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This article focuses on feminist debates about the state in International Relations (IR). I develop an
argument about the gendered reproduction of the state that is based on a Foucauldian notion of
power and a Butlerian deconstruction of gender. This approach challenges the unity of the state,
power and gender, and the state becomes the gendered effect of discursive and structural processes.
I critically discuss recent arguments for the need to move ‘beyond the state’ and to abandon the
category of the state altogether, arguing that rather than abandoning the state, their contribution
is to draw attention to the need to focus on the intersections of local, national and global levels when
analysing states. The article focuses then on the ways in which feminist debates challenge the IR
notion of ‘sovereign states’. Feminist scholars problematise three issues in particular: sovereignty,
the inside/outside dichotomy and the fiction of the state as a person. I suggest that these debates
fundamentally refute the unity of the state upon which some of IR theory continues to rely. Finally,
I discuss the state as an effect of discursive and structural processes, which shifts the focus to the
gendered reproduction of the state.
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Introduction
‘The state’ figures in most of the articles of this special issue on gender and
International Relations (IR) in Britain. It is present in discussions on security,
economy and popular culture. It lurks behind the anti-globalisation movements
and the representations of Muslim masculinity in India. The articles contain
examples of gendered reproductions of the state and its boundaries through dis-
courses on violence, development and neo-liberalism. The state, thus, is ‘every-
where’ and, yet, definitions, theories and discussions of it are increasingly rare. One
could argue that the state remains under-theorised in feminist IR. Since V. Spike
Peterson’s (1992) explicit focus on the state, not much has been written about the
concept. This mirrors feminist debates in politics, where debates stop with Rose-
mary Pringle and Sophie Watson’s (1992) influential account of the post-structural
state (Kantola 2006, 15). My article speaks to this void by providing a reading of the
feminist IR literature on the state and by addressing questions around definitions
and theories of the state in feminist IR.

Paralleling Laura Shepherd’s (2007) discussion in this issue on feminist literatures
on ‘violence against women’, ‘gender violence’ and ‘the violent reproduction of
gender’, we can discern similar feminist bodies of literature on the state. It is useful
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to unpack the notion of gender, power and the state underpinning these
approaches. First, the literature on women and the state focuses on women’s exclu-
sion from political, economic and military state power (see Caprioli 2000; Caprioli
and Boyer 2001; Chenoy and Vanaik 2001; Regan and Paskeviciute 2003). Its aim
is to expose and explain women’s inferior positions in the decision-making pro-
cesses when compared to men. Similarly to the ‘violence against women’ literature,
the notion of ‘women’ here assumes stable and coherent subjects. The state policies
can be beneficial or detrimental to these women and the overall goal is to add
women into the existing (state) institutions. The notion of power is based on a
top-down relationship between those who have power and those who do not.
Power is thus something to possess, and it is given qualities such as ‘political’,
‘economic’ or ‘military’. The state is also fairly unitary and well defined. It consists
of an easily identifiable set of institutions where those powers are located. An
example of this type of analysis is the argument that women threaten the key
values of states, including autonomy, rationality and even aggressiveness, because
they represent dependency, irrationality, emotions and peacefulness (Steans 1998,
48). The analysis of the exclusion of women from the state and women’s opposition
to the state are based on clear boundaries defining both women and the state.

Most feminist IR scholars write about gender as opposed to women (see Zalewski
1998). The gender and the state literature moves from analysing sexist states to
patriarchal and later to gendered states. Gender is not a variable in such analyses
but rather an analytical category that conceives of gender as a social construct. The
focus shifts from women’s exclusion from state institutions to understanding the
gendered structures of these institutions and to transforming them. Definitions of
power are not unidirectional but multifaceted. The notion of gendered states points to
the subtle reproduction of a certain gender system and gender power orders
(Peterson 1992; Pettman 1996b; True 2001). Not only do states construct gender,
but gender constitutes the state. The state is a process rather than an easily defined
set of institutions as above. This calls for a focus on the complex relations between
gender and the state and on the processes that continue to reproduce gender
hierarchies in states. Marianne Marchand and Ann Sisson Runyan give an example
of the neo-liberal discourse on globalisation, in which the state is typically ‘femi-
nised’ in relation to the more robust market by being represented as a drag on the
global economy that must be subordinated and minimised (Marchand and Runyan
2000, 14). However, the state also paradoxically takes on a new role by becoming
more akin to the private sector and is thus remasculinised as it is internationalised
to assist global capital and as its coercive and surveillance capacities are being
enhanced (Marchand and Runyan 2000, 14). Gender is thus fundamental to the
construction of the state.

Both literatures are important and have influenced feminist debates about the state
in IR. They have generated knowledge about the ways in which gender and the
state intersect, interact and constitute one another. Nevertheless, I argue that there
is a further step to take. In this third approach gender is not taken as the first
premise but as something to be deconstructed. There is no a priori assumption of
gender difference but rather a focus on both the gendered and the gendering
character of the state. I develop this below with the notion of the gendered reproduc-
tion of the state (with a debt to Shepherd, this issue). This argument is based on a
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Foucauldian notion of power and a Butlerian deconstruction of gender, challenging
the unity of the state, power and gender. The state becomes the gendered effect of
discursive and structural processes.

The argument is developed below. First, however, I discuss arguments for the need
to move ‘beyond the state’ and to abandon the category. The calls to move away
from the state stem from feminist and IR literatures and from changing world
politics. I argue, in contrast, that their contribution draws attention to the need not
to abandon the state but instead to focus on the intersections of local, national and
global levels when analysing states. Second, I focus on the ways in which feminist
debates challenge the IR notion of ‘sovereign states’. Feminist scholars problematise
three issues in particular: sovereignty, the inside/outside dichotomy and the fiction
of the state as a person. I suggest that these debates fundamentally refute the
unity of the state on which some of IR theory continues to rely. Third, I argue for
a notion of the state as an effect of discursive and structural processes, which shifts
analytical focus to the gendered reproduction of the state.

Beyond the State
The centrality of the state in the gender-blind realist and neo-realist approaches to
IR has led feminists to take issue with both the concept and its role in theory
building and empirical studies. For realists and neo-realists, the sovereign state is a
single unproblematic actor striving to ensure its own existence in the anarchical
world. International relations famously become inter-state relations—relations
between different state units. Accounts of power, identities and struggle revolve
around the category of a unified state. Over the past decades critical theorists,
post-modern theorists and feminists have been asking: what don’t we see when we
just look at the state? And, is the concept that well theorised after all?

There is a strong sense in feminist IR that IR theory needs to focus beyond the state,
studying actors, identities and sites other than the state. There are several potential
explanations for this, three of which are discussed here: those relating to (i) feminist
theory; (ii) IR theory; and (iii) changing world politics. In feminist theory, big social
science concepts, such as the state and the market, have been somewhat unfash-
ionable since the 1990s. In relation to the state, the argument has been best
formulated by Judith Allen, who argues that ‘the “state” is a category of abstraction
that is too aggregate, too unitary and too unspecific to be of much use in addressing
the disaggregated, diverse and specific sites that must be of most pressing concern
to feminists’ (Allen 1990, 22). Allen’s argument reflects the post-modern or cultural
turn in feminism where issues of bodies, representations, images and culture
become more important than the ‘state’, ‘economy’ or ‘labour market’.

The worry that a focus on states masks women’s agency and concerns has also been
articulated in feminist IR. It amounts to an understanding that scholars need to
study, first, other actors than the state, such as social movements, individuals and
corporations, and, second, other sites than the state, such as the household,
economy, cities and civil society. In answering ‘where are the women?’, Cynthia
Enloe (1989) famously looked to tourism, trade and processes of militarisation,
each of which takes place across and beyond state boundaries. She looked at
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diplomatic wives and military base women, at women workers in factories, in direct
contrast to IR’s interest in states and structural processes rather than individuals
(Enloe 2004). Finally, feminist IR scholars argue that there is a need to look at other
identities than the state, which entails a move beyond the problematic idea that the
state is the primary locus of identity. Jill Steans argues indeed for the need to ‘move
beyond the territorial and conceptual boundaries of state and nation’ by focusing on
‘issues of gender and identity in global perspective’ (Steans 1998, 7).

Some of this reflects a broader trend in IR theory. Dependence and interdependence
theories called for an incorporation of important non-state actors like multinational
corporations and international organisations into the analysis of international phe-
nomena (Wallerstein 1974; Keohane and Nye 1977; Falk et al. 1980; Keohane
1986). This pointed to states’ coexistence with transnational actors in situations of
complex interdependence and to hierarchical dependency relations. It also high-
lighted the need to understand the power exercised by actors other than the state,
thus challenging realists’ notions of power as concentrated in states. Furthermore,
both approaches have been interested in understanding transnational phenomena
as agents that exist independent of the state and economic globalisation has been
called ‘intensified interdependence’ (Jackson and Sørensen 2007, 211). The argu-
ments have been strengthened by critical theories keen to expose the costs of the
realist and neo-realist emphasis on the state (e.g. Walker 1994 and 1995; Biersteker
and Weber 1996, 11).

The insights from feminist and IR theory coincide with debates about the ways in
which globalisation is or is not changing world politics. Globalisation has been
theorised as a reality, a myth and a discourse (Hay and Marsh 2000) and some
authors prefer ‘global restructuring’ to globalisation to give a more precise account
of the current changes (Marchand and Runyan 2000). These debates result in
heightened calls to direct attention beyond the state and range from crude (Mishra
1999) to more nuanced analyses (Strange 1996) about states’ reduced powers and
capabilities. More specifically, globalisation is argued to challenge the two key
concepts that lie at the heart of the idea of the nation state: territoriality and
sovereignty. Border-transgressing circulations of people, images, money and goods
challenge the territorial boundaries of nation states. State sovereignty is further
contested by the rise of quasi-state-like institutions, such as the World Trade
Organisation (WTO) and the European Union (EU) (Sharma and Gupta 2006, 6).
Political power and regulatory mechanisms are being reorganised at a transnational
level. In other words, sovereignty can no longer be seen as the right of the modern
state but is, instead, partially disentangled from the state and mapped on to supra-
national and non-governmental organisations (Sassen 1996 and 1998). As a result,
one can ask whether it still even makes sense to study the state.

Feminist IR scholars have mapped the gendered effects of globalisation both empiri-
cally (Pettman 1996a and 1999; Jacobs 2000; Kelly et al. 2001) and theoretically
(Rai 2004; Waylen 2004). Feminist literature is concerned with exploring the
practical impact of globalisation on women’s lives and the roles of women in the
processes of globalisation. Women in their domestic or reproductive roles have had
to compensate for state retreat and state failure to provide social infrastructure and
support. Arguments are also made about the impact of globalisation and the
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emerging multi-level governance on women’s relationship to the state. Some
scholars argue that women’s movements need to shift away from their focus and
reliance on the state (Briskin 1999, 29; Banaszak et al. 2003). Theoretical and
empirical attention focuses on transnational networks that transcend boundaries of
the nation state and lobby for international human rights (e.g. Keck and Sikkink
1998).

The argument that globalisation signifies the demise of the state has been chal-
lenged by a number of authors who argue that states retain important powers and
that globalisation is a political process that is not inevitable and that agents can
effect (e.g. Weiss 2003; Hay 2005). On this view, globalisation and global gover-
nance do not mean the demise of the state and feminists should continue to focus
their energies on it (e.g. Youngs 2000; Rai 2004). One conclusion from these
debates is the need to be wary about the limits of any analysis that focuses solely on
the state. The debate about the changing nature of world politics makes it increas-
ingly clear that the once-rigid demarcation of the domestic and the international
has become blurred (Hay 2002, 11). Instead of moving beyond the state, there is a
need to focus on the ways in which the different levels—local, national, regional
and global—constitute and impact on one another. Moreover, these relations are
both gendered and gendering (Freeman 2001). For instance, Dibyesh Anand’s
(2007) article in this issue illustrates how local actions reproduce the state with
potential repercussions for international politics. The notion of the state developed
below—with its deconstruction of sovereignty, the inside/outside dichotomy and
the state as a unified actor—enables us to account for these developments.

Sovereign States
The unity of the state is reproduced through three key ideas that still dominate IR
debates about the state: (i) sovereignty; (ii) the distinction between domestic and
international politics; and (iii) the fiction of the state as a person. This section
explores feminist insights into these three theoretical debates in IR. It synthesises
the critiques of the two literatures mentioned above—women and the state and
gender and the state—and builds towards the third approach—the gendered repro-
duction of the state. I argue, first, that the contributions help to refute state unity
in ways that continue not to be accounted for in mainstream IR theory. I suggest,
second, that the three notions are not just problematic but also that appeal to them
is part of the gendered reproduction of the state, as the feminist critique convinc-
ingly illustrates.

Much of IR theory is based on the idea of state sovereignty. States’ claims to
sovereignty construct a social environment in which they can interact as in an
international society of states, while at the same time the mutual recognition of
claims to sovereignty is an important element in the construction of states them-
selves (Biersteker and Weber 1996, 1–2). Sovereignty thus refers to those social
rules and practices that the state must follow to enact the characteristics of a state.
Internally the state must have authority in relation to its population; externally a
sovereign state has the right to represent this population in world politics. IR
continues to be interested in the latter, while feminism makes key contributions to
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the former as well. Neo-realists’ conflation of state and sovereignty enables them to
abstract from or simply ignore problems in the domestic domain and to leave the
assessment of problems of internal sovereignty to others (ibid., 5). Sovereignty gives
the state the right to speak for its entire people although not all of these people
would recognise its legitimacy. In other words, sovereignty is about the state’s
political authority in relation to both internal and external competition. The state’s
right to govern is based on an expectation of loyalty and lawfulness and it is
supported by the state’s monopoly on legitimate violence. The four key aspects of
sovereignty thus are territory, population, recognition and authority (ibid., 2). The
notion of ‘quasi-states’ describes the status of states whose sovereignty is more
juridical than empirical (Jackson 1990).

Feminist theories have analysed the ways in which gender is central in the con-
struction of sovereignty. I argue in this article that appealing to sovereignty is often
part of the gendered reproduction of the state. States support a certain gender order
to uphold their own authority, a key aspect of sovereignty. Sovereign states require
‘others’ to establish their very existence: men and states stand against anarchy
‘outside’, and are distinguished from women and feminised others ‘inside’ (True
2001, 252). Cynthia Weber stresses that sovereignty is to be understood as a
discursive or cultural way by which the state is reproduced as the natural actor in
world politics (Weber 1998, 90–91). The significance of this is at least twofold. First,
issues, phenomena and processes that threaten the sovereignty of states become
problematic. Thus, the gendered processes of the state are not legitimately dis-
cussed. Sovereignty signifies emphasising the state’s unity and consolidating and
effectively reproducing centralised authority (Peterson 1992, 4–5).

Second, the four dimensions of sovereignty—population, territory, authority and
recognition—result in the conclusion that the state need not be theorised because
it unproblematically consists of these four categories. The state becomes depoliti-
cised and it is not seen as an arena for power struggles (Youngs 2000, 46). Yet all
four aspects have been deconstructed from feminist (and other) perspectives.
Boundaries are drawn around and through populations in a process that entails
exclusionary and highly gendered practices. Women are often given specific roles as
reproducers of the nation and they symbolise the purity of the nation, which results
in tight controls over their sexuality and reproductive rights (Anthias and Yuval-
Davis 1989, 7–9). The production of a national identity is an ongoing activity.
Immigration debates are constitutive both of an internal/external boundary that
might contain a political community and of a particular understanding of citizens
located within this boundary who might be referred to as the foundation of the
state’s sovereignty (Doty 1996a, 171). Feminist scholars also highlight the gendered
patterns of territory and migration: the different reasons, skills and employment
between women and men and different sorts of women’s migration (Kofman 2000,
130), the ways in which a refugee status is based on male norms and women fleeing
from female circumcision, for instance, are not granted refugee status (Bhabba
1999, 187).

IR theory is still characterised by a dichotomy between states understood primarily
in terms of internal dynamics and states understood in terms of external relations.
The inside of states is relegated to other disciplines, such as sociology and political
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science, and the outside of states, misnamed international, but usually meaning
inter-state relations, becomes the preserve of ‘IR’. This distinction between the
‘domestic’ and the ‘international’ is used to construct a particular understanding of
the world (Doty 1996b, 122–123; Pettman 1996b, 4). International politics becomes
qualitatively different from other kinds of politics and the divide between domestic
politics and international relations remains the principal justification for the exist-
ence of a separate discipline of IR (Hooper 2001, 90).

Feminist theory has shown such divisions to be problematic and to distort reality.
My article argues that they also contribute to the gendered reproduction of the
state. They are shot through with power and certain issues are kept out of the
agenda. For Roxanne Doty, statecraft is not primarily about relations between
different state units, but about the construction and reconstruction of the units
themselves (Doty 1996b, 141). Thus, a construction of the inside versus the outside
of nations is a function of a state’s discursive authority and power, that is, its ability
to fix meaning and identity in relatively stable ways (ibid.). Within the domestic
politics and international relations divide, there is another powerful dichotomy,
that between international relations and the private or personal sphere. As a result
of this second dichotomy underpinning the first, IR symbolically becomes a wholly
masculine sphere of war and diplomacy, at the furthest extreme from the domestic
sphere of families, women and reproduction (Hooper 2001, 92). A key feminist
contribution has been to deconstruct these distinctions and show them to be
untenable (Youngs 2000); the radical feminist slogan the ‘personal is political’ has
been rephrased in feminist IR as the ‘private is global’ (Enloe 1989; Steans 1999).

These problematic divisions are not characteristic of the discipline of IR exclusively,
but have antecendents in the history of political theory. Liberal political theory
separated the state from civil society and politics was associated with the state and
its powers. Freedom is the absence of constraint imposed by the state and civil
society is private in the sense that it is not governed by the public power of the state
(Squires 1999, 25). In addition to civil society there was a third private sphere:
personal life. Civil society becomes public and political in relation to this sphere.
Feminist critique has in particular discussed the ways in which the public and the
political are naturally associated with men and the private sphere with women.
Furthermore, none of these definitions of public and private includes the family or
home. Notably, the public/private distinction does not reproduce only gender but
also racial, sexual and class hierarchies. For example, in the United States, the
public sphere increasingly becomes associated with lack of privacy and overcrowd-
ing. It is devalued as it is perceived to be populated by the underclass and made
dangerous by black men. New definitions of public and private spaces emerge
through highly classed and racialised processes, resulting in an increased subjection
of racialised minorities to public scrutiny (Uguris 2000, 59–60).

The power of these distinctions can be seen in recent explorations of the boundaries
of the state in political theory. These continue to be discussed in terms of state–
society and state–economy relations (e.g. Mitchell 2006), although feminism has
long ago indicated the pertinence of state–family, state–personal, state–private
relations in answering questions about the boundaries of the state. Feminist analy-
sis illustrates that the state–society distinction is also blurred and context specific.
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A good example comes from ‘state feminism’—feminist activism within the state.
Most commonly, state feminism is used to denote the efforts by women’s policy
machineries within the state to pursue social and economic policies beneficial to
women. What state feminists ‘actually do’, that is, their different practices and
activities (see Kantola and Outshoorn (forthcoming)), is very similar to the activi-
ties of the feminist anti-globalisation movement actors analysed by Catherine
Eschle and Bice Maiguashca (2007, this issue) and includes ‘advocacy, education,
networking, facilitation, service provision and mutual support’. What distinguishes
state feminists and anti-globalisation activists is only one point: direct action. This
suggests that the state and society share some important features as acting grounds
for feminist activists, be they social movement actors or bureaucrats.

In addition to sovereignty and the distinction between domestic and international
politics, feminists have questioned the fiction of the ‘state as person’, which has the
most important identity in international relations (Pettman 1996b, 4). When states
are discussed as actors or persons, they are often given human characteristics:
rationality, identity, interests and beliefs. Alexander Wendt (2004, 291) argues that
‘states as persons’ are real because they are intentional purposeful actors. In IR,
states are indeed more than their territories and institutions. The state has an
identity, the defence of which is in the national interest.

Feminists argue that the state as person is a masculine actor. The masculine identity
of states is built upon the values of rationality and aggressiveness (Steans 1998, 48).
The values attached to masculinity and femininity can be seen in the words used to
describe states: ‘rogue states’ are uncontrollable masculine problem cases, ‘night-
watchman states’ are minimalist masculine states. Feminine epithets are used to
delegitimise states: ‘nanny states’ are feminine welfare states that result in prob-
lematic dependency relations and inhibit competition and market values (Sawer
1996, 124). For example, the fighting, active and hyper-masculine identity of the
state of Israel is argued to be constructed on the distinction from the passive
feminised Jewish diaspora (Lentin 2000, 94).

Feminists have also emphasised the problems related to the tendency to see the
state as the key identity category in international relations. This results in the
exclusion of such identity categories as gender, race, ethnicity, class and sexuality
and renders them invisible. States homogenise political identities in ways that
disguise differences within the state—including gender differences—and create
differences between states (Pettman 1996b, 4). An expectation that the state is the
embodiment of a collective identity reduces all other dimensions impacting on
identities, such as violence and conflicts, to relations between states. This is based
on the idea that citizens identify first and foremost with the state and that the
relations between citizens are defined through the state (Steans 1998, 62–63).

Although much of IR theory no longer operates with simplistic notions of the state,
understandings of sovereignty, the division between domestic and international
politics and the fiction of the state as a person still hold strong in the theory and
practice of I/international R/relations. Feminism deconstructs these three assump-
tions and questions them by exposing the gender hierarchies underpinning them.
Continuing to appeal to these assumptions is part of the gendered reproduction of
the state.

GENDERED REPRODUCTION OF THE STATE 277

© 2007 The Author. Journal compilation © 2007 Political Studies Association
BJPIR, 2007, 9(2)



The State: A Discursive and Structural Effect
The focus on the gendered reproduction of the state is based on a Foucauldian
notion of power and a Butlerian definition of gender. According to Michel Foucault
(1980), power is exercised rather than possessed. It operates by structuring the field
of available choices, decisions and practices. This departs from the notion of power
underpinning the women and the state literature. Instead of being repressive,
power on this view is productive in that power relations constitute subjects. Control
and dominance work more successfully by creating certain possibilities rather than
simply by denying others (Sawicki 1991). The question of how power operates
becomes more important than the question ‘who has power?’. Furthermore, power
is widely dispersed. People’s experiences of domination and subordination are
effects of power rather than proceeding from a specific source of power, such as ‘the
state’. In contrast to the top-down view of power evident in the women and politics
literature, here power is depicted in a bottom-up fashion. By utilising an ascending
analysis Foucault shows how mechanisms of power at the micro level of society
have become part of dominant networks of power relations. The effects of power
may entail inequality and oppression but they do not entail solely inequality and
oppression. Thus, discourses of power’s ubiquity lose their inherent pessimism and
outcomes remain open for change. Whether power operates in a progressive or
reactionary way depends on its form, the terrain on which it operates and on the
nature of those exercising and subject to power within a given social and historical
moment (Sawicki 1991; Cooper 1994, 452).

Judith Butler used Foucault’s theories to deconstruct the category of gender.
According to Butler (1990), gender is performative. The ‘unity’ of gender is the
effect of regulatory practices that seek to render gender identity uniform through
compulsory heterosexuality. The insight that gender reality is created through
sustained social performances means that the very notions of an essential sex and
a true gender identity are constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender’s
performative character. In terms of the identity of women, this means that there is
no gender identity behind the expressions of gender. That identity is performatively
constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results. Furthermore, the
performative possibilities for alternative gender configurations outside the restrict-
ing frames of masculinist domination and compulsory heterosexuality are hidden
(Butler 1990, 180). Feminist critique ought also to understand how the category of
‘women’ is produced and restrained by the very structures of power through which
emancipation is sought (ibid., 2).

When the concept of the state is looked at in light of these notions, one can argue
that particular discourses construct state boundaries, identities and agency and the
state is a discursive effect of these processes. The state is not a unified entity but rather
a differentiated set of institutions, agencies and discourses and has to be studied as
such (Pringle and Watson 1992, 54; Cooper 1995, 61). The focus on this view shifts
from gendered states to the gendered reproduction of the state and to the gendering
through the state. The relations between gender and the state cannot be studied in
general terms (as in the gender and the state literature); instead, attention must be
on the construction of gender within specific state discourses and practices. This
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allows for the complex, multidimensional and differentiated relations between the
state and gender to come to the fore.

Some feminist scholars see the overemphasis on discursive processes as dangerous
because it shifts attention away from the material and institutional conditions that
powerfully shape state gender relations (Fraser 1995, 163–165). I suggest that the
state is to be theorised not only as a discursive but also as a structural process.
Mundane governmental practices related to national frontiers such as border
patrols, passport checks and immigration laws help make abstract entities such as
the state a very real presence in people’s lives (Mitchell 2006, 180). The state is thus
an effect of everyday practices, representational discourses and multiple modalities
of power (Brown 1995; Gupta 2006; Mitchell 2006). It becomes the discursive and
structural effect of these processes.

Aradhana Sharma and Akhil Gupta (2006, 13) call for a focus on everyday practices
of the state, its ‘official procedures’ and ‘authorless strategies’ through which power
is exercised and inequalities institutionalised. A focus on everyday practices makes
it possible to study the ways in which state institutions are recognised and repro-
duced through the daily workings of its bureaucracies. These iterative practices are
performative in that rather than being an outward reflection of a coherent and
bounded state core they actually constitute that core itself. It is through these
re-enactments that the coherence and continuity of state institutions is constituted
and sometimes destabilised. The authors argue further that it is through such
‘mundane activities’ that the privileged position of the state is reproduced and its
superiority over other social institutions established. It is also through the daily
routines of proceduralism that social inequalities based on class, race and gender are
reproduced and sustained (ibid.). For IR scholars this signifies focusing on the
state’s performative character both internally and externally.

If the state is a structural and discursive effect of these processes, what analytical
strategies are we to adopt when studying it? Hanne Marlene Dahl and I have
suggested elsewhere that feminist scholars could use the notions hegemony, con-
tradictory effects and boundaries to make sense of states (Kantola and Dahl 2005,
61–64). This analytical strategy sheds light on the state as a discursive and structural
effect of hegemonic projects and the boundary creation mechanisms whose effects
on genders are contradictory, as explained below.

An overall state hegemonic project shapes the different sites of struggle in important,
historically and contextually specific ways. One example is the political hegemony
of ideas stemming from new public management (NPM), defined as a rising body of
managerial thought (ibid., 61–62). In world politics, the attempts to appear demo-
cratic by different leaders and officials, reorganisation of civil society institutions,
streamlining state agencies and rhetoric of efficiency point to ‘the hegemonic global
circulation of neoliberal discourses of good governance, the strengthening of civil
society, privatization, and the roll back of welfare programs’ (Sharma and Gupta
2006, 21). In other words, the state is reproduced through these hegemonic
projects, which operate both discursively and structurally, and are gendered.

A discursive approach to the state calls for an understanding of its heterogeneity:
states mean different things to different people. As Dahl and I have argued
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elsewhere (Kantola and Dahl 2005, 62), the notion of heterogeneity needs to be
extended with the notion of contradictory effects. States can have both empowering
effects, such as an increased visibility and recognition of women’s work, as well as
disempowering effects, such as an increased disciplining of the subjects. For
example, women’s (often unpaid or poorly paid) work at home can be recognised
but also further regulated by the state. The notion of contradictory effects accounts
theoretically for the issues discussed above in relation to feminist IR’s notion of the
gendered state.

Finally, the issue of boundaries of the state is crucial. Previously, this notion has been
neglected in feminist analyses or mainly studied in terms of the public/private
distinction. The public/private distinction can be used to consider the effects of
contracting out often advocated by NPM, but the boundaries can be redrawn in
more subtle ways as well (ibid., 63). The discussion of contradictory effects, in turn,
shows that boundary drawing can be both empowering and disempowering. On the
one hand, women entering the public sphere can be empowered as it resulted in
increased visibility and in all the benefits that professionalisation brings. On the
other hand, extending the politics of the public sphere into the home facilitates
state-led constructions of domestic subject positions. In sum, we suggest that there
is a need for a renewed focus on boundaries and boundary-drawing mechanisms
within states and a need to focus on the plurality of boundaries in the politico-
administrative discourses at various levels.

A further issue to note is that the boundaries of the state, and redrawing them, can
be silenced. The promotion of the NPM concepts of marketisation, ‘doing more with
less’ and ideas of a ‘management of change’ also impact on the boundaries of the
state (Ferlie et al. 1996; Clarke and Newman 1997). These concepts redefine the
field of legitimate state action by bringing market-based ideas of economic and
political liberalism to the field of social policy. Services within social policy become
managed by the methods of NPM, left to production in the marketplace or in a
market-like situation. As a result, there is an increased need for feminists to focus
on the various ways that boundaries of the state are redrawn, since they are likely
to have significant impacts on the state’s policies that influence gender relations
(Kantola and Dahl 2005, 63).

Conclusion
This article has developed an analysis of the gendered reproduction of the state. The
approach builds on a Foucauldian notion of power and a Butlerian deconstruction
of gender. Power is understood as productive, gender as performative and the state
as a discursive and structural effect of gendered processes. Discursive power is
needed to keep the state identity and unity fixed. However, the article has stressed
that the state is not just an effect of discursive power, but is reproduced in structural
processes as well. Gendered patterns are central to the reproduction of the state.
Other articles in this issue show empirically how violence is central to the repro-
duction of the state and how violence and gender are tied together.
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