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Conclusion

Introduction

This concluding chapter attempts to pull together the various strands of the 
scholarship set out in earlier chapters, and to reiterate the contribution made 
by scholars who work on gender to the fi eld of IR. To make this task manage-
able, the chapter is divided into sub- sections that allow the project to ‘gender 
IR’ to be broken down into discrete areas: the contributions to IR theory; the 
range of works that interrogate the construction of identities and boundaries; 
how these constructions are challenged at both the conceptual and theoreti-
cal level and, concretely, in ‘real- world’ legislative and policy processes; and 
issues of power and inequality.

Gendering International Relations Theory

In what is sometimes characterized as the ‘fi rst wave’ of feminist scholarship 
in IR, feminists faced constant demands to establish their relevance, defend 
their position and otherwise prove their worth, by, for example, offering the 
feminist perspective on Bosnia,1 or other ‘signifi cant’ events or phenomena, 
as defi ned by the mainstream. The initial response was to uncover the politics 
at work in the construction of knowledge claims and in academic disciplines 
more broadly. Drawing upon the notion of discourse as a socially bounded 
fi eld of knowledge, feminists contended that what counted as knowledge 
could not be determined merely by reference to an ‘objective’ assessment 
of the intellectual merit or academic worth of a work alone. Claims about 
what constituted knowledge arose out of consensual understandings and 
the judgements made by those already established in the fi eld. Practices of 
gate- keeping worked to defi ne and police the discipline’s boundaries and 
‘legitimate’ subject matter. Thus, the insistence by positivists that feminist 
IR address a mainstream agenda was a ‘highly political’ demand insofar as it 
was an attempt to ‘discipline feminists as “goodies” and “baddies” in accord-
ance with their perceived ontological, epistemological and methodological 
preferences’.2

An unfortunate consequence of the politics of these academic engagements 
was that problem- solving and critical approaches to gender came to be rep-
resented as oppositional and perhaps incompatible. Subsequently, scholars 
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231Conclusion

whose point of departure was to focus on the ‘problem’ fi rst and interrogate 
the gendered dimensions of the specifi c problem second (chapter 1), demon-
strated the relevance of the gender variable or successfully employed gender 
as a category of analysis in the fi eld, but often described their work as ‘non- 
feminist’. Feminist scholars, in turn, questioned whether this kind of work/
approach cast much light on gender at all;3 gender had to be viewed as a power 
relationship, a social relation of inequality or as a discursively constructed – 
not ontologically stable – identity (chapter 2).

Of course, critical questions do arise in regard to the limitations of taking 
gender to be a ‘given’ – a settled and fi xed category of analysis or variable – 
when the problem- solving approach is viewed from a different intellectual 
position. However, this work has nevertheless contributed substantively to 
gendering the fi eld of IR in relation to policy and also gender mainstreaming, 
increasingly important areas of study and ones where the need for strategic 
framing is necessary and strategic essentialism is diffi cult to circumvent or 
wholly avoid. Moreover, these distinctive contributions to gendering IR can 
complement the feminist project (although this is not necessarily the case), by 
generating valuable empirical material and data and by encouraging further 
intellectual engagements on the strengths and weaknesses of policies and 
policy initiatives.

Feminist IR takes the discussion on the relevance of gender much farther 
than problem- solving approaches, in insisting that gender is central to 
IR. ‘Bringing in’ gender not only can – and should – inform the study of 
International Relations conventionally conceived, but can – and should – 
also serve to expand the boundaries of study in International Relations. The 
many and varied feminist contributions to IR, along with the challenges that 
feminism poses to conventional understandings of ‘the discipline’, will be 
elaborated below.

Here, one might note the many ways in which feminists have entered into 
the political and intellectual space opened up by critical theory (broadly 
conceived) and made distinctive contributions to shared concerns centred 
around ‘the ethical dilemmas and responsibilities inherent in the practices of 
world politics and the theorisation of IR’.4 The study of gender has also thrived 
within a growing body of social constructivist work. A social constructivist 
framework is ontologically suited to studying norms and identities5 and, 
furthermore, increasingly occupies the territory of mainstream IR.

As noted in chapter 7, during the past decade, the linguistic turn in IR has 
opened up further intellectual terrain for feminists to occupy as narrative 
and representational practices have increasingly come to the fore. The empiri-
cal focus of this work has also broadened out the fi eld to include visual and 
cultural texts and other aesthetic forms of expression. These sources are of 
political import. Critical and feminist readings uncover the power dynamics 
at work in the construction of narratives and in representational practices and 
allow for the contestation of dominant meanings.
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232 Gender and International Relations

The Construction and Reproduction of Identities and 
Boundaries

In chapter 3, IR was defi ned as the branch of the social sciences that was partic-
ularly concerned with practices of inclusion and exclusion in relation to the 
construction of boundaries between the international (outside) and domestic 
(inside). The relevance of gender hardly needs to be justifi ed here: gender is 
central to the construction of the ‘inclusive’ and ‘exclusive’ categories that 
establish rights of citizenship. Furthermore, the linkage between the state, 
political loyalty and combat means that traditional conceptions of loyalty 
have been highly gendered. In mainstream IR, the nation- state has served as 
the primary locus for political identity and political solidarity. Nationalism 
provides a narrative that allows citizens and nationals to ‘imagine’ that 
they form a community based on shared meanings, collective identity and 
common boundaries. However, identities and boundaries are constructed in 
practices of ‘Othering’, in which ‘others’ are very often feminized.

Feminism goes further in interrogating discourses and practices in bound-
ary drawing processes in subjecting conventional distinctions between the 
private and the public to critical scrutiny. Once feminist contributions were 
apt to be dismissed on the grounds that gender was relevant within polities 
(gender issues as domestic social and political issues), but not between nation- 
states. However, feminist critiques of state- centrism in IR have revealed how 
conceptual mapping processes serve to remove gender issues and gender rela-
tions from the fi eld of inquiry and, thereby, render gender invisible. More con-
cretely, both feminist scholarship and critical work on sexuality clearly elicit 
how gendered and sexualized identities are policed in the construction of 
dominant models of citizenship and how they are also contested in challenges 
to legislation and policies relating to, for example, nationality and asylum.

In these ways feminist IR, critical work on gender identities and mascu-
linities and Queer Theory specifi cally, bring crucial and fresh thinking to the 
challenges of difference and diversity in international politics, in ways that 
fore- ground ethical matters and issues of social justice. Nowhere can this be 
more clearly demonstrated than in the terrain of universal human rights – 
specifi cally, in the tensions between competing claims made in the name of 
individuals and ‘sub- state’ identity groups and national, cultural and religious 
communities. These were taken up in chapter 4.

The boundaries of the state are very often carved out and reproduced in war. 
Similarly, political identities have been produced and re- produced in war. 
Curiously, IR has historically focused on war – a great deal – but has very often 
set aside, or assumed, the existence of extant political communities. Feminist 
work illustrates the complex ways in which gender is central to understand-
ing how political spaces are carved out, how the boundaries of community 
are demarcated and how identities are constructed in practices of war and 
‘state- making’.
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233Conclusion

When the state is re- visioned as a dynamic entity, made through practices 
that construct and police political and territorial borders, it is possible to see 
that the actual business of international politics is also profoundly masculi-
nized. Chapters 5 and 6 explored the ways in which particular constructions 
of masculinity and femininity were embedded and reproduced within mili-
taries and militarized practices. Chapter 5 discussed and problematized the 
connections – particularly prevalent in the early history of the international 
peace movement and endlessly reproduced – between peace and female- 
identifi ed roles and values. This chapter also provided an opportunity to 
revisit, further probe and eventually strongly contest the claims of gender 
essentialists, through a discussion of men as victims of violence and women 
as its perpetrators.

Chapter 6 was, in part, also concerned with the fusion of ‘secure individual 
identity’ and ‘secure state identity’ in mainstream thinking about security. 
Here, however, both problem- solving and critical approaches to gender were 
employed to interrogate the many and varied dimensions of gender in secu-
rity and peacekeeping. Employing a variety of theoretical lenses facilitates 
better understanding of how gender features in national and international 
security strategies. Expanding the lenses also allows one to see the politi-
cal consequences of securitization in regard to gender, sexuality and human 
rights.

The engagement with contemporary work on peacekeeping in chapter 
6 raised, once again, familiar discussions on militarized masculinities and 
– paradoxically – the problems of violence and insecurity engendered by 
‘peacekeeping’ missions. However, this section of the chapter also provided 
a welcome opportunity to consider contemporary research on men and mas-
culinities which, in moving away from the usual focus on state practice and 
international institutions, and concentrating instead on discourses and narra-
tives of everyday life, challenged many of the assumptions of both mainstream 
IR and much of the existing feminist scholarship.

Rethinking Identities, Contesting Boundaries

Identities and boundaries are sites of political contestation and might also 
be constructed and imagined very differently. Feminism, for example, is not 
only a school of thought – and one that is woven into academic discourse – but 
also a social and political movement. Non- governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and social movements seek to infl uence policy debates and law- making proc-
esses and forge support networks and transnational alliances across national 
boundaries. In chapter 9, in addition to further probing gender in regard to 
policy – namely economic governance and development – a great deal of space 
was devoted to NGOs and feminist lobbying in international forums, notably 
the UN. The growth and expansion of a discourse on women’s human rights, 
along with the rise of the application of international human rights law in 
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234 Gender and International Relations

diverse societies, also challenge conventional demarcations of international 
and domestic, public and private (also covered in chapters 3 and 4).

Similarly, as was claimed in chapter 10, it is possible to identify and 
stand in solidarity with peoples otherwise divided by geographical location, 
nationality, class and/or ethnicity, on the basis of empathy with their cause, 
or perceived common characteristics or shared social principles. As Rupp has 
argued, ‘women’s internationalism points the way to one form of global iden-
tity, to add to the more parochial views we have of ourselves’.6 Expressions of 
collective identity and solidarity can be viewed at the level of inter- personal 
relationships or the nation- state, or in terms of transnational/international 
social forces.

At the same time, as discussions of the women’s human rights agenda in 
chapters 4 and 9 make clear, ‘universal’ rights have been, and remain, a site 
of struggle. There are tensions between the principle of individual rights and 
expressions of communal identity. Any discussion of transnational expres-
sions of identity necessitates re- visiting discussions (fi rst raised in chapters 3 
and 4) on how competing claims of identity and community play out on the 
site of women’s bodies. One might, of course, make the same essential point 
in regard to LGBT rights, which are also a site of contestation in contemporary 
international politics.

A further recurring theme encountered throughout this book is that of 
the complexity of identities: the cross- cutting intersectionalities of class, 
race, gender and nationality. One of the most important developments in 
feminist IR since the late 1980s has been the increasing contribution made 
by postcolonial feminists. As is evident from the discussions in chapter 6, 
postcolonial theory also brings much to our understanding of the complex 
politics surrounding gender identities and sexualities, which is all too often 
– and problematically – framed in terms of West/non- West dichotomies and 
progressive/traditional binaries.

While postcolonial feminist work is not exclusively concerned with the 
politics of feminism (or indeed sexuality), this politics is an important theme 
in such work, but is given a twist in that postcolonial theorists problematize 
relationships between different groups of women, and activists and theorists 
who claim to speak for women. The same argument can and has been made 
in regard to gay rights activists (chapter 6). The politics of feminism has been 
addressed at various points in the book, but is especially pertinent to discus-
sions of nationalisms in chapter 4 and the infl uence of the feminist movement 
at the UN, addressed in chapters 9 and 10.

A key theme of chapter 10 was the challenge involved in constructing 
collective identities, negotiating differences and forging solidarities among 
feminist activists in diverse settings and locations around the world. This 
discussion, in turn, harks back to feminist and critical theoretical discussions 
on the ethical dilemmas and challenges posed by ‘difference’ and the possibili-
ties of negotiating differences in local, national and international contexts.
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235Conclusion

Neither feminist IR, nor the broader range of critical theories that engage 
with issues of identity, difference, gender and sexuality, can provide concrete, 
defi nitive answers to these quandaries. Postcolonial work has been particu-
larly important in advancing scholarship in this area, not least because it pins 
down these discussions concretely and so better elucidates the politics of such 
encounters. Power relations and material inequalities, along with cultural dif-
ferences, are always tied up in struggles to forge solidarity. However, confl ict 
can serve to generate creative tensions and encourage critical refl ection upon 
what divides women (and other social groups) and what unites them. Confl ict 
does not necessarily negate solidarity – confl ict can serve as a positive force, 
making participants face up to their complicity in reproducing inequalities 
between people. This facilitates a better understanding of where common 
ground might be constructed.

Inequality and Power

Last, but not least, and following on from the above, gendering IR raises myriad 
challenges to the understanding of power and power relations in IR and also 
addresses – again concretely – social relations of inequality both within and 
across nation- states. The world order of the early twenty- fi rst century, while 
radically changed in some respects, remains a world of stark inequalities. 
While there are differences between countries across the world, there are also 
many commonalities; and while the pattern of gendered inequality varies 
between regions, it is nevertheless a global phenomenon. While inequality is 
pertinent to many areas covered in this text – for example, citizenship, secu-
rity and human rights – inequality was afforded explicit and extended cover-
age in chapter 8 particularly. Feminist scholars have focused heavily on how 
global political and economic processes and development projects produce 
and reproduce inequalities.

Chapter 8 also afforded closer attention to the long- standing feminist con-
cerns with work, unpaid labour and social reproduction. The current fi nancial 
crisis only serves to illustrate – yet again – how deeply embedded distinctions 
between the public and private support highly unequal gender relations, 
resulting in a structural disadvantage to those charged with the duty of care- 
work and social reproduction more generally. These people are very often 
women. With regard to questions of power, focusing on gender in IR neces-
sarily encourages a rethinking of power relations. This is clear enough with 
respect to state- centric approaches to IR (such as neorealism and neoliberal 
institutionalism), but also applies to critical approaches, such as Gramscian 
IR that still tends to privilege class within an ostensibly transnational social 
relations framework.

The centrality of the concept of power to feminist thought and the myriad 
ways in which feminists theorize power have been explicitly addressed and 
elaborated throughout this book. At this juncture, however, it is worth noting 
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236 Gender and International Relations

– once again – how critical feminism, and most especially poststructuralist 
and postcolonial feminisms, also problematize power relations within the 
feminist movement. These interventions greatly complicate the project of 
gendering IR, yet the issues raised are too important to be conveniently 
sidelined in the interests of maintaining a singular and illusorily unifi ed 
feminist project in international relations or IR. Neither poststructuralist 
nor postcolonial feminists working in IR wholly eschew possibilities for 
building theoretical bridges, or indeed forging concrete political projects, 
around, for example, the human rights agenda or anti- globalization struggles. 
Postcolonial theorists particularly have been at pains to stress the structural 
and systemic dimensions of social inequality and unequal power relations. 
However, while the construction of collective identities and the forging of 
political projects that do not wholly negate differences might be possible, 
the realization of such requires genuinely open participation, dialogue and 
respect for the validity of different voices. Again, inequality and power rela-
tions are implicated here.

In Summation

In the early 1990s, the poststructuralist theorist Rob Walker described IR as 
a ‘crudely patriarchal’ discourse.7 The discipline had largely failed to notice 
the relevance of gender in international relations/politics. Nor had IR engaged 
with feminist scholarship, despite the weight of literature on gender in other 
subject areas within the social sciences. In 1992, V. Spike Peterson took stock 
of the emerging sub- fi eld of gender in IR and arrived at the conclusion that, 
as with other critical approaches, feminist IR seemed destined to, at best, 
merely ‘expand the margins’ of IR.8 This complaint about the marginality 
of gender studies and feminist scholarship specifi cally in IR has since been 
echoed by others.9 Moreover, as postcolonial theorists remind us, IR remains 
a discipline that is ostensibly devoted to the study of the international, but in 
reality remains heavily Western- centric. This criticism applies to the literature 
on gender in IR.

Nevertheless, since the late 1980s, the feminist project to ‘gender IR’10 has 
gathered a steady momentum. By 2001, Cynthia Enloe was able to point to 
successes measured by ‘how much is going on with feminist informed scholar-
ship in lots of different parts of the world’ and ‘department by department’ in 
which more scholars were ‘embracing gender analyses’.11 As is evidenced by 
the (unavoidably selective) coverage of academic research and major develop-
ments in the fi eld of policy and practice in international politics in this book, 
the case for the relevance of gender to IR has been made. Moreover, along 
with other strands of critical scholarship, feminist IR and, in more recent 
years, scholarship on masculinities and sexualities have shaken the bounda-
ries of ‘conventional’ IR on the theoretical and conceptual levels and greatly 
expanded the agenda of what is and is not considered to be a ‘legitimate’ focus 
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237Conclusion

of study in the fi eld. Furthermore, today the fi eld has been further enriched 
by the inclusion of cutting- edge work on men, masculinities and sexualities.

The project of gendering IR has achieved much since the late 1980s. Scholars 
working in the fi eld have collectively generated an extensive body of work 
on: IR theory; the state; citizenship, political identity and the construction 
of the boundaries of political community; international ethics; war, confl ict 
and confl ict resolution; peace and peacekeeping; security; political economy, 
globalization and development; the architecture and mechanisms of global 
governance; and human rights issues that cut across all of these areas. As 
Cynthia Enloe reminded the IR community back in 2001, scholarship on 
gender in IR has necessitated rethinking ‘what one needs to study, to teach 
and to make sense of politics’.12 In the process, this work has greatly enriched 
the discipline; the intellectual vibrancy and dynamism in the fi eld at present 
hold out great future promise.
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