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As two of the editors of the OXFORD HANDBOOK OF WOMEN AND
INTERNATIONAL LAW, one of our primary motivations for pursuing this
project was and is to provoke scholarly engagement around women and
gitls, gender, feminism, and international law.' Despite some progress in
the practice and study of international law with a feminist lens, there
remains a concerning absence of both scholarship and praxis involving
women, gender, and feminism, in much of international law and its
institutions. We take our title from Hilary Charlesworth, who has called
feminist scholarship a “decorative frill” on the edge of the scholarship.?
To quote her more fully,

Feminist international legal scholarship typically presents itself

as in conversation with the mainstream of international law . . . .

This conversation is, however, almost completely one-sided; a

monologue rather than a dialogue. It is very hard to find any

response from the mainstream to feminist questions and
critiques; feminist scholarship is an optional extra, a decorative

frill on the edge of the discipline. Some critical and progressive

scholars use the occasional footnote to feminist scholarship to

signal that they have kept up with their reading, but feminist
ideas are almost never treated seriously; they are not
acknowledged, debated, or refuted.’

This assessment of the relationship between feminism and
international law is supported empirically. In 2019, Sue Harris Rimmer
and Kate Ogg, two Australian feminist scholars, demonstrated that
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scholarship involving women, gender and feminism accounted for only
2.3% of international law journal articles in the 2000s and even less
between 2010 and 2016.* Of this scholarship, almost 60% involved
human rights, and 10% involved international criminal law.”

In our edited volume, Mark Pollack’s chapter discusses the extent to
which scholarship that engages feminist theory is in the “mainstream” or
on the margins of both international law and international relations.’ In
their responses to his chapter that are published in this symposium issue,
Nina Reiners and David Zaring encourage us to think further about what
“mainstream” really means and what steps we can take to ensure that this
scholarship and associated praxis are mainstreamed, as well as to broaden
our lenses about what constitutes “feminist” scholarship in the first
place.” Mark’s chapter and Nina and David’s thoughtful responses
exemplify exactly the kind of engagement and critical thinking we were
hoping this volume would inspire—and which we see in all the responses
to the chapters included in this symposium issue of the Temple
International and Comparative Law Journal.

This serious engagement with feminism is particularly important at
a moment when there is substantial pushback and backlash against
gender, women and gitls’ rights, LGBTQIA+ people and feminist and
queer approaches. We see, within various states’ domestic and foreign
policies, and on the agendas of NGOs operating throughout the world,
attempts to erase important concepts like intersectionality and gender,
and even entire categories of people, like intersex and trans people, under
the guise of “anti-gender ideology.” The United States’ recent actions are
particulatly discomfiting, as it has, for many years, been an important
voice on the world stage in support of the human rights of women and
girls, in all their diversity, and of LGBTQIA+ persons. As we met to
engage with the articles in this symposium issue in January 2025,
President Donald Trump issued an executive order entitled “Defending
women from gender ideology extremism,” requiring the enforcement of
a two-gender binary and prohibiting federal funding of “gender
ideology,” among other problematic mandates.”®
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In the same vein, the United States withdrew from the Organization
of American States’ LGBTI Core Group, which works to “enhance
dialogue, cooperation, and the sharing of best practices at regional and
multilateral levels” according to a joint statement issued by its founding
members in 2016,” and the US either limited or stopped repotting on
gender-based violence and persecution of LGBTQIA+ people in State
Department reports on human rights across the world."” A proposed
reorganization of the State Department by Secretary Marco Rubio in May
2025, suggested eliminating the Office of Global Women’s Issues, as well
as cutting eighty percent of the staff of the Bureau of Democracy,
Human Rights and Labor."” Books like the OXFORD HANDBOOK OF
WOMEN AND INTERNATIONAL LAW, which aim to understand the
potential and limits of international law and institutions to protect and
promote the human rights of women and girls, in all their diversity, and
to eliminate gender-based discrimination, are all the more important at
this moment.

In addition to increasing engagement—producing more knowledge
and critical analysis of issues involving women and international law—
one of our central goals with the volume was to expand the range of
international legal issues subject to a sustained feminist analysis.'" We
chose to foreground global critical race feminism as a central point of
reference for the entire volume, and are honored that Adrien Wing
agreed to write a chapter that leads the book in that direction."

Beyond the introductory chapters, the OXFORD HANDBOOK OF
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WOMEN AND INTERNATIONAL LAW is divided into three sections. In the
book’s first section, authors examine women’s participation in and
exclusion from international law’s institutions; in other words, these
chapters provide the praxis dimension. In the second section, authors
examine substantive areas of international law, both well-trod ground
such as international human rights law and international criminal law, as
well as areas not commonly examined through a feminist lens, such as
artificial intelligence, space law, law of the sea, international investment
law, and international trade law. The final section of the book examines
the relationship between feminist and other theoretical approaches to
international law and provides the focus of this symposium issue.

One of our early ideas for this section was to ask “mainstream”
scholars of international law to engage with feminist theory. Though in
the end we did not pursue that path, we are hopeful that the edited
volume and this symposium will provoke other international legal
scholars to engage with feminist approaches in a meaningful way. For
example, we were delighted by Haley Anderson’s article drawing
connections between Hobbes’ commitment to materialism and
particularity and the traditions of feminist internationalist critiques of
liberal theory offered in Vasuki Nesiah’s chapter.”” Moreover, we are
gratified to see the level of engagement in this symposium, such as
Randle DeFalco’s and Lesley Wexler’s articles that engage with Edoardo
Stoppioni’s chapter on queer theory to offer new dimensions to and
insi%?ts around international criminal law and international humanitarian
aw.

As is true of the authors who contributed to our edited volume and
this symposium issue, the editors are quite aware of international law and
institutions’ limitations, and we understand the project of an edited
volume on women and international law to be a fraught enterprise. One
of the first challenges was identifying potential authors and aiming to
locate and achieve diversity in all forms. We are very grateful for the
range of voices, backgrounds, and experiences in the final volume. Of
course, we are cognizant of the book’s shortcomings on this front, and
we see the edited volume as one more step in continuing efforts to widen
the circle of voices engaging with these important topics.

Substantively, we identified three central challenges in compiling the
edited volume; our goal was to engage with these tensions and provoke

13. Haley S. Anderson, Hobbes and the Liberal Tradition in International Law, 39
TEMPLE INT’L & CoMP. L. J. 89 (2025); Vasuki Nesiah, “Re-Enchanting the World”:
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Queer Approaches, in OXFORD HANDBOOK OF WOMEN AND INTERNATIONAL LAW (.
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conversations around them, rather than seeking to answer them. Phrased
as questions, these concerns are (1) who are the women; (2) why the
category “women;” and (3) why international law?

The first query that we engaged with critically is who are the women
we are studying. “Women” is an enormously vast group, and one that we
intentionally defined broadly—yet nonetheless risks reproducing
hierarchies. Our goal was to foreground intersectionality and minimize
the “silencing of difference,” yet we recognize our own Rositionah'ty and
the imperfections that necessarily arise in our approach.””

The second vexing issue concerns the implications of using
“women” as a category. Many feminist theorists long ago relinquished
this label because of the ways in which it flattens its subject. These
challenges include the risk of playing into the liberal dichotomies that
Vasuki Nesiah describes in her contribution to the edited volume, as well
as the heteronormativity and essentialism that Edoardo Stoppioni
critiques in his chapter.'® As Meghan Morris describes the work of Adrien
Wing, in her contribution to this symposium, our goal was to “grapple
with this tension rather than subsuming it,” prompting debates about
essentialism, meanings of the words “women,” “gender,” and “feminist
approaches,” recognizing different gender identities and challenging the
binary, while exploring the possibility of retaining the category of
“women.”"” To put it a different way, we can challenge these words and
concepts and think about their implications and impacts, while still
acknowledging that womanhood is a locus of shared oppression, and the
word “woman” can be used to advocate for change. In her chapter,
Adrien Wing describes this approach as “strategic essentializing,”
locating political value in connections while remaining vigilant and
working to demarginalize, all the while recognizing intersectionality."®

Finally, we sought to foreground the challenging questions around
the costs and benefits of relying on international law’s institutions,
norms, and discourse as a locus for emancipatory change for women. We

15. Diane Otto, Rethinking the “Universality” of Human Rights Law, 29 COLUMBIA
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began from Audre Lorde’s skepticism of our ability to “dismantle the
master’s house with the mastet’s tools.”"” Feminists have long critiqued
international law and institutions for failing to address effectively, or even
at all, the lived experiences of many of the world’s women, and
replicating many of the same hidden biases and gendered hierarchies
found domestically.” The law and its institutions impose unique
constraints on feminist agendas because they are inherently conservative
of the status quo, and working within them can legitimate a flawed
system. Moreover, international law’s norms, institutions, and scholatly
approaches’ claims to neutrality, universality, and linear progress are
suspect. TWAIL scholars argue that these norms, institutions, and
approaches are built on, reflect, and promote primarily western and
colonialist values and interests.”’ Others, like Anne Orford, argue that
participating in international law only helps to strengthen imperialist
agendas, especially when it does not consider the exploitation of women
from the Global South.” Finally, because international law’s institutions
are usually dominated by Western and Northern men, scholars like
Christine Chinkin, Hilary Chatlesworth, and Shelley Wright have asked
whether we should call international law “men’s law.”*

Yet, at the same time, as José Alvarez points out in his essay for this
symposium, despite these flaws, international institutions like CEDAW
have “transformative potential.”** Frédéric Mégret’s chapter in the edited
volume, as described by Steven Arrigg Koh in this symposium, presents
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feminist praxis as embodied sociocultural challenge.”” Through the
volume, we sought to recognize legitimate critiques and tensions inherent
in international law, while also identifying ways we might put the law and
its institutions to work in service of women and girls. Despite the many
shortcomings of international law, it remains worthwhile and necessary
to ask how international law and institutions might be able to transform
women’s lives and how feminist and queer approaches might be able to
transform international law and institutions. This is of course a tricky
balance to strike, and we are grateful to the authors who contributed
chapters to our edited volume and to the TICL] symposium for engaging
robustly with the challenges of international law as a locus of
emancipation for women and girls while illuminating potential paths for
gender justice.

25. Frédéric Mégret, A Look Back at the Women’s Hague Pece Conference: What
Contribution to International Law Today?, in THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF WOMEN AND
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