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Introduction

This conference provided scholars with the opportunity to evaluate the gendered and sexualized dimensions of regulation shaping the contemporary global order. Conference papers drew on important debates regarding (a) the increasing centrality of multilateral institutions to global governance, (b) the persistence of states as powerful regulators of citizen’s conduct, in overt and subtle ways and (c) the growth of diverse regulatory mechanisms, including self-monitoring, and the deployment of expertise in a range of fields. In addition, the conference contributed to furthering understanding about how changes in macro-level governance are connected with shifts in the regulation of micro-level behaviour. The conference focused on such linkages among gender, sexuality, regulation, and economic restructuring at global, national, and local levels.

Goals

We aimed to stimulate debate on four substantive topics that have particular salience in critical analysis of law and legal institutions: regulation and normativity, recognition and regulation in/through law, international financial institutions as sites for/of gender regulation, and the relationships between social movements and regulation. We aimed to encourage inter-disciplinary debate about these topics, involving scholars from the Global North and South. Additionally, through the innovative structure of the event, we intended to encourage sustained and productive interaction between participants.

Preparation

In preparation for the conference, organisers distributed a series of readings by the key speakers. The idea was to set the tone for the discussions, in addition to presenting participants with the opportunity to become acquainted with the speakers’ work. Prior to the event, participants were also invited to provide a short 1-3 page thinkpiece in which they were asked to anticipate how their own research agendas might relate to and gain from the wider debates the conference would cover. The thinkpieces were rendered anonymous by the conference organizers, and discussion groups were supplied with around 4 thinkpieces the week before the event (ones that organizers knew had not been authored by any of their members). The workshop welcomed 31 participants in total, from the UK, the US, Ecuador and Canada.

Format of Event

The conference was a two-day event. The format was highly experimental and ambitious, mixing 3 plenaries with small group discussions, a panel of speakers, and a large group discussion involving all participants. All speakers were responded to by an assigned discussant, charged with linking the talk to the conference themes and critically exploring its claims in regard to their own work. We chose this format in order that each speaker – having travelled a considerable distance - received sustained critical reflection on their work, and in order that participants could be given a structured context for their own questions   Anonymous think pieces, distributed in advance, were also discussed in small groups, in order that each group had grounds for an initial discussion of how different participants understood the themes of the conference, and the sort of questions and research interests that were in play within a multi-scalar discussion of gender, sexuality, and regulation. Within these small groups, participants also got the chance to talk about their own work and to begin to formulate common themes and research questions. These were returned to the next day, in a large discussion involving all attendees, where the themes of both days were debated intensely.

With this format, organizers wanted to get away from the dissemination approach to conference attendance, wherein participants watch others perform (maybe asking questions or taking notes), and come prepared with their own pre-existing knowledge to disseminate. We wanted instead to encourage sustained interaction and debate at the event itself, to encourage it to be seen as a knowledge generation moment, wherein all the activities were linked together through a common aim. Emphasis was hence placed on establishing a more participative approach to the event for attendees, by providing structured fora for debate and multiple opportunities for individuals to interrogate how the work of others might illuminate their own arenas of interest. This dialogic experience was considered particularly important given the aim of the conference to help enable the bridging of North-South and global-local divides and scales that often impede effective knowledge production. 

Summary of Key Speaker and Discussant Presentations

Ruth Buchanan “Is another (legal) world possible? Transnational civil society, resistance and the limits of international law”.

Inspired by the World Social Forum, Buchanan is interested in opening up pathways with particular regards to occupying the space of inevitability and possibility between transnational civil society and international law. This entails examining the relation between international law and a specific cross section of transnational social movements that have addressed international institutions such as the WTO, World Bank, and the G-8, at their annual summits. This raises an apparent paradox, of how to think about resistence within international law. The difficulty in approximating the two also requires that the historicity of the struggle be taken into account. Legal scholarship has been slow to engage with or integrate new forms of resistance and political subjectivity. Concomitantly, sites of resistance appear to be shrinking as the economic governance power of international organisations increases. Human Rights and Development are poised against international law as counter-hegemonic processes, but their prospects appear bleak. However international law scholarship also has a set of literature which engages with Third World Approaches to International Law – TWAIL. The latter has sought to reveal mainstream international law as a discriminatory practice, for instance, by problematising the centrality of the state. In is place, Third World ‘peoples’ and social movements have been identified as an important ground of legal agency and resistance. Buchanan critically interrogates the limits of this perspective, paying particular notion to the need to think critically about our resistance being defined in terms of an expectation of a revolution to come. Buchanan’s reply entails examining the task of the jurist in these critical times. A reconceptualisation of history for politics is required, one in which the former features as mobile, open, multidimensional. The notion of the limits to genealogy invites a perception that suggests no indication of the direction of political action to overcome the cracks that have been identified. Critique must be disconnected from a modern conception of progress. There are ways of engaging with civil society beyond those that international law has presented thus far. The challenge then becomes one of how to inspire international law to respond to resistance and protest from social movements. 

Discussant: Emily Haslam

Haslam highlighted the establishment and operation of “unofficial” tribunals (such as the Permanent People’s Tribunals), and the concomitant development (including through academic-activists, such as Richard Falk and Jayan Nayar) of so-called “people’s law” as an example of potentially transformative political and legal action that challenges the prevailing international legality, even if it is not (and can not) be situated entirely outside it.  With regard to resistance, she asked whether (legal) tools (for example solidarity, equality) might help to ensure that re-thinking history for politics does not inadvertently (re)construct a hegemonic history, albeit one situated in an alternative “bottom-up” register.  In this connection, she asked whether it was necessary to think about non-state actors in international law beyond civil society and beyond social movements.
Irene León “New approaches to gender and sexuality in alter-globalization proposals”

León’s presentation focused on the on-going discussions on the alternatives to globalisation within the World Social Forum. The themes were subdivided into three categories: (a) the changes within the last half century; (b) practical examples of the changes in the Global South; (c) the challenges and new ideas for the future. Leon believes the changes in the preceding five decades have been significant on all levels, political, social, academic and others. International legislation and policies have incited progress in gender relations. In the Global South, this can be exemplified by the inclusion of the proscription of discrimination based on sexual orientation. Brazil and Ecuador have advanced in initiatives that seek to prevent gender discrimination, thus improving sexual rights. Concrete advances have often been achieved by a fusion of social movements with political activism. South America has been the stage for attempts to break from neo-liberalism. The challenges regarding the structural needs for implementing gender diversity recognition issues have been confronted in different states. León has been vigorously involved in the drafting of the new constitution of Ecuador. Domestic worker rights were recognised in Venezuela’s 1999 constitution. There has also been the empowerment of women in the bolivarian revolution. In Bolivia, the 2008 constitution includes concerns with sexual diversity. Indigenous women, historical victims of discrimination have also received recognition. A National Plan for Women policy is being devised in Brazil, including political, sexual, communication and knowledge rights. Social movements have actively participated. Brazil was also the first South American state to implement anti-homophobia legislation. In Cuba, a consistent policy in safeguarding equality rights for women has been firmly established. It also grants equality based on freedom of choice of sexual identity. Progress has even been noted in countries that maintain an attachment to neo-liberalism: in Mexico, a cohabitation policy has been introduced that recognises the rights in same-sex partnerships. An assembly of social movement – the Americas’ Social Forum – has become an active agent in change. In conjunction with the World Social Forum, these entities have included diversity as part of the proposals for another possible world. There has been a focus on interaction and communication within social movements, and also with scholars. 

Discussant: Donatella Alessandrini

Alessandrini focussed her comments on questioning the consequences of social movements being protagonists of the transformations underway in Latin America. Issues related to how social movements are operating to maintain autonomy were addressed, along with the vexed question of the relationship between activists and scholars. She questioned the reliance of some of the movements cited by León on the language of equality, and the capacity of the state to deliver it through constitutional reform, and she aimed to complicate the representation of Ecuadorian progressives as unified on many of the key issues facing the country (such as the ban on beauty contests, which was supported by conservative forces). She considered critique of the new social movements in terms of their alledgedly ‘excessive’ emphasis on identity in detriment of the material backdrop in their analyses – structures and classes. The central political claims involve combining economic rights with social justice. In the domain of the WSF, what space could there be for social justice issues such as sexual and political rights if more relevance is awarded to economic rights, or if they are not linked together in a self-reflexive anti-capitalist, anti-imperialism, feminist politics?
Jasbir Puar “Terrorist assemblages: homonationalism in queer times”

Puar situated her presentation relating to wider concerns: an overview of her book project, threading through the lines of the conference thematic, and provocation with intersectionality and assemblages. Her work attempts to bring together the Foucauldian notion of biopolitcs and its critique, what she calls bio-necro collaboration. There is a relationship between the rise of queer identity discourses with US/Western imperial projects in the war on terror, and in legislative and consumption domains. These projects produce various visible subjects at the same time as they condemn others to death. Western feminist liberal practices collude in, and can be central to, this process. Puar employs homonationalism in a transnational frame by way of her reading of the analysis Abu Ghraib prison incidents.  She argues that state policymaking has supplemented heteronormative ideals with the homonormative – a process Puar refers to as homonationalism. Her stance critiqued how feminist and queer theorists reproduced conservative responses through attributing blame for systemic sexualized, racialized, imperial violence onto rogue members of the military, whilst furthering the bio-necropolitical collaboration. Surveillance technologies and related bioinformatic economies raise further questions about the production of life and death, the interaction between bodies and their materialities. Puar’s research interests lie in focusing how bodies interact with novel technologies and with one another. What counts as a body re-emerges, hence her interest in how queer theory relates to these historical issues. 

Discussant: Margaret Denike

Denike contributed further examples of how Human Rights could be mobilized as part of the war machinery, such as the disproportionate focus on sexuality related persecution in Iran as a step towards military action. She also extrapolated the differences being constructed between a ‘we’ (UK, US), civilised and tolerant, countered by a ‘them’ (Afghanistan, Iraq), barbaric and homophobic. Cultural imperialism manifests itself through the queer/homophobia debate contributing towards the justification for domination. Denike understands the use of the term assemblages as a new method of sideways reading. Through this method and practice there might be an aspiration towards the critical analysis of the representation of queerness. On the collaboration between bio and necro, the question of what counts as life ought to be further problematised. Finally, Denike called for increased debate about corporate economic interests in our discussions of bio-informatics, in a demand for economic relations of power to be taken into account. 
Summary of Small Group Discussions

The small groups were provided with four anonymous thinkpieces each. Besides the exchange of ideas proposed therein, each group member was also invited to explicate their own research interests and to elucidate how the conference themes were related to the former. A wider discussion ensued, the essence of which is presented below.
Group 1

The group problematised how to read questions of gender transnationally in events such as this conference. Also subject of debate were issues on how to reconfigure the relations between Law and Bio-ethics. A crosscutting theme in the research of group members was that of dichotomy as a method. Questions of how it is linked with the power of critique, in addition to how members position themselves in relation to normative projects, were also raised.

Group 2

The topics of debate in the group revolved around crosscutting themes such as the state: if it is so damaging and so damaged, how can it act? What role can the private sector take on in gender regulation? What is meant by regulation? There is a need to look into specific contexts. Regulation means maintaining norms or creating new ones. Are there any alternative ways of reading the World Bank? Can the local be revealed more intelligibly to the global?

Group 3

The relationship between social movements and the Law was discussed. Repression and the need to publicise issues was interrogated: whose voices are being heard? What of the silences, absences and ghosts? How are bodies co-opted to regulate other bodies? What are the productive ways of thinking about the law? What is the relationship between the law and political, social issues? How do different juridical systems (Common Law, Napoleonic) engage with issues of gender and regulation?

Group 4

On the topic of trafficking and people, the possibility of the employment of private law was discussed. During the debate, issues concerning how Nature and Society are implicated emerged. Social movements becoming part of orthodoxy through co-optation was another topic of debate. 

Summary of the Panel Session

Silvia Posocco

“Between Biopolitics and Necropolitics: regulating international adoption in the postcolony.

The theme of Posocco’s research is transnational adoption circuits between Guatemala and the UK. She is attempting to ground transnational regulation on gender and sexuality and its association to transnational adoption. She proposes that sexuality be approached as a field of power where the sphere of the intimate is continually reconfigured so as to determine – and govern – disparate, incommensurate and yet connected socialities. Extending Mbembe’s formulation of necropolitics and necropower, she examines the specifically gendered and racialized sexual necropolitics of transnational adoption, by linking adoption flows to social, political, economic and legal restructuring in the aftermath of the Guatemalan conflict.  

Andil Gosine

“The heteronationalism of International Development”

Gosine’s paper focused on the reproduction of heteronormativity in international development agencies. He claimed Development Studies has not taken on board the implications of institutionalising heterosexualism, despite the fact that a key component of colonisation was the control of sexuality in indigenous populations.

Ruth Cain

“A view you can’t get from anywhere else? Maternal depression and medico-legal denial.”

Cain’s presentation intended to explore potential feminist approaches to the ‘truth claims’ of contemporary narratives about maternal distress. She argues that tales about mothers are deployed by medical and legal institutions to govern and define maternal functions, and by women to expose or explore their experiences. Postnatal depression is the topic of contradictory medico-legal and cultural definitions and debates. Cain suggests that maternal trauma-narratives can help feminists to map the contours of cultural/medical/biopolitical definitions of maternity.
Summary of the Plenary Conversation

· General questions regarding the conceptual definitions of regulation, law.

· What is the significance and how should we respond to the corporate economic framework?

Comments and Evaluation

As a whole, responses from participants were extremely positive. The opinions of just under half of the participants were registered through the collection and processing of evaluation forms at the end of the event. This has enabled a more accurate identification of the perception of participants. For instance, when asked about the overall content of the event – quality, relevance, diversity, focus, etc – 93.75% of respondents rated the event in the top category marker as excellent. One participant was particularly appreciative, having commented that the event had been “a great forum and format for collaborative thinking and working through a range of interdisciplinary scholarship.” A similar perception was shared by participants with regards to the structure of the conference – time and format, balance of presentations, discussions, panels, plenary and breaks. Here, 87.5% of respondents rated this feature as excellent. Remarks commended a “lively and productive atmosphere” on the one hand, and on the other, “a brave attempt to create a space which is less rigid, organic”. The third aspect evaluated was the participant’s perception on whether their own knowledge and understanding of the topic and deepened or widened. The assessment was once again overwhelmingly positive, as 62.5% of respondents evaluated this aspect as excellent. An illustrative comment was made by a participant for whom the event had presented “Wonderfully informative explorations that link relatively new ideas (necropolitics, homonormativity) to a wider context”. 

To have joined scholars from the Global South and North in conversation around the common themes of gender and regulation, and to have included those whose research spans queer post-colonial studies and international law, the World Trade Organization and the World Social Forum, gave our event unprecedented scope. Conversation and interaction were also successfully foregrounded as the defining attributes of the event through the eyes of participants. Indeed, a vibrant conversational ambience was noted throughout the sessions, particularly through the animated dialogues provided by key speakers and discussants, and through the intensive discussions that took place in the small groups. Conversations that might not have existed prior to the event were inaugurated.

The most recurrent criticism of the event concerned the lack of focused responses to the thinkpieces. The organizers made the think pieces anonymous so as to encourage their submission, even as tentative works in progress, and to encourage people to debate ideas. What was gained in terms of detachment, and of focusing discussions around ideas rather than the ownership of pieces, went a long way to ensuring the success of the conversational-interactional format. However what was lost in that was the capacity to provide indepth feedback to authors.  

Plans for dissemination

Work is underway for a special issue on gender and regulation stemming from the conference, to be co-edited by conference organisers. They will approach a leading interdisciplinary journal in the UK in September. The three keynote speakers and their discussants have been invited to provide papers, and four papers have been selected from other participants.

Further reflections: Marco Da Silva (main author of this report).

Coming from a politics and international relations background myself, I benefited from the opportunity of observing the debates around the conference themes. Bearing in mind that my own research is on the continuance o neo-liberalism under the Worker’s Party administration at federal level in Brazil, I was both surprised and disappointed to notice the absence of politics and IR researchers. I feel they would be at a privileged position to offer valid contributions to the debates. 

With a rudimentary acquaintance with international law, I was equally surprised to learn of a critical strand of international law scholars. I learned that many of the challenges towards mainstream thinking (and practice) in this area are not too different to those faced by critical thinkers in IR. 

My own theoretical proclivities in IR have led me to attempt to employ many of the concepts and analytical categories of Gramsci in my own research. I have found the strand of scholars who have attempted adaptations of Gramsi’s analyses to IR to have produced some of the most vitalising work in the field at present. More specifically, I noted that some of these concepts and ideas emerged during the conference conversations, such as hegemony, counter-hegemony, civil society, the role of intellectuals in observing and engaging with social transformation. With specific regards to hegemony, Gramsci’s reading suggests that it ought to be conceptualised as a means through which the cohesion or unity of the social formation might be understood. Hegemony operates at two complementary levels: i) the material (where it is comparable to the use of force, thus closer to the notion of dominance); and the ideological (where emphasis is placed on the fabrication of consent, the transmission and passive assimilation of ideas, values). Where as the realm of intersubjectivity of the latter tended to receive greater attention across the conference themes, the former emerged at specific points, suggesting some sort of detachment. I suggest engaging further with a gramscian understanding of hegemony might contribute towards revealing how changes in the structural realm – of the economy, of production – will need to enable a reading of the intersubjective that fundamentally grounds the mechanisms through which certain discourses are assimilated (imposed) with greater ease. I believe this is an interesting position from which to examine hegemonic social discourses, one which would possibly shed added light on the role of international financial institutions in the construction of transnational hegemonies, for instance.

