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Do We Need a Feminist Approach to Transboundary Water Governance?

Transboundary water governance exists at the intersection of two highly masculinized fields:
diplomacy/international relations and water resources management. In both fields, policy and
academic positions are mainly held by men. Core ideas, norms, and guiding principles that are
presented as neutral, are both shaped by men and are based on male experiences. However,
beyond numbers, the processes, policy priorities and decisions of governance are also highly
gendered. For instance, gender affects what is seen as ‘normal’ or adequate behaviour in
negotiations for men and women, the reasoning about why to seek confrontation or

compromise, and the priorities identified in water allocation questions.
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With a few notable exceptions, research that addresses gender and water management or water
governance has mainly focused on water supply and sanitation at the household level or on
local management in the agricultural sector. However, empirical studies on the gender
dimensions of water diplomacy, and the role of men and women in water governance and

conflict resolution at an interstate level are widely missing.

To address this gap, we will review the (limited) existing academic research as well as our own
current study that compares gender dynamics in transboundary water governance, and reflect
on (1) different feminist theoretical approaches used in IR studies and their potential to study
gender and transboundary waters; and (2) distinct feminist methodological approaches needed
for uncovering hidden masculinities and structural gender inequalities in this context. Based on
this assessment we will outline how feminist perspectives can enrich our understanding of

transboundary water governance.
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