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THIS ARTICLE SEEKS TO UNDERSTAND feminist international relations theory through the
lenses of 9/11 and the war on terror. In times of national crisis and international vio-
lence, women and gender often disappear from view. Feminists, including IR feminist
experts, are rarely asked to comment on large-scale organized violence. At first glance,
‘hard’ masculinity and militarism appear to be unlikely sites for feminist examination,
however, feminists do have a lot to say about these forms of international politics. This
article aims to demonstrate how gender is an essential component of the relations and
reactions reviewed in the readings of 9/11 and the war on terror.

Feminism is a complicated and contested project. It sits uncomfortably with older
theoretical Social Science models of international relations because of its explicitly nor-
mative stance. The feminist movement’s links to the many manifestations of the women’s
movement and to everyday gender politics further differentiate it from these Social
Science models. IR appeared as a ‘gender free zone’ for some seventy years of its disci-
plinary history. Born in the immediate aftermath of World War I, it was charged with
understanding the causes of war and peace and coincided with a vibrant and visible
international peace movement highlighted by women’s voices and experiences. These
voices included sophisticated and passionate analyses of the causes of war and condi-
tions for peace. For example, the 1915 Hague Peace Conference drew together over
1,000 women from the states involved in World War I, who urged a very different
peace settlement from the one imposed through Versailles. They founded the Women’s
International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), aimed at tracing the links be-
tween war, nationalism, masculinity, and violence.1 Other imagined futures were also
circulating, including the writings of Rosa Luxembourg and other international social-
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ist feminists, for whom imperialism and the nature of the capitalist expansion lay at the
heart of the cause of war. But international relations theory chose different ways to
work. Its exclusions and inclusions were inevitably constitutive of the disciplinary ter-
ritory. These concepts were accepted as crucial to the authoritative reading of world
politics, power, and peace.

The so-called “third debate” and its recent offspring and relations have been chal-
lenging the territorial disciplinary boundaries of IR for decades. This is particularly
true through a range of critical and post-positive positions, of which feminism is one.2

These positions lack clear boundaries. Feminism itself is often pluralised to indicate its
divisions over both the difference it makes to be male or female, and how gender
figures into other dimensions of power and identity.3 However, what feminism does
bring to IR is a clear understanding that both IR and the world politics that provide IR’s
rationale are already gendered. Feminists also argue that our intellectual competence ex-
tends well beyond ‘women’s issues’ and those marked by conspicuous gender; indeed, femi-
nists argue that gender is constitutive of both international politics and the discipline.4

Feminists in IR are nurtured by developments both within critical IR5 and within
feminism in its other disciplinary homes. Feminism is by nature and politics interdisci-
plinary, so neat borders cannot contain it—a tendency that leads some IR colleagues to
suspect disciplinary disloyalty, even before any particular analysis unsettles their terri-
tory. Feminism as a political project is informed by and informs political struggles
inside and outside the academy. Feminism has had an impact on other aspects of inter-
national politics, such as the UN and international media, as much as it has on IR.6

The last decade was remarkable for a series of international conferences that culmi-
nated in the 1995 women’s conference at Beijing. This process saw the elaboration of
detailed and documented analyses of women’s economic, political, social, and cultural
rights and constraints. It also saw the development of an international conceptual and
political language to advance claims and a transnational women’s movement that lob-
bied, mobilized, and built links between the national and the international. This
transnational movement is a reaction to and an aspect of intensifying globalization.7

The series of international conferences in the 1990s were, in part, a response to
the end of the Cold War and to international agency attempts to figure out the new
international landscape. However, challenges to which feminism was forced to respond,
analyze, and confront marked the decade. In quick summary, women and feminist
struggles (along with other democratic struggles) were caught up in a pincer movement
of globalization and fragmentation. Globalization and especially its neo-liberal market
manifestation have had severe gender impacts, affecting and often devastating women’s
lives and family livelihood, and drastically reducing political space for making claims
against the state.8 Increasingly exclusivist political identity movements produced ‘new
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wars,’ mostly in non-western states, but with deep western implication, as with the
global arms trade.9 Women were and are crucial to these identity movements, in ways
already well documented by feminists, particularly those who tracked the cultural
reassertions that were at the heart of more virulent identity conflicts and the “new
wars.”10 These studies placed feminist IR in a strong position to draw on and to con-
tribute to understandings of nationalism, militarization, war and peace, identity con-
flicts, and religious fundamentalisms. In addition, this work positioned feminist IR to
grapple with its symbiotic relations with the global political economy and other aspects
of globalization, including global militarism. These features were already evident in the
Yugoslav wars that began in the early 1990s, and were dramatically transposed into the
heartland of global power and economy on 9/11.

A FEMINIST POSITION ON VIOLENCE AND WAR

Two illustrations become especially relevant to the argument below. The first is the
international campaign against gender violence. The UN Decade for Women and in-
ternational conferences in the 1990’s provided a forum for women’s international net-
works and non-governmental organizations to publicize these issues, with many state
leaders and media present. They also provided the space for NGOs to develop their
strategies, knowledge and contacts. These in turn supported the legitimization of the
problem of violence against women as an international issue.11 In applying the emerg-
ing language of women’s rights to human rights, this campaign led to the 1993 UN
General Assembly Declaration opposing Violence against Women. It also supported
the demands for a focus on gender and war in the Balkan and other wars in the 1990s.
From the moment of this declaration onwards, women and armed conflict were incor-
porated into the international agenda. One outcome was a Security Council Resolu-
tion in 2000 that insisted on the importance of involving women at all stages of peace
negotiations and reconstruction. This Resolution amounted to gender mainstreaming
in UN policy although its implementation is still very uneven on the ground.12

The traffic between feminist academics, practitioners, and activists has proven
highly productive and has been a reality check that insists that everyday women’s expe-
riences be factored into the international account.13 However, conversation is still not
entirely congenial in feminist politics and in the different work cultures of universities,
INGOs, government consultants, and activists. While there were significant outcomes
in international political forums on the whole, feminists were still not seen as contrib-
uting useful knowledge to IR in the post Cold War world. Challenges to IR feminists
along the lines of ‘So what is the feminist position on Bosnia?’ exemplified a common
IR response.14 Marysia Zalweski responded to this challenge with a survey of feminist
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interventions in questions of identity, nation, and militarism, tracing gender in the
construction of war as well as making women visible beyond their usual stereotypical
and symbolic uses in war.15 This is an example of feminists telling ‘a different kind of
war story’ that takes us deeper into the politics of violence and the practice of peace.16

Feminists were well prepared, then, to recognize crucial dimensions of 9/11 and its
likely after effects.

A FEMINIST POSITION ON 9/11 AND THE WAR ON TERROR

9/11 is a condensed symbol of spectacle, loss, and grief; it calls for retribution and a
dramatic refiguring of international politics. Those lost and those who suffered losses
in 9/11 experienced shocking violence, replayed many times in the living rooms of
homes across the globe. While responses to terrible loss are not always or inevitably
violent, in this case grief turned to, or was turned to, official retaliation and revenge
literally overnight.17 Military reaction, indeed war, was chosen as if there were no alter-
natives. Dissent became difficult and penalized in the face of military security and war
talk. IR feminists recalled Carol Cohn’s critical reflection on strategic security lan-
guage, including “how gender discourse affects the quality of thinking” and “stops
thought”.18 She asks “[w]hat is it that cannot be spoken?”19 Feminists and others have since
closely examined the discourse around 9/11 and the war on terror in similar terms.

In an early response to this crisis, Ann Tickner asked, “What can a feminist analysis
add to our understanding of 9/11 and its aftermath?”20 She demonstrated that femi-
nists do have some very important things to say regarding the gender of identity, vio-
lence, and war, and specifically developed these insights in relation to 9/11 and Af-
ghanistan. Likewise Hilary Charlesworth and Christine Chinin21 began their com-
mentary with the claim that ‘concepts of sex and gender provide a valuable perspective
on these devastating actions’.22 Both articles noted the apparent disappearance of women
in the violence and what followed, as men—hijackers, rescuers, national security offic-
ers, and media commentators—filled our screens and newspapers.23 “September 11
and its repercussions have appeared, then, to be all about men attacking, saving lives,
and responding through further attack,” which seems normal.24 Substitute 19 women
hijackers, commentators, and leaders, and a different scenario develops.25 So too women,
let alone feminists, were not seen as authorities having anything to add to the analysis.
For example, according to the Guardian survey of almost 50 opinion pieces in the New
York Times in the first six weeks after the attack, only two were by women.26

It is quite wrong however to suggest that gender had disappeared or even that
women were not present. Women appeared in ways long embedded in the gendered
war story. They appeared alongside men as victims and relatives of victims of 9/11.
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Quite quickly Afghan women also appeared as victims of the deadly Taliban regime.
They figured in a familiar guise, as symbols of difference, of Otherness, as border
guards of the boundaries between Us and Them, marking their culture/religion, lack of
civilization, barbarity, and unreformed religion.27 They were utilized in the equally
familiar rescue romance, an inter-
national triangle: our men setting
out to rescue their women, from
their men. The myth of protection
foists upon men responsibilities of
soldiering and on women the func-
tion of being those for whom men
must fight, underlining men as
agents and women as passive pawns
in international politics, regardless
of what individual men and women
are doing. These gendered civic
identities also legitimize the military solution as a humanitarian, indeed progressive
intervention. As many feminists, Afghani and international, pointed out, this was too
easy a discovery of outrage and too sudden a conversion to the rights of Afghan women
as “rights of convenience.”28  In a disconcerting twist, the plight of Afghan women was
highlighted after 9/11 by Laura Bush and Cherie Blair, wives of the primary war lead-
ers, as if it was a “women’s issue” or auxiliary aspect rather than a human rights or
human security issue. Why not before? Why not now? Why not in other states hostile
to women’s rights, for example in Saudi Arabia?29

“[T]he worry about Afghan women has become a battle cry of the West only
after 9/11. It never prevented the United States in the past from supporting the Taliban
against the Soviets or for them to support now the Northern Alliance forces that have
been similar in their approach to women’s rights. Significantly, in the Western discus-
sion on the post-Taliban government in Afghanistan there is constant mention of the
West insisting on multi-ethnic participation in this government as a precondition for
establishing democratic rule in Afghanistan. However, there is virtually never any men-
tion let alone insistence that the women of Afghanistan would constitute part of this
political process.”30

Despite the 2000 UN Security Council Resolution stressing the importance of
including women in peace negotiations, and the Bonn Agreement on Afghanistan which
called for the participation of women, only two women were included in the interim
administration. At the same time, a meeting of Afghan women in Brussels issued a
Proclamation which called for gender justice across a full range of issues, beyond those

The myth of protection foists upon men
responsibilities of soldiering and on
women the function of being those for
whom men must fight, underlining men as
agents and women as passive pawns in
international politics, regardless of what
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usually labelled women’s.31 In Iraq, only three women were appointed to the post-
Saddam interim council. Once again, participants stressed ethnic and regional diver-
sity as issues of representation. But they largely ignored the most general aspect of
democratic participation, that of the presence of women of each ethnic, regional and
political grouping. Meanwhile, the brief Allied governments’ courting of RAWA (Revo-
lutionary Association of Women of Afghanistan), a feminist group strongly advocating
women’s rights in Afghanistan and Pakistan, elapsed when they proved ungrateful,
political, and critical of both Taliban and other women’s rights abusers in the region,
and of U.S. led bombing and invasion.32

While at first crowded out in the mainstream media and politics, international
feminist responses to 9/11 spread quickly through email, the internet, and feminist
journals and newsletters. An early feminist IR response to 9/11 and the declaration of
the war on terror was an invitation from the editors of the International Feminist Jour-
nal of Politics to the journal’s international board members for their thoughts.33 A num-
ber of themes and claims emerged, which exemplified feminist ‘takes’ on violence and
war while addressing international politics in general.

First is the refusal of dichotomies, an explicit rejection of Bush’s ‘Either you are
with us or you are with the terrorists,’ and of the sum-zero approach that dominates
mainstream IR approaches to security and power. Dichotomies and binaries have long
focused feminist attention as artificially restricting vision and foreclosing options, and
as allowing for partial and inaccurate readings of the complexity and mess of multiple,
shifting identities, and of international power relations in general.34 In the former
Yugoslav wars, for example, rapid political moves to enforce nationality and ethnicity
as the primary identity, including on women/feminists, were refused by peace activists.
Cynthia Cockburn’s careful response to NATO bombing of Serbia includes the obser-
vation: ‘another casualty of this war, right now, is the willingness to live with ambiguity
and contradiction, to say “not this (not ethnic cleansing), but not that (bombing)
either.”35 A recurrent thread through feminist responses to 9/11 is ‘not this (terrorism)
and not that (the war response) either.’

In the wake of 9/11, international feminists once again critiqued war talk, the
privileging of ‘security’ understood in statist terms, and the military solution. They
asserted the need for contextualized and nuanced accounts that try to make political
and ethical sense of any international confrontation. Feminist commentaries repeat-
edly called for situated and multifaceted analysis. V. Spike Peterson referred to “learn-
ing strategies,” which include contextualizing events, identities, and policies and ac-
tions, with a series of questions to facilitate these searches.36 The group, working under
the name Transnational Feminists, provided further examples of how to contextualize
in relation to 9/11.37
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Feminists in IR routinely ask questions that are not usually asked in the disci-
pline. They also attempt to listen to voices excluded from IR’s evidence and resources.
In so doing, feminist responses brought another powerful dimension lacking in much
mainstream IR, and in western read-
ings of 9/11, by internationalizing the
account.38 As a discipline, IR has long
been U.S.-dominated, and therefore
shaped by U.S. strategic and global
interests and attention.39 IR feminists
often draw on networks and affilia-
tions with other international femi-
nists, and pay attention to women’s voices in transnational forums and circuits, recog-
nizing that these are always partial, and situated, including for many of us, only com-
municating in English. These links have widened substantially through the emergence
of e-mail and the Internet as key tools in transnational feminist and women’s organiz-
ing. Always acknowledging the horror and loss of 9/11, these were placed alongside
other dreadful and violent losses to other people in other places. These responses also
reclaimed the international identity of 9/11, rejecting the appropriation of the tragedy
as only “American,” that ignored the many other nationalities among the victims.

Such moves, meant to complicate, internationalize, and gender the account, re-
late to long-held feminist anxieties about the “unitary masculine actor” problem in IR
that “turns a complex state and set of forces into a singular male opponent.”40 This
personification of enemy states makes their demonization easier. It also facilitates
America’s translation into victim/redeemer, reproducing bounded state identities that
suppressed connections across and divisions within the different player states. Such
constructions unleashed competitive masculinities into action: hence the ‘hard mascu-
linity’ privileged in the dominant national/alliance mode.41 Feminists resisted the ways
that 9/11 and its aftermath privileged the military solution and deployed ‘women’ in
the war story as a method of legitimization. Feminists pointed to the use of women in
the culture wars that lurked within the war talk, and shored up the binary Them vs. Us
yet again.42 They also resisted the effect of masculinized responses in removing women
as agents of knowledge. This in turn prompted the constant reassertion ‘not in our
name,’ lest women’s plight/danger became grounds for masculinized action yet again.

International feminists have long critiqued the cycle and cost of violence, and
now critique the dramatic privileging of hyper masculinity and the prerogative state
after 9/11. These effects were felt well beyond those aspects of foreign policy related to
Afghanistan and then Iraq. They include highlighted surveillance and curtailment of
civil liberties in the name of homeland security and increasing intolerance and division

Feminists resisted the ways that 9/11
and its aftermath privileged the military
solution and deployed ‘women’ in the
war story as a method of legitimization.



THE BROWN JOURNAL OF WORLD AFFAIRS

JAN JINDY PETTMAN

92

within those homelands. These forms of repression made ‘saying no’ even more dan-
gerous, and difficult, within the United States especially.43

POST 9/11 AND THE WAR ON TERROR

9/11 did not change the world for feminists. The terror attacks and their aftermath
forcefully demonstrated, anew, crucial feminist insights into international politics and
war. They activated bounded and binary international identity politics in which both
women and gender played a central part, in representation and legitimation. They
authorized military action in ways that typified gendered civic identities and responsi-
bilities. They effectively excluded other ways of knowing, of doing, of being in the
world. They replayed the usual close associations of nationalism, war, and masculinity,
and generated competing masculinities and stigmatized femininities. They also dis-
rupted and damaged the slow uneven moves towards the incorporation of some femi-
nist concepts into international politics and policy making.44

9/11 and the war on terror brought to the forefront those aspects of globalization
related to militarization. They staged the return of the prerogative state, always under-
stood by feminists to be a gendered state, to the center, and further militarized aspects
of national security, intelligence and immigration too.45 They reminded us that earlier
talk of the demise of the state had never applied to the high politics long favored in IR.

FEMINIST IR FUTURES

9/11 and its aftermath did not silence feminists or transnational women’s analysis and
action for a more peaceful world. Feminists do have important things to say about
these post Cold War times. Their critiques reveal that war is not natural or inevitably a
part of interstate relations – it has to be made afresh each time. Nor are the interna-
tional and national identities whose boundaries mark the killing lines natural or inevi-
table. And gender plays a constitutive part in the making and reproduction of identi-
ties and war. This analysis does not stop at deconstruction or at clearing space for new
thinking and action. There are many feminist lessons, strategies, and understandings
developed in war and conflict fields that offer alternative courses of action. These ideas
have been tested in severe conditions of organized violence, identity difference, and
hurt.46 Why then is feminism so fiercely resisted, both within IR and at times of na-
tional and international crisis and violence?

Feminism is not without its difficulties and dangers. Beyond the obvious exhaus-
tion that results from working constantly against the grain, confronting power rela-
tions where challenges to existing gender relations and gender scripts threaten the iden-
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tity and interests of the more powerful, feminists are also caught in potentially deadly
dilemmas involving women’s rights and relations amongst women. While difference is
much attended to in feminism, both in terms of difference between men/masculinity
and women/femininity and amongst women, it remains volatile and tricky. Interna-
tional feminists have learned, often the hard way, about power and identity differences
between women too, becoming acutely aware of issues of location, situation, and privi-
lege.47 Early on, some IR feminists took race, culture, and colonialism into their ac-
counts. Now feminist post-colonial critiques respond to the recent intensification of
‘cultural reassertion’ and reactionary political religion.48 These critiques underline how
dangerous ‘culture’ can be to women, especially in its contemporary political mobiliza-
tions. Now, culture and religion circulate as key, and always gendered, markers of
identity. Feminists face the challenge of respecting cultural difference while not be-
coming complicit in culture’s uses of women; nor abandoning those women who poli-
tic for women’s rights against national and international hostility or disinterest. In this
context, international feminists seek to devise and sustain modes of practice beyond
another false binary: ‘civilization’/Western superiority vs. cultural relativism.49

In the wake of 9/11 feminists have much to contribute to the account. Still it
seems especially difficult for feminists to be heard, including in IR. Indeed, the very
features of international conflict, including the gender politics which feminists iden-
tify as shoring up militarization and state right, work against feminist voices and gen-
der justice.
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