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C H A P T E R  1

Gender in International 
Relations

Introduction

This is the fi rst of two chapters that introduce the study of gender in inter-
national relations. Taken together, these two introductory chapters convey a 
fl avour of the many ways in which one can think about gender and a number 
of different ways in which gender can inform the study of world politics. In 
the fi rst instance, this chapter follows the logic of a ‘common-  sense’ approach 
to gender. That is, the chapter focuses on how gender conceived as difference 
informs both the theory and practice of international relations. To aid under-
standing, concepts and theoretical discussions are grounded in substantive 
issues and concrete examples are supplied and elaborated. The chapter con-
cludes with a brief overview of the debate on the distinction between ‘bringing 
gender into’ problem- solving approaches in IR and feminist IR. Feminist IR is 
afforded in- depth attention in chapter 2.

Gender as Difference

In everyday usage, the terms ‘gender’ and ‘sex’ are often used interchangeably. 
Indeed, one might say that the belief that gender differences are rooted in ‘nat-
ural’ or biological difference between men and women, and so are essential 
differences, is so prevalent that the proposition is still often simply accepted 
as uncontroversial. In other words, the relationship between sex and gender 
and the ‘reality’ of essential gender difference is imbued as ‘common- sense.’

That gender is very often confl ated with sex and the meaning of gender 
regarded as self- evident can be demonstrated by pointing to how beliefs 
about gender often give rise to prejudices against groups and individuals 
who confound gender stereotypes. In consequence, pejorative terms come 
to be attached to people and types of behaviour that do not conform to this 
common- sense view of the relationship between biological sex differences 
and gender differences. Thus ‘masculine’ women might be derided for acting 
‘butch’, empathetic men might be labelled ‘effeminate’, homosexuals char-
acterized as ‘queer’ and so on. People who do not conform to widely held 
gender stereotypes might be castigated as odd, or deviant, or might even be 
represented as posing a threat or danger to mainstream society.
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8 Gender and International Relations

Throughout history, the claim has been made that women and men are fun-
damentally different from one another. Very often this notion of difference 
has been used to support the claim that women are inferior to men. Claims 
about women’s inferiority alert us to the deeper issues of power that are neces-
sarily encountered when one begins to interrogate the meaning of gender. The 
Greek philosopher Aristotle held that the masculine was an active, creative 
force, while the feminine was passive.3 Those who defend Aristotle point out 
that he placed equal emphasis on women’s and men’s happiness, which he 
thought to be vital to a good society. Nevertheless, from Aristotle onwards, 
the history of Western philosophical, social and political thought has been 
characterized by a strong and recurring theme: women and men are different 
and this difference matters.

From the seventeenth century onwards, the emergence of capitalism in 
Western states gave rise to a body of liberal political thought. In the eight-
eenth century, an emerging middle class began to demand that state power 
be circumscribed in regard to the ‘private realm’ of the family and the market. 
This increasingly infl uential class of people also demanded political and legal 

V CONCEPT

Intersex
Upon hearing that a friend or relative has given birth to a baby, one of the fi rst 
questions usually asked is: Is it a boy or a girl? Having established the biological 
sex of a child, it is also very common for friends and relatives then to buy gifts that 
are deemed appropriate given the gender of the newborn baby. Sex and gender 
stereotyping begins in the very fi rst hours and days of life and continues thereafter.
 For very many people, however, the question boy or girl? is not so easy to 
answer. It is estimated that in one in every 2,000 births, the sex of the child is 
indeterminate. Children born with a physiology or anatomy that differs from 
conventional notions of what constitutes a ‘normal’ male or female are referred to 
as intersex people.1 The condition is actually relatively common: as common as the 
incidence of the birth of twins. It is estimated that, in a city the size of London or 
New York, there will be some 100,000 people who were born intersex.2

 Socially and culturally determined ideas about what is ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ in 
regard to sex and gender create tremendous psychological and social problems for 
intersex people (and their parents and other family members) as they try to come 
to terms with ‘difference’. There remains considerable ignorance surrounding the 
condition in societies at large. It is common for intersex people to be put under 
pressure to undergo surgery or some other form of medical intervention, and such 
is the stigma surrounding intersex that people are often denied information about 
their condition at birth. Today, intersex is regarded as much as a social issue as a 
personal one. More support groups and services are available to intersex people 
and their families that not only offer advice and support to individuals, but also 
make efforts to educate better the population at large about intersex in order to 
address and remove the ignorance, prejudice and social stigmatization that intersex 
people encounter.
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9Gender in International Relations

rights and political representation. Such claims were couched in the language 
of rationalism: rights claims were rooted in what liberals argued to be the 
universal human capacity for rational thought which meant that people 
were able to determine their own best interests and stake a claim to a share in 
political power. In practice, however, the state granted rights to only a narrow 
group of people – white, middle- class and upper- class men who, as property 
owners, were recognized as holding a stake in the political community; others 
were excluded. Women, along with men from specifi c social groups – working- 
class men and, in some cases, men from ethnic minority groups – were denied 
access to political power, legal personality and citizenship and excluded from 
public life (denied the right to vote or seek public offi ce).4 Moreover, this 
‘universal’ capacity for rational thought was, in practice, only ever applied to 
men – rationality was deemed to be a masculine characteristic. The justifi ca-
tion for excluding women from public and political life and the subjugation 
of women to male authority was that women were not ‘rational’ beings, but 
rather ‘irrational’, driven by their emotions. Therefore, women were unable 
to make autonomous choices and look out for their own interests – in other 
words, women were in need of protection.

In The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State,5 Friedrich Engels 
famously argued that this period marked the emergence of a particular family 
form – the privatized family – and also the historical subjugation of women. 
Engels argued that, with the emergence of modern capitalism, women came to 
be seen as the private property, or possessions, of men. Engels’ seminal work 
was the fi rst of many texts that have subsequently critiqued the public/private 
divide as central in understanding the subordination of women. Feminist think-
ers would later go further in arguing that gendered constructions of rationality 
as a masculine capacity and irrationality as a feminine characteristic have 
similarly served to justify female subjection to male power and authority.

Gender essentialism (see box below) has then served, historically, as the 
basis for discrimination against women. The seventeenth- century philosopher 
John Locke, for example, claimed that women (along with children) were 
inferior to men and that woman’s ‘irrationality’ meant that she was unfi t 
to participate in public life.6 Therefore, even though Locke is regarded as a 
liberal, his argument served as a strong justifi cation for patriarchy (the domi-
nance and/or rule of men over women). This is not to say that the construc-
tion of women (and certain classes of men) went wholly unchallenged. For 
example, the Venetian- born medieval author Christine de Pizan (1364–1430) 
is frequently identifi ed as a forerunner of modern feminism. Similar fi gures 
have been uncovered in non- Western societies. For example, the medieval 
Islamic philosopher Ibn !Arabı̄  (born Damascus, 1165) was an early proponent 
of women’s rights. However, these detractors notwithstanding, it was not 
until the late eighteenth century and the publication of Mary Wollstonecraft’s 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)7 that an identifi able body of thought 
championing women’s equality emerged in the Western world.
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10 Gender and International Relations

In championing the principle of equality between women and men, early 
campaigners for women’s rights (early ‘feminists’) adopted a strategy of chal-
lenging dominant, patriarchal notions of ‘women’s nature’ and essential 
sexual difference. Mary Wollstonecraft argued that perceived sex differences 
were not natural, but rather the consequence of discrimination. Historically 
women had been confi ned to the home and to the domestic service of their 
husbands and children and so had been afforded few opportunities to exercise 
their intellectual faculties or develop skills other than those deemed necessary 
for the performance of their domestic duties.

It is important to notice, however, that Wollstonecraft championed women’s 
rights on the grounds that women were like men – they were rational beings. 
This notion of the rational human subject as the norm continues to serve as 
the foundation of liberal (human) rights claims. There has subsequently been 
a great deal of discussion in feminist jurisprudence on the implications of 
taking a historically specifi c and inherently gendered and class- biased con-
struction of human nature and human subjectivity (‘rational man’) as the 
‘norm’ or universal characteristic of people as a whole.

Even as early prototypes of what we would now recognize as the feminist 
movement rose to prominence in the West in the nineteenth / early twentieth 
centuries, claims continued to be made in the name of women’s difference. 
Pioneering groups like the Women’s International League for Peace and 
Freedom, an early example of what we would now call an NGO, based their 
demands for equal rights for women not on the notion that women were like 
men, but on the idea that women were different from men – more compas-

Figure 1 Members of the Women in Black peace movement stand in silent vigil on 
the Arcata Plaza, California, in 2005
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11Gender in International Relations

sionate, naturally peaceful and morally superior. This moral superiority was 
evidenced, they argued, in women’s participation in the temperance move-
ment of the same period.

As social science emerged as a fi eld of study in the late nineteenth century, 
sex differences were largely taken for granted, refl ecting perhaps the degree 
to which gender differences were uncontested (or unnoticed) among male- 
dominated scholarly communities. In the 1920s and 1930s social scientists 
regarded gender as a personal attribute and the study of gender was largely 
confi ned to the study of character traits and ‘sex roles’. This notion of sex 
roles was developed as a way of describing the social functions fulfi lled by and 
seemingly appropriate to men and women. Generally speaking, social scien-
tists supported the ‘common- sense’ view that men and women had particular 
characteristics that made them well suited to the performance of particular 
social roles. This, in turn, gave rise to the notion – and systematic study – of 
social deviancy (deviation from what was considered the norm or normal). 
Consequently, those who did not conform to this rigid gender schema often 
suffered social stigmatization.8

Today, gender essentialism – and essentialism generally – is much criticized 
and not widely subscribed to by scholars. Even as scientists might engage in 
research to locate gender differences in neurological function or hormones, 
most concede that socialization plays a large role in the construction of 
gender identities and that gendered behaviours might be as much learned as 
natural. Undoubtedly, the emergence of feminist theorizing and other critical 
work on gender and sexuality from the late 1960s onwards has done much to 
shake the foundations of essentialism in the academy.

Yet gender essentialism is far from dead in ‘real- world’ politics. Essentialism 
is a feature of various expressions of fundamentalist thought and practice, for 
example religious fundamentalism (Christian, Jewish, Islamic) or reactionary 
forms of nationalism. Here, essentialism typically manifests as intolerance 
to difference, such that those who do not conform to what are deemed to be 

V CONCEPT

Gender essentialism
‘Essentialism’ is a term employed in academia to denote a belief that certain char-
acteristics possessed by individuals and/or social groups, such as gender or race or 
sexuality, even nationality, are fi xed. That is to say that core facets of the person 
and personal identity do not change over time and are not altered by context. 
Essentialism is characteristic of determinist modes of thinking that regard the con-
stitution of the social world as a refl ection of natural differences between different 
groups of people (and indeed animals). Approaches to gender are essentialist when 
gender attributes and traits are held to be rooted in biological differences: that is, 
men naturally exhibit masculine traits and behaviours, while women are feminine 
and so will behave in ways that express their natural femininity.
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12 Gender and International Relations

the essential characteristics of groups are heavily discriminated against and/
or excluded from the community. Thus, religious fundamentalists not only 
insist that men and women conform to rigid gender stereotypes in their dress, 
manner and the performance of their roles, but often prescribe social norms, 
or enact legislation, that support heteronormativity. In many instances, 
transgressions are penalized or punished. In many parts of the world, openly 
gay men or transgender people are subjected to discrimination and social 
stigmatization; in some countries, to be gay openly is to risk imprisonment 
or even death.

There are, then, good reasons to eschew essentialism, both intellectually 
and politically. Nevertheless, essentialism poses some tricky dilemmas for 
those committed to both reformist and radical politics. It is often necessary 
to embrace essentialism, even as it is acknowledged to be inherently prob-
lematic. For example, insofar as gender remains a signifi cant marker of social 
inequality (as will be documented in later chapters), it is necessary to employ 
gender as a category that can be utilized in policy- making, and, perhaps, 
legislation, to address substantive inequalities and discriminatory practices.

Moreover, discussions around gender essentialism and gender differences 
also give rise to deeper questions of whether one can speak as a woman, or 
make claims in the name of woman (or, indeed, as a man). The postcolonial 
feminist thinker Gayatri Spivak has argued for the necessity of strategic 
essentialism in political struggles. Strategic essentialism is a way of temporar-
ily ‘fi xing’ identity so that claims can be made in the name of marginalized 
groups and people – women, ethnic groups, postcolonial nations.9

There have been – and continue to be – several different variants of the 

V CONCEPT

‘Women and children’ in confl ict
In her work on transnational efforts to advocate for war- affected civilians, Charli 
Carpenter (see Further reading) defends an essentialist approach to gender, even 
though she is fully aware that it is problematic. She argues that human rights 
advocates operate in the context of pre- existing cultural attitudes and political 
constraints. As such, they fi nd it helpful to employ the language of ‘women and 
children’ when advocating for civilian protection because all sides in confl ict – the 
warring parties, transnational constituencies and the media – are receptive to this 
language (see strategic framing). Even though such essentialist ideas reproduce 
gender stereotypes, and render affected men marginal or invisible, advocates 
thereby gain access to affected populations that are in need and are also able to 
push the issue of civilians onto the international political agenda. Activists calculate 
that these benefi ts outweigh the costs that essentialism entails. Therefore, while 
the language of women and children as ‘innocents’ and victims of war manifest in 
the UN agenda to protect civilians in armed confl ict (see chapter 6) remains pro-
foundly gendered and advocates might recognize that this is a problem, invoking 
images of ‘innocents’ makes strategic sense.10
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13Gender in International Relations

‘gender as difference’ school of thought within feminism – for example 
radical feminism, cultural feminism and standpoint feminism. There has also 
been a long historical association between women, the ‘feminine’ and peace. 
Whether or not women are actually more peaceful than men is a moot point 
which will be interrogated at greater length in chapter 5. It would be fair to 
say that the proposition is not widely supported by feminist theorists today.

Gender roles as complementary

A variant of the ‘gender as difference’ approach that is making an impact on 
practice in world politics is the notion of complementarity. In the practice 
of world politics, complementarity is associated particularly with infl uential 
faith- based groups, such as the Catholic Church, which has championed 
this model of gender relations at international conferences – for example 
the Beijing women’s conference (1995) and conferences on population and 
development (Cairo, 1994). The gist of the argument on complementarity 
is:

• Women and men are ontologically different: two complementary compo-
nents of human society.

• Complementary gender differences are necessary to the well- being and 
smooth functioning of society.

Gender complementarity has been marshalled as an argument against gender 
equality – ‘equality’ implying here ‘sameness’. Complementarity is also used 
to refute the claim that gender differences are at best transitory and irrel-
evant to how people should be treated in policy, politics, the law, or society 
generally.

• In place of equality, the language of equity is preferred.

This language of complementarity is usually adopted by those of a conserva-
tive political and social persuasion. However, it should be noted that the 
language of gender complementarity is supported by some feminists in non- 
Western societies who are not necessarily conservatives. This is because they 
believe that the language of equality is too closely associated with Western 
liberal societies to be politically persuasive or strategically helpful to women 
in other parts of the world. The equality agenda is represented as a foreign 
imposition and so resisted. Thus:

• The language of gender complementarity might serve better to improve 
the status of women, within certain gendered and culturally determined 
lifestyles, in many parts of the world.

The Beijing Platform for Action (BPA), adopted at the Fourth UN Conference on 
Women in 1995, imposed on states an obligation to promote and protect all 
human rights, regardless of their political, economic and cultural systems.11 
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14 Gender and International Relations

The BPA also called for the mainstreaming of gender issues into national 
and international policy- making bodies and processes. Nevertheless, the BPA 
allowed a degree of discretion in how these broad principles would be imple-
mented, in deference to cultural sensibilities. In practice, those charged with 
the implementation of women’s human rights and gender mainstreaming 
often work with a notion of gender roles as complementary.

It is a matter of debate whether or not complementarity and equity are 
actually compatible with the individualistic language of human rights. At 
the Beijing conference, liberal states and activists resisted concessions to ‘dif-
ference’ fearing this would result in the watering- down of state obligations 
to protect and promote women’s rights. Feminists sympathetic to cultural 
pluralist arguments, on the other hand, supported complementarity and 
equity, either in deference to cultural differences or on pragmatic grounds 
as the only viable way to mainstream gender in policy- making within specifi c 
societies outside of the West.

 DEBATE

Gender mainstreaming, empowerment and equality
Mainstreaming has rendered gender ubiquitous in policy- making processes, and 
yet there is considerable debate regarding the effectiveness of mainstreaming 
strategies in empowering women. Jacqui True (see Extended Reading) argues 
that mainstreaming has the potential to change institutional norms in ways that 
promote gender equality. Mainstreaming embeds a new language in the policy- 
making world and generates new policy networks at both local and transnational 
levels, which include non- state actors, and which further strengthen the effective-
ness of lobbying on issues of gender equality. However, she also cautions that 
mainstreaming can be narrowly interpreted as the provision of discrete projects to 
address women’s needs in specifi c contexts, without promoting gender equality. 
For this reason, True argues that activists have an important and ongoing role to 
play in scrutinizing gender mainstreaming processes.
 Sylvia Walby (see Extended Reading) also points to the challenges involved in 
reconciling visions of gender equality and strategies to achieve equality, especially 
given the cross- cutting nature of social inequalities. This is particularly pertinent 
today as gender mainstreaming generates a growing number of initiatives to 
tackle (or at least ameliorate) gender inequality and gender discrimination. In the 
European Union, gender discrimination has been approached and addressed in a 
way that seemingly takes on board questions of intersectionality (see below), with 
many EU countries setting up unifi ed equality bodies or enacting Single Equality 
legislation. Such measures aim to ensure equality of opportunity to all social and 
ethnic groups, while also taking on board discrimination on the grounds of gender, 
disability, sexuality and so on. However, there is a danger that, in this process, 
identities can be reifi ed, while the structural dimensions of inequality are left unad-
dressed (see Kantola and Nousianinen in Extended Reading).
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15Gender in International Relations

Gender as a Category of Analysis

A category of analysis is one deemed relevant in the critical investigation of 
any given issue area, event or phenomenon. So, for example, the instance and 
distribution of poverty in any given society or globally might be more accu-
rately mapped and better understood if it is broken down into categories like 
age, class or gender. One way in which gender might be incorporated into the 
study of IR is as a category of analysis, within an otherwise fairly conventional 
understanding of what the study of IR entails – the major issues, processes, 
actors and institutions that IR scholars interrogate, such as foreign policy and 
war. The employment of gender as a category of analysis does not challenge 
the boundaries of IR as an academic discipline or fi eld of study.

Empiricist approaches to gender focus largely on women or men as catego-
ries of analysis. An example of an empiricist research agenda is one that seeks 
to uncover the under- representation of women in positions of power in world 
politics. Such an agenda focuses on the how, when, where and what questions 
of women in the study of international politics. So, the researcher interested 
in locating women in positions of power and getting a purchase on the under- 
representation of women might ask these questions:

• Where are the women leaders in international relations?
• Why are so few women in positions of power?
• What difference, if any, does this make?

Uncovering the extent of political under- representation of women is further 
helpful in fi nding an answer to the question:

• Why are ‘women’s issues’ marginalized on the agenda of international 
politics?

At the same time, the under- representation of women in the academy is 
a problem, because it is likely to mean that there will be little empirical 
research on the position of women across the world.

Empiricism has been dismissed as an ‘add women and stir’ approach, 
because:

• It is based on a rationalist (implicitly liberal) approach.
• It assumes that the bias towards assuming men are the ‘norm’ can be 

addressed simply, both by including more women as researchers and by 
more ‘woman- centred’ research in any given fi eld of study.

• Importantly, focusing on women leaves questions of gender (as a social 
relationship, or ideological/discursive construction) unaddressed.

However, as noted above, empiricism is helpful in partially redressing the 
marginalization of women in the study of (in this case) IR. Empirically 
driven work can also be feminist if the research agenda (and/or political 
agenda) is driven by a desire to confront issues of power, marginality and 
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16 Gender and International Relations

 under- representation. Sandra Harding12 argues for the utility of the empiricist 
project for  ‘bringing- in’ women into areas of study where they have been pre-
viously neglected. However, at the same time, she recognizes that:

• The employment of ‘woman’ as a universal category, glosses over differences.
• Empiricism has important limitations in what it can actually tell us about 

gender.

Figure 3 Participants at the G8 summit, 2011

Figure 2 Participants at a meeting of European Union Heads of State, 1987
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17Gender in International Relations

Therefore, Harding defends empiricism as a helpful ‘fi rst stage’ in developing 
deeper gender analyses of societies, social institutions and social practices. 
Joan W. Scott13 similarly argues that employing gender as a category can actu-
ally facilitate the analysis of gendered power relations. To apply Harding’s and 
Scott’s argument to the ‘fi rst wave’ of feminist scholarship in IR, in her book 
Bananas, Beaches and Bases, Cynthia Enloe began by simply posing the empirical 
question: Where are the women? She then went on to offer many insights into 
how gendered power relations underpinned an array of practices absolutely 
central to international politics, such as diplomacy and military operations.

Gender as a Variable

‘Gender as a variable’ is a similar approach to ‘gender as a category of analy-
sis’, but the language of ‘variables’ implies a very defi nite commitment to a 
positivist epistemology, ontology and methodology (gender as a category need 
not necessarily imply this commitment). Variables are factors that are deemed 
to be relevant when producing explanations of certain phenomena. Positivists 
assume that, through vigorous research and analysis and the  testing of 

Þ WORLD EXAMPLE

Military expenditure and women’s security
While feminism is not solely concerned with issues of equality, equality in entitle-
ment to health care, education, pensions, unemployment benefi ts and other forms 
of social security has been an important strand in feminist politics. One of the tasks 
of feminist economists (see chapter 8), has been to assess the impact of govern-
ment expenditure (and expenditure cuts) on women as a group. It is pertinent to 
ask, therefore, What impact does military expenditure have on women as a group?
 For poor women in the ‘least developed’ countries, access to economic and 
social security is still an aspiration that is very far from reach. However, feminist 
economists have demonstrated that the transfer of resources from the military 
to the civilian sector of the economy would – in all countries – reap social and 
economic benefi ts for all people, but especially women.14 In developing countries, 
military expenditure (often very high) has a negative impact on areas like expendi-
ture on health care and education, which have already been hit hard by decades of 
debt repayment and structural adjustment (see chapters 8 and 9).
 According to a 2010 report15 published by the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute, in 2010 global military expenditures were estimated to be 
$1,630 billion, representing an increase of 1.3 per cent since 2009. Between the 
years 2001 and 2009, the confl ict in Afghanistan cost coalition states $287 billion. 
This is equivalent to a US$300,000 cash payment to each person in Afghanistan, 
one of the poorest countries in the world. The Stockholm Institute further claims 
that militarism increases both the scale and intensity of confl ict and violence. The 
diversion of resources to military campaigns also evidences the failure of states 
to fulfi l their obligations, such as the UN Millennium Development Goals on 
 poverty reduction.
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18 Gender and International Relations

 propositions, we can actually arrive at some tentative ‘truths’ about what 
factors drive events in international relations and what factors cause certain 
events (the outbreak of war, perhaps) or explain outcomes (for example, who 
gets what in the distribution of resources).

The relevance of a gender variable in international politics must fi rstly be 
established by reference to an interesting empirical feature of the interna-
tional realm that has not (yet) been studied. The relevance of gender ‘does not 
spring to one’s eyes unless gender is actively used as an analytical tool’16 and, 
hence, remains invisible. If one accepts that a certain feminist sensibility is 
needed to notice gender in the fi rst place (one has to believe that gender is an 
important and worthwhile object of study), it is then possible to expand the 
mainstream agenda in IR (war, foreign policy, diplomacy and so on) to include 
gender as a variable. Incorporating gender as a variable can tell us –  positivists 
claim – whether, when and how gender makes a difference in explaining 
(state) actions in the ‘real world’.

The mainstream project to ‘bring in’ gender might be sympathetic and com-
plementary to the wider feminist project in IR (see chapter 2). While positivists 
fi rmly believe in neutrality in their approach, this is not to say that they rule 
out normatively driven agendas entirely. So, the ‘gender as variable’ approach 
might lead to ‘women- friendly’ policies. However, this is not necessarily the 
case. Bringing in gender as a variable need not necessarily support a feminist 
project; ultimately, the aim is to understand the world as it is and not as one 
might like it to be.

‘Bringing in’ gender as a variable has been embraced by a number of high- 
profi le IR scholars, including the neoliberal institutionalist Robert Keohane. 
He argues that gender might be a relevant factor in explaining the peaceful 
or hostile intentions of states or the likelihood of war, and so this proposition 
should be tested. The claim that the inclusion of more women in foreign 
policy- making and in the high politics of statecraft would result in the paci-
fi cation of states and so decrease the incidence of war was fi rst advanced by 
moral feminists in the peace movement.17 Keohane takes up this proposition, 
but frames it differently. He asks:

• As is seemingly the case with democracies, are states with more egalitarian 
gender relations less inclined to fi ght each other?

This hypothesis can be tested by identifying the degree to which ‘countries 
with highly in- egalitarian gender hierarchies behave differently from those 
with less gender inequality at home’.18

It is not surprising that Keohane’s thoughts would centre on foreign policy:

• Research had consistently uncovered a gender gap in foreign policy atti-
tudes in the US in the fi nal decade of the twentieth century, specifi cally 
a gender gap in support for the use of military force by the US to achieve 
foreign policy objectives.
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19Gender in International Relations

• Prior to the attacks on New York on 9/11, gender differences in support for 
military action in the US were some of the largest and most consistent in 
the study of psephology (voting behaviour / elections).19

Thus gender differences had direct signifi cance for politicians attempting to 
gauge the public mood on the use of force. While the empirical evidence might 
be disputed, the perception of a gender gap in support for military action was a 
key concern for both candidates – George W. Bush and John Kerry – in the 2004 
US Presidential election campaign. In the light of these data, it is interesting 
to speculate on how far the high profi le afforded to women’s rights in political 
speeches during the War on Terror (see chapter 6) might be explained by how 
female and male voters, respectively, might or might not be persuaded to sup-
port interventionist foreign policies – specifi cally military intervention.

The proposition that gender makes a difference in the policy- making process 
has been taken up by a number of scholars.20 For example, a study by Caprioli 
and Boyer (see Extended Reading) used statistical data and multinomial logis-
tic regression methodology to assess the record of female leaders, as leading 
decision makers, during international crises. The study also examined the 
relationship between domestic gender equality and a state’s use of violence. 
Caprioli and Boyer claim that the results show that the severity of violence in 
crises decreases as domestic gender equality increases.21

Koch and Fulton (see Extended Reading) have used the ‘gender as a variable’ 

V CONCEPT

WomanStats Project
The WomanStats Project22 is a research and database project based at Brigham 
Young University in the US. It was founded by Valerie Hudson and Andrea M. Den 
Boer (see Further reading). From their initial research on the relationship between 
national security and the abnormal sex ratio in Asia,23 they began to compile com-
prehensive data on gender variables. The WomanStats Project contains detailed 
information on the status of women around the world and connects this informa-
tion to data on security. The research interrogates possible connections between 
violence and instability at state level and gender inequality and (for example) family 
law. Researchers have also taken up the mantle of investigating possible connec-
tions between the status of women and the peacefulness, or otherwise, of nation- 
states, compared to variables such as democracy, wealth and civilization.
 This database is now generally acknowledged to be the most detailed and 
comprehensive of its kind in the world.24 It has been drawn upon by a number of 
national and international organizations, including the United Nations, the United 
States Department of Defence, the Central Intelligence Agency, the World Bank and 
the United States Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. The latter used the data 
when crafting the International Violence against Women Act. Unsurprisingly, given 
the nature of debates around the ‘gender as a variable’ approach in IR (see below), 
this work has attracted criticism from some feminist scholars who argue that 
Hudson et al. do not address the complicated power dynamics in gender relations.
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20 Gender and International Relations

approach to test the proposition that the participation of women in decision 
making makes a difference to levels of military/defence expenditure. They 
conclude that:

the ability of female offi ceholders to represent women’s interests is context depend-
ent – varying with the level of party control over legislators and the gender stereotypes 
that offi ceholders confront. Consistent with the literature on stereotypes, we fi nd that 
increases in women’s legislative representation decreases confl ict behaviour and defence 
spending, while the presence of women executives increases both. However, these effects 
are conditioned by the gendered balance of power in the legislature and the degree of 
party control in the political system.25

To summarize, the ‘gender as a variable’ approach:

• accepts that the study of IR focuses on a set of distinct problems, notably 
confl ict and cooperation, and on discrete areas of study like war, foreign 
policy or institutions;

• focuses on problem- solving in international relations;
• ‘tests’ whether or not gender is relevant in explaining specifi c phenomena 

or understanding certain policy outcomes;
• quantifi es impacts on specifi c social groups – for example the gender- 

differentiated impacts of war or economic crisis.

Incorporating gender as a variable can be helpful in the formulation of 
gender- sensitive policies. The ‘gender as a variable’ approach can facilitate the 
development of more effective policy tools and legal instruments to address 
the specifi c needs of women (or men) in confl ict.

Critics of the ‘gender as a variable’ approach argue that:

• Analysis that takes gender to be a variable or category in IR is not a wholly 
suffi cient basis for analysing gender in IR (in confl ict, peace and security, 
for example).

• Gender as a variable necessitates an understanding of gender as a stable (if 
not fi xed or ‘essential’) category.

• The ‘gender as a variable’ approach sets aside deeper questions about 
whether value- free analysis is possible or desirable and largely ignores 
crucial feminist concerns about gender and power.

• This approach to gender sets aside many complex ontological, epistemo-
logical and methodological issues that arise in ‘gendering IR’.

• The ‘gender as a variable’ (or ‘category’) approach rather assumes that men 
are the ‘natural actors’ (in confl ict) and neglects the broader ideological 
factors and political and social processes implicated here.

Marginalizing Feminism in International Relations?

Academic disciplines develop theoretical and analytical frameworks, generate 
concepts, construct categories and develop theories about the world and how 
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21Gender in International Relations

it works. Academic disciplines are also ‘socially bounded’ fi elds of knowledge 
or discourse in which certain forms of knowledge are institutionalized and 
valorized to the degree that they assume superiority to mere ‘common sense’ 
or opinion. This involves choices about what is ‘central’ or ‘marginal’ to spe-
cifi c fi elds of study – choices that are never politically innocent.26

As noted above, when gender was fi rst posited as central to the study of 
IR, some prominent IR scholars embraced gender as a category or variable. 
However, feminists complained – with justifi cation – that there was an antago-
nism towards the project of ‘gendering IR’ when the agenda was driven by a 
normative and feminist commitment to change. In the US particularly, where 
there is strong commitment to positivist research methods in the academy, 
feminists found much resistance to scholarship on gender that did not con-
form to positivist standards of – supposed – ‘objectivity’. Poststructuralist femi-
nism particularly was singled out for criticism (elaborated in later chapters) by 
mainstream (positivist) scholars.27 Keohane, for example, welcomed the contri-
bution of a feminist empiricism and feminist standpoint in IR theory, insofar 
as this work could potentially contribute to the study of IR as a scientifi c enter-
prise.28 However, he explicitly rejected the ‘relativism’ of poststructuralism.

Feminists who adopted ‘critical’ approaches to gender (see chapter 2) 
expressed scepticism regarding the ‘gender as a variable’ project. On one level, 
it makes sense to speak of gender as a variable in societies and cultures where 
there is a deep commitment to gender dichotomy, because in such instances 
gender might well infl uence how one perceives, reacts to and evaluates the 
self and others and how one assesses situations. However, where there is deep 
commitment to gender dichotomies – rigid notions of male and female – 
gender identity is fi xed by ‘subtle or not so subtle regulatory practices that 
sustain gender dichotomy and coherence’.29 That is to say that gender cannot 
be taken as a given because gender is a site of social regulation – power rela-
tions are deeply implicated in the construction of gender dichotomies. Thus, 
the focus of feminist analyses should be how power/status is maintained in 
gender- schematic cultural contexts and how identities are constructed and 
socially regulated. In taking gender as ‘given’, questions relating to the way 
in which gender is confi gured by social relations, by various forms of social 
categorization and regulation, and by power relations, drop out of the picture.

At best then, the ‘gender as a variable’ approach offers only a ‘thin’ under-
standing of how gender is relevant to international politics; at worst, it 
reproduces the status quo. Gender difference is afforded the status of a vari-
able that might be helpful in ‘doing some explaining’, but the assumption 
is that gender does not have to be explained. In reply to Keohane, Cynthia 
Weber objected that gender might be ‘performed’ as difference, but gender 
could not be reduced to the dispositions or the traits people carry about inside 
themselves. She further argued that gender cannot be viewed as a variable, 
because ‘one is never outside of gender’. Keohane, she argued, was seeking to 
confi ne feminist inquiry within the safety of the parameters of established 
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22 Gender and International Relations

discourse.30 Overall, early engagements between feminists and non- feminist 
IR scholars did little to assuage the feeling among feminist scholars that they 
were destined always to engage ‘from the margins’ insofar as they worked 
with a radically different understanding of gender, which was rejected by the 
mainstream (in the US academy particularly).31

Subsequent to this initial debate between Keohane and Weber et al., 
Charli Carpenter has appealed for a non- feminist approach to gender in IR. 
Carpenter32 argues that, in feminist IR, the normative focus is on improving 
the position of women, rather than understanding interactions between 
states. However, she claims that it is possible to employ the analytical category 
of gender to understand the ‘IR agenda’ as conventionally defi ned. Carpenter 
argued:

• It is possible to gain knowledge of how gender works in world politics 
without drawing upon explicitly feminist accounts.

• The analytical category of gender can be brought into scholarship in the 
interests of understanding the world as it is.

• This entails a different epistemological approach from the one most 
favoured by feminists, but has the advantage of (potentially) doing some 
explaining in world politics.33

Once again, this has been read as – yet another – attempt to contain or even 
marginalize feminist IR. Terrell Carver counters that feminism is an ongoing 
political project concerned with gender oppression and this must be noticed, 
not marginalized on methodological grounds or hidden in ‘value neutral’ 
analysis. Moreover, gendering IR necessarily requires acquaintance with the 
feminist literature: how feminist thinking has created contemporary gender 
studies by fostering critique and diversity in scholarship. Carver concludes 
that this urge to create a non- feminist IR can be read as yet another strategy 
in ‘Othering’ feminist IR.34

Summary

This chapter has provided an initial introduction to gender in the academic 
study of IR and in the practice of world politics. The aim has been to set 
out – hopefully in a clear and succinct way – how gender can be understood 
as difference. It has also aimed to show how gender – taken as a ‘given’ – as 
a category of analysis and as a variable can be brought into the study of 
International Relations. The concluding section highlighted some of the limi-
tations and criticisms of approaches that take gender as a ‘given’ and employ 
gender as a settled and fi xed category of analysis or variable. These points will 
be further developed in the following chapter.
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23Gender in International Relations

Questions for refl ection

1) Work out the ratio of male to female political leaders (Presidents and Prime 
Ministers) in the world today. Your fi ndings will bear out the claim that 
women are heavily unrepresented in positions of power and infl uence in 
world politics, but does this makes any difference to the incidence of con-
fl ict and violence?

2) Sceptics towards the project to ‘gender IR’ often argue that issues around 
gender differences and gender equality are not relevant to IR because they 
are not relevant to relations between states. Are they correct? If so, why? If 
not, why not?

3) What does Cynthia Weber mean when she says that one is ‘never outside 
of gender’?

Seminar activity

In this seminar, your tutor will allot an article from the Extended Reading 
which employs gender as a variable in an area related to confl ict and peace- 
building. This reading should be done in advance of the class. In addition, you 
should also read chapter 1 in Brooke Ackerly, Maria Stern and Jacqui True 

Þ WORLD EXAMPLE

The impact of economic sanctions
Economic sanctions are ostensibly designed to put pressure on states that are 
deemed to pose a threat to international peace and security and/or which are held 
to be violating the rights of their own populations, or specifi c groups within states 
(usually minority ethnic groups, but increasingly groups defi ned by gender and 
sexuality). In practice, economic sanctions might be used as a tool to impel regime 
change, although this is rarely, if ever, publicly acknowledged.
 Studies have shown that sanctions can have a devastating impact on the eco-
nomic and political stability of the country targeted, which is not entirely unantici-
pated of course, but also that it is women who frequently suffer the most from 
externally generated ‘shocks’. This is because women’s existing (unequal) socio- 
economic and political status makes them more vulnerable. While the purpose 
of sanctions might be to generate change, the impact of sanctions nevertheless 
runs counter to a core objective of gender mainstreaming in international security 
policy (chapter 6), which is to advance women’s rights. Similarly, this also runs 
counter to the UN’s stated commitment to advance the status of women through 
development (chapter 9) and thereby promote wider economic prosperity, social 
equality and good governance. In a study of the impact of sanctions between 1971 
and 2005, A. Cooper Drury (see Extended Reading) found that sanctions impacted 
negatively on women’s well- being in targeted countries and that this exacer-
bated problems in realizing women’s rights (see also Buck, Gallant and Nossal, in 
Extended Reading).
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24 Gender and International Relations

(2006) Feminist Methodologies for International Relations, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press.

In the fi rst part of the seminar, the class will be divided into smaller groups. 
The task is, fi rst, to interrogate the text you have been given, paying particular 
attention to the data (sample, interview material and/or statistics) used to 
generate the claims made by the author. Second, draw up a list of any possible 
biases and distortions that might have arisen in the employment of these data. 
Third, try to think of at least three reasons why reducing gender to a category 
or variable results in a partial and perhaps inadequate understanding of 
gender in international relations.

In the second part of the seminar, the class as a whole should debate the 
question: ‘What are the advantages and disadvantages of approaching gender 
as a category of analysis or as a variable in the study of world politics?’

Further reading

Caprioli, Mary ‘Primed for Violence: The Role of Gender Inequality in Predicting 
Internal Confl ict’, International Studies Quarterly, 49 (2005), 161–78.

Carpenter, Charli ‘Gender Theory in World Politics: Contributions of a Non- 
Feminist Standpoint?’ International Studies Review, 4, 3 (2003), 153–66.

Goldstein, Joshua (2003) War and Gender: How Gender Shapes the War System and Vice 
Versa, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.

Hudson, Valerie, and Andrea M. Den Boer (2005) Bare Branches: The Security 
Implications of Asia’s Surplus Male Population, London, MIT Press.

Smith, Dan (2001) ‘The Problem of Essentialism’. In: Inger Skjelsbaek and Dan 
Smith (eds.), Gender, Peace and Confl ict, London, Sage.

Steans, Jill ‘Engaging from the Margins: Feminist Encounters with the “Mainstream” 
of International Relations’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 5, 3 
(2003), 428–54.

Useful Web links

Intersex Initiative: www.intersexinitiative.org/articles
WomanStats: www.womanstats.org/
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