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Queering European Union Foreign and Security Policy:
Invisibility, Heteronormativity and Binaries in the EU’s
Approach to Women, Peace and Security

DIMITRIS BOURIS," () SAUL KENNY? and HANNA L. MUHLENHOFF®
' Department of Political Science, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam 2University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam *Department of
European Studies, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam

Abstract

Queer scholarship highlights and analyses how international politics are produced through sexual-
ity and gender norms. Doing so, queer perspectives question and unpack binaries and the assump-
tions underlying dominant concepts in international politics such as sovereignty. Although there is
some vibrant research on the European Union (EU) and the promotion of lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer/questioning, intersex and asexual (LGBTQIA+) human and citizenship rights,
a systematic framework that adopts a queer perspective on the EU’s role as a global actor and
its foreign and security policy is lacking. To start tackling this gap, we study the EU’s
implementation of the United Nations Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda through a
queer lens. We suggest that the focus on WPS allows us to open up a broader queer research
agenda to study the EU’s foreign and security policy by unpacking the dominant invisibilities,
heteronormativity and binaries.

Keywords: EU foreign policy; EU security policy; queer IR; queer theory; Women, Peace and Security

Introduction

Existing literature on the European Union’s (EU) Common Foreign and Security Policy
(CFSP) has been dominated by approaches traditionally rooted in institutionalist,
neo-functionalist and rationalist theoretical traditions (Allen and Smith, 1990; Hill, 1993;
Schimmelfennig and Thomas, 2009). Moreover, scholarship on the Common Security
and Defence Policy (CSDP) has almost solely focused on examining the EU’s military
capabilities and ‘significance’ as a security actor. These approaches are not equipped to
interrogate the consequences of the EU’s turn towards geopolitical understandings of
security but rather reproduce Eurocentric security discourses. The latter risks both
invisibilizing and further deteriorating the security of marginalized people. More
specifically, European studies scholarship has been blind (to different extents) to issues
pertaining to gender, race and sexuality and has largely remained heteronormative. Whilst
postcolonial, feminist and queer literatures have tried to pose new and fundamental ques-
tions to EU studies — for example, by centring the knowledge and everyday experiences
of marginalized people — this work remained until recently on the margins, partially
because it was considered insignificant and unable to ‘generalize’ or ‘speak to’ bigger
debates. The same also applies to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning,
intersex and asexual (LGBTQIA+) academics in political science who are rarely centred
in our work. Work on LGBTQIA+ studies and queer theory is often seen as a ‘special
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interest’ at best and ‘non-academic’ or ‘not serious’ at worst (Brettschneider, 2011, p. 25;
cf. Ayoub, 2022).

Recently, vibrant research has emerged focusing on the EU and the promotion of
LGBTQIA+ human and citizenship rights (cf. Breiding, 2025; Slootmaeckers, 2020;
Thiel, 2021). Such scholarship challenges the view of the EU (or the EU’s own view
of itself) as a progressive actor. For example, it demonstrates how the EU’s LGBTQIA
+ promotion practices are part and parcel of the EU’s hierarchical Othering processes
vis-a-vis ‘lesser’ neighbourhood countries (Slootmaeckers, 2020), or it considers the
promotion of Prides as part of geopolitics (Slootmaeckers, 2023) as Prides moved from
the “West’ to the ‘peripheries’, arguing ‘that such a move represents a geo-temporal dis-
location of Pride politics’ (Slootmaeckers and Bosia, 2023, p. 2). LGBTQIA+ scholarship
also underlines queer scholarship’s insights that visibility can be harmful for LGBTQIA+
people, therefore questioning the desirability of the EU’s involvement in LGBTQIA+
rights and policy promotion (Edenborg, 2017). Despite this exciting literature, a system-
atic framework that adopts a queer perspective on the EU’s role as a global actor and its
foreign and security policy is lacking. EU scholarship therefore largely remains trapped
in mainstream heteronormative debates, approaches, epistemologies, ethics and ways of
doing research.

The central aim of this article is to create synergies of allyship between queer and pri-
marily feminist and postcolonial approaches, thus engaging directly with the main aim of
this special issue (SI), which is to bring different critical approaches to the study of the
EU’s role as a global actor into conversation, exploring their intersections, complementar-
ities and also creative tensions (Bouris et al., 2025). As such, the article engages with some
of the main questions guiding the whole SI, namely: what do distinctive critical traditions
bring to the debate? How do they overlap, and how do they diverge in their inspiration and
assumptions? How are they complimentary, and when or why do they entail frictions? And
what can be learned from these tensions? (Bouris et al., 2025). Whilst doing so, the article
also fills a gap in the existing literature by offering a queer perspective to the EU’s CFSP.
Our analysis centres on the EU’s implementation of the United Nations (UN) Women,
Peace and Security (WPS) agenda. WPS is constituted by 10 United Nations Security
Council Resolutions (UNSCRs), which address gender considerations in the context of
security, peace and all stages of conflict. Due to immense efforts by feminist civil society
organizations (CSOs), UNSCR 1325 on WPS was adopted in 2000. The resolutions are
grouped into four pillars: participation, prevention, protection, and relief and recovery.
In our view, it is in the framework of WPS that the EU is most likely to consider questions
of gender and sexuality in the context of security policy. Queering WPS [as Hagen (2016)
termed it] is not only about asking where LGBTQIA+ people are present in WPS but is
also about analysing how assumptions about sexuality, violence and binaries are constitu-
tive for the EU’s security policy and its geopolitical turn. We argue that the EU’s imple-
mentation of WPS is mainly characterized by queer invisibility, heteronormativity and
binaries.

The article proceeds as follows: first, we review the dominant literature on EU foreign
and security policy, and then we move on to discussing the more critical approaches and
perspectives, ending with feminist work on the EU’s implementation of WPS. Building
on queer work in international relations (IR) and literature on queering WPS, we sketch
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what a queer approach to the study of the EU’s security policy would entail, focusing on
queer theorization of invisibility, heteronormativity and binaries. We then apply this ap-
proach to the empirical case study of the EU’s WPS policy agenda within CSDP by
analysing key EU documents through a critical discourse analysis (CDA). In so doing,
we aim to explore and contribute to allyship between feminist and queer IR in WPS,
whilst creating synergies with postcolonial and decolonial approaches, because queer
scholarship has also heavily drawn on insights from this literature. We conclude by
reflecting on the possibilities and tensions of such allyship and offering suggestions on
future research avenues.

I. From Heteronormative and Malestream to Critical Feminist and Postcolonial
Literatures on EU External Relations

The literature on EU external relations has developed significantly since Hill’s (1993)
seminal article on the ‘capability—expectations gap’. Part of this literature focused on is-
sues of Europeanization and actorness (Borzel, 2010; Kaliber, 2014; Wallace, 2002),
analysing the EU’s ability to shape and influence IR (Smith, 2005), its effectiveness in
achieving its policy objectives and more broadly its position in the global order
(Bretherton and Vogler, 2005; Niemann and Bretherton, 2013). In parallel to this, aca-
demics and researchers spent most of the 2000s and 2010s analysing whether the EU is
a normative (Manners, 2002), ethical (Aggestam, 2008), market (Damro, 2012) or liberal
power (Wagner, 2017). All these debates are characterized by different binaries (military/
civilian, masculine/feminine, Venus/Mars, self/other, us/them, civilized/uncivilized and
recently jungle/garden) and ask the following binary questions: is the EU an actor or
not? Is it effective or not? Is it a normative/ethical/market/liberal actor or not?

More recently, scholarship on the EU has taken an interest in postcolonial perspectives on
European integration and critiqued the Eurocentric nature of existing work. Broadly
understood, as the tendency for (European) actors to consider their (external) environment
through European lenses only — Eurocentrism has been prevalent in both the practice and
the study of European foreign policy (Keuleers et al., 2016). By operating with a Eurocentric
perception of the EU itself, foreign policies contribute to the reproduction of hierarchical
and racialized logics rooted in colonial dynamics (Fisher-Onar and Nicolaidis, 2013).'
Postcolonial and decolonial literatures converge in the objects of their critiques. They are
both epistemic developments resulting from and contributing to the political contestation
of the (neo)colonial (Bhambra, 2014). They challenge the ‘insularity of historical narratives
and historiographical traditions emanating from Europe’ (Bhambra, 2014, p. 115), notably
debunking the conception of modernity as endogenous to Europe.

Similar to postcolonial work, feminist scholarship on EU external relations has also
only come to the fore in the past decade. Feminist scholars started taking an interest in
the EU’s external ambitions after the EU began implementing the UN WPS agenda in
2005, even though feminist work on gender equality in EU internal policies has existed
since the late 1990s (Lombardo and Meier, 2006; Verloo, 2006). WPS has become a ref-
erence point in most CSDP documents over time. More recently, an increasing number of
scholars turned towards studying WPS in practice, such as in EU military and civilian

'For a detailed discussion on Eurocentrism, see also Sabaratnam (2020).
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operations, showing that WPS is not systematically implemented (Ansorg and
Haastrup, 2018; Berlingozzi, 2023; Jayasundara-Smits, 2021; Musina, 2023). Further-
more, EU WPS is understood to be under-funded, with personnel receiving limited train-
ing, and following neoliberal logics for women’s empowerment (Almqvist, 2021;
Muehlenhoff, 2017). Moreover, EU discourse still strongly reproduces gendered ideas
of women as victims and in need of protection, which undermine women’s agency
(Davis, 2018; Deiana and McDonagh, 2018). As Guerrina et al. (2023) question the
EU’s potential to become a ‘feminist power’, intersectional approaches and reflections
on coloniality are absent in the EU’s gender actorness. The rise of feminist foreign policy
within EU foreign policy, and national, circles is also seen critically. It potentially rein-
forces the EU’s self-image as morally superior, whilst being limited to a narrow liberal
understanding of gender equality, which is easily combined with militarization and capi-
talism (Guerrina et al., 2023). Thus, whilst a rich body of feminist work on the EU’s
external policies has emerged in the past decade, it has been limited to considering gender
and, more recently, also race and coloniality. It has not, however, considered the role
sexuality plays in the EU’s CFSP and CSDP (for an exception, see Miihlenhoft, 2025).

To conclude, whilst critical scholarship on the EU’s external relations has expanded in
the last decade and has also challenged our understanding of the EU’s security policies, it
still pays very little attention to sexual orientation and gender identity. To start tackling
this gap, we study the EU’s implementation of the WPS agenda through a queer lens, sug-
gesting that such an analysis also offers new avenues for analysing EU security policy
more broadly from a queer perspective. In fact, it was the feminist scholarship on EU
WPS policy that invited authors to think about the gendered nature of EU external
policies beyond WPS, asking, for example, how Frontex’s risk assessment of migrants
is gendered and racialized (Sachseder and Stachowitsch, 2023; Stachowitsch and
Sachseder, 2019) or how the EU is reconstructing itself as a military power defined
by different military masculinities in CSDP (Hoijtink et al., 2023; Hoijtink and
Muehlenhoff, 2020; Mullen and Bouris, 2025). In the following part, we develop a queer
perspective to studying EU CFSP by building on queer IR and IR scholarship on
‘queering WPS’.

II. Sketching a Queer Perspective

Queer perspectives, rare in EU studies, have given rise to a vibrant research agenda across
IR and its sub-fields. Queer theory is largely associated with the poststructuralist turn of
the 1980s and early 1990s (Richter-Montpetit, 2017, p. 226) and is rooted in queer stud-
ies, which has links with feminist and gender studies, as well as gay and lesbian studies.
Sedgwick (1993, p. 8) defined queer as

the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and
excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s
sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically.

In IR, queer theory has focused on ‘trans*, inter, cross, and pan-gendered, sexed and
sexualized bodies’ (Weber, 2014, p. 597) and ‘the fluid and humanly performed’
(Thiel, 2018) nature of sexualities and genders as an entry point into IR — examining
how sexuality and gender are, and always have been, organizing categories. But queer
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theory is equally ‘any form of research positioned within conceptual frameworks that
highlight the instability of taken-for-granted meanings and resulting power relations’
(Browne and Nash, 2010, p. 4). Here, queer theory can be understood as a radical
interrogation of social norms that also takes class, race, ethnicity and (dis)ability into
consideration (Kapoor, 2015). Building on insights from queer and LGBTQIA+ scholar-
ship, our article draws on queer scholarship on WPS, closely associated with the work
of Hagen (2016). We focus on three key concepts of queer theory: invisibility,
heteronormativity and binaries.

Invisibility

Queer scholarship focuses on the (in)visibility of queer representations in international
politics. Most often it has been pointed out that queerness — including queer people and
queer, that is, non-binary, understandings of the world — is largely (made) invisible in
IR. Not only is queerness invisible as such, but also there are active efforts to
invisibilize/erase different processes. This is also true for WPS: not a single UNSCR men-
tions sexual orientation and gender identity (Hagen, 2016).

Invisibility is a form of violence that impacts queer people’s lives in different ways
(Cooper and Kremer, 2024; Thiel, 2018; Weber, 2014). For instance, invisibility means
that violence against people that is motivated by queerphobia and transphobia is not rec-
ognized. Research shows that sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) does affect not
only women but also queer people — in particular lesbian and bisexual women (Loken and
Hagen, 2022). From this, we can also begin to understand how SGBYV affects (heterosex-
ual) males who are ‘feminized’ or ‘homosexualized’ by violence — the result of humilia-
tion through gendered hierarchies (cf. Schulz, 2018). Invisibility also implies the double
persecution of queer people, who lack access to essential medical and other care services,
including sexual and reproductive rights, as well as legal services (Hagen, 2016).

Whilst visibility might elevate LGBTQIA+ demands, this depends on the political
context (cf. Muehlenhoff, 2019). In fact, queer scholarship has also problematized visibil-
ity as a desirable goal and has pointed to the potentially harmful politics of visibility.
Edenborg (2017) suggests that the assumption that visibility is necessary for emancipa-
tion, liberation and belonging is closely linked to Western and Eurocentric ideas of
‘coming out’ and is potentially harmful. Wilkinson (2020, p. 234) argues that ‘this
“representational model of visibility” rests on an idealized notion of the relationship
between public visibility and belonging, with the former assumed to result in the latter’.
Instead, increased visibility has often emboldened homophobic states and societies to turn
their gaze, disciplining power and violence towards queer people (Edenborg, 2017;
Wilkinson, 2020).

Heteronormativity

The failure to include queer bodies in international politics is rooted in the patriarchal
system, which is both heterosexist and cissexist, whereby the cisgendered male is also
privileged over the cisgendered female (Peterson, 1999; Schulz, 2018; Shepherd, 2016).
Peterson (1992) famously argued that the state was constituted by heteronormative
structures with the heteronormative family and heterosexual desire at its core. In
fact, she claimed that ‘states make sex’ through marriage and family law, building
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on ‘heteropatriarchal family/households as foundational socioeconomic units’
(Peterson, 2014, p. 605; emphasis in original). Sjoberg (2012, pp. 337-338) writes that
‘the normalisation of exclusively heterosexual desire serves to maintain the biological
and social reproduction of nations, differentiate group identity, and shape political ideol-
ogies’. In the same line of argument, Gifkins and Cooper-Cunningham (2023, p. 2059)
conceptualize the idea of a ‘cisheteronormative blindfold’, meaning the ‘ignorance or a
lack of acknowledgment of how society privileges cisgender and heterosexual identities
as the norm’.

Heteronormativity is upheld by ideas of masculinities and femininities, whereby
hegemonic masculinity defines what is ‘socially expected’ of men and boys or women
and girls (Hutchings, 2008). This hegemonic masculinity is dialectic: the masculine Self
is constructed as aggressive, rational, physically courageous and organized in direct
opposition to the feminized Other, who is weak(er) and (more) emotional. Masculinities
and femininities are multiple and can be attributed to, or appropriated by, individuals re-
gardless of their gender. For example, the hegemonic masculinity attributes femininities
to gay men as a way of degrading them (Hutchings, 2008; Myrttinen et al., 2017). Whilst
dominant femininities and masculinities may change over time, differences within
masculinities are also ascribed through racialization. For instance, men of colour are
deemed to possess the ‘wrong’ kind of masculinity, aggressive and uncivilized, whereas
white men are protectors and civilized (Bilgig, 2018).

Heteronormativity acts as a structural power in international politics and enables, legit-
imizes and even makes acts of violence against sexual minorities invisible. In times of
conflict, hegemonic masculinity and ethnonationalism often go hand in hand. Whereas
heterosexual families are deemed essential for the survival of the state, the homosexual
— who through their perceived inability to procreate — is deemed unnecessary and dis-
pensable and is therefore targeted (Weber, 2016).

However, queer scholarship has contested that all international politics can be read as
heteronormative but suggested that it was also shaped by what Puar (2007, 2013) has
termed ‘homonationalism’. This concept critiques progressive LGBTQIA+ rights as
exclusive advancements for white gay and lesbian people. Whilst ‘homonationalism’
has been conceived in the US context, scholarship has shown its relevance for Europe
and the EU (cf. Ammaturo, 2015; Rahman, 2014; Slootmaeckers, 2020; Weber, 2016).
Homonationalism is therefore a form of nation-building and a way for the West to appear
homo-tolerant — more advanced, liberal and modern than non-Western states, in particular
Islamic countries — contrasting the (homo-)tolerant Self with the queerphobic Other.
Nationalist agendas instrumentalize queer bodies for racial exclusion and/or within neo-
liberal models of consumption, ignoring local realities and self-understandings of queer
sexuality (Klapeer and Laskar, 2018; Puar, 2007, 2013; Rahman, 2014; Rao, 2010).
Hence, the inclusion of queer people rests on the drawing of binaries between accepted
and non-accepted forms of (gay) sexuality.

Binaries

Building on the insights of queer scholarship, Weber (2016) takes issue with the either/or
binary inscribed in international politics and the construction of sovereign statehood
through ideas of sexuality. Queer theory is interested in ‘how subjectivities come to be
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understood in either/or terms (rather than in and/or or neither/nor terms) and to investi-
gate the political implications of presuming to know gendered and sexualized subjectiv-
ities in these multiple ways’ (Richter-Montpetit and Weber, 2017, pp. 3—4).

Postcolonial queer work has shown that dominant norms around gender and sexuality
are rooted in Europe’s history of colonialism and subjugation of the Global South. In fact,
European colonialism promoted clear heterosexual norms in its colonies and considered
the lack of heterosexism to be unordered and uncivilized (Rao, 2010). Ironically, many
European states have now turned to the promotion of LGBTQIA+ norms, rooted in
European/Western understandings of sexuality and its categories, that foreclose the
possibilities of plural and fluid gender identities (Hagen and O’Rourke, 2023).

Yet queer theory goes further in overcoming binaries in international politics and, as
such, helps us challenge the binary categories and logics upon which we often rely on
and have ‘internalized’ (Fisher-Onar and Kavalski, 2022, p. 4). Queer theory is largely in-
fluenced by and in turn aims to disrupt male/female binaries. Moreover, it deconstructs
taken-for-granted concepts, including West/rest and foreign/domestic, as well as temporal
dichotomies. Linking to feminist scholar Cockburn’s (2004) thesis on the ‘continuum of
violence’, queer theory posits that violence sexual minorities face in pre-conflict, conflict
and post-conflict is palimpsestic; it does not commence with conflict nor does it end with
the brokering of a ceasefire, the signing of a peace agreement or in the latter stages of
peacebuilding. The violence queer persons suffer in conflict-related situations is not an
aberration but an extension of that which they face in times of ‘peace’. Temporal binaries
including war/peace or conflict/post-conflict are over-simplistic and hide the patterns of
abuse and sites of oppression that is the reality for queer people (cf. Bueno-Hansen, 2018;
Schulz, 2018).

Our article aims to unpack queer (in)visibility, heteronormativity and binaries in EU
WPS by conducting a CDA of key EU WPS documents. A CDA analyses ‘opaque rela-
tionships of causality and determination between discursive practices, events and texts
and broader social and cultural structures’ (Fairclough, 1995). Our material includes the
2018 Council Conclusions on WPS, the WPS Action Plan 2019-2024, the Strategy and
Action Plan to Enhance Women’s Participation in Civilian CSDP Missions 2021-2024
and the 2022 Council Conclusions on WPS. The WPS Action Plan and the Strategy
and Action Plan are both European External Action Service (EEAS) working documents.
The 2018 Council Conclusions include both the EEAS’ EU Strategic Approach to WPS
and the Council’s endorsement of it, whereas the 2022 Council Conclusions only include
statements on WPS. We selected documents that reflect the post-Lisbon Treaty frame-
work of EU external relations. We also included recent documents because they both re-
place previous WPS documents (from the 2000s) and include later WPS resolutions (the
most recent WPS resolution was adopted in 2019). We analyse the discursive representa-
tions of (1) queer people and lives or their absence (invisibility), (2) heteronormativity
and (3) binaries, including those around gender and sexuality and also more broadly.

III. Queering EU Security Policy: Invisibility, Heteronormativity and Binaries in
the EU’s WPS Policies

WPS refers to both the broad, non-binding agenda constituted of 10 UNSCRs and the
wider policy framework made up of national and international CSOs. Our focus here is
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on the former, with the first WPS resolution adopted in 2000 and the most recent resolu-
tion adopted in 2019. These resolutions address four pillars. The first is participation,
including women in conflict mediation and peacebuilding. The second is prevention:
the role of women in preventing the outbreak of conflict. The third is protection: the need
to protect women and girls from conflict-related violence, typically conflict-related sexual
violence (CRSV). The fourth is relief and recovery: access to justice for women and girls
after conflict.

The EU’s first document relating to WPS dates to 2005, with a follow-up document
coming in 2006. Both focused exclusively on CSDP, with the first comprehensive WPS
document adopted by the EU in 2008. This document has been critiqued for being both
intentionally vague and unambitious in scope (Almgqvist, 2021). Whilst various EU
WPS documents were adopted in the coming years, it was not until 2019 that the EU
published its first WPS Action Plan — which represented ‘significant progress in the
EU’s engagement’ with the agenda (Haastrup et al., 2019, p. 68). This Action Plan was
drafted following Council Conclusions on the topic in 2018.

For this CDA, we selected documents whereby the EU is seen to engage effectively
and seriously with WPS. However, key differences, from a queer perspective, are present.
It is also worth noting that the most relevant document for our analysis is the 2018 Coun-
cil Conclusions. This document is a comprehensive outline of the EU’s strategic approach
to all four pillars of WPS. The 2019-2024 Action Plan and the 2021-2025 Action Plan
are working documents to improve gender mainstreaming (the participation pillar) in the
EU’s internal processes. The 2022 Conclusions is a short document that reaffirms the
EU’s commitment to WPS.

Invisibilities

Issues pertaining to sexual orientation and gender identity are absent from the EU’s WPS
agenda, much like they are excluded from the UNSCRs. This is perhaps not surprising, as
the original purpose of WPS was to consider the specific needs of women in contexts of
conflict. At the same time, other groups — mainly boys and children — are partly included
in WPS (Paige, 2017). As queer people are largely invisible throughout EU WPS, the vi-
olence they are subject to is ignored and their access to justice is stifled. There are two
obvious absences in the EU’s official discourse on WPS. The first is the failure to mention
— as perhaps a minimum because WPS focuses on women — the violence committed
against and the need to protect lesbian and bisexual women. In addition, not a single doc-
ument refers to gender non-conforming individuals, which would include trans women.
The second is the absence of referencing EU documents pertaining to the promotion of
LGBTQIA+ rights, including the LGBTQIA+ Equality Strategy (2020). At the same
time, the EU’s Gender Action Plan III (European Commission, 2020a) and Gender
Equality Strategy (European Commission, 2020b) are consistently referenced. This un-
derlines the invisibility of queer people in EU WPS and WPS more broadly.

Nevertheless, the 2018 Council Conclusions reference sexual orientation three times in
an 83-page-long document with the first occurrence appearing on page 20 (Council of the
European Union, 2018):

Increasing support for identifying and addressing the gender-related drivers of fragility
and violent and armed conflict. An example is the key understanding of how gender
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norms and roles feed into conflict, as is focusing more deeply on the interplay between
different intersecting elements of identities such as age, race, ethnicity, nationality, social
class, sexual orientation, ability, religion or belief, urban/rural setting and gender.

The paragraph initially focuses on the ‘gender-related drivers of fragility’, which could
imply a queer attempt at understanding violence by analysing (hegemonic) masculinity
(cf. Myrttinen et al., 2017). The mention of sexual orientation takes this further, introduc-
ing the need to focus on the interplay of various identities. Yet this paragraph does not
centre the experiences of queer people in conflict. Instead, the document makes clear that
including considerations around gender conceptions and sexuality serves the EU’s
objective of protecting the rights of women and girls (Council of the European
Union, 2018, p. 17).

The second reference to sexual orientation arrives on page 35 (Council of the European
Union, 2018) — under the Protection chapter of the document. The focus of this paragraph
is on how to protect women and girls, who are ‘disproportionately’ affected by SGBV in
conflict. Yet the document also spells out how ‘hate speech, threats, defamation
campaigns, repression and violence against human rights defenders’ can be ‘linked to
sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, education, age, ethnicity,
class, religion or belief, among others’ (Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 35).
Sexual orientation is not the focus of this passage, nor is it in relation to SGBV, but rather
other forms of violence — including non-physical violence. The same paragraph discusses
how the silencing of both ‘women and men who do not conform to society’s social norms’
(Council of the European Union, 2018) can be an indicator of increasing SGBV. Whilst
this section acknowledges the role of sexual orientation and gender norms (implicitly also
gender identity, perhaps) in enabling violence, it references them as an underlying explan-
atory factor for SGBV and limits its focus — once again — to women and girls when it comes
to protection. Similarly, the section on Relief & Recovery in the Council Conclusions
(Council of the European Union, 2018, pp. 40—42) does not refer to sexual orientation
and gender identity at all. This invisibility means that the existence of queer people and
their accessibility to specific medical or judicial services after conflict are not considered.
Moreover, none of the EU WPS documents acknowledge how SGBV affects queer people.
This is also missing in the 2022 Council Conclusions (Council of the European
Union, 2022), which bring up SGBV in Ukraine but not in relation to queer people.

‘Gender analysis’ is an important component in the EU’S WPS documents. The 2018
Council Conclusions recall the ‘commitment of the European Union and its Member
States to continue to use gender analysis, collect disaggregated data (including but not
necessarily limited to sex, age and disability)’ (Council of the European Union, 2018,
p. 3). The Conclusion’s glossary includes sexual orientation in its definition of gender
analysis: ‘gender analysis will reveal patterns of inclusion and exclusion, based on gender
and the range of other factors such as socioeconomic class, ethnicity and religion, age,
(dis)ability, geographical origin, sexual orientation’ (Council of the FEuropean
Union, 2018, p. 74). The 2019 WPS Action Plan, under its gender mainstreaming
objective, also refers to gender analysis, which presumably is in line with the glossary
definition. Here, gender analysis is supposed to improve CSDP missions and counter
violent extremism (Council of the European Union, 2022, p. 8). This is perhaps disap-
pointing, as gender analysis is instrumentalized as a means to an end.
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Sexuality could have found its way into the 2022 Council Conclusions (Council of the
European Union, 2022) whereby the EU reaffirms ‘its commitment to the promotion, pro-
tection and fulfilment of the right of every individual to have full control over and decide
freely and responsibly on matters related to their sexuality’. However, this paragraph re-
fers to women’s and girls’ sexual and reproductive health rights and does not explicitly
include people with different sexual orientation and gender identity. It also references
the Beijing Platform for Action, which limits sexual and reproductive health to
heterosexuality.

The EU WPS documents largely focus on the participation pillar (gender
mainstreaming); however, the participation of queer people is absent from them. Gender
mainstreaming is also exclusively heterosexual and cisgendered in the 2021 Strategy on
Women in CSDP. The only (potential) queer reference is to diversity (EEAS, 2021);
stories about ‘diverse women (and men)’ are to be included in promotional material for
the military Missions. Diversity may or may not include sexual orientation and gender
identity. In any case, potential inclusion would still be instrumentalized for CSDP goals.
Similar references to the diversity of women are made elsewhere, such as in the 2018
Council Conclusions (Council of the European Union, 2018, pp. 28, 37), but no further
specifications are given. The most comprehensive notion of diversity is on page 3 (Coun-
cil of the European Union, 2018) where the Council acknowledges the ‘diversity and
intersecting elements of identities (...) including the emphasis put on its implementation
by and for the benefit of all’. Whilst this is an opening for an intersectional approach, in-
cluding race, ability and sexuality, the EU’s documents are vague and do not follow this
through.

The invisibility of queer issues and people is also apparent in the document’s refer-
ences to CSOs. The majority of references to CSOs — a core component of the WPS
agenda — are about women’s rights CSOs or with CSOs in which ‘women play a leader-
ship role’ (Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 8). The potential to bring in queer
themes is the reference to working with CSOs that challenge ‘those gender norms which
favour violence’ (Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 20). This does not necessarily
imply LGBTQIA+ rights CSOs. It would also be incorrect to assume that feminist CSOs
share the same end goal as queer CSOs.

Analysing for queer invisibilities reveals that the EU’s implementation of WPS ignores
LGBTQIA+ individuals. Whilst WPS is designed to protect women and girls, lesbian or
trans women are equally excluded. The result of this is that the violence LGBTQIA+ peo-
ple are subject to is ignored. Where the documents reference sexual orientation or gender
identity, this is in the service of either protecting women and girls or serving the goals of a
CSDP mission.

Heteronormativity

The EU WPS does not mention the EU’s LGBTQIA+ Equality Strategy (European
Commission, 2020c), whilst it does refer to the relevant policy documents on gender
equality in the EU (cf. European Commission, 2020a; European Commission, 2020b).
This underlines the EU’s understanding of WPS as being about cisgender and
heterosexual women. Although the analysed EU documents do not explicitly tackle
heteronormativity, heteronormativity is never challenged. This is clear due to the lack
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of representation of different sexualities and gender identities and through the binary and
bifurcated discourse on women/girls on the one hand and men/boys on the other hand.

For example, women and girls are often mentioned together (Council of the European
Union, 2018, 2022), implying women’s caregiving role, yet neglecting the vulnerabilities
of boys, and ignoring different caregiving structures. What is striking here is that
women’s overrepresentation as carers and their care responsibilities are never explicitly
acknowledged. Whilst this may be done to avoid the essentializing of women’s roles
(which still fails), it makes the important issue of caregiving — also beyond heterosexual
families — invisible. Whereas the possibility of men and boys being victims of SGBV is
mentioned, generally SGBV is understood in the context of heterosexist and patriarchal
structures and hence rooted in problematic forms of masculinities. To this end, the EU re-
fers to the goal of ‘promoting engagement on positive masculinity and supporting activ-
ities that challenge gender stereotypes’ (Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 19).
Moreover, the document also raises tackling gender stereotypes as an important factor
to understand the outbreak of violence and conflict. The EU states that to date, ‘research
on gender and peacebuilding has focused primarily on the gender-related impacts of vio-
lent conflict’ and that ‘relatively little attention has been given to the gender-related
drivers and root causes of violent and armed conflict’ (Council of the European
Union, 2018, p. 20). The identification of masculinity is queer in that it accepts gender
as fluid. At the same time, it fails to go deeper and to acknowledge hegemonic masculin-
ity and the dialectic formation of multiple masculinities and femininities.

Similar assumptions about masculinity are implied within the EU’s integration of
preventing and countering violent extremism (PCVE) goals within WPS. Other scholars
have pointed out how the inclusion of PCVE into the WPS agenda with UNSCR 2242
in 2015 opened the door not only to its co-option for national security goals but also to
placing a harmful responsibility on women for preventing the radicalization of their hus-
bands and sons (Berlingozzi, 2023; Parashar, 2018; Shepherd, 2022). Moreover, the role
of women in PCVE is imagined in the context of heterosexual families with stereotypical
gender roles. The EU’s documents refer to the importance of a ‘gender perspective’ in
counter-terrorism policy (cf. Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 25; 2019, p. 3).
The EU mentions PCVE also as an example for a policy field in which WPS could be ap-
plied internally:

Other examples include integration of a gender perspective into early warning systems
and structures to strengthen the link between the WPS Agenda and for example counter-
terrorism and countering violent extremism agendas and partnerships with domestic civil
society actors, the private sector and academia. (Council of the European Union, 2018,

p. 21)

Yet this does not challenge but rather perpetuates the heterosexist assumptions of
PCVE in the context of WPS.

More generally, families are only referenced in the EU documents for the purposes of
increasing women’s participation in the EU’s institutions and/or CSDP missions
(EEAS, 2021). The document recognizes that family responsibilities can present an obsta-
cle for women to work in CSDP missions, especially because they are so-called ‘non-
family duty stations’, meaning that mission members cannot bring any family to the de-
ployment (EEAS, 2021, p. 18). Masculinity is also recognized as something that hinders
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gender mainstreaming: ‘An image of missions as military and masculine, with a
non-inclusive workplace culture, may prevent women from applying to or staying in
the missions’ (EEAS, 2021, p. 18). The document further states that ‘the infrastructure
and non-family policy of civilian CSDP missions may be another factor that discourages
women from applying; however, the non-family policy has also been cited as a barrier for
men with families’ (EEAS, 2021). This statement recognizes that caregiving roles in het-
erosexual families have shifted, but it is taken for granted that these are heterosexual fam-
ily units with children.

The analysis reveals that the EU’s implementation of WPS is embedded, draws upon
and repeats heteronormative values and practices throughout. This is particularly the case
when family is mentioned, which assumes a heterosexual unit and often with stereotypical
gender roles. This is perhaps unsurprising, as the framework of WPS is itself equally
heteronormative and exists in a heteronormative system.

Binaries

Although the EU refers to gender, it is used interchangeably with women, ignoring that
men and non-binary people also have gender. As Hagen and O’Rourke (2023, p. 415) ar-
gue, interpreting the meaning of gender as referencing women goes back to the 1996 Bei-
jing Fourth World Conference on Women. Whilst the notion of gender could have in-
cluded non-binary gender identities, this is not how it has most often been understood.

The EU’s WPS approach understands women as victims of various forms of (male-in-
duced) violence and in need of protection. The woman is most evidently constructed vis-
a-vis the man, which is layered over victim/perpetrator or peaceful/violent. Similarly, the
binary non-Western woman/Western man appears across EU WPS. The EU’s Othering re-
veals various racialized and colonial binaries and raises the question of who the pillars of
WPS are for. For example, the Strategic Action Plan (EEAS, 2021) exclusively deals with
improving women’s participation in EU Missions. The target of the participation pillar of
EU WPS is largely future EU staff, educated and predominantly white Europeans.
Equally, the non-European woman/European woman binary represents the former as in
need of protection. Where women in the Global South are described as having agency,
this is often problematic as it is understood to be solely peaceful (Council of the European
Union, 2018, p. 8). The Council Conclusions (2018, p. 14) state that WPS ‘focuses not
only on protecting women and girls from conflict-related violence but also on women’s
right to participate in decision-making processes’. However, the 2018 document does out-
line how women can also be aggressors (Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 16).
Victimhood is often expanded to include men and boys too. The goal of the EU is to work
on ‘engaging men and boys as positive agents for change’ (Council of the European
Union, 2018, p. 17).

Moreover, the whole WPS framework exhibits a binary understanding of the world di-
vided into peaceful (Global North/West) and conflict-affected (Global South/East) geog-
raphies. Part of EU foreign policy, EU WPS is intended for the Global South but mainly
based on the knowledge of the Global North. Interestingly, however, specific countries are
only listed in the Council Conclusions 2022: Ukraine, Iran and Afghanistan. Whilst the
first is a European country, its path to EU accession is a case of leveraged pedagogy
whereby its ‘efforts’ to implement a WPS National Action Plan are ‘welcomed’ by the
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Council. A small exception to this spatial and racialized binary drawing around gender
(and less sexuality) is the recognition that WPS can also be applied internally. Yet, as
already indicated above, the envisioned internal application arguably targets an
(internal) Other, such as in the suggested areas of migration, security and countering
terrorism and violent extremism. Although the Council Conclusions do acknowledge
the importance of WPS in other matters, such as domestic, judicial and human
resources and trade policy (Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 21).

Regrettably, the conflict/post-conflict binary is emphasized throughout. A positive
element of this is how violence women are subject to in conflict is identified as a ‘contin-
uum’ of violence (cf. Cockburn, 2004) in the 2018 Council Conclusion (Council of the
European Union, 2018, p. 2) — which echoes feminist and queer theory’s iteration that vi-
olence against minorities is exacerbated in conflict. Overall, the documents clearly de-
marcate between the realities of conflict and those of post-conflict and identify specific
policies and needs for these. Yet this clear-cut difference does not reflect the reality of
conflict. There are references to breaking temporal binaries in relation to CRSV. For ex-
ample, ‘thus, the WPS Agenda focuses on victims’ rights to justice and redress for sexual
and gender-based violence and stresses the importance of ending impunity for such
crimes’ (Council of the European Union, 2018, p. 15). Furthermore, it gives every person
who has suffered due to sexual violence, including children born out of rape, the right to
access ‘comprehensive healthcare information and healthcare services’. In the 2019
Action Plan (Council of the European Union, 2019), this is re-iterated in Objective 6
whereby ‘children born of rape are to not be re-victimised’. This is in line with
Schulz (2018), who discussed WPS as the ‘displacement from gendered personhood’.
Central to this is how the effects of CRSV are not limited to the event itself; victims of
CRSYV are affected for the entirety of their lives. This temporal extension of CRSV in-
cludes the discrimination that children born of CRSV are subject to.

This section of the analysis focused on binaries. It reveals that the EU’s implementa-
tion of WPS relies on racialized binaries; European women are contrasted with ‘women
in conflict’. This also raises questions on who the WPS framework is for. Temporal bina-
ries are more promising: although the conflict/post-conflict binary is heavily present, pro-
tection for the children of rape victims breaks down temporal walls.

Conclusion

By queering the EU’s implementation of WPS, we strived to create synergies of allyship
with feminist and postcolonial approaches and explained how these are complementary,
thus engaging directly with the main questions posed by the editors of this SI. At the same
time, we hope that this analysis will encourage more people to adopt a queer perspective
in order to study and analyse the EU’s CFSP.

Our analysis focused on three main elements: invisibilities, heteronormativity and bi-
naries. The analysis revealed a complete failure to acknowledge lesbian and bisexual
women as well as gender non-conforming individuals, including trans women in any of
the documents. Moreover, queer people are completely absent from the EU WPS, which
underlines the EU’s understanding of WPS being about cisgendered, heterosexual
women. In general, SGBV is understood in the context of heterosexual and patriarchal
structures rooted in problematic forms of masculinities. The EU’s take on ‘gender’
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focuses only on gender binaries (men and women) and is used interchangeably with
women, denying the fluidity of gender as well as that men and non-binary people also
have gender. In relation to the four WPS pillars, participation and protection are most
prominent in EU WPS documents. Only the latter, however, vaguely refers to sexual ori-
entation in terms of intersecting with other categories of discrimination faced by human
rights defenders. If at all, sexual orientation and gender identity appear in broader inter-
sectional/diversity acknowledgements or in terms of conflict analysis to understand rea-
sons of violence, such as in relation to gendered norms and dominant masculinities. All
four pillars are shaped by multiple binaries.

Whilst our analysis suggests that the EU’s WPS implementation should pay attention
to sexual orientation and gender identity, we are aware that visibility is a double-edged
sword (cf. Edenborg, 2017) as it may make queer people an even more likely target of vi-
olence and perpetuate the EU’s binary Othering discourses around sexuality, race and
gender (cf. Bilgic, 2018). Hence, all WPS policy needs to be rooted in local knowledge,
experiences and histories and be sensitive to them to avoid harm and the reproduction of
hierarchies.

The analysis was also centred around the three main queer themes. It did not follow the
WPS documents chronologically, and therefore, we did not note an ‘improvement’ over
time. The fact that the selected documents only span 4 years and focus on different aspects
of WPS may also influence this. Moreover, as raised earlier, the 2018 document is the
most detailed, whilst the other documents are narrower in scope. Our analysis also does
not touch on the institutional make-up and decision-making processes in the EU’s foreign
and security policy in detail — and how this may influence reference to LGBTQIA+
and/or queer terms. Questioning obfuscated definitions of diversity can reveal tensions
in EU policy-making: are feminist or queer CSOs advocating for the integration of inclu-
sive language in the drafting stage of EEAS documents? What is their role or even goal in
policy-making? Are EU policy-makers alluding to certain terms to placate CSOs? Or per-
haps the vague language signals support? How are the politics of the European Council
impacting what terms can and cannot be mentioned? Further research into these questions
could reveal interesting dynamics at play in EU external policy-making.

Applying a queer lens to EU CFSP thus would also mean paying attention to how
sexuality norms are implicit in its objectives and instruments without simply calling for
focusing on LGBTQIA+ people in security policy. For instance, as discussed above,
counter-terrorism policies are also based on assumptions around sexuality, such as
heteronormativity, or discourses of sovereignty are shaped by racialized ideas of the (de-
ficient) sexuality of Others (cf. Pourmokhtari, 2013; Rao, 2010; Weber, 2016). Queering
EU CFSP entails rejecting binaries, embracing complexity and doing foreign and security
policy rooted in specific contexts. It also implies for the EU to acknowledge its own flaws
and contradictions around LGBTQIA+ rights, such as its uneven protection across EU
member states and the persisting violence against queer people within the EU.

We argue that a queer lens can offer synergies and contribute to more inclusiveness in
the way we perceive allyship. The idea and practice of allyship are innate to queer (and
also feminist) scholarship. Queer allyship focuses on looking at the sites of marginaliza-
tion and takes epistemics of gender, race, sexuality, geography, class and indigeneity into
consideration (Ahmed, 2000; Anzaldua, 2006; Kapoor, 2015; Spivak, 1998). Queer per-
spectives have been part of the ‘fallen daughters’ of the IR Household, together with
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postmodern and feminist studies (Agathangelou and Ling, 2004, p. 30). As such, the
‘House of IR’ has consistently regarded them as unworthy because they show that
‘identity — specifically, gender, sexuality and desire — is not “natural” or “essential” but
socially constructed to privilege a colonial, imperial, patriarchal, and heterosexist order’
(Agathangelou and Ling, 2004, p. 30). Queer allyship investigates what it means to be
an ally not only to marginalized communities but also to a field of studies and scholars.
As such, inspired by the work of Nayak (2014) on queer allyship, we would like to en-
courage scholars and practitioners to consider more carefully the impact of their actions
and whether they are working to challenge and transform systems of privilege, oppression
and power or if they decide to continue perpetuating them by leaving power relations in-
tact. We also hope that the article is making the case for feminist and queer (and even anti-
racist/colonial) allyship around WPS, be it within academic or civil society. Our analysis
shows that insecurity and violence can only fully be understood with an intersectional
lens that includes gender, sexuality and race. Moreover, it demonstrates that gender bina-
ries — which perpetuate violence — can only be overcome through queering them and tak-
ing sexual orientation and gender identity into account.
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