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This book is dedicated to all those who work towards feminist peace, in its intersectional, anti-militarist, anti-imperialist and sustainable iterations, often in hostile environments and with limited resources. Thank you for all that you do.
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Foreword: Toward Strategic Instrumentalism

Anne Marie Goetz



This collection of essays explores the consequences of hitching a transformative feminist project to the vehicle of transnational security and international legal institutions. Chapters exposing neo-imperialist elements of implementation, as well as the consequences of retributive and carceral reactions to injustice, show that fitting the Women Peace and Security (WPS) agenda to the norms and practices of security and prosecutorial institutions can fail to transform structural inequalities and their cultural foundations. It doesn’t help that the gender essentialism informing some aspects of the WPS agenda has made it vulnerable to a specific pattern of implementation that confirms patriarchal expectations about women’s roles, encourages a focus on sexual victimhood, and supports apolitical approaches to, ironically, the most political aspect of the agenda, which is the call for women’s leadership and participation in conflict prevention and resolution.

This cutting-edge volume addresses these pressing concerns. Produced by an impressively diverse set of writers, this wide-ranging set of contributions also explores some of the thematic issues that have been sidelined by the pursuit of the WPS agenda in international security frameworks, such as trafficking, climate, migration, economic inequality and the role of private security companies. Of particular value are the chapters with transcripts of conversations between some of the most important WPS policymakers and critics. These show feminist activists’ and femocrats’ (feminist bureaucrats) awareness of the painful tradeoffs between rights-based and instrumental policy justifications, between idealism and pragmatism, and a commitment to critical and strategic engagement with mainstream institutions.

Of most concern to a number of feminist peace activists is what is perceived to be an exaggerated (if, truth be told, historically belated) focus on conflict-related sexual violence instead of women’s peace leadership. Starting with UN Security Council resolution 1820 in 2008, efforts to prevent and address conflict-related sexual violence have seen increasingly detailed Security Council instructions, such as including sexual violence in the designation criteria of sanctions committees, and institutional provisions, including training for peacekeepers, a dedicated Special Representative of the Secretary-General to monitor and lead responses on the issue, an increase in indictments and convictions for these crimes, and some new, if still inadequate, funding to support survivors. Although these actions include attention to conflict-related sexual violence against men and boys, critics worry that the focus on sexual injury confirms sexist framings of women’s place as victims in peace and security analysis. In addition, a fixation on harms to women in the absence of support for women’s leadership may produce responses ranging from paternalistic to coercive, involving the securitization of public space and restrictions on women’s freedoms and mobility (Engle et al, 2020). It should be no surprise that the Security Council finds it easier to focus on a clear violation of international law than on the positive actions – frankly, the social engineering – needed to advance the ‘soft law’ concerns found in its resolutions on women’s participation, leadership, gender analysis and peacebuilding (resolutions 1889, 2122, 2242, and 2493). The challenge governing the WPS field is how to hold the Security Council and individual states to account for their responsibilities in these areas.

In the struggle to translate a feminist political project into policy imperatives, femocrats and activists have inevitably reached for instrumental justifications. Research shows that women’s participation in conflict resolution produces a more inclusive and longer lasting peace (see, for example, Krause et al, 2018), providing what might seem a highly persuasive reason to spend political capital on requiring mediators and parties to conflict to include women when populating delegations to negotiations. But the potential savings in lives and economic development available if women participate in conflict resolution have evidently not been sufficient to sway parties to peace talks to include them.

Twenty years on from the adoption of UNSCR 1325, women are still systematically excluded from peace talks. At the time of writing, these issues continue to dominate debates about WPS. A particularly bad year for this was 2018, with few to no women involved in peace or ceasefire talks (for Libya, Yemen and Central African Republic). In early 2019, it was clear that women were not to be included in the US’s talks with the Taliban in Doha (regarding the conditions for a US military drawdown in Afghanistan), nor was it clear whether there was scope for their inclusion in planned intra-Afghan talks that were to follow. Early in the process, the US negotiator, Zalmay Khalilizad, signalled that gender equality issues were to be treated as a domestic matter. Members of the Afghan Women’s Network in Kabul indicated that they had been told by the US that they could not participate in the Doha talks because of the Taliban’s implacable objections. Yet, on questioning Taliban leaders, they discovered that the Taliban had never been asked about this by the US, and did not in fact object to women’s presence in the talks, provided they were modestly dressed.1 This seemingly unilateral up-front exclusion suggests a posture of anticipatory surrender, a pre-emptive concession or perhaps a strategic signalling of a willingness to give way on women’s rights. Surrender of international standards on women’s rights had become a bargaining chip – possibly even a type of confidence-building measure, to encourage participation from a strongly misogynist negotiating party.

The promotion of women as leaders in conflict resolution is not impossible, but it is inconvenient. Significant political pressure from gender equality advocates is needed to move national and international actors to go to the mat for women’s participation. But expectations that international actors should defend women’s rights are apparently resented. This was confirmed by an unexpected source in the case of the US–Taliban talks. Cheryl Benard, the wife of the US negotiator, chastised Afghan feminists for expecting that their interests could be defended in international negotiations: ‘It’s time for Afghan feminists to put their shoulders to the wheel and start doing what women everywhere have had to do when they wanted their rights: fight for them’, said Benard in a February 2019 article in The National Interest. Detailing US-funded women’s empowerment efforts since the invasion of 2001, she suggested that the US had enabled ‘a group of trained and educated and articulate potential leaders’ and suggested that these women should not expect external help but should: ‘face the fact that their platform of action is their own country, and that this is where they must show courage and strategic intelligence. Shaming their Western benefactors into doing it for them will not pave the road for their country’s social change’ (Benard, 2019). In an admirably restrained response, Palwasha Hassan, executive director of the Afghan Women’s Educational Center, explained that Afghan women have been fighting for their rights for decades, have, for the 18 years since the international intervention, counselled peace talks rather than clearly unwinnable military confrontations, and do not expect rescue. Rather, they simply ask that their rights not be traded away in the interest of a short-term truce: ‘We are not begging for our seat at the table. We are fighting for it. All we are asking is for those who call themselves our allies not to actively work against us’ (Hassan, 2019).

Women’s rights activism, whether in conflict-affected countries or not, is not recognized for its significance in building coalitions for deepening democracy or peace, and shaping potential political leaders. As a result, when the rare opportunities come for peace talks, women leaders are not identified as valuable participants. It is possible that the sexism embedded in male-dominated international institutions amplifies domestic patriarchies and cements women’s exclusion from peace processes.

Feminists in international institutions are painfully aware of this possibility but are often stuck working a rearguard action against international–domestic patriarchal collusion. The secrecy of processes for identifying participants in the organization of peace talks, and even donor conferences for post-conflict states, and the fact that these processes are male-dominated, means that local female leaders may not be aware of negotiating opportunities, may not get a chance to bargain for inclusion. Even femocrats in international institutions supporting these processes may not be aware of such opportunities until too late. UN Women, for instance, often does not have a field office in the conflict countries in which steps are taken to begin talks, and even if it does, it is not informed. This can encourage a resort by femocrats to relatively apolitical, delayed and sideshow mechanisms to ensure some measure of women’s inclusion, through the formation of women’s consultative bodies that cross the lines of conflict, such as the Women’s Advisory Board for the Syria talks, set up by UN Women in 2016 to support the work of the UN mediator.

The foundational assumption that women can find common cause merely on the basis of shared gender is untenable, however, particularly in a conflict situation. In the Syria case, women opposition activists and women apologists for Assad’s regime have found little shared ground. On the opposition side, a number of women set up the Syrian Women’s Political Movement (SWPM) in 2017 to demand inclusion in conflict resolution efforts. In contrast to the Women’s Advisory Board, the SWPM cannot tolerate neutrality in the face of atrocities; it insists on a regime change project. The SWPM will not accept peace at any cost, but seeks to ensure that any post-conflict settlement (such as a new constitution) is grounded in a commitment to gender equality and builds governance structures capable of preventing the atrocities that are commonplace under Assad’s regime. The SWPM insists on recognition and inclusion in peace talks and constitutional reform debates as a political collectivity with a vote, not as an advisory body.2

Femocrats within peace and security institutions are acutely aware of the risks of instrumentalism. As someone who has been on both sides of this discussion, as a UN policymaker, and as an academic who has dealt out her share of criticism of policy sell-outs, my sympathies are now with the femocrats. Instrumentalism is unavoidable in deeply gendered institutions that are hostile to or just unfamiliar with women’s inclusion. What pains femocrats is how rarely academic analysts can see how carefully femocrats deploy instrumental arguments, how strategically they pick their fights and select opportunities to make advances.

The chapters in this book provide useful – even vivid – illustrations of some of the trade-offs and tensions involved in the global project of feminist engagement with peace and security institutions. As the book’s editors show in the introductory chapter, WPS has grown into a substantial academic field. There is a growing policy community too: most of the 80-plus states that have formulated WPS National Action Plans have implementation arrangements; some countries claim to practise feminist foreign policy, no country in the rotating group of ten elected members on the Security Council can do without in-house gender expertise, a growing number of non-governmental organizations active in conflict resolution, mitigation and humanitarian work are addressing WPS issues, and there is increasing demand for gender experts in multilateral peacekeeping and political missions. These developments are also facing profound challenges, as are gender equality policy initiatives in other fields, from conservative populist governments and authoritarian governments that have exploited the mobilizing potential of misogyny and have boosted military spending and militant rhetoric in what Deniz Kandiyoti calls a project of ‘masculine restoration’ (Kandiyoti, 2019). Faced with resistance from unanticipated sources such as the US and Brazil, WPS advocates in multilateral policy spaces must now coordinate to take strategic and even evasive action to preserve gains and prevent co-optation of the agenda for reactionary purposes (Goetz and Jenkins, 2019). In the context of backlash, and under the pressures created by a crisis-driven field, practitioners more than ever need critical analysis, such as is found in this volume, as a compass to return them consistently to the feminist anti-imperial and anti-militaristic objectives at the origins of the WPS agenda.


Notes

1This observation was shared by Madeleine Rees, Secretary-General of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom during a round-table discussion at the International Peace Institute in New York, USA, in late 2019.

2Syrian Women’s Political Movement website: http://syrianwomenpm.org/en.
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