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The gender turn in diplomacy: a new research agenda
Karin Aggestama and Ann Townsb

aDepartment of Political Science, Lund University, Lund, Sweden; bDepartment of Political
Science, Gothenburg University, Göteborg, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article argues that the (re-)constitution of diplomacy is intimately linked to
gender and the practices of exclusion and inclusion of women and men over
time. While the big debates in both academia and among practitioners
concern the change and continuity of diplomacy in the last hundred years,
gender has received scant, if any, attention. The overarching aim of this article
is therefore to advance a new research agenda, which can spur future gender
studies and contribute to rethinking diplomacy. It presents an original
narrative about three distinct bodies of diplomatic scholarly work that focus
on (1) diplomatic history; (2) descriptive representation; and (3) gendered
institutions. We conclude that first there is a need to move out of Europe and
North America to provide greater focus on Africa, Asia and Latin America.
Second, there is a need to move beyond the descriptive single case studies
towards more systematic comparisons, which can trace change in institutional
gender dynamics over time. Ethnographic work can provide novel insights to
gendered micro-processes and the daily mundane institutional practices.
Third, as part of the gender turn in the field of diplomacy international
feminist theory can generate significant theoretical contributions to the
transformation of diplomacy.

KEYWORDS Diplomacy; gender; negotiation; practice; Women; Peace and Security

Introduction

Diplomacy has traditionally and formally been a domain reserved for men
only. Starting in the 1920s, states and international organizations have gradu-
ally and often hesitantly begun to open up their institutions for women to
partake in various diplomatic functions. A century later, men still remain
grossly overrepresented in contemporary diplomacy. Eighty-five percent of
the world’s ambassadors were men in 2014 (Towns and Niklasson 2017),
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and men constitute an even higher share of negotiators and chief mediators
in peace negotiations (Aggestam and Svensson 2018).

The gradual opening up for women in diplomacy paralleled the wide-
spread mobilization of women’s international movements for gender equality
(Garner 2013). In the 1990s, these efforts culminated in vibrant transnational
coalitions of states, inter-governmental organizations (IGOs) and non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs), which actively pushed for wider inclusion of
women in diplomacy and in many other international fora and arenas.
Framing and situating gender equality as part of the wider concerns for
peace and security, the United Nations (UN) Security Council adopted resol-
ution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) in the year 2000, a resolution
which constitutes a significant milestone in the struggle for women’s partici-
pation in diplomacy. A number of countries, such as Australia, Sweden,
Canada and Norway, have even included the WPS agenda as part of their
foreign policies, and taken on normative entrepreneurial leadership in the
quest for greater inclusion of women in peace diplomacy (Aggestam and
Bergman-Rosamond 2016; True 2016).

More recently, there have been some efforts to include transgender people
in certain Foreign Service Organizations. For instance, the US Department of
State under the Obama administration worked actively for the inclusion of
transgender diplomats along with other members of the LGBT community
(Bier 2014). In 2011, Robyn McCutcheon became the first diplomat to tran-
sition openly while posted at the US embassy in Bucharest, Romania.
“Today, I’m just another woman in the Foreign Service, doing her job like
everyone else,” she stated in a recent New York Times interview (New York
Times 2015).

Yet, despite these changes, scholarly work on gender and diplomacy is
lagging behind, although the area is expanding as we will show below. To
be sure, the subfield of diplomatic history has grown steadily in the last
decade and a half. Recently, two new edited volumes by Cassidy (2017)
and Aggestam and Towns (2018) have been published, which break new
ground by focusing more on contemporary diplomacy and the policy-prac-
tice divide. Yet, there are still major lacunae in the field, leaving us with
many queries about the gendered dynamics of diplomacy. Hence, the over-
arching aim of this article is three-fold: (1) to take stock of the ongoing scho-
larly studies on gender and diplomacy; (2) to identify where more research is
needed; and (3) to advance a new research agenda on gender and
diplomacy.

The article, which is conceptual and synthetic in nature, proceeds as
follows. The first part addresses some of the major debates about change
and continuity in diplomacy, noting the absence of gender sensitive perspec-
tives in the core debates. We then take stock of three distinct bodies of scho-
larly work on gender and diplomacy that focus on (1) diplomatic history; (2)
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descriptive representation; and (3) gendered institutions. The article con-
cludes by suggesting an expansive interaction and cross-fertilization
between feminist scholarship and diplomatic studies, as well as more sys-
tematic comparisons of gender dynamics over time.

Time for change – diplomacy in transition

Like all concepts, the notion of diplomacy is contested and subject to multiple
interpretations; thus, making diplomacy “an inherently plural business” (Con-
stantinou, Kerr, and Sharp 2016, 5). Yet, traditionally diplomats have been
viewed as individuals authorized to represent a state in its relations with
other states. This basic understanding has been complemented and chal-
lenged, as we will discuss below. For example, existing gender scholarship
has helped unearth and highlight the critical support functions women
have served while excluded from formal authorization as diplomats. As
such, gender and feminist scholars strive to broaden, transform and rethink
the understanding of diplomacy, for example, by overcoming the traditional
demarcation between the domestic and the international (Enloe 1989). As a
point of departure, we understand diplomacy basically as a set of assump-
tions, institutions and processes for managing international relations peace-
fully (Sharp 2009, 13).

The origin of diplomacy is unclear. Yet, diplomacy is often portrayed as an
art based on tradition and historical precedents, which is practiced by an
exclusive group of male diplomats with trained intuition (Berridge 2010).
One central conundrum in the field, which has triggered drawn-out
debates, is to what extent diplomacy is characterized by continuity and
change. Are we witnessing a “new” form of diplomacy (transnational, multilat-
eral, public, plural, political/democratic), which is distinct from “old” diplo-
macy (bilateral, secret, elitist/professionalized)? A related question is to what
extent diplomacy has adapted its norms and practices to the altering and
challenging contexts of globalization and transnational governance, including
new and competing global actors?

As a way to conceptualize these major and complex transformations, diplo-
macy scholars have advanced a broad range of concepts. New terms such as
public diplomacy (Melissen 2005), inter-societal diplomacy (Badie 2012), para-
diplomacy (Tavares 2016), catalytic diplomacy (Hocking 1999) are now exten-
sively in use as analytical lenses to assess empirically new diplomatic pro-
cesses and practices. An additional line of argument is that the distinction
between official and unofficial diplomacy is eroding. As state sovereignty is
relaxed, diplomacy is less attributed to the state, and centers more on trans-
national issues and relations. Several scholars therefore argue that such a
reconceptualization of diplomacy becomes more inclusive, bringing in a
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broad range of non-state actors who help to open up newways of global com-
munication (Constantinou and Der Derian 2010).

Yet, core debates hardly pay any attention to gender as an analytical cat-
egory or draw upon feminist theory as part of unpacking the changes, which
are taking place in contemporary diplomatic practices. Furthermore, there is
no gender sensitive lens adopted in most empirical case analyses, despite
the recent historical male monopoly on diplomacy, the fact that the number
of women in diplomacy has risen significantly in the past couple of decades,
or the fact that openly non-binary and transgender persons are conspicuously
absent from formal diplomacy. To begin with, we need to probe and broaden
the analytical scope to study the interaction between various diplomatic tracks,
commonly referred to as Track 1 (official diplomacy) and Track 2, 3 (unofficial/
informal diplomacy). For instance, it is interesting to note that when peace
negotiations are redesigned in such an inclusive way as to enable other diplo-
matic tracks, women are gaining presence and influence in the overall process.
An illustrative case is the negotiations preceding the adoption of resolution
1325, which highlights the constructive interaction between different tracks
of diplomacy. As Tryggestad (2018) points out, it was individual women and
civil society organizations that laid the ground work for resolution 1325.
Throughout the process, women’s organizations mobilized “women-friendly-
states” for normative, political and financial support of the WPS agenda. More-
over, the NGO Working Group on WPS is an umbrella organization of sixteen
international women’s and human rights organizations, which acted as a criti-
cal component during the 1325 negotiations, and later successfully pushed the
UN Security Council to adopt additional resolutions on women’s represen-
tation and participation (Tryggestad 2018; see also Shepherd 2017).

One would assume that the male-only character of formal diplomacy
should have led to more gender analyses. How did formal diplomacy
become an all-male institution? What kinds of masculinities have been at
work? With more women in diplomacy and negotiations during the past
two decades, there has been a small uptake in gender research. We delineate
three expanding strands of research on gender and diplomacy, which we
argue constitutes the gender turn in the field: diplomatic history, descriptive
representation and gendered institutions. However, these have by and large
developed in isolation, without engaging one another. The novel narrative
developed below sets out the gender and diplomacy agenda that we hope
will spur and generate more theoretical and empirical knowledge in the field.

Diplomatic history

The most developed literature on gender and diplomacy is undoubtedly that
within diplomatic history, a thriving subfield of history (e.g., Dean 2001,
2012; Daybell 2011; Costigliola 2012; Jeffreys-Jones 1995; Hickman 1999;
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Wood 2005, 2007; McCarthy 2009, 2014; Shibusawa 2012; Wilson 2012; Farias
2015; Kiddle 2015; Sluga and James 2016). Diplomatic history studies have pri-
marily examined the active roles women have taken for centuries in European
diplomacy. Studies of women’s involvement in diplomatic activities of societies
in other parts of the world are unfortunately still sparse. Some of these Euro-
pean histories take the form of biographies, following individual women and
their diplomatic activities over time, while others study developments that
occurred in briefer temporal contexts. Since women often did not have
formal access to diplomatic positions, much of the diplomatic history scholar-
ship takes as its point of departure the absence of women from formal diplo-
macy. These studies have then tended to show either that elite European
women occasionally did serve formal diplomatic roles prior to the nineteenth
century or that women exercised significant informal influence on diplomatic
interactions.

By tracing the historical roots of women in European diplomacy, diplomatic
history scholarship has shown conclusively that women’s involvement in dip-
lomatic activities is not a new phenomenon after all. In fact, women’s immer-
sion in diplomacy precedes their twentieth century roles as diplomats and
diplomatic wives by several centuries. In fact, women occasionally served as
diplomatic negotiators and were even appointed as ambassadors in Europe
prior to the nineteenth century, before European bans emerged that prohib-
ited women from holding formal state office (Towns 2010). An important
volume edited by Sluga and James (2016) provides portraits of women’s dip-
lomatic engagement across western societies from the 1500s until today. The
volume examines the many ways in which women have engaged in diplo-
macy and negotiation, beginning with a study of elite women’s venture
into the diplomatic circles of Renaissance Italy (James 2016). Women’s invol-
vement was helped by gender constructions that had not yet conceived of
“women” as a unified sex. Ties to royal courts rather than sex were central
for diplomatic interactions for many centuries, and in this function, elite
women have participated extensively in diplomacy. In Elizabethan England,
during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, women influenced
the formal intelligence and diplomatic endeavors through gathering and dis-
tributing news (Daybell 2011). A fascinating study by Tischer (2001) centers on
Renée du Bec-Crespin, Countess of Guébriant, who was formally appointed as
ambassador to Poland in 1645, as one of few women to serve in the formal
role of ambassador prior to the twentieth century.

Although women occasionally served in formal diplomatic roles, their infor-
mal involvement was more extensive. Several studies focus on the roles and
influence of women on foreign relations during the reigns of French monarchs
Louis XIV and Louis XV (e.g., Dade 2010; Bastian 2013; Hanotin 2014). Bastian’s
(2013) examination of early eighteenth century relations between Spain and
France uses an exploration of the activities of two elite women – Françoise
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d’Aubigné, Madame de Maintenon and wife of Louis XIV, and Marie-Anne de
la Trémoille, Princesse des Ursins – in order to illustrate the involvement of
women in diplomacy. Moving on to mid-eighteenth century France, Dade
(2010) provides an in-depth examination of how Madame de Pompadour
shaped foreign relations as one of Louis XV’s closest advisors (see also
Hanotin 2014; Mori 2015). These women had to maneuver a diplomatic
context of elite, generally aristocratic, masculinities, which demanded skills
such as dueling (Clark 1998; Kiddle 2015).

A number of historical studies have a more recent scope, focusing on twen-
tieth century roles of women in diplomacy in Europe and North America, a
period during which Foreign Service professionalized and moved away from
the royal courts (e.g., Delaunay and Denéchère 2006; Roberts and He 2007).
During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as the locus of diplomacy
shifted to professionalized and bureaucratized Ministries of Foreign Affairs
(MFAs), women were expressly and officially barred as a sex from holding dip-
lomatic positions. Their primary influence thenmanifested primarily in relation
to the informal institution of the diplomatic wife (e.g., Enloe 1989; Hickman
1999; Wood 2005; McCarthy 2009, 2014). With the official role of diplomat
reserved for men, and preferably heterosexual elite men, the diplomatic wife
came to fill important functions as facilitators of diplomatic interactions.
They did so – and continue to do so – as hostesses of receptions and
dinners, volunteers with connections in civil society and as sounding boards
for their husbands. Since the role of a diplomatic wife places heavy demands
onwomenwho accompanied their husbands on their diplomatic postings, dip-
lomatic wives have demanded recognition, services, compensation and pen-
sions in a number of countries (Enloe 1989; Hickman 1999; Biltekin 2016).

There are also studies of twentieth century struggles of women to gain
access to the formal roles of diplomacy and diplomatic careers, also limited
to studies on Europe, North America and Australia (Calkin 1977; McGlen
and Sarkees 1993, 62–66; Nash 2002; McCarthy 2009, 2014; Hughes 2010;
Neumann 2012, ch 12; Wood 2005; Biltekin 2016). In one of few studies that
reaches beyond Europe and North America, Farias (2015) studies the
opening of the Brazilian Foreign Service to women. Interestingly, women
were allowed into the Brazilian diplomatic career already in 1918, earlier
than their sisters in countries such as the US or Sweden (see Table 1).
Additional studies on other non-European MFAs would be important in
order to establish where and when formal diplomatic positions first opened
up for women.

Rich in detail and contextual complexity, these studies furthermore all
focus on individual MFAs. There is thus not much work trying to look at
broader international trends and patterns with respect to the entry of
women into diplomacy. In a recent volume (Aggestam and Towns 2018), scho-
lars provide analyses of MFAs in different parts of the world (Brazil, Japan,
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Sweden, Turkey and the US), and a preliminary sketch of international trends
and patterns in terms of when and where diplomatic careers were made avail-
able to women. The cases suggest that MFAs opened up the diplomatic career
to women during the first half of the twentieth century. As Table 1 indicates,
Brazil lifted the ban in 1918 and Sweden and Japan did so thirty years later, in
1948 and 1949 respectively. Both Brazil and Turkey reintroduced bans again
from the 1930s until the 1950s, setting the integration of women into their
MFAs back by decades. In Sweden, in contrast, women were let into the dip-
lomatic career as late as in Japan and yet the Swedish MFA reached gender
parity in the 1990s. Clearly, an increase in the number of women in diplomacy
is not a simple matter of time.

Lifting the general ban on women in the Foreign Service was a crucial step
for women seeking a diplomatic career, but many obstacles remained. In
many cases, states put in place a ban on married women from serving as dip-
lomats. Only single women were allowed to take the Foreign Service exams. If
a woman diplomat decided to marry, she was thus forced to leave her diplo-
matic career. In the cases under scrutiny in our edited volume, these bans
were not lifted until the late 1960s and early 1970s, as seen in Table 2. Inter-
estingly, the Turkish MFA never instituted such a ban (Rumelili and Suleyma-
noglu-Kurum 2018). In her research on the Japanese MFA, Flowers (2018) has
so far found no evidence of such a ban in Japan either. Additional studies on
MFAs outside of Europe would help fill in the blanks and provide a fuller
picture of the twentieth century global history of women in diplomacy.

Table 2. Year the “marriage ban” for female diplomats was lifted.
No ban Turkey
No ban? Japan
1966/1988 Brazil
1971 United States
Early 1970s Sweden
1973 Great Britain

Sources: Aggestam and Towns 2018; Foreign & Commonwealth Office 2017.

Table 1. Year women were first allowed into the Foreign
Service career.
1918 Brazil (then prohibited 1938–1954)
1920 United States
1932 Turkey (then prohibited 1934–1957)
1934 Denmark
1939 Norway
1945 France
1946 Great Britain
1947 Canada
1948 Sweden
1949 Japan

Sources: Aggestam and Towns 2018; Foreign & Commonwealth Office
2017; McCarthy and Southern 2017
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In sum, existing scholarship demonstrates conclusively that European
women did serve as formal diplomats and ambassadors prior to the nineteenth
century. Such appointments were uncommon, but they did occur. More often,
women influenced diplomacy informally asmembers of royal courts, relying on
their roles as wives, lovers, friends, mothers, sisters or daughters. While not
state officials, elite womenwith access to those in power nonetheless hadmul-
tiple means of involving themselves in diplomacy, such as providing advice,
collecting and passing on information or spreading gossip and disinformation.
When diplomacy was professionalized and bureaucratized in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, women became expressly prohibited
from holding official diplomatic positions. As part of this development, the
“diplomatic wife” became institutionalized and her unpaid and formally unrec-
ognized labor became important for the functioning of formal diplomacy.
Finally, we know from the scholarship, that women have since fought both
to remove the ban and subsequently the marriage ban from diplomacy as
well as for the recognition and regulation of the work of diplomatic wives.

Much work still remains to be done, however, on gender and diplomatic
history. For one, existing studies tend to take the case study form, with ana-
lyses that are rather limited in time and/or space. There are exceptionally
few comparisons between cases, with little attempts to make more general
claims about the history of women or gender and diplomacy across space
and time. Our attempt here at piecing together a preliminary more general
history of women in diplomacy is an effort to move diplomatic history
beyond single cases. We believe much is gained by placing individual cases
in a broader story, that knowing something about developments elsewhere
(in other places or at other times) may enrich and deepen knowledge
about the case at hand. What is more, telling a broader story is an end in
itself, as macro-historical narratives with their attempts at periodization
serve an important function both for understanding history and to set the
stage for better theorization of that history.

Second, there is exceptionally little scholarship on sex/gender transgres-
sions within diplomacy, including transgender diplomatic history. Gender his-
torians have analyzed the gender mobility of Charles d’Èon, the French
diplomat who negotiated the 1763 Treaty of Paris with England (Kates
1995; Clark 1998). D’Èon was assigned male at birth, presented as a man
from 1728–1776, but dressed and identified as a woman until death in
1812, in the context of more fluid eighteenth century gender roles and
boundaries. What other diplomats have challenged sex binaries historically?
How did they do so, and with what effects? In what ways have sex binaries
been policed and reproduced historically in diplomacy? Histories of sexuality
in diplomacy are also sparse, with exceptionally little scholarship on lesbian,
gay or bisexual diplomats (on the US, see e.g., Dean 2001, 2012; Johnson
2006). When and how did heterosexuality become organized into diplomacy?
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Alternatively, when and how did homosexuality become named, policed and
excluded from diplomacy? When and in which MFAs have bans on homosexu-
ality been lifted, through what struggles and for what reasons?

In developing the study of gender and diplomatic history, there is further-
more a great need for histories on non-European diplomacy. Such studies are
essential for their own sake, for comparisons to be made and in order to con-
struct a more complete and less Eurocentric global narrative about develop-
ments concerning gender and diplomacy over time. With a more
encompassing history, we could also move toward richer theorizations of
how and why women, men, transgender or non-binary persons come to par-
ticipate in or be shut out of diplomacy. Such theorizations would likely point
to changing sex/gender constructions, constructions that have looked very
different across time and space. In our view, tracing the movement of sex/
gender ideas and practices as they relate to diplomacy, across borders and
through time, would be a spectacularly interesting research endeavor.

Representation and the quest for inclusion

There is a persistent pattern of overrepresentation of men in diplomacy, a
legacy of the past formal bans and exclusions of women, which we discussed
above. At the same time, the gender make-up of diplomacy is changing and
the number of women participating is increasing. For example, the MFAs in
Sweden and the US have reached gender parity (of a 40/60 range of men
and women) and the share of women in many other countries is increasing
rapidly (Aggestam and Towns 2018). There are many insightful studies on
descriptive and substantive representation of women by gender scholars.
However, only recently have similar studies of the diplomatic domain
emerged. We still have very little knowledge of where women and men are
positioned and located in diplomacy. The few studies that exist have mainly
focused on Europe and North America (McGlen and Sarkees 1993; Jeffreys-
Jones 1995; Sjolander 2001) and confirm, not surprisingly, that the top diplo-
mats in most cases are male. In the volume, Gendering Diplomacy and Inter-
national Negotiation more comprehensive mappings are provided. A
chapter reproducing a study by Towns and Niklasson (2017) shows that
women globally hold 15 percent of the world’s ambassador appointments,
which is the top position for career diplomats and a coveted political appoint-
ment. Not one of these ambassadors are openly presented as non-binary. If
we compare and look at senior negotiation positions, the number of
women is even lower. An often-quoted study from UN Women (2012)
reveals that women only constitute 9 percent of all negotiators, 2.5 percent
of all chief mediators and 4 percent of signatories. Hence, it is primarily
men who carry out the core negotiating activities, with women tending to
participate as observers and public consultants, or in purely administrative
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and supportive roles (Aharoni 2018; Paffenholz 2018). At the same time,
Aggestam and Svensson (2018) demonstrate that there are also noticeable
regional differences. For instance, in cases of peace mediators, the US,
Nordic and African countries stand out by having significantly more women
mediating than other regions, such as Asia.

Furthermore, there are similar patterns of overrepresentation of men in
international organizations (Aggestam and Towns 2018). This reflects the gen-
dered structures of diplomacy. Also in the European Council, women are sys-
tematically underrepresented in the negotiation committee system. Few
women have been appointed to higher-level committees and to foreign
policy areas. Not surprisingly, the share of women at the very top ministerial
level is the lowest of all EU institutions (Naurin and Naurin 2018).

Yet, there are interesting deviant cases to consider where women have
better representation in international institutions, which may be because
male dominance is not as entrenched. For example, women constitute
60 percent of the Japanese delegations to the UN, although they only make
up 3 percent of the Japanese ambassadors and 17 percent of diplomats
overall (Flowers 2018). In the European Council, this pattern is also reflected
among the newer member states, which tend to appoint a higher share of
women as negotiators to the Council than their representation in the national
parliaments (Naurin and Naurin 2018).

While research on gender and diplomatic representation has grown in
recent years, many questions and areas remain to be studied. There is still a
need for basic empirical mapping of the numbers of men and women as
well as non-binary or gender-fluid persons in diplomacy in most MFAs of
the world and in many international organizations and negotiation fora.
Studies on how, where and when some MFAs have opened the doors (slightly)
for openly transgender diplomats – with what effects on the numbers enter-
ing diplomacy – are still to be conducted. Such studies could begin with the
US, where Robyn McCutcheon – as noted earlier – became the first diplomat
to transition openly, while posted in Bucharest, in 2011. Three years earlier, in
2008, Dr Chloe Schwenke had been fired from a position with a United States
Agency for International Aid (USAID) contractor when she announced her
transition. She fought the discrimination, together with Gays and Lesbians
in Foreign Affairs Agencies (GLIFAA), an NGO formed by State Department
employees in 1992 to represent lesbians, gay, bisexual, and transgender per-
sonnel, their families and allies in the State Department and other foreign
affairs offices of the US Government (New York Times 2015; GLIFAA 2018).
In 2010, gender identity was subsequently included in non-discrimination
statements at the State Department and USAID (New York Times 2015). A
mapping of struggles and inclusions of transgender diplomats in MFAs and
international organizations around the world would be fascinating, and
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would open up space for additional interesting questions about the changing
gender constructions and transformative practices in diplomacy.

The field is also ripe for studies of the contemporary representation of
lesbian, gay and bisexual persons in diplomacy. For instance, how many
openly gay ambassadors presently serve in the world? Given the growing
global polarization around LGBT rights, what are the work conditions of
LGBT diplomats in host countries that are largely hostile to homosexuality?
The US appointed its first openly gay ambassador – James Hormel, posted
to Luxembourg – in 1999 (Adams 2012). Since then, an additional six
openly gay ambassadors have been appointed by the US, all of them white
and male (Silva 2017; Wikipedia 2018).

Furthermore, as the opening for openly LGBT diplomats at the US State
Department might suggest, there is great variation in the gender represen-
tation among institutions. What explains this variation? Why are (straight)
men so much more over-represented in some diplomatic institutions than
others? More systematic comparisons are needed to respond to such ques-
tions, focusing on domestic and international factors alike.

Many advocates of greater representation of women in diplomacy frame
their advocacy in terms of the difference women will make to diplomacy in
terms of efficiency. This is strikingly present in contemporary policy discourses,
which tend to conflate gender and women, and build on essentialist assump-
tions that women are inherently peaceful (Palmiano 2014). Yet, we need to
probe in-depth to what extent and in what ways diplomatic institutions accom-
modate differences – if any – that women may bring or demand? Does diplo-
matic practice and output remain largely the same, despite the influx of larger
number of women? In the last few years, a number of interesting studies have
been conducted, which assess the interplay between representation and
output in peace negotiation and agreement. For instance, Bell (2015) identifies
a growing trend to include gender provisions in peace negotiations and agree-
ments since the launching of UN SCR 1325. In another comprehensive study,
Paffenholz et al. (2016) have found a positive correlation where women have
been able to exercise strong influence in the process and in the drafting of
gender provisions in peace agreements. According to Stone’s study (quoted
in O’Reilly, Suilleabhain, and Paffenholz 2015) women’s participation increases
the chances that peace agreements will hold over time by 20–35 percent. Still,
we need additional studies that shift focus from descriptive to substantive rep-
resentation in diplomacy (Ellerby 2016).

The diplomatic infrastructure – a gendered institution

As diplomacy has been exclusively male for a long time, this has nurtured
homosocial environments with particular forms of ingrained masculinity
norms, scripts and practices. In such contexts, there are informal barriers at
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play which both exclude and prevent others to act efficiently as diplomats.
There is presently a strong interest among policy makers in the numerical rep-
resentation of women, but much less attention is given to the gendered nature
of diplomacy. This is somewhat of a paradox, which may stem partly from an
underlying assumption that diplomatic norms and practices will become
more gender equal or diverse simply by adding more women to the field.

While overcoming formal barriers are essential for women’s and transgen-
der persons’ inclusion in diplomacy, we also need to probe the challenges and
advantages men, women and transgender people face in everyday diplomatic
practices. Feminist institutionalist scholarship provides insightful accounts by
showing how gender operate in institutional structures, processes, practices
and how femininity and masculinity are produced and reproduced (McGlen
and Sarkees 1993; Duerst-Lahti and Kelly 1995; Waylen 2014).

In the scholarship on gender and diplomacy, the concept of institution is
generally used in either of two central meanings: firstly, as formal organizations
with clear goals and rules, stipulating chains of command and institutional pos-
itions with authorities and responsibilities; and secondly, as less formalized but
yet persistent sets of relationships, practices or behavioral patterns. It is impor-
tant to note that in this scholarship, institutions themselves, and not just the
people working as diplomats, are approached as bearers of gender (Towns
and Niklasson 2017). Furthermore, feminist institutional studies demonstrate
that institutions in either sense of the term can be gendered. As such, insti-
tutions contain “collections of interrelated rules and routines that define appro-
priate actions in terms of relations between roles and situations” (March and
Olsen 1989, 161). Gender thus conceived helps shape expectations and prac-
tices of individuals into relatively stable and predictable patterns.

Peace negotiations in particular are ingrained with masculinized norms of
power, as they are strongly associated with security interests and military
affairs. Hyper-securitization and “exceptional politics” are additional reasons
for the polarization of gender roles and for the virtually exclusive presence
of men at the negotiation table. Yet, there are still only a few studies which
pay attention to the specific gendered structures and dynamics of peace
negotiations (Waylen 2014; Aharoni 2018; Paffenholz 2018). In a recently con-
ducted interview survey of more than fifty peacemakers, Aggestam (2018)
analyses how gender operates within distinct institutional contexts and pro-
cessual dynamics of peace negotiations. The results from the survey shows,
for instance, how the WPS agenda is “ghettoized” during negotiations as
something only of concern to women negotiators while discussions on mas-
culinities are completely absent from the talks. So, there is an urgent need for
more studies that probe how masculinities are expressed at the peace table
and through gendered power? What are the relations of power between gen-
dered subjects? In times of transitions from war to peace, what are the effects
of masculinities in peace negotiations? While the number of studies are
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growing, for instance, on militarized masculinities and conflict (Hearn 2003;
Ashe and Harland 2014) there are still very few theoretical and empirical
studies on masculinities and diplomatic negotiations.

Prior scholarship also shows thatMFAs – institutions in themore formal sense
– can productively be conceived of as gendered institutions. These institutions
seem to contain predictable divisions of labor, including a familiar division of
responsibilities and tasks among women and men, with women often ending
up in support functions and in “soft” policy areas whereas men tend to cluster
in “hard” policy areas and are overrepresented in leadership positions.
Women’s entry into diplomacy seems to have been marked by such divisions.
For instance, Neumann (2012, 138) describes the entry of Norwegian women
first into positions as typists and then into civil servant positionswith “soft” port-
folios. We also see such patterns in the US Department of State of the 1980s; the
Civil Service was predominantly staffed bywomen, whereas the Foreign Service
was predominantly occupied by men (McGlen and Sarkees 1993, 75–76).

Noting that the scholarship on gender in formal MFA institutions is not only
small but also somewhat dated, the volume Gendering Diplomacy (Aggestam
and Towns 2018) focuses on the contemporary location and position of
women and men in various MFAs. In all cases under scrutiny, women continue
to trail men in terms of where they are located in the institutional hierarchies.
In some cases, the underrepresentation of women at the top is getting worse
rather than better over time. Women are furthermore overrepresented in
support functions. In the Turkish MFA, for instance, more women serve as con-
sular and expert officers than as career diplomats (Rumelili and Suleymano-
glu-Kurum 2018). In the Swedish MFA, women are still overrepresented in
administrative units, despite an overall gender parity in the organization for
almost two decades (Niklasson and Robertson 2018). To be sure, this is not
to suggest that nothing has changed during the past two decades. Clearly,
women are also rising in the ranks of career diplomacy and filling positions
that were previously manned exclusively by men. But the pattern of
women in support units and men in core functions remains striking. We still
know nothing about what such patterns might look like for LGBT diplomats.

These differences – in hierarchy and division of labor – may diminish once
the increasing numbers of women recruits make their way into international
negotiations or through the Foreign Service career pipeline. However, insti-
tutional features are also at the core of the low levels of women in leadership
and other top diplomatic positions. This is an area where more studies are
required. For one, centrally located male networks may shape recruitment
and career development – perhaps senior men are more likely to see, encou-
rage and involve men as junior colleagues, making it easier for junior men than
women to feel supported and encouraged to take steps to advance the career.
Also, the issue of overt or subtle signaling to women that they are not suitable
for diplomacy need to be analyzed further. Such signaling can have various
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grounds: there may be fear that women cannot network effectively in male-
dominated environments, fear that women cannot combine a demanding dip-
lomatic career with marriage and parenthood, reluctance to place women in
violent contexts, or ideas about women’s inability to control their emotions
or keep secrets. The emotional and psychological toll of sexual harassment,
which usually disproportionately befalls women and transgender people,
may be leading to less dedication to the diplomatic career or even to
leaving the career altogether. As Svedberg (2018) points out, institutional
gender norms about appropriate “male” and “female” behavior may be chan-
neling women in some direction and men in others within diplomacy. Also,
diplomacy generally is not well organized to enable the combination of
work and family life, which is particularly damaging for women as they con-
tinue to shoulder more care responsibilities than men. Robust parental leave
policies and childcare provision seem to be a necessary requirement, as is
the increased participation of fathers in the care of children. However, unless
career expectations change in diplomacy, leave policies may simultaneously
hold women back if their careers suffer as a result of taking the leave offered.

Such institutional factors in diplomacy are yet to receive necessary scho-
larly attention. Ahead, we envision studies designed to probe these issues,
including research that systematically compares institutions and negotiation
settings, and traces change in institutional gender features over time. There
is simultaneously a need for ethnographic studies of gender and diplomacy,
richer scholarship contributed by analysts that enter the institutions to
examine the life world, social interactions, understandings and practices of
diplomats and negotiators. In one of very few diplomatic studies on gender
that relies on ethnographic methods, Neumann (2008, 2012) provides a fasci-
nating analysis of the gendered culture of the Norwegian MFA in the 2000s,
highlighting the “inherent tension between the statuses ‘women’ and ‘diplo-
mat’” (2012, 162). He points to three distinctive masculinities operative in
Western diplomacy: a numerically dominant petit bourgeois masculinity (dili-
gent, rule-following), a hegemonic bourgeois masculinity (economically privi-
leged, cultivated, intellectually independent) and the more unconventional
trouble-maker (Neumann 2012, 153–159). This is the only study of masculi-
nities among Foreign Service officials that we are aware of. More such
studies, focusing on institutionalized masculinities and femininities along
with additional institutional factors, including MFAs in Latin America, Africa
and Asia and new peace negotiation settings would greatly enhance our
understanding of the workings of gender in diplomacy.

Conclusion

This article argues that the (re-)constitution of diplomacy is intimately linked
to gender and the practices of inclusion and exclusion of men, women, non-
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binary and transgender individuals over time. While the big debates in both
academia and among practitioners have concerned the change and continu-
ity of diplomacy in the last hundred years, gender has received scant if any
attention. The overarching purpose of this article has therefore been to
advance a new research agenda in the field of diplomacy. By taking stock
of existing gender research, we have advanced a new research agenda and
suggested multiple ways in which such gender turn in the study of diplomacy
may be furthered. By way of conclusion, we spell out a number of areas we
find particularly ripe for research.

First, there is a marked and problematic Eurocentrism in the field. We need
many more studies that move out of Europe and North America to provide
greater focus on Africa, Asia and Latin America. Diplomatic history studies
on the gender constructions that informed diplomacy among non-European
societies, including the roles and positions of men, women and other sexes/
genders in diplomacy, would be of great interest. Such studies are important
in their own right, but they would also help to de-center Europe and North
America. That said, such studies would also enrich studies of diplomacy in
Europe and North America, as they would provide new points of contextuali-
zation and comparison.

Second, we need to move beyond descriptive single case studies towards
more systematic comparison and even larger n-studies. For instance, scholar-
ship of diplomatic history can benefit from more structure in terms of macro-
histories with distinct periods and narratives that cover diverse national con-
texts over time. Such comprehensive stories serve an important function for
understanding history, but also for laying the ground for theorizing specific
historical periods. Moreover, scholarship on contemporary diplomatic insti-
tutions could stand to benefit from comparative studies as a way to
advance generic knowledge about gender-institutional factors, processes
and outcomes. Here we envision studies that more systematically compare
institutional settings, such as negotiations, but also trace changes in insti-
tutional gender features over time. There is also a great need for more ethno-
graphic studies of gendered micro-processes, including the gender norms,
relations and identities at work in diplomatic institutions. With such an
approach, novel insights may be gained about the daily mundane institutional
practices that sustain gendered hierarchies and divisions of labor. An ethno-
graphic approach can also help reveal low-grade resistances as well as the
piece-meal changes that help move institutions in new directions.
Methodologically, ethnographic approaches to diplomacy would certainly
encounter difficulties, the question of access being a primary one. MFAs
and embassies as well as negotiation sites have a tradition of secrecy,
dealing with high politics and international affairs. We are nonetheless
confident that creative gender scholars, armed with tools from recent
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developments in institutional ethnography, would find ways to design and
carry out ethnographic studies.

By simultaneously calling for large-n studies and ethnographic scholarship,
we are not suggesting that such studies would necessarily be epistemologi-
cally compatible. There are furthermore clear limitations of each. Large-n
studies, even the kind of “simple” mappings and process-tracings that we
have advocated for, risk reducing complexity and removing contradictions
in gender expressions and practices. Contextual ethnographies, on the
other hand, risk missing shared themes across context in the search for rich
and complex detail. In calling for both, we hope for a gender turn in diplo-
macy that is dynamic and in which gender scholars using different methodo-
logical and theoretical approaches engage and constructively challenge each
other. The existing strands of study we have identified have largely developed
independently of one another. A more robust field of study on gender and
diplomacy should not only include cumulative knowledge, but also compet-
ing claims about gender in diplomacy.

Finally, while the study of diplomacy has generally been “resistant” to the-
orizing (Der Derian 1987, 91), international feminist theory can make signifi-
cant contributions to the field by offering conceptual framework and
empirical guidance to the analysis of the interplay between gender, power
and diplomacy (Ackerly and True 2010). For instance, feminist institutionalist
theory has proven useful to unpack the “black box” of peace negotiation
(Waylen 2014, 495). As such, international feminist theory helps us to probe
overarching normative questions how a transformative and inclusive diplo-
macy in theory and in practice may be advanced.
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