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Gender equality – the secret ingredient for peace,  
progress and prosperity?

 
For decades, gender equality advocates have highlighted the gender-differentiated  
impact of foreign and domestic policies on men and women (with growing awareness of 
the need to include gender minorities). 

Internationally, the Women, Peace and Security Agenda – kicked off with the ground-
breaking Security Council Resolution 1325 in the year 2000 – indicated growing  
awareness of and political will to act on gender-differentiated impact of war and peace, 
particularly regarding sexualized violence during conflict. The importance of women’s 
participation and agency in peace-making efforts takes a central role in what is known 
as the WPS agenda.  

Gender inequality is bad for everyone. Research has shown that higher levels of equality 
in a society are directly linked to better quality of democracy and rule of law, higher 
levels of prosperity, and greater social stability (cf. Hudson et al. 2014). 

In the past few years, a growing number of policy- and decision-makers seem to  have 
heeded the tireless efforts of gender advocates: there is a strong interest in feminist 
perspectives and gender equality efforts, at least rhetorically. In their 2021 coalition 
agreement, the German government announced that they wanted “to strengthen rights, 
resources and representation of women and girls globally and support social diversity” 
[…] “in line with a feminist foreign policy” (Bundesregierung 2021), picking up on a model 
of Feminist Foreign Policy (FFP) first introduced by the Swedish government in 2014. On 
International Women’s Day in 2023, Slovenia also rhetorically committed to FFP, being 
one of the most recent countries to announce a feminist approach to foreign policy and 
the first in Central-Eastern or Southeast Europe. 

While feminist foreign policies are mushrooming across the globe, strong anti-feminist 
alliances and anti-gender discourses are simultaneously re-gaining meaningful  
influence and mainstream appeal with palpable legal consequences, for example, 
through restricting reproductive rights for women. 
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What is feminist foreign policy?

 
Feminist foreign policy, a concept first introduced in 2014 by the Swedish government, 
is sometimes discussed as a political strategy following in  the same vein as the  
WPS agenda. However, it is not a linear development. The two certainly are complemen-
tary, and national commitment to FFP without strong support for the WPS agenda (e.g. 
through strong WPS national action plans) appears half-baked. 

In comparison to WPS, the innovation of FFP is that it goes beyond a strategy for  
providing a set of tools and guidelines for the times or resolution of crisis. Instead, FFP 
aims at structural transformation of the way of doing foreign policy. Furthermore, the 
focus on feminism rather than on women calls for everyone to  take responsibility and 
adds a strong relational and comprehensive dimension to foreign policy.

 
 

Feminism: A comprehensive, relational and intersectional way  
of doing things differently

 
Comprehensive means understanding gender equality not as a variable to add to  
certain policies for situational usage, but rather as a cross-cutting dimension, or a way 
of doing politics; a way of governance. It also means applying not only to women, or 
women’s issues, but across the board. 

Relational means understanding feminism as challenging and transforming gender 
relations, rather than focusing on women and girls only. While there certainly is a need 
for policies to target women specifically, gender equity relies on the understanding 
that everyone matters for a gender equal society. 

Intersectional feminism understands discrimination based not only on gender,  
but also race, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation etc. It is important to recognize 
the unique (legal situation) of those who experience intersectional discrimination, for 
example Roma women. 

Finally, feminism should be understood as a practice, i.e. a commitment that  
goes beyond rhetoric to actively challenge and transform existing societal and political 
patterns. In relation to policy, it means committing to a feminist policy in the sense of 
shifting the mindset towards a holistic way of doing things. 
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Feminist foreign policy: where we stand

 
The first country to formally introduce a Feminist Foreign Policy was Sweden in 2014, 
under then Foreign Minister Margot Wallström. The new Swedish government formally 
abandoned their pioneering policy in 2022, but a growing number of governments across 
the globe are adopting FFP. Currently, the list includes Canada (2017), France (2019), 
Mexico (2020), Spain (2021), Luxembourg (2021), Germany (2021), Chile (2022) and the 
Netherlands (2023), with more countries having announced commitment to adopt an 
FFP, including Libya (2021), Colombia (2022) and Slovenia (2023).1 

During a ministerial-level side event on FFP at the UN General Assembly in September 
2023, the FFP+ group (18 countries including Albania), published a political declaration 
on feminist approaches to foreign policy (Government of the Netherlands 2023), for the 
first time bringing the topic to the UN level where, at the same time, resistance against 
gender-sensitive policies was growing (cf. Demirci et al 2023).  

 

Diverse approaches to feminist foreign policy 

As the pioneering government to announce FFP, Sweden provided an implementation 
model based on the 3 Rs (later complemented by a 4th R): Rights, Representation,  
Resources, and Reality. 

While many countries follow the Swedish model with national adaptations, others,  
particularly in the global South, have presented different principles, showcasing the  
importance of local context for the application and implementation of a feminist  
foreign policy. Colombia, a country with a recent history of armed internal conflict,  
legally settled with a peace accord in 2016, marks a striking example for the impor-
tance of contextuality and sensitivity to historical legacies by building their FFP on the 
premises of Pacifism, Participation and Intersectionality (Cancillería Colombia 2022). 
Particularly, the element of pacifism stands in stark contrast to most FFP countries in 
the global North that are members of NATO or, like France (a nuclear power), Germany 
or Spain, have a prolific arms industry. Militarization and armament are among the most 
contested aspects of FFP, and easily show that activist or academic visions of FFP often 
clash with the efforts of FFP-implementing governments. 

 

1  A comprehensive overview of countries who have or are intending to adopt FFP can be found 
here: https://www.gendersecurityproject.com/feminist-foreign-policy 
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Feminist demands: walking the talk 

Ideally, FFP should be a cohesive, well-integrated policy across political portfolios and 
not an isolated, departmentalized policy. In a globalized and highly interconnected world, 
FFP is more than just diplomacy. Trade, for example, has crucial gendered impacts 
both domestically and internationally, but in practice, it is rarely considered in FFPs2.  
If anything, entrepreneurial empowerment of women in receiving countries is recognized 
occasionally. Cohesiveness can be institutionalized through the tool of gender  
mainstreaming (GM), which has been introduced at both the UN and EU level in  
the 1990s. For the EU, GM means: “that equality between women and men, as the  
overarching principle, should be taken into consideration in all decisions, in each 
phase of the policy-making process, by all the actors involved” (EIGE Europe Website).  
Importantly, gender or “feminist” mainstreaming needs to align/be matched with  
gender-aware allocation of finance (gender budgeting). Very little data on gender  
budgeting exists at this point, but would be crucial to measure implementation  
and impact. 

A lack of cohesiveness goes hand in hand with a lack of both accountability and  
credibility of FFP governments. Foreign policy is a reflection of the self, or an idealized 
self – but often, FFP is applied primarily as a strategic label to put on a certain role  
towards the rest of the world. 

While feminist voices diverge to the degree that an FFP is compatible with defence, 
there is a clear focus on the importance of active peace commitment (cf. Cheung et al 
2021), both for FFP credibility and sustainability, especially in conflict-ridden regions.  
While self-defence is often considered an acceptable and, depending on context,  
necessary reason to use military force, it should always be the very last resort; and  
priority needs to be given to non-violent forms of conflict-resolution and preven-
tion. Active peace commitment therefore requires understanding of the root causes of  
the conflict and prioritizing a human-centred approach to security (rather than a  
traditionalist state centred approach) actively prioritizing de-militarization (including 
rhetorical) and disarmament. 

There are different views on the degree of transformation required for a successful  
FFP, but there is consensus on FFP as /progressive learning, reviewing and improving 
exercise  (cf. Kvinna Till Kvinna 2023). It is important to understand  FFP as a means  
in itself, rather than a strategic instrument of virtue signalling to feign alignment  
with certain political agendas for the sake of, e.g. EU integration. FFP can only be  
transformative if it is meant to be so for the sake of a truly equitable future. 

2  The EU draft for a supply chain due diligence law recognizes sex or gender-specific  
discrimination in supply chains which could be a step towards more gender-sensitive trade 
policy across EU member states. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:bc4d-
cea4-9584-11ec-b4e4-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1&format=PDF
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Tangible feminist foreign Policy in the context of the 
post-Yugoslav sphere
 
In comparison to Sweden or Germany – frequently chosen as a blueprint when discuss-
ing FFP in Europe – countries in Southeast Europe are positioned differently in global 
affairs. This is because of their size, prosperity and historical developments, and also 
because they are not primary donor countries.

It is important to situate discussions on and development of FFP within the context 
of a country’s position in foreign relations, national priorities or dilemmas and in 
the context of a country’s cultural and historical background. The “gold standard” of  
the Swedish 3R+ approach can be helpful but also limiting for countries with diverting 
institutional structures or capacities. Emergent varieties of FFP can be helpful to under-
stand that feminist approaches live off diversity, local agency and historical context. 

 

Context always matters: the post-Yugoslav sphere 
 
In Southeast European countries, and in the Yugoslav context specifically, women’s  
participation in politics, the military, the economy and education, to name just a few  
areas, has a long-standing – if often neglected in public memory – history, as  
has women’s contribution to peace and democratisation processes, both within states 
and across regional borders3. However, today’s relative political, economic or social  
power of women is, on average, far below that of men, despite some leading female 
figures in high political or economic positions (EIGE Europe 2023). High levels of  
gender-based and sexualized violence contribute to an insecure environment for  
women, which is further exacerbated by the lack of legal, social or economic  
protection, particularly of those women who are in vulnerable positions due to the  
experience of intersectional discrimination. 

Despite the impactful legacy of women’s participation in public life in Yugoslavia and its 
follow-up states, the societies remain highly patriarchal and culturally hostile to female 
empowerment and feminist ideas. Across countries in the region, a strong anti-gender 
movement has been established, often closely linked with nationalist groups and  
conspiracist mindsets. This movement gained an even stronger foothold during the 
Covid19 pandemic (Kvinna Till Kvinna 2022). Spaces for civil society and meaningful 
participation in policy processes have been shrinking for years, strongly linked to state 
capture and authoritarian tendencies of governing (Heinrich Böll Foundation 2016). 

This cultural context carries the danger of rendering local women’s or gender equality 
movement invisible at the  cost of  losing the local input into the development of an FFP. 

3  For an in-depth report on and analysis of women’s contribution to security, peace and demo- 
cracy building in Kosovo, esp. in relation to the UN WPS agenda, see Kosova Women’s Network 
(2022). 1325 Facts and Fables. https://womensnetwork.org/publications/1325-facts-fables/. 
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Transnational feminist exchange is important and fruitful, but the idea of gender equality 
does not need to be “imported” from West European FFP-implementing governments, as 
it has a long and diverse history in the region. 

Feminist approaches to foreign relations, bilateral relations, and security in the region 
are desirable but are also – just as in all other states across the globe – challenged by 
the polarising and emotive connotations of gender equality and feminism. In the region, 
the context of institutionalized anti-feminism calls for a cautious approach so that FFP 
is not appropriated by conservative or anti-gender groups for virtue signalling on the 
international stage. Policies and political instruments need to be well thought- through 
and enforceable.

 

What enables a successful feminist foreign policy?  
Recommendations for implementation
 
No matter how an FFP is defined within a national context, for it to function it needs to 
rest upon a strong institutional foundation. If governments envision and employ it as a 
transformative policy for change, it should be designed to last beyond political terms  
of office or individual supporters. FFP cannot be a quick fix with magic powers for 
every new crisis, but rather a way how feminist structures can help transform existing 
processes towards a more egalitarian, crisis-resistant and peaceful future.

The particularities of a national FFP need to be developed within a country and through 
a process of comprehensive and inclusive participatory approaches among relevant 
actors, including the civil society and marginalized groups with strong agency. 

 

Sustainable structures for feminist foreign policy:  
an institutional perspective
 
A credible feminist foreign policy must be based on a committed understanding  
of gender equity and assurance of peace. Change also needs to address less formal 
elements of institutional, social or political culture. In the post-Yugoslav context,  
intensified by the recent history of violent (ethnic) conflict, there exists a culture of  
violence, or a culture that tolerates and perpetuates violence, which needs to be  
replaced with a culture of equity and peace. 

Violence has many faces: physical argument, the use of brute force or armed assault 
are its most pronounced and most-easily identifiable forms. Gender-based violence 
(GBV), including domestic violence, rape and femicide, is the expression of deeply  
engrained patterns of misogyny, and present a rampant and deadly security threat to 
women in the Balkan countries (European Forum for Democracy and Solidarity 2023).  
The highest priority must be given to the fight against violence in all forms, beginning 
with efforts to combat hate speech in the media, online, or in political speech. 
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Enabling participation and substantive representation 

 
Participation lies at the heart of democratic and pluralistic political processes.  
The quality of a political process can be measured by the time and depth given to a  
variety of groups and people to contribute first to a political discourse and political  
culture and, second, to political outcomes and decisions. 

 
Diverse representation in state office

A seemingly straightforward way to guarantee more gender equality is a critical look  
at political institutions (such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, diplomatic service  
or the military), and investment in a more gender-diverse representation of staff.  
Gender sensitivity with respect to processes and structures within these institutions, 
many of which follow strictly patriarchal or masculinist logics or cultures, can partly be 
increased by more diverse representation. 

Research has shown that women in influential positions can be an important factor  
for more gender awareness within institutions or processes, but that it does not necess- 
arily entail the establishment of institutional patterns that endure beyond the particular 
individual’s departure (Kosova Women’s Network 2022). 

More important than numerical diversity is truly intersectional diversity that provides 
opportunities for women and men from manifold backgrounds. The process of enabling 
diverse representation will go far beyond indicating general interest in a diversified 
workforce. It will need, for example, to consider a potentially hostile or biased organi-
zational culture in respect to women, including sexualized harassment or assault, or  
women’s disproportionate care responsibilities which need to be considered and leveraged, 
e.g. by providing childcare facilities or flexibility in work schedule and (afterhours) work 
activities. Because of women’s unique position in society (e.g. in relation to family 
and care responsibilities), their experience and (lived) expertise is indispensable for 
the design of bottom-up policies that unfold from the centre of society, whether they  
relate to transitional economic policy, peace negotiations or EU-conditioned system 
transformation. 

But, just as gender equality should not be an afterthought, it cannot be a women’s  
exclusive matter. Men need to educate themselves on gender equity in practice to  
contribute actively to awareness-raising, conscious policy design and implementation. 
The sole responsibility cannot rest on the shoulders of those already fighting for  
inclusion. 

Within national institutions, women and members of marginalized groups such as  
ethnic minorities must be admitted to all kinds of positions and provided a space  
of recognition of their contribution and expertise, enabling them to move beyond  
nominal representation of women and minorities to impactful substantive contribu-
tions to political processes. 
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Civil society consultations

Participation and representation cannot stop at staff statistics in government  
institutions or international organizations. It does not matter what part or step of foreign 
policy one deals with – civil society matters, crucially. Feminist (foreign) policy should 
be inherently participatory and inclusive. 

That begins with the development of a feminist foreign policy. One reason that this short 
policy brief is unable to develop a content-related (rather than structural) outline for an 
FFP for any country is precisely the  absence (so far) of thorough consultations with 
civil society organizations in any country to discuss how local (women’s rights) activists, 
think tanks and organizations would envision their FFP.   

Equally important is the inclusion of and close cooperation with local civil society in 
foreign missions, particularly in societies in transition or in post-conflict contexts during 
foreign missions. 

In some contexts, women or marginalized groups might be informally organized (rather 
than belonging to formal organizations), which can complicate their inclusion in formal 
processes with clear donor-driven requirements. Female representatives from civil  
society (particularly from marginalized groups, such as ethnic minorities or racially  
discriminated groups) might not be as well connected or visible at first glance, making 
it more difficult to find them. Finding ways for their inclusion and compensating  
them fairly for their work must be part of a commitment to inclusive and egalitarian 
processes, where flexibility will often be key. 

 

Providing strong capacities 
 
Without diverse gender expertise, there cannot be a feminist foreign policy. FFP must 
rely on structures that seek and value gender expertise, both from within and outside 
government structures (see also the before-mentioned part on participation). 

Expertise and gender knowledge comes in varying forms, but the production of  
gender data (including intersectional aspects of discrimination) and collection of  
gender-aware experience must be at the core of government interest and responsi- 
bility (e.g. through tools like the EIGE Gender Equality Index, in which EU candidate 
states are not yet regularly assessed) to create a working basis upon which policies or 
strategies can be developed, whether it relates to home or abroad.  

For a feminist foreign policy to be successful, designated capacities must be provided 
for advisory, training, evaluation, monitoring and consultation across institutions.  
Designated staff working exclusively on mainstreaming gender equality in existing 
structures is essential to avoid half-hearted implementation of gender strategies.  
Without clear institutional and personal responsibilities, a policy that is as controversial 
and labour-intensive as FFP, carries the danger of being sidelined as soon as other  
issues appear more urgent. 
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Commitment to international treaties on gender equality such as the UN Resolution  
1325 on Women, Peace and Security and its follow-up resolutions, the Istanbul Con-
ventionon preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence 
and the Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against Women  
(CEDAW), is an important precondition for developing a national framework for FFP. 
Drawing inspiration from other FFPs or gender policies (such as EU or UN gender  
mainstreaming principles) is helpful in transforming one’s own policymaking  
procedures, and global networks for exchange and cooperation are crucial. But for all 
this to happen, there need to be people and divisions within government, security, and 
military forces (etc) in the country who know what these provisions are, how they work, 
how to implement them and how to develop them further. 

Without dedicated and diversified capacities across divisions and institutions (includ-
ing obtaining expertise from the civil society etc.) and the committed resources, FFP 
will largely be a document of virtue signalling. It also means being reflective and honest 
about the capacities of the government at a given point, and designing policies with 
clear goals accordingly. However, there needs to be budgetary commitment to gender- 
sensitive policies, something that is so far lacking among implementing governments. 
Feminist mechanisms in foreign policy must be enforceable, which is only possible 
with the right amount of capacities and budget, on top of a favourable political culture. 

 

Creating a culture of justice 

 
One of the three pillars of the Swedish FFP was “rights”, derived from a human  
rights centred foreign policy that then put women’s rights centre stage. But (human) 
rights can only be enjoyed in a legal environment that guarantees their enforcement,  
prevention of rights violations and legal protection of victims. Unavoidably, justice must 
be understood globally, especially if discussed in the context of FFP. A functioning  
global justice system and bi- or multi-lateral relations based on cooperation and  
support, are a powerful response to militarization and power plays. But of course, a 
global system of justice can only work if everyone – or at least the majority – contributes 
constructively to resolving conflicts. Despite inevitable clash of positions, working on 
peace in the interest of the most marginalized groups should be a priority.  

 
Women’s access to justice

Women’s specific position and role in the contexts of security and war has been  
extensively, yet not exhaustively, discussed within the context of the UN WPS agenda. 
The successful adoption of the UN resolution 1325 is often attributed to the horrors  
of the Balkan Wars in the 1990s and, particularly, to the widespread practice of using 
gender-based and sexualized violence, such as rape, as weapon of war and tool of ethnic 
cleansing (cf. Kirchner 2022; Horstmann et al 2022). A (global) system of justice that 
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acknowledges the persistence and varieties of gender-based violence is crucial for  
the application and implementation of FFP, as is the awareness of women’s  
disproportionate experience of violence as an everyday experience. The persistence 
of gender-based violence in post-conflict societies has been well-studied, particularly  
relating to precarious living conditions if reconstruction efforts do not prioritize  
egalitarian economic, political and judicial structures (Kostovicova 2020). 

However, precarious security conditions for women are not limited to post-conflict  
contexts – domestic violence, sexualized violence (often within intimate relationships or 
family contexts), harassment and femicide are globally widespread phenomena, which 
are further reinforced by cultural patterns and legal structures that encourage women’s 
economic insecurity, hence dependency on male partners or family. A truly empowering 
legal context is one that provides no tolerance of gender-based harassment, recogni-
tion of gender-based crimes, protection of victims and prosecution of predators. 

Access to justice contains many elements, including a functioning, transparent and 
egalitarian legal system within a de-stigmatized social environment, legal literacy 
among the population (i.e. knowledge about available channels for redress and how to 
claim justice), equal access to affordable legal support and representation, “availability 
of dispute resolution mechanisms that are accessible, affordable, timely, effective,  
efficient, impartial, corruption-free and trustworthy, […]; and the availability of efficient 
and impartial mechanisms for the enforcement of judicial decisions” (Council of  
Europe/ UN Women 2016, 7). Access to justice means the ability of everyone  to fully 
demand and enjoy human rights.  

At the end of the day, for justice, just like for any other structural dimension, it holds  
true that to enable equity means to create equitable structures, not to demand  
discriminated-against individuals to adapt. 

 
Rule of law and transparency 

Rule of law in Southeast Europe has been continuously and extensively discussed in the 
context of EU enlargement through compliance with the EU’s acquis communautaire. 
The corresponding (sometimes hasty) adoption of legal reforms or political strategies 
has led to a list of “empty shell” reforms “adopted by states that have neither the  
intention nor the capacity to implement them” (Gordy and Adnan 2020, 10). The danger 
exists for such processes to be replicated with the strategic introduction of FFP merely 
because it is en vogue and signals novelty.

In line with the before-mentioned consistency of policies at home and abroad, a femi-
nist foreign policy needs to be established within the institutional context of formal and 
informal lawfulness, including transparent political, judicial and economic structures 
and consistent efforts to fight organized crime and corruption. State capture, authori-
tarian styles of governing and the erosion of democratic structures oppose the inclusive, 
participatory and constructively transformative aim of feminist (foreign) policy.     
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Getting started: A concluding outlook

This policy brief makes a humble contribution to a fledgling debate on feminist  
approaches to feminist and security policy in Southeast Europe.  More investment in 
diverse research on and approaches to gender-sensitive policy and FFP across the 
region would be an important preceding step to any officially declared FFP. 

The planning of an FFP requires convinced (and convincing) individuals, adaptive  
institutions and fully integrated civil society actors. An FFP-committed government 
needs to create capacities for gender-aware approaches in a steadily growing number 
of policy fields and institutional divisions over time, based on strong general guidelines 
and budgetary commitments. 

While cross-cutting ambitions and a comprehensive normative approach to FFP are 
highly advisable, it might be more tangible to focus initially on a few political priorities in 
foreign policy and diligently work on developing consistent and enforceable structures, 
upon which implementation will succeed, and which can be adapted to a growing  
number of work areas, as experience and capacity grow. At the same time, inconsistent 
and undemocratic patterns of governing and contradictory actions (esp. regarding  
economic relations and foreign trade) need to be transformed immediately. 

Such priorities, to varying degrees, could be regional cooperation and reconciliation, 
normalizing bilateral relations with neighbours, EU integration and properly harmonizing 
legal law with international (gender) regulations. Within these fields, the first task is to 
look at patterns of inclusion and participation both within government institutions and 
with civil society. 

Implementing FFP is not an easy task, particularly not in a (global) context that  
champions patriarchal ways of thinking and doing things. Embracing feminist policy also 
implies to dare to use an alternative and novel way of doing foreign policy. FFP is a new 
approach to foreign policy, but one that is based upon plentiful evidence of the economic, 
political and social benefits of prioritizing equality and non-discriminatory practice.  
Considering the global sense of insecurity and perplexity in the face of never-ending or 
recurring crises and the associated suffering, it offers a promising and hopeful approach. 

At its inception, developing an FFP is about the creation of strong structures so that  
the enforcement of gender-sensitive policy ceases to be dependent on engaged and 
committed individuals in high level positions. FFP goes to the core of governments 
and society. It ultimately aims at changing the mentality of people in power and their  
relation to society – and the relation of societies to governments.

In the current political climate of contestation, equality-focused policies can provide 
a powerful alternative. If applied comprehensively, FFP disrupts the dominant, state 
security-centred logic of foreign policy to replace it with a human-centred approach. 
Awareness of a different mindset of “doing things” entailed in FFP, especially in  
relation to its strong participatory and self-reflective elements, can serve as a tangible 
and much-needed alternative to the status quo.
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