also work to interrupt any fixed reading of the notion of 
(b)orderlands. This neologic representation allows me to re-imagine and re-claim the generative potential 
of (b)orderlands’ rhetorics that resist the delimitations of imposed (discursive) borders and acknowledge 
the inherent and generative relationships between ambiguous, oppositional, and even contradictory parts.” 
(105). 
 
126 In fact, there are critiques of the overuse and uncomplicated application of the term “transnational” to 
qualify activism and research. This has led some scholars to dismiss transnational scholarship as “soft” or, 
worse yet, as academic US imperialism (see Briggs et al 2008). What I want to highlight about Riedner and 
Mahoney’s work is that it is not just the subject matter that make the project transnational, it is the attention 
to the contested terms, the politics of location, the movement of texts and ideas, the ambiguities of power 
and agency in a globalized world, and so on, that make their project transnational.  
 
127 Moving between transnational feminist rhetorical and transnational rhetorical methodologies does not 
mean that they are interchangeable. A transnational rhetorical methodology is not inherently a transnational 
feminist rhetorical methodology. But there is an overlap between these research methods. It is difficult to 
discern whether or not a project is taking a feminist lens to a transnational rhetorical study unless it is 
explicitly stated. As Hesford previously stated, there is little direct mapping of such methodologies so any 
label I assign might be imprecise in terms of its feminist engagement. For example, Riedner and 
Mahoney’s work intermittently takes up concepts of gendered representations and power dynamics. As an 
outside reader of their work, I am uncomfortable as labeling their work as either feminist or not feminist. I 
see many feminist practices in their writing and research, but I defer to them to identify their work as part 
of a tradition of feminisms. The other works cited explicitly call out their feminist politics, which makes me 
more comfortable labeling that work as transnational feminist rhetorics.  
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128 A both/and perspective is a concept of Third-Space as theorized by Sandoval and Bhabha. However, 
my use of the term “both/and” is most informed by Licona’s work on the productivity of the shared and 
ambiguous space that is neither wholly of one part or another. Licona writes, “Through a third- space 
consciousness then dualities are transcended to reveal fertile and reproductive spaces where subjects put 
perspectives, lived experiences, and rhetorical performances into play” (105). In my use here, I am 
invoking the sense that my conclusions transcend the duality that women world leaders must be either an 
emancipatory or a limiting construct, maintaining that representations and discourses of women world 
leaders can be both transgressive and supportive of the status quo.  
 
129 See Sandoval (2000) and Spivak (1993). 
 
130 I am working on a forthcoming article about social action can emerge from a pedagogy of ethical or 
unethical rhetorical action or a pedagogy of violence. 
   
131 The election of Barack Obama to the US presidency is an excellent example of how a political action 
creates a disruption or gap, and thus creates exigency for discourse. As overviewed in Chapters 1 and 4 
through the work of Campbell and Jamieson, as well as Dana Nelson, the US Presidency is a rhetorical 
construct that functions around a fraternity of white male leadership. As the first black man elected US 
President, Obama serves as a visual disruption to this racialized tradition. This disruption, beginning before 
his election, has given rise to competing discourses about what Obama’s presence represents in terms of the 
crisis it creates for the US Presidency; some of those conversations include: Obama signifying a post-ethnic 
America (Hollinger), Obama being or not being “black enough” (Coates), and contention over Obama’s 
religious affiliation (Stolberg), just to name a few. Regardless of the logic or political slant behind each 
argument, conversations like these take for granted that Obama’s embodied difference inherently signifies 
some sort of change in the concrete. But assuming change through a visual, embodied disruption to national 
leadership is not merely a rhetorical strategy of one political philosophy. The symptoms of this assumption 
surface in both conservative and liberal spaces with conservatives remarking that Obama marks a change 
that has gone too far—at times linking US icons with those of the USSR to imply a shift to Soviet 
Communism— and liberals expressing impatience with the lack of global remedy that all social 
injustices—found, for example, in critiques of the Obama administration’s lack of social justice agenda for 
the LGBT community. Both perspectives demonstrate that they assumed that crisis Obama’s election 
placed on the US presidency meant that change would occur, even though they disagree over the political 
direction (an implementation) of such change.  
 
Because “black” is a generally understood as a nation-based racialization, it is difficult to link Obama with 
other male leaders who are read as “black” without the linkage being a uniquely US based construct. See 
David Theo Goldberg’s work on the different racial formations of nation-states in The Racial State (2002). 
That said, there are discourses about black leaders from around the globe as well as those that place Obama 
into a tradition with MLK Jr. and other non-elected, non-governmental leaders. 
 
132 See Bindel’s “Iceland: The World’s Most Feminist Country” (2010), Bennhold’s “In Sweden, Men Can 
Have It All” (2010), and Clark’s “Getting Paid for Parenting” (2007). 
 
133 All information on Janet Jagan comes from her daughter Nadira Jagan-Brancier’s online archives of her 
parents’ writings, activism, and political careers at www.jagan.org. 
 
134 At www.margaretthatcher.org, you can search all the occasions for which Thatcher employed the 
phrase “no alternative.” With the last documented use of the phrase in 2002, the number of hits comes to 
492. 
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135 “Language-game” is a concept from Ludwig Wittgenstein to denote the way in which words function 
only in a specific social context. See Philosophical Investigations (1958). 
 
136 I based my understanding of representational politics on Henry Giroux’s work on the topic, examining 
what happens when one chooses difference for difference’s sake. While such a choice can be a deliberate 
attempt to rupture the status quo, Giroux points out that it can simultaneously decontextualize such 
difference in terms of history and struggle for equality. In this piece, Giroux examines how fashion models 
bodies are commodified for their difference, especially their racial difference. This advertising uses visual 
and discursive strategies to appeal to a social responsibility and yet it masks the political, everyday life of 
the consumers that buy the clothes, or as Giroux states more aggressively, “to disguise the political nature 
of everyday life and appropriate the vulnerable new terrain of insurgent differences in the interests of crass 
consumerism” (4). 
 
137 Interestingly, EMILY’s List does not use the same gesture for talking about women as voters. 
Throughout their website, they discuss “woman voters.” Additionally, EMILY’s List uses a rather 
monolithic understanding of “women” that reinforces the gender binary that I critique in Chapter 1. 
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APPENDIX A 
LIST OF WOMEN WORLD LEADERS 

 
As of April 2011, my understanding of “women world leaders” includes the following 
people, as compiled from Jensen’s book (Jensen), recent election results from the 
Associated Press archive (AP), and other sources, which are directly cited. I acknowledge 
that this list of 78 politicians (20 of whom are still in office), like any list, has most likely 
excluded someone. To my knowledge, there is no existing, comprehensive list as the 
following. Looking at various lists available on “women world leaders,” I have noted that 
the classification generally precludes certain political organizations. Breaking a 
monolithic list into three parts is meant to help the reader contextualize various 
politicians who are referenced throughout this project. The reader should note that every 
source on women world leaders such as Jensen’s book, the Council of Women World 
Leaders website, and others will all produce different lists on who belongs to this 
collective grouping. I divided this list into three groups to attempt to explain the 
discrepancies of various sources that I use throughout this project.  
 
The first and largest list is comprised of those who have held elected head of state or head 
of government positions in a nation-state, even though some of these leaders were 
appointed by elected representatives or elected party members of the citizens of the 
nation-state.  

1. Aquino, Corazon (Philippines, President, 1986-1992) Jensen 
2. Arroyo, Gloria (Philippines, President, 2001-2010) Jensen 
3. Bachelet, Michelle (Chile, President, 2006-2010) Jensen 
4. Bandaranike, Sirimavo (Sri Lanka, Prime Minister, 1960-1964, 1970-1977, 1994-

2000)- Jensen 
5. Barbara, Agatha (Malta, President, 1982-1984) Jensen 
6. Bhutto, Benazir (Pakistan, Prime Minister, 1988-1990, 1993-1996) Jensen 
7. Boye, Madior (Senegal, Prime Minister, 2001-2002) Jensen 
8. Brundtland, Gro Harlem (Norway, Prime Minister, 1981, 1986-1989, 1990-1996) 

Jensen 
9. Camelia Romer, Susanne (Netherlands Antilles, Prime Minister, 1993, 1998-

1999) Jensen 
10. Campbell, Kim (Canada, Prime Minister, 1993) Jensen 
11. Chamorro, Violeta (Nicaragua, President, 1990-1996) Jensen 
12. Charles, Mary Eugenia (Dominica, Prime Minister, 1980-1995) Jensen 
13. Çiller, Tansu (Turkey, Prime Minister, 1993-1996) Jensen 
14. Chinchilla, Laura (Costa Rica, President, 2010-Present) AP 
15. Clark, Helen (New Zealand, Prime Minister, 1999-2008) AP 
16. Cresson, Édith (France, Prime Minister, 1991-1992), Jensen 
17. Das Neves, Maria (Sao Tomé and Principe, Prime Minister, 2002-2004) Jensen 
18. Diogo, Luisa (Mozambique, Prime Minister, 2004-2010) AP 
19. Finnbogadóttir, Vigdís (Iceland, President, 1980-1996) Jensen 
20. Gandhi, Indira (India, Prime Minister, 1966-1977; 1980-1984) Jensen 



255 

21. Gillard, Julia (Australia, Prime Minister, 2010-Present) Reuters 
22. Gordon, Pamela (Bermuda, Premier, 1997-1998) AP 
23. Grybauskaité, Dalia (Lithuania, President, 2009-Present) AP 
24. Halonen, Tarja (Finland, President, 2000-Present) Jensen 
25. Hasina Wazed, Sheikh (Bangladesh, Prime Minister, 2009-Present) AP 
26. Jäätteenmäki, Anneli (Finland, Prime Minister, 2003) Jensen 
27. Jagan, Janet (Guyana, Prime Minister and President, 1997-1999) Jensen 
28. Jahjaga, Atifete (Kosovo, President, 2011-Present) AP 
29. Jongh-Elhage, Emily de (Netherlands Antilles, Prime Minister, 2006) Jensen 
30. Kinigi, Sylvie (Burundi, Prime Minister/Acting President, 1993-1994) AP 
31. Kirchner, Cristina (Argentina, President, 2007-Present) Jensen 
32. Kiviniemi, Mari (Finland, Prime Minister, 2010-Present) AP 
33. Kumaratunga, Chandrika (Sri Lanka, President, 1994-2005) Jensen 
34. Liberia-Peters, Maria (Netherlands Antilles, Prime Minister, 1984-1986, 1988-

1993) Jensen 
35. Louisa-Godett, Mirna (Netherlands Antilles, Prime Minister, 2003-2004) Jensen 
36. McAleese, Mary (Ireland, President, 1997-Present) AP 
37. Meir, Golda (Israel, Prime Minister, 1969-1974) Jensen 
38. Merkel, Angela (Germnay, Chancellor, 2005-Present) AP 
39. Moscoso, Mireya (Panama, President, 1999-2004) Jensen 
40. Patil, Pratibha (India, President, 2007-Present) AP 
41. Persad-Bissessar, Kamla (Trinidad and Tobago, Prime Minister, 2010-present) AP  
42. Peron, Isabel (Argentina, President, 1974-1976) Jensen 
43. Pierre-Louis, Michele. (Haiti, Prime Minister, 2008-2009) AP 
44. Pintasilgo, Maria de Lourdes Ruivo da silva de Matos (Portugal, Prime Minister, 

1979-1980) Jensen 
45. Planinc, Milka (Yugoslavia, Prime Minister, 1982-1986) Jensen 
46. Prunskiene, Kazimira (Lithuania, Prime Minister, 1990-1991) Jensen 
47. Radicová, Iveta (Slovakia, Prime Minister, 2010-Present) AP 
48. Roussef, Dilma (Brazil, President, 2010-Present) AP 
49. Shipley, Jenny (New Zealand, Prime Minister, 1997-1999) Jensen 
50. Silveira, Maria do Carmo (Sao Tomé and Principe, Prime Minister, 2005-2006) 

Jensen 
51. Sigurðardóttir, Jóhanna (Iceland, Prime Minister, 2009-Present) AP 
52. Simpson-Miller, Portia (Jamaica, Prime Minister, 2006-2007) Jensen 
53. Sirleaf, Ellen Johnson (Liberia, President, 2006-Present) AP 
54. Sukarnoputri, Megawati (Indonesia, President, 2001-2004) Jensen 
55. Thatcher, Margaret (Great Britain, Prime Minister, 1979-1990) Jensen 
56. Tymoshenko, Yulia (Ukraine, Prime Minister, 2005, 2007-2010) AP 
57. Uwilingiyimana, Agathe (Rwanda, Prime Minister, 1993-1994) Jensen 
58. Vike-Freiberga, Vaira (Latvia, President, 1999-2007) Jensen 
59. Werleight, Claudette (Haiti, Prime Minister, 1995-1996) Jensen 
60. Zia, Khaleda (Bangladesh, President, 1991-1996, 2001-2006) Jensen 
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The following people have been appointed positions in interim, provisional, caretaker or 
dictatorial governments (All sources from Jensen unless otherwise noted): 

1. Arteaga, Rosalia (Ecuador, 1997) 
2. Burdzhanadze, Nino (Georgia, 2004-2005) 
3. Degutiene, Irena (Lithuania, 1999) 
4. Domitien, Elizabeth (Central African Republic, 1995-1996) 
5. Gueiler Tejada, Lydia (Bolivia, 1979-1980) 
6. Indzhova, Renata (Bulgaria, 1994-1995) 
7. Kosor, Jadranka (Croatia, 2009-Present) AP 
8. Otunbayeva, Roza (Kyrgyzstan, 2010-Present) AP 
9. Pascal-Trouillot, Ertha (Haiti, 1990-1991) 
10. Tuyaa, Nyam-Osoriyn (Mongolia, 1999)  
 

The following people have held executive offices that do not grant head of state or head 
of government powers (All sources from Jensen unless otherwise noted): 

1. Calmy-Rey, Micheline (Switzerland, President of Council, 2006-2007, 2011-
Present) Swiss Federal Council Website 

2. Dreifuss, Ruth (Switzerland, President of Council, 1999-2000) Swiss Federal 
Council Website 

3. Fernández, Rosario (Peru, Prime Minister, 2011-Present) AP 
4. Han, Myeong-Sook (South Korea, Prime Minister, 2006-2007) 
5. Leuthard, Doris (Switzerland, Presidnet of Council, 2010-2011) Swiss Federal 

Council Website 
6. Merino, Beatriz (Peru, Prime Minister, 2003) 
7. Perry, Ruth (Liberia, President, 1996-1997) 
8. Suchocka, Hanna (Poland, Prime Minister, 1992-1993) 
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