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The Takeaway: 

● In honor of International Women’s Day, we bring you a special edition of the Progressive 
Foreign Policy Debrief, authored by our partners, Diana Duarte and Yifat Susskind of 
MADRE. 

● Sexism and gendered norms are inherent to the U.S. foreign policy status quo. From 
endless war, to nuclear proliferation, to suffocating sanctions, today’s foreign policy is 
predicated on, and reinforces, patriarchy. We need a foreign policy that centers 
feminism. 

● Building a feminist foreign policy requires bringing impacted communities to the 
decisionmaking table. But diversity in positions of power is not enough. We need a total 
rethinking of the militarized, exploitative approach to U.S. foreign policy. 
 
 

Feminism: The Way Forward for Progressive Foreign 
Policy 

 
This Monday, March 8, is International Women’s Day — a day to celebrate the struggles and 
achievements of the feminist movement, and to look ahead down the path of liberation. In honor 
of this day, and all of Women’s History Month, we bring you a special edition of the Progressive 
Foreign Policy Debrief, guest authored by two inspiring feminists: Diana Duarte is the Director of 
Policy and Strategic Engagement, and Yifat Susskind is the Executive Director, of MADRE, a 
leading international women's human rights organization. We’re grateful for their contributions to 
the struggle, and excited to bring you their words: 
 
 
Ursula K. LeGuin once said that, in hard times, writers must be “realists of a larger reality.” 
Those of us who seek a progressive U.S. foreign policy can borrow from this advice. We often 
face the criticism that our demands are too big, too radical, too unrealistic. But the truth is that 
we’re grappling with the larger reality that decades of bipartisan U.S. foreign policy doctrinaires 
have refused to confront: the human toll of endless U.S. wars, of resource extraction and 
pollution, and of economic ideologies that deepen poverty and marginalization. These are the 
consequences of U.S. foreign policy whose core function has been to secure U.S. dominance 
globally — with the threat of U.S. military attack looming as the ultimate enforcer.  

 

https://www.madre.org/
https://www.madre.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/nov/20/ursula-k-le-guin-national-book-awards-speech
https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/papers/summary
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/mar/12/resource-extraction-carbon-emissions-biodiversity-loss
http://www.ipsnews.net/2021/03/neoliberal-finance-undermines-poor-countries-recovery/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/11/18/the-biden-plan-for-central-america-militarised-neoliberal-hell


 

  
 

 
International Women’s Day is an opportunity to explore an emerging, powerful vision that can 
advance a transformed role for the United States in the world: through a feminist foreign policy.  
 
The Waters We All Swim In 
Patriarchal and gendered norms are all around us — but we are often unaware of their ubiquity. 
They lie in the assumptions we make about what policies are realistic, efficient or effective, 
versus those that are considered unreasonable or weak. This is not only about 
socially-constructed power relations that subordinate or uplift people according to their gender. 
It’s also about a value system that divides everything — people, characteristics and yes, policy 
options — into binary categories. Then it privileges what we code as masculine (like aggression 
and individualism) and suppresses what we imagine as feminine (like care and collectivism). It 
warns us that we can only be strong through the threat or act of violence, and that compromise 
is dangerously weak. (Don’t miss Carol Cohn’s groundbreaking work on this dynamic at the 
crossroads of gender and security.) 
 
We all saw this in action at the January 6 insurrection, when Trump rallied people to storm the 
Capitol warning “you’ll never take back our country with weakness.” We live with the assumption 
that war is a natural, default response to conflict, which makes other destructive policies like 
economic sanctions that sicken and starve children more palatable as a “peaceful” alternative. 
We see this thinking in the escalating rhetoric around “great power competition,” rooted in the 
hierarchical assumption that the United States must compete for the spot at the top against 
countries like China, with our survival depending on pushing others back. There’s little room left 
over for quaint notions of shared prosperity, cooperation or mutual reliance. (That kind of 
thinking is for “wimps.”) 
 
Every Policy Must Be Feminist Policy 
In foreign policy discussions, if feminism or women’s rights comes up at all, they often get siloed 
to specific categories, like gender-based violence or reproductive rights (which are essential 
concerns, but not the whole story). Or the conversation gets narrowly construed as a 
head-counting exercise to ensure diversity and gender parity in policymaking roles. Or, worse, 
women’s rights get conscripted into justifications for war and U.S. aggression, as we’ve seen 
from Afghanistan to Libya to Iraq. A feminist foreign policy demands, instead, an understanding 
of the centrality of gender justice, human rights, and dismantling toxic norms of masculinity in 
every realm of foreign policy, from diplomacy and trade, to defense and foreign aid. 
 
Otherwise, siloed or opportunistic definitions of feminist foreign policy result in little fundamental 
change, because they enable other policies that undermine feminist aims to proliferate. For 
example, a more holistic feminist policy lens would require an end to rampant Pentagon 
spending, armed attacks, and nuclear proliferation, and a recognition that war often has the 
most devastating impacts on women, girls, and communities at the margins — just this week, 

 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/Research/GRI/mitchell-institute/FileStore/Filetoupload,756488,en.pdf
https://genderandsecurity.org/
https://www.npr.org/2021/02/10/966396848/read-trumps-jan-6-speech-a-key-part-of-impeachment-trial
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/iran-struggles-covid-19-u-s-sanctions-collapsing-economy-n1243856
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/iran-struggles-covid-19-u-s-sanctions-collapsing-economy-n1243856
https://cepr.net/images/stories/reports/venezuela-sanctions-2019-04.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-02-15/against-great-power-competition
https://genderandsecurity.org/sites/default/files/Cohn_-_Wars_Wimps_W.pdf
https://theslot.jezebel.com/you-dont-have-to-celebrate-the-first-woman-secretary-of-1845683304
https://org.uib.no/smi/seminars/Pensum/Abu-Lughod.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-troops-rape/u-s-envoy-gaddafi-troops-raping-issued-viagra-idUSTRE73S74B20110429
https://vc.bridgew.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&article=1362&context=jiws
https://www.forbes.com/sites/williamhartung/2021/02/16/three-reasons-to-reduce-pentagon-spending---now/?sh=1421603b6c6b
https://www.forbes.com/sites/williamhartung/2021/02/16/three-reasons-to-reduce-pentagon-spending---now/?sh=1421603b6c6b
https://www.madre.org/press-publications/article/repealing-authorization-use-military-force-aumf-confronting-threat-war
https://outrider.org/nuclear-weapons/articles/what-does-feminism-have-do-nuclear-policy/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/12/why-do-humanitarian-crises-disproportionately-affect-women/
https://www.madre.org/press-publications/article/facing-wrongful-detention-and-threats-afro-colombian-women-call-justice


 

  
 

three female journalists were killed by the Islamic State in Afghanistan —  and diverts crucial 
resources away from combating the most pressing challenges of our times, like rising inequality 
and environmental devastation.  
 
“If They Don’t Give You a Seat at the Table, Bring a Folding Chair” 
Trailblazer Shirley Chisholm’s words remind us that there are dominant racialized and gendered 
paradigms about what counts as policy expertise and who counts as having a perspective worth 
hearing. Feminist principles call for a fundamental rethinking of how we make policy, and who is 
at the table. Those living in or from the Global South, and in places on the receiving end of U.S. 
foreign policy, are rarely afforded a platform to shape decisionmaking, and the voices of women 
and LGBTIQ+ people in those local communities are even more sidelined. U.S. policymaking is 
worse off for it.  
 
For instance, to achieve a U.S.-Yemen policy that can end bloodshed and foster lasting peace, 
U.S. policymakers need to hear from people like Muna Luqman, whose organization 
Food4Humanity has not only built girls’ schools, delivered food aid, and rebuilt water systems 
amid Yemen’s war, but has helped to nurture a network of women peacebuilders, who have 
built grassroots ties to and deep-rooted trust in communities — a vital asset in the success of 
any peace effort. And she’s not alone. Studies have revealed that centering women’s 
meaningful participation in peace processes results in agreements that are 35% more likely to 
last at least 15 years. Peace organizers and rights activists like Stella Duque and Charo 
Mina-Rojas in Colombia, Yanar Mohammed in Iraq, and so many others have the vital expertise 
that can shape a U.S. foreign policy for peace.  
 
Feminist Approaches Draw a Roadmap to Better Policy Solutions 
To be clear, this requirement of inclusion goes beyond just having more gender diversity around 
the table. As much as basic equity and effectiveness demands inclusion, there are dangers in 
over-reliance on that singular lens. This is about a fundamental reorientation of values.  

 
One method to achieve this is gender analysis, which reviews policies to reveal their different or 
disproportionate impact on people of different genders. Black feminist scholars like Kimberlé 
Crenshaw innovated the concept of intersectionality to grasp the ways that all forms of identity 
(such as race, disability, class, sexuality, and more) interact to produce different outcomes and 
perspectives. This analysis then allows us to produce effective policy strategies to navigate 
those gender impacts and confront potential harms. 
 
Finally, a feminist foreign policy would also uplift and resource practical, local solutions 
developed by grassroots women. In the realm of climate response, for instance, this can mean 
learning from local women’s adaptation strategies — from protecting wetlands in Jamaica to 
women pooling their knowledge as subsistence farmers in Sudan — that offer a blueprint for 
broader U.S. and international policymaking.  

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/03/03/islamic-state-afghanistan-claims-slaying-three-female-journalists/
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2020/7/20/cut-the-pentagons-budget
https://www.dataforprogress.org/blog/2020/7/20/cut-the-pentagons-budget
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/unbought-and-unbossed-shirley-chisholm-stands-as-a_b_5a200c23e4b02edd56c6d71d
https://www.newsweek.com/women-color-should-ones-remaking-us-foreign-policy-opinion-1548013
https://www.newsweek.com/women-color-should-ones-remaking-us-foreign-policy-opinion-1548013
https://www.madre.org/press-publications/your-support-action/mobilizing-urgent-aid-yemen
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jackieabramian/2020/05/28/yemens-first-responders-are-women-peace-builders/?sh=603b24fd592b
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/jul/18/colombia-women-frontline-making-peace-last-ceasefire-grassrooots-activism
https://www.madre.org/press-publications/blog-post/charo-mina-rojas-speaks-un-security-council-children-born-rape
https://www.madre.org/press-publications/blog-post/charo-mina-rojas-speaks-un-security-council-children-born-rape
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/sunday/the-sunday-edition-for-january-19-2020-1.5428311/iraq-for-iraqis-after-decades-of-corruption-occupation-and-proxy-wars-young-iraqis-demand-a-new-future-1.5429302
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/10/30/why-inclusion-is-important-for-u-s-foreign-policy/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/01/20/biden-diverse-cabinet-inclusion-feminist-foreign-policy-security/
https://inthesetimes.com/article/joe-biden-feminism-michele-flournoy-susan-rice-war-militarism-foreign-policy
https://time.com/5786710/kimberle-crenshaw-intersectionality/
https://www.devex.com/news/female-led-island-based-solutions-to-climate-change-96159
https://www.madre.org/files/sudans-first-and-only-women-farmers-union


 

  
 

  
It’s time to reject the patriarchal status quo. It’s time to end endless war and exploitation. It’s 
time to put feminism at the heart of foreign policy. 
 

 
Leading the Fight for a Feminist Foreign Policy 

Want to learn more about how we can build a feminist foreign policy? Here are some 
illuminating resources and just a few of the many organizations at the forefront of the fight: 

● Centre for Feminist Foreign Policy 
● Feminist Green New Deal 
● Feminist Peace Initiative  
● Grassroots Global Justice — Investing in the Feminist Economy 
● MADRE — Feminist Foreign Policy Jumpstart 
● Women Cross DMZ — Path to Peace Report 
● Women of Color Advancing Peace, Security, and Conflict Transformation 
● Women’s Action for New Directions (WAND) 

 
 

BURIED LEDES 

President Biden has been dragging his feet on rejoining the Iran deal. But hardliners will only 
grow bolder the longer Trump’s dangerous policies remain in place. This week, we joined 30+ 
orgs to say: There’s simply no excuse — the U.S. must rejoin the Iran deal, immediately.  
 
Biden has signalled he’s unlikely to hold Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) 
accountable for his role in journalist Jamal Khashoggi’s 2018 murder. Jamal deserves justice, 
and we’ve joined 40+ organizations calling on Biden to #SanctionMBS.  
 
And while the U.S government won’t sanction an individual tyrant for murder, it continues to 
impose harsh sanctions on entire populations. 80 House Democrats are urging Biden to 
repeal sanctions on the Cuban people and reinitiate detente with Cuba.  
 
Speaking of countries suffering direly under suffocating U.S. sanctions: No, President Biden, 
there is no world in which Venezuela presents an “extraordinary threat” to the national 
security of the United States.  
 
Yet another example of the damaging impacts of U.S. militarism on our health and climate: 
chemicals from the Luke Air Force Base near Phoenix, AZ, have contaminated drinking 
water for 6,000 nearby residents. 
 

 

https://centreforfeministforeignpolicy.org/feminist-foreign-policy
http://feministgreennewdeal.com/
https://www.feministpeaceinitiative.org/
https://ggjalliance.org/programs/indigenous-and-tribal-sovereignty-2-2-2-4/
https://www.madre.org/jumpstart
https://www.womencrossdmz.org/new-report-shows-how-a-peace-first-approach-can-resolve-the-security-crisis-on-the-korean-peninsula/
https://www.wcaps.org/
https://www.wand.org/
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/541366-progressives-press-biden-to-rejoin-iran-nuclear-deal
https://www.businessinsider.com/biden-wont-punish-mbs-sanctions-khashoggi-murder-sends-mixed-signals-2021-3
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/khashoggi-killing-intelligence-report-release-mbs-saudi-arabia/2021/02/26/df5f6e58-7844-11eb-948d-19472e683521_story.html
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/biden-jamal-khashoggi-saudi-arabia_n_603ea9a5c5b6d7794ae28687
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cuba-usa-exclusive-idUSKBN2AV1HS
https://twitter.com/markweisbrot/status/1367308478348480512?s=21
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/feb/26/phoenix-water-luke-air-force-base-contaminated
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/feb/26/phoenix-water-luke-air-force-base-contaminated


 

  
 

As for our ~800 bases abroad, experts across the political spectrum agree that it’s well 
past time for the U.S. to close some of these outdated, Cold War-era sites that cost billions 
per year and perpetuate our endless wars.  
 
On Wednesday, security forces in Burma killed at least 38 peaceful protestors, bringing the 
death toll to at least 54 people since the February 1 military coup. And in face of this violent 
repression, it’s often women who are on the frontlines. 
 
With the U.S. no longer standing in the way, the IMF is set to release 500 billion in special 
relief funds called Special Drawing Rights. It’s real progress, and credit to the Biden admin 
for acceding. But we need more: $3 trillion and for the U.S. to redistribute its share. 
 
The United States opposes an ICC probe into alleged war crimes in the Palestinian 
territories, once again blocking any path to justice for the Palestinian people. 
 
With last weeks’ airstrike on Syria, we were once again reminded of the sad reality that 
Congress has largely abandoned its constitutional role of checking the president’s war powers. 
But with a growing movement to repeal the 2001 and 2002 AUMFs, they have a chance to 
take it back. 
 
From the Sunrise movement, to the Poor People’s Campaign, to Black Lives Matter, civic 
movements act as a bridge between domestic and foreign policy — and are key to 
democratizing both. 
 
And finally, is mayo the ultimate condiment? These turtles think so.  
 
 

 

https://www.overseasbases.net/uploads/5/7/1/7/57170837/overseas_base_realignment_and_closure_coalition_letter_to_biden_2021_03_04.pdf
https://www.overseasbases.net/uploads/5/7/1/7/57170837/overseas_base_realignment_and_closure_coalition_letter_to_biden_2021_03_04.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/myanmar-coup-protesters-undaunted-killings-march-again-n1259599
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/04/world/asia/myanmar-protests-women.html?referringSource=articleShare
https://www.jubileeusa.org/pr_g20_3_trillion_sdr_letter
https://www.socialeurope.eu/how-europe-could-make-good-use-of-a-new-sdr-allocation
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/4/us-opposes-icc-war-crimes-probe-citing-support-for-israel
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-features/joe-biden-syria-strike-iran-iraq-war-powers-aumf-1136922/
https://winwithoutwar.org/statement-repeal-dont-replace-the-aumfs/
https://www.justsecurity.org/74877/how-domestic-civic-movements-could-reshape-us-foreign-policy/
https://apnews.com/article/mayonnaise-help-turtles-oil-spills-c5f679439e7a0f95fb79384978944cde

