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Abstract 

This article seeks to explore and assess the nuanced connotations of gender and patriarchy on 

women diplomats in the Indian Foreign Services. In the contemporary postmodern landscape, there 

is a discernible rise in women's involvement, notably contributing to the Indian Foreign Services 

whenever afforded the opportunity. Despite these strides, a feminist perspective unveils the 

persistent gendered dynamic within politics, particularly in the Foreign Services, where it remains 

predominantly perceived as a male domain, fostering an environment heavily skewed towards 

male dominance. Regrettably, women encounter limited equal opportunities in this realm. 

Analogous to various facets of life, the Foreign Services stand entrenched in the grip of male 

diplomats, firmly under the aegis of patriarchal structures. This research paper endeavors to 

scrutinize the role and status of women diplomats in the Foreign Services through the nuanced lens 

of feminism. The exploration aims to unravel the intricacies surrounding women's participation in 

foreign policy decision-making. Employing both Descriptive and Analytical methodologies, this 

research seeks to elucidate the multifaceted factors influencing the involvement of women 

diplomats in shaping foreign policy. Therefore, the research paper will study the role and 

participation of Indian women diplomats in the Indian Foreign Services. Also, this study will 

scrutinize the impact of gender and patriarchy on the same filed. Lastly it will offer conclusion 

along with vital solutions to tackle the problems.  
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INTRODUCTION: 

In the ever-evolving landscape of 

international diplomacy, women have made 

notable progress in overcoming traditional 

barriers and assuming crucial roles in 

shaping global relations. Despite these 

advancements, diplomatic circles continue 

to grapple with deeply ingrained gender 

norms and patriarchal structures. This study 

investigates the diverse challenges 

confronted by female diplomats in the 

Indian Foreign Services, bringing attention 

to the intricate interplay between gender 

dynamics and their professional 

experiences. The Indian Foreign Services, 

distinguished for its historical significance 

and strategic relevance, have undergone 

significant transformations. Despite efforts 

to promote inclusivity and diversity, the 

enduring influence of patriarchal ideologies 

has shaped a nuanced environment for 

women diplomats. This research seeks to 

unravel the intricate layers of obstacles 

faced by women in diplomacy, exploring 

the intersection of gender biases and 

patriarchal norms in their career 

trajectories. Acknowledging the crucial 

role that women diplomats play in shaping 

India's global image and influencing 

international relations, it is imperative to 

address systemic challenges hindering the 

complete realization of gender equality 

within the Indian Foreign Services. This 

exploration involves a deep analysis of the 

experiences, perspectives, and narratives of 

women diplomats, aiming to expose the 

complex challenges they encounter in 

navigating a traditionally male-dominated 

field. By illuminating these issues, the 

study aims to contribute to a more nuanced 

comprehension of the interconnections 

between gender, diplomacy, and patriarchy, 

fostering informed discussions and 

suggesting policy recommendations to 

advance gender equity within the Indian 

Foreign Services. 

 

Role and Participation of women 

Diplomats in Indian Foreign Services  
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Three decades ago, the pioneer feminist 

scholar of global politics, Cynthia Enloe in 

renowned book (Bananas, Beaches and 

Bases, 1990) excellently asked of her field, 

“Where are the women?” Even in the 

postmodern era this question gets 

inadequate responses and scratchy silences. 

From the history to till now, Gender 

stereotypes have been still prevailed in the 

global politics, particularly in the Indian 

Foreign Service. Thus, Feminists claimed 

that women are playing subordinate role in 

international society. Such as the famous 

feminist thinker Cynthia Enloe stated that 

“Women’s position in international politics 

is just shadow subordinate.” She further 

says that “Women are only identified as 

diplomats’ wives, secretaries’ clerical 

workers, and domestic servants and in 

prostitute work.” Thus, this Cultural 

biasness is extremely entrenched in global 

society and can generate significant 

encounters for women diplomats. For 

instance, traditional gender roles frequently 

place women diplomats in helpful roles, 

while men diplomats conquer positions of 

authority. This prevents the path of women 

diplomats and their roles in foreign policy 

decision-making process. In a same way 

institutional barriers also constraint the 

advancement of women ambassadors such 

as several national and international 

institutions have been very sluggish to 

acclimatize to altering gender norms, 

policies and practices. Therefore, women 

ambassadors have occupied subordinate 

position in Foreign Service.  The Foreign 

Services is known as men’s Sphere of work 

thus extremely subjugated by men and 

women barely got an equivalent 

opportunity to work over there.  Like any 

other walks of life, the Foreign Services of 

several countries is conquered by male 

diplomats under the umbrella of Patriarchy. 

Although women cover half of the world 

population (Male 50.4% and women 

49.6%) but their participation remains less 

the half. Such as According to the recent 

report of the IPU (Inter Parliamentary 

Union) in 2021 average representation of 

women is 26.1%in their Parliament. 

Therefore, women ambassadors have 

occupied subordinate position in Foreign 

Service.  Such as recently the Anwar 

Gargash Diplomatic Academy (AGDA) 

revealed the Women in Diplomacy Index 

2022 those women remain 

underrepresented in ambassadorship 
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positions around the world. The total share 

of women ambassadors stands at 21.6% in 

2022, which is slightly improved from the 

previous record (20.7% in 2021). 

According to this index out of 4,293 

ambassadors only 927 are women 

diplomats. Further data showed that 

numbers of women diplomats is highest in 

Sweden and Canada with 50% in 2022. Top 

ten countries of this Index are Canada 

50.0% Sweden 50.0% Norway 46.1% 

South Africa* 40.2% United Kingdom 

40.0% Netherlands 37.0% Australia 34.7% 

United States* 33.8% Austria 32.6% 

Ireland 31.9%. 

 

  Enloe, C. (1990), “Bananas, Beaches and 

Bases: Making Feminist Sense of 

International Politics”, Berkeley 

University of California Press, Retrieved on 

February 6, 2019. Specifically, After 

Independence (1949), this postulation 

would be misguided that Indian women 

diplomats have shattered the glass ceiling in 

the Indian Foreign Service (IFS). 

According to the recent Anwar Gargash 

Diplomatic Academy (AGDA) report 

revealed the Women in Diplomacy Index 

2022 that percentage of Indian women 

diplomats are 16.9%. Even though it has 

stated itself as world’s largest democratic 

republic where each man and woman have 

an equal chance to contribute in public 

domain but still women ambassadors’ 

membership in Indian Foreign Service is 

low in contrast to men. According to the 

“Inter Parliamentary Union” (IPU) 2021 

women’s total role in the Indian parliament 

is 14.0%, particularly in the Lok Sabha it is 

14.4% and in the Rajya Sabha it is 11.2%. 

Therefore, women diplomats are playing 

secondary position in global politics as well 

as in Indian Foreign Services. Though it has 

declared itself as world’s largest 

democratic country where each man and 

woman have an equal chance to participate 

in public sphere but still women 

ambassadors’ participation in Indian 

Foreign Service is low in comparison to 

men. According to the “Inter Parliamentary 

Union” (IPU) 202 women’s total 

participation in the Indian parliament is 

14.0%, particularly in the Lok Sabha it is 

14.4% and in the Rajya Sabha it is 11.2%. 

Therefore, women diplomats are playing 

subordinate role in global politics as well as 

in Indian Foreign Services.  Despite the 

democratic tenets of equality, liberty, and 
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justice, the translation of these principles 

into tangible outcomes remains a 

formidable challenge, even in the 

postmodern epoch. Evidently, two pivotal 

democracies, India and the USA, have 

conspicuously fallen short in ensuring the 

substantive participation of women in both 

political and foreign policy decision-

making. Despite women constituting 

approximately half of the global population 

(50.4% male and 49.6% female), their 

representation remains disproportionately 

scant. According to the 2023 report from 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU), the 

average global representation of women in 

parliamentary bodies stands at a modest 

26.5%. In the USA, the IPU reports a 29.4% 

representation in the lower chamber and 

25% in the upper chamber, while in India, a 

paltry 15.1% of women occupy seats in the 

Lok Sabha, and a meager 13.8% in the 

Rajya Sabha. Globally, a mere 11% of 

heads of state and a scant 9.8% of heads of 

government are women. Additionally, 

women speakers constitute 22.7%, and 

deputy women speakers make up 28.9% in 

parliaments worldwide. These disparities 

extend into foreign services, where only a 

select few women hold salient positions. 

Notably, out of 70 foreign secretaries in the 

USA, only Madeleine Albright, 

Condoleezza Rice, and Hillary Clinton 

have been women. In India, solitary female 

leadership was witnessed in the form of 

Indira Gandhi, and among the 29 external 

affairs ministers, only Indira Gandhi and 

Sushma Swaraj were women. The Women 

in Diplomacy Index 2022 reveals a global 

representation of women ambassadors at a 

modest 21%, with the USA boasting a more 

robust 33.8%, and India lagging behind at a 

mere 16.9%. Unfortunately, there has been 

nominal progress between 2018 and 2022, 

with the USA experiencing a mere 0.07% 

uptick and India observing a modest 2.8% 

rise in the share of women ambassadors. 

This marginal improvement over five years 

underscores the persistent male dominance 

in diplomatic spheres, accentuating a stark 

dearth of opportunities for women. 

Regrettably, politics, especially within 

foreign services, continues to be perceived 

as a male-dominated sphere, perpetuated by 

patriarchal structures that impede the 

advancement of women in these fields. 

Three decades ago, Cynthia Enloe, a 

trailblazing feminist scholar in 

international relations, raised a crucial 
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question: "where are the women?" Despite 

notable progress, this query encounters 

persistent silences and insufficient 

responses. The presence of Indian women 

within the foreign service since 1949 

suggests commendable strides, but such an 

assumption veer into misconception. In 

1949, C.B Muthamma, the inaugural 

woman in the Indian Foreign Service (IFS), 

followed the groundbreaking path blazed 

by Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit. Pandit, India's 

first female ambassador to the Soviet Union 

in 1947, distinguished herself in subsequent 

roles, including ambassador to the United 

States and the United Kingdom. She 

ascended to become the first female 

president of the United Nations General 

Assembly (UNGA) and led the Indian 

delegation to the U.N. Around 1947, 

several women politicians, such as Hansa 

Mehta, Begum Shareefah Hamid Ali, 

Lakshmi Menon, and Renuka Ray, 

assumed pivotal roles as Indian envoys. 

Regrettably, the contributions of these 

women diplomats have been consigned to 

oblivion, reflecting a diplomatic history 

predominantly written by and about men. 

Mainstream discourse routinely overlooks 

the brilliance of women diplomats, 

exacerbated by a dearth of an enabling 

environment within the Indian Foreign 

Service conducive to the equal treatment 

and visibility of its female entrants. While 

strides have been made in India's efforts 

towards women's representation, there 

persists a disheartening complacency with 

a veneer of inclusion. The prevailing "add 

and stir" approach necessitates a thorough 

reevaluation. Women officers within the 

foreign service bring distinctive 

perspectives that can enrich Indian foreign 

policy beyond the perfunctory celebration 

of a few trailblazers. Reflecting on 

Muthamma's 1948 experience, 

encountering discouragement and 

misogyny during her IFS interview, unveils 

broader challenges ingrained in the system. 

The lifting of the infamous marriage bar 

only in 1973 and persistent barriers to 

promotions, despite stellar records, 

exemplify entrenched gender biases. While 

there has been some progress, the Indian 

Foreign Service must embark on a 

comprehensive "Big Push" to redress 

persistent gender bias. The simplistic 

notion of a singular glass ceiling belies the 

nuanced sustainability of patriarchy, 

wherein every breakthrough for women is 
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met with a resilient, formidable barrier. 

Women within the IFS, akin to counterparts 

in other establishments, grapple not only 

with gender discrimination but also with its 

sophisticated and enduring manifestations. 

The involvement of women diplomats in 

the Indian Foreign Services (IFS) has 

undergone substantial changes, mirroring a 

broader societal movement towards gender 

equality. Similar to many nations, India 

recognizes the necessity of including 

women in diplomatic affairs. The 

representation of women in the IFS has 

steadily grown, signifying a commitment to 

diversify the traditionally male-dominated 

realm of international diplomacy. 

Throughout history, women globally, 

including in India, encountered barriers in 

entering diplomatic services. Nevertheless, 

a significant shift has occurred. The late 

Sushma Swaraj, former External Affairs 

Minister of India, eloquently captured the 

essence of women in diplomacy, asserting, 

"Women are natural diplomats, and their 

inclusion in foreign services enriches the 

diplomatic landscape." This sentiment 

underscores the distinctive strengths that 

women bring to diplomatic roles, 

emphasizing their crucial role in shaping 

international relations. The Indian 

government has implemented various 

initiatives to encourage and facilitate 

women's entry into civil services, including 

the foreign services. Mentorship programs 

and gender sensitization training have been 

introduced to address challenges women 

may face in pursuing diplomatic careers. 

Despite these efforts, challenges persist, as 

acknowledged by Nirupama Rao, former 

Indian Ambassador, who noted, "Gender 

bias can be an obstacle, but the commitment 

to diversity within the Indian diplomatic 

corps remains steadfast." The evolving role 

of women in the IFS goes beyond mere 

representation. Women diplomats actively 

participate in bilateral and multilateral 

negotiations, policy formulation, and 

cultural diplomacy, significantly 

contributing to India's international 

standing. Their presence fosters a more 

inclusive diplomatic environment, 

providing a diverse perspective on global 

issues. As India navigates complex 

international relations, the invaluable 

contributions of women diplomats play a 

pivotal role in shaping the nation's 

diplomatic identity. A crucial aspect of 

promoting gender inclusivity in the IFS 
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involves cultivating role models. 

Successful women diplomats serve as 

inspirations for aspiring young women 

interested in pursuing careers in foreign 

services. The visibility of women in 

leadership positions within the diplomatic 

corps sends a powerful message about the 

possibilities for women in traditionally 

male-dominated fields. As India strives for 

greater gender equality, women diplomats 

become trailblazers, illustrating that 

barriers can be overcome through talent, 

dedication, and resilience. The international 

stage serves as a platform for Indian women 

diplomats to showcase their skills and 

represent the country effectively. Their 

active participation in international forums 

contributes to a more comprehensive 

understanding of global challenges. As 

Meira Kumar, former Speaker of the Lok 

Sabha, expressed, "Women diplomats bring 

a different sensibility to the negotiating 

table, one that is often characterized by 

empathy and collaboration." This unique 

approach not only enhances India's 

diplomatic outreach but also fosters a more 

cooperative and interconnected global 

community. The evolving role and 

increased participation of women 

diplomats in the Indian Foreign Services 

signify a progressive shift towards a more 

inclusive and diverse diplomatic landscape. 

The highlighted quotes and facts 

underscore the changing narrative 

surrounding women in diplomacy, 

emphasizing their unique contributions and 

ongoing efforts to address challenges. As 

India continues to strengthen its global 

position, the active involvement of women 

diplomats will undoubtedly play a crucial 

role in shaping the nation's foreign policy 

and fostering a more equitable world order. 

 

Gender effect on women Diplomats in 

Indian Foreign Services 

The notion of gender within foreign 

services encompasses the complex 

interplay of societal expectations, cultural 

dynamics, and institutional structures that 

influence the experiences of individuals, 

particularly women, in the field of 

diplomacy. In the context of the Indian 

Foreign Services (IFS), this concept has 

evolved with time, reflecting broader 

societal shifts and an acknowledgment of 

the importance of varied perspectives in 

international relations. While historically 

dominated by men, foreign services have 



 

Shodh Sari-An International Multidisciplinary Journal 
 

@2024 International Council for Education Research and Training 2024, Vol. 03, Issue 02, 178-197 
ISSN: 2959-1376  DOI: https://doi.org/10.59231/SARI7695  

Jha, V.  186 

 

gradually undergone a transformation with 

an increasing number of women entering 

the diplomatic corps. Nonetheless, the 

effects of gender on women diplomats in 

the IFS are intricate and diverse. 

Representation is pivotal in comprehending 

the gender dynamics within the Indian 

Foreign Services. The longstanding 

underrepresentation of women in 

diplomatic roles has been a prevalent issue, 

constraining the diversity of voices and 

viewpoints in shaping foreign policy. 

Although there has been progress with a 

gradual rise in the number of women 

diplomats, challenges persist. Despite 

endeavors to dismantle gender barriers, a 

persistent glass ceiling hampers women's 

advancement to higher ranks and leadership 

positions. Gender biases and stereotypes 

entrenched in societal norms can shape the 

perception and treatment of women 

diplomats, influencing their career paths. 

Networking, an essential facet of 

diplomacy, poses distinctive challenges for 

women diplomats. Conventional gender 

roles and cultural expectations may impact 

their ability to establish connections and 

navigate the intricate web of international 

relations. Furthermore, the demanding 

nature of diplomatic assignments, 

characterized by frequent travel and long 

working hours, presents a particular 

challenge for women striving to balance 

professional duties with family 

commitments. The dual-career challenge is 

a poignant issue, as women diplomats often 

find themselves navigating between 

demanding professional roles and societal 

expectations concerning family 

responsibilities. Cultural sensitivity 

emerges as a pivotal consideration in the 

gender dynamics of foreign services. 

Diplomats operate in diverse cultural 

settings, where gender norms vary widely 

across different countries. Women 

diplomats may encounter specific 

challenges related to cultural expectations 

regarding their roles, behaviors, and 

interactions. Navigating these sensitivities 

demands a nuanced understanding of the 

cultural context in which diplomatic 

engagements unfold. While challenges 

persist, policy initiatives within the Indian 

Foreign Services have aimed to address 

gender disparities and cultivate a more 

inclusive environment. Initiatives such as 

maternity leave and support for work-life 

balance underscore the importance of 
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accommodating the diverse needs of 

women diplomats. Awareness programs 

and training sessions play a crucial role in 

sensitizing the diplomatic community to 

gender-related issues, fostering a more 

inclusive and equitable work environment. 

Beyond the internal dynamics of the Indian 

Foreign Services, the role of women 

diplomats extends to shaping the broader 

diplomatic agenda. Women contribute 

unique perspectives to discussions on 

issues such as conflict resolution, human 

rights, and sustainable development. Their 

inclusion enhances the comprehensiveness 

and effectiveness of diplomatic efforts, 

considering the diverse impact of policies 

on different segments of the population. 

The global collaboration aspect of the 

gender dynamic in foreign services is of 

paramount importance. Women diplomats 

frequently engage in international forums 

and collaborations to promote gender 

equality globally. Their involvement 

contributes to a broader conversation on the 

significance of diversity in diplomatic 

efforts, underscoring the role of women not 

only within national foreign services but 

also in the broader context of international 

relations. The concept of gender in the 

Indian Foreign Services represents a 

multifaceted exploration of the challenges 

and opportunities encountered by women 

diplomats. While strides have been made, 

ongoing concerted efforts are needed to 

address gender disparities, challenge 

stereotypes, and create an environment that 

embraces diversity. Recognizing and 

understanding the impact of gender on 

women diplomats within the IFS is crucial 

for fostering an inclusive, equitable, and 

effective diplomatic corps. 

 

Patriarchy influence on women 

Diplomats in Indian Foreign Services  

The idea of patriarchy in foreign services 

pertains to the systematic and 

institutionalized dominance of men in 

decision-making roles, policy formulation, 

and the establishment of norms within 

diplomatic frameworks. This widespread 

influence of patriarchy can significantly 

affect the experiences of female diplomats 

in the Indian Foreign Services (IFS). Here, 

we explore how patriarchy impacts women 

diplomats in the IFS:  

Historical Male Dominance: The 

entrenched patriarchal norms within 

foreign services are a result of historical 
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male dominance. Traditional roles in 

decision-making and leadership have 

traditionally been held by men, creating a 

structural framework that mirrors and 

sustains patriarchal values. 

Glass Ceiling and Career Progression: 

Patriarchal structures contribute to the 

existence of a glass ceiling for female 

diplomats. Despite an increase in 

representation, women may encounter 

challenges reaching top leadership 

positions due to deep-seated gender biases 

and stereotypes favoring men in leadership 

roles. 

Gendered Power Dynamics: Patriarchy 

influences power dynamics within foreign 

services, leading to an environment where 

men hold disproportionate influence. This 

power imbalance can affect decision-

making processes, policy development, and 

overall diplomatic strategies, potentially 

sidelining the contributions and 

perspectives of women diplomats. 

Stereotypes and Bias: Patriarchal attitudes 

may foster gender stereotypes and bias 

against women diplomats. Preconceived 

notions about traditional gender roles can 

influence perceptions of women in the IFS, 

posing challenges in gaining equal 

recognition and respect for their 

professional capabilities. 

Networking Challenges: Patriarchal 

norms can influence networking, a critical 

element of diplomatic success. Traditional 

gender role expectations may impact how 

women diplomats establish connections, 

potentially restricting their access to key 

networks and opportunities for career 

advancement. 

Cultural Expectations: Patriarchy 

intersects with cultural expectations, both 

domestically and internationally. In 

diplomatic contexts, where cross-cultural 

interactions are frequent, women diplomats 

may encounter difficulties navigating 

cultural norms that reinforce patriarchal 

values and perceptions of women's roles. 

Work-Life Balance: The patriarchal 

expectation that women bear the primary 

responsibility for domestic and caregiving 

duties can affect the ability of women 

diplomats to maintain a work-life balance. 

Frequent travel and demanding 

assignments may present additional 

challenges for women juggling 

professional responsibilities and family 

expectations. 
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Policy Initiatives and Reforms: Efforts to 

challenge patriarchy within the Indian 

Foreign Services involve policy initiatives 

and reforms aimed at promoting gender 

equality. These initiatives may encompass 

policies addressing maternity leave, 

fostering a more inclusive work culture, 

and implementing awareness programs to 

challenge patriarchal norms. 

Intersectionality: The impact of patriarchy 

on women diplomats is not uniform and 

intersects with other aspects of identity, 

such as race, class, and ethnicity. 

Intersectional challenges can compound the 

experiences of women who face multiple 

forms of discrimination within the 

diplomatic arena. 

Global Feminism and Diplomacy: 

Women diplomats within the IFS may 

actively participate in global feminist 

movements, advocating for gender equality 

not only within their national foreign 

services but also in international diplomatic 

forums. Their engagement contributes to a 

broader global discussion on challenging 

patriarchal norms in diplomacy. The 

concept of patriarchy in foreign services, 

including the Indian Foreign Services, 

emphasizes the ongoing need to challenge 

deeply ingrained gender biases and create 

an inclusive and equitable environment for 

women diplomats. Recognizing the 

influence of patriarchy on various aspects 

of diplomatic engagement is essential for 

implementing effective reforms and 

fostering genuine gender equality within 

foreign services. 

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, the examination of the 

impact of gender and patriarchy on women 

diplomats within the Indian Foreign 

Services reveals a complex interplay of 

challenges that demand thoughtful 

intervention. To address these issues 

effectively, it is imperative to implement 

targeted strategies that foster a more 

inclusive and equitable professional 

environment. Initiating comprehensive 

gender sensitization programs will raise 

awareness about unconscious biases and 

promote a culture of respect and equality. 

Establishing mentorship programs will 

provide invaluable support for women 

diplomats, facilitating their navigation 

through challenges and aiding in 

professional development. A critical review 

and update of existing policies will ensure 
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that recruitment, promotions, and 

assignments are merit-based and free from 

gender bias. Acknowledging the 

importance of work-life balance and 

implementing supportive measures will 

contribute to the overall well-being of 

diplomats, particularly women. 

Encouraging diversity in leadership 

positions and advocating for equal 

representation on international platforms 

will reinforce the commitment to gender 

equality. Continued research and 

monitoring efforts will provide essential 

insights to adapt strategies and policies as 

the landscape evolves. By adopting these 

suggestions, the Indian Foreign Services 

can move towards creating a more vibrant, 

diverse, and inclusive diplomatic 

community that maximizes the 

contributions of all its members. 
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