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Reflections on “thinking postfeminism transnationally”
Simidele Dosekun

Department of Media and Communications, London School of Economics and Political Science, London, UK

ABSTRACT
This brief piece looks back to and forward from the 2015 article 
published in this journal, “For Western Girls Only? Postfeminism as 
Transnational Culture.” I reflect on how the concept of postfemin-
ism as “transnational culture” has been taken up by other feminist 
media and cultural scholars, and also where, that is to say, ques-
tioning where the “transnational” is considered to be.
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In my 2015 article “For Western Girls Only? Postfeminism as Transnational Culture” 
published in this journal, and in the larger project of which the article is a foundational 
part (Simidele Dosekun 2020), I argue that the popular cultural sensibility that many 
feminist media and cultural scholars had come to call “postfeminism” is not “for” women 
in the global North alone, as was the predominant assumption in the literature at the time, 
including by omission. My argument, in a nutshell, was that neoliberal globalisation puts 
postfeminism into transnational motion and circulation, although, seeking to avoid any 
simple, universalising suggestion that what this means is that women the world over are 
now all postfeminist, whoever and wherever they may be, I went on to suggest that there 
are material and other practical logics and constraints to just who can “do” the culture and 
claim to embody its “happy” subject positions. There were a number of scholars already 
working on postfeminism beyond the Western world when I wrote the article, such as 
Michelle M. Lazar (2006), already seeing the cultural formation on the ground in their 
different research contexts, as I was too, in Nigeria. However, it seemed to me that the 
how and why of this needed theorising, and that the intellectual politics of applying the 
concept of postfeminism, even the sheer term, to such places called for reflection, when, 
in its very constitution as a feminist concept and term, “postfeminism” so clearly and 
unabashedly declares its Western feminist historicity and self-referentiality, its “not for 
some of us,” as I later characterised it. The primary aim of the article, then, was to “clear 
a politically framed theoretical space” (Radha S. Hegde 1998, 272) for “thinking postfe-
minism” outside the global North, for those of us considering that there might be some 
cause to, and analytic value in doing so. In the converse direction, the article was also 
a critique of the predominant Anglo-American literature on postfeminism at the time for 
what I deemed its failure to grapple more than superficially with both racial and geopo-
litical “difference,” including its complete lack of engagement with the subfield of 
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transnational feminist cultural studies, with the urgent, clearly relevant and brilliantly 
insightful work of scholars like Inderpal Grewal, Radha Hegde, Raka Shome and Mimi Thi 
Nguyen, among many others.

In the years since the article was published, a steady stream of research has continued 
to emerge on postfeminism in the global South and East, responding to “the call for 
a transnational understanding of [the culture] in both theoretical and empirical terms” 
(Sara Liao 2019, 666): in Africa (e.g. see the special issue of Feminist Theory edited by 
Pamila Gupta and Ronit Frenkel 2019), in South Asia (e.g. Megha Anwer and Anupama 
Arora 2020), in East Asia (e.g. Liao 2019; Fan Yang 2020), for example. And of course, from 
such work, further critical understandings of the culture, and of its variously globalised 
and local sources and sense, boundaries and contestations, and subjects and styles, have 
continued to emerge. For instance, whereas I argue in my work that material privilege is 
a major enabling condition of global Southern women’s potential self-fashioning and self- 
conception as “cosmopolitan” postfeminist types—which is not to say a determining 
factor, as the suggestion appears to be sometimes read—through a textual analysis of 
a South African bridal television show, Alexia Smit (2016) adds the understanding that 
such practices and imaginaries of self may be about class (and other) aspirations too, 
a sign from subject not of where they are just yet but where they intend and hope to be. 
Smit’s (2016) contribution thus also concerns the polytemporality of what we might call 
“postfeminist times.” Researching immigrant South Asian beauty workers in the United 
Kingdom, that is to say, women who service others with postfeminist aesthetic labour, 
Nandita Dutta (2021) points out that the women also perform this labour upon them-
selves, and argues that in this and other respects they, too, are hailed by and turning 
desirously towards postfeminism.1 Her contribution is a particularly important one, raising 
new avenues and questions for future research for, among others, bringing precariously 
positioned global Southern women into markedly different kind of view in the literature, 
and drawing attention to the racialised and classed transnational economies and intima-
cies of labour and care through which the culture is fashioned.

Dutta’s (2021) work is a rare example of broaching postfeminism as transnational 
culture within the West. More common, in my reading of the literature to do with this 
part of the world, is to see the concept acknowledged and used descriptively, but hardly 
analytically. In other words, there does not seem to be much thinking about the West 
itself as necessarily and inherently a transnational space too, and not only, as in Dutta’s 
case (2021), in terms of the fact that people migrate there from elsewhere. A critical 
literature review by Sarah Riley, Adrienne Evans, Sinikka Elliott, Carla Rice and Jeanne 
Marecek (2017) of how Rosalind Gill’s foundational conceptualisation of postfeminism as 
a “sensibility” has been taken up and developed by others is suggestive of the omission, 
and mode of thinking, to which I am referring here. Riley et al. categorise developments in 
the literature on postfeminism into four themes, one of which is “transnational postfe-
minism,” under which rubric the stated focus is the growing literature on “the transna-
tional movement of postfeminism” (2017, 8). The work they review: on postfeminism in 
Russia, Singapore China, Ukraine and Nigeria—the latter being my 2015 article, which, 
rather curiously to me, is reduced to empirical example when in fact it comprises 
a conceptual and methodological proposition. The transnational, it seems, is only “else-
where.” A centre is thus reasserted and “re-unmarked,” including in Riley et al.’s very 
caution that work on transnational postfeminism should not be about “simply providing 
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evidence of different nations’ variations” of postfeminism vis-à-vis “their Western counter-
parts” (2017, 8, my emphasis). But which postfeminism where is not a variation, I wonder? 
Surely postfeminism in America, say—or let me say white America to really emphasise the 
point—is not simply identical to or interchangable with postfeminism elsewhere in the 
white world but rather, and again necessarily, locally inflected and intersected too? This 
also demands recognition and critical consideration, surely.

With “feminism” having become newly visible, speakable, even “popular” in the last 
few years, the attention of feminist media and cultural scholars is beginning to turn away 
from postfeminism. I am with Rosalind Gill (2016) who argues that we should not be too 
quick to conclude that we are now simply “post-postfeminist.” Apart from the fact that 
there are clear continuities between postfeminism and what Catherine Rottenberg (2014) 
and Sarah Banet-Weiser (2018) have conceptualised, respectively, as “neoliberal femin-
ism” and “popular feminism,” we must not forget once again that “feminist times” are 
never singular, and that there is a politics in the question of which—or whose—times it is 
that we tell of, or that we might presume to make the story (Victoria Browne 2014; Clare 
Hemmings 2011). As the literature on neoliberal and popular feminisms continues to 
emerge and grow, per force in dialogue with that on postfeminism before it, it is my hope 
that the conceptual and empirical insights, and methodological and analytic impulses, 
that intersectional and transnational approaches have contributed and continue to con-
tribute to our understandings of postfeminism in the context of neoliberal globalisation 
will carry over—be read, be acknowledged, be engaged with rigorously and built upon— 
likewise the wider bodies and traditions of feminist knowledge upon which these con-
tributions stand.

Note

1. Here, as across the literature on postfeminism in both South and North, I would argue that 
postfeminist subjectification is under-theorised, as a distinction should be made between 
being interpellated by and buying into postfeminism, and therefore “being” or “becoming” 
a postfeminist subject. I argue that the former does not simply or ineluctably amount to the 
latter. See Dosekun (202o) for a fuller discussion.
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