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Chapter 7 
Feminist International Relations – The State of 
the Field                           

Elisabeth Prügl                    

There are many indicators that feminist IR is becoming an established subfield, 
including panels at major academic conferences, sections in professional organi-
zations, single-authored and edited books as well as journal articles … While the 
field initially exhibited a need to justify feminist approaches, scholars are now 
pursuing their work alongside or despite mainstream IR – they are getting on with 
it, often redefining IR in the process.1 

 
Annick Wibben’s assessment bears witness to the remarkable accomplish-
ments of feminist scholars in International Relations (IR) who, only twenty 
years ago, began to scale the ramparts of this thoroughly masculinist field. At 
the time, these scholars, often at the beginning of their careers, began to ques-
tion the subtexts of a field that largely had excluded women and that was 
blind to its own masculinist biases. Women began to meet in their own con-
ferences, started to write against the grain, founded the Feminist Theory and 
Gender Studies (FTGS) section of the International Studies Association 
(ISA) in 1990, and the ISA Women’s Caucus in 1993.2 In the course of the 
decade, the feminist IR network broadened and progressively institutional-
ized. In spring of 1999, the first issue of International Feminist Journal of 
Politics (IFJP) was published, becoming a major outlet for scholarship of 
feminist international relations. Today, feminist IR is well-established: FTGS 
regularly features more than 50 panels at ISA meetings, IR textbooks include 
sections on feminist approaches, and feminist IR produces a steady stream of 
scholarship.  

Writing against an exclusionary bastion, the first generation of feminist 
IR scholarship took on conceptual underpinnings that functioned to sanitize 
the field from the disturbances of feminism. This included epistemological 
critiques questioning positivist premises as well as biases in the theoretical 
construction of self-interested, autonomous state actors (Grant and Newland 

                                                           
1 Wibben 2004, 98. 
2 Karen Erickson (2004) recounts the story of the origins of the Women’s Caucus and of the 

increasing participation of women in ISA. 
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1991; Tickner 1992; Peterson 1992a and b; Sylvester 1994). Feminist schol-
ars also sought to make visible women in international politics and argued for 
the relevance of gender as an analytical lens (Enloe 1989; 1993; Peterson and 
Runyan 1993). These critiques defined feminist scholarship in IR, establish-
ing its legitimacy and preparing the grounds for feminist empirical research.  

The relationship of feminist IR to the mainstream remains “troubled,” 
however, and much of the field untouched by feminist critiques. Some have 
considered this a matter of concern (e.g. Tickner 1997; 2001; Locher and 
Prügl 2001); yet others have warned against “yearn[ing] to be a tight IR in-
sider” and argued for going on with the business of feminist scholarship un-
tied from the strictures of the discipline (Sylvester 2004, p. 59; Zalewski 
1998). While there have been “promising” (Wibben 2004) engagements with 
feminist work by the mainstream (e.g. Jones 1996 with responses by Carver, 
Cochran and Squires 1998; and Carpenter 2002 with responses by Carver 
2003; Zalewski 2003; Kinsella 2003; Goldstein 2001 discussed by Evangel-
ista 2003; Prügl 2003; Kier 2003), more importantly there has been a prolif-
eration of empirical work as feminists produce knowledge on pressing issues 
of our times (Tickner 2004, 50). In what follows, I review a part of this litera-
ture, namely that which addresses itself to issues of security and political 
economy, and summarize major strands of argument.  

Feminist Security Studies 

The disjuncture between feminist approaches and the IR mainstream is per-
haps most pronounced in the subfield of security studies, long considered one 
of the most exclusionary domains of IR.3 The disjuncture stems from pro-
foundly different ontologies: Where mainstream IR focuses on unitary states 
and their security, feminists are concerned with individuals and their bodily 
security. Where the normative inclination of mainstream IR is to stabilize 
systems and orders, feminists are concerned with changing oppressive struc-
tures. Where mainstream IR imagines autonomous, rational actors, feminists 
see gendered and militarized identities constructed relationally (Tickner 

                                                           
3 While I am concerned with the exclusion of feminist ideas, the dearth of women’s partici-

pation in ISA sections focusing on security is telling. Between the 2002 and 2004 ISA con-
ferences women’s participation on panels sponsored by the International Security Studies 
section dropped from 29.6 to 23.9 percent, and from 15.5 to 12.2 percent on panels spon-
sored by the Diplomatic Studies section. However, women’s participation increased from 
17 percent to 26 percent in the Scientific Study of International Processes panels, and from 
11.8 to 16.7 percent in the Intelligence Studies section. Yet, this compares to an overall par-
ticipation rate of women at the conference of 33.2 percent in 2002 and 34.1 percent in 2004. 
See Sarkees 2004. 
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2001, 48; 1992; Steans 1998; Enloe 1993; 2000; Locher and Prügl 2001; 
Youngs 2004). Spike Peterson makes clear the threat that these feminist cri-
tiques pose to the IR mainstream:  

... analytically and structurally exposing how gender operates to constitute the 
theory and practice of IR is thoroughly disruptive. It disturbs foundational con-
cepts, conventional dichotomies, familiar explanations, and even the discipline’s 
boundaries. It effectively demasculinizes the discipline. I believe that many who 
sense these systemic implications resist feminism not because they deny its truths 
but because they prefer their investment in the current arrangements of sex, gen-
der, IR, and theory (2004, 42).  
 

Despite these incompatibilities, feminists have made important inroads in se-
curity studies. Some have adopted positivist language to appeal to the main-
stream. This includes proliferating scholarship on the role of gender in de-
mocratic peace that has found a correlation between domestic norms of 
gender equality and a tendency of states to go to war (Caprioli 2004; Caprioli 
2003; Caprioli and Boyer 2001; Regan and Paskeviciute 2003; Tessler and 
Warriner 1997). Others have latched on to constructivist critiques that have 
gained a foothold in security studies, and yet others have refused the main-
stream. The issues they have sought to address include why men dominate in 
war-fighting, how international practices co-produce women’s subordination 
and war, and how feminist movements produce change in institutional con-
texts, including peacekeeping operations and militaries. 

Men and Women – Protectors and Protected 

Joshua Goldstein’s book on War and Gender (2001) compiles a vast range of 
evidence from different disciplines exploring the reasons for men’s predomi-
nance in war fighting. Employing a positivist format of hypothesis-testing, he 
finds that “small, innate biological gender differences in average size, 
strength, and roughness of play” combine with the “cultural modeling of 
tough, brave men, who feminize their enemies to encode domination (Gold-
stein 2001, 406)” to explain the cross-cultural uniformity in the association of 
warfare with men. Biology and culture interact to produce a universal pattern, 
but in a strikingly novel suggestion, culture is stubbornly stable while biology 
emerges as comparatively malleable. Goldstein’s book has received consid-
erable attention and critique. It provides a much needed corrective to the bi-
ology is destiny argument revived by Francis Fukuyama when he suggested 
that women cannot run the world because it is dangerous and their peaceful 
inclinations cannot counter manly aggression (1998; for critiques see Tickner 
1999; Ehrenreich et. al. 1999). It also constitutes a rich compilation of em-
pirical findings from biology, anthropology, psychology, history, and 
women’s studies. Critics have bemoaned Goldstein’s focus on the individual 
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studies. Critics have bemoaned Goldstein’s focus on the individual level of 
analysis, his tendency to attach gender to individuals (men and women) and 
his blindness to gender as a construct that informs a variety of social forms 
(including institutions and discourses). They also have disagreed with his 
static, binary, and implicitly heterosexist understanding of gender that pre-
supposes cultural uniformities between women and men (Evangelista 2001; 
Prügl 2001; D’Amico 2003). 

More commonly, feminists have rejected positivism and employed con-
structivist and post-structuralist approaches to the question of men’s pre-
dominance in war. These approaches lead them to ask not so much about 
what causes men to go to war as about the places of women in war, the en-
twining of masculinism and militarism, and the construction of masculinity 
through war. Feminists have probed the strange debate around gays in the 
military, the way in which gays pose a threat not to the effectiveness of mili-
taries but to the construction of militarist masculinities (Cohn 1998; Kier 
1998). Feminists also have explored the way in which military interventions 
produce gendered national identities. Thus, the first Gulf War projected an 
image of the United States as “tough and tender,” taking on a new 
responsibility in a unipolar world while establishing a “new world order” 
masculinity (Niva 1998). In contrast, the war on terror has employed gender 
in order to reinforce mutual hostilities, and the association of men with war 
fighting renewed their legitimacy as actors in world politics while devaluing 
the agency of women (Tickner 2002). Women in this war again were 
relegated to the role of victims – victims and relatives of victims of 9/11; 
victims of the Taliban regime, whose plight served to justify war (Pettman 
2004). Apparently the war system and sexism, militarism and patriarchy, 
continue to be firmly intertwined (Reardon 1985; Enloe 2000).  

When probing patriarchy and the war system, feminists often have de-
scribed the way in which male protectors and feminine “protectees,” mascu-
line warriors and feminine “beautiful souls” constitute each other in political 
theory and public discourse (Stiehm 1982; Elshtain 1987). Iris Marion Young 
(2003), in an article informed by a deep concern about the militarization of 
the United States, has reformulated this argument as “the logic of masculinist 
protection.” She documents the appeal of the concept of the masculine pro-
tector not only in the creation of masculine and feminine identities, but also 
for the creation of a security state “that wages war abroad and expects obedi-
ence and loyalty at home.” She urges us to deny leaders the role of the mas-
culine protector lest we end up accepting “a more authoritarian and paternal-
istic state power, which gets its support partly from the unity a threat pro-
duces and our gratitude for protection (Young 2003, 2).” Internationally, 
feminists have observed a silencing of critique not only in the US but also by 
the US. Haideh Moghissi (2003, 595) professes her horror in the face of 
“President Bush’s war cry that ‘you are either with us or with the terrorists’ 
and John Ashcroft’s unambiguous condemnation of all criticism of the 
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John Ashcroft’s unambiguous condemnation of all criticism of the admini-
stration as ‘giving ammunition to America’s enemies.’” For her, this lan-
guage evoked Iranian politics under Ayatollah Khomeini, the empowerment 
of “right-wing forces” and the unleashing of “violent patriarchal religious 
zealots,” which forced her to flee her home country.  

Feminists around the world also have bemoaned the new racism asserting 
itself in post-9/11 policies, “the privileging of white-Western suffering over 
and above everyone else’s political concerns (Abood 2003, 577; also Couani 
2003).” African feminists have recalled the terror attacks in Kenya and Tan-
zania and the disproportionate number of Africans that died in those attacks. 
At the same time, the US government acted as if African lives did not matter 
(Ajayi-Soyinka 2003). “What Africans are asking,” Obioma Nnaemeka 
(2003, 602) points out, “is that humaneness be stretched to the point where an 
American life is equal to a Kenyan, Sudanese, or Tanzanian life.” Feminists 
also have professed a sense of powerlessness in the face of the proliferation 
of warfare, the killing of civilians in Afghanistan “at a rate four times higher 
than that of the NATO bombardment of Kosovo and Serbia three years ear-
lier (Kostash 2003, 591),” but also a coming together in new global move-
ments such as Women in Black.  

The gendered protector/protected logic also informs humanitarian inter-
ventions and the construction of “the civilian” as the one to be protected. 
Charli Carpenter (2003) has shown how international organizations have 
used “women and children” as a proxy for “civilians.” Thus, in the former 
Yugoslavia, evacuations of civilians excluded fighting-age males although 
they were the explicit target of Serb massacres and most in need of interna-
tional protection. Carpenter in part blames feminists who have argued that 
women and children suffer disproportionately in war. But Helen Kinsella 
(2004) suggests discourses of gender do not merely denote the distinction be-
tween combatants and civilians in an arbitrary fashion, but actually produce 
this difference through operations of power. Thus, “the structural and produc-
tive power of sex and sex difference” is embedded in the laws of war, visible 
in the writings of Grotius and in the Geneva Convention Relative to the Pro-
tection of Civilian Persons in Times of War, producing the gendered catego-
ries of combatant and innocent (or civilian) while constructing gender ine-
quality. Carpenter’s observations in the Balkans thus can be interpreted as an 
outcome of the way gender produces actors and targets in international law.  

Women, Gender, and United Nations Peacekeeping 

In addition to these discursive analyses, in the post-Cold War era, feminists 
have begun to explore the role gender plays in the United Nations and in in-
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stitutions more broadly (Cohn and Enloe 2003). The institutionalization of 
gender mainstreaming and the adoption of Security Council resolution 1325 
(on mainstreaming gender into peacekeeping operations) in October 2000 
provided additional impetus for scholarly attention to the role of gender in 
UN peacekeeping. Feminists have scrutinized the peacekeeping missions of 
the 1990s, intrigued by the association of masculinized militaries with creat-
ing “peace,” a category often discursively constructed as the feminine coun-
terpart to masculine war-making. What was one to make of this cross-
dressing of militaries as peacekeepers and peacemakers? Not surprisingly, 
studies have found contradictions in abundance.  

Whitworth (2004) vividly illustrates the contradictions that emerge when 
soldiers, trained to become “killing machines,” are entrusted with peacekeeping 
operations that require them to keep under tabs precisely the characteristics that 
they have been taught to excel in, i.e. the capability and willingness to employ 
violence. In Cambodia, peacekeeping facilitated a transition to democracy and 
civilian peacekeepers supported women’s increased political participation, 
while at the same time peacekeepers were engaged in sexual abuse and created 
a flourishing market in prostitution involving Cambodian women returning 
from refugee camps. For Canada, peacekeepers functioned as a source of pride 
and identity helping construct the country as a good global citizen; they threw 
the country into a crisis of identity when reports surfaced from Somalia impli-
cating Canada’s elite troops with torturing and killing Somalis and with racist, 
homophobic, and misogynist practices (see also Razack 2004).  

The role of peacekeeping for the formation of Dutch national identity 
figures in a collection of European scholarship on the experiences in Bosnia-
Herzegovina (Cockburn and Zarkov 2002). Like the Canadians, the Dutch 
draw on their peacekeeping military as a source of national pride, and the 
Dutch press evoked notions of national trauma when Dutch troops failed to 
prevent the slaughter of Muslim civilians in Srebrenica (Zarkov 2002; De 
Leeuw 2002; Dudnik 2002). This literature emphasizes the continuity be-
tween wartimes and pre- and post-war situations, interrogates how pre-war 
constructions of masculinity make possible war atrocities and how post-war 
reconstructions inscribe militarism into states and societies. The lack of atten-
tion to issues of gender inequality in reconstructing Bosnia-Herzegovina, and 
the disregard for the plight of trafficked women who fed the peacekeepers’ 
appetite for prostitutes all were extensions of masculinist and militarist prac-
tices into post-war situations, urging us to pay attention to apparently uninter-
rupted processes of masculinization/militarization (Enloe 2002; Rees 2002). 
Indeed, feminist interrogations of war have linked militarism and patriarchy, 
locating the reasons for militarism in various forms of misogyny and leading 
to an imperative of fighting patriarchy in order to overcome war (e.g. Was-
muht 2002; Mathis 2002; Zwingel 2003).  
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Part of this scholarship examines how peacekeeping missions have paid 
attention to gender (or not), finding little commitment on the part of leaders, 
but also documenting incipient efforts to train militaries and showing that 
missions with strong civilian components (that typically include more wom-
en) have tended to be particularly successful (Mazurana 2002; Carey 2001). 
Louise Olsson (2001) describes this dynamic in the UN mission in Namibia, 
where an unusually large number of women participated as a result of a long 
planning period and of a commitment to professionalism on the part of the 
mission’s leadership. Henry Carey (2001) provides a comprehensive over-
view of gender mainstreaming in a range of peacekeeping operations, from 
Namibia to Burundi, finding successes in the fact that gender mainstreaming 
is included in many mandates, but also reporting difficulties with the prose-
cution of rape crimes both when the violators are in-country nationals and 
when they are peacekeepers. Sherill Whittington (2003) recounts the fascinat-
ing story of mainstreaming gender into the UN mission fostering the transi-
tion in East Timor. Here commitment by the leadership enabled extensive 
gender training, data collection, a campaign against domestic violence, and 
work on gender issues with East Timorese civil society actors. The result was 
an election in which women took 27 percent of seats in the Constituent As-
sembly and made up 40 percent of the commissions charged with preparing a 
new constitution.  

Feminists also are reporting on the successes and constraints of efforts to 
mainstream gender into the operations of civilian intergovernmental and non-
governmental organizations involved in post-war reconstruction and conflict 
prevention. For example, while Oxfam has had a gender policy since 1993, 
its implementation has been patchy. In humanitarian relief situations, a series 
of dichotomies, such as the distinction between “hard” technical interventions 
(such as providing water) and “soft” interventions (such as awareness-raising, 
education, group formation), short-term and long-term programming, has 
functioned to marginalize women and their skills (Williams 2002). Similar 
dichotomies existed in the OSCE mission to prevent ethnic conflict in Esto-
nia, where the linguist and social science competence of female diplomats 
was considered less valuable than the legal competence of the men (Birken-
bach 2002).  

Peacekeeping missions and post-war reconstruction efforts also have 
raised questions about how peacekeeping militaries should be changed to ac-
count for gender more extensively. In interviews, Bosnian women active in 
NGOs have emphasized that they valued peacekeeping militaries for provid-
ing security. But they also wished for a change in military culture, creating an 
“international military regime” in which peacekeepers recognized and re-
spected the contribution of women’s organizations to building democracy, in 
which militaries were accessible and ready to cooperate with women’s or-
ganizations, in which militaries were sensitive to local culture, and which 
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izations, in which militaries were sensitive to local culture, and which would 
allow soldiers to show their humanity (Cockburn and Hubic 2002). Cockburn 
and Hubic report anecdotes of women soldiers reaching out to local groups, 
but also of those unresponsive to local efforts. Kari Karamé (2001) similarly 
tells of meetings and friendships between women in Southern Lebanon and 
women soldiers in the Norwegian battalion of the peacekeeping operation.  

Overall, however, little scholarly attention has focused on what women’s 
increasing presence in militaries means for war or post-war reconstruction. 
Scholars have noted a change in the public status of militaries: they are no 
longer just “war machineries” but also public employers required to submit to 
the same laws as all other employers (Eifler 2002). The development has 
been particularly pronounced in Europe, where the European Court of Justice 
has ruled against the exclusion of women from European militaries on the 
grounds of non-discrimination. But while some have speculated that militar-
ies will change “if service is no longer a way to demonstrate manhood 
(Stiehm 1989, 7),” Eifler has suggested that both the US and Russian militar-
ies have found new ways of “doing gender” that have secured women’s ex-
clusion and marginalization, the Russians by locking women into short-term 
labor contracts that supposedly are to be applied to men as well in the future, 
the Americans through combat exclusion. In both cases, there is an enormous 
struggle over the threatened loss of military masculinity. 

Feminist Political Economy 

Rationalist approaches dominate the subfield of International Political Econ-
omy with a focus on negotiations and inter-state cooperation. Feminists have 
made few inroads into this type of IPE. Instead, they have contributed to a 
critical IPE that embeds economic processes in society and interrogates the 
relationships of power that constitute economic interaction. Because critical 
IPE is a multi-disciplinary endeavor, it more easily resonates with the exten-
sive literature on gender and development and with feminist writings in the 
social sciences more broadly.  

Feminist interventions in critical IPE have centered in particular on mak-
ing visible women’s paid and unpaid labor and on integrating understandings 
of that labor into theoretical approaches to political economy. Feminists have 
brought post-structuralist, post-colonial, and neo-Marxist orientations to this 
purpose. With the surge to prominence of gender mainstreaming, some inter-
ventions also have begun to focus on the way in which institutions reproduce 
gender, broadening the emphasis from a focus on women’s labor to gendered 
economic regulations, and employing organizational and institutionalist ap-
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proaches to highlight the gendered underpinnings of neo-liberal economic re-
gimes.  

Making Women’s Labor Visible: From Manufacturing to 
Services and Care 

Globalization has brought into relief women’s labor in new ways. Feminist 
interventions in the 1980s and 1990s described the emerging role of women 
as assembly line workers under a new international division of labor in manu-
facturing (Fernandez-Kelly 1983; Tiano 1994; Cravey 1998), the ambiguous 
impacts of neo-liberal policies from free trade to structural adjustment (sum-
marized in Benería 2003; Çatağay, Elson and Grown 1995), and the dual and 
interrelated processes of the flexibilization and feminization of labor (Ward 
1990; Mitter 1992; Boris and Prügl 1996). At the turn of the 20th century, 
feminists also turned their attention to the burgeoning and increasingly glob-
alized services industry that organizes women’s care labor into transregional 
“care chains” (Yeates 2004).4  

Feminists have become alarmed about a newly emerging international 
division of labor in services. Third World women increasingly migrate to 
work as nannies, maids, and sex workers in Europe, the US, East Asia and 
the Middle East. They enable women in Europe and the US to work outside 
the home and women in Taiwan to mitigate the traditionally tense relation-
ship with their mothers in law. They also allow men to continue to evade 
their “second shift.” Migrating women send remittances to give their children 
a basic standard of living and an education. At the same time, the new global-
ized services economy has created a “deficit of care” in sending countries; 
global economic inequality is being extended to reproductive labor and the 
labor of love (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002; Lan 2002; Parreñas 2002; 
2001).  

Sex work is one aspect of the new international division of labor in ser-
vices, emerging together with proliferating inequalities and with the expan-
sion of international tourism (Cabeza 2004; Outshoorn 2004). The phenome-
non of internationalized sex work has spawned a rich and sometimes conten-
tious literature. Activists and scholars fight and argue against coercive prac-
tices in the sex industry, including the enslavement of sex workers and inter-
national trafficking of women and girls for the purposes of prostitution (Bales 
                                                           
4 This does not mean that concern with practices in manufacturing has ceased. One major ar-

ea of investigation is highly exploitative flexible forms of manufacturing enabled by inter-
national globalization and their regulation (Prügl 1999a; Chowdhry 2001). For an overview 
of the gendered impacts of globalization in manufacturing, services, and agriculture, and of 
the gendered impacts of global governance practices see Wichterich 2000. 
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2002; Hanochi 2001).  In parallel, prostitutes increasingly have organized, 
redefined themselves as sex workers and are attacking the “old tired ethics” 
that have painted all forms of prostitution as exploitation. Scholars have doc-
umented this movement and criticized international discourses on prostitution 
for their cultural imperialism and for denying agency to Third World prosti-
tutes (Kampadoo and Doezema 1998). Furthermore, they have highlighted 
the racism embedded in global desire industries.  

Post-colonialist feminists have expanded this line of argument to Inter-
national Relations more broadly, describing the relationship between West-
erners and Third World women service workers as an enactment of post-
colonial relations of conquest and desire (Ling 2002). In the neo-liberal eco-
nomic order, an “economy of desire” constitutes reproductive labor as an ex-
tension of sexual relations that makes racialized and naturalized Third 
World women available to men, both in the West and within the Third 
World (Agathangelou 2002; 2004). The work of women, migrants, and chil-
dren sustains a “techno-muscular capitalism” – global market competition 
driven by technology – by providing the “intimate labor” that complements 
the work of a largely male, techno-managerial elite (Chang and Ling 2000). 
The masculinist states of newly emerging economies are implicated in these 
processes. Here, foreign maids enable the constitution of middle-class iden-
tities and of nationalist state identities as modern within the context of 
Western hegemony (Agathangelou 2002; Chang and Ling 2000; Chin 1998; 
Han and Ling 1998; Ling 2002; Jeffrey 2002). The approach interweaves a 
theorization of post-colonial relations with gender relations, making visible 
the complex interactions of privatized and public forms of power in the in-
ternational economy, while providing an inroad to understanding relations 
between “the West” and “the rest” in the area of security as well (Agathan-
gelou and Ling 2004).  

The post-colonial literature identifies gender not only in women’s and 
men’s labor power, but also in the relationship between North and South, 
East and West. This approach facilitates an understanding of not just people 
but economic orders as gendered, sexed and racialized. The practice of gen-
der mainstreaming latches on to this more structural (if not post-structural) 
understanding of gender and other status dichotomies, taming it for institu-
tionalist purposes. 

Gender and Global Economic Governance 

The feminist emphasis on political practice has led many to question prevail-
ing images of globalization as unavoidable and unstoppable. Georgina Way-
len (2004, 558) has argued forcefully that “globalization is not an immutable 

This content downloaded from 
������������195.176.239.100 on Wed, 20 Jul 2022 12:03:07 UTC������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Feminist International Relations – The State of the Field 185  

 

and irresistible force” (see also Bergeron 2001). Acknowledging this fact 
makes processes of globalization amenable to political intervention. Accord-
ingly, Waylen argues, it is necessary for feminist practice to understand the 
ways in which global economic processes are constructed and regulated. She 
emphasizes the need to probe not only women’s labor in workplaces and 
households, but also neo-liberal policies and the gendered norms, discourses, 
and ideologies surrounding globalization. Feminist scholars have examined 
such governance from different perspectives. They have employed discursive 
and institutionalist approaches to highlight the gendered underpinnings of 
neo-liberal economic regimes.  

Focusing on gendered discourses in the global media, Charlotte Hooper 
(2001; 2000) has explored constructions of bourgeois-rational and citizen-
warrior models of hegemonic masculinity in The Economist. Patricia Price 
(2000) has identified a rhetorical similarity between discourses of female 
slenderness promoted in magazines and self-help writings, and free-market 
reforms promoted by the Bretton Woods institutions and popularized in busi-
ness journals such as The Economist. The corporeal effects of these dis-
courses are similar: they produce hunger and renew borders between 
femininity and masculinity, between have-nots and haves. 

The transition to capitalism in Eastern Europe has served as a quasi-
experiment for scholars probing the gendered construction of markets. While 
most feminists are critical of the claim that socialism entailed gender equal-
ity, comparative research on the economic status of women in East and West 
during the Cold War has found more gender equity under communism. For 
example, Éva Fodor (2004) argues that “the state socialist emancipation pro-
ject” in Hungary was successful in that it enabled women to participate in 
various forms of “workplace authority.” By comparison, Austrian women 
had many fewer chances of career advancement. The transition to capitalism 
has entailed significant losses for women in Eastern Europe in terms of em-
ployment, social services, reproductive rights, and representation in parlia-
ments (Einhorn 1993).  

Jacqui True (2003) describes the gendered construction of consumer 
markets in the Czech Republic. Here sex and gender were newly employed in 
marketing and advertising campaigns, producing women as sex objects and 
Western products as providing virile potency. True connects the creation of 
gendered consumer markets to the creation of differently gendered labor 
markets (2000), an increasingly feminized public sector and masculinized 
private and foreign enclave sectors. And she connects them to the creation of 
a gendered civil and political society, the masculinization of politics and the 
feminization of the civic sphere. She concludes that “globalization and gen-
dering processes are inextricably bound (2003, 175).”  
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The transition to capitalism in Eastern Europe has involved changes not 
only in the area of production, but also in reproduction. Feminist sociologists 
and anthropologists have studied these changes. They have analyzed the in-
tense struggles over women’s reproductive rights (abortion in particular) and 
described pervasive redefinitions of everyday gender relations. Shifting gen-
der divisions of labor in the household; new rules guiding sexual relations 
and friendships; new economic roles and opportunities together with new 
wage inequalities, all bear witness to the restructuring of gender orders that 
economic restructuring has entailed (Gal and Kligman 2000). 

Fodor, True, and the studies reported in Gal and Kligman all, to some ex-
tent, link the gendering of political economies to state institutions. Feminists 
in International Relations have extended this understanding to the “interna-
tionalized state,” arguing that global economic governance also (re)produces 
gender. Shirin Rai (2004) has suggested that the notion of global governance 
is an ideology that has “constitutionalized” neo-liberalism, privileging dis-
courses of efficiency over the common good, separating economics from pol-
itics, and ignoring the degree to which markets are socially embedded and 
gendered.  

Interestingly, much feminist literature exploring international institutions 
(the internationalized state) has focused on human rights, and less on eco-
nomic governance, and has documented the emergence of a “global gender 
equality regime” (Kardam 2004; Berkovitch 1999; Joachim 1999; 2003; 
Zwingel 2005; Inglehart and Norris 2003). To the extent that feminists have 
studied international economic governance, they have investigated the gen-
dered rules of (neo-)liberal economics rather than policy-making in interna-
tional institutions. Feminist political economists (Elson 2000; Elson and 
Çatağay 2000; Ferber and Nelson 1993; 2003) have provided a reconceptu-
alization of economics that accounts for the regulative values produced by 
states and the care values produced in a reproductive economy. Spike Peter-
son (2003; 2002) suggests a new framework for seeing the global political 
economy as consisting of a productive, reproductive, and virtual economy. 
This allows her to shed light on the production of value in areas typically 
considered marginal in mainstream economics (households, informal sector, 
but also virtual space) and on the processes of biological and social reproduc-
tion accomplished through socialization. Isabella Bakker (2003) similarly 
foregrounds processes of social reproduction to argue that the shift in the in-
ternational economic order from “embedded liberalism” to “disciplinary neo-
liberalism” also has entailed a shift in gender order. Following Brigitte 
Young (2001), she suggests that this has involved the reprivatization of pro-
duction, the decline of the family wage model, and the renegotiation of pri-
vate and public spheres. These models constitute an important correction to 
the production-focused masculinist bias of liberal economics. 
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As gender mainstreaming has become a preferred strategy for advancing 
gender equality in the UN system, the European Union and in governments 
around the world (Mazey 2001; True and Mintrom 2001; True 2003; Rai 
2003), there is an increasing demand for studies that probe ways in which in-
ternational institutions perpetuate gender biases in all kinds of issues areas, 
including economic policies. A few studies have begun to address gender 
politics in economic institutions, often drawing on the discursive critiques of 
neo-liberalism. Anne Sisson Runyan (1999) identified a neo-liberal “fram-
ing” of women’s economic and political advancement in the Economic 
Commission on Europe’s regional discussions leading up to the Beijing 
Women’s Conference. Focusing on international labor rules, Prügl (1999a 
and b) documented the way in which ILO Conventions constructed the cate-
gory “worker” as masculine by disregarding work that takes place in the 
home. Feminists in International Relations are now moving beyond these en-
gagements with the internationalized state, exploring gender in policy sectors 
that have remained largely untouched by feminist critiques. They are interro-
gating the way in which finance, trade, agricultural, and transportation poli-
cies are gendered and are proposing ways in which these policies could ad-
dress gender inequalities (Sen 2000; Bisnath 2001; Prügl 2004a; Polk 2004). 
In this way they are adding to the extensive existing literature on the signifi-
cance of gender in employment, social and development policies (e.g. Sains-
bury 1999; Lewis 1998; Mazur 2002; Benería 2003; Rai 2002). 

Gender mainstreaming, the systematic incorporations of gender consid-
erations into all stages of policy, program, and project cycles, has had am-
biguous outcomes.  Governments and international organizations increasingly 
have adopted the rhetoric of gender mainstreaming and the strategy has 
spawned innovative changes in public management. One of these changes is 
the introduction of “gender budgets” spearheaded by UNIFEM (now UN 
Women) that have found imitators in various countries (Elson 2004). Yet 
gender mainstreaming sometimes has become an excuse for cutting women-
focused programs and has entailed the incorporation of equality goals under 
institutional agendas. The World Bank in particular has been faulted for in-
strumentalizing gender equality, making it a tool to further economic growth 
(Bessis 2001; Prügl and Church 2006). Furthermore, gender mainstreaming 
has run up against patriarchal organizational cultures and against the con-
straints of macro-economic and macro-political environments (Braunmühl 
2002). 

Considerable debate exists among feminists about the value of gender 
mainstreaming. Rai (2004) cautiously argues that feminists need to engage 
with state institutions that enable global governance. Similarly, Ruth Pearson 
(2004) urges feminists to generate workable policy proposals directed to-
wards states, translating feminist economic analysis into “effective political 
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action.” But others have been wary, seeing dangers of cooptation and the 
suppression of difference among women as typical for engagements with the 
state (Rai 2004; Wood 2004; Bessis 2001). Bergeron (2001; 2004) further 
cautions that “state-centric” approaches tend to take global capitalism as giv-
en, as an outside force that can be moderated but not fundamentally changed. 
Focusing on the state limits the feminist imagination from envisioning more 
radical alternatives. But feminists working in international institutions and 
others have refused this dichotomous framing, emphasizing the need to com-
bine gender mainstreaming approaches with women’s empowerment and the 
need for femocrats to work in conjunction with movement actors (Zaoudé 
and Sandler 2001; Prügl 2004b).  

Conclusion 

This review of the state of a field is incomplete, both because of the size of 
the field and of the limitations of the author. Here I took on two well-defined, 
large subfields in International Relations, i.e. security studies and interna-
tional political economy, and probed feminist interventions. There are other 
important areas where internationally oriented feminist scholars have made 
important contributions. In particular, there is a proliferating literature on de-
mocratization both at the state level and at the international level. Literatures 
on global civil society, the role of international advocacy networks and of 
women’s movements fit into this body of literature, as do writings on femi-
nist strategy. They are a central part of contemporary feminist International 
Relations and my lack of attention to these writings here should not distract 
from their centrality to the field (e.g. Jaquette 2003; Naples and Desai 2002; 
Molyneux and Razavi 2002; Braig and Wölte 2002; Liebowitz 2002; Eschle 
2001; Kelly et al. 2001; Ackerly 2000). 

The purpose of this essay is to document the considerable richness of 
feminist scholarship in International Relations. It is a self-confident scholar-
ship that has moved from talking at the mainstream to constituting itself as a 
distinct body of knowledge that the mainstream ignores at its own peril. Fem-
inist analyses of masculinity, war- and peace-making provide trenchant an-
swers to understanding IR’s classic question – why war? Feminist studies of 
women’s work in all economic sectors and in reproduction complete the par-
tial picture of globalization offered by liberal economics. And feminist explo-
rations of gendered, racialized, and sexed messages in economic conduct help 
answer questions about the causes of poverty and inequality. Feminist Inter-
national Relations thus has emerged as a field of scholarship central to under-
standing the pathologies of our global world. 
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