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From its beginning, anthropology has been interested in the social 

relationships between the sexes (Mead 1966 [1928], 2001 [1935], in particular). In an 
epistemological continuity, studies on the verbal arts have for twenty years been 
integrating this questioning into their field: in 1993, an issue of the Cahiers de 
littérature orale, edited by Geneviève Calame-Griaule and entitled « The power of the 
woman », analyzed, in terms of domination, the relationships between the sexes in 
oral performances (produced by either men or women). From these studies emerged, 
first of all, the image of an ambivalent feminine figure: devalued in masculine 
discourses, object of fear because of an irrational and magical power (Calame-
Griaule (ed.) 1993). In the following years, two other topics appeared in the 
scholarship on oral literature: the representations of the feminine (Messaoudi 1999, 
for instance) and the identity of performers depending on speech registers or 
repertoires (Baumgardt 2000 and Fernandez 1998, among others).  

However, even though Gregory Bateson worked, as soon as the 1920s, on 
rituals of cross-dressing (in the context of the Naven), and even though many 
anthropologists included these new approaches of the ritual in their works, the study 
of the practices of hybridization, games, and transformations of masculine and 
feminine roles still remains marginal in the field of oral literature. This issue, entitled 
“playing with gender in the verbal arts”, aims at bringing together studies that make 
use of the contemporary tool of gender, in order to show the multiple ways in which 
social groups play with the norms of gender in their oral performances. Here, by 
verbal arts we mean both the genres now considered as “classical” within oral 
literature – songs, tales, poetry, epics – as well as less considered verbal aesthetics, 
such as oratory and popular and urban songs (cf. the range of discursive practices 
studied in Calame et alii 2010). 

Gender, according to the method formulated in the historical field by Joan 
Scott in the 1980s (Scott 1986) and developed in various disciplines by many 
scholars (Ortner and Whitehead 1981, Mathieu 1985, Butler 1990, Thébaud 2007, 
Théry 2007), allows to historicize categories, denaturalize identities, and perceive the 
different manners in which societies construct non only differentiations between 
women and men, but also hierarchies (Rubin 2010 [1975-1984]. The oral 
performances that this issue proposes to study can constitute an act of enunciation – 
and affirmation – of traditional norms, but they can also create the place and the 
occasion for transgressing these very norms: in this case, they become a 
performative act of construction of bodies and new identities. Deborah James, for 



example, has studied the way in which South-African women have appropriated an 
oral repertoire traditionally reserved for men, while redefining masculine and feminine 
social roles in the context of migration (James 1999). It will thus be useful to study 
how the performers' agency is produced by these plays on gender (Mahmood 2005) 
in different cultural contexts. 

Some verbal performances, through games, hybridizations, or crossings, shift 
the lines that traditionally separate the masculine and the feminine, and blur the 
boundaries of both genres and genders. In a contemporary context where gender 
norms are increasingly becoming objects of claim and feeding public debates, we 
welcome analyses of the uses of these oral performances: how do they carry new 
discourses? What are the processes of their circulation? 
Contributors are invited to submit proposals exploring social events or verbal arts that 
stage this blurring: rites of passage or inversion, carnivals, demonstrations and 
affirmations of multiple identities (such as the LGBTQI pride). Do these 
demonstrations produce an emergence of new movements, or do they, in their 
effects, reaffirm conventional norms? What forms do the verbal and emotional 
reactions of the actors take in these performances? 

Article proposals will be based on empirical examples of verbal arts and 
performances. They can concern all cultural areas, without geographical or historical 
limitations, from antiquity to the present day. 
 
Calendar and procedure 
 

Proposals of contributions (title and an abstract of no more than 1000 
characters) must be addressed to Sandra Boehringer (s.boehringer@unistra.fr), 
Sandra Bornand (s.bornand@bluewin.ch) and Alice Degorce (alice.degorce@ird.fr) 
no later than January 31, 2016. 

 
Selected articles must be submitted by October 31, 2016. 
 
Articles will be written in French or English; the title, abstract and keywords 

must be provided in both languages. 
 
The note to authors is available on the journal's website (http://clo.revues.org). 
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