














Work and Masculinities in (Post)Colonial Contexts: Debating the Endogeneity of Gender

This special issue is an invitation for critical examinations of masculinity through the lens of labor, 
drawing on insights from research on colonialism and postcolonial societies or, put differently, 

inseparable themes: European colonialisms profoundly reshaped the distribution of economic 
resources while also constructing gendered representations and hierarchies rooted in a patriarchal 
wage system (Lindsay, 2003; Cooper, 1994). The transatlantic slave trade, servile labor, and later 
coerced or forced labor including in post-independence periods (Roberts 2021; Tiquet 2019)
as well as extractive and predatory economic logics, redefined relations of production, forms of 
labor, and the very meaning of work. Labor thus has become a formal male attribute and a site for 
the construction of new masculine realities.

In Africa in particular, women were officially excluded from the productive sphere notably 
through restrictions on urban residency (White 1990), the devaluation of their subsistence 
activities, while men engaged in early cash crop production (Austin, 2017), and, above all, through 
their administrative and epistemic invisibility (Bonnecase 2011; Goerg 2005). In contrast, the labor 
of colonized men was systematically exploited in the military (Zimmerman 2020; Glasman 2014), 
in mining and extractive industries (Harries 1994; Perrings 1979), on plantations (Cooper, 1980; 
Gary-Toukara 2008), and in domestic service (Burke 1996; Deslauriers 2019). Such employment 
served as a source of patriarchal accumulation at the timeof independence, reinforced by civil 
codes and nationalist gender norms (Rillon 2022; Barré 2025; N iaye 2016), though stratified by 
status within this social group. This special issue thus builds upon Cahiers du Genre no. 67, 

(Rivoal, Bretin & Vuattoux, 2019), by incorporating a reflection 
on the coloniality of gender (Quijano, 2007) and by grounding its perspective in the Global South, 
which lead us to propose two shifts : first, it breaks with a teleological narrative of modernization 
that underpins accounts of proletarianization (Krautwald & Eckert, 2024), and instead foregrounds 
labor as inherently bound to the racialized and gendered subordination of colonized women and 
men; second, it calls for empirical engagement with the historicity of gender norms as they are 
articulated, constructed, and reconfigured through, and within labor.

Foundational works in decolonial feminist studies have shown that colonized societies were not 

that gender categories were colonial impositions that served to dehumanize colonial subjects 
(Lugones 2019). This literatu

participation. Other studies on African matriarchies, while acknowledging gender binarity, highlight 
complementarity rather than subordination in economic roles (Saidi 2010; Amadiume 2005).



anthropological studies of pre-contemporary gender formations (Mendoza, 2019). These highlight 
the existence of endogenous masculine norms or specific male social practices such as war, 
agricultural labor (Miescher, 2005; Lemaire, 2009; Moore & Vaughan, 1994), migration 
(Manchuelle 1997; Cordell, Piché & Gregory 1996), and philanthropy (Lindsay 2003) which had a 
structuring effect. The "gender of independence" (Davidson & Boidin 2019; Lindsay & Miescher 
2003), or "gendered nationalism", that emerged during decolonization is thus read both as
discursive reactivation of precolonial gender norms (Rillon 2022; Miescher 2005) and as the 
appropriation of elite norms shaped by missions, colonial 
education, and military institutions (Bazenguissa-Ganga 1997; Miescher 2005; Glasman 2014). 
Gender and coloniality are deeply interlinked, and empirical scholarship has sought to trace 
gendered figures

Engagement with the concept of agency, influenced by subaltern studies, has led Africanist 
scholars to explore numerous forms of dissident masculinities, such as sartorial subversion (Charpi 
2014; Rillon 2010), influence of Hollywood figures (Gondola 2016), non-reproductive sexualities 

endogeneity here does not refer merely to residues of precolonial sex/gender relations. Instead, it 
signals how norms of masculinity, carved out through colonial encounters and shaped by capitalist 
labor regimes, have been plur
is thus a crucial dimension for observing this plurality whether in off-work spaces such as the 
nganda (bar) (Gondola 1997; Phyllis 2005), the sheeban (Fourchard 2009), in nighttime settings, or 

Negotiations of power between male elites on both sides of the colonial divide contributed to the 
formation of a hybrid gender order (Okeke-Ihejirika 2004). Scholars have therefore called for 
continued investigation into masculinities, given the enduring hierarchical role of masculine 
statuses in postcolonial societies. These hierarchies must not be standardized but rather 
historicized and contextualized (Uchendu 2008; Mbah 2019). Post-Lugones feminist scholarship 
from formerly colonized societies has acknowledged multiple forms of masculinity within the 

hegemonic masculinity, which also made space for alternative masculinities and recognized the 
structuring role of race (Connell 2024). Moreover, the diversity of masculinities mirrors the variety 
of labor forms produced by Eurocentric global capitalism (Quijano, 2007) in the Global South as 

petit salarié débrouille , système 
D informal work (Hart 1973). This diversity underpins gendered social relations 
and the relational construction of masculinity, reinforcing or producing distinctions of class and 
race among men.

This issue aims to engage with the epistemological question of gender through the lens of labor
an area where historiography has remained notably silent, in contrast to political power. The 
political empowerment of women, the role of gendered identification in independence-era 
activism, and transnational gender solidarities have been well studied (Geiger 1996; Byfield & Rillon 



2022; Barthélémy 2022; Panata 2020; Bouilly & Rillon 2016). In contrast, studies on postcolonial 
labor in Africa have largely overlooked gender (Eckert, Viti, Bourel & Vadot 2022; with the 
exception of Cooper (1996). This issue provides an opportunity to test the hypothesis of a 

s 2008), while acknowledging its limits. Colonial 

formation of privileged male salaried groups were and remain deeply intertwined with class 
and race. Analyses of (post)colonial power structures have shown these were neither monolithic 
nor omnipotent, and that societies and regions were unevenly exposed to colonial administration 
(Cooper 2005). Colonialism was also interpreted through endogenous categories (Viti 2024) and 
often reshaped or reinforced pre-existing social structures (Lefebvre, 2021; Blanchard, 2025). 
Furthermore, colonial gender norms did not affect all men equally. These governance modes 
primarily targeted certain elites racialized elites (Bancel 2022; Tödt 2021; Jézéquel 2024) and 
specific sectors, such as the military, mining, or railway work (Lindsay 1998). The diversity of 
colonial and postcolonial labor forms thus produced varied modes and degrees of socialization to 
colonial masculinity.

This dossier, developed by a multidisciplinary team, welcomes contributions from anthropology, 
sociology, and history that engage with the concept of coloniality of gender, particularly with 
regards to post-independence and colonial contexts, as well as their contemporary ramifications. 
While studies on precolonial and colonial periods are welcome, a focus on the postcolonial era is 
encouraged, particularly to interrogate the productive circumstances in which gender norms are 
asserted, in order to question Key turning points 
such as the international economic crisis of the 1970s, the neoliberal restructuring of the 1980s, 
and wartime disruptions in the 1990s each differently affected salaried men once a privileged 
category in their relation to the state. Agricultural industrialization and broader patterns of 
de/industrialization have generated new gendered assignments and re-stratifications within male-
dominated social groups (Josse-Durand & Perrin-Joly 2021; Bourel 2022). As Kristin Mann showed 
regarding marital practices in late 19th-century Lagos, the selective appropriation and 
abandonment of colonial references, and the transfer of gender norms across class lines, offer 
insights into the specific social dynamics of African societies, including generational or elite male 
conflicts (Lindsay & Miescher 2005; Walker-Saïd 2018).

Epistemological reflexivity is central to this issue, which begins from the entanglement of labor, 
race, and gender in Africa to interrogate a concept coloniality of gender originating in South 
America. The aim is to produce grounded, cross-regional perspectives from and on the Global 
South, anchored in field-based experience. Particular attention will be paid to empirical rigor and 
to the conditions of research production, raising questions of methodology, positionality, 
reflexivity, and epistemology. How can we grasp the complexity of hierarchical entanglements 

recognizing the historicity of diverse gendered hierarchies (Sow 2009)? 
work is rooted in African contexts, submissions from other regions or comparative perspectives 
are welcome. Beyond coloniality, endogeneity, or hybridity, the empirical study of masculine labor 
spaces and forms must serve as a critical tool for analyzing contemporary power relations in 
postcolonial societies.



1. The Making of Racialized Masculinities in Work and Non-Work Spaces

The first thematic focus centers on the spaces in which forms of male labor have historically 
developed. This spatialization enables an analysis of the relational construction of gender 
assignation : how does this construction emerge through historical processes linked to 
colonialism what we might call the coloniality of gender which ascribe a binary division between 
male and female spaces? What other processes, endogenous to the category of labor, influence 
this gender assignation? Engaging with these questions allows for a better understanding of 

needs of male workers were often reduced to a minimum, with little consideration for reproductive 
labor and, by extension, for familial and community ties (Le Crom 2019). These omissions help 
justify meager wages and the precarization of paid work. Consequently, it is crucial to examine the 
historical role of male labor in shaping domestic arrangements even through their absence from 
spaces conventionally labeled as domestic. Indeed, the development of state welfare provisions 
and the role-based expectations they generated reinforced domestic hierarchies (Lindsay 2003; 
Barré 2025). Contributions are encouraged to extend the rich body of scholarship focused on 

labor have also played a part in constructing separate spheres. This includes critically examining 
the gradual separation between home and workplace designed by capitalist organization, and the 
resulting structuring of gendered and sexed spaces (Olavarría 2017).

Leisure spaces will also receive particular attention. These may serve as key sites of observation 
when workspaces are inaccessible to research. Elite clubs, for instance, are sites where normative 
processes unfold processes involving social capital and racialized modes of comportment and 
performance that help explain not only the structuring of workplaces but also of domestic spaces 

-
on the historically produced separation between domestic and professional realms under 
capitalism (Olavarría 2017). This approach also sheds light on the role of masculinities in 
transforming domestic economies. Historicizing the central economic institutions of domestic life, 
the different forms of conjugality (both within and beyond marriage), and the range of economic-
sexual arrangements (Tabet 2014; Broqua & Deschamps 2014) as well as various forms of 
cohabitation and affect may prove heuristically fruitful in analyzing how masculinities are 
constructed within the domestic sphere, particularly from the perspective of the Global South. The 
issue of gender-based and sexual violence will also be examined through the lens of these spaces.

Exploring the spatial dimensions of male labor also provides an opportunity to address the issue of 
migration. Labor as both a driver and product of mobility has long reconfigured performances 

While male migration and labor have generated a rich body of literature (Pitti 2025), which 
identifies the racializing processes at play, the historical transformation of workspaces marked as 
masculine under the impact of migration remains a relatively underexplored area (Le Courant & 
Zougbédé 2023).Historicizing allows, for example, for an analysis of rural-urban migrations during 
the colonial period and labor migration in extractive zones (Cooper, 1980; Barrett, 2013), or 
emerging of new economic-sexual configurations tied to racial relations (Despres 2017).



2. Racial and Gender Hierarchies in Masculine Work Cultures and Practices

This second thematic area focuses on the analysis of work practices, the cultures specific to certain 
trades or professions, and the gendered hierarchies they help produce and sustain. It seeks to 
examine the norms, behaviors, and representations that legitimize and reinforce male dominance. 
At the same time, it invites scrutiny of the internal structuring of masculinities by showing how 
hierarchies among men are shaped through labor organization (Connell 2005).

Analyzing the relationships across different levels of labor within a single sector or profession offers 
a way to describe gender hierarchies rarely examined through the lens of masculinity and to 
name the systems of exploitation embedded in the material and physical demands of certain forms 
of labor, as well as the pressures exerted by hierarchical structures and constraints in the execution 
and organization of work (Cissokho 2025).

In this regard, close attention to workplace practices makes it possible to observe the material 
conditions of labor and the internal structuring of male hierarchies, as these intersect with other 
forms of domination. Here again, the aim is not simply to reproduce analytical tropes about 
proletarianized sectors (e.g., agricultural laborers, miners), but also to examine elite professions 
and those associated with upper social strata. Equally important is the interrogation of white 
masculinities, which have historically structured labor hierarchies since colonial times and have 
defined particular professional norms.

The practices within professional bodies first and foremost trade unions and employer 
associations play a central role in reproducing gendered and racialized inequalities and divisions. 
The study of professional cultures associated with these institutions can help illuminate how 
colonial regimes of domination were constituted. Recent work on unionism may offer a particularly 
fruitful line of inquiry (Blum et al. 2024), insofar as union practices often reflect the power relations 
internal to a profession or sector, and thus provide a privileged site for observing the hierarchical 
organization of masculinities.

3. Women Adjustments to Masculine Reconfigurations of Labor

Embracing resolutely a relational approach, this third axis focuses on the power relations woven 
by men with women in and through labor. Rather than relying on essentialist understandings of 
gender roles, it aims to explore how, beyond gendered boundaries, masculinity norms affect 
women and how women confront, adapt to, or challenge them. Of course, this approach does 
not flatten the internal hierarchies among women but instead highlights their diverse positions in 
terms of race and class.

For instance, Jean Allman and Victoria Tashjian (2000), as well as Henrietta Moore and Megan 
Vaughan (1993), demonstrate respectively in the Gold Coast and Northern Rhodesia how 
women struggled to gain access to the monetary economy by maintaining land rights through 
matrilineal inheritance or by commercializing beer, thereby challenging the emergence of 
redistributive masculinities tied to monetary power (Barrett 2013). On the other side of the color 



line, one may also ask how historically male-dominated white professions such as medicine 
(Peretti-Courtis 2023), anthropology (Lemaire 2024), or humanitarian aid have gradually 
integrated white women, and how these women negotiated their inclusion, at times reinforcing 
racial and gender hierarchies in the process.

represent moments when productive and reproductive roles are re-imposed on women. What 
have been the effects of structural adjustment programs on the valorization of certain masculinity 
norms and the reaffirmation of female subordination? Negotiations between elites and colonial 
authorities during the European occupation (Byfield 2021), or the shift of certain socialist states 
toward market capitalism (Su 2024),
economic status was challenged. Conversely, to what extent have such crises allowed for reversals 
in gender hierarchies or fostered mutual aid networks and gendered financing arrangements?

For instance, structural adjustment programs forced many men previously in salaried 
employment to enter so-called informal sectors, often viewed as feminized and/or subordinate 
(Omobowale Oluwatoyin 2025). These economic transformations also reinforced gender 
hierarchies in other sectors by exacerbating the sexual division of labor such as the female 
domestic worker/ militarized male labor force dyad (Falquet 2006). At the same time, the 
unprecedented expansion of the development industry in the 1990s and 2000s, accompanied by 

e binary gender 

into potential sources of new capital and resources.

Faced with these (new) resources held by women, how have men sought to maintain dominant 
positions and adapt to emerging femininity norms, even when their own labor led to social 
devaluation (Olivier 2023)? This is particularly relevant in professions which were historically 
feminized such as certain health-related jobs or the commerce sector (Fayola 2024).
domestic and sexual labor already well studied in relation to the rise of male wage labor (White
1990) also invites renewed analysis of sexual constraints and violence within male-dominated 
spaces. For example, in border zones where women engage in regular commercial activity 
(Ayimpam 2025), sexual intimacy often coerced or transactional reveals both vulnerability and 
strategic uses of sexual labor within shared labor spaces. Conversely, do some women seek to 
adapt to male-dominated work environments by adopting masculinizing strategies? What are the 
limits of such strategies? How do gender norms contribute to the masculinization of workplaces, 
and more broadly, how do race and class intersect with these gender hierarchies in the 
construction of masculinities?

Power relations between men and women in so-called informal sectors certainly warrant 
investigation, but formalized domains and professions associated with upper-class status have to 
be equally investigated (public employment, liberal professions, intellectual work, etc.). Research 

those who benefited from capitalist 
competition and examine how their positions in terms of class and race confront or align with 
masculine orders within the workplace.
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