
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Representations of women and gender in DFID’s
development-security-counterterrorism nexus

Sofia Patel*

Department of War Studies, King’s College London, United Kingdom
*Corresponding author. Email: sofia.patel@kcl.ac.uk

(Received 14 May 2021; revised 14 March 2022; accepted 20 April 2022; first published online 19 May 2022)

Abstract
In a post-9/11 environment, the Department for International Development (DFID) shifted its strategic
focus towards an integrationist approach that aligned mainstream development programming with the
national security agenda. A key part of those reforms was integrating counterterrorism – directly and
indirectly – into DFID’s portfolio. Using a feminist institutionalist approach, I examine how discourses
about women, development, security, and counterterrorism are reproduced through a ‘development-security-
counterterrorism nexus’. Within the nexus, DFID represents a key site for the production, reproduction, and
evolution of gendered discursive practices1 about women. I argue that institutional evolution is possible through
a process of discursive evolution where certain discourses become more or less engrained or ‘sedimented’2

depending on the presence of alternative ideas and knowledges. The central research question asks how did
gender-sensitive development work evolve after 9/11 and what factors influenced and shaped this evolution?
The main findings were that as counterterrorism aims, objectives, and methods became more emphasised
in UK development programming, a sense of institutional incoherence and poor strategic direction adversely
affected how gender-sensitive programming was designed and implemented. Furthermore, I conclude that gen-
dered development policy was largely based on assumptions rather than evidence, which negatively impacted
how programmes were implemented.

Keywords: Gender; Development; Counterterrorism; Countering Violent Extremism; National Security; Women Peace and
Security

Introduction
Britain’s fourth National Action Plan (NAP) on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) was pub-
lished in 2018. For the first time in its history, it referenced women in relation to the international
counterterrorism agenda using the language of preventing and countering violent extremism’, or
‘P/CVE’, which became an internationally recognised United Nations policy agenda in the years
following 9/11. P/CVE policies and programming respond to the activities of terrorist or violent
extremist actors; it refers to the ‘softer’ security-centred activities that occupy a sprawling and
(largely) undefined space between international development work and military interventions.
Although the integration of P/CVE and WPS was a direct response to the passing of United
Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2242 and the UN’s call to Member States to more
closely integrate gender as a cross-cutting issue in the context of the WPS, counterterrorism,

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the British International Studies Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

1Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (London, UK: Tavistock, 1972), p. 49.
2Thomas Jacobs, ‘Poststructuralist discourse theory as an independent paradigm for studying institutions: Towards a new

definition of “discursive construction” in institutional analysis’, Contemporary Political Theory, 17 (2019), pp. 1–23.
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and countering violent extremism efforts,3 this move also marks an institutional shift in terms of
Britain’s discursive and operational practising of development, security, and counterterrorism.
This shift represents the crystallisation of the integrated development-security-
counterterrorism agenda that had been advancing since 9/11, and which culminated in the
dissolution of the Department for International Development (DFID) in 2019.

When it was created in 1997, DFID had hoped to be a beacon of its time, and to ‘give much
greater priority to international development than our predecessors’.4 However, following 9/11,
the UK government proceeded to pursue an integrationist development-security-counterterrorism
agenda whereby Britain’s development objectives evolved from being entirely grounded in human
development and human security to being integrated as a strategic pillar within the broader British
national security agenda. The effects of this strategic move had both conceptual and organisational
impacts. Conceptually, the move saw the prioritisation of conflict prevention work that was linked
to national security priorities, such as counterterrorism and countering violent extremism (CVE).
Organisationally, at the ministerial level, institutional discourses of DFID, the Foreign Office (FCO
now FCDO), and the Ministry of Defence (MOD) merged and broadened the existing
development-security agenda to include counterterrorism-related issues and concerns. The overlap-
ping and contesting discourses between the joint FCO-DFID-MOD agenda for international
security, development, and countering terrorism produced new discourses and practices through
a ‘development-security-counterterrorism nexus’,5 which simultaneously broadened the scope of
the development agenda to include counterterrorism aims and objectives, but diluted the focus
of international development and its original priorities.6 The merging and broadening of the
development-security agendas to include counterterrorism issues of women’s rights, equality,
and (in)security in ‘fragile’ or ‘conflict affected’ nations with fighting terrorism and violent extrem-
ism was problematic for three key reasons. Firstly gender-related activities that assumed women’s
rights and empowerment as outcomes of development-security-counterterrorism policy and pro-
gramming, rarely actually had gender-sensitive and gender equality principles at the heart of
their design. Instead, women’s rights and empowerment were instrumentalised for broader security
objectives, which not only inherently limited the effectiveness and reach of these projects, but often
caused more harm than good to the individuals who were targeted. Second, gender sensitivity
efforts were mainstreamed into countering violent extremism and counterterrorism efforts without
being grounded in evidence with adverse consequences. Thirdly the security-oriented cultures and
interests of the FCO and MOD sat uncomfortably next to DFID’s development policies, which cre-
ated considerable institutional incoherence, affecting how operations and programming were car-
ried out through an integrated FCO-MOD-DFID agenda on the ground.

This research examines the competing and evolving representations of women and gender that
are produced and reproduced through the discourses and practices of security, development, and
counterterrorism within the ecosystem of actors and institutions of the development-security-
counterterrorism nexus. The central research question guiding this research asks: how did
gender-sensitive development work evolve after 9/11 and what factors influenced and shaped
this evolution? In order to answer this question I have created an analytical framework through
which I can examine gendered concepts of ‘security’ ‘counterterrorism’ and ‘development’, how

3Security Council Resolution 2242, Peace Women, available at: {http://peacewomen.org.scr-2242} accessed February 2022.
4UK Parliament, Hansard, Lords Chamber, Baroness Symons of Verhnam Dean, col. 12 (10 November 2007), available at:

{https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/1991-11-10/debates/a9d87d7c-0b1a-4ea4-a8f7-469c21e9705a/internationaldevelop-
ment} accessed February 2022.

5Ann-Kathrin Rothermel has also used this approach in her paper, ‘Gender in the United Nations’ agenda on preventing
and countering violent extremism’, International Feminist Journal of Politics, 22:5 (2020), pp. 720–41.

6See, for example, Jude Howell and Jeremy Lind, ‘Changing donor policy and practice in civil society in the post 9/11 aid
context’, Third World Quarterly, 30:7 (2009), pp. 1279–96; Mark Duffield, ‘The liberal way of development and the
development-security impasse: Exploring the global life-chance divide’, Security Dialogue, 41:1 (2010), pp. 53–76; Björn
Hettne, ‘Development and security: Origins and future’, Security Dialogue, 41:1 (2010), pp. 31–52.
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they are practised and how they become institutionalised. Institutional analysis of counterterrorism
rules, norms, and practices, and especially their gendered characteristics, has been minimal to date,
therefore highlighting an interesting research gap, which this research hopes to address.

This article will be structured in the following way: First I will outline my methodology for
conducting empirical institutional research. I will explain how I have developed my analytical
framework, which constructs DFID as a site for the institutionalising of gendered discourses
and practices. I situate DFID within the development-security-counterterrorism nexus which
I suggest is where and how gendered discourses and practices are ‘(re)presented, (re)produced
and (re)legitimised’.7 There is a co-constitutive relationship between actors, organisations, and
discourses within the nexus that does not necessarily see clear boundaries between formal
rules, informal norms, and institutional practices.8 I locate my framework within the broader
theoretical context of feminist discursive institutionalism, specifically owing a theoretical debt
to a Foucauldian interpretation of discourse as practice. I conclude this section by referencing
the limitations to this research as well as potential contributions it could make to the literature.

The second section comprises my empirical analysis. I first trace the production of the
development-security-counterterrorism nexus and its evolution in a post-9/11 context. I focus
on how representations of women and gender in relation to development, security, and counter-
terrorism have evolved through examining the discursive practices of DFID between 1997
and 2019. Next I trace the practices of the nexus through DFID’s development, security, and
counterterrorism gender programming agendas. Third, I explore how and when the gender
and counterterrorism agendas were integrated, and finally I consider how interactions with
civil society could provide contesting discourses that may contribute to institutional evolution
and which could impact gender agenda in the context of the nexus. I conclude with some key
findings that suggest that gendered understandings of security, development, and counterterrorism
are reflective the result of institutional hangovers – or legacies of the past – that remain sedimented
across the nexus, and are reproduced through the discourses and practices of DFID and the wider
nexus actors. Even though some gendered institutional evolution can be observed, these shifts have
either been cursory meaning that they have not penetrated the social logics propping up the
institution or when they have gone deeper, the change happens extremely slowly.

Designing the analytical framework
This research interrogates how knowledge production and meanings about women, gender,
(counter)terrorism, and development have evolved in an institutional context. I am therefore
interested in emphasising how discourses are articulated. Using feminist institutionalism and
discourse analysis, I trace how concepts of women and gender are articulated through textual
material produced by DFID during its tenure (1997–2019) to investigate how and where gender
operates within an ecosystem of security actors that occupy different layers within the
development-security-counterterrorism nexus.

There are many ways to carry out feminist institutionalist research.9 I draw from the tradition
of feminist discursive institutionalism because I place a distinct emphasis on language, and the
way that it is bound up in systems of meaning and knowledge production. This approach allows
me to do the following: (1) to conduct an inter-institutional analysis of DFID and key partners to
analyse how gendered development programming evolved over the course of its tenure, and how
counterterrorism became embedded within the development agenda; (2) to examine the
co-constitutive relationship between informal and formal institutional dynamics (rules, norms,

7Laura Shepherd, Gender, Violence and Security (London, UK: Zed Books, 2008), p. 24.
8Vivien Lowndes, ‘How are political institutions gendered?’, Political Studies, 68:3 (2020), pp. 543–64.
9See, for example, historical, rational choice, sociological, and discursive approaches detailed in Mona Lena Krook and

Fiona Mackay (eds), Gender, Politics and Institutions: Towards a Feminist Institutionalism (London, UK: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2011).
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and practices) that will explain how certain discourses remain more resilient than others; (3) to
locate gender and reveal the myriad of ways that women (and men) are integrated into
development-security-counterterrorism discourses and practices; and finally (4) to be able to cap-
ture the practices of DFID and associated institutions in the context of the development-security-
counterterrorism nexus.

The framework that I have developed allows for inter-institutional gendered discourses and
practices to be examined thereby capturing the dynamic ways that institutions produce and repro-
duce representations about women, as well as how their competing and overlapping discourses
interact in the context of the development-security-counterterrorism nexus. Furthermore, the
framework is replicable and can be applied to carry out examinations of the discourses and
practices produced through and by other institutions operating within the nexus such as the
MOD or the FCO, or indeed at the multilateral level such as UN entities participating within
the development-security-counterterrorism nexus. I chose to focus on DFID for this research
for two key reasons. Being the Ministerial department in charge of designing and implementing
Britain’s international development policy and programming during this time, DFID represents a
core site for both the institutionalisation of gendered discourses and practices and for examining
how the reproduction of these discourses and practices have shaped gender-sensitive develop-
ment policy and programming within the development-security-counterterrorism nexus and
its ecosystem of security actors. Additionally, DFID offers a rare opportunity to examine the evo-
lution of a government institution from inception to discontinuation, thereby being an interesting
case study through which to form insights about institutional evolution both in terms of its status
as a stand alone department and in terms of the way its discourses and practices interacted with
those of other institutions within the development-security-counterterrorism nexus. Figure 1
captures the ecosystem of the ‘development-security-counterterrorism’ nexus.

The diagram depicts how discourses and practices are produced and reproduced through
an ecosystem of actors and organisations. Within the development-security-counterterrorism
nexus there are three institutional policy spheres (‘development’, ‘counterterrorism’, and ‘security’)
across which three constituent elements (government actors; non-government actors; multilateral
partners) are operating and where four discursive layers (ministerial/strategic; practitioner; policy
and guidance; academia/research) are being articulated and practised. Constituent elements are
present across all institutional spheres and there are no firm boundaries between them; they
are blurred, overlapping, and permeable. DFID is one of the constituent elements, sitting
alongside other government departments (for example, FCO, MOD, Cabinet Office), non-
government actors (for example, NGOs, civil society organisations, think tanks) and multilaterals
(for example, UN, EU, World Bank). All of these constituent elements produce and reproduce
discourses about gender and women in the context of development, security, and counterterror-
ism, and it is through their articulations of these discourses and their associated practices that the
nexus is produced.

Through a process of intertextual linking and discourse analysis, I use this framework to
examine how gender logics have evolved both within DFID and across partner institutions
(constituent elements). I examined over 130 documents produced by DFID, alongside relevant
interdepartmental policy documents, civil society documents, programme evaluation reports,
and consultation papers as well as academic research. This material is supported by
Ministerial speeches and statements and half a dozen elite interviews with former and current
development-security-counterterrorism civil servants and practitioners. Taking a Foucauldian
approach, the interview data provides insight into how actors (or subjects) are constituted
through discourse which captures the ‘actual working of discourse as a constitutive part of social
practices situated in specific contexts’,10 or in other words, is a helpful way to capture how

10Jonathan Potter and Margaret Wetherell, ‘Discourse: Noun, verb or social practice?’, Philosophical Psychology, 3:2.3
(1990), pp. 205–18.
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knowledge about women and gender is both reproduced through discourse and practice and how
the actors involved in the nexus are themselves a product of the discourse. I can capture the for-
mal and informal in this way and I can also identify how institutional evolution takes place.

Situating the framework within the literature: Feminist institutionalism, institutional
evolution, and representations of women
How do representations of women vary within DFID’s articulations of gendered discourse, and
how and in what ways does the development-security-counterterrorism nexus reproduce,
reinforce, or contest these representations? Feminist institutional analysis provides the tools
to answer these questions by revealing the gendered characteristics of institutions and their
processes of evolution or stagnation. As argued by Ann-Kathrin Rothermel, ‘feminist institutional
analysis provides a useful perspective to expose complex, informal and often contradictory and
unintended processes of “institutional stability, change and erosion and reconstruction” which
are otherwise easily overlooked.’11 Feminist institutionalists emphasise the crucial relationships
between institutional norms, rules, and practices – formal and informal – and examine how
their interaction sustains the presence of a ‘gender regime’ that operates in all institutional
contexts. This process explains how (mostly invisible) gender logics and inequalities are sustained
and persist across institutional sites.

Feminist institutionalism is a heterogeneous field with a number of different epistemological
pathways of which feminist discursive institutionalism is one. I draw from Carol Bacchi and

Figure 1. The ecosystem of security actors within the development-security-counterterrorism nexus.

11Ann Kathrin Rothermel, ‘Gender and the crossroads: The role of gender in the UN’s global counterterrorism reform at
the humanitarian-development nexus’, Critical Studies on Terrorism (August 2021).
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Malin Rönnblom’s12 poststructuralist approach to feminist discursive institutionalism rooted in a
Foucauldian understanding of power relations. This approach differs from mainstream feminist
discursive institutionalist approaches13 most profoundly due to their limited and constrained
explanations14 of institutional evolution and the relationship between power, ideas, agency,
and discourse(s). A Foucauldian understanding of power, agency, and discourse(s) applies a
more fluid and dynamic understanding of power, suggesting that ‘power produces conditions
of meaning, instances of meaning, webs of meaning that are both locally specific and “run
through the whole social body”’.15 Discourse is therefore essential to the construction of knowl-
edge about women, development, security, and (counter)terrorism, and ‘Discourse analytical
strategies provide means to assess how particular meanings of gender are set in relation to insti-
tutional goals, norms and principles through articulations or practices of institutional actors.’16

It is through an examination of the competing and overlapping representations of women that
are discursively produced by DFID and reproduced through the nexus that we can locate gender
in an institutional context. As argued by Laura Shepherd, ‘Discourses are therefore recognizable
[to me] as systems of meaning-production rather than simply statements or language, systems
that “fix” meaning, however temporarily, and enable us to make sense of the world.’17 Taking
a Foucauldian approach to discursive institutional analysis therefore differs from Vivien
Schmidt’s approach18 most profoundly in its explanation of institutional evolution and the
relationship between power, ideas, agency, and discourse(s).

If we accept that discourses can fix meaning, then discourses can also produce (and be pro-
ductive of) change. The ability for sedimented or institutionalised discourses to be ‘destabilised’
is dependent on how ‘sticky’ or resilient they are. ‘Stickiness’ is not a very technical term but it
helpfully describes the ways that discourses and practices interact to facilitate or undermine
institutional evolution. Thomas Jacobs19 suggests that institutional evolution is made possible
through the process of destabilising homogenising ‘social logics’ – or institutionalised dis-
courses – and introducing ‘political logics’ – or competing discourses. ‘Social logics’ can be
understood as institutional characteristics20 or ‘integral patterns of social life’.21 ‘Political logics’
can be described as discourses that ‘govern how we try to contest what is normal and how we
try to instate new or defend old conventions and “normals”’.22 In order for institutional prac-
tices to evolve, the social logics, or workplace habits are contested through the presence of
counter-discourses or political logics. Political logics are therefore important sites for contest-
ing the dominant discourses; Jacobs writes, ‘political logics thus make the transformation of
social patterns possible by revealing the arbitrary nature of the discursive structure in which
they are embedded.’23 Discursive evolution is a process through which certain discourses become

12Carol Bacchi and Malin Rönnblom, ‘Feminist discursive institutionalism: A post-structural alternative’, NORA Journal of
Feminist and Gender Research, 22:3 (2014), pp. 170–86.

13See, for example, the feminist discursive institutionalist approaches detailed in Krook and Mackay (eds), Gender, Politics
and Institutions.

14Bacchi and Rönnblom, ‘Feminist discursive institutionalism’.
15Shepherd, Gender, Violence and Security, p. 23.
16Ann-Katherin Rothermel, ‘Gender at the crossroads: The role of gender in the UN’s global counterterrorism reform at

the humanitarian-development-peace nexus’, Critical Studies on Terrorism (2021).
17Shepherd, Gender, Violence and Security, p. 20.
18See, for example, Vivien Schmidt, ‘Discursive institutionalism: The explanatory power of ideas and discourse’, Annual

Review of Political Science, 11 (2008), pp. 303–26; Vivien Schmidt, ‘Speaking of change: Why discourse is key to the dynamics
of policy transformation’, Critical Policy Studies, 5:2 (2011), pp. 106–26.

19Jacobs, ‘Poststructuralist discourse theory as an independent paradigm for studying institutions’.
20Jason Glynos and David Howarth, Logics of Critical Explanation in Social and Political Theory (London, UK: Routledge,

2007), p. 139.
21Jacobs, ‘Poststructuralist discourse theory as an independent paradigm for studying institutions’.
22Ibid.
23Ibid.
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more or less engrained or ‘sedimented’24 depending on the presence of alternative ideas and knowl-
edges. Examining this process helps us understand and explain how and why institutions evolve. In
other words, the introduction of political logics – or contesting discourses – may lead to an evo-
lution in representations of women and gender. However, the saliency of such discursive evolution
is dependent upon the transfer of power through discursive reproduction. For example, Louise
Chappell and Georgia Waylen argue that the ‘gender regime’ does not get disrupted because
men’s bodies become replaced by women’s; rather this gender bias is governed by social norms
and conventions (social logics) that have become institutionalised in particular settings over
time. These gendered logics ‘prescribes (as well as proscribes) “acceptable” masculine and feminine
forms of behaviour, rules, and values for men and women within institutions.’25 The presence of
persistent or competing gendered logics therefore helps to explain how certain representations of
women and gender become institutionalised and destabilised at any given time, within different
institutional policy spheres or constituent elements.

While there is no correct way to apply institutional analysis to the political field,26 the approach
that I offer allows me to ‘move beyond the description stage and systematically identify particular
gendered institutional processes and mechanisms and their gendered effects’.27 This framework
captures the dynamic relationship between formal and informal institutional interactions, suggest-
ing that institutional change is the result of discourses shifting their ‘logic positions’. Gendered
rules, norms, and practices are therefore products of discursive articulations that become imbued
with meaning within specific institutional contexts; this meaning is variable and can shift across
institutions and actors within the development-security-counterterrorism nexus.

Although institutionalist theorising of political institutions is a well-trodden field, within
(counter)terrorism and security scholarship it remains relatively unusual. Frank Foley28 utilised
a sociological and historical ‘new institutionalist’ approach to examine the evolution of counter-
terrorism in Britain and France, which emphasises causal pathways in understanding institutional
evolution. While the research is valuable in terms of explaining why different institutional
changes occurred (or did not) within the counterterrorism infrastructure in Britain and
France, the focus on external factors, and the lack of attention to the gendered foundations of
counterterrorism institutions leaves a clear research gap to be filled. Ann-Katherin Rothermel
recently used feminist institutionalism to examine gender in the UN’s counterterrorism reform.29

Rothermel’s framework brings together elements of historical and discursive institutionalisms –
such as ‘nested newness’ and ‘institutional layering’30 – to ‘uncover different (or even contradic-
tory) coexisting gender representations and the corresponding institutional gendered logics
structuring the inter-institutional counterterrorism reform process’31 at the UN level.
This approach is reflective of Teresa Kulawik’s ‘integrated approach’,32 which I depart from
slightly. The focus of my analysis is not necessarily on ‘inter-institutional reforms’.33 Rather, I
seek to examine the evolution of discursive representations of women in relation to DFID’s devel-
opment, security, and counterterrorism policies and programming.

24Ibid.
25Louise Chappell and Georgia Waylen, ‘Gender and the hidden life of institutions’, Public Administration, 91:3 (2013),

pp. 599–615.
26Bacchi cited in Teresa Kulawik, ‘Staking the claim of a feminist discursive institutionalism’, Politics and Gender, 5:2

(2009), pp. 262–71.
27Meryl Kenny, ‘A feminist institutionalist approach’, Politics and Gender, 10:4 (2014), pp. 679–84.
28Frank Foley, Countering Terrorism in Britain and France: Institutions, Norms and the Shadow of the Past (Cambridge,

UK: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
29Rothermel, ‘Gender at the crossroads’.
30Louise Chappell, ‘Nested newness and institutional innovation: Expanding gender justice in the International Criminal

Court’, in Krook and Mackay (eds), Gender, Politics and Institutions, p. 165.
31Rothermel, ‘Gender at the crossroads’.
32Kulawik, ‘Staking the claim of a feminist discursive institutionalism’.
33Rothermel, ‘Gender at the crossroads’.
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This research is situated at an intersection between feminist institutionalism, feminist security
studies, and terrorism studies. My framework offers an original approach to feminist discursive
institutionalism, which connects debates about gender, development, and (counter)terrorism
across all three fields. By asking the question of how Britain’s counterterrorism agenda influenced
DFID’s post-9/11 international development work and what role gender had in this process,
I contribute to discussions about the relationship between gender, development, (in)security,
and counterterrorism. While feminist theorising of political violence is not new,34 feminist the-
orising of counterterrorism has grown since 2015, with UNSCR 2242 referencing women in the
context of terrorism and violent extremism for the first time. I seek to add to this body of feminist
scholarship35 specifically through my focus on counterterrorism.

A note here on the limitations of this study. One clear limitation is that I apply a very limited
approach to my use of ‘gender’ in this article, which I inextricably link to the articulations and prac-
tices about women in the context of development, security, and counterterrorism. I realise that the
scope of the framework is dynamic enough to readily be applied to interrogate different conceptua-
lisations of gender such as with reference to men or masculinities or with reference to queer theory
and non-binary identification. I chose to omit these important discussions of broader gender-related
dynamics for the following reason. As feminist scholars (for example, those cited below) continue to
emphasise, there remains an evidence gap with regard to the female experience(s) of terrorism, vio-
lent extremism, (in)security, and political violence. The picture we have is incomplete and has been
shaped by decades of research and policymaking that have foregrounded a homogeneous male
experience of international security and political violence and developed policy responses accord-
ingly. Making the female experiences of international conflict, political violence, and (in)security vis-
ible remains important to create an evidence base from which policymakers can draw for future
programming infrastructure. Future research could explore the question of ‘masculinities’ in the con-
text of (in)security, political violence, and terrorism in a standalone research paper that focuses on
exploring complex questions related to development objectives, links with violent extremism and (in)
security. This research would then be able to explore the extent to which ‘male political dominance is
reinforced and maintained in political institutions’36 of the development-security-counterterrorism
nexus, and could examine how constructions of masculinity have gendered implications beyond
those on men, and include women’s experiences as well.

I would also like to clarify the terms and language that I am using in this article. The terms
‘terrorism’, ‘counterterrorism’, ‘countering violent extremism’, and all related processes (for
example, radicalisation, deradicalisation, disengagement, etc.) are inherently contested concepts
with multiple meanings and interpretations. Indeed, among practitioners and policymakers,
terms are often used interchangeably with no clear definition about what exactly is being referred
to or clarity about the specific parameters of interventions. Due to the inconsistencies around
what actually constitutes ‘counterterrorism activities’, and due to the constraints imposed by
the scope of the article, I use a very broad definition of counterterrorism that encompasses all

34In 1915 more than 1,500 women from 12 nations gathered in The Hague to discuss a feminist response to war and
conflict. Despite not being taken seriously until the year 2000, feminists have been theorising and examining gender, war,
and conflict since then. Some excellent contributions from J. Ann Tickner, Cynthia Enloe, Vivienne, Jabri, Jacqui True,
Cynthia Cockburn, Carol Cohn, Lila Abu-Lughod, Margot Badran, and Spike Peterson.

35See, for example, research by Emily Winterbotham, Elizabeth Pearson, and Katherine Brown, Countering Violent
Extremism: Making Gender Matter (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021); Shepherd, Gender, Violence and
Security; Joana Cook, A Woman’s Place: US Counterterrorism since 9/11 (London, UK: Hurst, 2019); Gina Vale and Joana
Cook, ‘From Daesh to Diaspora II: The challenges posed by women and minors after the fall of the caliphate’, CTC
Sentinel, 12:6 (2019), pp. 30–45; Laura Sjoberg and Caron Gentry, ‘It’s complicated: Looking closely at women in violent
extremism’, Georgetown Journal of International Affairs, 17:2 (2016), pp. 23–30; Fionnuala Ní Aoláin, ‘The “war on terror”
and extremism: Assessing the relevance of the Women, Peace and Security Agenda’, International Affairs, 92:2 (2016),
pp. 275–91; Margaret L. Satterthwaite and Jayne C. Huckerby (eds), Gender, National Security and Counter-Terrorism:
Human Rights Perspective (London, UK: Routledge, 2012).

36Meryl Kenny, ‘A feminist institutionalist approach’, Politics and Gender, 10:4 (2014), pp. 679–84
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countering and preventing violent extremism activities. In this context, counterterrorism prac-
tices are best understood across a spectrum: at one end is the softer, preventing/countering violent
extremism and conflict prevention-type work and at the other end is the hard, military, intelli-
gence and law enforcement infrastructure.

Producing the development-security-counterterrorism nexus: Representations of
women and gender pre- and post-9/11
In 1997, DFID was created from the ashes of the Overseas Development Administration (ODA) a
division within the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO). The late 1990s saw the beginnings
of the globalisation, mass migration, and international connectivity era, which prompted Western
liberal democratic foreign aid policy and programming to ensure local and regional conflicts over-
seas did not affect national security back home. As such, a ‘development-security nexus’ emerged
during the late 1990s, which legitimised a new security terrain. The development-security nexus
was ‘mainly concerned with practical issues relating to the transition from humanitarian relief to
sustainable development’,37 however ultimately, ‘would-be recipients [of aid and assistance] have
come to see international assistance as an extension of Western foreign policy.’38

Prior to 9/11, the key aim of DFID’s overseas development programming was focused on pov-
erty reduction work, of which gender-sensitive programming formed a key part. The 1997 White
Paper states that 70 per cent of the world’s poorest people are women who are ‘the most vulner-
able to all forms of violence and abuse, including domestic violence, crime and civil conflict’.39

DFID’s approach to and understanding of ‘security’ was in the context of security sector reform
(SSR) and the 1999 Strategy paper, ‘Poverty and the Security Sector’ DFID cautiously outlined its
new commitments to SSR. The paper is very specific about the parameters of security and ‘places
definite limits on the relationship between development and security’40 outlining a number of
threshold conditions and criteria for the ‘boundaries of legitimate development involvement in
the security sector’.41 This approach to security established intertwined humanitarian aid and
development work in ‘underdeveloped’, ‘fragile’, or ‘conflict-affected’ nations with security-related
concerns. Through the discourse of ‘human security’ DFID and its international development
agenda quickly became an important pillar in Britain’s national security arsenal.

In a post-9/11 political environment, British development programming shifted from an
entirely humanitarian-led agenda, to becoming part of the national security agenda, through a
process of securitisation.42 Jude Howell and Jeremy Lind define the ‘securitisation’ of develop-
ment and aid as ‘the encapsulating of global and national security interests into the framing,
structuring and implementation of development and aid’.43 The ethos was such that ‘a more
secure world is only possible if poor countries are given a real chance to develop.’44 Through a
process of discursively linking overseas threats such as terrorism, political violence, and war
(the other) with British national security, safety, and stability (the self), the connection between
development, security, and counterterrorism was established.

37Duffield, ‘The liberal way of development and the development-security impasse’.
38Ibid.
39White Paper on International Development, Secretary of State for International Development, ‘Eliminating World

Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century’ (November 1997), p. 11.
40Eamonn McConnon, ‘Fighting poverty to fight terrorism: Security in DFID’s development policy during the war on

terror’, Forum for Development Studies, 41:1 (2014), pp. 135–57.
41Department for International Development, ‘Poverty and the Security Sector’ (1999), p. 2.
42Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner

Publishers, 1998).
43Howell and Lind, ‘Changing donor policy and practice in civil society in the post-9/11 aid context’.
44Maria Stern and Joakim Öjendal, ‘Mapping the security-development nexus: Conflict, complexity, cacophony,

convergence’, Security Dialogue, 41:1 (February 2010), pp. 5–29.
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Shortly before 9/11 shifted the parameters of international relations forever, the landmark UN
Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 was implemented (in the year 2000), which finally
put ‘women’s security issues’ firmly on the international agenda. UNSCR 1325 was the beginning
of what became known as the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda, which ‘addressed the
impact of armed conflict on women and girls and the ways in which the full participation of
women and girls in peace processes can significantly contribute to the maintenance and promo-
tion of international peace and security’.45 The Resolution’s origins ‘lay in civil society, in the
human rights, anti-war and women’s movements’46 and ‘provided an international framework
for applying a gender perspective to international peace operations and security policy that
acknowledges women’s and men’s different needs and experiences of conflict’.47 The cross-
cutting issues of women’s rights, equality, and empowerment and (in)security, articulated
through the WPS agenda were harnessed as a means to connect the parallel development, secur-
ity, and counterterrorism agendas, and also to legitimise their eventual integration. This integra-
tionist agenda to ‘doing’ development, security, and counterterrorism was institutionalised
through the increased coordination and integration between DFID, the FCO, and the MOD to
better coordinate work across three ‘Ds – development, diplomacy, and defence’,48 which was
reproduced through a new development-security-counterterrorism nexus. Neclâ Tschirgi argues
that after 9/11, the nexus enabled state policies and practices to ‘move indiscriminately from
the local to the global, from conflict prevention to peacebuilding, from humanitarian action to
terrorism – creating tremendous conceptual as well as policy confusion’.49 A strategic ‘whole
of government approach’, which attempted to amalgamate poverty reduction, conflict prevention,
and counterterrorism undoubtedly blended the development, foreign policy, security, and defence
agendas. This strategy was operationalised through the creation of various interdepartmental
initiatives (for example, Global and Conflict Prevention Pool and Sub-Saharan Africa conflict
prevention pool)50 and was reflected in funding terms. DFID’s Overseas Development
Assistance (ODA) commitments and priority areas for conflict prevention work and aid policy
shifted towards nations that had been designated as fragile and vulnerable to violent extremism
and terrorism after 9/11. Until 2002, Afghanistan had never received any ODA and until 2003
Iraq had not received any bilateral aid from the UK.51 By 2008, Iraq became the top recipient
of UK ODA, amounting to £639 million.52 The 2010 Strategic Defence and Security (SDSR)
review committed 30 per cent of DFID’s ODA53 to support conflict-affected and fragile states
to tackle drivers of instability, which the 2011 counterterrorism strategy, CONTEST (to be dis-
cussed in detail below) declared as being ‘consistent’ with its own objectives.54 By the time the
2015 SDSR was published, the government pledged 50 per cent of DFID’s budget in fragile states

45Shepherd, Gender, Violence and Security, p. 79.
46Cynthia Cockburn, ‘War and security, women and gender: An overview of the issues’, Gender and Development, 21:3

(November 2013), pp. 433–52.
47J. Ann Tickner and Jacqui True, ‘A century of International Relations feminism: From World War I Women’s peace

pragmatism to the Women, Peace and Security agenda’, International Studies Quarterly, 62 (2018), p. 221–33.
48Howell and Lind, ‘Changing donor policy and practice in civil society in the post-9/11 aid context’.
49Neclâ Tschirgi, ‘Security and development policies: Untangling the relationship’, in Stephan Klingebiel (ed.), New

Interfaces between Security and Development (2006), pp. 39–67.
50Greg Austin and Malcolm Chalmers, DFID Evaluation Report EV 647, Evaluation of the Conflict Prevention Pools:

Portfolio Review (March 2004), available at: {https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file67928/ev647portfolio.pdf} accessed 9 February 2021.

51Howell and Lind, ‘Changing donor policy and practice in civil society in the post-9/11 aid context’ and McConnon,
‘Fighting poverty to fight terrorism’.

52McConnon, ‘Fighting poverty to fight terrorism’.
53HM Government, ‘Securing Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: The Strategic Defence and Security Review’ (October

2010), p. 44.
54Home Office, ‘CONTEST: The United Kingdom’s Strategy for Countering Terrorism’ (July 2011), p. 71.
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and regions,55 doubling down on the links between poverty reduction and tackling the root causes
of terrorism. This move emphasised ‘a significant shift of UK development policy from a primary
focus on poverty to a new dual focus on poverty and fragility’.56 The government also announced
plans to combine ODA with Non-ODA funding ‘into a resource that supports the implementation
of National Security Council (NSC) strategies)’57 through investing £1 billion into the Conflict,
Stability and Security Fund (CSSF) to ‘prevent threats and build stability, as well as respond to crises
more quickly and effectively’.58 Counterterrorism work is included in their remit.

The integration of three very different departments, each with their own policy agendas, in
pursuit of overlapping goals created a lack of coherence which undermined DFID’s priorities
and practices. A good example of this was made in a 2009 country evaluation report of
Afghanistan. The authors state:

HMG’s primary and more immediate focus on counter-insurgency and counter-terrorism –
particularly with the UK’s engagement in Helmand since 2006 – presents particular
challenges for DFID. HMG has pursued simultaneous multiple objectives – counter insur-
gency, counter-narcotics, stabilisation, peace and development – under an assumption that
each is mutually reinforcing. This is not necessarily the case.59

Tracing institutional evolution
The consolidation of the integrated development-security-counterterrorism nexus through dis-
courses and practices of securitisation can be traced through DFID policy and strategy docu-
ments. For example, in 1997, the White Paper only made 14 references to the word ‘security’,
but by 2006, it was mentioned 81 times. In 1997 and 2000, the word ‘conflict’ was mentioned
29 and 47 times respectively in relation to issues such as conflict prevention, environmental deg-
radation and social cohesion.60 By 2006, conflict was mentioned 97 times, with more emphasis
placed on ‘violent conflict prevention’ and ‘armed conflict prevention’. These challenges were
linked strongly with weak governance, security and justice grievances, human rights abuses, inse-
curity, and conflict. The word ‘fragile’ was mentioned 21 times in 2006 and 50 times in the 2009
White Paper with a further 16 references to ‘fragility’. In these later White Papers, ‘fragile’ and
‘fragility’ are strongly related to state insecurity and underlying drivers of conflict.61 The integra-
tion between the UK government’s development and security agendas could not be more clearly
emphasised than in the foreword to the 2005 Strategy paper, which states:

The poor therefore need security as much as they need clean water, schooling, or affordable health.
In recent years, DFID has begun to bring security into the heart of its thinking and practice.62

55HM Government, ‘National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security Review: A Secure and Prosperous
United Kingdom’ (November 2015), p. 11.

56Warren Chin, ‘The United Kingdom and the War on Terror: The breakdown of national and military strategy’,
Contemporary Security Policy, 3:1 (2009), pp. 125–46.

57Independent Commission for Aid impact, ‘The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund’s Aid Spending: A Performance
Review’ (29 March 2018), available at: {https://icai.independent.gov.uk/html-report/cssf/} accessed 15 February 2021

58HM Government, ‘National Strategic Defence and Security Review’.
59Jon Bennett, Jane Alexander, Douglas Saltmarshe, Rachel Philipson, Peter Marsden, Country Programme Evaluation

Afghanistan, DFID Evaluation Report EV696 (May 2009), available at: {https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/govern-
ment/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/67734/afghan_eval.pdf} accessed 11 February 2021.

60White Paper on International Development, Secretary of State for International Development, ‘Eliminating World
Poverty’.

61Ibid., p. 70.
62Department for International Development, ‘Fighting Poverty to Build a Safer World: A Strategy for Security and

Development’ (March 2005).
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By 2006 – the year the first counter terrorism strategy was published – the connection between
DFID’s conflict prevention work and national security interests were well sedimented in develop-
ment discourses. The 2006 White Paper states:

violent conflict and insecurity can spill over into neighbouring countries and provide cover
for terrorists or organised crime groups.63

The 2009 CONTEST strategy highlighted that the integrated approach to development-
security-counterterrorism at both policy and programming levels was becoming more empha-
sised. The Cabinet Committee on National Security, International Relations and Development
(NSID) had been established to oversee the delivery of CONTEST at home and overseas,64

which reinforced the close cooperation between the FCO and DFID on overseas counterterrorism
work. Furthermore, the overlapping FCO-DFID programming described within the document
affirms this position. DFID is tasked with ‘addressing the underlying social and economic grie-
vances that can make communities vulnerable to extremist messages’65 as a contribution to
CONTEST’s overall counterterrorism priorities. This objective is considerably similar to that of
the £87 million Prevent programme that is overseen by the FCO, which aims to ‘build the resili-
ence of governments and communities … to tackle radicalisation and supporting communities to
tackle extremism’.66 DFID’s local engagement work in Pakistan focusing on addressing under-
lying drivers of extremism and terrorism, is linked with British Muslim Pakistani communities
living in the UK.67 This example clearly demonstrates how the discourses connecting insecurity
and instability overseas with violent extremism and terrorism were being practised. Not only was
the development-security-counterterrorism nexus co-opting DFID’s work for its strategic security
objectives, but it reproduced a racialised and marginalising discourse that directly implicated
British Muslims in constructions of the terrorist threat. Nicola Pratt’s argument that ‘at the
heart of the war on terror is the re-sexing of race and, through this, the production of the “dan-
gerous brown men” as a threat to international security’68 is therefore reproduced through the
articulation of this policy discourse, which targets and implicates Muslim men and women in
different ways through the practices of the development-security-counterterrorism nexus.

The evolution and securitisation of DFID’s gender agenda can also be traced through its textual
material. DFID strategy documents overwhelmingly describe women through five key gendered
themes: women’s rights and human rights; women’s empowerment and equality; women’s (in)
security; women in preventing violence and conflict; and women as perpetrators of violence
and conflict. Seven core DFID policy and strategic documents (not including National Action
Plans [NAPs] or country-level reports) explicitly name women’s rights, equality, and empower-
ment, and (in)security challenges as their focus.69 In 2006, the link between gender and sexual/
gender-based violence is first drawn. Until 2009, women are referenced in White Papers in
relation to their vulnerability, depicting women as victims of sexual and gender-based violence
(S/GBV), domestic abuse, child and forced marriage, and female genital mutilation, as well as

63Department for International Development, Secretary of State for International Development, ‘Eliminating World
Poverty’, p. 45.

64Home Office, ‘CONTEST: The United Kingdom’s Strategy for Countering Terrorism’, p. 17.
65Ibid., p. 85.
66Ibid., p. 92.
67Ibid.
68Nicola Pratt, ‘Reconceptualizing gender, reinscribing racial-sexual boundaries in international security: The case of UN

Security Council Resolution 1325 on “Women, Peace and Security”’, International Studies Quarterly, 57:4 (2013), pp. 772–83.
69See The 2000 Strategy Paper, ‘Poverty Elimination and the Empowerment of Women’; the Gender Equality Duty of the

2006 Equality Act; the 2007–09 ‘Gender Equality Action Plan: Making Faster Progress to Gender Equality’; the 2011 Strategic
Vision for Women and Girls; the 2014 ‘International Development (Gender Equality) Act’; the 2016–20 ‘Strategy to End
Violence against Women and Girls’; and the 2018 ‘Strategic Vision for Gender Equality Policy Paper’.
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emphasising the gendered challenges related to maternal healthcare, education, food production,
economic opportunities, employment, and access to resources. These representations appear to be
relatively homogenous, and heavily sedimented across all DFID literature until 2017. Although
the links between women’s equality and international security had been indirectly referenced
and alluded to since around 2000/2001, the 2009 White Paper makes the first direct link between
overseas insecurity, women’s insecurity and British national security:

There is a real risk that the progress the world has made in tackling global poverty … could
be reversed, with all that means for the welfare of the poorest and most vulnerable people in
the world, particularly women, and also for the well-being and security of people living in
the UK.70

The reproduction of the securitisation discourse therefore changed how DFID’s human
rights-centred gender agenda was articulated and practised. The practice of discursively linking
gender equality and women’s rights with national security objectives was consistently articulated
and remains key to the overall nexus project with the Secretary of State for International
Development writing in 2018: ‘without progress on gender equality, achieving a safer world
and a safer UK is simply not possible.’71 The strategic discursive linkages made between under-
development, insecurity, and gender inequality provided the UK government and international
allies with a powerful and compelling narrative to justify Western interventionist policy overseas.
Indeed, the interventions of Cherie Blair and Laura Bush in their addresses to their respective
nations on the issue of women’s rights in Afghanistan ‘provided the moral, feminine legitimacy
to the bombing campaign’,72 which commenced in late 2001. Through the articulation of dis-
courses that frame foreign – mostly Muslim – women as being vulnerable on the one hand,
and as the ‘missing link’ in counterterrorism73 on the other, DFID and associated security insti-
tutions within the nexus successfully construct a ‘self’ and ‘other’ paradigm. Through this para-
digm, the development-security-counterterrorism nexus reproduces discourse about women,
gender, (in)security, connecting the advancement, empowerment, equality, and (in)security of
foreign women, to British national security. For example, the 1997 White Paper depicted ‘poor
women’ as fragile, vulnerable, incomplete, and unfulfilled; they are constructed as embodying
the extreme poverty within which they live and are contrasted with the women living in ‘devel-
oped’ countries such as the US or the UK.74 The referent object(s) – poor women – are con-
structed as an external ‘other’ whose plights are not shared by us in our prosperous nations.
In this way, the war on terror discourse relies upon the ‘protection myth’ where ‘uncivilised
bad men tortur[e] or threaten[ing] vulnerable and powerless women who require rescuing by
enlightened and heroic “good” men.’75 Furthermore, the juxtaposition between foreign, fragile,
vulnerable women needing to be rescued by strong, Western masculinised interventions validates
the assumption that (white) women living in developed countries are not just better off in eco-
nomic and social terms, but that their ‘developedness’ inoculates their (our) societies against the
insecurities that make them vulnerable towards conflict or terrorism. The lack of social-

70Department for International Development, Secretary of State for International Development, ‘Eliminating World
Poverty’, p. 6.

71DFID Strategic Vision for Gender Equality, ‘A Call to Action for Her Potential, Our Future’ (March 2018).
72Katrina Lee Koo, ‘War on terror/war on women: Critical feminist perspectives’, in Alex J. Bellamy (ed.), Security and the

War on Terror: Civil-Military Cooperation in a New Age (London, UK: Routledge, 2008), pp. 42–53.
73Katherine Brown, ‘The promise and perils of Muslim women’s participation in UK mosques: The impact of securitisa-

tion agendas on identity, gender and community’, The British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 10:3 (2008),
pp. 472–91.

74White Paper on International Development, Secretary of State for International Development, ‘Eliminating World
Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century’, p. 23.

75Lee Koo, ‘War on terror/war on women’.
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participation, education, and access to basic rights for poor women is assumed to be dangerous
for everyone as this ‘creates an unstable environment’,76 thereby enmeshing narratives about ter-
rorism and conflict with varied and complex sociopolitical and human rights issues. Laura
Shepherd convincingly argues further that ‘this duality of spatiality reinforces a whole series of
binary oppositions that construct a particular understanding of security and peace: outside/inside;
conflict/peace; backwards/civilised; inferior/superior’.77 Table 1 illustrates the gendered discourses
present in DFID documents since 1997. It is not an exhaustive list but reflects the discussions in
this paper:

The development-security-counterterrorism nexus is therefore characterised by state actors and
institutions linking a selection of cross-cutting gendered (and racialised) logics about development,
security, and (counter)terrorism that produce a specific type of knowledge about (in)security,
development, and (counter)terrorism. Through the presentation of gendered and racialised binar-
ies that situate security and insecurity within different spatial and sexual orientations, the link
between the empowerment of women and securing Western society from the threats posed by
terrorism is continually reinforced. A tension arises through the adjacent competing discourses
of these women as simultaneously lacking in agency in their vulnerability, yet also being integral
to ensuring British national security as natural peacemakers. DFID struggled to adequately
integrate the complex and often contradictory representations of women in its programming as a
result of persisting gender stereotypes, institutional ‘hangovers’, and the integrated development-
security-counterterrorism agenda that was far from coordinated. This lack of coordination is a
direct effect of securitisation. Maria Stern and Joakim Öjendal79 argue that governments and
policymakers often tend to blur together different ontologies of security and development,
which means that their policy documents and programmes are often not empirically workable
or ontologically sound. Thus, as argued by Laura Sjoberg, securitisation ‘can have the effect of
militarisation – changing the traditional categories of security without changing the traditional
tools (militaries) used to address what is understood as security’.80 Sjoberg’s assertion suggests
that securitising an issue such as development on the basis of a perceived broadening of what con-
stitutes a ‘security issue’, could potentially heighten insecurity (such as for women) due to the fact
that the existing infrastructure might not be adequate to address the newly securitised issues.

Practising the nexus
The War on Terror and the ‘securitisation’ of the development agenda marks a turning point for
DFID. Three different policy streams were being pursued at the same time through the
development-security-counterterrorism nexus, all of which had linked gendered components
that evolved and were practised differently: gender and development; gender and security; and
gender and (counter)terrorism.

The first observation to make is that across DFID documents, there is no clear application or
use of the term ‘gender’. Often, the term is used synonymously with women, or as a variable.
Rarely (but sometimes) gender is understood and practised as a process that considers the struc-
tural factors involved. Using gender in the context of men, masculinity, or male-specific chal-
lenges, is fairly rare, and also inconsistent. For example, back in 2000, DFID’s strategy paper
‘Poverty Elimination and the Empowerment of Women’81 references the ways in which men

76White Paper on International Development, Secretary of State for International Development, ‘Eliminating World
Poverty: A Challenge for the 21st Century’, p. 70.

77Laura J. Shepherd, ‘Making war safe for women? National Action Plans and the militarisation of the Women Peace and
Security Agenda’, International Political Science Review, 37:3 (2016), pp. 324–35.

79Stern and Öjendal, ‘Mapping the security-development nexus’.
80Laura Sjoberg, ‘What, and where is feminist security studies?’, Journal of Regional Security, 11:2 (2016), pp. 143–61.
81Department for International Development, ‘Poverty Elimination and the Empowerment of Women: Strategies for

Achieving International the Development Targets’ (September 2000).
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and boys are implicated in the wider gendered environment, demonstrating a clear understanding
of how gender is implicated in a matrix of institutions, norms, rules and relations of power and
domination. The authors of the paper note:

Choices for women, especially poor women, cannot be enlarged without a change in
relations between women and men as well as in the ideologies and institutions that preserve
and reproduce gender inequality. This does not mean reversing positions, so that men
become subordinate and women dominant. Rather, it means … negotiating new kinds of
institutions, incorporating new norms and rules that support egalitarian and just relations
between women and men.82

Unfortunately operationalising these nuanced observations does not seem to have transitioned
seamlessly into practice. The nominal83 characteristics of gender have been emphasised in the
way gender has been understood, referenced, and integrated into policy and programming,
which has done little to shift the institutional logics from treating gender as a variable to under-
standing gender as a practice. Despite the shift to institutionalise gender mainstreaming into all

Table 1. Gendered representations of women in DFID documents (1997–2019).

Gendered theme Discursive practice

Women’s rights and human rights Female poverty;
Access to education;
Female healthcare

Women’s empowerment and equality Women’s political participation;
Women’s community representation;
Women’s employment opportunities;
Women as untapped potential

Women’s (in)security Women as victims of conflict and violence

Gender-based violence:
FGM78

Forced marriage

Political violence:
Wartime rape
Widowhood

Women in preventing violence and conflict Domestically:
Mother/wife relationships

In the community:
Conflict resolution;
Peacemakers
Reconciliation partners

In government:
Security and justice practitioners;
Law enforcement;
Military

Women as perpetrators of violence and conflict Terrorist actors;
Sympathisers;
Recruiters;
Financiers

82Ibid.
83Louise Chappell and Georgia Waylen, ‘Gender and the hidden life of institutions’, Public Administration, 91:3 (2013),

pp. 599–615.
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DFID projects first through the Gender Equality Action Plan (2007)84 and then the Gender
Equality Act (2014), reforms like this can become more of a tick-box exercise, which sometimes
do more harm than good. There is a difference between policies and programmes whose primary
focus is to promote gender equality and those where gender equality is not the primary focus, but
gender dimensions are mainstreamed into the design. While the commitment to institutionalising
gender sensitivity in all development programming should be commended, the implications of
not doing gender properly as a result of gaps in knowledge, poor training, or an inconsistent
understanding of what ‘gender’ means among practitioners, could mean that programmes
could end up being ineffective at best and dangerous at worst.

The Independent Commission for Aid Impact (ICAI) provides a comprehensive – but disap-
pointing – assessment of some of DFID’s gender-specific programmes. There are six completed
DFID-FCO reviews related to ‘women and girls’ between 2011 and 2021. Out of the six, the
review titled ‘DFID’s Efforts to Eliminate Violence against Women and Girls’ (VAWG) was
the only programme to receive a green flag rating indicating UK aid is ‘making a significant posi-
tive contribution with strong achievements of good practice across the board’.85 Three key take-
aways from this review are that DFID VAWG programming is still very small scale and narrow in
scope; the aims and objectives are clear, this is a DFID-owned programme, not joint with the
FCO ( joint FCO-DFID initiative on VAWG in conflict and humanitarian emergencies is separate
to this area of programming)86 and the gendered challenges of violence facing women are the
primary focus of this programme, rather than being integrated as a result of mainstreaming.

The reviews of the other five gender-sensitive programmes received Amber/Red ratings, signi-
fying ‘unsatisfactory achievement in most areas, with some positive elements’. The UK’s
‘Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative’ – an FCO-led initiative, cited as a ‘flagship gov-
ernment programme to tackle sexual violence in conflict zones’ was identified as risking letting
survivors down due to a lack of senior leadership, poor strategy, and cuts in funding.87 Women
and girls were the key focus of this initiative, with ICAI observing that ‘the use of sexual violence
against men and boys as a war tactic to humiliate them and damage social relationships’88 was not
addressed. One of the key criticisms highlighted was ‘The initiative has no overarching strategy or
theory of change, and programming has been fragmented across countries and between the three
main contributing departments, the FCO, the Department for International Development and
the Ministry of Defence’,89 which underlines how integrating the FCO-MOD-DFID agendas
has undermined rather than strengthened DFID’s development programming.

I also examined two ‘peace, security and justice’ programmes where gender was mainstreamed
rather than integral to the aims and objectives. The 2018 ICAI report on the CSSF’s aid spending
is based on 34 projects across six case studies, under multi-agency coordination. The report states
that despite efforts such as improving proposal design through a gender ‘scoring system’, the
CSSF’s ‘commitment to gender sensitivity and to furthering the role of women in peace and
security is not yet consistently mirrored at programme level’.90 ICAI found that CSSF personnel
demonstrated an inconsistent understanding of ‘gender equality’, exemplifying the presence of

84DFID Briefing, ‘Gender Equality Action Plan 2007–2009: Making Faster Progress to Gender Equality’ (February 2007),
available at: {https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/203036/dfid-
gender-equality-plan-2007.pdf} accessed February 2022.

85Independent Commission for Aid Impact, ‘Report: DFID’s Efforts to Eliminate Violence against Women and Girls: A
Learning Review’ (17 May 2016), available at: {https://icai.independent.gov.uk/html-version/dfids-efforts-eliminate-violence-
women-girls/} accessed 18 October 2021

86Ibid.
87Independent Commission for Aid Impact, Joint Review, ‘The UK’s Preventing Sexual Violence in Conflict Initiative’

(January 2020), available at: {https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/the-uks-preventing-sexual-violence-in-
conflict-initiative.pdf} accessed 11 February 2021.

88Ibid.
89Ibid.
90Independent Commission for Aid impact, ‘The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund’s Aid Spending’.
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competing institutionalised gender logics. For some, ‘gender equality’ means ‘ensuring that
women are included among police trainees, rather than addressing the security and justice
needs of women, girls, men and boys’.91 This ambiguity among personnel is reflected at the pro-
gramming level:

the CSSF has a strong focus on gender sensitivity and furthering the role of women in peace
and security initiatives. Gender issues feature in its templates for programme design and
reviews. The Fund conducts training sessions on gender issues and has gender experts to
advise country teams. However, across our sample, the focus on gender was not always
fully maintained during implementation.

ICAI’s review92 of DFID’s approach to anti-corruption programming in Nigeria and Nepal
concluded that DFID’s overall approach to anti-corruption in these areas failed to adequately
understand or tackle the ‘high barriers women face in their economic and social empowerment,
where decisions are made through personal connections and not democratically’,93 and that ‘there
appears to be no focus on the impact of corruption on women and girls specifically.’94 These
reviews clearly demonstrate the disconnect between the strategic level and the programming
level and highlight tensions between the Ministerial departments. Furthermore, they demonstrate
that the joint FCO-MOD-DFID approach to development and security programming has often
disadvantaged the women and girls who were supposed to be at the heart of the initiatives.

The WPS agenda represents another cross-departmental policy agenda, which is also indica-
tive of the UK’s integrated approach to development, security and, more recently, counterterror-
ism policy and programming. The WPS agenda is practised through the implementation of
NAPs, which are strategic documents implemented at the country level that outline strategies
and programmes for various types of security programming work that aim to address and
advance the challenges and opportunities for women and girls in situations of violence, conflict,
and peacebuilding. Some examples of this work include civil-military partnerships, law enforce-
ment collaboration, and conflict resolution; in 2018 P/CVE programming was also introduced.
Since issuing the first NAP in 2006, these documents have become much more coordinated.
Much of the conceptual clarity and strategic evolution is owed to the consistent engagement
with civil society practitioners, which has greatly advanced and refined how NAPs are designed.
The public consultation process through which each new NAP is drafted is a good example of
how collaborative efforts can enhance and evolve knowledge and understanding as a range of
women’s civil society organisations are given the opportunity to review, comment on and
make recommendations about drafts of the NAP before publication. Often these recommenda-
tions are directly addressed. For example, in 2017, the London School of Economics WPS
Consultation Group was invited to comment on the 2014–2017 NAP and make recommenda-
tions for the next one. The Group commented on the lack of attention paid to men and boys
and the intersectionality between other social issues such as race, class, and disability;95 these
comments were subsequently directly incorporated into the 2018 NAP. Similarly, the organisa-
tion Gender Action for Peace and Security provided expert opinion and advice from a

91Ibid.
92Independent Commission for Aid Impact, ‘DFID’s Approach to Anti-Corruption and its Impact on the Poor’, Report

No. 37 (October 2014), available at: {https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/dfids-approach-to-anti-corruption-and-
its-impact-on-the-poor-final.pdf} accessed 11 February 2021.

93Ibid.
94Ibid.
95LSE Centre for Women, Peace and Security, ‘UK National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security: Consultation

response’ (April 2017), available at: {https://www.lse.ac.uk/women-peace-security/assets/documents/2017lsewps-uknap-
2017.pdf} accessed 20 November 2020.
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practitioner approach,96 which was also incorporated. The result is that the 2018 NAP is the most
comprehensive, most thoughtful and most considered version of all four to date. Its implemen-
tation requires close monitoring and evaluation; the halfway point review is currently due.97

However, in 2018, the P/CVE discourse was integrated into the WPS agenda for the first time.
Despite the overall general improvements in the drafting of the NAP, the document is severely
lacking in detail about how the P/CVE agenda would be practised on the ground. The NAP states:
‘women also participate in violent extremism’,98 and goes on to say

the links between women, peace and security and preventing and countering violence [sic]
extremism are an emerging concern for the international community. As such, meaningful
indicators have not yet been developed and data is not gathered systematically. We will work
to develop meaningful measures over the course of the NAP period.99

It is interesting that the NAP considers women’s links with P/CVE to be an ‘emerging con-
cern’ in 2018 when women have been engaged in various aspects of terrorism and violent extrem-
ism for decades.100 Given that the NAP is situated at both national and international levels, it
seems obvious that observations, research, and lessons learned from countries that have had
long histories of female perpetrators of terrorism and violent extremism could have been
drawn from to develop appropriate gender-sensitive P/CVE programming infrastructure.

Since the passing of UNSCR 2242 in 2015, feminist scholars have heralded caution with regard
to integrating the P/CVE and WPS agendas; surprisingly, out of the seven ‘strategic outcomes’,
the P/CVE outcome is the only one that does not appear to be systematically subjected to the
same external scrutiny or oversight as the others. The implementation guidance note for
the P/CVE strategic pillar, published a year after the NAP, didn’t elaborate on this either and
the annual NAP reports to Parliament published in 2020 and 2021 make minimal reference to
‘CVE’ with the word featuring six times in 2020 and twice in 2021. These observations highlight
that the NAP’s approach to the development of the P/CVE pillar suggests that a lot of trial and
error is still required before actually understanding what works, and what does not and that roll-
ing out programmes that tackle issues related to P/CVE from a gender perspective remains largely
unknown.

An examination of a DFID project based in Somalia named ‘SEED II’ aimed at reducing con-
flict and increasing stability between 2011 and 2014 highlights that designing gender-sensitive
security programming that also addresses (counter)terrorism without a sound evidence base or
without clear strategic priorities is both ineffective and potentially harmful. The foreword to
the SEED II report states: ‘the programme did not have an explicit CVET [countering violent
extremism and terrorism] objective at the outset’,101 but the introduction states ‘the ToC
[Theory of Change] is built on the assumption that there is a causal link between the lack of

96UK launches its new National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security, Gender Action for Peace and Security
(16 January 2018), available at: {http://gaps-uk.org/uk-launches-new-national-action-plan-women-peace-security/} accessed
20 November 2020.

97UK Parliament, Statement made by Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, UK National Action Plan
on Women, Peace and Security 2018–2022, available at: {https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/
detail/2018-01-2016/hcws404} accessed 18 February 2021.

98Ibid.
99Ibid., p. 26.
100There is a large body of feminist (and non-feminist) literature that examines female roles as perpetrators of terrorism

and violent extremism from Northern Ireland to Sri Lanka. See, for example, Mia Bloom, Bombshell: The Many Faces of
Women Terrorists (London, UK: Hurst, 2011); Laura Sjoberg and Caron E. Gentry, Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Women’s
Violence in Global Politics (London, UK: Zed Books, 2007); and Rhiannon Talbot, ‘Myths in the representations of
women terrorists, Éire-Ireland’, 35:3/4 (2000), pp. 165–86, among others.

101Axiom Monitoring and Evaluation, Final Report, ‘SEED II: Exploring the Agricultural Initiatives’ Influence on Stability
in Somalia’ (2014/2015), p. 3.
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livelihoods and unemployment and recruitment to violent groups.’102 There is already a discon-
nect between the ToC that is guiding the hypotheses for the project and the foreword that is
introducing the project. Furthermore, according to a senior DFID-FCO policymaker, the dual
objectives of the project were to better understand whether unemployment was a driver of
radicalisation and how does mainstream development work interact with radicalisation and extrem-
ism?103 However, this was not made explicitly clear from the outset and instead the project set out to
improve the livelihoods of farmers and to reduce drivers of extremism (towards al Shabab).

The project contained a gender-sensitive approach, which was based on a series of flawed
assumptions about: (a) those who were vulnerable to being radicalised; and (b) the roles of
women involved in the process: the project targeted men over forty years old and who had
land, and 30 per cent of the project’s work focused on women as a means to better understand
recruitment to al Shabab. The rigorous analysis of granular aspects of the region’s topography,
clan structure, and inter-clan dynamics among other things, revealed that this was not necessarily
the right way to understand recruitment trajectories on the one hand, or to learn about the roles
played by women on the other, stating: ‘the concept of radicalisation and the concept of recruit-
ment … are likely to be different depending on the interest of the individual or group that is
being recruited.’104 According to the report findings, this is not the demographic from which
al Shabab recruits and in an interview with a former senior DFID-FCO policymaker I was
told, ‘if you’re actually trying to reduce drivers of extremism, you might target young men
aged around 15–24 in this case.’105 With regard to the focus on women, the review stated
‘from a perspective of enhancing stability … the role of women in recruitment and joining
armed groups in Somalia remains poorly understood…the 30% women are as such not likely
to contribute significantly to stability’,106 highlighting that the assumption about women’s
roles was likely misplaced and therefore the resources spent on this proportion of the programme
were not efficiently utilised. A third assumption was that a lack of economic opportunities drove
people to join al Shabab; in reality, very slight evidence was available for this. Rather, the clan
structure in Somalia was such that a clan leader would decide whether or not they wanted to
support al Shabab and then the rest of the clan would follow.

The review’s conclusions indicate two things. First, policy design has to be evidence based: setting
out to improve socioeconomic livelihoods while simultaneously pursuing the joint objective of redu-
cing drivers of extremism must thoroughly understand who the vulnerable candidates are as well as
how and why they are able to be recruited. The evaluation showed that the secondary objective, to
reduce drivers of extremism, had not been properly factored into the design of the programme.
Second, given that the objectives of the project were grounded on assumptions about males in a certain
community at risk of violent extremism, had a thorough gender analysis had been carried out in
advance, this could have revealed the impact on women of such programming aimed at men.
Gender-based programming is clearly complex and needs to properly understand the local gender
dynamics in relation to the specific problem trying to be addressed. Doing this properly can help
ensure DFID and other UK government programming enhances and protects women’s equality.
Doing it badly has limited impact, or at worst, adverse effects. My interviewee told me that this
was the first ever evaluation that looked at a mainstream development programme and tried to see
whether it actually had any effect on trying to reduce radicalisation and extremism.107 They concluded:

if you are going to say it will reduce radicalisation then you really have to think carefully
about the design for that. As DFID was designing programmes, it should factor in an

102Ibid., p. 9.
103From research interviews conducted by author in January 2021.
104Axiom Monitoring and Evaluation, Final Report, ‘SEED II’, p. 27.
105From research interviews conducted by author in January 2021.
106Axiom Monitoring and Evaluation, Final Report, ‘SEED II’, p. 5.
107From research interviews conducted by author in January 2021.
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element of ongoing evaluation; the big win would be to understand what role does develop-
ment play in reducing radicalisation and extremism? We know what this looks like in theory,
but no one had really tried to look into this empirically. We can’t keep making
assumptions.108

The issues highlighted through the SEED II review emphasised the importance of evidence-
based policy and programming with regard to the gender-sensitive counterterrorism agenda
and also highlighted how gaps in knowledge affected and influenced policy outcomes. In 2015,
DFID commissioned The Royal United Services Institute (RUSI)109 and Sarah Ladbury110 to
research different aspects of female pathways into terrorism and violent extremism. Both papers
acknowledged that women’s support for violent extremist groups has been overlooked in policy
circles with Ladbury observing that

to date, most policy and programme interventions on preventing radicalisation and addressing
political and economic grievances have been targeted at men and boys … as more detailed
studies become available, these gendered assumptions are called into question. It is no longer
possible to ignore women on the assumption that they blindly follow the men.111

Integrating gender and counterterrorism programming
The cross-cutting nature of terrorism and violent extremism and its various intersections with
gender, therefore, started being conceptualised after 2015 and new discourses about gender
and (counter)terrorism began to be reproduced through the nexus as a direct consequence of
Islamic State’s recruitment of women. In an interview with a former departmental employee, I
was told:

Until very recently the national security system has been largely ignorant of the roles women
can play [in violent extremism and terrorism]. There was the assumption that women are
primarily victims of terrorism. There was no concept that they can be active agents of it
… No recognition of the range of roles women can play both as engaging and promoting
terrorism as well as the powerful roles women can play in preventing and thwarting terror-
ism … it was not until the Bethnal Green girls incident that these issues were really
highlighted.112

These comments demonstrate that despite having engaged with gender-sensitive development
and security agendas for over 15 years, there was a clear blind spot among institutional actors
in terms of engaging with gender-sensitive aspects and challenges of (counter)terrorism. The
blind spot among DFID-FCO-MOD policymakers with regard to considering and responding
to women’s roles and experiences in (counter)terrorism can be understood as a result of ‘sticky’
legacies of representations of women in international relations, security, and development dis-
courses that are produced through the institutions of the development-security-counterterrorism
nexus. These sticky gendered legacies of representations of women demonstrate the saliency of

108From research interviews conducted by author in January 2021.
109H. Allan, A. Glazzard, S. Jesperson, S. Reddy-Tumu, E. Winterbotham, ‘Drivers of Violent Extremism: Hypotheses and

Literature Review’, RUSI (October 2015), available at: {https://www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs/drivers-of-vio-
lent-extremism-hypotheses-and-literature-review}.

110Sarah Ladbury, ‘Women and Extremism: The Association of Women and Girls with Jihadi Groups and Implications for
Programming’, independent paper prepared for the Department for International Development and the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office (23 January 2015), p. 10.

111Ibid.
112From research interviews conducted by author in January 2021.
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sedimented discourses about women’s positions, experiences, and responsibilities in situations of
peace, violence, and conflict that remain overwhelmingly focused on women’s rights, empower-
ment, conflict prevention, and victimhood and have been reluctant to expand into alternative dis-
courses that consider women’s roles in terrorism and violent extremism. Despite the fact that
DFID was a newly established institution, gendered legacies of the past have been continually
reinforced by constituent actors and organisations within the nexus, meaning new discourses
can only become institutionalised through a transfer of power, whereby hegemonic discourses
are destabilised and multiple, new discourses circulate.

The 2017 NAP report to Parliament is the first time that women were referenced in relation to
preventing or countering violent extremism (P/CVE) in the context of development and security.
The document affirms that women’s roles and experiences related to all aspects of violent extrem-
ism and terrorism have been overlooked, adding that in October 2017 a round table was chaired
on ‘countering violent extremism and the role of gender to begin exploring this area’.113

Following the October 2017 round table, a number of documents were produced by different
state entities within the nexus that were linked to implementing gender-sensitive (counter)terror-
ism programming.

The Joint International Counter Terrorism Unit (JICTU) Gender Sensitivity and Counter
Terrorism Guidance Note (2018) is the first (and perhaps only) government document that
details how to carry out gender-sensitive counterterrorism and CVE programming across the
four pillars of the UK’s counterterrorism strategy, CONTEST ‘from the outset in policy develop-
ment and project design and implementation’.114 The Stabilisation Unit (SU) document115 is part
of a longer, more comprehensive ‘strategic communications “how to” guide’, which has clearly
paid a lot of attention to understanding many of the structural gender-specific experiences of
consuming and communicating information. Both documents provide a much deeper and
more nuanced understanding and awareness of gender functioning in a multifaceted way. For
example, the JICTU document provides a high-level framework for practitioners working across
a range of counterterrorism activities from community-based programming to intelligence collec-
tion and surveillance to more physical security activities such as law enforcement or border secur-
ity work, guiding them through a gender-sensitive approach, and makes clear that ‘gender’ refers
not just to women, but also to men and boys. The SU document similarly expands its understand-
ing of gender beyond that of a variable, which also targets men and women in its gender-sensitive
approach to designing counter-narratives.116 However, as with the NAP and SEED projects, there
is a lack of emphasis on monitoring and evaluation and a lack of clarity around how effective
programming has been on the ground or what lessons have been learned from past initiatives.

The 2019 Guidance Note to implementing Strategic Outcome 6 of the WPS agenda117 is
clearly informed by the 2015 Ladbury paper118 but greatly expands its scope both in relation
to female perpetrators of terrorism and violent extremism and in relation to female prevention
and countering roles. Nevertheless, the examples given about the nature of gendered P/CVE

113HM Government, ‘UK National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security, 2014–2017’, Report to Parliament
(December 2017), p. 12.

114Joint International Counter-Terrorism Unit, ‘Gender Sensitivity and Counter-Terrorism: A Guidance Note’ (2018),
p. 17.

115Stabilisation Unit, ‘Quick-Read Guide: Gender-Sensitive Counter-Narratives on Violent Extremism’ (January 2020),
available at: {https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/866351/How_to_
Guide_on_Gender_and_Strategic_Communication_in_Conflict_and_Stabilisation_Contexts_-_January_2020_-_Stabilisation_Unit}
accessed 19 October 2021.

116Ibid.
117HM Government, UK National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security 2018–2022, ‘Guidance Note: Implementing

Strategic Outcome 6: Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism’ (2019), available at: {https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/860174/UK_national_action_plan_women_peace_security_
guidance_preventing_countering_violent_extremism_v2.pdf} accessed March 2022

118Ladbury, ‘Women and Extremism’.

European Journal of International Security 473

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
2.

16
 P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/866351/How_to_Guide_on_Gender_and_Strategic_Communication_in_Conflict_and_Stabilisation_Contexts_-_January_2020_-_Stabilisation_Unit
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/866351/How_to_Guide_on_Gender_and_Strategic_Communication_in_Conflict_and_Stabilisation_Contexts_-_January_2020_-_Stabilisation_Unit
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/866351/How_to_Guide_on_Gender_and_Strategic_Communication_in_Conflict_and_Stabilisation_Contexts_-_January_2020_-_Stabilisation_Unit
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/860174/UK_national_action_plan_women_peace_security_guidance_preventing_countering_violent_extremism_v2.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/860174/UK_national_action_plan_women_peace_security_guidance_preventing_countering_violent_extremism_v2.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/860174/UK_national_action_plan_women_peace_security_guidance_preventing_countering_violent_extremism_v2.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/860174/UK_national_action_plan_women_peace_security_guidance_preventing_countering_violent_extremism_v2.pdf
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roles are generalised rather than country or case specific and there are no clear observations made
or conclusions drawn about women holding positions in civil society or in government that could
inform future work for women doing P/CVE in different countries and locations. Furthermore, it
interestingly introduces the extreme right wing (XRW) into the matrix. Considering this
Guidance Note is specifically aimed at implementing Strategic Outcome 6 of the 2018 NAP, it
seems like an add-on that has been included without much consideration given that the NAP
itself does not mention XRW violent extremism.

These documents demonstrate a good degree of institutional evolution in the production of
gendered discourses by the development-security-counterterrorism nexus. However, as already
highlighted, a huge limitation is the lack of emphasis on monitoring and evaluation infrastruc-
ture. Furthermore, there is little information about the evidence base that has informed strategic
changes in policy and programming which reinforces the issues of conceptual clarity and direc-
tion in terms of systematically designing and implementing gender-sensitive counterterrorism
programming.

Evaluating the concerns
The post-9/11 strategy to more closely integrate DFID’s development programming work with
the broader international counterterrorism aims and objectives of the FCO and MOD created a
lack of coherence the operationalising of specific institutional agendas produced through the
development-security-counterterrorism nexus. This had specific impacts on gender-sensitive
programming, which left feminist academics concerned about the nature of the integration of
(counter)terrorism and gender-sensitive development and security programming.119 Even though
the academic research120 has been advancing in both theoretical and empirical examinations of gen-
dered (counter)terrorism, policy has taken a long time to catch up. Fionnuala Ní Aoláin argues that
‘the expansion of WPS to include women in the counterterrorism domain does not mean that
women will be included in defining what constitutes terrorism and what counterterrorism strategies
are compliant with human rights and equality’,121 suggesting that women’s involvement is rendered
to one of superficiality, akin to the ‘add women and stir’ mindset that many feminists have become
so frustrated with. Shepherd has also asserted122 that issues concerning practitioner training in
designing and delivering countering violent extremism initiatives often fall below par, which
could be harmful in developing a comprehensive understanding of complex and conflicting roles
played by women in counterterrorism and countering violent extremism. Although these concerns
and the trepidation with which many feminist scholars have engaged with questions of counter-
terrorism are valid, if not addressed, they do have practical consequences. Ní Aoláin asserts

terrorism is not a new phenomenon, and its influence on shaping foreign and domestic
affairs has been consolidating … to remain outside is to forfeit the possibility of exercising
any influence on the decisions and actions that affect lives of millions of women and girls

119Laura J. Shepherd Doris Asante, ‘Gender and countering violent extremism in Women, Peace and Security national
action plans’, European Journal of Politics and Gender, 20:20 (2020), pp. 1–20; Ní Aoláin, ‘The “war on terror” and extrem-
ism’; Phoebe Donnelly, ‘Demystifying Gender Analysis for Research on Violent Extremism’, Resolve Network (January 2021).

120See, for example, Elizabeth Pearson and Emily Winterbotham, ‘Women, gender and Daesh radicalisation: A milieu
approach’, The RUSI Journal, 162:3 (2017), pp. 60–72; Satterthwaite and Huckerby (eds), Gender, National Security and
Counter-Terrorism; K. E. Brown, F. De Londras, and J. White, ‘Embedding Human Rights in Countering Extremism’,
University of Birmingham (July 2019), available at: {https://research.birmingham.ac.uk/portal/files/71853001/
Brown_de_Londras_White_Embedding_Human_Rights_in_Countering_Extremism.pdf}; Sjoberg and Gentry, ‘It’s
complicated’.

121Ní Aoláin, The “war on terror” and extremism’.
122Laura J. Shepherd, ‘The role of the WPS agenda in countering violent extremism’, The Strategist (8 March 2017), avail-

able at: {https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/role-wps-agenda-countering-violent-extremism/} accessed 6 February 2021.
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across the globe … this in turn underscores the necessity of the WPS agenda to speak dir-
ectly to terrorism and counterterrorism imperatives.123

Rothermel similarly asserts that there is ‘a need for feminists to further engage with, shape, and
critique the P/CVE agenda’.124 Both Ní Aoláin and Rothermel’s points suggest that if feminists
want to have a stake in shaping the ways that women and gender are understood and practised
in relation to countering terrorism and violent extremism, we should not turn away as this has
only allowed non-feminist, or masculinist voices to set the terms of engagement thus far.
Nevertheless, without the right evidence to substantiate programme design, implementation,
and monitoring, and without clear objectives, these programmes could likely target the wrong
individuals on the wrong basis, which could be damaging/dangerous at worst and a waste of
resources at best.

Civil-society partnerships and institutional evolution
The influence of civil society practitioners is a useful way to encourage institutional evolution
through the practice of external actors challenging and contesting institutionalised gendered
logics circulating within government. Creating openings for such partnerships brings the con-
cerns and wisdom of non-government experts to the attention of policymakers, ensures critique
of hegemonic or institutionalised discourses that often go unchallenged, and allows for an evo-
lution in thinking and practising of gender and security. This process has the potential to trans-
form gendered logics about security, counterterrorism, and development through destabilising
institutionalised social logics.

The International Civil Society Action Network (ICAN) is an example of a civil society organ-
isation with which DFID and the FCO have engaged with extensively. ICAN was part of the con-
sultation process to develop the 2015 Ladbury report, which remains one of the only documents
to date that systematically examines drivers of female radicalisation. In a research interview in
early 2021 with Sanam Naraghi-Anderlini, CEO of ICAN, Ms Naraghi-Anderlini emphasised
that it is possible to carry out P/CVE work with a positive approach and many women all
over the world are doing just this, ‘I find the whole “instrumentalisation of women” thing very
disrespectful’,125 she said. She states ‘the narrative of Western scholars and NGOs that claim
women are being “instrumentalised” further exacerbates the situation as it denigrates the
expertise, innovation and courage of women at the frontlines of the struggle against violent
extremism.’126 She firmly believes that discourse and practice need to move away from the vic-
timhood lens and to examine ‘how women on the ground were countering and standing up,
warning about violent extremism and coming up with their own strategies’.127 Her comments
emphasise that an understanding of women’s agency in different development and security con-
texts is missing from government-led discourse.

In January 2020, the SU published an analysis by Professor Jacqui True, examining its ‘elite
bargaining processes’ project. True argues that ‘the EBPD project renders invisible both gender-
based violence and women’s agency’,128 which demonstrates that without engaging with gender
scholars, women’s rights activists, and practitioners on the ground, DFID and its key partners will

123Ní Aoláin, The “war on terror” and extremism’.
124Rothermel, ‘Gender in the United Nations’ agenda on preventing and countering violent extremism’.
125From research interviews conducted by author, January 2021.
126Sanam Naraghi Anderlini, ‘Challenging Conventional Wisdom, Transforming Current Practices: A Gendered Lens on

PVE’, Berghof Foundation (2018).
127From research interviews conducted by author, January 2021.
128Jacqui True, ‘Gender and Conflict: Making Elite Bargaining Processes More Inclusive’, Stabilisation Unit (January

2020), available at: {https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/
859535/SU_Making_Elite_Bargains_More_Inclusive-Academic_analysis.pdf} accessed February 2022.
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not be able to effectively implement successful gender-sensitive projects that ‘do no harm’. This
type of engagement with civil society could transform how government actors design and imple-
ment gender-sensitive programming across different types of development-security-counter-
terrorism programming. A deeper engagement with organisations and individuals with
contesting representations of women in relation to violence and conflict may help to fracture
the resilience of existing gendered stereotypes at the institutional level.

DFID – now the FCDO – would do well to increase its civic-government engagement to
improve and expand institutional knowledge, and ensure that meaningful change can be made
with the right evidence to support and legitimise new policy and practice. As I have shown,
there appears to be some disconnect between different institutional layers, which has meant
that often programming and operations on the ground are out of sync with evidence-based aca-
demic research. Furthermore, policies and guidance notes which detail the ‘what’ and the ‘why’
aspects of implementing broader strategies are not always supported with the how, which again,
highlights a disconnect between the knowledge available and how it is utilised. Feminist scholars
and practitioners continue to highlight that the lack of evidence in terms of how gender-sensitive
policies and programmes are being designed and implemented remains a key concern, especially
when it comes to instrumentalising and securitising women’s rights and (in)security for broader
state security objectives.

Conclusion
Richard Jackson has suggested that discourse operates at two levels that require examining and
linking: the first operates to understand how texts are interpreted linguistically and the second
is to examine how texts and speech acts interact with social processes.129 As I indicated in my
analytic framework, through a process of intertextual linking, I have examined how representa-
tions of women within security, development, and counterterrorism discourses have been insti-
tutionalised through the broader ecosystem of security and development actors, that comprise the
UK government’s development-security-counterterrorism nexus, over a 23-year period. The pur-
pose of this article was to examine DFID’s institutional evolution over its tenure, using both fem-
inist institutional analysis as well as discourse analysis to reveal how and where women and
gender have become emphasised and represented in relation to counterterrorism and countering
violent extremism (and where they have been omitted).

My analysis first explained the theoretical aspects of institutionalising gender, counterterror-
ism, and development discourses in DFID’s policies and practices. I subsequently examined
how counterterrorism discourses became institutionalised within development policies and pro-
gramming agendas, and I explained how DFID moved from being a peripheral government
department to being an integral piece of the security architecture. Finally, I traced the contours of
women’s representation in discourses and practices of the development-security-counterterrorism
nexus. My findings conclude the following.

First, the gendered development-security-counterterrorism nexus is operationalised through
multiple institutional spheres across various constituent elements and through a variety of discur-
sive layers. Despite some clear efforts to bring nuance, depth, and insight into shaping discourses
about women, gender, and the development-security-counterterrorism nexus, tensions exist
between different constituent elements of the nexus, demonstrating a lack of coherence and over-
all clarity not only through the nexus, but also within the institutions themselves. The joint
FCO-DFID-MOD approach to doing development work that broadened the scope for women’s
security issues, prioritised the security-oriented cultures and interests of the FCO and the MOD
over DFID’s development priorities, leading to issues of practitioner training, conflicting under-
standings of ‘gender’ and lack of evidence informing policies and causing confusion; all these

129Richard Jackson, Writing the War on Terrorism (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2005), p. 25.
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issues need to be addressed if HMG is to implement more wholesome, informative, and consid-
ered long-term responses.

Second, women and gender still tend to be used interchangeably, but recent documents (pub-
lished since 2017) appear to be shifting in their conceptualisation of gender to include men, boys,
and masculinity; structural gendered issues faced by men and women in relation to violence,
extremism, and terrorism are being discussed in these documents more frequently. There is
still a distinct lag in terms of where policy is and where feminist academic research is on these
issues, but institutional shifts take time to materialise; the learnings from the 2015 research
commissioned by DFID were only really implemented onwards from 2017.

Third, gendered discourses of development, security, and counterterrorism have been institu-
tionalised through a Western, liberal gaze and approach to conceptualising a particular discursive
articulation of these concepts. The entire discursive construction of the development-security-
counterterrorism nexus is intrinsically wrapped up in representations of ‘self’ and ‘other’,
which rely on ‘the temporal and spatial fixing of identities’.130 Whether in relation to prevailing
conceptualisations of gender norms or in locating (in)security, the nexus produces and repro-
duces certain ideas and knowledges about women, development, security, and counterterrorism.

Fourth the linkage between women’s (in)security and international (in)security justified the
implementation of many gender-based initiatives on the basis that they would contribute towards
conflict prevention, and by association (directly and indirectly) counterterrorism. This approach
to doing conflict prevention and counterterrorism work is largely based on assumptions due to a
lack of an evidence base about women and their involvement in terrorism and violent extremism,
which has limited the effectiveness and consistency of gender-sensitive activities.

Finally, the examples highlighted above also demonstrate how despite the presence of forma-
lised infrastructure to integrate gender sensitivity, understandings of and attitudes towards
women in relation to security, development, and counterterrorism remain quite constrained
and narrow. Women as perpetrators of violence and terrorism remains the most marginal of
representations of women across all DFID textual material. The discursive framing of women
as perpetrators of violent extremism/terrorism as well as in relation to the broader counterterror-
ism agenda has taken a long time to it shift away from gender essentialism and stereotypes ‘such
as the notion of the naïve, bored, non-political, out-of-touch-with-reality woman who turns to
terrorism’.131 Instead, gender stereotypes are reinforced and reproduce essentialised gendered
tropes. As argued by Chappell,132 ‘institutional hangovers’133 or legacies of the past often create
dynamics of ‘ongoing political contestation’ whereby sudden policy or legislation changes do not
always achieve the radical change that was intended. The introduction of new policy, guidance, or
legislation may formally change the process of what DFID and the FCO carry out in relation to
their development-security-counterterrorism programming, but the ways that gender is being
understood, articulated, and how gender is practised is much harder to evolve. This helps to
explain why DFID’s stereotypical representations of women as victims, insecure and disempow-
ered have been so resilient. The relationship between the formal and the informal is where sites of
contestation lie and where cultural legacies, norms, and practices often prevail long after new
rules have been implemented through formal mechanisms such as legislation or policy. For gen-
dered social logics about women, terrorism, security, and development to become institutiona-
lised within counterterrorism discourses and practices, a combination of factors have to shift
discursively. These include, how threats are perceived, how responses are constructed and what
infrastructure/tools are used to implement and operationalise the responses. The introduction

130Shepherd, Gender, Violence and Security, p. 173.
131H. Allan et al., ‘Drivers of Violent Extremism: Hypotheses and Literature Review’.
132Chappell, ‘Nested newness and institutional innovation’, pp. 163–80.
133William H. Riker, ‘The experiences of creating institutions: The framing of the United States Constitution’, in Jack

Knight and Itai Sened (eds), Explaining Social Institutions (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1995), pp. 121–44.
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of a gendered counterterrorism agenda thus requires a shift in the framing and representation of
women to occur in order to both break with the past and to pave the way for future research,
policy, and programming.
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