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In many respects, the development of feminist and gender scholarship in the discipline of IR is nothing short of a
success story. Since the 1990s, when feminist work had a major break-through in the field, much has happened to
IR. There are now multiple robust research agendas on gender in international politics, and these have been
institutionalized in the discipline. The International Feminist Journal of Politics will turn 20 years this year, serving as
a hub for much of the large body of gender scholarship that has emerged in IR and beyond. A range of IR journals,
including high impact journals such as the European Journal of International Relations, International Political
Sociology and Security Dialogue regularly publish articles on gender in international politics. The number of sections,
panels and papers on gender at the major IR conventions is impressive. In addition to attending to gender as a
crucial and often central dimension in international politics, IR is more diverse and more inclusive as a result. This is
something to celebrate, a reason to feel optimism about disciplinary developments. 

That said, I can’t help but also worry about certain developments with respects to gender in the discipline. I struggle
to represent this worry properly, as I am well aware that one’s view on disciplinary developments is a function of
where one sits within the field. Also, much has already been said over the years about the (lack of) integration of
feminist work in the broader discipline. What this short text offers are some brief reflections on what I see as worrying
contemporary trends with respect to how gender is integrated into IR, followed by three simple suggestions for how to
avoid masking or writing gender out of scholarly analyses.

In simple gloss, my concern is this: although feminist/gender scholarship has made it into most disciplinary
conventions and publication venues, too much IR scholarship proceeds without paying any attention to feminist work
whatsoever, going on as if gender were not a fundamental dimension of international politics. The problem is not that
individual monographs or specific authors ignore gender. No single author or piece of scholarship can cover
everything. My work is as limited as anyone else’s, and I certainly don’t cover all relevant dimensions of the issues I
research. Rather than a problem of individual scholars or particular pieces of scholarship, this is a problem that
concerns the more general direction of whole research agendas. To give a few examples, too much work on status
seeking, diplomatic practices, imperialism and the global emergence of capitalism is essentially silent on the
importance of gender.

I find this truly puzzling. Gender is so fundamental to human relations that it is difficult to find a single institution,
process or relation that is not at least partly gendered. There is furthermore so much readily available feminist
scholarship to borrow from, within IR, but also within history, sociology or gender studies. And yet in too much
otherwise fabulous work, it is as if gender is irrelevant. I honestly can’t wrap my head around it.

Clearly, not all scholarship has to make gender central all the time. No work can do everything. But it is also not
sufficient to separate out and leave gender to “feminist scholarship” or “the gender chapter” at the end of an edited
volume, as if gender were a distinctive subfield within IR of little relevance to anyone else. To properly understand
processes and practices of state-formation, diplomacy, empires, revolutions or capitalism, gender analyses need to
be woven in, at least some of the time. But this rarely happens. Instead, gender analyses tend to appear separately
and in parallel, as if only of importance to those specifically interested in gender.
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I worry about the implications of the parallel status of gender analyses for how IR develops ahead. What lessons do
PhD-students learn when so many agenda-setting scholars in IR write about issues and processes of major
importance without any attention to gender? If gender is made invisible in hot new research agendas, written out of
widely read and award-winning publications, then many students and other readers are given the impression that
gender does not matter to major global developments. They are likely to come to the conclusion that there is little to
learn about what they might consider to be “core” disciplinary concerns from the thriving but parallel universe of
feminist work inside and outside IR.

I also worry about the implications of the parallel state of feminist IR scholarship in the face of the intensifying attacks
on gender studies more broadly. Various actors – ranging from far right populists to the conservative wing of the
Catholic Church and academics speaking in the name of True Science – are gaining force in their claims that gender
scholarship is an “ideologically driven pseudo-science” that should be purged from academia (see e.g. Kuhar and
Paternotte 2017; Lilleslåtten 2018; Redden 2018; Sørum 2018). Anti-gender forces are on the rise around the world,
and gender scholarship is on their agenda. Feminist scholars are subjected to threats and are expressing fear and
anxiety not only about their funding sources and institutional platforms, but at times also about their personal safety
(see e.g. Elbied Pettersson 2018; Evans 2019; Redden 2018). In fact, as I was writing this piece, what turned out to
be a fake bomb was placed at the door of the Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research at the University of
Gothenburg (Expressen Dec 18, 2018). As I was revising it, gender studies was referred to as “ignorant fanaticism”
by a columnist in Sweden’s largest daily paper (Shachar 2019). In Sweden, where I am based, the main science
policy aim of the ethno-nationalist party Sweden Democrats (SD) is to get rid of gender studies (Towns et al 2014;
Barkeman 2018). The amount of ridicule and vitriol directed at gender studies by SD supporters in social media is
shocking. Perhaps even more worrying, the way the SD targets gender scholarship and the very idea of gender as a
social institution gathers force from ideas that are in transnational circulation, ideas which resonate beyond the party
base and which are reproduced and disseminated by many other actors, including some in academia (see e.g. Kuhar
and Paternotte 2017; Matthews 2018). I worry that when gender scholarship is separated into a parallel world,
cutting funding and institutional support is made easier. It might be more complicated to single feminist scholarship
out for attack if gender analyses were more integrated into the rest of the discipline, legitimized as a natural part of
research agendas that are more readily accepted as central to international politics.

So what might be a way forward? What it means to study gender is far from self-evident, as decades of feminist
theorizing attests to. Shifting gears towards integrating an ambitious gender analysis into an ongoing research
agenda is not practically feasible for most scholars. However, all scholars can take steps to ensure that their work is
not silent on gender and that it doesn’t inadvertently mask the relevance of gender. I will thus end by providing three
simple practical suggestions for how to make one’s writing a little more gender inclusive, at different levels of
ambition.

1. The easiest way to open up for a gender analysis is to expressly take a pass on gender. Saying nothing
about gender implies that gender is of no relevance. A better option is to recognize explicitly and early on
that an analysis is partial, that it does not address gender even though gender is relevant for the topic. By
doing so, the text legitimizes gender inquiries and invites other scholars to take up that thread. Heck, one
could even reference feminist philosopher of science Donna Haraway and her classical essay “Situated
Knowledges,” which deals very effectively with the politics of knowledge production and the fact that all
scholarship is always and necessarily partial.

2. Another easy way to open one’s work for gender is to pay attention to the sexual classification of the actors
in the analysis (by sexual classification, I simply mean indicators such as names and pronouns that are
used to indicate alleged biological difference). When the relevant actors all seem to carry male names and
pronouns, then verbalize that – write so! – rather than proceed without comment as if this is perfectly natural
and not noteworthy. If you are analyzing diplomatic interactions or eighteenth century colonial authorities
and virtually all your people carry male names and male pronouns, then at least point that out. Maybe spend
a few sentences puzzling over the fact. In doing so, even if you don’t analyze this fact, you help making it
strange. You help turn this into a question legitimate for IR scholars to puzzle about. On the other hand, a
text that fails to do so risks masking gender dimensions, naturalizing male agency and writing women and
non-binary people out of history. To give a couple of illustrations, if you are writing about the international
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dimensions of the extension of suffrage rights in France in 1792, please do not refer to this as “universal
suffrage” as if women did not exist. Instead, refer to this as (at best) universal male suffrage, and perhaps
spend a few sentences puzzling over this point with the help of the massive body of historical scholarship on
gender and suffrage in France. Or, if you are writing about the transnational dimensions of citizenship in
Ancient Greece, please do not refer to this as “the miracle of equality” without simultaneously mentioning
that neither slaves nor women had citizenship. (And yes, both of these are examples from IR scholarship I
have read in the past year.) Keep in mind that gender is not only relevant when women or non-binary people
are present. Gender is equally relevant in all male institutions and practices.

3. A more ambitious strategy – which still falls short of fully integrating gender into the analysis – would be to
background a limited gender analysis by weaving it into your text. For instance, an analysis of the
international development of capitalism could spend some time here and there discussing the gendered
division of labor and the organization of reproduction. An analysis on imperialism could perhaps point to the
masculinized character of certain central relations and how these helped solidify imperial institutions. Even
a partial integration of gender necessarily involves more work than the first two options discussed above,
however. At a minimum, this strategy does necessitate reading and integrating at least some gender
scholarship. Barry Buzan and Laust Schouenborg’s Global International Society (2018) is a nice recent
example precisely of a limited integration of existing feminist scholarship. Another version of the partial
integration strategy would be to gather and analyze some additional empirical data. Iver Neumann’sAt
Home With the Diplomats serves as a good illustration, as a book that makes gender one of several
dimensions explored in the empirical analysis of the Norwegian Ministry for Foreign Affairs.

There are additional easy ways to open up space for the inclusion of gender analyses. If you serve as a section chair
or conference organizer, be sure not to automatically organize all papers that deal with women and/or gender into
separate “gender panels.” Ask yourself: do these papers warrant a panel of their own, or are they better placed in
conversation with other papers that deal with diplomacy/imperialism/state-formation/militarism/etc? If you are editing
a volume, rather than include one separate chapter on gender and letting everyone else off the hook, consider also
asking all the contributors to integrate some gender dimension in their analyses. With just a little bit of effort, the rote
tendency in much of IR to separate out (and ignore) gender can be turned around.

Notes

This is an adapted version of my address on the opening plenary of the annual convention of the European
International Studies Association in Prague, Czech Republic, September 2018. I am grateful for helpful feedback
from Paul Beaumont, Helen Kinsella and Maria Stern on earlier versions of this text.

References

Barkeman, Eva (2018) “Vilken är den viktigaste forskningspolitiska frågan?” (“Which is the most important science
policy issue?”) Curie May 8, 2018 at https://www.tidningencurie.se/nyheter/2018/05/08/vilken-ar-den-viktigaste-
forskningspolitiska-fragan-2/

Buzan, Barry and Laust Schouenborg (2018) Global International Society. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Elbied Petterson, Gabriella (2018) “Genusforskare får ta emot hot och hat” (Gender scholars receive threats and
hatred) Göteborgsposten Dec 18, 2018 at http://www.gp.se/nyheter/g%C3%B6teborg/genusforskare-f%C3%A5r-ta-
emot-hot-och-hat-1.11890846

Expressen (2018) ”Misstänkt bomb vid universitetsbyggnad” (”Suspected bomb at university building” Expressen
Dec 18, 2018 at https://www.expressen.se/gt/just-nu-misstankt-farligt-foremal-stor-polisinsats/

Evans, Jennifer (2019) ”The new war on gender studies” The Conversation Jan 6, 2019 at
http://theconversation.com/the-new-war-on-gender-studies-109109Haraway, Donna (1988) “Situated Knowledges:
and the Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective” Feminist Studies 14(3): 575-599.

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 3/4



Gender Troubled? Three Simple Steps to Avoid Silencing Gender in IR
Written by Ann Towns

Kuhar, Roman and David Paternotte, eds (2017) Anti-Gender Campaigns in Europe. Mobilizing Against Equality.
London: Rowman & Littlefield.

Lilleslåtten, Mari (2018) “European gender scholars unite in resistance against right-wing attacks” Kilden.
Genderresearch.no Nov 19, 2018 at http://kjonnsforskning.no/en/2018/11/european-gender-scholars-unite

Matthews, David (2018) “Gender Studies Under Threat Worldwide, Says Subject Pioneer” Times Higher
Education Dec 4, 2018 at https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/gender-studies-under-threat-worldwide-says-
subject-pioneer

Neumann, Iver (2012) At Home with the Diplomats. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Redden, Elizabeth (2018) “Global Attack on Gender Studies” Inside Higher Ed Dec 5, 2018 at https://www.insidehig
hered.com/news/2018/12/05/gender-studies-scholars-say-field-coming-under-attack-many-countries-around-globe

Shachar, Nathan (2019) “Slutreplik: Foucault och Said var inga befriare” (”Final word: Foucault and Said were no
liberators” Dagens Nyheter 2019-01-31 at https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/slutreplik-foucault-och-said-var-inga-
befriare/?fbclid=IwAR3t0oozinh94edwg-x98eZa-e8VoxFslEa7PLquwA6xIJwkL40VPoyiubs

Sørum, Benedicte (2018) “Taking up the fight against right-wing populism: “We must keep gender in EU research”
Kifinfo Dec 3, 2018 at http://kifinfo.no/en/2018/11/taking-fight-against-right-wing-populism-we-must-keep-gender-eu-
research?fbclid=IwAR0BawfgeLrlsXwMiOQAK1pTw_fXEtMxTj9-CTURtvPtLVgfZDPiLnz7Q_c

Towns, Ann, Erika Karlsson and Joshua Eyre (2014) ”The equality conundrum: Gender and nation in the ideology of
the Sweden Democrats” Party Politics 20(2): 237-247.

About the author:

Ann Towns is professor in political science at the University of Gothenburg. She is also Wallenberg Academy Fellow
and PI of GenDip, a research program investigating gender in diplomacy. Towns is the author ofWomen and States:
Norms and Hierarchies in International Society (2010, Cambridge University Press) and co-editor of Gendering
Diplomacy and International Negotiation (2018, Palgrave MacMillan). Her research has also appeared in journals
such as International Organization and European Journal of International Relations as well as in various edited
volumes.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 4/4

http://www.tcpdf.org

