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Abstract

A straight road to development: Introducing a queer perspective to sustainable 

development

Author: Madeleine Roghult

Sustainable development is an approach to development that seeks to be multidimensional, 

meaning that it integrates social, economic and environmental aspects in order to be inclusive 

for people of diverging nations and realities. Sustainable development adheres to the Human 

Rights regime and claims that every person regardless of social differences such as ethnicity, 

class and sex, has the right to undisputable freedom and justice. This study situates a group of 

people who are globally denied these basic rights and face political, social and legal 

discrimination. Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people face a sexual violence 

that development discourse has not observed, making sexual identity a political issue. By 

using a queer feminist approach that understands gender and sexuality as co-dependent, this 

study analyses how discourse on sustainable development, in the documents of the Agenda 21 

and Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development, conceptualises gender and 

what the implications are for sexual identity. A conceptual framework with concepts drawn 

from queer feminism is utilised to conduct critical discourse analysis and has shown the 

discourse to be shaped by heteronormative assumptions. Women and men are viewed as 

essentially different, as women embody particular needs and roles distinct from men. A 

discourse of motherhood ties the woman in a sexual relationship to men and naturalises the 

heterosexual purpose of reproduction as a hegemonic way of expressing sexuality. This 

creates a blind spot towards non-heterosexual sexuality and non-reproductive sexuality and 

closes the door to policies and programmes on sexual issues other than reproductive. Not only 

does this exclude LGBT people from discourse, but also the limited heterosexual norm sets a 

standard that not even heterosexual people might comply to.
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Development in development

Ever since the Cold War, liberal values have served as ideological guidelines within 

development discourse. Values that shape most of international cooperation and work 

regarding state building and development are liberal ones: freedom; justice; equality; 

democracy; rights which are said to belong to each individual are now part of contemporary 

political and cultural globalisation.1 These individual rights are further pronounced in the 

United Nations Declaration of Human Rights. 

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of 
any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social 
origin, property, birth or other status.2

Within the fields of international cooperation and development the Human Rights regime is 

often articulated as a foundation for development work, and development agencies worldwide 

claim allegiance to these principles. However, even within a climate where individual rights 

and freedom are safeguarded through laws and policies, there are some groups of people who 

are still being denied these basic rights. Amnesty International reports that non-heterosexuals 

worldwide face torture, harassment and violence due to their sexual identity and many 

countries criminalise homosexuality resulting in social stigmatisation and exclusion.3 ILGA 

(International Lesbian and Gay Association) reports that in 2008, 86 UN member states still 

criminalised homosexuality, with seven countries enforcing the death penalty. This perpetuates 

“a culture of hatred” where everyday life is unsafe for non-heterosexuals.4 On February 5 2008 

legislation criminalising homosexuality was enforced in Senegal, arresting ten people. The 

crime was a magazine publication about homosexuality in the country with photos of a 

supposed homosexual marriage.5 Amnesty International reports that many countries who 

criminalise homosexuality also engage in torture and ill-treatment of these individuals. 

Romania is an example of where same-sex relations can result in imprisonment, followed by 

torture by prison guards and other inmates; in Malaysia accusation of homosexuality is used as 

a tool to discredit political opponents and imprison them. Homosexuality is, in various parts of 

the world, further treated as a medical or psychological disorder to which there are “cures”. In 

                                               
1 Baylis & Smith 2005: 185-201
2 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
3 Amnesty International 2001
4 ILGA 2008a
5 Ibid. 2008b
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Russia, lesbians are treated as mentally ill and are known to have been placed in mental 

institutions by police, on the request of family and friends.6 Lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender (LGBT) people hence experience increased poverty, a loss of societal and political 

power and decreased health through discriminatory legislation and persecution by colleagues, 

friends and family.7 Sexual identity can because of this be seen as a specific aspect of 

development since non-heterosexual people face a particular kind of violence. Violence is 

directed at them because they are homosexual, transgender or adhere to a gender identity other 

than heterosexual, but regardless of this, the issue of sexuality is often being treated as a health 

issue, says The Institute of Development Studies. The institute is critical of the fact that 

sexuality is often seen as a health issue within the preventive work of HIV/AIDS, as a problem 

in need of containment. The institute connects sexual identity to a wide range of development 

issues, including economic ones.8

Sexuality affects the very things that many think of as constituting ‘development’. The right to 
have intimate relationships of our own choosing and to have those choices respected, without being 
victim to violence, ostracism or discrimination, is fundamental to our lives and livelihoods. If 
women’s, men’s and transgender people’s bodies can be violated by others, and if our very 
existence is threatened, how can we ever enjoy the kind of development imagined by writers like 
Amartya Sen (1999)? 9

Development work has met an armada of critique for not recognising the heterogeneity of 

nations and groups of people. Joseph Stiglitz has criticised the IMF for implementing 

economic strategies in developing nations without regard to sequencing and local context; 

implementation of policy has been too quick and local contexts have resisted a universal recipe 

for growth.10 Amartya Sen and Gilbert Rist have both called for a more holistic approach that 

puts human and environmental security ahead of pure profit seeking missions.11 And voices of 

the critics seem to have been heard; a multidimensional view on poverty has been 

mainstreamed within developmental work in order to achieve security and freedom for people 

with regard to the specifics of cultural context. The World Bank identifies non-monetary 

dimensions of poverty such as powerlessness and low self-esteem12, the IMF recognises 

differing effects of policy on different social groups and especially focuses the vulnerable and 

                                               
6 Amnesty International 2001
7 Cornwall & Jolly 2006
8 IDS Sexuality and Development Programme
9 Ibid. 21
10 Stiglitz 2003
11 Sen 2002, Rist 2002
12 Coudouel, Hentschel, & Wodon, p. 32 
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poor.13 Development is nowadays referred to as sustainable development, a concept that takes 

into consideration the well being of the people of today, and promotes a sustainable way of life 

that doesn't endanger the planet. Sustainability means that our livelihoods today cannot in any 

way endanger future generations.14 The concept stresses every person’s human right and 

amongst the multitude of categories articulated as sources of discrimination are: race; colour; 

sex; religion; but sexual identity remains silenced and is as a dimension of development 

neglected from this multidimensional view.

1.2 Problem definition

Due to the abundance of sexual violence directed at LGBT people, the right to freedom of 

sexual identity presents itself as an area equally relevant for development as the health aspect. 

In light of the political discrimination and social exclusion that LGBT people face, sexual 

identity becomes a political problem; non-heterosexuals are denied heterosexual privileges 

such as equality before the law and political representation. Following this reasoning, sexual 

identity is not a personal issue determined by nature, but a controversy caught up in a web of 

discursive power with social and political consequences. Because of this, the study employs a 

queer feminist viewpoint, a theoretical perspective that situates gender and sexuality as 

political problems. Queer feminism specifically problematises the relationship between gender 

and sexuality and doesn't view them as naturally given categories of identity, but sources of 

power and discrimination. Queer theory draws attention to heterosexuality and how it organises 

social life. Theorists such as Stevi Jackson and Chrys Ingraham argue that because of the 

dominance of heterosexuality, sexual identity is not considered a political issue. 

Heteronormativity is a concept that identifies heterosexuality as not merely a sexual 

orientation, but a social practice that organises social life and gendered identities; the sexual 

division creates men and women as gendered opposites in servitude of heterosexuality. 

Heterosexuality becomes the hegemonic invisible norm and renders other sexualities deviant as 

it creates a male and a female gender identity only, and in the process excludes other gender 

identities from discourse, such as LGBT people.15

This study explores into the discourse of development to see how gender is addressed. 

Development discourse has over the years been shaped and reshaped to make it 

multidimensional and holistic; nobody is to be denied a ride on the development bandwagon.  

                                               
13 International Monetary Fund
14 United Nations Division for Sustainable Development
15 Jackson from Seidman 1996: 38-40, Ingraham from Seidman 1996: 168-189
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Sustainable development is meant to be sustainable for everyone, but at the present LGBT 

people are not experiencing the full benefits of sustainability and are denied their human rights. 

Discourse on sustainable development is therefore deconstructed in order to find out how the 

discourse conceptualises gender, and what the implications are for sexual identity. 

Heteronormativity relies on a certain idea of gender identity and this study wishes to to discern 

whether the heteronormative gender identity is present in the discourse. 

1.3 Aim of study

This study examines how gender is conceptualised in the discourse of sustainable development. 

Agenda 21 and the Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development are analysed in 

order to find out if this construction of gender reproduces heteronormativity.

1.4 Analytical material

Analysing discourse implies a rather extensive amount of data and in order to make a 

representative analysis one must choose texts that are relevant. Two central documents within 

the discourse of sustainable development are chosen, documents that constitute milestones in 

development history as they provide a comprehensive framework of principles for sustainable 

development and how it will be achieved.

Agenda 21 was undertaken at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, 1992. It is an 

extensive document agreed upon by the world leaders from both developing and developed 

countries, 178 governments in total, as well as NGO: s and local organisations. The 

Johannesburg conference, ten years later, aimed at following up the agreements made at Rio.  

The World Summit on Sustainable Development aimed to fully implement Agenda 21 and 

further reaffirm the commitments made.16 The Earth Summit was called upon to set principles 

and a framework for desired development, how development can be both effective and 

sustainable, ensuring a world for the next generations. The World Summit on Sustainable 

Development discussed further implementation of these principles, how sustainable 

development would actually be achieved. These two documents are therefore vital within the 

discourse of sustainable development; they have set the principles and guidelines and their 

practical outcome affect lives everyday. The Brundtland Report is a vital document in the 

discourse of sustainable development as well. The choice has however fallen upon Agenda 21 

due to the extensive dedication of countries and NGO: s to the agenda. The Brundtland Report 

                                               
16 United Nations Division for Sustainable Development
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is a predecessor to Agenda 21 and paved way for the Earth Summit in Rio and as such is an 

inspiration to Agenda 21. The Report of the World Summit of Sustainable Development is an 

important document as it follows up the commitments made in Rio and sets them in motion.

Sections I and III of Agenda 21 are analysed as the second section mainly concerns 

ecological issues such as the atmosphere and acid rain. Sections I and III centre social and 

economic issues and the role of major groups, such as women and indigenous groups.17 The 

Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development is analysed in its entirety.18

1.5 Previous research

Sustainable development has been thoroughly examined by the academic eye and there is an 

extensive amount of literature on the subject. Phillip J. Cooper and Claudia María Vargas have 

addressed the issue of implementation of sustainable development, stories of failure and 

success concerning economic, environmental and social dimensions.19 David W. Pearce, 

Edward B. Barbier and Anil Markandya write about sustainable development in relation to 

natural resource management in the third world and the relationship between rich and poor 

countries.20 Susan Baker comprehensively discusses sustainable development and analyses 

concepts, cases and the institutional involvement at a global level.21 Studies of sustainable 

development have however majorly been discussing economic and environmental issues of 

sustainability; how can economic growth be sustainable without endangering the environment? 

The gender issue is in comparison rather silent. One of the most comprehensive works on 

sustainable development and gender is Wendy Harcourt's Feminist perspectives on sustainable 

development.22 The book provides widespread documentation of how gender is vital within all 

aspects of sustainable development, from economic to environmental. Gender is although 

understood as the women's perspective. Agnes Dahné writes that work regarding gender and 

sexual health has focused women, but recently more attention has been given to men's role, 

something she also wishes to do. She shows that the development discourse under study 

reinforces, but also contests, a homogenisation of women and men.23 Studies of gender in 

development, as transcending the categories of men and women, is difficult to locate; gender is 

not expanded to include various gender identities. Anna Hermansson does not write in the 

                                               
17 Agenda 21
18 The Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development
19 Cooper & Vargas 2004
20 Pearce, Barbier & Markandya 1990
21 Baker 2006
22 Harcourt 1994
23 Dahné 2008
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context of development, but has conducted a study of how people with a queer identity 

experience heteronormativity in terms of health. She shows that these people experience 

increased stress, depression, sadness and anger due to discrimination.24 This thesis provides 

further evidence of the importance of incorporating sexual identity in the sphere of politics, as 

discrimination of LGBT people is endangering for their health. This study places itself within 

this gap in academic studies and wishes to address gender and development by bringing in a 

queer gender perspective to the discourse of sustainable development.

2. Theoretical perspective

2.1 Queer feminist gender theory

This study adheres to a post-structuralist theoretical approach, an approach that is concerned 

with the operations of language in sustaining relations of power. Post-structuralism has had 

monumental effects on feminism, with both welcoming and hostile responses, and is the key 

inspiration for queer theory. Judith Baxter explains why post-structuralist principles are of such 

great use for feminist research. First is the rejection of universal causes and concepts; the quest 

towards absolute truths is not possible. What accounts as true and real fluctuates depending on 

discourse. Second, as meaning is produced within language and not reflected by language, it is 

the post-structuralist mission to draw attention to how meaning is produced. As meaning is 

never fixed, the deconstruction of discourse reveals competing versions of reality and its power 

relations. Lastly, post-structuralism argues that subjectivity and identity are constructed 

discursively; the subject makes sense of itself and its actions through a dialogue between 

various discourses in which different subject positions are occupied.25 With the entrance of 

post-structurlism it is no longer possible to imagine gender in binary, stable categories. The 

categories of woman and man have been criticised for homogenising over cultural and context 

specific borders, favouring a western, middle class, heterosexual point of view – there are no 

true or real men and women. As the third principle states above, identity is constructed 

discursively. This means that gender is understood as a process whereby meaning is attached 

subjectively through language and culture. Gender as a process enables insight into social 

change and the way individuals make sense of the surrounding world by the meanings 

subjectively attached; gender identity is fluctuating. Since discourse doesn’t purely reflect 

                                               
24 Hermansson 2008
25 Baxter 2003: 21-28
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reality but instead organises it, it is through the discourses available on gender that structure 

our subjective apprehension of ourselves; discourses on marriage and sexual behaviour are just 

two amongst many that make up a gendered understanding of the self. Gendered discourses are 

consequently normative and carry with them understanding of what constitutes acceptable and 

deviant social behaviour. The two-gender binary is a hegemonic way of making sense of 

gender, connoting gender-specific behaviour. Men and women are seen as separate entities,

and as such there is female behaviour and male behaviour.26

The understanding of gender within this study is one that transcends this two-gender 

binary. Drawing upon Alsop, Fitzsimmons & Lennon's theorising, gender derives from the area 

of linguistics, which is why ideas of gender don’t have clear boundaries. Contesting discourses 

of femininity and masculinity constitute the subject; what is considered male and female is not 

once and for all given. Jackson has similar ideas as the above mentioned in that gender is not 

viewed as bound up with fixed meanings about the male and female body and spirit. As such, 

there are a myriad of gendered identities available since assumptions of femininity and 

masculinity are not bound to certain gendered bodies. The two-gender binary however works 

to do the exact opposite, reducing the gendered understanding to two categories. Jackson 

means that this is because of the close relationship between gender and heterosexuality.27

Feminism, which has traditionally focused gender in terms of the hierarchical relationship 

between men and women, is in this study integrated with queer theory in order to address the 

question of sexuality. Queer theory pronounces the instability of sexual identity and views 

gender and sexuality as mutually dependent. A queer perspective recognises the dynamics and 

fluidity of gendered and sexual categories and resists the homogenising and reductive effects of 

the stable and predictable.28 Feminism has much to gain by adding the queer perspective 

according to Chrys Ingraham. Ingraham claims that heteronormativity is latent in most ideas of 

gender, and it is through this supposed mutual attraction with which we become gendered, i.e. 

learn how to be the correct woman in relation to the correct man. The heterosexual imaginary 

orders our thinking according to these principles and naturalises heterosexuality that functions 

to organise the society. Institutions such as the family, the church, the military, the media, all 

promote the idea of heterosexuality as something natural, which is why it gets taken for 

granted.29 Biological sex is because of this not outside the area of social construction. Bryson 

argues that sexual categories are not biologically determined and thus biological difference 

                                               
26 Alsop, Fitzsimons & Lennon 2002: 79-90
27 Ibid. 79-88, Jackson from Seidman 1996: 38-40
28 Alsop, Fitzsimons & Lennon 2002: 65f
29 Ingraham from Seidman 1996: 186f
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doesn't carry meaning until labelled by society. Notions of femininity and masculinity are not 

essentially bound up to certain sexed bodies, instead it is the body that stages and reproduces 

the concepts of gender.30 Therefore the division of biological sex and gender is a false one, 

argues Alsop et. al. One cannot, as conventional gender theory does, view only gender as 

socially constructed. The biological sex and the socially constructed gender are co-dependent; 

both are aspects of social construction. Social divisions of the sexes, such as the division of 

labour, are created socially and this division of the biological only comes to mean anything 

within a certain discourse. Significance is born when this difference is given meaning through 

language and social practice. Difference is created socially and without this social division the 

biological differences remain insignificant. This social division of biological sex lies in 

servitude to the ideology of heterosexuality. Heteronormativity is the functioning of 

naturalising heterosexuality, attainting it hegemonic status, making its power invisible and its 

existence seen as normal. In turn, other sexualities are made abnormal. Heteronormativity is 

because of this part of the gendering process; reproductive abilities are conceptualised as an 

original grand narrative of utmost significance for sexual difference. Biological difference has 

come to mean difference in spirit and identity, assuming femininity belongs to women and 

masculinity to men. The accepted way of expressing sexual desire is henceforth through 

heterosexuality, and the process of creating a male and female gender is complete.31

This approach to gender enables the study to examine the construction of gender and 

realising that reducing the understanding to binary entities will conceal non-heterosexual 

gendered expressions. Appreciating the fluidity of gender, and not presuming two stable 

gender categories, implies that space is given to gender identities other than a heterosexual 

identity. Heterosexuality depends on a stable male and female identity and reproducing this 

means reproducing heteronormativity. Queer theory provides insight into whether gender in 

sustainable development discourse is viewed in multiple terms or reduced to a two-gender 

binary, reproducing heteronormativity in the process. 

2.2 The theoretical battle

Feminism can be said to be at odds with post-structuralism as a clear subject position cannot be 

claimed within this theorising; the standpoint of woman cannot be spoken from as its content 

and subjective realities are never constant. Post-structuralism rejects identity politics, which 

has been central for feminist struggle, and can be said to be central to the LGBT movement as 

                                               
30 Bryson 2003: 233-242
31 Jacksson from Seidman 1996: 38-45
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well. The rejection of identity politics doesn't however necessitate a complete abandonment of 

struggle from a certain subject position. Baxter means that subject positions can be spoken 

from, oppressed groups can unite against their perpetrators, but one must always be reminded 

of the fluidity of identity and that the subject position from which one speaks is not cemented 

in time. Subject positions are unstable and cannot be universally claimed. Post-structuralism 

and queer theory introduces the notion of fluid gendered categories, discursively constructed 

and always in contest with other discourses. This study views the rejection of stable identity 

cateogries as beneficial for feminism. Stable entities essentialise and homogenise women and 

fail to recognise internal differences, such as differences in sexual preference. In accordance 

with Judith Baxter, this study sees women and men as ambiguous in character and female 

subordination is thus not an absolute. Hegemonic discourse has material outcomes however, 

and if patriarchal values constitute hegemonic discourse then material effects of this can be 

female subordination. Post-structuralism and queer does not reject oppression against women, 

but recognises that this is not an ahistorical universal truth, and that women's experience with 

oppression may vary. Class, sexuality, ethnicity intersect with gender to create different lived 

experiences of oppression.32

Feminism and queer theory have also come into an intellectual battle over which 

aspects are of most importance. Feminism is criticised by queer theory for essentialising and 

reproducing a false binary between man/woman and heterosexuality/homosexuality, and queer 

theory has been accused by feminists of neglecting the material effects of social and political 

realities, such as globalisation. This study doesn't view these two strands as mutually exclusive, 

but integrates them into one theoretical perspective. Whereas feminism serves as a reminder of 

the material, real world implications of binary concepts of gender and institutionalised 

heterosexuality, queer theory is useful in identifying heteronormativity within discourse, 

revealing the instability of gendered categories and how these are connected to sexual 

identity.33 The battle between the materialist and discursive arenas can be overcome when 

viewed as a whole; the material world is part of social practice constituted by discourse, which 

in turn reproduces discourse. Discourse has material effects in setting certain codes of 

behaviour and social practice.34

                                               
32 Baxter 2003: 28-41
33 Jacksson from Seidman 1996:38-40, 70f
34 Alsop, Fitzsimons & Lennon 2002: 236-239
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Methodological discussion

All social science is underpinned by a conception of what science is and how we can come to 

understand the world around us; the relationship to the subject is shaped by the ontological and 

epistemological positions, which outline the direction of research. Ontology refers to the 

understanding of the real world, whether the material world exists independently of our 

knowledge about it or not. A foundationalist views the world as real and material whereas the 

anti-foundationalist views it as dependent on our concepts about it. The epistemological 

position derives from the ontological outlook and refers to our knowledge about the world and 

how we can come to understand it. There is a difference here whether the world can be studied 

and observed objectively, as the foundationalist would argue, or not, as this study argues. The 

anti-foundationalist believes there is no real world outside our social understanding of it. 

Nothing can be disconnected from the social world as meaning and concepts to it are attached 

through social actions. Objectivity is false.35

The scientific approach this study applies is anti-foundationalist; the interpretist 

approach, to which post-structuralist and queer feminist theory belong, denies the notion of a 

real world outside our knowledge of it. This understanding was discussed in the previous 

chapter and further discussion is thus not necessary, apart from its methodological 

implications. Since no objective facts can be distinguished, quantitative methods can show 

inaccuracy and reflect false realities. Qualitative methods that employ a deeper understanding 

into social phenomena are necessary, approaches that emphasise the subjective understandings 

and discursive constructions at play.36 Thus the utilised method will have to be of qualitative 

character; the study aims to gain a deeper understanding of the workings of language in 

ordering the world, not to make broad generalisations about the frequency of heterosexist 

institutions or the quantity of discriminative legislature towards non-heterosexuals. This study 

cannot be, for example, statistically conducted through surveys.37 For a deeper understanding it 

demands of the researcher to get closer to the subject of study. Qualitative interviews where 

there is interplay between researcher and subject is a feasible method of inquiry. This enables 

the researcher to grasp the meanings that the subject attaches to its actions, understand how the 

                                               
35 Marsh & Stoker 2002: 17-19
36 Ibid. 26-28
37 Holme, Solvang & Nilsson 1997: 78
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subject makes sense of itself and the surrounding world.38 This method is however not easily 

employed within the scope of this study. Interviews do correspond to the temporal framework, 

but there is an issue of interview subjects. The institutions behind the discourse of sustainable 

development under study have a global span and so the method is obstructed. 

The analysis of text is another way of conducting qualitative studies, which is more 

appropriate for this study. The discourse produced at the institutional level is under interest, 

and one way of conducting this investigation is by analysing relevant texts produced within the

development discourse. Discourse analysis is used to detect how social practice is shaped by 

ideology and power and is therefore useful to distinguish power relations that seem neutral. 

Different approaches to discourse analysis can be employed; since language is central to the 

production of social practice and intimately tied up with power, one way of inquiry is to 

analyse linguistic expressions and how semantic variations contain aspects of power. The 

linguistic approach breaks down language into its grammatical components in order to reveal 

how power arranges our language and works to conceal hegemonic ideologies and power 

relations in society. The linguistic approach is however immensely time consuming and thus 

demands a small amount of data as the grammatical functions of solitary words and sentences 

are of interest.39 This study does not have the intention of identifying grammatical systems of 

power but seeks to identify whether the heteronormative and conservative gendered ideologies 

are inherent in development discourse or not, which is why a more extensive approach is 

required. The methodological implication of the theoretical approach in the context of this 

study is to make use of critical discourse analysis. The theoretical perspective employed here

stresses the dialectical relationship between discourse and social practice, as well as the need to 

reveal discriminatory social practices towards non-heterosexuals. Critical discourse analysis 

aspires to expose and criticise the role of discourse in sustaining a social world that shows 

indications of unequal power relations. There is a joint normative agenda between the queer 

feminist perspective and the aims of critical discourse analysis in the desire to destabilise the 

status quo and contribute to social change.40

3.2 Critical discourse analysis

Critical discourse analysis is an extensive approach with a wide range of methods. Five 

common characteristics unite the internal differences and situate it as a specific approach. First 

                                               
38 Holme, Solvang & Nilsson 1997: 99-108
39 Bergström & Boréus 2005: chapter 7
40 Winther Jörgensen & Phillips 2000: 69f
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off social and cultural processes have a linguistic importance; the production of text is a 

discursive practice that contributes to the constitution of the social world. It is an essential part 

of social practice that makes up social identities and relations and it is through discursive 

practices that social and cultural reproduction, and change, takes place. Discursive practices 

include the production and consumption of text, but also spoken and visual language such as 

pictures. Discourse is further seen as a social practice in a dialectical relationship with other 

social practices; social practice both constitutes the social world and is in turn also constituted 

by other social practices. Discourse then will affect social processes and can thus contribute to 

change, but is in turn also affected by other social dimensions and contesting discourses. 

Thirdly critical discourse analysis states that the analysis must take the linguistic aspect into 

account and analyse the use of language. This is because, as point four states, discourse works 

in service of ideology. Discursive practices, such as the production of text, are guilty of 

creating and reproducing unequal power relations between different social classes. This is what 

makes the approach critical; it is the aim of critical discourse analysis to expose how discourse 

is active in preserving a social world founded upon unequal power relations, and consequently 

works towards promoting more equal social relations. It logically follows from the fifth point 

that the approach has a normative character and strives to side up with the marginalised groups 

in society and voice their perspective. Repressive ideologies are deeply embedded within 

language and discourse, which is why all these aspects have to be taken into consideration.41

Critical discourse analysis has similar aims with queer feminism in the wish to reveal unequal 

power relations, which makes it a very useful methodological approach. Queer feminism 

identifies heteronormativity as a dominant ideology that orders gender relations, and using 

critical discourse analysis the study can detect whether it is present or not.

Issues of validity and reliability with the approach are manifold. For one, discourse 

analysis is criticised of being relativistic. If all aspects of reality are situated within contextual 

discourse then what can actually be said about the real world? If all knowledge is susceptible to 

change then nothing is constant and nothing is for certain, all knowledge is arbitrary. This 

problem is addressed by working closely with the queer feminist perspective that will guide the 

reading and analysis of text so as to point of an eventual heteronormative discourse. This 

heteronormative discourse is not viewed as an all-encompassing truth about development 

discourse, but may be one of many operating in the field, which is what this study aims to find 

out. Utilising poor analytical tools can impair the reliability of the study, as the results may 

vary with researcher and timing. Issues of intersubjectivity are addressed with detailed and 

                                               
41 Winther Jörgensen & Phillips 2000: 66-70
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well-developed analytical tools, which increase transparency and the possibility of reaching 

similar results a second time around. The researcher must also be clear in explaining how 

results are achieved. In order to systematically analyse and not submit to chance, the study 

seeks to identify recurring patterns of description. This study will clearly make connections to 

the theoretical framework to enable the reader to easily follow in the reasoning. The study will 

also seek transparency in the analysis by presenting sections of text that are representative for 

the whole documents. The method presented below is developed in combination with the 

theoretical perspective to decrease the risk of arbitrary conclusions.42

3.3 Method

The aim of the study is to analyse development discourse to see if the ideology of 

heterosexuality is present. This is done by identifying how the discourse conceptualises gender. 

The method employed will be aimed at the linguistic arena and in detail examine what is 

written. This is done in order to identify whether the ideology of heterosexuality is latent in the 

discursive practice of text production. In order to give answer to the aim a conceptual 

framework has been developed. By using the conceptual framework with concepts drawn from 

queer feminism gendered language can be identified. This conceptual framework takes 

influence by a content analysis used by Norman Fairclough that focuses on how words are used 

and what relationship they have with each other. This study doesn't use Faiclough's method, 

but uses the idea of linguistic content analysis in combination with queer feminist concepts to 

to sew a custom made method suitable for this study.43  

The concepts below are utilised to guide the analysis. The aim is to keep the categories 

open. Open categories enable the analysis to identify gendered dichotomies where they are 

reproduced, but don’t confine to an understanding based on dichotomies. The analysis can 

transcend the binary if the empirical data can't be placed within binary thinking. 

3.3.1 The sex/gender distinction and difference

This concept enables the analysis to locate signs of men and women seen as opposites, what is 

viewed as masculine and feminine and if gendered grey zones can be discerned from the 

discourse. The study will identify which words are used to describe gender and which words 

are used as interrelated with gender. According to Stevi Jackson, society is founded on an 

assumption that biological sex makes men and women essentially different. Sex is the constant 

                                               
42 Bergström & Boréus 2005: 348-353
43 Ibid. 341
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variable and gender represents the cultural values asserted to the sexed bodies. Cultural 

assumptions of gender are contested, but not the notion that there are two distinct and opposite 

sexes. Jackson rejects this distinction between sex and gender as the division is socially 

created. Biological difference is without significance if no meaning is socially attached to it. 

Reproducing the sex/gender distinction reinforces heteronormativity as the social divide is 

taken for granted and naturalised and reproduces ideas of natural men and women finding 

attraction in each other.44 The sex/gender divide further has implications for the understanding 

of men and women. Heteronormativity is reproduced when women and men are created as 

embodying differences to each other. The assumed two-gender binary creates gendered 

individuals in opposition to each other, who in turn reproduce heteronormativity as 

heterosexuality gets attributed onto others. Assuming gender difference implies an assumption 

of gender complementarity; men and women complement each others' differences and together 

make up an entity. Following this assumption is the legitimisation of divisions of labour and 

other gendered social divisions as well as the assumed gendered characteristics of fixed 

femininity and masculinity. Acceptable and unacceptable gendered behaviour also derives 

from the two-gender binary. Meanings of difference vary historically and contextually, but not 

the idea of a fundamental difference.45

3.3.2 Gender hierarchy

This concept relates to how gender is connected to power and whose perspective is dominant. 

When analysing the language in the texts it is significant to identify whether gender is used in 

positive or negative ways, in an active or passive sense, and which subjects in the texts are 

connected to these. What is termed as positive and active is favoured and serves dominant 

ideological purposes; active subjects are independent agents in the text and define for 

themselves, whereas passive subjects are incapable of action. Language written in positive 

terms function to promote certain aspects, and to discredit when written in negative terms.46

Queer feminist theory identifies a gendered hierarchy where men's interests have traditionally 

favoured to women's. This is the outcome of institutional heterosexuality that orders gender 

relations between men and women, situation men within dominant and powerful positions in 

society and women as dependent on men. The social division created between men and women 

                                               
44 Jackson from Seidman 1996: 38-56
45 Ibid. 49-54
46 Bergström & Boréus 2005: 339-342
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is hierarchical, a social division that relies on a heterosexual understanding of gender.47 As 

such, if masculinity is frequently termed as positive and femininity as negative this is viewed 

as situated within a gendered hierarchy. To identify what is coded in positive and negative 

terms enables the study to discover who is situated as dominant and who is subordinate. Who is 

termed as active shows who is given agency in the text, who is independent and can act for 

themselves. Who is termed as passive indicates who is in need of external forces and is 

textually subordinate to the agent. It is vital to discern if notions of agency are gendered as it 

would serve the gendered hierarchy, and in turn heteronormativity, if men repeatedly inhabit 

the role of agent and women a passive role.

3.3.3 Institutionalised heterosexuality

This concept makes the analysis able to identify heterosexual norms that may not be visible. 

Jackson and Ingraham maintain that heterosexuality is more than a sexual orientation. They see 

heterosexuality as operating in all social institutions, dictating life within family, the workplace 

and the state. Institutionalised heterosexuality defines what is feminine and masculine, what 

accounts as sexual and what is not, and segregates normal from abnormal. It affects 

distribution of economic resources, cultural power and social control, it organises the division 

of labour and is always dependent on an abject other. This other represents sexual practice that 

doesn't participate in dominant heterosexual arrangements and is thus rendered illegitimate. For 

example, gays are in most countries not allowed to marry or adopt children. This privilege is 

secured to heterosexual people who are expected to conform to it.48

By using this concept the study can discern if a discourse on sexuality is present, how 

high it ranks in the hierarchy of discourse, or if it is completely absent. It is possible to identify 

which discourse is dominant and if it serves the ideological purpose of rendering sexual 

discourse deviant. The study can also identify whether men and women are in a 

heterosexualised relationship with each other. For example, if women are frequently and 

exclusively described as mothers or wives, this can be said to reinforce the heterosexual 

ideology where women can only be understood in a sexual relationship to men. 

                                               
47 Jackson from Richardson; McLaughlin & Casey 2006:40ff
48 Ingraham from Seidman 1996: 168-188, Jackson from Seidman 1996: 49-55
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4. Analysing sustainable development

4.1 Introduction

The analysis is structured according to the three concepts discussed above. Starting off with 

sex/gender distinction and difference, Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg Report are analysed 

separately in order to keep the analysis clear. Following this is the concept of gender hierarchy 

that is applied to both texts, separately, and lastly the texts are examined in relation to the 

concept of institutionalised heterosexuality. Findings from each text are presented first, 

followed by a concluding theoretical discussion at the end of each section. To make the 

analysis transparent, large sections of the text from Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg Report 

that concern gender are presented below. Significant phrases and words in the extracted 

sections have been written in italics in order to clarify an argument. Reference to where the 

section of text has been taken from is put in brackets at the end of reference. Agenda 21 uses 

the paragraph numbers as points of reference, the Johannesburg report uses page numbers.

4.2 Sex/gender distinction and difference 

This concept concerns gender difference and identifies which words are used to describe 

gender. The study examines what roles men and women play in the text, if a fundamental 

difference is created between them or not.

4.2.1 Agenda 21

Agenda 21 sees women as a separate group with specific needs. In paragraph 6.27, Agenda 21 

identifies various vulnerable groups that need capacity building, human resources 

development, education and training. Women constitute a separate vulnerable group, and 

consequently the group of women is detached from the human family. Chapter 24 explicitly 

deals with women's role in development and creates the idea of women's difference to men. 

Men as a gendered category is not mentioned, which further places distance between men and 

women. As such, women have roles to play that can't be fulfilled by men.

Governments should take active steps to implement programmes to establish and strengthen 
preventive and curative health facilities that include women-centred, women-managed, safe and 
effective reproductive health care and affordable, accessible services, as appropriate, for the 
responsible planning of family size, […] education and information on health and responsible 
parenthood and should provide for the opportunity for all women to breast-feed fully, at least during 
the first four months post-partum. Programmes should fully support women's productive and 
reproductive roles and well being, […].  (5.51) (24.3 e)
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Reproduction is one of these roles and is first and foremost a women's issue. Therefore health 

facilities need to be centred on women, as Agenda 21 presumes that men don't have, and can't 

have, insight into women's health. Reproduction is connected to the role of women, of mothers, 

and hence separated from the role of men and fathers. This notion of difference between men 

and women centres on differing roles and needs.

In cooperation with the education sector, special health education programmes should be developed 
focusing on the role of women in the health-care system. (6.8)
[…] to allow women to perform their key role in society; (6.23)
Particular attention should be paid to the needs of women […]. (7.28)
Knowledge and experience on the part of women of the management and conservation of natural 
resources […]. (24.8 a)
UNDP should establish a women's focal point on development and environment […]. (24.11)
[…] including the unique contribution of indigenous women, […]. (26.5)
women's traditional roles should not be marginalized as a result of the introduction on new 
management systems; (8.5 d)
[…] and taking into account the complementary roles of men and women; (34.14 c)

Women occupy roles and have needs that diverge from men and other groups, roles and needs 

so particular that they need spelling out. Men's roles and needs are not articulated and are as 

such taken for granted, other gender identities are presumed not to exist. However, all women 

have particular needs, regardless if they identify with a female gender identity or not. This 

distinction that is made between men and women appears to create a mystification of women; 

women need to be trained and educated, studied and researched, in order to be understood.

[…] with particular attention to the education and training of women, […]. (5.62)
Carry out baseline surveys and knowledge, attitude and practice studies on the health and nutrition 
of women throughout their life cycle, especially as related to the impact of environmental 
degradation and adequate resources; (6.27 c)
Promoting research on women's programmes […]. (7.77 d iii)

Difference between men and women can thus be said to be biologically determined as 

difference is created in the spheres of reproduction, nutrition and health which all need a 

particular women's perspective. Men's biology is not of concern, which further cements 

difference between men and women, as women's bodies are the ones that need mapped out 

explanations. Men's are obvious and women's are particular. Difference between men and 

women is also social; negative images, stereotypes, attitudes, prejudices against women and 

lack of women's representation are contested and sought to be overturned. Key words here are 

socialization, increase in number and women. 

Programmes to eliminate persistent negative images, stereotypes, attitudes and prejudices against 
women through changes in socialization patterns, the media, advertising, and formal and non-
formal education. (24.3 I)



18

Each body of the United Nations system should review the number of women […], adopt 
programmes to increase that number, […]. (24.10)
A substantial increase by the year 2000 in the number of scientists – particularly women scientists –
in those developing countries where their number is at present insufficient. (35.21 b)
Ensure the capacity-building of women by recruiting more women in research and research training. 
(35.25)
Governments and educational authorities should foster opportunities for women in non-traditional 
fields and eliminate gender stereotyping in curricula. (36.5 m)

Firstly, women are the only gender affected negatively by gender inequality, there is no 

mention of men being affected by negative stereotypes, such as the virile and virtuous alpha-

male, or other gender identities such as transsexuals. Second, women are the only ones focused 

on. By introducing non-traditional fields to women, gender equality will be reached. Implicitly 

a male standard can be detected; women need to change, men don't. Thirdly, Agenda 21 

underlines women’s difference since the road to gender equality goes through adding more 

women. This creates the picture of a specific woman-kind, as distinct from mankind, where 

women are internally homogenous, but different from men. Recruiting more women doesn't 

imply recruiting on merit, but on the basis of womanhood; women have an internal essence 

uniting them as women, and by adding this ingredient the end result of gender equality will be 

accomplished. Gender equality does not concern a plurality of gender identities, only men and 

women and there are instances where women and men approach each other. Even though 

women are under particular attention, both women and men are seen as important actors 

towards gender equality. 

[…] with a view to promoting the dissemination to both men and women of gender-relevant 
knowledge and valuation of women's roles […]. (24.2 e)
Programmes to promote the reduction of the heavy workload of women and girl children at home 
and outside through the establishment of more and affordable nurseries and kindergartens by 
Governments, local authorities, employers and other relevant organizations and sharing of 
household tasks by men and women on an equal basis, […]. (24.3 d)
This process should ensure that the views of women and men on needs, perspective and constraints
are equally well reflected in the design of programmes, […]. (5.45)

Agenda 21 urges women to leave traditional roles, but also calls for the need to include men in 

household tasks, sharing these on equal basis. The perspectives and needs of women and men 

are created as different, but this difference is not grounds for inequality. Women and men can 

as such be said to be viewed as equal, but different.

Special attention should be given to the critical role of women in population/environment 
programmes and in achieving sustainable development. Projects should take advantage of 
opportunities to link social, economic and environmental gains for women and their families. 
Empowerment of women is essential and should be assured through education, training and policies 
to accord and improve women's right and access to assets, human and civil rights, labour-saving 
measures, job opportunities and participation in decision-making. Population/environment 
programmes must enable women to mobilize themselves […]. 
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4.2.2 Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development

The passing of ten years has not implied many changes in difference-discourse regarding 

gender. Women are still a separate group within the human family. The peculiarity of women 

is repeated throughout the document, in places where it can be considered justified, such as 

education where girls' enrolment is wrongfully low, and where it can be considered as not. The 

first extract creates women as in particular need, but also recognises that they are obstructed by 

external forces, which should be overturned – their peculiarity is justified. In the following 

extracts however, women serve more as an appendix, a category without real substance and 

noteworthy function.

[…] in particular women and children, that hinders their well-being or that creates obstacles to the 
full enjoyment of their human rights, […]. (57)
Access to energy services for poverty alleviation should include a focus on access to energy in rural 
areas and for women. (101)
Consumer groups can play an important role in promoting sustainable consumption and thereby 
promoting sustainable production as well. Women are important consumers and thus should 
participate in decision-making concerning production. (103-104)
Pro-poor budgeting for women is needed to harness their intelligence and abilities. (133)

Are men not as important consumers as women? Is women-intelligence separate from men's? 

The addition of the category women can be understood as a demarcation of difference. By 

arbitrarily adding women to every comprehensible aspect, boundaries between men and 

women are created where women serve as a signifier of difference and limits the understanding 

to: Women, as separate from men, are important. Women's, as separate from men's, 

intelligence needs to be harnessed. Women as particular, men as universal. This difference 

between men and women has implications for how policies are directed. Because women are 

particular and men universal, a sole concentration on women logically follows.

Promote women's equal access to and full participation in, on the basis of equality with men, 
decision-making at all levels, mainstreaming gender perspectives in all policies and strategies, 
eliminating all forms of violence and discrimination against women and improving the status, health 
and economic welfare of women and girls through full and equal access to economic opportunity, 
land, credit, education and health-care services; (9-10)
[…] taking into account country-specific conditions and gender equality, including specific 
technology needs of women; (40)
The gender issue and the importance of placing greater emphasis on the empowerment of women as 
well as the negative effects on women in each of these areas (88)
Female education is essential to achieving gender equality. (102)

By excluding men from the gender equation, their actions will henceforth not be regarded as 

gendered and the relationship between men and women gets bypassed. Men don't violate or 

discriminate against women – women are, seemingly without reason, discriminated and 

violated. Violence and discrimination to women occurs in a vacuum, there is no perpetrator 
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conducting the offence and the violence is hence not gendered and policies and programmes 

will not be directed at men. The woman existence is gender-dependent, things happen to her 

because of her womanhood, whereas men are freed from a gendered existence. They don't act 

according to their gender. This concept of gender also blindfolds against other gendered 

violence that differs from violence against women, such as violence against LGBT people. 

Equality is not extended to include gender identities other than conventional men and women. 

The report however, underlines the equality of men and women.

Ensure that children everywhere, boys and girls alike, […]. (10)
Increase decent employment, credit and income for the urban poor, through appropriate national 
policies, promoting equal opportunities for women and men; (13)
Promote education to provide information for both men and women about available energy sources 
and technologies; (17)
[…] and support the contribution of all appropriate stakeholders, men and women alike, […] (30)
Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education by 2005, […]. (61)
Intensify its efforts to ensure that gender mainstreaming is an integral part of its activities 
concerning the coordinated implementation of Agenda 21. (67)

Gender is as such not an acceptable divide concerning opportunities and access, and regardless 

of gender people should still be treated the same. Men and women are united in a discourse of 

equality, even though they are mutually exclusive. Women embody a difference towards men, 

but this difference is illegitimate as grounds for discrimination. 

Enhancing the role of women at all levels and in all aspects of rural development, agriculture, 
nutrition and food security is imperative. (29)
[…] with particular attention to eliminating the pattern of disproportionate and preventable mortality 
among girl infants and children; (39)
Empowerment of women – women play an important role in eradicating hunger since they are the 
majority of farmers affected most by hunger and are key agents of change (96)
[…] with attention to the role of women […]. (100)
There is a need to design energy policies that meet the needs of women. (102)
Tackling maternal mortality and reproductive health issues, and women's health issues in general
(90)

Within the category of woman there are no internal differences, the report creates woman 

needs and woman roles. The category of man is periphery and rejects clear boundaries; he is 

freed of gendered understanding. 

4.2.3 Discussion

According to Jackson, gender is a social division as well as a cultural distinction, which 

naturalises the ideology of heterosexuality. Jackson claims that aspects of social reality that 

seem neutral rely on this division and distinction, and are therefore inherently gendered. 

Heteronormativity will because of this be reproduced within fields outside the realm of the 
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sexual.49 The development discourse produced in Agenda 21 and The Johannesburg Report can 

be seen as neutral sexually, a clear stance is not taken. However, by using the concept of 

sex/gender distinction and difference it has emerged that the understanding of gender relies on 

a clear-cut separation between the sexes, with men and women as diverging in needs and roles 

– women and men are equal but different. Socially created differences are seen as grounds for 

discrimination, and can be overcome through socialisation and women's access to traditionally 

male arenas. Gender is dynamic, but sex is permanent. Ascribing only social construction to 

gender, and not to fundamental biological difference, perpetuates the two-gender binary, 

according to Ingraham. The idea of natural men and women, only with different roles, still 

pave way for heterosexuality as seen as natural, and heteronormativity to remain uncontested.50

As such, when the development discourse under study essentialises the woman experience and 

livelihood, it falls into the trap of reproducing an idea of permanent and fixed difference 

between men and women, and internal similarity between women. The idea of natural men and 

women – heterosexual men and women – is reproduced. This excludes other gender identities 

from the category of gender; the difference-discourse that only sees men and women as 

heterosexual guarantees a blindness towards LGBT people.

The essentialising of women further creates women as an appendix to the human 

family, a homogenous character serving a prosthetic purpose; because women are essentially 

women, it doesn't matter which women are added to the equation, it is the inherent female 

essence that fills the vacancy. Ingraham claims that ideas such as these serve patriarchal 

purposes, which are deeply embedded in the ideology of heterosexuality. Material outcomes of 

institutionalised heterosexuality are patriarchal relations that require distinct male and female 

roles. Even feminists, who have been eager to speak for all women in their strive to alleviate 

oppression, have in the process reproduced racism, patriarchy and heterosexism.51 The 

documents fall into this trap as cultural context is neglected, and women are reduced to a 

single, gendered experience. Women are understood as homogenously gendered and men 

remain undefined. Women are particular and men the universal standard.

4.3 Gender hierarchy

To answer this question the method of analysis concerns identifying if gender is coded in 

positive or negative terms, who is given agency and who is termed as passive. 

                                               
49 Jackson 2006
50 Ingraham, from Seidman 1996: 182ff
51 Ibid. 169f
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4.3.1 Agenda 21

Starting off with identifying positive and negative terminology in Agenda 21 reveal women as 

a group repeatedly termed as disadvantaged. They inhabit subject positions in the text that 

place them in danger, as victims and as the most vulnerable group.

It should assist the most disadvantaged groups – in particular, women, children and youth within 
those groups – and refugees. (3.5 c)
Evaluation of such programmes should be gender-specific, since women are a particularly 
disadvantaged group. (3.9)
Vulnerable population groups (such as rural landless workers, ethnic minorities, refugees, migrants, 
displaced people, women heads of household) […]. (5.21)
With HIV infection levels estimated to increase to 30-40 million by the year 2000, the socio-
economic impact of the pandemic is expected to be devastating for all countries, and increasingly 
for women and children. (6.11)
Farmers, particularly women, face a high degree of economic, legal and institutional uncertainties
when investing in their land and other resources. (32.4)
To consider adopting, strengthening and enforcing legislation prohibiting violence against women 
and to take all necessary administrative, social and educational measures to eliminate violence 
against women in all its forms. (24.2 h)

Women are, more than men and other groups, at risk of different types of danger. In one sense, 

women are worse off than any other group, as they are coupled with “vulnerable population 

groups” such as refugees and migrants, but constitute a separate entity. Women digress across 

all these different groups, but are in Agenda 21 identified as a homogenous, particularly 

vulnerable group, despite social reality. Women as heads of households inhabit a position of 

power, they are at the top of the household hierarchy, but are still identified as a vulnerable 

group. Despite the position, whether it be household head or farmer, she is still disadvantaged 

socially, economically, legally, institutionally and is at more risk than others to get infected by 

HIV. As is shown below, the woman inhabits a subject position that needs to be assisted and 

trained; her situation is one that needs improvement.

Implement mechanisms for popular participation – particularly by poor people, especially women –
in local community groups, to promote sustainable development. (3.8 i)
In many instances special considerations for women are required. (3.8 o)
Recognizing that large increases in size and number of cities will occur in developing countries 
under any likely population scenario, greater attention should be given to preparing for the needs, in 
particular of women and children […]. (5.16)
Particular attention should be given to population literacy programmes, notably for women. (5.37)
Policies and programmes should be developed for handling the various types of migrations that 
result from or induce environmental disruptions, with special attention to women and vulnerable 
groups. (5.33)

Agenda 21 presumes that all women are disadvantaged, and as such might become yet more 

disadvantaged from expanding cities, migrations and environmental disruptions. The text also 

presumes that women will be affected in negative ways from programmes, which is why 
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special attention to them is required. Women are further notably illiterate and don't participate 

in local community groups and because reasons for this are not discussed, there is apparently 

no one responsible for the lack of participation. There is no mention of men or other gender 

identities as endangered or adversely affected, women are sole losers. Men are however 

mentioned when in comparison with women's failure. The relationship this establishes is one 

where women are incomplete, have not yet accomplished male standard. Women are connected 

to words such as lack, low, ill health, do not have; they lack control and the means to improve 

their life. 

Women. In developing countries, the health status of women remains relatively low, and during the 
1980s poverty, malnutrition and general ill-health in women were even rising. Most women in 
developing countries still do not have adequate basic educational opportunities and they lack the 
means of promoting their health, responsibly controlling their reproductive life and improving their 
socio-economic status. (6.21)
Efforts should focus on reducing high illiteracy levels and redressing the lack of basic education 
among women and should bring their literacy levels into line with those of men; (36.4)

This creates a picture of women's inferiority to men, and inferiority can thus be understood 

gendered. Inferiority is coded as female, a position men cannot, in Agenda 21, inhabit since 

only women are placed in these positions. And remembering what was said above about 

difference enforces this argument. Men can't be what women are – men can’t be inferior.

Moving on to passive and active terminology, Agenda 21 identifies women as a group 

of people that need special focus in development plans. Women are a group in their own right, 

among others such as rural, urban and indigenous groups, pointed out as especially targeted.

Implement mechanisms for popular participation – particularly by poor people, especially women –
in local community groups, to promote sustainable development. (3.8 I)
Awareness should be increased of the fundamental linkages between improving the status of women
and demographic dynamics, particularly through women's access to education, primary and 
reproductive health care programmes, economic independence and their effective, equitable 
participation in all levels of decision-making. (5.12)
[…] by enhancing the personal and institutional capacity of all actors, particularly indigenous 
people and women, […]. (7.76)
Policies and programmes should be developed for handling the various types of migrations that 
result from or induce environmental disruptions, with special attention to women and vulnerable 
groups. (5.33)

Words associated with the situation of women function to point them out as in a particular 

situation. Women require special attention, which places them in a distinct subject position, a 

subject position that needs to articulated, explained and targeted; women are a group of people 

in need. This juxtaposes to the presumed group of men who are left out from the discussion 

and is hence not in need of special attention. The words in italics further indicate an external 

agent defining the woman situation; women are receivers of status, capacity and programmes, 



24

the women themselves aren't agents of change, they inhabit a static subject position –

“improving the status of women”. This pattern repeats itself throughout the text, with women 

as receivers of the external agent's actions. The perspective is thus one where women are 

defined by the external agent and made passive. It is not women who claim education, train 

themselves and in that matter drive the text forward – they are given training, education, 

knowledge, women's groups get involved by someone, someone who also studies and identifies 

them. This is indicated by the use of words such as for, of and to with women in the receiving 

end. As such, women don't speak for themselves in the text, but are defined.

Particular attention should be given to population literacy programmes, notably for women. (5.37)
The areas of human resource development and capacity-building, with particular attention to the 
education and training of women, are areas of critical importance […]. (5.62)
Involve women's groups in decision-making […] identify health risks and incorporate health issues 
in national action programmes on women and development. […] Carry out baseline surveys and 
knowledge, attitude and practice studies on health and nutrition of women throughout their life 
cycle, […]. (6.27 c)

As the text continues this external agent is more prominent and gets more important roles. The 

agent started off with pinpointing the particularity of the woman situation, defining it as an 

especially significant group as distinct from others. The external agent is now the key motor of 

positive change while women remain passive. The external agent is connected to the active 

words, and women remain motionless at the receiving end, indicated by the words of and for. 

The external agent enhances, promotes, strengthens, protects and recognises women, and 

builds their capacity by recruiting them.

Participation in training is expected to benefit practitioners from developing countries and to 
enhance training opportunities for women. (8.25)
Promote and strengthen the role of women as full partners in the science and technology disciplines. 
(31.4 g)
Protect, recognize and formalize women's access to tenure and use of land, […]. (32.6 d)
Ensure the capacity-building of women by recruiting more women in research and research training. 
(35.25)

This passive notion of women that emerges places women in a helpless position, and is further 

exacerbated, as women are the only gendered group. Men are not particularly pointed out, men 

are not targeted and men are not the receivers of development plans; men are not present in the 

text as agents or receivers, their subject position is left undecided. Gendered identities other 

than men and women seem inconceivable for the discourse to comprehend. Women can hence 

be regarded as particularly targeted because of their gender; they inhabit a gendered 

subordinate position because they are women. Men as a group can thus implicitly be 

understood as included in the universal concepts of people; all; humanity; not in need of 

explanation. The particular is gendered female, the universal implicitly male.
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The following extracts hint at an identity of the external agent. Women are defined as a 

group in need and one course of action to elevate women from their perpetually disadvantaged 

position is through policies and special programmes. Different authorities have control over 

women's situation and progression, ranging from governments to the lowest level of public 

authority. These are in charge of emancipating women, and discussing their level of 

participation. They (the external agents) empower them (the women).

[...] with special policies and programmes directed at rural areas, the urban poor, women and 
children. (3.4 d)
Empowering women through full participation in decision-making; (3.7 a)
Population/environment programmes must enable women to mobilize themselves to alleviate their 
burden and improve their capacity to participate in and benefit from socio-economic development. 
(5.48)
Delegating planning and management responsibilities to the lowest level of public authority 
consistent with effective action; in particular the advantages of effective and equitable opportunities 
for participation of women should be discussed; (8.5 g)
In developing these appropriate institutional conditions, countries should closely involve established 
national machinery for women. (5.53)
All local authorities in each country should be encouraged to implement and monitor programmes 
which aim at ensuring that women and youth are represented in decision-making, planning and 
implementation processes. (28.2 d)
Governments and educational authorities should foster opportunities for women in non-traditional 
fields and eliminate gender stereotyping in curricula. (36.5 m)

Chapter 24 concerns the role of women in sustainable development and is the chapter where 

the gendered us and them perspective reaches grand proportions. At the frontline, national 

governments stand as combatants for social change. “The following objectives are proposed for 

national Governments:” (24.2), “Governments should take active steps to implement the 

following:” (24.3) Governments carry out objectives and activities for women and 

consequently they are in charge of women's lives and opportunities. The inevitably atrocious 

situation that all women inhabit – regardless of class, ethnicity, sexuality – is overcome by 

institutional means. 

4.3.2 Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development

Ten years after Rio, the discourse has undergone some changes. The word empowerment is a 

key concept. The concept recognises that women are affected by power structures that can 

prove hindering, and seeks to overturn these unequal power structures. 

We are committed to ensuring that women's empowerment, emancipation and gender equality are 
integrated in all the activities encompassed within Agenda 21, [...]. (4)
The gender issue and the importance of placing greater emphasis on the empowerment of women as 
well as the negative effects on women in each of these areas (88)
Empowerment of women – women play an important role in eradicating hunger since they are the 
majority of farmers affected most by hunger and are key agents of change (96)
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The empowerment of women, indigenous groups and other vulnerable groups to take part in policy 
dialogues and in decision-making is essential in this regard. For example, a newly created women's 
action agenda in line with the Millennium development goals will empower women from each 
region to monitor actions for implementation. (107)
Promote and support efforts and initiatives to secure equitable access to land tenure and clarify 
resource rights and responsibilities, […] especially women, and that enable economic and social 
empowerment […] that enable women producers to become decision-makers and owners in the 
sector, including the right to inherit land; (47)

However, power is viewed here as travelling in a one-way direction. Power is conceptualised 

as women's lack of power, a lack without origins. This is related to how the report 

conceptualises gender equality, where equality means elevating women. The issues of 

empowerment and gender equality are as such women's issues, not an issue concerning the 

relationship between men and women and other gender identities. The problem is women's 

incompletion and hence an implicit male standard can be detected. So while the discourse has 

grown more complex by introducing the notion of power, which hints at an external actor's 

dominance over women, this actor is not mentioned. The gender issue, in the report, does not 

concern men. Men are not gendered and what could be termed as institutional violence against 

women is not gendered. Women are inferior for no apparent reason; their powerlessness exists 

in a vacuum. Because of this it is also assumed that women cannot be perpetrators. For 

example, both men and women can conduct gendered violence against LGBT people, but this 

violence is masked because of simplistic notions of power. The word of is still significant, as 

women inhabit the position of receivers, in this case of empowerment, rendering them passive. 

The external agent, who was introduced in the previous chapter, is as such still present. This 

agent seeks to enable women, and the empowerment of women also derives from this agent 

who defines the woman context.  The woman context – regardless of national, cultural or social 

context – is characterised by a general lack. She lacks in power, resources, property, 

participation, and is more prone to disease. Women heads of household are still especially at 

risk. 

Provide access to agricultural resources for people living in poverty, especially women […]. (10)
Improve access to land and property, to adequate shelter and to basic services for the urban and 
rural poor, with special attention to women heads of household; (13)
Enhancing the role of women at all levels and in all aspects of rural development, agriculture, 
nutrition and food security is imperative. (29)
Enhance the participation of women in all aspects and at all levels relating to sustainable agriculture 
and food security; (30)
There is an urgent need to address the causes of ill health, including environmental causes, and their 
impact on development, with particular emphasis on women and children, as well as vulnerable 
groups of society, such as people with disabilities, elderly persons and indigenous groups. (39)
Reduce respiratory diseases and other health impacts resulting from air pollution, with particular 
attention to women and children, (41)
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Women are here seen as separate from the vulnerable groups of society, such as people with 

disabilities and the elderly. This creates a picture of a common women's suffering, a gendered 

experience of pain that unites women in a collective inability. The picture would've been 

different should women have had agency and not be reduced to gender, i.e. she will be 

unfortunate on account of being woman, and as such men and other gender identities can't be, 

as lack is coded female. The discourse has however evolved into a more nuanced picture in 

some aspects. Negative situations are still gendered female, as well as the whole issue of 

gender, but men have now entered the discourse.

Increase decent employment, credit and income for the urban poor, through appropriate national 
policies, promoting equal opportunities for women and men. (13)
Enact, as appropriate, measures that protect indigenous resource management systems and support 
the contribution of all appropriate stakeholders, men and women alike, in rural planning and 
development; (30)
[…] children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary 
schooling and that girls and boys will have equal access to all levels of education relevant to 
national needs; (44)

Statements like these don't perpetuate a gender hierarchy between men and women, as both 

men and women are pointed out and given equal weight. Women aren't reduced to victims and 

there is a recognition that men are also in need of something. A gender hierarchy is although 

implicitly created between men and women and the unarticulated gender identities. 

Conventional men and women are seen as the only identities available and thus distorts from 

recognising LGBT people. This horizontal relationship isn't dominant, but the ideas have been 

introduced, ideas that go in line with a statement by women at the Summit. Women seek a 

bond between men and women, a bond of solidarity that unites, not separates. This opens up 

for the question of women's role in producing the discourse; women stress the solidarity 

between men and women whereas the majority of the text concerns dividing men and women.

They demanded that health issues and human rights be negotiated on merit and not based on 
procedure. […] a world that united women and men in solidarity [...]. (118)

4.3.3 Discussion

In the above reasoning the study has identified an external agent that defines the woman 

situation. She is a miserable and passive individual that needs someone to help her. This 

situates women and men in a gendered hierarchy where women's lives are so separate from 

men's that this external agent must explain and study her in detail. The woman situation is so 

peculiar, so far away from men that she should preferably be dissected in order to be 

understood. What happens here is the creation of an us and them perspective; women constitute 



28

the group of them being defined. This definition relies on women repeatedly being situated in 

dangerous and negative situations, regardless of social situation the external agent is always 

needed to assist her. According to Jackson the social division of the sexes creates a gender 

dichotomy; both in social practices and in institutions the clear-cut distinction between men 

and women create patriarchal boundaries that position men over women.52 This pattern can be 

said to be reproduced in Agenda 21 and in the report, making the external agent a male agent. 

This conclusion is drawn as women and men are the only gender identities mentioned and thus 

presumed to exist. The discourse can therefore not identify gendered violence and oppression 

according to gender, and certainly not violence towards LGBT people. Women are positioned 

as inferior and are the only gender reduced to solely gender, whereas men are free from 

definition and determination. Valerie Bryson writes that gender and sexuality are usually 

neglected within policymaking and public discourse because they are not viewed as 

problematic power relations.53 The development discourse under study here recognises gender, 

but codes this as women's lack, not as a power relation between men and women and other 

gender identities. The outcome of this process is discursive male domination and 

heterosexuality as the prevailing sexuality, situating other sexualities as completely absent. As 

such sexuality and sexual difference might be seen as private issues outside the realm of 

political relevance. 

Dominant ideologies will not vividly manifest themselves, but will, according to 

Norman Fairclough, be so obvious and taken for granted that they are invisible. The dominant 

norm is as such not in need of explanation54 – men are not in need of explanation. The idea 

reproduced is not necessarily one where men universally dominate over women. The texts 

however place women in an inferior homogenised position whereas men are allowed to swing 

back and forth, rejecting definitions and clear subject positions; they have space to move freely 

whereas women are fixed. As men are not gendered, the violence against women is not male 

violence. She is impaired on account of being woman and thus needs the male helping hand. 

Consequently she is bound to heterosexual arrangements, ideas typical of heteronormativity. 

Jackson writes that male heterosexuality and gender pass unquestioned; he is not defined by 

heterosexuality in the same way as women are. Women are defined through heterosexuality, in 

their relationship towards men.55 This external male agent's acts can be paralleled to the white 

man's burden, acting as the benign oppressor convinced he is doing her a favour.

                                               
52 Jackson from Richardson, McLaughlin & Casey 2006: 41
53 Bryson 2003: 1-4
54 Fairclough from Winther Jörgensen & Phillips 70ff
55 Jackson 2006: 115
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4.4 Institutionalised heterosexuality

This last section seeks to find out what sexual norms these texts promote and identifies if 

institutional boundaries are set to sexual expression.

4.4.1 Agenda 21

Agenda 21 places women in a direct relationship with children; these are seen as connected to 

each other. Fathers however, are absent. This provides for an understanding where children 

belong to women, they are the most important caretakers of children, which creates a notion of 

women as mothers.

[…] programmes directed at rural areas, the urban poor, women and children. (3.4 d)
[…] and increasingly for women and children. (6.11)
Reduce the vulnerability to HIV infection of women and their offspring; (6.13 e iii)
[…] in particular women and children; (7.51 a i)

The assumption places women in a sexual relationship to men, as well as in a vulnerable 

position towards them. Women (mothers) and children need protection, which implicitly place 

men and fathers as protectors of them, as these are not articulated as in danger. Men are only 

viewed as an entity when in relationship to reproduction. The extract below, frequently 

repeated, perpetuates the notion of women and men as in a sexual relationship with each other, 

and reproduction as the heterosexual purpose.

Implement, as a matter of urgency, in accordance with country-specific conditions and legal 
systems, measures to ensure that women and men have the same right to decide freely and 
responsibly on the number and spacing of their children and have access to the information, 
education and means, as appropriate, to enable them to exercise this right […]. Governments should 
take active steps to implement programmes to establish and strengthen preventive and curative 
health facilities, which include women-centred, women-managed, safe and effective reproductive 
health care […]. Programmes should focus on providing comprehensive health care, including pre-
natal care, education and information on health and responsible parenthood and should provide the 
opportunity for all women to breast-feed fully, at least during the first four months post-partum. 
Programmes should fully support women's productive and reproductive roles and well-being, with 
special attention to the need for providing equal and improved health care for all children and the 
need to reduce the risk of maternal and child mortality and sickness; (3.8 j) (5.51) (6.26) (24.2 g) 
(24.3 e)
Urbanization and changes in social mores have increased substance abuse, unwanted pregnancy and 
sexually transmitted diseases, including AIDS. (6.20)

Sexuality is repeatedly understood as reproduction between men and women, and in particular 

women's reproductive health. This notion of sexuality closes the door for viewing sexuality in 

terms of pleasure, people engaging in a sexual life without the purpose of reproducing, and 

hence not confined to heterosexuality. The exclusion of non-heterosexual sexuality is 

definitive and other family constellations other than the nuclear family are made invisible. 
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Heterosexual sex can also be dangerous, leading to unwanted pregnancies and sexually 

transmitted diseases. There are outside factors endangering heterosexuality, which must be 

controlled. Again sexuality is something in need of containment, of controlling, not a positive 

force in peoples' lives. What can also be discerned is that unwanted pregnancy and sexually 

transmitted diseases happen outside the family. A key word in the extracts above and below is 

responsibly. Heterosexual men and women who engage in responsible sexual relations with 

each other are not at risk. This can be understood as an institutional guideline shaping 

heterosexual relations, controlling and setting boundaries for what should and should not be. 

Hence heterosexual men and women need to be trained and educated in their sexuality so as to 

comply with institutional norms of acceptable sexual behaviour. It can also be discerned that 

acceptable sexual behaviour is exclusively that between men and women with reproductive 

purposes, i.e. responsible sexual behaviour.

[…] enable women and men to fulfil their personal aspirations in terms of family size[...] (5.49)
[…] transmit reproductive health messages to men and women that are easily understood should be 
developed. (5.52)
Most women in developing countries still do not have adequate basic education opportunities and 
they lack the means of promoting their health, responsibly controlling their reproductive life (6.21)
[…] taking into account the complementary roles of men and women; (34.14 c)
[…] stressing the role of the family in environmental activities […]. (36.10 k)

Complementarity between men and women reproduces the idea of men and women in a 

unifying relationship with each other, the attraction of opposites in a heterosexual entity, a 

family. Both sexes are connected to the family, but women take a more prominent role. 

Agenda 21 can thus be interpreted as positioning women within the household, with the most 

responsibility of family business.

Special attention should be given to the critical role of women in population/environment 
programmes and in achieving sustainable development. Projects should take advantage of 
opportunities to link social, economic and environmental gains for women and their families. 
Empowerment of women is essential and should be assured through education, training and policies 
to accord and improve women's right and access to assets, human and civil rights, labour-saving 
measures, job opportunities and participation in decision-making. Population/environment 
programmes must enable women to mobilize themselves […]. (5.48)

This position can however be said to be contested in the above extract. The position of women 

must be improved, and from the position of the household she is denied human and civil rights, 

job opportunities and participation in decision-making. Agenda 21 in critical of women 

confined to the role of housewives and thus opposes a traditionally heterosexual norm. 

Nevertheless, heterosexuality in Agenda 21 is conceptualised as a nuclear family, with women 

as more in touch with children than men. She should however not be disempowered as 

traditional patriarchy wishes her to be. 
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4.4.2 The Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development

Ten years later women and children are still interconnected. Women are understood as 

childbearing people and as such they inhabit positions of victims and general vulnerable 

nature. The position of mother cannot be a source of power.

There is an urgent need to address the causes of ill-health, including environmental causes, and their 
impact on development, with particular emphasis on women and children, […]. (39)
Assisting developing countries in providing affordable energy to rural communities, particularly to 
reduce dependence on traditional fuel sources for cooking and heating, which affect the health of 
women and children. (40)
[…] with the most vulnerable members of society, particularly women and children, being the most 
impacted victims, […]. (46)
[…] in particular women and children, that hinders their well-being or that creates obstacles to the 
full enjoyment of their human rights, […]. (57)

The extract below places women in the household. This can be understood in different ways 

however. One interpretation is the reproduction of women's heterosexual relationship to men; 

the report creates a picture of women as mothers in the home, exclusively taking care of the 

family. The role of women is thus quite narrow, excluding women from different areas of 

human life in confining them to the role of housewife. It is also possible to discern a critique of 

this role, as this is seen as endangering her. The woman position in the home needs changing 

and consequently women's relationship with men might also need changing.

[…] and improving quality of life, particularly for women and children. The many hours a day spent 
fetching firewood and cooking using rudimentary methods could be used in other productive and 
family activities that they are now forgoing because of these chores. (99)
There is a need to design energy policies that meet the needs of women. These should address the 
particular burdens faced by women with regard to indoor air pollution and wood collection, access 
to credit for energy services and the inclusion of women in the decision-making process. (102)
Reduce respiratory diseases and other health impacts resulting from air pollution, with particular 
attention to women and children, by; (41)

Men and fathers are in the report not discussed and it is hence not the relationship to men that 

needs changing. Heterosexuality per se doesn't need changing and neither does the defining 

position of woman as mother. The material reality of women must change so that this position 

doesn't endanger her. The report creates the woman as a mother but doesn't, in contrast to 

Agenda 21, place as much emphasis on reproduction. In one instance sexual health is separated 

from reproduction.

Ensure equal access of women to health-care services, giving particular attention to maternal and 
emergency obstetric care; (40)
Address effectively, for all individuals of appropriate age, the promotion of healthy living, including 
their reproductive and sexual health, […]. (40)
Controlling and eradicating communicable diseases, notably tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS, […] 
Tackling maternal mortality and reproductive health issues, and women's health issues in general 
(90)
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The report thus recognises that sexual life is not confined to the sphere of reproduction. What 

constitutes sexual health is not articulated further however and as such the issue of sexuality 

takes a periphery role and is not termed as important. Sexuality apart from reproduction is 

contained in the category of HIV/AIDS. The discourse on motherhood takes prominence.  The 

discourse of motherhood creates women as more in tune with reproductive health issues, 

cementing the notion of women in a sexual relationship with men only. Sexual boundaries are 

created which limits sexuality to a woman's reproduction and disease. Further sexual 

boundaries are set by the United States in the following extract.

The United States understands that no language in the Plan of Implementation, including references 
to health, “reproductive and sexual health”, “basic health services” or references to rights of 
freedoms, can in any way be interpreted as including or promoting abortion or the use of 
abortifacients. (146)

Articulated here are limitations to women's right to freely decide over their bodies. 

Condemning abortion implies institutional control and ownership over women's bodies, setting 

boundaries to their sexuality as this creates a notion of children belonging to mothers. The 

outcomes of heterosexuality must be protected, no matter what the reasons for that life being 

conceived in the first place, and reinforces a heterosexual norm where reproduction is sacred. 

There are however openings for a broader definition on sexuality and gender identities. The 

report states that participation of civil society in imperative, good governance in terms of 

democratic institutions, respect for human rights and gender equality are essential for 

sustainable development.

Enhancing participation and effective involvement of civil society and other relevant stakeholders in 
the implementation of Agenda 21, as well as promoting transparency and broad public participation; 
(65)
Good governance is essential for sustainable development. Sound economic policies, solid 
democratic institutions responsive to the needs of the people and improved infrastructure are the 
basis for sustained economic growth, poverty eradication, and employment creation. Freedom, 
peace and security, domestic stability, respect for human rights, including the right to development, 
and the rule of law, gender equality, market-oriented policies, and an overall commitment to just 
and democratic societies are also essential and mutually reinforcing. (64)
The importance of the role of civil society and its potential contribution to policy and decision-
making, as well as implementation (88)

Within this rhetoric non-heterosexuals can be said to be implicitly included, as not only 

heterosexual people constitute civil society and human beings. When viewed as included in 

gender equality, non-heterosexual people encompass the same rights as heterosexuals, and 

space opens up for a whole myriad of gender identities. However, within the context of the 

gendered understanding in the document as men and women in opposition, the picture is 

reduced to heterosexual men and women, in particular women, as included in gender equality.
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4.4.3 Discussion

The picture emerging on sexuality is a heterosexual relationship with the aim of reproduction. 

Although Agenda 21 and the report emphasise reproduction differently, the role of women as 

mothers is still prominent which bares witness to assumptions of heterosexuality. As Jackson 

states, women are frequently defined and valued in their heterosexual relationship towards 

men. Identifying them as mothers and wives position them within availability towards them.56

Thus women become heterosexualised when termed as mothers. Institutional heterosexuality 

manifests itself as the texts promote a certain way of engaging in sexual relations and 

connecting words such as responsible to how it is to be expressed. What is termed as 

responsible is further a question of definition that varies with how “responsible” is 

conceptualised, implying that definitions may be endless. Educating and training people in 

responsible ways to express sexuality implies an institutional definition to proper codes of 

conduct. In turn this sets institutional boundaries to permissible behaviour, a behaviour that in 

this case should preferably be childbearing. This view of sexuality with pronounced borders 

becomes so limited that not even heterosexuals might comply with the norm. Sexuality only 

concerns reproduction, and the issue of sexuality as non-reproductive gets bypassed. Jackson 

explains that heteronormativity claims legitimacy through excluding other sexual expressions 

than heterosexual ones, as well as providing for a normative way of expressing sexuality. 

Pertaining to this norm assures a normal way of life. As such, Jackson continues, there's an 

internal hierarchy in heterosexuality, with certain arrangements being favoured over others. A 

hegemonic way of expressing heterosexuality is through binary gender arrangements and 

monogamy.57 The development discourse under study assumes heterosexuality and 

reproduction between men and women and hence cannot recognise that not all heterosexuals 

desire children or a traditional family, some choose to live without men and/or children. Some 

are biologically unable to have children. When development discourse speaks, it speaks to a 

very narrow group of people confined to a clear-cut heterosexual norm centred on the nuclear 

family. Heterosexuality works in these documents to sexualise and gender the woman as a 

male counterpart; she is a mother and a victim, she occupies roles that need men, either for 

reproduction or empowerment. Female heterosexuality and motherhood is fragile and in need 

of protection.

                                               
56 Jackson 2006: 114
57 Ibid. 105
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5. Conclusions
Agenda 21 and the Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development have been under 

study in order to examine how gender is conceptualised and if heteronormative assumptions lie 

at the heart of the discourse produced. By using queer feminist theory guiding the analysis of 

these documents, this study has showed that the documents reproduce a gender hierarchy, 

distinguishes between men and women as essentially different, and sets boundaries for sexual 

behaviour that promote a heterosexual lifestyle. Women are understood in a relationship 

towards men where they frequently inhabit the role of mothers. They are further in need of 

external help as they are constantly portrayed as victims due to their gender. Men are not seen 

as gendered individuals, but constitute a universal standard and consequently don't act 

according to the male gender. Not only does this blindfold the problem of male violence 

against women, it confines gender to the two-gender binary. Sustainable development shuts the 

door on other gender identities such as transsexual, homosexual, bisexual people rendering 

them homeless in the discourse. All in all this reinforces the heterosexual ideology that 

naturalises heterosexuality as the hegemonic and normative sexuality, which will guarantee the 

exclusion of other sexualities from discourse, with implications for social practice; policies and 

programmes will not take LGBT people into regard. The study has also shown heterosexuality 

to create social divisions between men and women that far exceed the sexual sphere. 

Heterosexuality is in the documents manifested as a discourse of motherhood that ties the 

woman to a man, and arranges life within society and the family. She is further made passive 

and in need which enables the external male agent to ride in on a high horse and rescue her. 

These heterosexual assumptions will guarantee a dominant male perspective, placing only 

women as a problematic and victimised category, which is a simplistic view of reality. The 

documents see women as universally inferior, which is a distorting picture of reality when you 

enter sexual identity as a power relation, or any other category for that matter, such as ethnicity 

or ability. A universal truth, such as men’s universal oppression of women, is a false grand 

narrative, as post-structuralism reminds us of, and isn’t valid in all contexts at all times. This 

study has showed that patriarchal assumptions such as these reproduce heteronormativity and 

does injustice to the wide range of gender expressions that exist, including those of 

conventional men and women, in reducing gender to stereotypes, and in the process concealing 

the various components that constitute identity. As mentioned in the theoretical chapter, 

identity is constituted through a negotiation between a multitude of discourses, gendered as 

well as others. The category of men who are left diffuse is thus also highly problematic. 
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Although men can’t be said to be homogenised as they are not defined, the vagueness that 

characterises them fails to recognise internal differences, and that not all men occupy powerful 

positions, whether it be in discourse or society. Within the category of men there is an internal 

hierarchy, which both Agenda 21 and the Johannesburg report deny. The assumptions of 

gender cannot see that men can oppress other men, for example that gay and transsexual men, 

as well as straight men, can be discriminated against. Discrimination is further not confined to 

a certain gender and as such women can also engage in oppression, but the concept of woman 

in these documents prevents these power relations from emerging. From this viewpoint 

development discourse creates very clear-cut distinctions to what constitutes identity and 

sexuality. Identity is first and foremost experienced through a gender-binary, with the 

implication that sexuality is experienced through this binary. Men and women desire only each 

other and seek to reproduce.

Sexuality is a complex issue to which there are no clear distinctions to be made, not 

even the dichotomy of heterosexual/homosexual is sufficient. Alsop, Fitzsimons & Lennon 

remind us that people who engage in same-sex relations from time to time do not automatically 

identify as homosexual. Sexuality is for some self-identifying and for others simply a practice 

taking different forms and expressions.58 Development discourse can as such gain from 

introducing a queer perspective to its definition of gender, as this would make sustainable 

development sustainable for more than heterosexual people.

This study provides an introduction to the issue of sexual identity and development but 

future research on this area is much needed due to the lack of studies. Future research would do 

good to focus on practical implications of sustainable development policy, if the effects have 

differed depending on gender and sexual identity. It would be interesting to investigate into just 

how marginalised LGBT people are and if they suffer unfair institutional treatment due to their 

sexual identity, conducting a comparative study between heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals 

in terms of practical outcomes from development work. More research is also needed on the 

specifics of LGBT people and development, as well as sexuality outside aspects of disease. 

Sexuality is part of human life and will continue to be a sensitive political subject if it keeps 

being treated in negative terms. Opening up the discourse for a broader understanding of 

sexuality may in turn provide more space and acceptance for LGBT people, as sexuality is not 

connected to reproduction only. 

                                               
58 Alsop, Fitzsimons, & Lennon 2002: 226



36

References

Literature

Alsop, Rachel; Fitzsimons, Anette & Lennon, Kathleen (2002) Theorizing gender Malden, 

Mass : Blackwell 

Baker, Susan (2006) Sustainable development London : Routledge

Baxter, Judith (2003) Positioning gender in discourse: A feminist methodology Basingstoke : 

Palgrave Macmillan

Baylis, John & Smith, Steve (ed.) (2005) The Globalization of world politics: an introduction 

to international relations Oxford ; Oxford University Press

Bergström, Göran &  Boréus, Kristina (red.) (2005) Textens mening och makt: metodbok i 

samhällsvetenskaplig text- och diskursanalys Lund : Studentlitteratur

Bryson, Valerie (2003) Feminist political theory: an introduction Basingstoke : Palgrave 

Macmillan

Cooper, Phillip J. & Vargas, Claudia María (2004) Implementing sustainable development: 

from global policy to local action Lanham, Md. : Rowman & Littlefield

Harcourt, Wendy (ed.) (1994) Feminist perspectives on sustainable development London : Zed 

Holme, Idar Magne; Krohn Solvang, Berndt & Nilsson, Björn (1997) Forskningsmetodik: Om 

kvalitativa och kvantitativa metoder Lund : Studentlitteratur

Marsh, David & Stoker, Gerry (2002) Theory and methods in political science Palgrave 

Macmillan

Pateman, Carole & Lyndon Shanley, Mary (ed.) (1991) Feminist interpretations and political 

theory Cambridge : Polity Press

Rist, Gilbert (2002) The history of development: From Western origins to global faith London 

: Zed

Sen, Amartya (2001) Development as freedom Oxford : Oxford University Press

Seidman, Steven (ed.) (1996) Queer theory/Sociology Cambridge, Mass : Blackwell

Stiglitz, Joseph (2003) Globalization and its discontents London : Penguin

Winther Jörgensen, Marianne & Phillips, Louise (2000) Diskursanalys som teori och metod  

Lund : Studentlitteratur



37

Articles

Jackson, Stevi (2006) “Gender, sexuality and heterosexuality. The complexity (and limits) of 

heteronormativity” Feminist Theory vol.7(1): 105-121 SAGE Publications

Cornwall, Andrea & Jolly, Susie (2006) “Sexuality Matters” IDS Bulletin 37.5, Brighton: IDS 

Internet

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, available at 

<http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html#a1> 2009-03-25

United Nations Division for Sustainable Development, available at 

<http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/index.shtml> 2009-03-25

Agenda 21, available at <http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/documents/agenda21/index.htm> 

2009-03-30

Report of the World Summit on Sustainable Development, available at

<http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/131302_wssd_report_reissued.pdf> 

2009-03-30

Amnesty International (2001) “Crimes of hate, conspiracy of silence: Torture and ill-treatment 

based on sexual identity” available at

<http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ACT40/016/2001/en/bb63ae8f-d961-11dd-

a057-592cb671dd8b/act400162001en.pdf> 2009-03-25

Coudouel, Aline; Hentschel Jesko S. & Wodon, Quentin T. “Poverty Measurement and 

analysis” available at <http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTPRS1/Resources/383606-

1205334112622/5467_chap1.pdf> 2009-04-01

The International Monetary Fund, available at 

<http://www.imf.org/external/np/exr/facts/sia.htm> 2009-04-01

IDS Sexuality and Development Programme (2007) “Realising sexual rights”

<http://ids.ac.uk/index.cfm?objectid=FA0BA52A-5056-8171-7BBE397C3ACE1AAC> 

2009-03-20

ILGA (2008a) available at 

<http://www.ilga.org/news_results.asp?LanguageID=1&FileCategory=9&ZoneID=7&Fil

eID=1165> 2009-04-30

ILGA (2008b) available at 

<http://www.ilga.org/news_results.asp?LanguageID=1&FileCategory=9&ZoneID=2&Fil

eID=1147> 2009-04-30



38

Theses

Dahné, Agnes (2008) Bridging Men’s and Women’s Gender Activism: An Analysis of the Male 

Involvement Discourse in the Gender, Antiviolence and HIV/AIDS Sector in South Africa

Bachelor Thesis, Department of Sociology, Göteborg University

Hermansson, Anna (2008) Queer identity and health Bachelor Thesis, Institute of Medicine, 

Göteborg University


