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ABSTRACT 

The discourse on gender has undergone a 

remarkable transformation in the 21st century, 

extending beyond biological determinism to 

encompass social construction, cultural 

interpretation, and political negotiation. While 

global movements and institutional reforms have 

advanced equality, deep-rooted patriarchal 

ideologies, cultural stereotypes, and structural 

hierarchies continue to shape gender relations. 

This conceptual paper examines contemporary 

gender issues through the integrated lenses of 

equality, identity, and power. It highlights the 

evolving nature of gender discourse across 

societies, exploring how globalization, digital 

media, and intersectionality have redefined 

traditional gender paradigms. Drawing from 

feminist theories, queer perspectives, and 

sociocultural frameworks, the study explores the 

persistence of gender gaps, gender-based 

violence, workplace discrimination, and digital 

activism. The analysis emphasizes that achieving 

genuine gender equality demands not only policy-

level reform but also a transformation in social 

attitudes and cultural norms. By revisiting 

foundational concepts and integrating new 

insights, this paper contributes to a broader 

understanding of the multifaceted dynamics of 

gender in the contemporary world and calls for 

inclusive, intersectional, and participatory 

approaches to empowerment. 
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In the rapidly changing social landscape of the 21st 

century, gender issues continue to command 

significant global attention. Despite undeniable 

progress in education, legislation, and awareness, 

inequalities persist across domains such as 

employment, political representation, media 

portrayal, and domestic life. Gender equality, once 

primarily understood as a “women’s issue,” has now 

expanded to a multidimensional dialogue that 

includes men, transgender, and non-binary 

 
1 Associate Professor, Institute of Women, Gender and Development Studies, Egerton University, Egerton-
Njoro, KENYA. 

 

 

 

 

 

Wisdom Vortex: 
International Journal of Social Science and 

Humanities 

 

Bi-lingual, Open-access, Peer Reviewed, 

Refereed, Quarterly Journal 

 

e-ISSN: 3107-3808 

 

Wisdom Vortex:  International Journal of Social 

Science and Humanities, Volume: 01, 

Issue: 03, Oct-Dec 2025 

How to cite this paper: 

Dawson, E. R.  (2025).     Revisiting Gender Issues in the 

21st Century: A Conceptual Analysis of Equality, 

Identity, and Power Dynamics, Wisdom Vortex: 

International Journal of Social Science and Humanities, 

01(03), 31-34. 

https://doi.org/10.64429/wvijsh.01.03.012 

 

Received: 15 Aug. 2025 

Accepted: 02 Oct. 2025 

Published: 21 Oct. 2025 

 
Copyright © 2025 by author(s) and Wisdom Vortex: 

International Journal of Social Science and Humanities.  

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 
4.0 International License (CC BY- 4.0). 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Wisdom Vortex: International Journal of Social Science and Humanities  
Vol. 1, Issue 3 | Oct-Dec 2025 | e-ISSN: 3107-3808 

 

32 
www.wvijsh.shodhmitra.com | Open Access | Peer Reviewed | Quarterly Journal  

individuals. The increasing visibility of diverse gender identities has prompted a re-examination of 

traditional power structures, exposing the cultural assumptions that have long governed social behavior 

and institutional organization. 

While the feminist movements of the 19th and 20th centuries laid the groundwork for women’s suffrage 

and civil rights, the 21st century demands a more nuanced, inclusive framework. Globalization, digital 

connectivity, and cultural pluralism have redefined how gender identity is expressed, contested, and 

experienced. Social media platforms have amplified gender-based advocacy, giving rise to digital 

feminism and global solidarity movements. Yet, the same digital spaces have also enabled misogyny, 

online harassment, and gendered hate speech. Hence, the gender question today is not confined to equal 

rights but extends to the equitable distribution of dignity, respect, and representation. 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual understanding of gender has shifted dramatically over time. Classical theories viewed 

gender as a fixed, binary category aligned with biological sex. However, contemporary scholarship 

recognizes gender as a socially and culturally constructed identity — a performance rather than an 

essence. Simone de Beauvoir (1949) argued that one is not born a woman but becomes one, emphasizing 

the social processes that shape femininity. Judith Butler (1990) later expanded on this notion, suggesting 

that gender is performative — sustained through repeated acts, behaviors, and discourses that reinforce 

societal norms. 

Michel Foucault’s (1978) theory of power offers a critical perspective on gender relations. According 

to Foucault, power is not merely repressive but also productive, operating through discourse and 

knowledge systems that define what is considered “normal.” In this sense, gender norms are embedded 

within institutions such as education, religion, and media, which collectively regulate behavior and 

sustain inequality. 

Contemporary debates also incorporate the idea of intersectionality, introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw 

(1989), which examines how overlapping social identities — such as gender, race, class, caste, and 

sexuality — create compounded experiences of privilege or oppression. For instance, the challenges 

faced by a Dalit woman in India or an African-American transgender individual in the United States 

cannot be understood through gender alone; they are the result of intersecting systems of discrimination. 

Theories of masculinity, particularly Connell’s (2005) concept of hegemonic masculinity, further 

illuminate how power operates within gender relations. Hegemonic masculinity privileges certain forms 

of male identity — often characterized by dominance, aggression, and economic control — while 

marginalizing both women and non-conforming men. Thus, gender inequality is not merely a women’s 

issue but a systemic imbalance that affects all identities within the gender spectrum. 

Evolution of Feminist and Gender Discourse 

The feminist movement has evolved through several “waves,” each redefining the focus of gender 

discourse. 

• First-wave feminism (19th–early 20th century) focused primarily on women’s suffrage and 

legal equality. 

• Second-wave feminism (1960s–1980s) expanded to include reproductive rights, workplace 

equality, and social liberation. 

• Third-wave feminism (1990s–2000s) emphasized diversity and intersectionality, challenging 

the idea of a universal female experience. 

• Fourth-wave feminism (2010s–present) is characterized by digital activism and the global 

fight against sexual harassment, as seen in movements like #MeToo, #TimesUp, and 

#HeForShe. 

In the 21st century, the discourse has moved beyond feminism to embrace gender justice, 

encompassing men’s roles, queer identities, and non-binary perspectives. The term “gender issues” now 

includes a range of concerns — from the gender pay gap to trans rights, from domestic labor recognition 

to online representation. As global consciousness expands, so too does the recognition that gender 

equality is integral to human development and democratic governance. 

Review of Related Literature 

Recent scholarship continues to reaffirm that gender inequality is deeply rooted in structural and cultural 

arrangements. Nussbaum (2011) and Sen (2009) propose the capability approach, arguing that equality 

must be evaluated in terms of people’s real freedoms and opportunities, not just formal rights. Walby 

(2011) identifies patriarchy as a dynamic system intertwined with capitalism, reinforcing economic and 

political subordination. 
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Connell (2005) conceptualizes masculinities as hierarchically organized, where certain male behaviors 

dominate others, marginalizing both women and less “hegemonic” men. hooks (2000) extends this 

discussion by asserting that patriarchy damages not only women but also men by limiting emotional 

expression and perpetuating violence as a form of validation. 

Media and digital communication studies have revealed that while online platforms can empower 

marginalized voices, they also reproduce traditional biases. Jane (2017) identifies “e-bile” as a form of 

gendered hostility online, where women and minorities are targeted for expressing opinions. Similarly, 

Gill (2016) notes that postfeminist media often presents empowerment as individual choice while 

ignoring systemic inequalities. 

Global organizations such as UN Women (2022) and WHO (2021) continue to document alarming 

trends — from gender-based violence and political underrepresentation to economic exclusion. Despite 

progress in education and law, the global gender wage gap remains nearly 20%, and women occupy 

only about a quarter of parliamentary seats worldwide. 

In developing nations, gender inequalities are further complicated by cultural norms and economic 

dependency. Studies in South Asia (Chopra & Dhar, 2021) demonstrate how patriarchal traditions, 

dowry systems, and caste hierarchies continue to restrict women’s autonomy, while in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, Tamale (2020) explores how colonial legacies and religious orthodoxy reinforce male 

dominance. These studies collectively underscore that gender issues cannot be disentangled from 

historical, cultural, and economic contexts. 

Discussion: Contemporary Gender Issues in the 21st Century 

The 21st century presents a paradox: while societies have become more aware of gender equality, 

systemic discrimination remains deeply entrenched. Economic inequality is among the most persistent 

issues. Women globally earn less than men, occupy fewer leadership roles, and are overrepresented in 

unpaid care work. The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2023) reports that women perform 76% 

of all unpaid domestic labor, significantly limiting their economic independence. 

Gender-based violence (GBV) continues to be a global crisis. The World Health Organization (2021) 

estimates that one in three women experience physical or sexual violence in their lifetime. Despite legal 

protections, cultural silence and victim-blaming remain common. Furthermore, violence against 

transgender individuals and gender non-conforming persons often goes underreported, reflecting 

systemic neglect. 

Political representation has improved but remains insufficient. Countries like New Zealand, Finland, 

and Rwanda have demonstrated progressive inclusion of women in politics, yet global representation 

remains below parity. In India, the Women’s Reservation Bill (2023) marks a significant step toward 

inclusive governance, though implementation challenges persist. 

The intersection of gender with technology has created both empowerment and exploitation. Digital 

feminism and online activism — exemplified by the #MeToo and #HeForShe campaigns — have 

redefined global solidarity. However, algorithmic biases, deepfake exploitation, and online harassment 

represent new forms of gender oppression. Women journalists and activists, particularly in developing 

nations, face targeted digital violence designed to silence them (UNESCO, 2022). 

The LGBTQ+ movement has achieved remarkable visibility, challenging heteronormative 

assumptions. Yet, many countries continue to criminalize same-sex relationships or deny rights to 

transgender individuals. The legal recognition of gender diversity, as seen in India’s Transgender 

Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019, marks progress but also faces criticism for inadequate 

implementation and bureaucratic insensitivity. 

Another emerging area is the gendered impact of climate change and crises. Women in rural and 

marginalized communities bear disproportionate burdens due to resource scarcity, displacement, and 

caregiving responsibilities. Similarly, the COVID-19 pandemic amplified existing inequalities: 

women’s unpaid workloads surged, and female labor force participation declined globally (UNDP, 

2021). 

These interconnected challenges underscore that gender issues are not isolated social concerns but 

integral to the broader structures of economic and political power. 

Implications and Future Directions 

The persistence of gender inequality, despite global advocacy, reveals that legal reforms alone are 

insufficient. Sustainable change requires transformation at the level of culture, education, and 

consciousness. Educational institutions play a critical role in dismantling stereotypes by integrating 

gender-sensitive curricula that promote respect and inclusivity from an early age. Teachers and parents 

must model egalitarian behavior, as socialization is the foundation of gendered thinking. 
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Policy reforms should adopt a gender mainstreaming approach — embedding gender analysis into 

every stage of planning and governance. Governments must ensure gender-responsive budgeting and 

establish monitoring frameworks to evaluate impact. The corporate sector can contribute through 

transparent pay audits, parental leave parity, and leadership development programs for underrepresented 

genders. 

From an academic standpoint, interdisciplinary approaches are crucial. Gender studies should not 

remain confined to sociology or women’s studies departments but should intersect with economics, 

technology, and environmental research. Scholars should explore underrepresented issues such as men’s 

mental health, toxic masculinity, and gendered implications of artificial intelligence. 

Furthermore, achieving gender justice requires male engagement. Initiatives like UN Women’s 

HeForShe emphasize that dismantling patriarchy benefits everyone. Men must be part of the solution 

— not as allies alone, but as active participants in transforming social norms. 

Finally, the global gender movement must prioritize intersectionality and inclusivity. Western feminist 

models cannot universally define empowerment; instead, local voices, indigenous perspectives, and 

community-led movements should guide region-specific strategies. Collaborative global frameworks 

that respect cultural diversity while upholding human rights can bridge the gap between theory and 

practice. 

Conclusion 

Revisiting gender issues in the 21st century reveals a landscape of progress and paradox. The world has 

witnessed unprecedented awareness and activism, yet persistent inequalities remind us that gender 

justice remains an unfinished project. The conceptual understanding of gender must continue to evolve 

— embracing diversity, challenging binaries, and interrogating power. 

True gender equality transcends policy reforms; it demands transformation in everyday interactions, 

language, and attitudes. Empowerment cannot be achieved through token inclusion but through 

dismantling systems that normalize privilege and subordination. The path forward lies in fostering 

empathy, collective responsibility, and shared accountability. 

As societies navigate the complexities of globalization, technology, and cultural change, gender equality 

must be reimagined as a cornerstone of human development — not merely as a goal for women, but as 

a universal principle of justice, dignity, and coexistence. 
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