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Studying up? Researching Gendered Institutions in International Relations 

Convenors: Georgina Holmes, University of Reading and Katharine A. M. Wright, University of 

Winchester 

 

 

Writing in 1972, Nader urged feminist scholars to ‘study up’, that is to study the institutions 

holding power. In a challenge to the mainstream of the discipline and their preoccupation with 

formal institutions, feminist scholars have sought to bring in marginalized voices and 

perspectives into International Relations. The unintended consequence of this, however, has been 

to leave the institutions which impact on women’s lives under scrutinized by feminist scholars of 

IR. The necessity of the creation of feminist knowledge of these institutions is of increasing 

salience. In part because their adoption of global gender norms (including UNSCR 1325) make 

them a key site for value contestation. This panel brings together feminist scholars who work on 

key international institutions, including the UN Security Council, UN Women, NATO, the EU, 

as well as regional and national institutions who work with them. The panel places emphasis on 

the creative research strategies feminist scholars develop when ‘studying up’. Questions to 

consider include: In what ways can a feminist approach help account for organisational change? 

How do we define feminist fieldwork in formal institutions and how do we account for the 

relationship with the informal? What are the dynamics of the research encounter? How does 

feminist praxis disrupt the way knowledge is organised and what does this bring? 

 

 

PAPER 1 

Critical friends or de(con)structive critics: how should feminist academics engage with 

global institutions and gender reform agenda? 

Fiona Mackay, University of Edinburgh and Louise Chappell, University of New South Wales 

 

Global organisations are significant players in efforts to promote gender equality and gender 

justice; they are also key sites for the (re) production of inequality and injustice.  Whilst many 

feminist IR scholars eschew “getting up close and personal” preferring to critique global 

institutions from a distance, other feminist researchers have engaged with global institutions as 

gendered institutions, and studied the discursive and policy contests played out. The concept of  

“critical friend” (Costa and Kallick 1993) neatly captures the aspirations and dilemmas for many 

such feminist academics and researchers whose work means they are “entangled” with 

international organisations and the feminist bureaucrats, legislators and jurists who work on the 

inside as “outsiders within” (Hawkesworth 2006) to regender powerful social, economic, 

military and political institutions. This paper sketches out what the concept of critical friendship 

in the context of global governance might mean. Rather than positing engaged feminism and 

critical feminism in opposition, it argues that “critical friends” can be engaged and critical. In 

contrast to some trends of feminist critique, this approach is committed to making contextual 

judgments about “small wins” (Eyben and Turquet, 2013, after Weick 1984) and “small acts” 

(Duncanson 2013) against the (gendered, institutional, political) odds; and to being mindful of 

the precarious nature and marginal position of actors, norms and rules that aim to challenge the 

gendered status quo from within.  
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PAPER 2 

The Women, Peace and Security Agenda and Post-conflict Political Institutions: A Feminist 

Institutional Analysis 

Jennifer Thomson, Queen Mary University of London 

 

Since the inception of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) in 2000, 

feminist academia has been closely interested in the developing Women, Peace and Security 

(WPS) agenda in international affairs. The majority of this work has emerged from within 

feminist international relations (Mcleod, 2015; Shepherd, 2008) and feminist legal studies (Bell 

and O’Rourke, 2010; Ni Aolain, 2016). Less attention has been paid to the WPS agenda by 

feminist political science. As a result, less consideration has been given to political institutions 

within the WPS framework. 

 

This paper argues that the design and implementation of post-conflict political institutions is an 

important component of the WPS agenda, and one which deserves greater attention. It 

demonstrates that using certain tenets of feminist political science, and feminist institutionalism 

in particular, can offer key insights into greater understanding of the importance of political 

institutions within post-conflict societies. 

 

The paper illustrates how political institutions have been under-considered within academic work 

on the WPS agenda. It then argues that political institutions are an important part of the puzzle 

when it comes to implementing the WPS agenda and furthering women’s rights in post-conflict 

societies. It shows how feminist institutional theory can help to provide key insights into the 

nature of post-conflict institutions, and the ways in which they might be made more gender-

friendly both in terms of their policy-making and their practices. 

 

 

PAPER 3 

NATO Women: The Changing Role, Organisation and Activism of Military Women within 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 1961-2016 

Katharine. A. M. Wright, University of Winchester and Matthew Hurley, Oxford Brookes 

University 

 

This paper explores the changing role, status and organisation of military women within NATO 

from the 1960s to the present day. Since 2007 NATO has been involved in an increasingly 

complex and highly publicised engagement with the Women, Peace and Security agenda, yet 

NATO’s engagement with ‘gender issues’ and the organisation of military women can be traced 

back to the 1960s. However, the official accounts of the role, status and organisation of military 

women within NATO (pre-2007) are disparate, generalised and incomplete. Drawing upon 

NATO documents, this project will investigate who the key actors (individuals and member 

states) were in advancing institutional change; what developments have taken place in NATO’s 

‘institutional architecture’; and what, if any, ‘critical junctures’ facilitated these changes. The 

paper reflects on how gender informs the parameters and the outcomes of knowledge generation 

in resistant institutions and how this necessitates a feminist informed approach to comprehend 

the gendered underpinnings of NATO as an international security institution. The paper will add 

new knowledge to these historical and contemporary changes, centralising the previously 
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neglected accounts and experiences of military women from within NATO. In so doing the 

authors reflect on their own gendered experiences of the research process and the place of 

feminist praxis. 

 

 

PAPER 4 

Researching gender and UN pre-deployment training in the Rwanda Defence Force during 

organisational change 
Georgina Holmes, University of Reading 

 

In line with UN Security Resolution 1325 and its related resolutions, the government of Rwanda, 

led by the ruling party the Rwandan Patriotic Front, is keen to meet the target of ensuring women 

constitute 30 per cent of the peacekeepers Rwanda contributes to peace support operations. This 

government-sponsored initiative has put pressure on the Rwanda Defence Force (RDF) to select, 

train and deploy more female military personnel in peace support operations. Yet, the 

government also regards the integration of female personnel into the RDF as an opportunity to 

transform and modernise the national military. Drawing on extensive field research conducted in 

2014-2015, this paper explores how institutional efforts to control and contain the transformative 

potential of gender mainstreaming during a period of intense organisational change are played 

out in the research encounter between the ‘inside-outsider’ researcher and the research subjects 

with whom she engages. The paper therefore reflects on the research strategies and modes of 

analysis adopted by the researcher to challenge RDF attempts to militarise the research process, 

as well as to disrupt the RDF’s organisation of knowledge about gender, international peace and 

security.    

 

 


