


 
 

 

 

 

  

 
  

  

 

   

‘This refreshingly engaging book with multidimensional perspectives is a must-read 
for all. It is an outstanding contribution to global discourse on women’s equality and 
empowerment in the crucial area of peace and security.The substantive, powerful 
and well-articulated writings add to a comprehensive understanding of the women, 
peace and security agenda which enters its third decade.’ 

Ambassador Anwarul K. Chowdhury, Former Under-Secretary-General 
of the United Nations and President of the UN Security Council in March 2000 

‘If you have been waiting for a pragmatic book on gender and security, this is it. 
Every fact-filled chapter is organized around the obstacles, drivers, and strategies 
for improving gender-based security, focusing on the “gender balance of power” as 
“the ultimate balance of power in human affairs.”’ 

Jack Snyder, Robert and Renée Belfer 
Professor of International Relations, Columbia University, USA 

‘Global security in all its dimensions can never be achieved until the security 
community takes gender and women’s equality seriously.The authors of this fine 
book tell us why. A must-read for those in the security community – scholars, 
activists and policymakers alike who aspire to creating a more peaceful world.’ 

J. Ann Tickner, Distinguished Scholar in Residence,American University, USA 

‘This edited volume features an all-star line-up of some of the most articulate 
voices within the Women, Peace, and Security community today. One could not 
ask for a more approachable, one-stop shop of all things WPS.An extremely useful 
contribution that will surely have a long shelf life!'’ 

Valerie M. Hudson, Professor and George H.W. Bush Chair, 
Texas A & M University, USA 
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This book examines the gender dimensions of a wide array of national and 
international security challenges. 

The volume examines gender dynamics in ten issue areas in both the traditional 
and human security sub-fields: armed conflict, post-conflict, terrorism, military 
organizations, movement of people, development, environment, humanitarian 
emergencies, human rights, governance. The contributions show how gender 
affects security and how security problems affect gender issues. 

Each chapter also examines a common set of key factors across the issue areas: 
obstacles to progress, drivers of progress and long-term strategies for progress in the 
21st century. The volume develops key scholarship on the gender dimensions of 
security challenges and thereby provides a foundation for improved strategies and 
policy directions going forward.The lesson to be drawn from this study is clear: if 
scholars, policymakers and citizens care about these issues, then they need to think 
about both security and gender. 

This will be of much interest to students of gender studies, security studies, 
human security and International Relations in general. 
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(WIIS). She has held senior positions at the US Institute of Peace, the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace and the United Nations Institute for 
Disarmament Research in Geneva. 

Michael E. Brown is Professor at George Washington University’s Elliott School 
of International Affairs, USA. 



 

 

 

 

Routledge Studies in Gender and Security 
Series Editors: 

Laura Sjoberg, University of Florida, and Caron E. Gentry,  


University of St. Andrews
 

This series looks to publish books at the intersection of gender studies, interna­
tional relations, and Security Studies. It will publish a broad sampling of work in 
gender and security – from private military companies to world wars, from food 
insecurity to battlefield tactics, from large-N to deconstructive, and across different 
areas of the world. In addition to seeking a diverse sampling of substantive work in 
gender and security, the series seeks a diverse author pool – looking for cutting-
edge junior scholars alongside more established authors, and authors from a wide 
variety of locations and across a spectrum of backgrounds. 

NATO, Gender and the Military 
Women Organising from Within 
Katharine A. M.Wright, Matthew Hurley and Jesus Gil Ruiz 

Gender and Drone Warfare 
A Hauntological Perspective 
Lindsay C. Clark 

Gender and Civilian Victimization in War 
Jessica L. Peet and Laura Sjoberg 

The Gender and Security Agenda 
Strategies for the 21st Century 
Edited by Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and Michael E. Brown 

For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/ 
Routledge-Studies-in-Gender-and-Security/book-series/RSGS 

http://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Studies-in-Gender-and-Security/book-series/RSGS
http://www.routledge.com/Routledge-Studies-in-Gender-and-Security/book-series/RSGS


THE GENDER AND 

SECURITY AGENDA
 

Strategies for the 21st Century 

Edited by Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and 
Michael E. Brown 



First published 2020
by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2020 selection and editorial matter, Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and 
Michael E. Brown; individual chapters, the contributors.

The right of Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and Michael E. Brown to be 
identified as the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for 
their individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 
and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation 
without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Jonge Oudraat, Chantal de, editor. | Brown, Michael E. (Michael 

Edward), 1954– editor. 
Title: The gender and security agenda : strategies for the 21st century / 

edited by Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and Michael E. Brown. 
Description: Abingdon, Oxon ; New York : Routledge, [2020] | Series: 

Routledge studies in gender and security | Includes bibliographical 
references and index. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2020004590 (print) | LCCN 2020004591 (ebook) | 
ISBN 9780367466510 (hardback) | ISBN 9780367466503 (paperback) | 
ISBN 9781003030232 (ebook) 

Subjects: LCSH: Women and the security sector. | Security sector. | 
Human security. 

Classification: LCC UB416 .G46 2020 (print) | LCC UB416 (ebook) | 
DDC 355/.0335082—dc23 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020004590
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020004591

ISBN: 978-0-367-46651-0 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-0-367-46650-3 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-03023-2 (ebk)

The Open Access version of this book, available at www.taylorfrancis.com, 
has been made available under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non 
Commercial-NoDerivatives (CC-BY-NC-ND) 4.0 International license. 
Funded by George Washington University.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003030232

https://lccn.loc.gov/2020004590
https://lccn.loc.gov/2020004591
http://www.taylorfrancis.com
https://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003030232


 
 

 
 
 

   

   

   

   

   

   

CONTENTS
 

List of tables ix
 
List of figures x
 
Acknowledgments xi
 
List of contributors xiii
 
List of abbreviations xv
 

1 Gender and security: framing the agenda 1
 
Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and Michael E. Brown 

2 Gender and armed conflict 28
 
Kathleen Kuehnast 

3 Gender and peacebuilding 47
 
Anne Marie Goetz and Rob Jenkins 

4 Gender and terrorism 72
 
Jeannette Gaudry Haynie 

5 Gender and military organizations 90
 
Ellen Haring 

6 Gender and population movements 113
 
Jane Freedman 



 

   

   

   

  

  

 
 

 

viii Contents 

7 Gender, development and security 
Jeni Klugman 

135 

8 Gender and environmental security 
Edward R. Carr 

155 

9 Gender, humanitarian emergencies and security 
Tamara Nair 

176 

10 Gender, human rights and security 
Corey Levine and Sari Kouvo 

196 

11 Gender, governance and security 
Jacqui True and Sara E. Davies 

214 

12 Promoting gender and security: obstacles, drivers  
and strategies 
Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and Michael E. Brown 

235 

Index 266 



   
   
   

TABLES 

1.1 The Women, Peace and Security Agenda 13
 
5.1 Women as a Percentage of the Total Force 94
 

12.1 Gender Policy Tactics of Patriarchs and Progressives 245
 



   
   
   
   

FIGURES 

7.1 Gender Equality and Human Development 137
 
7.2 The Best and Worst Performers on the WPS Index 140
 
7.3 Gender Equality and GDP 141
 
7.4 Gender Discrimination by Region 143
 



   

 

 

   
  

   

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 

This book is a product of an ongoing initiative by Women In International Security 
(WIIS) to bridge the divide between the traditional security studies community 
and security policy establishments, on the one hand, and gender studies and the 
Women, Peace and Security communities, on the other. 

This book is the result of an exceptionally collaborative effort from a spectacu­
lar group of supporters, scholars and colleagues. First, we would like to thank the 
Carnegie Corporation of New York and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation for funding the WIIS Women Peace and Security + Gender Peace and 
Security Initiative that included this book project. 

Second, we would like to thank the outstanding scholars who wrote the issue-
focused chapters that comprise the heart of this book. Each of these ten topics 
deserves a book-length study of its own. Drawing on decades of experience and 
expertise, our authors produced concise, chapter-length summaries and sharp ana­
lytical assessments of complex problems. 

Third, we would like to thank several sets of colleagues who provided valuable 
feedback at various stages of this project.The participants of the WIIS Next Gener­
ation WPS+GPS Symposium contributed many good ideas at the project’s launch 
workshop in November 2017. An exemplary group of external readers – Virginia 
Haufler, Christopher A. Kojm, Mona Lena Krook and Paul D.Williams – reviewed 
first drafts and provided constructive guidance at the project’s second workshop in 
April 2018.We are also grateful to renowned scholar J.Ann Tickner for her invalu­
able insights at this workshop. In addition, we would like to thank the scholars who 
reviewed the book manuscript for Routledge.All of these suggestions have helped 
to improve the book. 

Fourth, we would like to thank our outstanding colleagues at WIIS who have 
helped at critical stages in the development of this book project. In particular, we 
would like to convey our great appreciation to Beatriz Carboni, Nadia Crevecoeur, 



 

 
 

 

  

xii Acknowledgments 

Kayla McGill, Madeline Purkerson, Hannah Proctor and Brooke Stedman for their 
commitment and many contributions to this effort. We would also like to thank 
Jennifer Ginsburg, who provided valuable research assistance in the early stages of 
this project. 

Last, we would like to thank Nigel Mullins for permission to use an image of his 
painting Continuum II for the cover of the book and Gregory R. Staley for his pho­
tograph of the painting.We also would like to thank the Routledge team,Andrew 
Humphrys and Bethany Lund-Yates, for their help in advancing our book quickly 
and smoothly through the publication process. 

We would like to convey our deep gratitude and appreciation to everyone who 
contributed to the production of this book. 



 
 

CONTRIBUTORS
 

Michael E. Brown is Professor of International Affairs and Political Science at 
George Washington University’s Elliott School of International Affairs. 

Edward R. Carr is Professor and Director of the International Development, Com­
munity and Environment Department at Clark University. 

Sara E. Davies is Associate Professor at the Centre for Governance and Public 
Policy, School of Government and International Relations, Griffith University. She 
is a co-editor of The Oxford Handbook on Women, Peace and Security. 

Chantal de Jonge Oudraat is President of Women In International Security 
(WIIS). 

Jane Freedman is Professor of Politics at the University of Paris 8. 

Jeannette Gaudry Haynie is Senior Fellow and Director of the Athena Project at 
WIIS. She is a Lieutenant Colonel in the US Marine Corps Reserves. 

Anne Marie Goetz is Clinical Professor at the Center for Global Affairs, New York 
University. 

Ellen Haring is Senior Fellow and Director of the Combat Integration Initiative 
at WIIS. 

Rob Jenkins is Professor of Political Science, Hunter College and The Graduate 
Center, City University of New York. 



 

 

 

xiv Contributors 

Jeni Klugman is Managing Director at the Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace 
and Security. She is the lead author of the WPS Index. 

Sari Kouvo is Associate Professor at the Department of Law at Gothenburg 
University. 

Kathleen Kuehnast is Director of Gender Policy and Strategy at the US Institute 
of Peace. 

Corey Levine is a human rights and humanitarian law policy expert, researcher and 
writer, with a specialization in gender. 

Tamara Nair is Research Fellow at the Centre for Non-Traditional Security Stud­
ies at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Nanyang Technological 
University. 

Jacqui True is Professor of Politics and International Relations and Director of the 
Centre for Gender, Peace and Security at Monash University. She is a co-editor of 
The Oxford Handbook on Women, Peace and Security. 



  
  

 
 
 

 
 

  
  

 
  

  

 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

 
  

ABBREVIATIONS
 

A4P Action for Peacekeeping 
AADMER ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency 

Response 
AICHR ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights 
AIIB Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
AoR Area of Responsibility 
APEC Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
AU African Union 
BRI Belt and Road Initiative 
C-Fam Center for Family and Human Rights 
CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

against Women 
CERD Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination 
CERF Central Emergency Relief Fund 
CPEC China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 
CSO Civil Society Organization 
CST Cultural Support Teams 
CSW Commission on the Status of Women 
CT Counter Terrorism 
CVE Countering Violent Extremism 
DAC Development Assistance Committee 
DfiD Department for International Development (UK) 
DOD Department of Defense (US) 
ECOSOC Economic and Social Council (UN) 
EU European Union 



 

 
 

 
 
 

  
 

  
 
 

 
 

  
  
  
  

 
  
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

  
  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

xvi Abbreviations 

EVAW Elimination of Violence Against Women 
FARC Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
GAD Gender and Development 
GBV Gender-Based Violence 
GDP Gross Domestic Product 
GIZ Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (Germany) 
HRC Human Rights Council (UN) 
ICC International Criminal Court 
ICCPR International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights 
ICESCR International Covenant for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
ICTR International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 
ICTY International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia 
IDF Israeli Defense Force 
IDP Internally Displaced Person 
IEG Informal Experts Group (UN Security Council) 
ILO International Labour Organization 
IMAGES International Masculinity and Gender Equality Survey 
IMF International Monetary Fund 
IOM International Organization for Migration 
IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (UN) 
ISAF International Security Assistance Force 
ISIS Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 
JICA Japan International Cooperation Agency 
M&E Monitoring and Evaluation 
MDG Millennium Development Goal 
MILF Moro Islamic Liberation Front 
MP Member of Parliament 
NAP National Action Plan 
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
NGO Non-Governmental Organization 
NPA New People’s Army (Philippines) 
OECD Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
OPAPP Office of the Presidential Advisor on the Peace Process (Philippines) 
OSCE Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
OSD Office of the Secretary of Defense (US) 
PBF Peacebuilding Fund (UN) 
PFA Platform for Action 
PFLP Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine 
PIRA Provisional Irish Republican Army 
PSVI Prevention of Sexual Violence Initiative 
PVE Preventing Violent Extremism 
R2P Responsibility to Protect 
RAP Regional Action Plan 
SAARC South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation 



Abbreviations xvii  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  
  

 
 

 
 
 

  

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 
 

SDG Sustainable Development Goal 
SEA Sexual Exploitation and Abuse 
SGBV Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 
SIGI Social Institutions and Gender Index 
SOAWR Solidarity for African Women’s Rights 
SVAC Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict 
UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
UK United Kingdom 
UN United Nations 
UNDP United Nations Development Program 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
UNFPA United Nations Population Fund 
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
UNISDR United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
UNOCHA United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs 
UNODC United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
UNSCR United Nations Security Council Resolution 
US United States 
USAID United States Agency for International Development 
USG/ERC Under-Secretary General and Emergency Relief Coordinator 
WHO World Health Organization 
WID Women in Development 
WIIS Women In International Security 
WPS Women, Peace and Security 



https://taylorandfrancis.com


 

 

 

 

 

 

1 
GENDER AND SECURITY 

Framing the agenda 

Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and Michael E. Brown 

Over the last few decades of the 20th century and the first two decades of the 21st 
century, political leaders around the world have made a series of grand public dec­
larations and formal commitments to gender equality in general and the advance­
ment of the role of women in security issues in particular. Unfortunately, there is 
still an enormous gap between these pronouncements and aspirations, on the one 
hand, and real-world progress, on the other. 

The public proclamations about these issues have been impressive. In 1975, the 
United Nations (UN) convened the first world conference on the status of women 
(held in Mexico City), focusing on gender discrimination, gender equality and the 
roles of women in development and security. In 1979, the UN General Assembly 
adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW), an international bill of rights for women. Since then, 188 of the 
UN’s 193 member states have ratified and become parties to the CEDAW.1 In 1995, 
the fourth World Conference on Women (in Beijing) adopted a Declaration and 
Platform for Action that specified a series of strategic goals and policy actions for 
the advancement of women across twelve issue areas, including development, the 
environment, human rights, armed conflict and participation in decisionmaking. 

Spurred by the advocacy of women’s groups, the UN Security Council adopted 
Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) in 2000. This landmark 
resolution formally called on member states and the Secretary-General to increase 
the participation of women in conflict prevention and conflict resolution processes; 
it called for the integration of gender perspectives in the negotiation and imple­
mentation of peace agreements; and it called for special measures to protect women 
and girls from gender-based violence in conflict settings. Nine subsequent UN 
Security Council resolutions in the 2000s and 2010s have reinforced and refined 
the WPS agenda.This included a recognition that rape and other forms of sexual 
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2 de Jonge Oudraat and Brown 

violence, which have been employed as tactics of war, constitute war crimes and 
crimes against humanity. 

Regional organizations as diverse as the African Union (AU), the European 
Union (EU), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) have developed organization-
wide policies and Regional Action Plans (RAPs) to incorporate the guidance from 
United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 into their delibera­
tions and actions. At the national level, approximately 43 percent of UN member 
states have developed National Action Plans (NAPs) to implement and advance 
the WPS agenda.2 In 2014, Sweden adopted an explicitly feminist foreign policy. 
It was the first country in the world to do so.3 In 2015, the 193 member states of 
the United Nations unanimously adopted a set of Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) for 2030, including a stand-alone goal that contained an array of com­
mitments to gender equality, the empowerment and participation of women in 
political and economic affairs, as well as an end to all forms of discrimination and 
violence against “all women and girls everywhere.”4 

Enunciating these goals has been an important step forward. Reaffirming these 
goals through additional international and national proclamations has been very 
valuable. All of this has been necessary for progress, but it has not been sufficient. 
Progress has been limited and uneven. Even where progress has been made, many 
of the gains are vulnerable and potentially reversible. Problems persist in traditional 
national and international security areas, such as security policymaking and conflict 
settings, as well as in areas where non-military and security issues are intertwined. 

The underrepresentation of women in national and international security delib­
erations remains glaring. Between 1992 and 2018, women constituted only three 
percent of mediators, 13 percent of negotiators and four percent of witnesses and 
signatories in major peace processes.5 Gender perspectives are insufficiently inte­
grated into analyses of national and international security challenges: gender per­
spectives are usually afterthoughts, if they are thought about at all. 

Violence against women and girls has continued at horrifying levels, especially in 
conflict settings. Since the start of the civil war in South Sudan in 2013, thousands 
of South Sudanese have been subjected to sexual violence, including rape, gang 
rape, sexual slavery, sexual mutilation and sexual torture. In one survey, 72 percent 
of women at UN protection sites reported they had been raped since the onset 
of the conflict. According to survivors, sexual violence was used as a weapon of 
war; individuals were often targeted based on their ethnicity or perceived politi­
cal allegiance.6 In 2017, rape was used as a weapon by the Myanmar military in its 
forced expulsion campaign and genocide against the country’s Rohingya minor­
ity.7 In Syria, detained political opponents were gang raped by government forces.8 

Although conflict cases like these stand out, scholars have emphasized that sexual 
violence is not limited to conflict settings and that gender-based violence takes 
many forms.The World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that more than one 
in three women (35 percent) worldwide have experienced physical and/or sexual 
violence – often perpetrated by male intimate partners. Because of limitations in 
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available data, it is difficult to determine whether wartime sexual violence and 
other forms of gender-based violence are increasing, but there is no doubt that 
these problems are widespread and severe.9 

Gender inequalities also persist in political, economic and legal matters. In the 
political arena, women are underrepresented in the executive, legislative and judi­
cial branches of government at all levels, from national to local, in most countries 
around the world. As of January 2019, only 24 percent of all national parliamen­
tarians were women; as of June 2019, only 12 women were serving as Head of 
Government.10 

Inequalities are multidimensional and intense in the economic realm. A World 
Bank study has determined that, in 115 out of 131 countries surveyed, women 
face legal and financial restrictions that men do not face when running a busi­
ness: 45 percent of countries have laws constraining the types of jobs a woman 
can occupy; 40 percent of countries limit women’s property rights; and nearly 
30 percent of countries restrict women’s freedom of movement.The World Bank 
has calculated that, on average, women have only three-quarters of the legal rights 
of men. Countries in the Middle East and North Africa provide women with 
only half of the legal rights enjoyed by men. Only six countries provide women 
and men with equal legal standing – Belgium, Denmark, France, Latvia, Luxem­
bourg and Sweden.11Women also face persistent gender pay gaps.The International 
Labor Organization (ILO) has determined that women earn about 20 percent less 
than men.12 The McKinsey Global Institute has calculated that advancing women’s 
equality could add $28 trillion (26 percent) to the global economy in 2025.13 The 
World Economic Forum has estimated that, at the current rate of progress, it will 
take 257 years to close the economic gender gap.14 

The reasons for the sub-optimal policy record on gender equality and the WPS 
agenda will be explored issue by issue in the chapters that follow.A few fundamen­
tal propositions can be established at the outset. 

Gender inequalities exist in the first place because of the ideas people had, 
and still have, about the roles men and women should play in human affairs – at 
home and at work, in business and economic affairs, in community and social life 
and in politics and governance. Gender roles and norms are learned and enforced 
through institutions – families, schools, religious institutions, local communities, 
ethnic groups, government agencies, the media – that shape and govern the way 
people live. Deeply entrenched patriarchal beliefs, cultures and institutions have 
perpetuated regressive gender stereotypes that, in turn, have perpetuated power 
asymmetries and gender inequalities in a multitude of issue areas. If the goal is 
promoting gender equality globally or the specific policy goals of the WPS agenda, 
multiple arrays of human institutions and cultures will have to be transformed.This 
is a massive, multi-generational task. 

Second, national and international security policy establishments are comprised 
of and run mainly by men.These policy establishments focus on traditional security 
threats that are analyzed through traditional lenses and familiar policy frameworks. 
National security policy establishments are especially attached to traditional threat 
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assessments and traditional policy responses. Intellectual frameworks, organizational 
cultures, bureaucratic interests and policymaking processes in general tend to be 
highly resistant to change. Pushing national security establishments to focus on 
gender-related issues is an especially formidable proposition.Although some states 
have made declarations in support of gender equality and the WPS agenda, many 
national security policy establishments continue to treat gender issues as secondary 
or tertiary issues, and they have been slow to bring women into staff and policy-
making positions, especially if this would displace men. Most national security poli­
cymaking establishments are lacking in gender expertise and well-informed gender 
perspectives, and they have a long way to go in mainstreaming gender issues.This 
is bad for the WPS agenda and the gender equality agenda more generally, but it 
is also bad for national and international security – which policymakers profess to 
care about. 

A third problem is that the gender equality and WPS agendas have been held 
back because they have been explicitly framed in terms of “women.”This has made 
it easy for security policy establishments to echo the prevailing nomenclature, 
pigeonhole these issues as “women’s” issues and put them on a back burner.The 
gender equality and WPS agendas have consequently been marginalized in most 
national security discussions. In addition, UN Security Council resolutions and 
national political leaders have repeatedly conflated women’s rights and WPS agen­
das with “women and children,” “women and girls” or “women and youth.”This 
infantilizes women, reinforces the idea that women have no agency and bolsters the 
prevailing pattern that excludes women from participating in national and interna­
tional security policymaking. 

This book examines the gender dimensions of a wide array of national and 
international security challenges. We seek to advance understanding of the con­
nections between gender issues, on the one hand, and national and international 
security problems, on the other.These connections are complex, and they run both 
ways: gender affects security, and security problems affect gender issues.The causal 
diagram is not a simple one-way proposition. In looking at national and interna­
tional security concerns, we believe it is essential for scholars and policymakers to 
understand the gender dimensions of these issues. Similarly, in looking at gender 
problems around the world, we believe it is important to understand the security 
dimensions of these problems. Our goal is to contribute to scholarship that will, 
in turn, provide lessons and guidance for the development of strategies that will 
advance international peace and security as well as gender equality. 

From a security perspective, the gender-security agenda is critical because gen­
der expands the scope of the agenda and injects additional complexities into the 
policy equation. For example, the gender-security agenda includes the role of gen­
der in the causes and resolution of armed conflict; the impact of gender on the 
causes, paths and dangers of migration; the role of women in military organizations 
and the other issues examined in this book. Many of these issues would not be 
included on a traditionally framed security policy list. Gender also adds tremen­
dously to the complexities and difficulties of security problems.To the extent that 



Gender and security 5  

 

    
  

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

  
 

  
 

 

 

 
 

traditionalists consider these issues, they usually start by thinking about the special 
dangers faced by women and girls in armed conflicts.These are vital issues, to be 
sure, but the key to gender analysis is to also think about the agency and power 
women have – or should have – in all of these security settings.A gender perspec­
tive also has to examine the impact of patriarchies on policy problems.As a result, 
the gender-security agenda is both especially important and especially complicated. 

In this book, we build on the important work that has been done to develop and 
advance the gender equality and WPS agendas. First, this book broadens the lens 
from “women” to “women and gender.”We argue that an emphasis on women is 
necessary but not sufficient. Indeed, the WPS framework makes it easier for secu­
rity policy establishments to treat this agenda as a “women’s” issue.This, in turn, 
makes it easier for security establishments to marginalize and neglect these issues. 
Focusing on gender also facilitates the inclusion of men and masculinities in the 
analytic equation.This is essential to understanding the problems as well as devel­
oping policy solutions.Thinking about gender in an inclusive way is valuable both 
analytically and politically. 

Second, this book broadens the lens by examining the role of gender in an array 
of traditional security areas as well as non-traditional, human security issues. Too 
often the discussion about gender and security is confined to a discussion about the 
WPS agenda or armed conflict. In addition, many studies focus on one single issue 
or problem.Very few studies bridge the divide between traditional security issues 
(the dynamics of armed conflict and the behavior of military organizations, for 
example) and human security issues (such as development, environmental security, 
humanitarian emergencies, human rights and governance).These are all important 
issues, they all merit close attention, and they have more in common than is usually 
understood. Examining gender dynamics in traditional and non-traditional human 
security areas gives us a broader analytical foundation for developing general con­
clusions about gender and security issues. It also reinforces the point that gender 
really matters in national and international security affairs. 

Third, to give the book a sharp analytic focus, each of the ten issue-oriented 
chapters focuses on three key factors: the obstacles to progress in these areas, the 
drivers of progress and strategies for progress in the future.These substantive chapters 
make important contributions to our understanding of these issues. Collectively, 
these chapters provide the basis for developing broad, comparative judgments about 
the state of and priorities for the gender-security agenda. 

Finally, this book seeks to bridge the existing divide between security policy 
establishments and traditional security studies communities, on the one hand, and 
the WPS and gender studies communities, on the other. Our goal is to produce a 
book that advances thinking and scholarship on the gender dimensions of impor­
tant peace and security challenges, but one that will also be accessible to generalists 
and policymakers. We hope that this, in turn, helps to enhance and mainstream 
gender considerations in security policy deliberations. 

In this chapter, we frame the book’s discussion of gender and security.We begin 
by defining gender and security. We then review the main gender and security 
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policy initiatives that have been undertaken to date, especially since the end of the 
Cold War. 

Defining gender 

The debate over the definition of gender is often framed as a question of nature 
versus nurture – a clash between essentialist and constructivist views.15 Essentialists 
define gender in terms of biological differences between men and women.They 
believe these differences are inherent and immutable. Constructivists see gender as 
a set of social constructs that have developed over the course of human history and 
have been passed down from generation to generation through an array of social 
institutions.They see gender as a human construct and, therefore, potentially fluid. 

The biological/essentialist view of gender was challenged by social scientists 
starting in the 1950s. Most social scientists believe that the most important gender 
differences are socially constructed rather than biologically determined.16 Although 
men and women have obvious biological differences, socially constructed norms, 
roles and expectations are far more important than biology when it comes to under­
standing gender dynamics in social, economic and political affairs. Anne Fausto-
Sterling and other scientists have argued, moreover, that the traditional biological 
binary is actually a multidimensional matrix. Indeed, even biological sex is difficult 
to define by “the presence or absence of a particular gene.” It is better seen as a “bal­
ance of power among gene networks acting together or in a particular sequence.”17 

Candace West and Don Zimmerman have argued that gender as a social con­
struct is not “a simple property of individuals but an integral dynamic of social 
orders.”18 Gender also intersects with other identity markers such as race, ethnic­
ity, class, sexual orientation and age. Understanding how gender and these other 
identity markers are operationalized within societies “can reveal the mechanisms 
by which power is exercised and inequality is reproduced.”19 Indeed, gender is all 
about power. Gender structures power in every arena (education, economics, poli­
tics, security), at every level (local, national, regional, global) and through multiple 
mechanisms (family, society, culture, organizations).When scholars and policymak­
ers talk about gender in any issue area, it is important to focus on power and how 
power dynamics unfold in that setting. 

As social and cultural constructs, gender roles and gender relations can change 
over time. Even so, established gender-based norms and roles have been persistent 
and durable. Gender stereotypes have helped to keep gender hierarchies in place. 
Gender stereotypes related to war and peace – seeing the feminine as soft, caring 
and linked to peace; seeing the masculine as strong, violent and linked to war – have 
also persisted. 

Gender norms and roles are ideas propagated and perpetuated by a power­
ful array of human institutions – families, community and ethnic groups, reli­
gious institutions, schools, government agencies and the media.These ideas evolve 
into ideologies that become institutionally and inter-generationally entrenched. 
Although change is possible, it has to be brought about through changes in these 
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ideological, institutional and foundational structures.This requires individual, soci­
etal and systemic transformation. Change is possible, but it is difficult because of 
ideological and institutional inertia as well as social and political resistance. Chang­
ing gender roles entails change in the gender balance of power and, as we have seen 
in international and national politics, established powers generally do not give up 
their privileged positions willingly. The gender balance of power is the ultimate 
balance of power in human affairs. 

In the 1990s, the idea of gender as a social construct became widely adopted by 
international organizations. In 1995, the idea of mainstreaming gender perspectives 
in policies and programs to promote gender equality was formally endorsed in the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. In 1997, the UN’s Economic and 
Social Council (ECOSOC) defined gender mainstreaming as: 

the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned 
action. . . . It is a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and 
experiences an integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitor­
ing and evaluation of policies and programmes . . . so that women and men 
benefit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to 
achieve gender equality.20 

Most international organizations – including the AU, the EU, NATO and 
the OSCE – have adopted gender equality and gender mainstreaming as policy 
priorities. On paper, these organizations are in remarkable agreement: gender is 
seen as a cross-cutting, socially constructed concept. Many organizational defi­
nitions emphasize that gender and “gender systems are established in different 
socio-cultural contexts which determine what is expected, allowed and valued in 
a women/man and girl/boy in these specific contexts.”21 They also emphasize that 
gender roles and norms are learned, which means they can change over time and 
across socio-cultural contexts.22 

In practice, however, essentialist views of gender are still widely held in inter­
national organizations and even more so in national and international security 
establishments. In international policy discussions, the term gender is often used 
interchangeably with women.The WPS resolutions themselves are unclear on this 
issue. Although they mostly focus on women (rather than gender), the texts often 
oscillate between an understanding of the role of women and gender as a social 
construct and the role of women and gender as biologically determined. Simi­
larly, many national and international programs focused on gender issues have been 
based on essentialist assumptions – with women seen as victims, weak and peaceful, 
and men seen as perpetrators, strong and aggressive. 

Despite lofty political commitments to gender equality and the WPS agenda, 
most national and international policymakers have not embraced or even employed 
the frameworks that might help them understand the gender dynamics of security 
challenges. Champions of the WPS agenda have stated repeatedly (and correctly) 
that it is essential to include gender perspectives in security policy analyses, security 
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policy deliberations and security policy actions. Unfortunately, security policy 
establishments only occasionally – and almost always reluctantly – agree with this. 
And then, instead of considering a broad-based, sophisticated analysis of the gender 
issues at hand, the security establishment’s default approach is to reduce “including 
gender perspectives” to “focusing on women’s issues momentarily” or, even worse, 
“getting a woman’s point of view.” 

A proper gender analysis should focus on people and power and analyze pat­
terns of inclusion and exclusion based on gender and other markers of identity 
(including race, class, age and sexual orientation). A gender perspective helps to 
identify structural factors within societies – including stereotypical notions of 
femininity and masculinity as well as institutional practices – that lead to gender 
imbalances as well as unequal access to resources and opportunities. In addition, 
gender perspectives should be mainstreamed: gender should be a regular, normal, 
constant, legitimate, central consideration – for scholars and analysts, and especially 
for policymakers. 

Defining security 

Security has been a central human concern for eons. For most of human history, 
security has predominantly been a personal, local issue. Hunter-gatherer tribes, for 
example, focused on what we now refer to as food and water security, and they 
worried about local threats from other human groups.The agricultural revolution 
changed the dynamics of food and group protection, but security problems were 
still primarily local in nature. Groups and individuals were preoccupied with what 
is now known as community security and personal security.As Emma Rothschild 
observed, the Latin noun securitas referred to the inner condition of individuals – 
“tranquility of spirit, freedom from care” – and the feeling of being secure.23 

The security concerns of larger political entities – dynasties and empires – and 
the dangers posed by long-distance military threats became increasingly impor­
tant over time. However, as Rothschild argued, these state-level military concerns 
became dominant preoccupations only after the Revolutionary and Napoleonic 
Wars in Europe. Starting in the 1800s, European leaders focused on external mili­
tary threats to their states and dynastic regimes.24 The emergence of professional 
military organizations and academies in the 1800s reinforced the increasingly dom­
inant fixation on military threats to state-level security.25 

For most of the 20th century and especially during the Cold War, the theory and 
practice of security in most of the major powers was grounded in this state-centric, 
military-centric view. In NATO countries during the Cold War, security problems 
were defined overwhelmingly in military terms, with an intense focus on military 
balances – the nuclear balance, the conventional balance on the Central Front, the 
naval balance and the prospects for technological developments that could affect 
any of these balances. Scholars, strategists and policymakers in NATO and many 
allied countries shared this common outlook.26 Barry Buzan and Richard Ullman, 
writing separately in 1983, were among the few at the time who suggested that a 
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broader array of non-military factors – including economic, political, societal and 
environmental securities – should be incorporated into the security equation.27 

The end of the Cold War, followed by the breakup of the Soviet Union in 
1991, led to profound changes in international politics and a split in thinking about 
the nature of security in the contemporary world. Two main schools of thought 
have emerged about the scope and focus of the security agenda: (1) a traditionalist 
school that continues to emphasize the primacy of inter-state politics, the centrality 
of national (state-level) security and the use of national military forces; and (2) a 
human security school that argues for a broader conception of security problems, 
including non-military problems faced by non-state actors, such as community 
groups and individuals.28 

In the traditionalist camp, realists argue that the main features of the interna­
tional system have not changed, even though the Cold War has ended and globali­
zation has become a growing force in international relations. Kenneth Waltz argued 
that the world “has not been transformed” by the end of the Cold War. Rather, 
“the structure of the system has simply been remade by the disappearance of the 
Soviet Union.” A true transformation in international relations, he wrote, “awaits 
the day when the international system is no longer populated by states that have 
to help themselves.” In the meantime, he maintained, “the essential continuity of 
international politics” is intact.29 Similarly, John Mearsheimer argues that “interna­
tional anarchy – the driving force behind great-power behavior – did not change 
with the end of the Cold War, and there are few signs that such change is likely any 
time soon. States remain the principal actors in world politics.”30 The future, it is 
said, will therefore look much like the past:“The state system is alive and well, and 
although regrettable, military competition between sovereign states will remain the 
distinguishing feature of international politics for the foreseeable future.”31 

For realists, the most important security problems are issues involving states, and 
they involve the threat, use or potential use of military force. For realists, the most 
important issues on the security agenda today are the same issues that have been 
on the agenda for centuries: the search by states for security; competitions among 
states for security; and the inter-state competitions, confrontations, arms races and 
wars that result from these quests.32 Sophisticated realists understand that there are 
other conflict problems in the world – at the intra-state level, for example – but 
they believe that the security landscape is dominated by inter-state problems that 
have prominent military dimensions. 

Many national security policymaking establishments have been grounded in this 
framework for decades, even centuries, and they remain grounded in this world-
view today.This is understandable to some extent, because national leaders have a 
responsibility to look out for national security; this is their fiduciary obligation, and 
external military threats are still part of the threat matrix for most major powers. It 
is also true that established belief systems and organizational ideologies are highly 
resistant to change – even in the face of systemic transformations.33 

Other scholars have developed a more expansive conception of the secu­
rity agenda. Many have contended that intra-state, transnational and an array of 
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non-military problems should be added to the agenda.Writing in the early 1980s, 
Richard Ullman was one of the first to argue that “defining national security merely 
(or even primarily) in military terms conveys a profoundly false image of reality.” 
This is dangerous, he wrote, because “it causes states to concentrate on military 
threats and to ignore other and perhaps more harmful dangers.”34 In 1992, Edward 
Kolodziej argued that it had become misguided to confine the security agenda to 
“state-centric analysis.”35 

The publication of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Human 
Development Report in 1994 was a milestone in the development of post-Cold War 
thinking about security issues. It argued for a fundamental reformulation: 

The concept of security has for too long been interpreted narrowly: as secu­
rity of territory from external aggression, or as protection of national interest 
in foreign policy or as global security from the threat of a nuclear holocaust. 
It has been related more to nation-states than to people. . . . Forgotten were 
the legitimate concerns of ordinary people who sought security in their 
daily lives. For many of them, security symbolized protection from the threat 
of disease, hunger, unemployment, crime, social conflict, political repression 
and environmental hazards.With the dark clouds of the cold war receding, 
one can now see that many conflicts are within nations rather than between 
nations.36 

UNDP proposed a new human security framework with seven components: (1) 
economic security; (2) food security; (3) health security; (4) environmental security; 
(5) personal security; (6) community security; and (7) political security. As Emma 
Rothschild observed, this new formulation was actually a return to the security 
priorities of earlier eras. However, given the state-centric, military-centric paradigm 
then in place, UNDP’s human security approach represented a radical transfor­
mation in the geometry of the security agenda. As Rothschild noted, the human 
security framework extended the agenda horizontally to include an array of non­
military factors. It also extended the agenda downward to include individual, com­
munity and group security at different levels.And it extended the agenda upward to 
include problems that pose threats to humanity and global security more generally: 
mounting environmental problems, population growth, international migration, 
transnational trafficking and terrorism.37 

Although the human security framework substantially expanded the scope of 
the international security agenda and the security studies field, it did not, in its first 
formulation, explicitly and specifically highlight gender security as a priority.This 
is a major failure, but also a telling omission: one of the most progressive policy 
formulations of its time ignored women and gender. 

The human security conception of security has been adopted more enthusiasti­
cally at the international level than the national level.The human security approach 
provided the conceptual foundation for the 2004 report of the UN Secretary­
General’s High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges, and Change, which outlined a 
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framework for thinking about security in the 21st century.This report carefully bal­
anced attention to traditional security problems (nuclear, chemical and biological 
weapons, for example) with an emphasis on growing intra-state conflict problems 
and the dangers posed by poverty, infectious disease and environmental degrada­
tion.38 Many of these poverty, development, economic, health, education and envi­
ronmental issues are pillars of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted 
by the UN General Assembly in 2015. 

At the regional level, the EU embraced a broad conception of security in its 
Global Strategy for Foreign and Security Policy, adopted in 2016.Along with traditional 
security threats posed by Russia and armed conflict, the EU also emphasized the 
long-term challenges posed by population trends, economic problems and climate 
change, as well as weak states and bad governance in neighboring countries and 
regions.As the EU’s strategy noted:“When violent conflicts erupt, our shared vital 
interests are threatened.The EU will engage in a practical and principled way in 
peacebuilding and foster human security through an integrated approach.”39 Signif­
icantly, although the EU has emphasized the promotion of gender equality among 
member states within the Union, the EU’s Global Strategy for external relations 
mentioned women and gender equality only in passing.40 This is striking: the EU 
expanded its conception of security to include human security considerations, but 
even in the 2010s, this relatively progressive regional organization did not empha­
size gender issues in its external strategy. 

Security and gender have been two of the most central human preoccupations 
since the dawn of time.Yet, remarkably, the connections between these two fun­
damentally important human concerns received little attention – from scholars or 
policymakers – until the latter years of the 20th century. In the 1980s and 1990s, J. 
Ann Tickner was one of the first scholars to push for more conceptual and analyti­
cal work on the security-gender nexus.41 Over subsequent decades, the impetus 
for security-gender analysis has come overwhelmingly from feminist and gender 
scholars. The top academic and policy journals in the security studies field have 
published only a handful of articles on security-gender issues in the 21st century.42 

The security studies field has taken steps to broaden its agenda since the end of the 
Cold War, especially with respect to human security concerns. Unfortunately, gen­
der has not yet been mainstreamed in the security studies field, and it has not been 
mainstreamed in most national security policymaking establishments. 

Gender and security policy initiatives: the WPS agenda 

Gender equality has been recognized as a core principle of human rights in 
many foundational legal texts. In 1945, the UN Charter 1945 affirmed its faith in 
“fundamental human rights,” including “the equal rights of men and women.”43 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (adopted by the UN General Assem­
bly in 1948) set human rights standards that explicitly apply to every human being 
“without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, politi­
cal or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.”44 In 
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1979, CEDAW went much farther in defining gender-based discrimination and 
specifying the measures state parties are obligated to undertake, including in areas 
of law, political life, economic affairs, education, health, marriage and family life. 

The internal conflicts in the 1990s – in particular, the widespread use of rape as a 
weapon of war in the Balkan and Rwandan genocides – helped draw international 
attention to the gendered effects of war. From the Balkans to Africa and around 
the world, women mobilized for peace and demanded to have a significant role in 
peace negotiations and post-conflict actions.45 

Galvanized by the advocacy of women’s groups in conflicted countries and else­
where, the fourth World Conference on Women (held in Beijing in 1995) adopted 
a Declaration and Platform for Action that called for the participation of women in 
conflict resolution deliberations and decisions, the protection of women in conflict 
and gender mainstreaming.46 For the first time, an international conference recog­
nized the important role of women as actors in advancing international peace and 
security, and not just as victims in need of protection. 

In 1996, ECOSOC instructed the UN Commission for the Status of Women 
(CSW) to take the lead in monitoring and reviewing progress on the implementa­
tion of the Beijing Platform for Action. In 1997, ECOSOC adopted directives for 
gender mainstreaming within the United Nations.47 Although some progress was 
made in advancing gender equality and gender mainstreaming in some parts of 
the United Nations in the mid-1990s, the UN bodies responsible for international 
peace and security (the Security Council, the General Assembly’s First Commit­
tee and the Secretariat) largely ignored the messages of the Beijing Platform for 
Action, including its Chapter on Women and Armed Conflict.This led a number 
of women’s advocacy groups to focus their efforts more specifically on the Security 
Council – the main organ of the United Nations responsible for the maintenance 
of international peace and security.48 

The annual meeting of the CSW in March 2000 coincided with its review of 
the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action and helped to consolidate women’s advocacy 
efforts on an approach to the UN Security Council. They achieved a significant 
victory on March 8, 2000, when the President of the UN Security Council (Bang­
ladesh’s Ambassador Anwarul Chowdury) issued a statement on behalf of the Coun­
cil recognizing that “peace is inextricably linked with equality between women and 
men.”49 Encouraged by this progress, women’s advocacy groups intensified their 
lobbying of UN Security Council members.This led the Security Council to take 
up the issue in October 2000, with an open session on women, peace and security 
and the introduction of what would become Resolution 1325. 

With the adoption of UNSCR 1325 on October 31, 2000, the UN Security 
Council for the first time formally recognized the importance of gender equality 
in achieving peace and security. This resolution and nine follow-up resolutions 
passed in the 2000s and 2010s frame what is now known as the WPS agenda. (See 
Table 1.1.) 

With UNSCR 1325, Security Council members recognized that war and armed 
conflicts have different effects on men and women. The Council urged national 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TABLE 1.1 The Women, Peace and Security Agenda 

The UN Security Council adopted ten resolutions on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) 
in the 2000s and 2010s. 

UNSCR 1325 
October 31, 2000 

UNSCR 1820 
June 19, 2008 

UNSCR 1888 
September 30, 2009 

UNSCR 1889 
October 5, 2009 
UNSCR 1960 
December 16, 2010 

UNSCR 2106 
June 24, 2013 

UNSCR 2122 
October 18, 2013 

UNSCR 2242 
October 13, 2015 

UNSCR 2467 
April 23, 2019 

UNSCR 2493 
October 29, 2019 

Recognizes the disproportionate and unique impact of armed conflict 
on women. 

Urges member states and the United Nations to increase the 
representation and participation of women at all decisionmaking 
levels in the prevention and resolution of conflicts, including in 
field-based operations. 

Affirms the importance of integrating gender perspectives in all 
negotiations and operations. 

Calls for measures to protect women and girls from gender-based 
violence. 

Recognizes sexual violence as a tactic of war. 
Declares that “rape and other forms of sexual violence can constitute 

war crimes, crimes against humanity, or a constitutive act with 
respect to genocide.” 

Establishes a mandate for the Special Representative on Sexual 
Violence in Conflict. 

Calls for the appointment of Women Protection Advisors in all 
peacekeeping missions. 

Calls for the development of indicators to measure the 
implementation of UNSCR 1325. 

Calls for a monitoring, analysis and reporting arrangement on 
conflict-related sexual violence. 

Establishes a “naming and shaming” mechanism for perpetrators of 
sexual violence. Recommends referral to UN Sanctions Committees. 

Focuses on the national responsibility of all states to protect civilians 
and prevent sexual violence in conflict. 

Recognizes men and boys as victims of sexual violence. 
Commits to focus attention on women’s leadership and participation 

in conflict resolution and peacebuilding. 
Asks the UN Secretary-General to undertake a global study on the 

implementation of UNSCR 1325. 
Calls for humanitarian aid to include the full range of medical, legal, 

psychosocial and livelihood services to women affected by armed 
conflict. 

Recognizes terrorism as part of the WPS agenda and gender as a 
crosscutting issue within the counter-terrorism and counter-
violent extremism agendas. 

Recognizes the importance of integrating WPS across all country 
situations. 

Establishes an Informal Experts Group (IEG) on WPS. 
Calls for a survivor-centered approach in the prevention and response 

to conflict-related sexual violence. 
Recognizes the importance of civil society organizations in addressing 

conflict-related sexual violence and the need to pay special 
attention to children born of sexual violence in armed conflict. 

Requests the UN Secretary-General to provide further information 
on progress and remaining challenges in the WPS agenda. 

⏎ 
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and international actors to incorporate gender perspectives into their policy delib­
erations and programs so that these efforts would not perpetuate or create gender 
inequalities. In addition, the Council emphasized the need to protect women from 
violence, particularly sexual violence, and it acknowledged the need to expand 
the role of women in field-based operations, including military operations. Most 
importantly, the Council recognized that women need to participate in greater, 
equal levels in peace negotiations and every aspect of national and international 
peace and security policymaking. 

Unfortunately, the momentum developed around UNSCR 1325 was damp­
ened by the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States. For the next 
several years, the US government, many US allies and other countries, and the 
UN Security Council became preoccupied with terrorism and counter-terrorism 
efforts and the US-led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Although the UN Security 
Council continued to hold annual discussions on UNSCR 1325 every October, 
these were often routine and somewhat perfunctory exercises. WPS issues were 
rarely mentioned in other UN Security Council statements and resolutions.Within 
the UN Secretariat, UNSCR 1325 was a low priority. 

In 2004, the United Kingdom’s (UK) Permanent Representative to the United 
Nations (also serving as President of the Council) encouraged member states to 
adopt National Action Plans (NAPs) for implementing UNSCR 1325.50 Few states 
responded at that time.51 Attention to the WPS agenda picked up in 2007, when US 
government officials and the public were mobilized by reports of widespread rape 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and Sudan. Some reports esti­
mated that more than 433,000 people (mostly women) had been sexually assaulted 
over a one-year period in the DRC alone.52 

The United States subsequently introduced UNSCR 1820 (2008), which rec­
ognized that sexual violence has been used as a tactic of war and that this consti­
tutes a threat to international peace and security.This resolution was followed by 
UNSCR 1888 (2009), which called on the UN Secretary-General to appoint a 
Special Representative to monitor implementation of UNSCR 1820. In UNSCR 
1889 (2009), the Security Council asked the UN Secretariat to develop a frame­
work to measure progress on the implementation of UNSCR 1325 and the WPS 
agenda.53 

Drawing on these WPS resolutions, the UN Secretariat identified four main 
pillars of the WPS agenda:54 

1 The prevention of all forms of violence against women, including sexual and 
gender-based violence; 

2 The participation of women at all levels of decisionmaking related to peace and 
security, including in security institutions (military and police); 

3 The protection of women’s physical security and their political, social and eco­
nomic rights, including access to justice; 

4 Access to relief and recovery support for women who need assistance.55 
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Since 2010, this four-pillar framework has been widely used by states and Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to describe and define the WPS agenda. It 
is important to note that, in 2000, UNSCR 1325 placed a great deal of emphasis 
on increasing the representation and participation of women in peace negotiations, 
peace processes and field-based operations.This was featured early and often in the 
text of the resolution. By 2010, the participation pillar was just one of four pillars 
in the emerging WPS agenda. 

The tenth anniversary of UNSCR 1325 in 2010 did not generate any new 
WPS resolution from the Security Council, but the General Assembly established 
a new UN Women office that consolidated and elevated various agencies and bod­
ies within the United Nations that worked on women’s issues.56 Although UN 
Women did not have an explicit mandate with respect to UNSCR 1325, it would 
quickly establish itself as a key player on the WPS agenda.57 

Between 2010 and 2015, the Security Council focused mainly on the issue of 
conflict-related sexual violence, despite efforts by civil society organizations and 
UN Women to emphasize the issue of participation and representation.58 In the 
run-up to the 15th anniversary of UNSCR 1325, the Security Council asked the 
Secretary-General to commission a comprehensive, global study of the implemen­
tation of UNSCR 1325.59 This review coincided with two other, related reviews: 
one on UN peace operations and the other on the UN’s peacebuilding archi­
tecture.60 All three reviews recognized the changing security environment. They 
acknowledged that contemporary security challenges were interconnected and 
would require whole-of-society approaches that would emphasize the security of 
people. 

When introducing the 417-page review of the implementation of UNSCR 
1325 – generally known as the Global Study – UN Women’s Executive Director 
Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka noted the existence of a “crippling gap between the 
ambition of our commitments and actual political and financial support.”61 The 
study itself confirmed that the many declarations that had been made over the years 
in support of gender equality and the WPS agenda had not been matched by effec­
tive implementation actions. 

Following the review, the Security Council adopted UNSCR 2242 (2015).The 
resolution recognized that women remained underrepresented in “many formal 
processes and bodies related to the maintenance of international peace and secu­
rity.” The Council endorsed many of the recommendations of the Global Study, 
including better integration of the WPS agenda in its work and the creation of an 
Informal Experts Group on WPS, also known as the IEG or 2242 Group.62 It also 
took note of the gender recommendations made by the High-Level Independent 
Panel on Peace Operations, including the need to improve gender-responsiveness of 
peace operations, the integration of gender expertise within mission staffing struc­
tures and promoting better gender balance in UN military and police contingents. 

UNSCR 2242 also widened the WPS agenda to include international efforts 
to counter terrorism and violent extremism. Since 2001, the campaign against 
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terrorism had become a major policy priority for the United States and its allies. 
With the rise of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and its declaration of an 
ISIS caliphate in 2014, the United States recognized that it needed a comprehensive 
approach to terrorism that would address radicalization and violent extremism.This 
led the United States and others to develop a greater appreciation of the role that 
gender was playing in ISIS recruitment efforts – aimed at both men and women. 
This, in turn, led some governments to reach out to women’s organizations and 
reconsider the WPS agenda.63 

Around this time, world leaders were also assessing the accomplishments of the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – adopted in 2000 – which aspired to 
promote global development and eradicate extreme poverty.The MDGs focused 
on gender inequalities in several important areas, including health, education and 
economic and political opportunities.The follow-on set of Sustainable Develop­
ment Goals, adopted in 2015, placed an even stronger emphasis on gender issues by 
including a stand-alone goal on gender equality and the empowerment of women. 
The SDGs also recognized the importance of tackling structural barriers to gender 
equality and considering gender equality as a priority across all issue areas. 

Unfortunately, this surge of momentum did not last.The establishment of the IEG 
helped to deepen awareness of Council members to gender-related issues, especially 
in the Council’s country-specific work. It also allowed civil society actors greater 
access to members of the Council, particularly when Council members went on fact-
finding visits.At the same time, the adoption of UNSCR 2242 revealed important 
political divisions within the Security Council. China and Russia had always been 
lukewarm about the WPS agenda; over time, they became increasingly wary about 
expansion of this agenda and its possible infringement on state sovereignty. 

The WPS agenda lost an important ally in 2017, with the change in US adminis­
trations.This had an impact at the annual UN discussions on conflict-related sexual 
violence and WPS in 2019, when the United States threatened to veto any resolu­
tion that mentioned women’s sexual and reproductive health. China and Russia, for 
their part, were fiercely opposed to any mention of human rights defenders.They 
were also opposed to any expansion of the Council’s involvement in the WPS area, 
including the establishment of a working group on sexual violence in conflict or 
formal recognition of the IEG.As a result, negotiations leading up to the April and 
October 2019 resolutions (UNSCR 2467 and 2493) were difficult.This ultimately 
led to watered-down resolutions – not strong statements of support.The frustrat­
ing debates in the Security Council, particularly the US stance against sexual and 
reproductive health rights, left some civil society actors questioning the wisdom of 
pursuing a new resolution.64 These meetings also showed that progress on the WPS 
agenda is not a given and can easily be reversed. 

Assessing the track record 

The overall track record of international actors to mainstream gender and inte­
grate gender perspectives in national and international security policies – including 
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efforts to implement the WPS agenda – is mixed. Some actors have been serious 
and supportive of the WPS agenda; others have not. Some implementation efforts 
have been correspondingly serious and sustained; others have not. Some actors 
have been apathetic toward some or all aspects of the WPS initiative; some have 
been openly hostile.Assessing this track record involves commitments and actions 
primarily at the international and national levels.65 

International level 

Since the adoption of UNSCR 1325, UN member states have focused largely on the 
protection of women in conflict, particularly prevention and protection from sexual 
violence. In 2008, the UN Security Council recognized sexual violence as a tactic 
of war and a crime against humanity.The Council also asked the UN Secretary-
General to appoint a Special Representative on Sexual Violence in Conflict.66 

In 2013, the G-8 launched an initiative to prevent sexual violence in conflict.This 
was followed in 2014 by the UK Prevention of Sexual Violence Initiative (PSVI). 
All of these initiatives have focused on legal accountability measures and other 
efforts that can help survivors deal with the aftermath of sexual violence. 

The frameworks put into place by these initiatives and other UN Security 
Council resolutions are important. However, these initiatives have fallen short in 
five important ways. 

First, the international community has paid little attention to the structural fac­
tors, including gender inequality, that promote and condone sexual and gender-
based violence in situations outside of war.The lack of attention to gender and the 
narrow focus on conflict-related sexual violence as a tactic of war have limited the 
impact of the policy initiatives adopted in the wake of UNSCR 1325. In addition, 
many of these initiatives inadvertently reinforced gender stereotypes by portraying 
women solely as victims or survivors and men solely as perpetrators of violence. 
The “weapon of war” frame also leaves out other vulnerable populations, such as 
boys and the LGBTQ community.67 

Second, although the UN Security Council and other international actors have 
focused their efforts on conflict-related sexual violence, UN peacekeepers have not 
been held sufficiently accountable for the crimes they have committed – including 
sexual violence, exploitation and abuse – while carrying out UN peace opera­
tions.68 Although this problem was first raised in 1993 in conjunction with the 
UN’s peacekeeping mission in Cambodia, shocking reports of sexual abuse involv­
ing peacekeepers and children in the Central African Republic appeared in 2017.69 

A 2019 study reported on the Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (SEA) by UN per­
sonnel in Haiti.70 The United Nations has not taken sufficient action and is itself 
still part of the problem. 

Third, data on conflict-related sexual violence is notoriously incomplete.71 

The data that exists suggests that sexual violence remains a problem throughout 
the world. The United Nations has identified 50 parties (non-state actors, ter­
rorist groups and states) that have committed conflict-related sexual violence.72 
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However, the lack of precise data impedes accountability. Indeed, prosecutions and 
convictions for conflict-related sexual violence are rare, due in part to the lack of 
accurate data. 

Fourth, the relief and recovery pillar of the WPS agenda has been insuffi­
ciently developed. Many UN entities have adopted policy guidance documents for 
humanitarian emergencies that recognize the importance of gender perspectives. 
For example, the UN’s World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 contained many calls 
for gender equality in humanitarian actions, but the gap between policy documents 
and actual implementation remains wide. Even the most basic steps to prevent 
sexual and gender-based violence in humanitarian emergencies – lighting, locks 
and latrines: the “three L’s” – are unevenly implemented.73 

Lastly, the focus on protection and on a narrow definition of prevention – as 
prevention of sexual violence, not armed conflict – has meant that an important 
component of the WPS agenda (the participation of women in peace and security) 
has not been sufficiently advanced. Indeed, women remain underrepresented in 
the halls of power, in peace negotiations and in security institutions, as discussed 
earlier. Most of the peace agreements that have been signed since 1990 have no 
female signatories.74 Women were underrepresented in the 2016 Myanmar Union 
Peace Conference, constituting only seven of 75 delegates.The 2017 Central Afri­
can Republic peace talks had no women participants. In the 2017 UN Security 
Council debate on WPS, the executive director of UN Women reported an overall 
decline in female participation in UN-led peace processes.75 In 2018, women were 
included in 14 out of 19 delegations participating in UN-led negotiations, but the 
overall percentage of women remained low. In addition, the vast majority of peace 
agreements do not address gender equality or the rights of women.76 In UN peace 
operations, women have comprised only four percent of military personnel and ten 
percent of police personnel UN peacekeepers.77 The UN’s aspirational goals in this 
area are modest: the United Nations aims to have 15 percent of its military forces 
and 20 percent of its police forces be comprised of women. 

In sum, while the UN Security Council and UN member states have made 
multiple rhetorical commitments to women’s representation and participation in 
peace and security affairs, almost all of their attention to date has focused on the 
three passive pillars of the WPS agenda: prevention of sexual violence, protection 
from sexual violence and relief and recovery.These three pillars can be described as 
“passive pillars” because they all frame women and girls as victims in need of pro­
tection; they conform to existing gender stereotypes in male-dominated security 
and policymaking establishments.They do not disrupt prevailing views and power 
dynamics, and they have consequently been supported (imperfectly) by the UN 
and national policy establishments. 

The participation pillar has not made great progress because it has been neglected 
and opposed by policy establishments. This pillar has received a very different 
reception because it challenges prevailing gender stereotypes in male-dominated 
security and policymaking circles.Advancing the participation pillar would increase 
female participation in peace and security policymaking and would challenge the 
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prevailing balance of gender power. Increasing the participation and representa­
tion of women in peace and security deliberations and operations would threaten 
male-dominance and male-employment opportunities in these organizations.The 
participation pillar has therefore been suppressed for ideational, ideological and 
social reasons as well as political and economic reasons.Advancing the participation 
pillar is essential to advancing the broader gender and security agenda, but it has 
faced and will continue to face a perfect storm of opposition. Unfortunately, the 
WPS agenda will continue to fall short unless and until there is equal representation 
in peace and security decisionmaking and policymaking, in peace negotiations and 
operations, in security institutions and on missions in the field. Peace and security 
will consequently suffer. 

National level 

Starting in 2004, the UN Security Council has encouraged implementation of the 
WPS agenda at the national level through the adoption of National Action Plans.78 

National governments have been slow to develop, adopt and implement these plans. 
By 2005, only one country – Denmark – had developed and adopted a NAP. By 
2008, only 12 states had developed NAPs.79 The run-up to UNSCR 1325’s tenth 
anniversary in 2010 saw a spike of activity, with an additional 32 states adopting 
NAPs, including the United States.The run-up (and aftermath) to UNSCR 1325’s 
fifteenth anniversary in 2015 also saw an increase in NAP adoption, though not as 
extensive as in 2010.As of January 2020, 83 states had adopted NAPs.80 

Since 2010, the UN’s four-pillar framework has been widely used by states and 
civil society organizations to define and organize the WPS agenda. Many NAPs 
have been based on this framework.81 Although one might expect that this would 
lead to a fair amount of uniformity and standardization around the world, the reality 
is that the WPS agenda has been interpreted very differently in different countries. 

National goals and expectations have varied widely.This became clear during the 
2015 global review of the WPS agenda. Several issues have stood out. First, NAPs 
have varied widely in terms of their focus and scope. For many states in the Global 
North, NAPs have been developed to guide national interventions abroad. Many 
of these plans are outward-looking. For conflict states, NAPs have been conceived 
as national governance plans, and they are consequently inward-looking. Many 
conflict countries have received support and encouragement from donor countries 
to develop NAPs.This has led to a paradox: strong gender equality frameworks have 
been developed in some countries and cultures that might not have been receptive 
to gender equality initiatives. At the same time, many high-income, low-conflict 
countries have not developed NAPs, even though these countries would seem to 
be more supportive of gender equality. More generally, most NAPs have not been 
integrated into broader national security policies. For many states, the WPS agenda 
remains an add-on initiative, not an integrated policy priority. 

Second, NAPs have varied widely in terms of civil society’s roles in development, 
monitoring and implementation. The range goes from formal co-responsibilities 
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for NAP development and implementation to informal consultations with civil 
society.Third, NAPs have varied in terms of accountability measures. Some NAPs 
have clear benchmarks and monitoring and evaluation measures, but most have 
none. Fourth, NAPs have varied widely in terms of resources allocated to imple­
mentation. Some NAPs have dedicated resources, but most do not have significant 
resources for sustained implementation: only 22 percent of all NAPs have had a 
budget for implementation.82 

Finally, there have been tensions between governments and civil society organi­
zations over the prevention pillar. For most governments, the prevention pillar is 
defined in passive terms and focused on the prevention of sexual violence. For many 
civil society activists and organizations, the prevention pillar is seen in broad and 
proactive conflict prevention terms, as well as involving broader questions regard­
ing the militarization of societies.83 Many feminist scholars and activists have been 
critical of the evolution of the WPS agenda. In 2000, many activists hoped that 
UNSCR 1325 and the WPS agenda would constitute first steps toward the demili­
tarization of societies and the development of anti-militarist policies.84 Cora Weiss, 
one of the drafters of UNSCR 1325, lamented the bureaucratization of the WPS 
agenda, including initiatives to end sexual violence in conflict. She argued that “we 
cannot pluck rape out of war and let the war go on.We must not make war safe for 
women. It is time to abolish war.”85 Similarly, some feminist activists have criticized 
the WPS emphasis on increasing the number of women in military organizations 
and law enforcement. Sanam Anderlini has argued that the WPS agenda should 
push for peace and not “to enable our daughters to be drafted into armies on equal 
footings as our sons. Rather [we should] ensure that neither our daughters nor our 
sons have to bear witness or engage in the horrors of war.”86 

Focus and organization of the book 

The chapters in this book focus on a common set of problems and factors that are 
important in understanding gender-security dynamics.This provides a framework 
for assessing progress in each issue area, and it provides a foundation for develop­
ing general conclusions and lessons in the book’s final chapter.The scholarly and 
analytical literatures have not focused specifically on obstacles to progress, drivers 
of progress and strategies for progress. Focusing on these factors will be a valuable 
contribution to our collective understanding of these issues. 

Each chapter provides an overview of the importance of gender and an outline 
of the main issues that comprise this particular field of study.The chapters “frame 
the field” and show how gender and security are interconnected in each area.This 
is followed by a review and assessment of the policy track record in each area since 
the early 1990s.Although many issues have deep historical roots, it is useful to focus 
primarily on international and national policy actions since the end of the Cold 
War. How have gender-security issues been addressed (or not addressed) in each 
area? What are the most important policy failures? What have been the main obsta­
cles to progress? What progress has been made? What have been the main drivers of 
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progress? The final section of each chapter develops the policy lessons that should 
be derived and applied in each issue area. But, instead of proposing near-term 
policy recommendations that will quickly be overtaken by events, the authors take 
a longer-term view and outline strategies for progress in that area. 

This book begins with chapters that examine gender-security issues that are at 
the traditional end of the security spectrum: the dynamics of armed conflict, the 
dangers of terrorism and the behavior of military organizations.The chapters that 
follow examine issues that are usually categorized as human security problems: 
population movements, development, environmental security, humanitarian emer­
gencies, human rights and governance challenges. 

Kathleen Kuehnast examines the relationship between gender and armed con­
flict. She analyzes the role of gender and gender inequalities in the onset of armed 
conflicts. She notes that a growing body of scholarship has demonstrated a strong 
connection between a society’s treatment of women and the prospects for war and 
peace. She also considers how gender is used and manipulated during conflict, 
paying particular attention to the issue of conflict-related sexual violence. She con­
cludes with an assessment of international policy responses since the early 1990s 
and the advancement of the WPS agenda. 

Anne Marie Goetz and Rob Jenkins review the obstacles to gender-responsive 
peacebuilding. They argue that successful implementation of gender-responsive 
peacebuilding and the future of the WPS agenda will be shaped by three trends in 
the international system: the backlash against liberal norms in affluent democracies; 
the growing tendency of influential regional powers in the developing world to 
adopt “authoritarian modes of conflict management” when addressing insurgen­
cies, terrorism and other security problems within their borders; and the growing 
role of China as a provider of foreign assistance and purveyor of development 
models. 

Jeannette Gaudry Haynie examines the lack of gender perspectives in counter­
terrorism policies, which has been highly problematic. She develops a compre­
hensive framework for thinking about gender and terrorism.Through a case study 
of Mohamed Atta and a discussion of Incel terrorism, she shows how gender and 
notions of masculinity are key. All of this should inform research and policy. She 
notes that one of the keys for policy communities will be the recruitment of a more 
diverse cohort of leaders, who will have a better appreciation of the roles of men 
and women in enabling and countering terrorism. 

Ellen Haring analyzes gender and military organizations. Military organizations 
are based on bifurcated notions of men as warrior-protectors and women as the 
protected.These ideas are deeply imbedded in organizational cultures and policies. 
There is no room in this construct for women who want to join national militaries. 
The result is that women have faced systemic discrimination and mistreatment in 
recruitment, training, job opportunities, promotion and retention. She shows how 
the main driver of progress has been organizational necessity: military organiza­
tions have been more open to accepting women when this has been an operational 
imperative due to wartime and security needs. 
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Jane Freedman explores the gender dimensions of population movements, includ­
ing migration, refugee flows and human trafficking. Population movements are 
both the result of and a cause of instability and conflict; they reached record highs 
in the late 2010s, and they might become even larger in the future due to climate 
change. Gender is a central factor in the dynamics of population movements. Gen­
der influences who migrates, how people migrate, the dangers they face during 
migration and the dangers they face at borders and in host countries. She highlights 
the lack of sophisticated gender perspectives in most refugee and migration policies. 

Jeni Klugman examines a range of development challenges – including economic 
opportunities, education, health and leadership – with a gender and security lens. 
She analyzes the gender dimensions of these issues, the underlying problems and 
what scholars and policymakers have learned in order to close gaps and advance 
gender equality, development and security.Although the problems are multidimen­
sional and formidable, the good news is that concerted efforts can change norms, 
laws, policies and the facts on the ground.Top priorities include the expansion of 
educational and leadership opportunities for girls and women. 

Edward Carr examines the connections between gender and environmental 
security, analyzing two key issues in detail: water security, and climate change and 
security. He notes that the study of environmental security issues has evolved from a 
traditional security approach (focusing on states, stability and armed conflict prob­
lems) to a broader human security approach (focused more on resource problems). 
Even so, too little attention has been paid to the role of gender, and some framings 
rely on stereotypical ideas about gender.This has been detrimental to the develop­
ment of effective policies. 

Tamara Nair investigates the role of gender in humanitarian emergencies caused 
by natural disasters. She begins by noting that natural events become humanitarian 
emergencies only when they effect human communities. Humanitarian emergen­
cies are social constructs with many gendered dimensions. Unfortunately, the gen­
der dimensions of disasters have not received much attention at the national level, 
in particular. A key question for international actors is whether they should shift 
the humanitarian assistance paradigm from resilience and restoration (including 
restoration of gender inequalities) to transformation. 

Corey Levine and Sari Kouvo review the evolution of international human rights 
law and women’s rights since World War II.They argue that progress on women’s 
rights has been driven by determined advocacy by women’s rights activists.These 
efforts have also been galvanized by international developments, such as the con­
flict-related atrocities of the 1990s.The authors argue that human rights laws are 
critically important, but formal declarations are not sufficient.They show how the 
“war on terror” has been a major setback for international human rights progress, 
including women’s rights. 

Jacqui True and Sara Davies examine the interconnections between gender, gov­
ernance and security. The authors argue that gender balances can be facilitated 
through quotas and other mechanisms. However, numerical balances are not suf­
ficient to bring about optimal policy outcomes. Women must have meaningful 
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participation in government, gender perspectives have to be mainstreamed in pol­
icy processes, and gender equality agendas must be genuine policy priorities. As 
in other issue areas, women’s civil society organizations and coalitions have been 
major drivers of progress. 

In the concluding chapter, the editors of the book consolidate key insights and 
lessons in these issue areas.We develop several sets of analytic and policy lessons, 
focusing on obstacles to progress, drivers of progress and strategies for progress. 
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2 
GENDER AND ARMED CONFLICT
 

Kathleen Kuehnast 

A large scholarly literature exists about the causes and dynamics of armed conflict. 
Regrettably, the mainstream security studies literature has given little attention to 
the role of gender in the onset, practice and impacts of armed conflict. Nor has it 
listened to the voices of activists – notably community-based women activists – 
signaling impending armed conflict in their communities, countries and regions.As 
a result, the scholarly literature on armed conflict is both massive and incomplete 
as is the policy-focused literature on conflict prevention and conflict resolution. 

In the traditional security studies literature, inter-state war is generally defined 
as an armed conflict between two or more states. Intra-state war is defined as an 
armed conflict between two or more political groups, one of which may or may not 
be a recognized government.Today, intra-state conflicts are the predominant form 
of armed conflict. However, most of these conflicts also involve external actors – 
including state actors, which blur the distinction between inter-state and intra-state 
armed conflicts. One-sided conflicts – deliberate attacks on civilians by governments 
and militias – are another deadly type of armed conflict.1 In traditional security 
studies, armed conflicts are generally seen as distinct events with a beginning and 
an end. Mainstream security scholars analyze the onset of armed conflicts at the 
level of the individual (leaders and groups), the level of the state (decisionmaking 
processes within a state and economic, cultural and political dynamics) and the 
systemic level (the distribution of power among states in the international system). 

Feminist and gender scholars have questioned these conceptions and explana­
tions of armed conflict.2 First, many feminist and gender scholars have contested 
the notion that armed conflict should be viewed as a distinct event, with a begin­
ning and an end. Instead, they argue that violence is an ongoing problem in soci­
eties and that it should be viewed as a continuum. They note that many armed 
conflicts straddle the divide between the international and the domestic, the pub­
lic and the private spheres and the collective and the individual. Sexual violence 
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and interpersonal violence are often symptomatic and linked to broader conflict 
dynamics in societies. 

Second, feminist and gender scholars have argued that different levels of analysis 
are difficult to disaggregate because they are often interdependent.These scholars 
have lamented the lack of attention to gender and gender hierarchies as factors in 
explaining armed conflicts. In addition, many scholars have questioned the assump­
tion that the state is a unitary and genderless actor.They argue that more emphasis 
should be placed on the gendered nature of institutions and relationships within 
and between states.3 

This chapter explores the relationship between gender and armed conflict. It 
focuses on three main issues. First, it examines the role of gender and gender ine­
qualities in the onset of armed conflict. Second, the chapter considers how gender 
is used and manipulated during conflict. It gives particular attention to the tactical 
use of sexual violence in conflict.Third, the chapter concludes by identifying driv­
ers of progress as well as the obstacles to integrating gender into analyses of and 
policy responses to armed conflict. It closes by proposing strategies for advancing 
progress in the future. 

This chapter is premised on the idea that “war (and armed conflict) is a pro­
foundly gendered practice” in theory and practice.4 Unequal gender power rela­
tionships within societies are driving forces in the onset of armed conflict. In 
addition, war is a human activity in which both men and women participate, even 
if the roles and impacts of armed conflict are usually very different for men and 
women due to the different expectations and positions men and women occupy in 
the societies in which they live. 

Gender and the onset of armed conflict 

Since the mid-1980s, feminist and gender scholars have explored the multidimen­
sional relationships between gender and armed conflict.The end of the Cold War 
and the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing brought the issue 
of women (and gender) to the fore in international debates on peace and security. 
The Beijing Conference galvanized discussion about the representation of women 
and their experiences during war. It also spurred local, national and international 
activism by women’s groups.While many women’s groups and policymakers have 
initially focused on the experiences of women during war and armed conflict, they 
have also emphasized the importance of preventing armed conflict.This has meant 
calling attention to the causes of armed conflict, including the role of gender and 
gender inequalities in the onset of violence. 

In the public imagination, war and armed conflict are often seen as the results of 
innate male aggressiveness – too much testosterone and toxic masculinities. Many 
popularized renderings of war and armed conflict follow prescribed (stereotypi­
cal) gender roles, with men as soldiers and protectors and women as victims and 
spectators. This image of war and armed conflict has been perpetuated through 
eons of literature, from Homer’s Iliad to present-day films. It is also fairly consistent 



30 Kuehnast  

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 
 

   

   
   

across cultures. In many societies, the masculine is associated with physical strength, 
competitiveness, courage and ambition.The feminine is often associated with nur­
turing and caring. Stereotypical gender norms associate men with competition 
and war, and women with cooperation and peace. In his study on war and gender, 
Joshua Goldstein posits that “cultures develop gender roles that equate ‘manhood’ 
with toughness under fire.” He argues that “across cultures and through time, the 
selection of men as potential combatants (and of women for feminine support 
roles) has helped shape the war system” and this, in turn, has helped shape gender 
norms and societal expectations.5 

In explaining war, feminist scholars have pointed to the fact that the global 
political system is characterized by a patriarchal structure of privilege and control. 
Cynthia Cockburn has argued that “patriarchal gender relations are among the 
‘root causes’ of militarisms and war.”6 She notes that, to explain and understand war 
and militarization, three dimensions of power are key: economic power; ethnic and 
national power; and gender power. For Cockburn, any theory of war and its causa­
tion is flawed if it lacks a gender dimension: “The gender drama is never absent: 
the male as subject, the female as alien, the alien as effeminate (both the one a man 
perceives out there, and the one he fears in himself).”7 

Feminist scholars such as J.Ann Tickner have redefined and broadened core con­
cepts in international relations theories.Tickner has argued that many mainstream 
theories have been based on rational actors in a state-centric world and masculine 
views of human nature.8 She has contended that conceptions of national security 
should be expanded to include non-military considerations, including human secu­
rity frameworks and environmental factors. Power should be redefined to include 
more than domination and control; it should also encompass cooperation and col­
lective empowerment. She has encouraged scholars and experts to study the rela­
tionship between gender inequalities and structural violence and examine how 
militaristic practices of states are legitimated in the name of masculinity.9 

Laura Sjoberg has engaged mainstream security studies and argued that gender 
hierarchies operate, not only at the individual level, but also at the state and systemic 
levels. She has argued that the international system is characterized by anarchy as 
well as a gender hierarchy. She posits, 

If gender hierarchy is a structural feature of the international system and a key 
organizing principle in dictating state identity, interaction, and relative posi­
tion, then conflicts between states can be characterized as conflicts within/ 
about the gendered order of the international structure . . . as gendered pos­
turing between actors jockeying for a higher position along the gendered 
sociopolitical hierarchy among states. Conflict is not, as realists argue, a com­
petition for survival. . . . Instead, it is a competition where states, as gendered 
actors in a gendered system, are out to dominate rather than survive. . . . States 
do not look to continue to exist or to end other’s existence; they look to 
affirm their masculinity (and protect their feminine elements) while femin­
izing others.10 
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In the 1990s, scholars started to investigate the relationship between gender 
inequalities and the propensity for conflict. Mary Caprioli examined the relation­
ship between state militarism and gender equality, showing how intra-state gen­
der equality has a pacifying effect on state behavior at the international level. She 
concluded that states with higher levels of gender equality were less likely to rely 
on military force to settle international disputes.11 She also observed how gender 
inequality and violence against women fuels intra-state conflict and how gender 
equality reduces the occurrence of intra-state violence. She contended that gen­
der discrimination and structural gender violence are important in nationalist calls 
for mobilization. She concluded that “states characterized by gender inequality are 
more likely to experience intrastate conflict.”12 

Building on Caprioli’s research about the relationship between gender equality 
and the onset of intra-state war, Erik Melander extended the analysis to examine 
changes in the level of intra-state conflict – that is, whether intra-state conflicts 
remain minor armed conflicts (with 25–999 battle deaths) or escalate into wars 
(with 1,000 or more battle deaths).13 He found that countries with higher levels of 
female participation in political life – measured in terms of women in parliament 
and higher education – are more likely to keep armed conflicts from escalating 
to higher levels of lethality. Like Caprioli, Melander observed that gender equal­
ity has pacifying effects on countries and their conflicts. In a subsequent study, 
Elin Bjarnegard and Melander examined the relationship between democracy, gen­
der equality and political violence.They found that there is no positive relation­
ship between democracy and the percentage of women in politics or democracy 
and peace. The latter only shows a positive relationship when gender equality is 
introduced in the equation.14 At an individual level, public attitudes toward gender 
equality (held by either men or women) also correlate with greater tolerance and 
less hostile views of other countries and minority groups.15 

Valerie Hudson and her colleagues have developed a powerful “women and 
peace thesis” that links the treatment of women with the behavior of states.They 
found a high correlation between the physical security of women in a country – 
that is, protection from domestic violence and rape – and the overall peace of that 
country.16 According to Hudson and her colleagues, “gender inequality is a form 
of violence that creates a generalized context of violence and exploitation at the 
societal level.”17 They have also developed an open-access database (WomenStats) 
that includes cross-national data, statistics and maps on the status of women. 

Jeni Klugman and Mariana Viollaz confirm these findings in their study of the 
relationship between violent conflict and gender inequality. They conclude that 
“improvements in the level of women’s education, increases in women’s political 
participation, reductions in adolescent fertility rates, declines in informal forms of 
discrimination, and reductions in intimate partner violence are all associated with 
lower levels of organized violence.”18 

Some scholars have raised concerns about this line of empirical and quantita­
tive research. They have questioned the ways gender equality and inequality are 
operationalized.19 They have also noted that the use of aggregate data and aggregate 
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indicators cannot capture the complex social phenomena that give and do not 
give power to women at the individual level. For example, the number of women 
in parliament is not a perfect indicator of female empowerment, participation, 
autonomy and leadership in the political arena. Although quantitative research in 
the social sciences has always faced challenges, this body of research has developed 
pathbreaking insights into the connections between gender equality and peace. 

Scholars have also examined the relationship between demographics – gender 
imbalances, in particular – and security.Valerie Hudson and Andrea den Boer have 
argued that the deficits of women in China, India and Pakistan are likely to have an 
array of negative social and national security consequences, including increases in 
drug use, crime rates, prostitution, human trafficking and organized crime activity. 
Gender imbalances are likely to lead to social instability, which could lead govern­
ments to adopt increasingly harsh and authoritarian approaches to internal govern­
ance. These gender imbalances will generate large pools of unmarried men who 
might be conscripted into military service to keep them off the streets.The emer­
gence of larger armies might make governments more inclined to start armed con­
flicts – perhaps to deflect attention from social instabilities at home. It will certainly 
make other countries more wary. In short, gender imbalances are likely to generate 
both intra-state and inter-state stability and security problems.20 

Contrary to what one might expect, situations in which there is a surplus of men 
and a scarcity of women do not make the latter more valuable. On the contrary, 
powerful men will act to control women even more tightly under these circum­
stances.Women are also more likely to be kidnapped and sold. Rose McDermott, 
Valerie Hudson and Hilary Matfess have shown how marital systems including 
polygyny (where a man has more than one wife) and patrilineal practices such as 
bride prices (the price to be paid for men to marry) and dowries (the price to be 
paid for women to marry), which are practiced by approximately 75 percent of the 
world’s population, can be early indicators of social instability and violent conflict.21 

Feminist and gender scholars have emphasized that war and armed conflict 
should be viewed as existing on a continuum of violence. Many countries that are 
generally considered to be “at peace” (such as El Salvador, the Philippines or South 
Africa) are extremely violent societies that are subject to gang violence or terror­
ism.22 In these violent places, the organization and activities of criminal, terrorist 
and paramilitary groups, including the use of violence, is highly gendered. The 
members of these groups are overwhelmingly male, and they subscribe to highly 
masculine and militarized values.Violence is often highly sexualized.23 

Gender roles reflect the power dynamics within societies and are continuously 
redefined and renegotiated, particularly on the continuum of war and peace. In her 
essay, On Violence, Hannah Arendt questioned the perspective that political violence 
is the “most flagrant manifestation of power,” and instead argued that violence is 
the failure of power.24 

Anthropologists Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgois use Arendt’s 
hypothesis to challenge the war and peace dichotomy.25 They blur these categories 
and the distinctions between violence in wartime and violence during peacetime. 
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Contending that violence as a social process is reproduced in everyday structures, 
they reject the idea that violence is biologically predetermined or “hard wired” 
in human beings. Instead, they argue that violence is socially constructed at the 
intersection of the individual, the communal and the political. They argue that 
the public version of violence in war is part of the same continuum of the private 
version of violence in the household. As feminist scholars Carol Cohn and Sara 
Ruddick describe it, war “is a continuum of violence running from bedroom to 
boardroom, factories, stadiums, classroom and battlefield,‘traversing our bodies and 
sense of self.’”26 

In recent decades, scholars have made great contributions to our understanding 
of the relationship between gender and the onset of armed conflict. In particular, 
they have identified gender inequality as a major precursor to armed conflict and 
violence. Unfortunately, these insights have not been well-integrated into main­
stream studies on war and peace.They have also not led to major changes in poli­
cies. Indeed, most conflict analyses in the security studies field are devoid of gender 
analysis. Gender perspectives and gender analyses have not been seriously integrated 
into conflict analyses in the academic world, think tanks and most governments. 

Gender in armed conflict 

Armed conflict may significantly alter gender norms and practices as well as expec­
tations for men and women. Policymakers often reduce gender to a binary equation 
of men as violent perpetrators and women as powerless victims.This oversimpli­
fication of how gender is conceptualized as biological sex instead of as a social 
construct (a construct that is malleable and that can be manipulated) is seldom 
considered by international security scholars or by policymakers, whether they hail 
from diplomacy, defense or development. 

Beyond identity, gender is a social, institutional and symbolic structure that 
intersects with economic and political power relations.At its core, gender is about 
the structural relations of power. Like race, slavery, class, caste and colonialization, 
gender is a primary component in the orchestration of power relations.27 Armed 
conflict and even the threat of armed conflict amplifies these power relations and 
affects everyone. 

The question is whether and how armed conflict offers opportunities to advance 
gender equality in the economic, political and social arenas. For example, wars 
have drawn more women into the workforce and created opportunities for more 
women to have public roles, allowing for economic, social and political gains.28 

These temporary advances have generally not led to a “new normal” nor to endur­
ing changes in gender relations once wars come to an end.And at the same time, 
wars place additional responsibilities and heavy burdens on women’s shoulders. 

The threat of armed conflict (including pre-conflict and post-conflict insecuri­
ties) may also intensify hypermasculinity and masculinity nostalgia in societies – 
that is, a growing emphasis on stereotypical male behaviors, such as strength and a 
yearning for “a time of patriarchal power, authority and gender certainty.”29 
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Marie Berry has examined the position of women before and after the wars in 
Bosnia and Rwanda.30 She documents how these wars brought about increased 
mobilizations of women in the economic, political and cultural spheres. However, 
in both cases, underlying patriarchal structures remained intact and bounced back 
once the wars ended – thereby reducing women’s power. Gender hierarchies are 
robust and difficult to change. Indeed, even if wars and armed conflicts change 
social and political orders and even out some gender inequalities, gains in gender 
equality are often temporary.31 

Gender and its complex dynamics are at the core of many ideological and political 
debates in societies.The opportunities and challenges in the aftermath of armed con­
flicts often amplify the social binary of men and women, and they reduce the multiple 
and overlapping roles that men and women normally play into social silos where roles 
often become more highly restricted.War is a violent process that alters societies and 
changes behaviors.Yet, policymakers and other stakeholders rarely take advantage of 
these circumstances to transform social contracts and promote gender equality outside 
and inside the home. More research is needed on the impact of armed conflict (and 
the threat of armed conflict) on gender norms and gender roles. 

Conflict-related sexual violence 

Armed conflict affects men and women differently.The impact of sexual violence 
on civilian populations, particularly women, is one of the most gender-defining 
aspects of violence in war. Conflict-related sexual violence involves not just acts of 
rape, as defined in the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court; it also 
includes a continuum of violent acts – sexual slavery, forced marriage, forced pros­
titution, forced pregnancy, forced abortion, enforced sterilization, torture, humilia­
tion and other forms of sexualized violence. 

Conservative estimates indicate that between 20,000 to 60,000 women were 
raped during the war and genocide in Bosnia and Herzegovina between 1992 
and 1995.32 Sexual violence has also been rampant in other conflicts. In Sierra 
Leone, between 50,000 and 64,000 women in camps for Internally Displaced Per­
sons (IDPs) were sexually assaulted by combatants between 1991 and 2002. In the 
1994 Rwanda genocide, between 250,000 and 500,000 people (mostly women) 
experienced some form of sexual violence.After two rounds of war in the Demo­
cratic Republic of the Congo in the 1990s and early 2000s, there were more than 
400,000 victims and survivors of sexual violence, mostly women and girls.33 The 
United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council has reported that sexual and gen­
der-based violence has been used by the Syrian government as a systematic strategy 
to abuse prisoners in detention centers, to extract confessions, during house-to­
house searches and at check-points following the Arab Spring uprising in 2011 and 
during the subsequent civil war.34 ISIS used sexual violence as a component of its 
genocidal campaign against the Yazidis of Iraq and Syria. The Myanmar military 
used sexual violence, including rape and gang rape, in its campaign of forced expul­
sion and genocide against the Rohingya in 2016–17. 
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While the exact extent of conflict-related sexual violence is difficult to deter­
mine, the United Nations reported in 2019 that 19 countries were currently 
affected by conflict-related sexual violence and 50 parties (mostly non-state actors) 
were being listed as committing or being responsible for conflict-related sexual 
violence.35 In addition, peacekeepers and humanitarian workers have also subjected 
populations under their protection to Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (SEA).36 

Scholarship on conflict-related sexual violence 

The scholarship on conflict-related sexual violence has expanded substantially in 
the 21st century.37 Five strands of research can be distinguished. One strand of 
research situates and examines conflict-related sexual violence at a structural level 
and as symptomatic of gender inequality. It is connected to research on the role 
of gender inequalities and the onset of war, as well as research on the continuum 
of violence.A second strand of research examines the motivations behind and the 
roles and functions of sexual violence in war.A third strand of research focuses on 
the legal regimes of conflict-related sexual violence and issues related to prosecu­
tion. A fourth strand of research focuses on masculinity issues. The fifth strand 
of research analyzes the psycho-social consequences of conflict-related sexual 
violence. 

For the first strand of research, sexual violence – including conflict-related 
sexual violence – is a symptom of gender inequality and a particular form of politi­
cal violence. Sara Davies and Jacqui True have examined the relationship between 
gendered inequalities in countries and the prevalence of sexual and gender-based 
violence by comparing the UN’s list of countries affected by sexual violence with 
the Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) of the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the conflict data sets of Uppsala 
University.They observed that countries on the UN list of places affected by sexual 
violence are also countries that have a higher than average score on the SIGI gender 
inequality index.They found that there is a “strong association between countries 
with documented sexual violence and women’s limited access to public spaces 
[which] suggests that [Sexual and Gender-Based Violence] SGBV is indeed a strat­
egy of political domination and violence.”38 They noted that the countries on the 
UN list also included countries in non-conflict situations. They argued that the 
extent of SGBV in these countries may be an indicator for potential future conflict. 

Davies and True have also examined the preexisting patterns of gender inequality 
prior to violence.39 Connecting the preexisting conditions that allow for wartime 
rape allows for a deeper analysis of ways in which sexual violence is normalized 
in both war and peace. Preventative strategies to deal with sexual violence need to 
address the root causes of gender inequality and end the impunity of sexual vio­
lence during peacetime.This approach would take wartime rape out of the realm 
of the “exceptional” and conceptualize it as a part of a continuum of violence in 
general – and sexual violence in particular – where the common variable is gender 
inequality.40 
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Elisabeth Wood has contested the claims that conflict-related sexual violence is 
the result of gender inequality and part of a continuum of violence. She has argued 
that, if this was the case, we would not see much variation across conflicts and across 
armed groups.41 In a study of eight conflict cases,Wood also challenged the notion 
that sexual violence is a common tactic or strategy of war, noting that sexual vio­
lence is not found in every conflict.42 The most consistent explanation in the eight 
cases she studied was a combination of individual opportunity (which is enabled by 
the lack of command structure) along with explicit deterrents and shared values to 
prevent sexual violence.Wood argued that the lack of sexual violence by the Tamil 
Tigers in the Sri Lankan civil war, for example, was the result of strong internal 
hierarchies and communication systems. She also stressed that it is important to 
distinguish between different forms of sexual violence – such as sexual violence by 
intimate partners and multiple-perpetrator rape carried out by military organiza­
tions.43 In addition, Wood has introduced the idea that wartime sexual violence 
should be seen as a practice – “a form of violence driven from ‘below’ and tolerated 
from ‘above,’ rather than purposefully adopted as policy.”44 

Wood’s work has been pivotal in inspiring a new generation of scholars to 
explore the problem of conflict-related sexual violence and focus on the varia­
tion in conflict-related sexual violence across conflicts and across armed groups 
and organizations. Dara Kay Cohen has examined the role sexual violence plays 
in group behavior, especially in forming bonds among unlikely cohorts of rebel 
groups and soldiers. She found that groups using abduction as a recruiting practice 
were more likely to resort to sexual violence.45 Amelia Hoover Green has shown 
how rebels in El Salvador worked to limit the use of sexual violence by emphasiz­
ing connections between civilian protection and long-term group goals.46 Much 
of this research draws on quantitative datasets and the Sexual Violence in Armed 
Conflict (SVAC) dataset developed by Dara Kay Cohen and Ragnhild Nordas of 
the Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO).47 

This quantitative research has increased our understanding of the possible roles 
and functions of conflict-related sexual violence. It has also confronted persistent 
myths related to conflict-related sexual violence, particularly that rape in war is 
ubiquitous and inevitable.48 That said, as Kristen Campbell has argued, this strand of 
research “does not sufficiently address crucial questions of how wars are gendered 
(who fights, how, and why); how sexual violence is gendered (who does what to 
whom); and why sexual violence occurs before, during, and after conflict (why 
sexual violence).”49 By ignoring how gender structures societies it underestimates 
the political nature (and functions) of sexual violence. 

A third strand of research has focused on the legal regimes of conflict-related 
sexual violence and accountability for such crimes as war crimes, crimes against 
humanity and genocide.The inclusion of rape in the International Criminal Tri­
bunal for Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 
(ICTR) as a crime against humanity was intended to serve as a deterrent and 
a contribution to peace and reconciliation. However, there has been very lit­
tle evidence of a link between the two. Prosecution of crimes has also been 
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problematic due to the difficulty of reporting – including the stigma associated 
with sexual violence – the collection of data, the gathering of evidence and access 
to witnesses.50 Research has also focused on the issue of reparations – that is, 
victim-oriented measures to recognize harms that have been suffered. In addition, 
a number of scholars have connected research and policies on sexual violence to 
a broader notion of gender justice – whereby justice has “the potential for trans­
forming social relations of domination and oppression, and not only providing 
redress for wrongs.”51 

A fourth strand of research on sexual violence has focused on the issue of mas­
culinities and how social constructions of masculinities shape ideas and practices 
of sexual violence perpetrated not only against women and girls, but also against 
men and boys.52 This line of research posits that men are not inherently violent, but 
are made so by society. Ideas of what makes a man and the perceived inability for 
men to attain this ideal – due to economic dependence, early exposure to violence, 
traumatic indoctrination or militarization – all contribute to violent masculinities. 
This research also examines the particular challenges men may face in post-conflict 
situations and how to bring about changes in gender norms. 

In this context, it is important to underscore that women also play a role in 
shaping the narratives of violent masculinities. Not only is there a hierarchy among 
men that yields unequal masculinities in their social circles, but these identities are 
also significantly reinforced by women in their multiple roles as wives, mothers, 
grandmothers, daughters, sisters, mothers-in-law and so on.53 Masculinities are not 
inherent only to males; masculinities act as institutionalized and socialized under­
standings that both men and women utilize to navigate their societies. 

The growing, critical scholarship on men and masculinities has built on the 
work of early feminist masculinities theory.54 In addition, the field of social psychol­
ogy has contributed important research about men, male issues and masculinities.55 

Research efforts such as the International Masculinity and Gender Equality Survey 
(IMAGES) provide insights on the relational dynamics between men and women 
in war and peace and the structural contexts that amplify or reinforce these power 
relations.This study has created a virtual roadmap of ways to engage men and help 
to solve the global gender equality gap.56 In the 2010s, an expanded lens on men 
and their gender issues and dilemmas has become increasingly recognized as perti­
nent to the advancement of women’s equality.57 

A fifth strand of research on sexual violence has focused on the psychological 
and social impact of wartime sexual violence.58 Most of this research has focused 
on individuals; relatively little research has been done on the societal impacts of 
widespread rape and sexual violence.59 

Research on wartime sexual violence has expanded enormously in the 21st 
century.This research has been undertaken across many different disciplines. As a 
result, this research is characterized by different approaches, definitions and meth­
odologies.There is a quantitative versus qualitative divide, a victim versus perpetra­
tor divide and a structural versus individual divide – where conflict-related sexual 
violence is seen as part of a continuum or as separate and specific. While these 



38 Kuehnast  

   
   

 

 

  

 

 

 

different approaches are not necessarily in contradiction with one another and may 
be complementary, they do lead to different policy actions. 

Policy responses 

For a long time, policymakers saw rape as a collateral side effect of war. It was also 
seen as an individual act, rather than a weapon, tactic or strategy in war. Sexual 
violence and rape, while prevalent in World War II, were not a focus of the postwar 
Nuremberg trials nor were they initially included in the postwar definition of a 
crime against humanity.60 

The wars in the Balkans in the 1990s and the deliberate use of sexual violence 
by Serb combatants as well as press reports about numerous rape camps in Bosnia 
shocked political elites and citizens in Europe and the United States and led to a 
number of policy initiatives on wartime sexual violence, most notably in terms of 
prosecution and legal actions. 

Prosecution of rape and sexual violence was one of the justifications for the 
establishment of the ICTY in May 1993 and the ICTR in November 1994.The 
1998 Rome Statute – establishing the International Criminal Court (ICC) – 
criminalized sexual violence as an act of genocide, a war crime and a crime against 
humanity.61 Protection from rape (and other forms of sexual violence) in armed 
conflict was a main agenda item for the 1993 2nd World Conference on Human 
Rights held in Vienna; the 1995 4th World Conference on Women in Beijing; 
and the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda launched with UNSCR 1325 
(2000). 

Although women’s participation in decision-making was a top priority for the 
activists pushing the WPS agenda, UN member states preferred to focus on pro­
tection – that is, protecting women from sexual violence. The notion of sexual 
violence and rape as a threat to international peace and security and a weapon of 
war became a powerful political narrative (and framework) that allowed the UN 
Security Council to focus on and address these issues. Conflict-related sexual vio­
lence came to be seen as specific to armed conflict and punishable by national and 
international actors.The “rape as a weapon of war” framework also allowed sexual 
violence to be seen as different from sexual violence during peacetime.62 

UN Security Council Resolution 1820 (2008) was the second UN Security 
Council Resolution adopted within the WPS framework and the first Council 
resolution to acknowledge that sexual violence and rape should be considered a 
tactic of war. It called on UN member states to end sexual violence against women 
and girls and acknowledged the responsibility of the international community to 
respond and prevent wartime sexual violence.The Security Council directed the 
UN Secretary-General to improve the UN’s prevention and protection responses to 
sexual violence, including training of peacekeeping personnel and regular reporting 
on progress within the UN system. In 2008, the UN Security Council also agreed 
to include sexual violence against women as an explicit criterion for consider­
ing sanctions.63 The Council later established a Special Representative on Sexual 
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Violence in Armed Conflict and called for annual reporting on these issues. In 
addition, the Council created new staff positions – Women Protection Advisors – to 
be deployed in UN peacekeeping and political operations.64 

The United Kingdom became a powerful advocate at the UN Security Council 
for the prevention of conflict-related sexual violence. In 2012, it launched a major 
initiative to end impunity for perpetrators of sexual violence in conflict settings. 
Enlisting the help of noted actress Angelina Jolie, the United Kingdom held its 
first international forum on the Preventing Sexual Violence Initiative in London 
in June 2014. Representatives from more than 150 countries attended the summit, 
which also involved the launch of the International Protocol on the Documenta­
tion and Investigation of Sexual Violence in Conflict. 

Although the issue has received increased international attention, the use of 
sexual violence in conflict as a tactic of war, terrorism, torture and repression has 
not diminished. While the international narrative in recent years has broadened 
and now includes recognition of the structural roots of sexual violence, including 
“deeply entrenched gender inequality and discriminatory perceptions of gender 
roles,” international actions to address the structural and underlying causes of sexual 
violence in conflict remain lacking.65 

Following pressure from civil society groups, accountability and survivor-cen­
tered approaches have become more prominent in international discussions and 
were at the heart of the open debate in the UN Security Council on the WPS 
agenda in April 2019. Regrettably, little progress has been made on either of these 
fronts, due to lack of concrete national commitments and actions. 

Drivers, obstacles and strategies for progress 

This chapter has focused on the gender dimensions of armed conflict, especially 
gender and the onset of armed conflict and gender in armed conflict.What have 
been the main drivers of progress and the main obstacles to progress to date? Given 
this track record, what are the most promising strategies for advancing the integra­
tion of gender perspectives in analyses of armed conflicts and, even more impor­
tantly, for enhancing the effectiveness of policy actions to prevent conflict-related 
sexual violence? 

Drivers of progress 

The changing international political environment – most notably, the end of the 
Cold War and the changing nature of armed conflict from mainly inter-state to 
predominantly intra-state conflict – contributed to a shift in focus from national, 
state-level security to a framework that also included community-level and 
individual-level security.This provided an opening for an increased focus on gender 
in security and conflict matters. 

At the same time, civil society organizations, including women’s organiza­
tions, became increasingly important actors at the national and international levels 
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starting in the 1990s. Civil society organizations have been the key drivers leading 
to the adoption of gender-inclusive language in international commitments and 
the WPS agenda. 

The efforts of these civil society actors culminated in the adoption of United 
Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 (2000). It was the first UN 
Security Council resolution to address issues related to women, peace and security. 
Despite its shortcomings, UNSCR 1325 (2000) is a significant and unprecedented 
global commitment that not only recognized the disproportionate negative impact 
of armed conflict on women, but also highlighted the imperative of incorporating 
gender perspectives in conflict prevention, peacekeeping and reconciliation efforts. 
More importantly, UNSCR 1325 acknowledged the untapped potential of women 
as effective decisionmakers and negotiators, and it urged member states to intensify 
their efforts for equal representation and participation of women in all endeavors 
related to the maintenance and promotion of peace and security.This was a signifi­
cant step in strengthening the nexus between sustainable peace and women’s par­
ticipation in decision-making. Between 2000 and 2019, the UN Security Council 
adopted nine additional WPS resolutions.66 

The WPS framework – including National Action Plans (NAPs) and Regional 
Action Plans (RAPs) – has been critical in keeping the issue of women, peace and 
security on national and regional policy agendas. It has also provided civil society 
actors with instruments to hold national governments accountable. Although the 
WPS framework at the international political level has often been narrowly inter­
preted and has focused on protection from sexual violence, at local levels the WPS 
framework has mostly been interpreted as being about women’s participation in 
decision-making structures.67 

International organizations – such as the United Nations (UN), the African 
Union (AU), the European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza­
tion (NATO) – have been important in increasing understanding and awareness 
of the role of gender in armed conflict. Through their resolutions, policies and 
reports, gender became part of the vernacular of international discussions around 
armed conflict. The creation of UN Women in 2010 (consolidating the UN’s 
offices working on women’s issues) and the creation of special representatives 
for WPS and sexual violence helped to institutionalize and elevate these issues 
within these organizations. The efforts of multilateral organizations have been 
supported by a small number of national governments. Multilateral organizations 
have also encouraged and supported additional research on gender and armed 
conflict issues. 

Research on gender, including gender and armed conflict, has expanded and 
advanced impressively in the 21st century.This growing body of research is pow­
erful and wide-ranging; it has led to new, important insights; and it has helped to 
make gender more visible in security and conflict studies. Quantitative and qualita­
tive research has also been valued by multilateral institutions, in particular. Policy-
makers want evidence-based research and data to guide policy development and 
assess policy actions. In short, scholars and analysts have been major drivers of 



Gender and armed conflict 41  

 

 

 
  

 
  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

progress on gender and security issues – not just in the realm of ideas and knowl­
edge but in the realm of policy and action. 

Obstacles to progress 

The obstacles to integrating gender into international and national analyses of 
armed conflict and taking concrete policy actions have been enormous. These 
obstacles are both conceptual and political in nature. 

At a conceptual level, much of the discussion on gender and armed conflict 
has been centered around UNSCR 1325 (2000), which framed the problem as 
“women need protection” and “women should participate in peace processes.” 
Equating “gender” with “women” and not including men (except as perpetrators 
of wartime sexual violence) has limited the lens for viewing and thinking about 
these complex problems at the UN and international level as well as the national 
level. As a result, opportunities have been lost for addressing the gender and con­
flict problems, including conflict-related sexual violence. The value of “gender” 
as a robust analytical approach has been poorly understood by most institutions 
of diplomacy, development and defense, and the goal of “gender mainstreaming” 
has consequently fallen short almost everywhere. Instead of developing sophisti­
cated gender perspectives on these issues and mainstreaming these perspectives in 
national and international policy analyses, the prevailing approach has been to “add 
women and stir,” and this usually involves adding very few women to the equation. 
This approach has not delivered in theatres of war nor in arenas of peace. 

In addition, while research on gender and armed conflict has blossomed since 
the 1990s, this research has been carried out across many disciplines.As a result, no 
overarching theory has emerged on gender and conflict or conflict-related sexual 
violence. Although much progress has been made, there is still much that scholars 
and policymakers do not understand. For example, how and under which con­
ditions does the threat of armed conflict affect gender norms and relations? In 
addition, scholarship on gender and armed conflict has not been integrated into 
mainstream security studies. Part of the problem is that some feminist and secu­
rity studies scholars have fundamentally different epistemological, theoretical and 
methodological views. But even when feminist scholars have adopted a positivist, 
empirical approach, they have had a hard time connecting with the traditional 
security community.The latter has been slow to recognize the central importance 
of gender in conflict and security issues. 

Although many rhetorical commitments have been made in favor of gender 
equality at the national and international political levels, there has been a lack of 
political will to follow through. Policy implementation has been poor with respect 
to gender inequalities in general as well as engaging women in decision-making 
processes related to international peace and security issues, including conflict 
resolution processes. Significant gender imbalances and gender inequalities conse­
quently persist at the national and international political levels. Research on gender 
norms before, during and after conflict has shown the resilience of patriarchies – in 
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interpersonal relations, institutions and national and international structures.This 
has led to poor implementation of the global WPS framework at the national level, 
including a lack of resources. 

The lack of progress on preventing sexual violence in conflict, despite receiv­
ing considerable political attention, is due to a range of factors: a failure to commit 
sufficient resources to this priority; a widespread inability to develop and utilize 
proper gender analyses; data problems that interfere with policy development and 
assessment, as well as the collection of evidence for criminal prosecutions; continu­
ing impunity for these crimes; and lack of political will to prosecute these crimes 
against humanity. As former UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative on 
Sexual Violence in Armed Conflict, Zainab Hawa Bangura, recounted: “in many 
places perpetrators of conflict-related sexual violence walk the streets freely, run for 
political office, and then end up policing the same communities they violated.”68 

Strategies for progress 

The dynamic relationship between men and women in armed conflict is often 
examined through the binary of war and peace. However, defining when an armed 
conflict is over and when peace begins is not as easy as it sounds.This widely held 
binary view is a simplistic way to think about the many problems associated with 
gender and armed conflict.A better way to understand gender and armed conflict 
is to expand upon the relationship between gender equality and peace. 

Progress has to start with greater integration of gender into analyses of armed 
conflict. An inclusive analytical framework needs to consider both the biological 
sex of victims and armed actors as well as the socio-cultural roles men and women 
play in their societies. Continuing to analyze armed conflict without a gender lens 
perpetrates the idea that gender and sexual violence is a normal aspect of armed 
conflict, it perpetuates a normalization of hyper-masculinities and it perpetuates 
the expectation that this violence is a “rite of passage” for young men and women. 

Societal fragility and gendered ideas about masculinity need far more scrutiny 
in conflict analyses. In countries where more than 50 percent of the population is 
between the ages of 16 and 35 years and where jobs are scarce, social and economic 
conditions pose almost impossible hurdles to existing status markers about man­
hood. When men who hold hyper-masculine views are faced with the prospect 
of social, economic and personal failure, violence and attempts to obtain power 
through violence may be more likely. IMAGES survey data from the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo demonstrates how wars confound the ability of men to 
fulfill societal expectations.69 

Similarly, the pervasive problems of sexual and gender-based violence will not 
be solved until our approaches are inclusive of the whole of society. In societies in 
which violence has occurred over decades, it is critical to consider the socialized 
norms of violence through which young males reach adulthood. Research has 
found only limited evidence that men are more inherently violent than women, 
and neurobiologists suggests that violence is not necessarily “hardwired” into our 
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species.70 Research like this will help to re-write existing social narratives that men 
are by nature violent. Neuroscience is driving a research stream on how humans 
learn and reinforce violence in boys as a part of their male identity. Indeed, if vio­
lence is not hardwired, new possibilities open up for societies to solve individual 
and communal problems without resorting to violence. 

The creation of international and national policy frameworks and institution­
alization of these frameworks at the global and national levels have been important 
in keeping gender on the agenda with respect to international peace and security 
issues. In the decades ahead, it will be important to continue to support these 
frameworks and take care that they are not hollowed out. Even more important 
in the decades ahead is supporting civil society actors – women’s organizations, 
in particular.Without their action, progress on the gender equality and the WPS 
agenda will be difficult to achieve.Their continued engagement will remain critical 
for the future. 
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3 
GENDER AND PEACEBUILDING
 

Anne Marie Goetz and Rob Jenkins 

Since the end of the Cold War, the international community has supported a liberal 
peacebuilding paradigm in which human rights (including women’s rights), demo­
cratic institutions, accountable governance and the delivery of justice are seen as 
keys to lasting peace in conflict-torn societies.1 

The power and influence of affluent liberal democratic states have been indis­
pensable in mainstreaming gender issues within the field of post-conflict peace-
building. The financial contributions and operational capacities of these states in 
both the security and development fields has afforded them a leading role in shap­
ing United Nations (UN) peacebuilding doctrine – that is, the conceptual frame­
work underpinning the organization’s efforts to prevent the recurrence of armed 
conflict.Three key western providers of development assistance (France, the United 
Kingdom (UK) and the United States (US)) are also permanent members of the 
United Nations (UN) Security Council. 

The push to ensure gender sensitivity in peacebuilding is not, of course, solely 
a Western preoccupation, nor do the affluent democracies always prioritize gender 
issues when other diplomatic interests are at stake. 

We argue that successful implementation of “gender-responsive peacebuilding” 
and the future of the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda will depend largely 
on three trends in the international system: the backlash against liberal norms in the 
affluent democracies; the increasing tendency for influential regional powers in the 
developing world to adopt “authoritarian modes of conflict-management” when 
addressing insurgencies, terrorism and other forms of persistent insecurity within 
their borders; and the growing role of China as a provider of foreign assistance and 
purveyor of development models. 

This chapter is organized as follows. Part I reviews perennial obstacles to imple­
menting gender-responsive peacebuilding, including failures among external actors 
to provide adequate financing. Part II examines shifts in the international political 
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environment that appear likely to influence the fate of the WPS agenda over the 
next decade. Part III concludes by examining the factors that might hamper the 
capacity of WPS advocates to respond to the international political shifts that are 
taking place, as well as some countervailing forces that may help to produce better 
outcomes. 

Obstacles to gender-responsive peacebuilding 

Studies of several African cases show how war’s erosion of traditional gender roles, 
combined with women’s mobilization and the international diffusion of gender-
equality norms, can enable dramatic gains in constitutionally secured rights.2 The 
most substantial cases of women’s engagement in post-conflict peacebuilding have 
occurred in countries such as Colombia, East Timor, Nepal, the Philippines and 
South Africa, where strong women’s movements built alliances with feminists 
within government, cultivated coalitions with other civil society groups work­
ing on human rights and engaged with supportive international actors and Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs). 

Despite these successes, in the two decades since the passage of United Nations 
Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 in 2000, efforts to involve women 
directly in post-conflict peacebuilding have faced perennial obstacles. Many of 
these obstacles stem from preexisting structures that reinforce gender inequality and 
war-induced constraints on women’s capacities to demand responses to their needs. 
For instance, when women lack personal title to property or even personal identity 
documents, their chances of re-establishing livelihoods upon resettlement, engaging 
in collective action or participating in public decision-making – even voting – are 
compromised.These effects are compounded by women’s economic vulnerability, 
which also tends to increase during and after conflict. Women also face intense 
social pressures to surrender to men any leadership and employment ground they 
may have gained during conflict. 

Many post-conflict challenges facing women can be traced to their exclusion 
from conflict resolution processes and the terms of political settlements, which 
rarely if ever prioritize women’s rights, economic autonomy or public participa­
tion. Even when women’s voices are heard, few of their demands are met. Unlike an 
ethnic militia, even the largest national women’s coalition is not seen as a potential 
“spoiler” that needs to be accommodated.Women’s peace groups are in no position 
to disrupt the implementation of peace agreements that do not address their inter­
ests. Negotiating delegations on government and opposition sides are overwhelm­
ingly male, and they represent armed actors and established elites.They rarely see 
gender issues as priorities, focusing instead on proposals for security guarantees and 
power-sharing mechanisms. 

Since key obstacles to women’s participation in peacebuilding stem from hostil­
ity among domestic actors to proposed legal and institutional changes that challenge 
patriarchal norms, women peace activists often appeal for normative reinforcement 
from external actors, including bilateral donors and multilateral institutions, notably 
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the United Nations.Although a broad cross-section of member states has supported 
the Security Council resolutions on WPS, the largest Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) aid donors have responded unevenly in 
terms of providing the technical, financial and diplomatic help needed for gender-
responsive peacebuilding. 

International efforts to promote women’s participation and gender equality in 
post-conflict situations should include actions on a wide range of fronts: providing 
support for the formation of women’s Civil Society Organizations (CSOs), devis­
ing consultative mechanisms and representative structures to bring women’s policy 
priorities into national planning processes, supporting women’s access to sustainable 
livelihoods and ensuring that transitional justice mechanisms address war crimes 
against women and enable their access as witnesses. Many of these interventions can 
be supported through peacebuilding assistance, but neither bilateral nor multilateral 
post-conflict spending has matched the rhetoric on gender-responsive peacebuilding 
with adequate financial assistance. 

In 2010, the United Nations committed to increasing gender equality focused 
spending to at least 15 percent of post-conflict financing. However, the Secre­
tary General’s 2019 annual report to the Security Council on WPS stated that just 
7 percent of UNDP’s peacebuilding expenditure had gender equality as a “principal 
objective.”3 The only part of the United Nations to have met the 15 percent target 
is the multi-donor Peacebuilding Fund (PBF), operated by the UN Secretariat. 

Donors consistently fail to disburse financial and technical assistance that local 
women’s coalitions require to participate meaningfully in formal and informal 
peace talks and post-conflict planning processes. In 2015, UN Women established a 
“Women’s Peace and Humanitarian Fund” to provide fast-disbursing funds to allow 
women’s peace organizations to participate in conflict resolution and post-conflict 
planning processes. But tepid donor response and UN Women’s capacity constraints 
have limited the reach of the program.4 

Perhaps much more significant than funding, however, is the lack of leadership 
opportunities for women from the start of peacemaking efforts. Informal and pre­
liminary talks, including track two talks (unofficial, non-governmental diplomacy) 
by international actors, remain male-dominated processes.The domestic elites who 
forge political settlements are mostly men, as are their primary external interlocu­
tors.5 Even women leaders who have been instrumental in sustaining communities, 
mediating between opposing groups and reintegrating combatants (notably child 
soldiers) have been ignored by international mediators as well as state and non-state 
negotiators.6 

Unfortunately, there are no sanctions for failing to include women in peace talks 
or in post-conflict donor conferences.Women’s exclusion from conflict resolution 
and transition-planning remains the norm. In 2018, neither the Stockholm talks 
on Yemen nor the Palermo meeting on Libya included women in any substan­
tive capacity. These were both internationally supported peace processes whose 
managers were aware of UNSCR 1325 but chose to ignore its provisions. In the 
Libya case, neither the Italian sponsors nor the UN Department of Political and 
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Peacebuilding Affairs informed national women peace leaders of the content of 
discussions or invited them to participate. 

International politics in transition 

Three interrelated trends in international politics are likely to influence the future 
of gender-focused post-conflict reconstruction and state-building efforts: (1) the 
“illiberal drift” in the established democracies that have sponsored the liberal peace-
building paradigm;7 (2) the increasing tendency for emerging and regional powers 
to respond to insurgencies and other threats to state power with “authoritarian 
modes of conflict management”;8 and (3) the rising influence of China – and its 
development model – among post-conflict governments. 

The backlash against liberalism and multilateralism is taking place at a moment 
when the pace of change in reaching gender equality globally is slowing. A 2020 
World Economic Forum report found that large gender gaps remain in both eco­
nomic participation and political empowerment.There has been a stalling or even 
reversal in the pace of improvement in these areas.9 

The erosion of liberal and internationalist norms in affluent 
democracies 

The first trend is the erosion of liberal norms and institutions in the established 
democracies of the Global North – most notably, the United States, which in 2016 
elected a president with a demonstrated aversion to norms of institutional account­
ability, and the UK, whose citizens voted the same year to begin seceding from the 
EU.The wave of democracy that followed the end of the Cold War began crashing 
after the turn of the century. In 2019, Freedom House declared that democracy 
was in crisis, and it recorded net declines in civil and political liberties for the 13th 
year.10 The trend extends, to greater or lesser degrees, to political developments in 
Australia,Austria, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Sweden and Switzerland. 

Attacks on women’s rights and increasingly virulent misogyny have accompa­
nied the rise of illiberalism. In 2019 the UN’s Special Rapporteur on the situation 
of human rights defenders documented an increase globally in violence against 
women journalists, politicians and civil society leaders. His report suggested state 
responsibility for some of this violence, tracing attacks on feminist activists to misog­
ynist language used by populist leaders.11 Yet, none of the three most widely dis­
cussed books on the rise of authoritarianism and populism in the west, all published 
in 2018, addressed the gender dimensions of these contemporary phenomena.12 

Some of the affluent democracies drifting toward illiberalism are the same coun­
tries that have largely funded, provided diplomatic support for and constructed 
institutions to implement the array of international peacebuilding efforts under­
taken in the decades since the Cold War ended.They have promoted liberal peace-
building, a paradigm that identifies inclusive political institutions, human rights and 
the rule of law as preconditions for securing lasting peace after conflict.Through 
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the use of diplomatic leverage, aid programs and cultural hegemony, the affluent 
democracies have been instrumental in transforming how gender is addressed in the 
humanitarian, security and development dimensions of post-conflict reconstruc-
tion.This is not to minimize the role of local women peacemakers, whose initiative 
and commitment remain irreplaceable. But any diminution in the international 
community’s commitment to a rights-based understanding of peacebuilding poses 
threats to the agenda-setting capacities of local and national WPS advocates. 

Among the indicators of the United States’ flagging commitment to liberal 
principles are the tonal and substantive changes to its diplomacy on women’s rights. 
To focus on the gender dimensions of American foreign policy is not to ignore the 
larger dynamic at work, which includes weaker reactions to domestic and interna­
tional human rights abuses and a dismissive attitude toward international institu­
tions, notably the United Nations. An assault on gender equality policies is a core 
feature of the agenda of the US administration of president Donald Trump. 

On his first day in office in January 2017, President Trump signed an executive 
order reinstating a rule that prohibits US government funding for international 
women’s health programs that mention abortion. This made it harder for inter­
national actors reliant on US funding to address women’s health needs in fragile 
states and post-conflict situations. In 2019, researchers blamed this rule change for 
increases in teenage and unwanted pregnancies in several developing and conflict-
affected countries.13 These and related demographic phenomena have been associ­
ated with instability.14 

Other US foreign policy decisions affecting women include the 2018 removal 
of domestic violence as grounds for asylum.15 The administration also eliminated 
the “reproductive rights” section of the State Department’s 2018 annual “Coun­
try Reports on Human Rights Practices.”16 This was replaced by a section titled 
“Coercion in Population Control,” which reported on what the authors called 
“forced abortions,” but not on the forced pregnancies caused by conflict-related 
sexual violence in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Nigeria, South Sudan, 
Syria and elsewhere. 

The US administration’s hostility to abortion nearly scuttled passage in 
April 2019 of UNSCR 2467. A draft resolution introduced by Germany, the 
Council president that month, proposed improved services for rape survivors.The 
US delegation opposed language that called for providing “non-discriminatory and 
comprehensive health services, including sexual and reproductive health.”17 This 
wording, US negotiators argued, implied that abortion services would be made 
available for rape victims.They threatened the first-ever veto of a WPS resolution 
if any reference to sexual and reproductive health services remained.18 Germany 
removed the offending language; the weakened resolution (UNSCR 2467) passed. 
This reversed normative advances on reproductive rights for rape survivors that had 
been achieved in UNSCR 2106 (2013) and 2122 (2013). 

This experience was repeated in October 2019, when South Africa proposed 
a resolution calling for the “full” implementation of the WPS agenda and added a 
new component: protection of women human rights defenders.The United States 
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objected to the word full, saying it was not committed to all aspects of all previous 
resolutions. This offered Russia and China an opportunity to push for the with­
drawal of the term human rights defenders, as both countries have long considered 
human rights defenders to be agents of foreign influence.A statement by the Chi­
nese delegation contended that NGOs should “play a constructive role by observ­
ing the laws of the countries concerned, respecting the ownership of the host 
Government and fully consulting with them.”19 

By allowing culturally conservative and religious groups to undermine inter­
national gender equality goals, the Trump administration is engaging in what one 
political scientist calls “norm-spoiling.”20 US-based evangelical Christian networks, 
such as C-Fam (Center for Family and Human Rights) and the World Congress of 
Families, became, under the Trump administration, an established presence in the 
US delegations to bodies such as the UN Commission on the Status of Women 
and the Commission on Population and Development.21 After successfully lobby­
ing to block the reproductive rights language in the Security Council’s April 2019 
WPS resolution, one C-Fam financial backer boasted,“Not even George W. Bush 
would have considered a veto threat in the Security Council over the question of 
reproductive health, especially in a resolution on rape in war.”22 

Ethnographic studies of western democracies find intimate links between the rise 
of populist authoritarianism and misogyny, particularly where globalized production 
systems have led to economic insecurity among working-class men, and thus the 
erosion of a key component of male identity.23 Weronika Grzebalska, Easzter Kovats 
and Andrea Peto argue that gender serves as “symbolic glue” for right-wing popu­
lists, performing three vital functions.24 First, it ties together disparate grievances 
that are unrelated to gender equality: the failure of democratic representation, the 
detachment of social and political elites and the influence of international economic 
forces on nation states. Second, opposition to gender helps to entrench a new “com­
mon sense” version of community, centered on family values.Third, a focus on gen­
der fosters alliances between groups that would not normally cooperate.25 

An example of the way this culture war is generating improbable alliances is the 
27-country “Group of Friends of the Family” at the UN. Founded by Belarus and 
Russia in 2015, it includes many former socialist states in Eastern Europe and Cen­
tral Asia, a few small Central American states, several Muslim-majority countries, a 
number of southern African states as well as Nigeria. It also has the support of the 
Vatican.26 The United States is not a member, but Trump administration officials 
who spearheaded attacks on reproductive rights have participated in meetings of 
the Group.27 The common denominator among this diverse coalition of countries 
is opposition to any policy proposal, agenda item, or reporting procedure that seems 
to grant equal rights to people of all gender identities and sexual orientations or 
that might call into question the norm of the heterosexual, patriarchal family.28 

They oppose abortion rights, adolescent sex education and the right to access con­
traceptives – positions that resonate strongly with countries experiencing declining 
fertility rates, some of which have introduced incentives for women to bear more 
children. 
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WPS advocates have expressed growing concerns that right-wing populism in 
OECD countries threatens the ability of international actors to press for women’s 
empowerment in developing and post-conflict contexts.29 In early 2019, one Euro­
pean diplomat described “an unholy alliance of the United States, the Russians, 
the Holy See, the Saudis and the Bahrainis, chipping away at the progress that has 
been made” on women’s rights.This was,“at its heart, an attack on the progressive 
normative framework established over the past 25 years.”30 

“Pro-family” groups have lobbied transnationally to remove the term gender 
from UN human rights documents. In 2019, the US delegation came to their aid, 
attempting to replace gender with women or women and girls in resolutions under 
consideration by the UN General Assembly committee that deals with human 
rights issues. Domestically, they have pushed the US Health and Human Services 
Department to entrench a definition of gender as equivalent to biological sex.31 

This aligns the United States with longstanding calls from the Vatican and other 
conservative forces to oppose what they call “gender ideology” – the idea that 
gender is not binary and that gendered attributes and behaviors are not innate, but 
a social construction. 

Some key donors have sought to counter this trend. Canada, France, Mexico 
and Sweden claim to practice feminist foreign policies.They are vocal in protest­
ing abuses of women’s rights – for instance, Canada and Sweden spoke out in early 
2018 against the jailing of feminist activists in Saudi Arabia. No other OECD coun­
try joined them, and they were isolated in criticizing the Saudi leadership until the 
exceptionally grisly murder of government critic Jamal Khashoggi in Istanbul on 
October 2, 2018, pushed other states to condemn Saudi Arabia’s blatant abuse of 
human rights.Although some OECD countries have sought to mitigate the impact 
of reduced US support for gender equality – for instance, a Dutch-led initiative in 
2017 to establish an international safe-abortion fund – this has been a rearguard 
action incommensurate with the challenge from illiberal actors in both the estab­
lished democracies and among other key international players. 

Illiberal peacebuilding among influential regional powers 

The second trend of relevance to the future scope, direction and effectiveness of 
WPS advocacy in post-conflict peacebuilding stems from a parallel rightward shift 
in the politics of many regionally important powers in the Global South. These 
include Brazil, India, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines and Turkey.These countries 
are of strategic or diplomatic importance to the international community, as well 
as within their regions. This makes them influential actors, both in terms of the 
example set by their behavior and the positions they articulate in international set-
tings.These countries also have large women’s movements. Some have, in the past, 
been effective promoters of both democracy and gender equality goals in multilat­
eral forums, helping to demonstrate that the gender equality project is universally 
valued, not a western preoccupation. Because the international community regards 
these increasingly illiberal middle and emerging powers as strategically important 
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and because of their regional significance, the approaches taken by these states to 
conflict and its aftermath are closely watched in countries where conflict looms, is 
underway or threatens to recur.There is thus an outsize effect when governments 
of such countries engage in systematic human rights violations, including attacks 
on women human rights defenders, use or encourage forms of hate speech or 
politicize security and justice institutions. 

In addition to experiencing a turn toward the political right, all but one of 
these countries (Brazil) are conflict-affected. Pakistan is engaged with both sepa­
ratist movements and cross-border terror networks. Turkey faces a long-running 
Kurdish insurgency, which ebbs and flows in strength and is linked to events across 
the border in war-torn Syria.The Philippines faces a leftist insurgency as well as a 
separatist movement (in the province of Mindanao) that has had links to Islamist 
extremists. Nigeria must cope with the terror campaign waged by Boko Haram, 
but it is also engaged in a persistent low-level conflict with radical separatists in the 
oil-producing Niger Delta region.32 

That states of this size and importance – all but Turkey have population over 
100 million – systematically violate domestic civil rights and the laws of armed 
conflict, without substantial international sanction, provides powerful incentives 
for other governments to follow suit.A significant contagion effect is already evi­
dent. In January 2019, former Sri Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena declared 
his intention to emulate Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte’s approach to 
prosecuting the country’s “war on drugs,” which has involved many thousands of 
extra-judicial killings. Perceived threats from terrorism are invoked to justify the 
disproportionate use of force, while also shifting the discussion to a topic of global 
concern.The “success” of such strategies has led some countries to suggest their 
approaches be given due consideration alongside the softer strategies that generally 
characterize international peacebuilding.The idea of drawing on the experiences 
of recent conflict-affected countries when developing best practices for preventing 
the outbreak, intensification, spread or recurrence of conflict – that is, peacebuild­
ing policy – would ordinarily be a welcome development in a field where northern 
countries dominate the discussion. What links these countries, however, is their 
governments’ common belief that challengers to the state must be pursued ruth­
lessly, without reference to international human rights standards. 

In the early 2010s, Turkey had been seen by some observers as a potential 
model for integrating democracy and a moderate form of political Islam.33 They 
believed it might become an ally for those seeking a gender-responsive (and oth­
erwise largely liberal) approach to peacebuilding, notably with respect to the gov­
ernment’s relations with the country’s Kurdish minority. This did not take place. 
The Turkish government did little to involve women or address gender issues in 
its engagement with Kurdish-majority regions, and it has adopted a more aggres­
sive tone in general.34 Despite occasional rhetorical support by the government to 
WPS priorities, the government has not adopted a National Action Plan (NAP) 
on the implementation of UNSCR 1325. The hope that Turkey would help to 
promote gender-responsive peacebuilding internationally has been supplanted by 
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a far grimmer reality domestically. One critic has characterized this as “women’s 
authoritarian inclusion,” in which women’s rights laws and institutions have been 
weakened and ruling-party-linked organizations mediate women’s access to public 
institutions and their ability to collectively challenge state practices.35 

In 2011, President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan eliminated the Ministry of Women 
and Family Affairs.According to one scholar, this “means that women policies are 
being erased from the state’s agenda.”36 Repeated attempts have been made to 
weaken women’s rights protections. Erdogan has since 2012 repeatedly introduced 
legislation to restrict abortion (which is currently legal up to ten weeks). Levels of 
sexual and domestic violence and femicide have been on the rise in the country, but 
the government has preferred family “reconciliation” over prosecutions. In 2016, 
Erdogan backed a bill (which eventually failed) to pardon rapists who married their 
victims instead of creating shelters for victims of domestic violence, as the govern­
ment committed to do under the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing 
and Combating Violence Against Women and Domestic Violence. Ironically, this 
Convention is known internationally as the Istanbul Convention because it was 
signed there in 2011. 

The Philippines has long been seen as an international leader on gender equal­
ity approaches to conflict resolution and development, with large national women’s 
peace coalitions. In 2010, it became the first country in Asia to formulate a NAP on 
UNSCR 1325, and the first to promote women’s engagement in local conflict pre­
vention and recovery in remote areas.37 Under former president Benigno Aquino, 
the Office of the Presidential Advisor on the Peace Process (OPAPP) received 
international recognition for promoting women’s participation and attention to 
gender issues in its efforts to resolve the conflict with the Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front (MILF) in 2014.38 

This aspect of the country’s peace work faded with the election of President 
Rodrigo Duterte in 2016.Among his first acts was to dismiss the OPAPP’s feminist 
chief. Since then, Duterte has ignored international criticism of the extrajudicial 
killings that have characterized his war on drugs and the brutality of his approach 
to the multiple conflicts in which his government has been engaged.The country’s 
armed forces all but destroyed the southern city of Marawi through a prolonged 
siege and bombardment in 2017. 

Duterte presents almost a caricature of a misogynist “strongman.” He appears 
to relish issuing public statements with exceptionally coarse language, such as, in 
2017, expressing regret that he did not get to participate in the 1989 rape of an 
Australian missionary, or calling on soldiers in the Marawi siege to rape women 
and shoot them in the vagina.39 This type of rhetoric is intended to outrage liberal 
sensibilities and may normalize and encourage misogyny and acts of violence. In 
2018, Duterte was criticized by the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights 
Defenders for the way his “promotion and reinforcement of misogynistic and het­
ero-patriarchal norms” had contributed to an increase in threats to and attacks on 
women and feminist human rights defenders.40 Among those who have been tar­
geted are high-ranking feminist leaders.These include Duterte’s own vice president 
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(who he repeatedly and publicly mocked), the head of the Supreme Court (who 
he had impeached), a Senator and former Justice secretary (who he jailed) and the 
editor of a news site that reports on state abuses (who he arrested).41 Both domesti­
cally and internationally, Duterte’s misogyny is increasingly seen as integral, rather 
than incidental, to what has been called his “macho-fascist” brand of politics. 

Duterte departs from other misogynist populists in the area of reproductive 
rights, however. He has liberalized access to contraceptives in defiance of the Cath­
olic Church and the conservatives on the Supreme Court and in the legislature.42 

His law-and-order approach and support for reproductive rights earned him sup­
port from many women, even some feminists. During the 2016 election, a women’s 
political party called “Gabriela” backed Duterte, despite serious concerns about 
his attitude toward gender issues.43 It provided support in exchange for access, 
positions and the promise that jailed comrades would be released.44 Gabriela also 
cited Duterte’s reputation of having effected pro-women reforms during his long 
tenure as mayor of Davao City.45 Ultimately, Gabriela withdrew its support, joining 
with other feminist and human rights movements in a growing pro-democracy 
resistance.46 

Nigeria’s military and security services have confronted domestic armed groups 
with a ruthlessness that has attracted international condemnation.The government 
has engaged in arbitrary arrests, mass detentions and questionable fast-track trials 
of suspected insurgents.47 Not only do its actions set bad examples for other states, 
but because Nigeria is a regional and international provider of both development 
assistance and uniformed peacekeepers through the Economic Community of West 
African States, the African Union and the United Nations, its violations of interna­
tional norms could have adverse demonstration globally effects. 

Nigeria has embraced almost none of the social inclusion, group reconciliation 
or institutional reform agendas that are at the heart of liberal peacebuilding and 
that can provide entry points for addressing gender issues.48 Security forces have 
been criticized for their slow responses to the kidnapping of almost 300 schoolgirls 
by Boko Haram in 2014 and for failing to respond to warnings about impending 
attacks on schoolgirls since then.49 In international forums, Nigerian officials have 
a mixed record on gender issues. In 2018, Nigerian authorities were reportedly 
responsive to a suggestion (made by a visiting mission of Security Council ambas­
sadors) that international actors should help to address women’s lack of access to 
and underrepresentation in local government institutions in conflict-affected areas 
of the Lake Chad Basin. But in other arenas, such as the annual meeting of the 
Commission on Population and Development at the United Nations, Nigeria has 
for years collaborated with other states hostile to reproductive rights to prevent the 
Commission from reaching consensus. Nigeria has objected strongly to the inclu­
sion of LGBTQ issues and adolescent sexuality education.50 

Nigeria has adopted a NAP on Resolution 1325, though the plan has been 
criticized for its “cookie-cutter format.”51 There is little evidence that Nigeria has 
carried out any of the plan’s operational measures in its engagement with armed 
groups or the communities where they are active. As one analyst put in, “[i]n 
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Nigeria, the absence of a UN mission means that there is little external pressure for 
NAP implementation.”52 

Although it is not a conflict country, Brazil has experienced extremely high rates 
of violence, particularly in urban areas where organized crime and local politicians 
are closely intertwined. For at least a decade, Brazil’s police have engaged in pitched 
battles with criminal groups in the country’s favelas. Even before Jair Bolsonaro was 
elected president in October 2018, Brazilian authorities had increasingly militarized 
the state’s approach to re-asserting public safety and security – with heavily armed 
neighborhood sweeps, helicopter patrols and frequent curfews. The March 2018 
assassination of the lesbian feminist and Rio de Janeiro city councillor Marielle 
Franco, a fierce critic of police killings, was widely seen as an indicator of growing 
authoritarianism and the impunity of security forces.53 

President Bolsonaro wants the military directly involved in executing an 
even more aggressive strategy.54 Poor women, in both urban and rural areas, face 
extremely high rates of violence – including at the hands of state security forces in 
regions where violence has already skyrocketed.55 Addressing the gender dimen­
sions of insecurity, not least by reforming the security services, has not been part 
of the government’s militarized approach. Bolsonaro has signaled an intention to 
confine the discussion of women’s rights to matters related to their traditional 
family roles. Immediately after his inauguration in January 2019, he converted the 
Human Rights Ministry into the Ministry of Women, Family and Human Rights, 
appointed a pro-abstinence evangelical pastor as its head and eliminated LGBTQ 
protections in its mandate.56This was in keeping with Bolsonaro’s virulently homo-
phobic rhetoric, which helped to make Brazil the world leader in homicides of 
LGBTQ individuals in 2019.57 In his inaugural address to Congress, Bolsonaro 
checked off some of the misogynist themes uniting new right-wing populists, vow­
ing to “value the family, respect . . . our Judeo-Christian tradition, combat the ide­
ology of gender.”58 His statement was praised for its “exemplary leadership” by the 
evangelical International Organization for the Family.59 

When Bolsonaro referenced “the ideology of gender,” he was tapping into the 
same anti-feminist discourse that, as we have seen, has been promulgated by right-
wing populists in the affluent democracies.The effectiveness of this discourse stems 
from its framing as part of a wider movement to combat the influence of glo­
balizing elites. Pope Francis describes it as “the new ideological colonization that 
tries to destroy the family.”60 Bardou has identified examples of international coor­
dination among conservative opponents of gender equality.61 In Latin America, 
the Catholic right protested the mention of the word gender in Paraguay’s 2011 
national education plan, and this was followed in many countries in the region 
with campaigns against same-sex marriage and adolescent sex. Perhaps the strong­
est indication of a meeting of populist minds on the meaning of “gender” could 
be found in a speech delivered by Bolsonaro on a state visit to the United States 
soon after his inauguration:“Brazil and the United States stand side by side in their 
efforts to ensure liberties and respect to traditional family lifestyles, respect to God 
our creator, and stand against gender ideologies and politically incorrect attitudes 
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and against fake news”62 Invoking “gender ideology” signified a wholesale rejection 
of cosmopolitan and liberal perspectives on social and family life.63 

Right-wing populists in both affluent democracies and emerging powers have 
employed similar tactics to erode gender-equality protections. National bureau­
cracies on women’s rights have either been dismantled or repurposed to encour­
age motherhood; sexual and reproductive rights have been curbed; women human 
rights defenders and feminist politicians have come under attack.What this means 
for the gender-equality components of liberal peacebuilding, either domestically 
or in foreign policy, is not entirely clear. But an indication may be found in the 
fate of the 2016 Colombia peace accord with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Columbia (FARC), narrowly rejected in a national referendum thanks to an intense 
conservative campaign against the accord’s feminist content, particularly its com­
mitment to prevent discrimination on the basis of “diverse gender identity” and 
“diverse sexual orientation.”The conservative campaign, backed, according to the 
Brazilian feminist Sonia Correa, by the Catholic Church and funded by Brazilian 
Pentecostals, called the accord’s gender language “a form of ideological coloni­
zation,” precisely following the Pope’s description of gender equality advocacy.64 

A revised version of the accord that replaced language on gender diversity with 
“equity between women and men” was agreed upon in late 2016. By 2019, few of 
the accord’s gender-equality provisions had been implemented.65 

Bolsonaro, Duterte, Erdogan and others represent a significant challenge to the 
liberal consensus on which decades of international peacebuilding have been predi­
cated. Central to their approach are draconian actions against internal threats, justi­
fied as necessary to defeat the enemies of peace.The rise of “illiberal hegemony” has 
brought with it a normalizing of “illiberal peacebuilding” or “authoritarian modes 
of conflict management.”66 The new focus is on stabilization by force instead of 
through dialogue, with construction and infrastructure-based strategies prioritized 
over reconciliation, transitional justice or more inclusive governance.Although lib­
eral peacebuilding has not always delivered for women, it nevertheless provided space, 
resources and opportunities for gender-equality advocates to influence policy. For 
post-conflict assistance to prioritize women’s rights, including those that advance 
their economic and political participation, it must be rooted in a form of governance 
where rights are respected, whether this is called “liberal” or by some other name. 

Further amplifying the effects of this trend toward illiberal governance and 
peacebuilding among regionally influential powers is that some of these countries 
are themselves donors in conflict-affected countries.Turkey’s aid program has grown 
in recent years, with a particular focus on humanitarian contributions in conflict 
situations.67 Turkish foreign assistance has stretched to involvement in the broader 
field of peacebuilding as well. By 2013,Turkey had “taken on a major post-conflict 
reconstruction role in Somalia,” where it engaged “directly with the new Federal 
Government of Somalia, in contrast to most of the traditional donors, which prefer 
to engage with Somalia via multilateral institutions like the UN and EU.”68 Accord­
ing to critics, Turkey’s bypassing of multilateral institutions was partly a means of 
accommodating Somali authorities, who felt “unduly imposed upon by the human 
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rights and other requirements of traditional donors.”69 There were, moreover, no 
indications of gender-awareness in Turkey’s Somalia program, much less a prioritiza­
tion of women’s participation in post-conflict politics or economic recovery. 

This pattern extends beyond Turkey.While rising and regional powers generally 
regard peacekeeping “as a crucial international tool in a rule-based international 
system,” they are “less enthusiastic about peacebuilding, because they perceive it 
to have been abused by the West as a tool to impose neoliberal values on weak 
states.”70 Rising powers generally seek to “check the transplanting of values and 
models from one region to another.”71 The revived nationalism propelling right-
wing autocrats in this group of regional powers also contributes to the framing of 
liberal values – including gender equality – as neo-colonial. 

The marked misogyny of emerging regional “strongmen” is in part a sign of 
their rejection of the liberal constraints on national sovereignty that come with 
international human rights norms. Over time, the influence of such states may 
“result in UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding becoming more sensitive to respect 
for sovereignty and national ownership.”72 In a post-conflict context, this typically 
means reduced external scrutiny of government performance in fulfilling interna­
tional commitments, including those contained in UNSCR 1325 and other norms 
relating to women, peace and security. 

The rising influence of China and its development model 

The third broad trend of relevance to the future of gender-responsive peacebuild­
ing is the unmistakable shift in the distribution of power in the international system 
due to the rise of China.This is evidenced in military terms – in its approach to 
regional maritime disputes, for instance – but also in how China uses its economic 
leverage and the power of its development model to win support among a broad 
range of governments. 

In 2012, Emma Mawdsley called China’s expanding program of external assistance 
the primary force behind “the changing developmental landscape.”73 The size of its 
operations in fragile and conflict-affected countries has now made China’s foreign 
assistance program a de facto component of the international peacebuilding landscape 
as well. China will have considerable influence on WPS doctrine and practices. 

China’s approach to foreign assistance consists of a core set of principles: a focus 
on productive economic infrastructure such as ports, roads and pipelines; assistance 
via loans rather than grants; and direct, planned involvement by Chinese firms, 
public and private. China conceives of its approach to recipient governments as 
providing an alternative foreign-assistance paradigm based on explicit reciprocity, 
rather than charity. In theory,China also refrains from interfering in domestic social 
and political affairs.74 This appeals to aid-recipient governments, particularly those 
in post-conflict settings, who fear that not only does aid from traditional sources 
come with policy strings attached, but that adherence to a western model of gov­
ernance and development – the liberal peacebuilding framework – will also need to 
be embraced to ensure the continued flow of post-conflict assistance.75 
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China’s development finance is not necessarily focused on undermining demo­
cratic government.76 Still, its programs are free of requirements to conduct social 
impact assessments – a major drawback from a WPS perspective.77 China imposed 
no such requirements on its post-conflict assistance to Angola, a paradigmatic case 
of illiberal peacebuilding, where the absence of women in the process of post-
conflict economic and political reconstruction was also notable.78 The financial 
institutions China has helped to create do not prioritize gender issues. Activists, 
economists and international officials called on the management of the Beijing­
backed Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) to adopt a more gender-
responsive approach to project financing.79 The AIIB’s management considered a 
gender policy too prescriptive, though it framed its opposition to gender proposals 
as a plea against excessive bureaucracy, rather than a rejection of gender equality as 
a policy objective.80 One can reject the simplistic “rogue donor” critique of China’s 
aid policy while accepting that it has no obvious commitment to gender-responsive 
peacebuilding.81 Project guidelines ensuring women’s equal entitlement to resettle­
ment allowances, or technical assistance to help countries facing refugee and Inter­
nally Displaced Person (IDP) crises to improve women’s land rights, do not figure 
in China’s aid programs.82 Chinese development assistance thus provides an alterna­
tive to conventional (and often conditionality-laden) aid modalities, which typically 
include actions to promote women’s rights. Women may in some cases stand to 
benefit from Chinese investments, but there is little evidence of serious attention 
being paid to addressing gender issues in the implementation of these programs. 

China routinely highlights its state-led strategy for achieving rapid economic 
growth as an alternative to the Washington Consensus. James Millward notes that 
economic orthodoxy long imposed by the US-dominated World Bank and Inter­
national Monetary Fund on developing countries in crisis has enjoyed a mixed 
record at best.83 However, Millward ignores the other pillar of the western develop­
ment agenda over the past quarter century – governance reforms designed to make 
institutions more transparent and accountable. The absence of these objectives, 
much less support for multiparty democracy, in China’s development programming 
is notable.This is important, since governance programs have been a frequent entry 
point for donor-government initiatives to mainstream gender equality in post-con­
flict situations.84 This is partly, as Paul Chaney argues, because almost every aspect 
of a comprehensive peacebuilding agenda, such as designing a post-war country’s 
institutions of justice, “presents an opportunity to redraft structures and processes 
of governance to embed gender equality.”85 To the extent that China’s governance-
free model of peacebuilding assistance influences international doctrine and prac­
tice, it deprives gender-equality advocates of a potentially useful channel through 
which to institutionalize women’s participation in post-conflict contexts. 

China is also aggressively seeking to enhance its leverage within the UN 
system.86 China is using its status as a major contributor to UN peacekeeping – 
it provides more peacekeepers than the other four permanent members of the 
Security Council combined – to press for changes in how peace and security are 
conceived.87 For instance, China emphasizes post-conflict economic development 
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as the key to sustaining peace. China has increasingly sought more significant roles 
in conflict resolution at the United Nations, strongly and successfully lobbying for 
the appointment in 2019 of a Chinese diplomat to the position of UN Envoy to 
the Great Lakes region in Africa. 

In UN development institutions, China’s rhetoric has not excluded attention to 
women’s issues, in part because of a sense of national ownership of the Beijing Plat­
form for Action, negotiated at the fourth World Conference on Women in 1995. 
In 2015, while commemorating the 20th anniversary of the Beijing conference in 
New York, President Xi Jinping announced a $10 million grant to UN Women to 
implement the Platform for Action.88 China’s 2015 white paper on development 
“added a new chapter on strengthening international cooperation on women’s 
empowerment with the UN system,” while also advocating “regional cooperation 
on women’s empowerment at multilateral platforms, such as the G-20 and the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)” Forum.89 In early 2016, China’s UN 
ambassador briefed a dialogue forum linked to the UN Commission on the Status 
of Women (CSW) on the country’s commitment to advancing gender equality 
through strategies such as its “international cooperation” programs in developing 
and fragile states, which stress overseas technical training for women and girls.90 

China’s rhetoric on women’s empowerment is mostly not matched in reality. In 
2016, China assumed the rotating chair of the G-20. As chair of the G-20, China 
pledged to push for a focus on gender equality.91Yet, the chair’s summit memoran­
dum included only a couple of perfunctory references to women.92 

This was consistent with China’s approach to development assistance, which 
does not stress the promotion of social equality. The existence of this alternative 
aid channel, and China’s hands-off approach, enhances the capacity of post-conflict 
authorities to resist donors advocating for equal rights and social justice-oriented 
peacebuilding processes. China seeks “direct” developmental impacts through 
support for infrastructure and extractive industries, in contrast to “the ‘indirect’” 
western donor predilections for improvements in gender equality, human rights, 
transparency and empowerment.”93 The existence of an alternative aid channel that 
imposes no human rights standards enhances the leverage of post-conflict authori­
ties that seek to resist external pressures to adopt liberal peacebuilding approaches. 

Despite claims to the contrary, Chinese assistance may not only fail to consoli­
date peace; it may foster conditions conducive to the outbreak or resumption of 
armed conflict.94 Chinese aid and investment have been linked to increases in the 
use of violence against citizens by state authorities in African countries.95 In African 
countries where China is a large donor, resources flow disproportionately to the 
home regions of the country’s political leaders.96 Two key authoritarian tenden­
cies that are seen to drive conflict – state repression and corruption – are therefore 
associated with Chinese economic engagement. 

China is well-positioned to reinforce the turn toward illiberal peacebuild­
ing under way in countries such as Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines and Turkey. 
The China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a tributary of China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI), is influencing Pakistan’s development strategy. Some fear 
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that China is enticing Pakistan into a debt trap that could allow China to convert 
the sizable debt it will be owed on CPEC road and power projects into enhanced 
equity stakes. In any event, the result is likely to be reduced western influence.97 

This is not welcome news for WPS advocates, who have relied on the leverage of 
western donors to ensure that gender issues are not neglected in the process of, for 
instance, integrating Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas into the coun­
try’s civilian governance structures.98 

In the Philippines, President Duterte began seeking Chinese patronage soon 
after his election in 2016.99 This has been expressed in a variety of ways, including 
various (debt-funded) investments and the use of Chinese contractors in several 
post-conflict reconstruction projects.100 This process shows no signs of comporting 
with international human rights (or even basic financial transparency) standards, let 
alone fulfilling the commitments found in the Philippines’ NAP on implementing 
UNSCR 1325.101 

China’s influence, in terms of its development model and through condition­
ality-free aid, is felt across Asia. It has an outsized influence in smaller and often 
poorer countries that are engaged in or recovering from conflict, such as Myanmar, 
Nepal and Sri Lanka.All three countries are part of the BRI.The government that 
ruled in Sri Lanka from 2004 through 2015 – a period that included the brutal 
end of the civil war in 2009 – had forged close links with Beijing.102 The purpose, 
then as now, was to avoid the intensified human rights scrutiny that accompanies 
increased western aid. When president Mahinda Rajapaksa was elected in 2005, 
he immediately retreated from the liberal peacebuilding approach his predecessor 
had pursued, including negotiations supported by western powers and experiments 
with limited autonomy for the country’s rebel-governed north.As Rajapaksa gravi­
tated toward a military solution, he increasingly turned to China. In 2007–2008, 
China provided fighter jets, anti-aircraft artillery and advanced radar systems that 
enhanced the Sri Lankan military’s battlefield advantage.This aided its decisive vic­
tory in 2009, during which tens of thousands of civilians were killed. 

Sri Lanka’s subsequent engagement with the United Nations shows what Chi­
nese support can offer.The UN Security Council did not pass any resolutions on 
Sri Lanka thanks to the threat of a Chinese veto. Efforts in the Human Rights 
Council (HRC) were a slightly different matter: China was not a member, and 
no member possesses a veto in any case. By early 2015, pressure in the HRC for 
post-conflict accountability in Sri Lanka had grown strong enough to persuade 
the country’s newly elected government to co-sponsor an HRC resolution that 
committed Sri Lanka to prosecuting war crimes and addressing the marginaliza­
tion of the country’s Tamil minority.The resolution included provisions for ensur­
ing women’s participation in post-conflict reconciliation and reconstruction. Since 
2015, however, the Sri Lankan government has backtracked on the scope of its 
commitments. Sri Lanka’s western aid donors failed to take action in response to 
the government’s double flouting of international law – first, through the mass 
atrocities of 2009 and second, through the post-2015 government’s failure to abide 
by the terms of the HRC resolution. The most compelling explanation for this 
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reluctance is fear by western donors that alienating Colombo will enhance China’s 
influence in the region. 

In addition to the role China plays as a check on the ability of western powers to 
enforce international human rights standards, it has direct influence as a creditor.103 

Barely two percent of the $5 billion in loans issued by Chinese state entities to Sri 
Lanka between 2005 and 2012 were outright grants. By 2015, one-third of Sri Lan­
kan government revenue went to servicing debt to China.When Sri Lanka could 
no longer meet its financial commitment to a joint port-development venture, the 
project reverted to China’s control on a 99-year lease.104 

China’s support for illiberal peacebuilding can also be seen in Myanmar, a con­
flict-affected country where issues of women’s protection and participation loom 
particularly large. Besides the extensive use of sexual violence by Myanmar’s army 
in many of its ongoing ethnic conflicts and its expulsions of the Muslim Rohingya 
community, a eugenics policy was plainly behind three of the four 2015 laws known 
collectively as the Race and Religion Protection Laws.These were barely disguised 
efforts to reduce the fertility rate amongst Muslims and to prevent Muslim men 
from marrying Buddhist women.105 Conflict-related sexual violence against Roh­
ingya people during their expulsion from Rakhine state in 2017–2018 was on an 
unprecedented scale, not only by the standards of this conflict, but in comparison 
with other ethnic conflicts. China’s response has been to portray the “humanitarian 
situation” in Rakhine state as driven by underlying economic problems, signaling 
its focus on ensuring the continuation of pipeline projects linking China to ports 
on the Bay of Bengal.106 This is part of a larger pattern involving major Chinese-
backed infrastructure projects in conflict-affected areas such as Kachin state.107 

Conclusion 

How can WPS advocates navigate the threat posed by authoritarian governments 
and populist political forces to the promotion of gender-responsive peacebuilding? 
Which additional obstacles are most likely to hamper the capacities of WPS advo­
cates to respond effectively? What are the enabling factors that might help to drive 
the achievement of better outcomes? 

Obstacles to progress 

A major roadblock that WPS advocates will continue to face is the unwillingness 
of the most powerful non-western democracies to fill the void vacated by the 
traditional defenders of liberal values, including gender equality. Some of these 
states seek a more active role in international institutions, including peacebuilding 
operations.108 Even South Korea, which has given rhetorical support to WPS con­
cerns, particularly on efforts to address conflict-related sexual violence, has failed to 
make its development cooperation programs more systematically attuned to gender 
issues.109 Its funding patterns and institutional practices in both developing and 
conflict-affected countries do not reflect its rhetorical commitments.110 
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It is difficult to pin down a consistent peacebuilding doctrine on the part of 
democratic emerging powers.111 Their foreign assistance and diplomatic engage­
ment efforts are not particularly liberal, and there is little reason to expect even the 
established democracies in this camp to stand up for human rights in forums where 
peacebuilding priorities are discussed.112 As a member of the UN Peacebuilding 
Commission, for instance, India maintained its usual reticence about anything 
resembling democracy promotion, or in fact anything that had the appearance of 
external imposition.113 India’s diplomats worked overtime to ensure that projects 
financed by the UN Democracy Fund, which India helped to establish in 2006, 
were governed by eligibility requirements and operational regulations that would 
make them as unthreatening as possible to host governments in both conflict and 
non-conflict countries. India’s political analysts have been uncharacteristically 
unanimous in discounting the possibility that any foreseeable Indian government 
would revert to a foreign policy platform that stressed democracy and human rights 
or indeed any other set of ethical principles.114 

In fact, India reflects all three of the trends outlined in this chapter. First, while 
India has sustained democracy continuously since 1947, it faces some of the same 
threats to its liberal order as the United States and European democracies – targeted 
attacks on the press, the politicization of independent institutions and the demoni­
zation of minorities. And like the regional and emerging powers at the center of 
the second trend, India’s BJP government, in power since 2014, has pursued a 
much more militarized, less accommodating approach to dealing with the many 
insurgencies facing the country. Draconian anti-terror laws that undercut account­
ability for actions undertaken by the military are increasingly employed not only 
in the disputed region of Kashmir, but in India’s northeast and in areas dominated 
by Maoist-inspired rebels in the country’s interior. India’s government has drawn 
closer in policy and diplomacy to other illiberal peacebuilders such as the Philip­
pines.115 India’s experience also resonates with the third trend: the redistribution of 
power in the international system. India, like China, seeks to use its development 
cooperation programs (which have been in existence since the 1960s) to advance 
its strategic interests. Indian strategic analysts have for years been closely moni­
toring China’s growing influence in South Asia, including through BRI projects 
in Pakistan and Sri Lanka.116 In the 2010s, India did not join forces with other 
developing-world democracies, such as South Africa, in supporting the creation of 
a more rights-respecting vision of development. 

Drivers of progress 

The shrinking space for liberal peacebuilding in the face of growing illiberalism has 
elevated the significance of multilateral institutions and individual liberal states in 
sustaining support for gender-responsive peacebuilding. International organizations 
have committed themselves to inclusive post-conflict governance reforms (includ­
ing legal reforms and transitional justice) and funding for women’s organizations. 
Inadequate as international approaches to peacebuilding may have been from a 
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gender equality perspective, they have nonetheless provided space for recognizing 
the importance of women’s peace movements and incorporating gender analysis 
into policymaking. 

The most significant driver of progress in implementing the WPS agenda has 
always been women’s peace movements in conflict-affected countries. But women’s 
peace organizations face serious basic capacity constraints in conflict situations. 
Even when women are provided opportunities to engage in peace processes or 
post-conflict planning, they continue to face huge challenges in seeking to influ­
ence policy agendas. They must often forge temporary alliances across political, 
ethnic and other divides. In conflict-torn countries, women’s movements are often 
underfunded, their members focused on survival, their leadership dispersed.Recov­
ering organizational strength, let alone achieving unity and demonstrating constitu­
ency support, is a challenge. 

Despite these obstacles, women’s movements have significantly influenced 
peace processes. One of the most encouraging examples was the process by which 
Colombia ended its half-century of civil war in 2016. Colombia’s peace accord was 
called “an international example for women’s involvement.”117 Women’s organiza­
tions pressured the government to include women in the peace talks, through high-
visibility protests and by demonstrating solidarity across the lines of conflict. By 
2015, women comprised 20 percent of the government delegation and 43 percent 
of the rebels’ delegation. A gender sub-committee of peace negotiators – which 
heard testimony from victims, policy advocates and community mediators – fed 
gender-equality proposals directly into the peace talks. The resulting agreement 
ensured that the land-restitution processes would include the issuing of titles to dis­
placed and indigenous women, that transitional justice arrangements would provide 
reparation for crimes against women and that female combatants would benefit 
equally from disarmament and rehabilitation programs. 

A second potential driver of progress is a subtle yet important initiative to 
institutionalize WPS principles within the workings of the Security Council.The 
Council has received well-deserved criticism for failing to operationalize its WPS 
resolutions in the context of country-specific deliberations. But since 2015, the 
Security Council has brought gender issues more firmly into its work through the 
creation of a new forum within the Council – the Informal Experts Group (IEG) 
on WPS.The IEG provides a mechanism for bringing information and analysis on 
gender-related issues to the attention of member state delegations.This could shape 
their deliberations on country specific situations on the Council’s agenda. Because 
the Security Council develops instructions for the UN’s peace operations – in the 
form of detailed resolutions mandating each field mission’s activities – the IEG is a 
helpful mechanism for ensuring that peace operation leadership prioritizes wom­
en’s involvement in all aspects of post-conflict peacebuilding. This has produced 
positive results in some cases. Perhaps not surprisingly, the successes have tended 
to involve close collaboration between the UN Secretariat (which coordinates the 
information supplied to the IEG) and women’s peace organizations working on the 
ground. By specifying and documenting specific gaps in women’s representation, 
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protection, access to justice and other aspects of gender-responsive peacebuilding, 
CSOs that work in conjunction with the IEG’s Secretariat – which is housed UN 
Women – are able to effectively use the IEG to amplify the voices of local women 
peacebuilders. 

In light of the challenging international peacebuilding landscape outlined in this 
chapter, one particularly hopeful development is the important role being played by 
the Security Council’s non-permanent members – the so-called Elected Ten.A sig­
nificant number of elected members – including some not necessarily associated 
with a strong commitment to gender equality – have nevertheless been vigorous 
in questioning field-mission leaders about failures to fulfill Council mandates on 
gender issues in the peace operations over which these UN officials have author­
ity. This reflects in part a desire by Council members to play a more active role 
in supervising officials who are often effectively controlled by a small coterie of 
powerful states. But it is the IEG process – which requires field missions to subject 
themselves to closer scrutiny by Council members – that makes this possible.The 
underlying urge toward institutional innovation that the IEG represents may turn 
out to be a significant driver of progress on WPS issues in the future, even if the 
wider international peacebuilding landscape continues to present clear and present 
dangers. 
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4 
GENDER AND TERRORISM 

Jeannette Gaudry Haynie 

On August 29, 1969, a flight from Rome to Tel Aviv was hijacked by members of 
the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP).The pilots were forced to 
land the aircraft in Syria, where the hijackers, Leila Khaled and Salim Issawi, were 
subsequently arrested.1 In the months that followed, Khaled’s involvement attracted 
widespread international attention because as a 25-year-old woman, she defied the 
commonly accepted image of a terrorist. 

What kept the media spotlight on Khaled was her sex and the gender-based 
stereotypes and expectations that accompany her sex. Conventional wisdom holds 
that a terrorist is a man, alienated by political, economic and societal inequalities, 
who has been radicalized and uses violence toward political means.2 Khaled fasci­
nates because society does not expect women to hijack planes, threaten pilots with 
hand grenades and proudly pose with an automatic weapon and a smile. 

Khaled’s actions reinvigorated a debate about the factors that cause terrorism 
and how communities, states and international bodies address terrorist threats.The 
9/11 attacks and subsequent high-profile terrorist attacks further spurred scholars 
and policymakers to search for factors to explain what drives people to terrorism.3 

Unfortunately, despite decades of research, the terrorism literature remains mud­
dled on these issues. Each new attack demonstrates that questions remain about 
how people become radicalized, how they operate and what can be done to predict 
or counter terrorist activity. Current knowledge does not sufficiently explain why 
terrorist attacks occur, nor does it guide policymakers to develop programs that 
successfully address the threats.4 

As scholars and policymakers struggle to understand and address terrorism, the 
impacts of gender inequality and – less frequently – the role of gender itself are 
increasingly considered as contributing or permissive factors that help to explain 
terrorism.5 The Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda has contributed to this 
discussion, as it highlights the gender dimensions of conflict in its many forms, 
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including terrorism. As the WPS agenda has grown, counter-terrorism (CT) pro­
grams that focus on gender inequality and women’s empowerment have developed.6 

The growing attention to gender in terrorism is long overdue.While the major­
ity of terrorists are men, women have historically been significant actors in terrorist 
organizations.7 Research has also linked the incidence of gender inequality to 
higher rates of terrorism.8 Unfortunately, current research and policies do not go 
far enough.To understand the role of gender in terrorism, it is not enough to focus 
on female terrorists and gender inequality; researchers and policymakers also need 
to focus on the identities, norms, structures and ideologies that constitute mascu­
linities and femininities around the world.9 

Like all political phenomena, terrorism is complex.There are no clear formulas 
to predict radicalization, group formation or terrorist behavior, just as there are no 
policy responses that are guaranteed to work. Gender is similarly complex, and the 
concepts that inform discussions on gender fall apart when applied to a difficult 
problem such as terrorism. 

The gender dimensions of terrorism are many, and they include terrorist recruit­
ment and radicalization, the support terrorists draw from their wider communities, 
the structure of terrorist organizations, terrorist operations, as well as myriad local, 
state and international responses to terrorism. Women and men occupy specific 
roles and are used by terrorist organizations in distinct capacities.10 Male and female 
stereotypes are also exploited by terrorists within their operations. Gender identi­
ties, norms, structures and ideologies shape pathways to radicalization, recruitment 
strategies and terrorist activity. CT programs often use female stereotypes to coun­
ter terrorism while remaining blind to the way masculinities can shape terrorist 
narratives.11 Contemporary considerations of the gender dimensions of terrorism 
are inadequate. Progress has certainly been made, but this progress remains limited 
and incomplete. 

To get to the next level, policy and research communities must consider all of 
the gender dimensions of terrorism and significantly broaden the scope of future 
research. This will require action in five areas. First, more inclusive leadership in 
academia, advocacy and policymaking must be prioritized. Diversity and represent­
ativeness will drive the search for more creative solutions. Second, the experience 
and knowledge of local practitioners should be incorporated in policy and research. 
Third, a more robust and coherent research agenda must be pursued to better 
understand how gender shapes terrorism. Fourth, policymakers must learn lessons 
from both policy successes and policy failures. Policy lessons should be actively 
pursued and effectively communicated in order to drive progress. And finally, CT 
programs must be based on respect for human rights and civil liberties. 

If policy communities fail to do a better job of understanding the complex con­
nections between gender and terrorism, opportunities will be wasted and practitioners 
who place their lives on the line to counter terrorism will be at risk around the globe. 

In this chapter, I analyze the gender dimensions of terrorism and assess how 
they are considered from research and policy perspectives. Second, I discuss the 
track record of how gender is considered in CT discussions, programs and policies. 
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Third, I identify obstacles and drivers to progress. Fourth, using the 9/11 hijacker 
Mohamed Atta and the phenomenon of Incel terrorism as a case study, I offer a 
brief analysis of how exploring the gender dimensions of terrorism can inform 
research and policy. Finally, I discuss strategies for progress. 

This chapter is not comprehensive. It does not capture every aspect of gender 
and terrorism. Because of space considerations, I do not address the growing field of 
research into violent extremism and Preventing and Countering Violent Extrem­
ism (PVE/CVE). Violent extremism is a relatively new term, and the PVE field is 
rapidly changing; there exists no broad agreement on where violent extremism 
overlaps with terrorism and where it does not, since extremism is not well-defined 
and the phenomenon covers a broader swath of activity and beliefs than terror­
ism.12 While violence can be identified, its links to extreme beliefs and ideologies 
is less clear. 

To make the chapter more digestible for readers who are new to the concepts 
of gender and terrorism, I also limited the discussion of gender to women and men 
instead of exploring a more expansive, non-binary gender spectrum. Much more 
research is needed on the latter. 

Defining terrorism and gender 

Terrorism emerged as a major field of study in the 1970s, when scholars sought 
to understand a phenomenon that had captured global attention yet was poorly 
understood.These scholars developed groundbreaking arguments linking terror­
ism to factors such as power disparities, oppression, disaffection and fragmented 
populations.13 Defining terrorism was – and remains – a major challenge. Scholars 
initially defined terrorism as a form of political violence, describing differences 
between permissive, or contributing, causes of terrorism and precipitant causes – 
the more immediate factors that sparked specific incidents or campaigns.14 David 
Rapoport, identified four waves of terrorism, each lasting a generation: anarchic 
terrorism, anti-colonial terrorism, the new leftists and religious terrorism.15 

Scholars also analyzed the levels of violence displayed by different groups, and 
they studied differences between terrorism and other kinds of warfare at every 
level from the tactical to the strategic.16 For this chapter, I employ the definition 
of terrorism used by the University of Maryland’s Global Terrorism Database: 
“the threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-state actor 
to attain a political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion, or 
intimidation.”17 

Terrorist attacks tend to be premeditated and politically motivated; terrorists can 
also seek specific goals: media attention, publicity and/or fear; and terrorists’ targets 
are often distinct from their victims. 

The causes of terrorism similarly can be complex. Immediately after 9/11, 
observers listed poverty, lack of education and nondemocratic regimes as primary 
causes of terrorism.These answers reflected widely held beliefs that states experi­
encing these problems were more likely to suffer terrorist attacks and that indi­
viduals impacted by socio-economic stress were more likely to become terrorists. 
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Policymakers have often advocated for increased funding to regions facing these 
problems as a way to combat terrorism.18 

However, research shows anything but a direct line from poverty or lack of edu­
cation to terrorism; these relationships vary widely.19 Some scholars find no direct 
connection between socio-economic factors and terrorism, while others find that 
any link is conditioned by cultural or geographical factors.20 Overall, terrorists seem 
no more likely to come from poorer or less educated backgrounds, and when hold­
ing factors such as civil liberties and ongoing conflict constant, socio-economic 
factors do not have consistent effects on rates of terrorism.21 

Regime type is another factor that has been identified as a cause of terrorism. 
Some researchers hold that democratic ideals and the methods for conflict reso­
lution that are present in democracies allow grievances to be addressed without 
violence.22 Contemporary research, however, does not consistently support this 
proposition: while some scholars have observed a negative relationship between 
regime openness and terrorism, others have observed greater rates of terrorism in 
democracies than in autocracies (possibly due to the increased ease of communica­
tions and the level of openness in democracies).23 Democratic stability also seems to 
be a factor: newer democracies experience more terrorist attacks than autocracies 
and older, more stable democracies.24 

There is broader agreement among scholars on the effects of factors such as 
state stability, civil liberties and human rights on the making of terrorists and the 
likelihood of terrorism.25 Unstable and weak states might not have the capacity to 
prevent terrorist organizations from growing. Insecure leaders add to these insta­
bilities.26 Discrimination against minorities and human rights violations, combined 
with a lack of civil liberties, can facilitate terrorist recruitment and spark more ter­
rorist attacks. Instabilities can exacerbate these conditions, and the status of human 
rights within a state could be used as a predictor of terrorist activity.27 Despite 
agreement on some of these issues, the state of the literature remains inconclusive. 

Gender is also complex and only partially understood. Gender runs deeper than 
sex, carrying with it the weight of “socially constructed characteristics” that have deep 
structural and hierarchical implications.28 Gender has an identity, usually male or female, 
and sets of expectations and norms that follow. Gender structures exist, which enable 
hierarchical relationships to emerge and exert private and public pressures on men and 
women – shaping pathways taken, options available and individual or group responses.29 

The social construction of gender varies over time and across countries and cultures. 
Most importantly, gender does not mean female alone: it also means the norms, 

ideologies and structures associated with femininities; gender also means male and 
the norms, ideologies and structures accompanying masculinities. Just as critical for 
the study of gender and terrorism is the understanding of how masculinity is con­
nected to warfighting, dominance and power.30 

The intersection of gender and terrorism 

When most people think about gender and terrorism, a common image is that of 
a female terrorist.This is only one small dimension of gender and terrorism, and it 
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is a simplistic image. It is the one that attracts the most attention.31 There are more 
complex, multifaceted dimensions to the intersection of gender and terrorism than 
“terrorists who happen to be women.” These dimensions can be organized into 
three broad categories. 

The first category is the terrorist’s gender.While female terrorists attract a dis­
proportionate amount of attention – which some terrorist organizations attempt to 
capitalize on – male terrorists have a gender, too.32 This category encompasses the 
roles that men and women occupy in terrorist organizations and why they select 
(or are forced into) those roles. 

The second category is the gender dynamic at work in the broader population 
from which terrorist organizations draw support. Understanding the population 
within which terrorists operate is critical; without community support, terrorists 
cannot function. Understanding this, terrorist organizations often embrace specific 
norms and select specific targets to differentiate themselves from other groups and 
exploit community characteristics.33 

The third and most complex category includes how gender – gender hierarchies, 
gender structures, gender norms and gender expectations – shapes terrorist behavior 
and activity. Social and cultural identification and the different (and changing) 
values ascribed to masculinity and femininity shape propensity for violence, accept­
ance and normalization of violence and individual perpetrator actions. 

Considering the intersections of gender and terrorism in three categories helps 
to clarify this complicated and dynamic relationship.The effects of this relationship 
play out in everything from terrorist recruitment and radicalization, support from 
the wider population, organization structure and terrorist operations to local, state 
and international CT responses.With these categories in mind, I assess the track 
record of how the policy community and scholars consider gender in policy and 
research. 

Individual terrorists – male or female? 

Research into gender and terrorism has overwhelmingly focused on female terror­
ists. As a result, a significant amount of information is known about women who 
belong to terrorist organizations. 

Women have long played critical roles in terrorist organizations. As far back as 
the first wave of terrorism, which included anarchist groups such as Narodnaya 
Volya in Russia and the third-wave Baader-Meinhof group in Germany, women 
have acted as supporters, fundraisers and leaders in terrorist organizations.Through­
out every wave of terrorism and in nearly every type of terrorist organization, 
women have been involved.34 The conventional image of a female member of a 
terrorist organization is that of a mother, wife, or other family member who sup­
ports the organization through fundraising; performing stereotypically female tasks 
such as child-raising, cleaning and cooking; passing down cultural expectations to 
her children in ways that support the group; providing logistical support; and in 
modern times, using social media to spread the group’s message.This image is not 
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inaccurate, since women have performed these tasks in organizations as diverse as 
the Ku Klux Klan and the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and they have done 
so in significant numbers.35 

However, women have also acted as operatives, committing violence along­
side their male counterparts, in groups that span the ideological spectrum from 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam to Boko 
Haram and ISIS. Increasingly, women have carried out suicide attacks with devas­
tating effectiveness.36 Boko Haram, in particular, has used female suicide bombers 
at unprecedented levels; approximately 54 percent of Boko Haram’s suicide attacks 
have been perpetrated by women, with the youngest being approximately nine 
years old.37 

Female terrorists attract a disproportionate amount of attention because conven­
tional wisdom, based on stereotypes, holds that women are not violent.Thus, when 
women do commit terrorist acts, scholars and policymakers want to understand 
why.Today, far more is known about female radicalization and roles within organi­
zations than before. However, gender-based stereotypes and beliefs run deep. As a 
result, even though research into female terrorists is growing, myths about terrorism 
and gender hold fast.38 

For example, over the years, scholars have found support for the idea that terror­
ist organizations employ women not only when they lack manpower but also stra­
tegically – to draw media attention, to differentiate themselves from other groups 
and to exploit existing gender norms and stereotypes in order to attack specific 
targets or avoid CT efforts. However, CT policies remain relatively uninformed 
about these terrorist calculations, and governments are regularly caught flat-footed 
by terrorists’ exploitation of gender norms.39 ISIS and al Qaeda in Iraq were both 
willing to ignore existing norms when doing so would advance their ambitions.40 

Little research has been done in this area, and few CT policies are informed by the 
knowledge that terrorist groups will innovate to exploit gender-based norms and 
beliefs, regardless of their underlying ideology. Further, CT programs that focus 
on women primarily address them in their roles as mothers, wives and keepers of 
culture.41 

CT programs that stick to gendered myths about who terrorists are and how 
they radicalize minimize female agency and limit the application of lessons learned 
from earlier research.42 

Male terrorism is also misunderstood.43 Lessons learned about female terror­
ists are not applied to increase understanding of male radicalization. Gender-based 
stereotypes continue to inform the assumption that men are simply more likely to 
resort to violence and aggression and are therefore less interesting to study. Male 
stereotypes prevail, and male agency is also assumed away. 

Broader community support 

The second area of interest in the intersection of gender and terrorism is the com­
position of the broader society within which terrorists operate and from which 
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they draw support. Researchers increasingly consider gender inequality to be an 
explanatory factor for terrorism.44 A society’s mistreatment of women often pro­
vides an indication of likely violence and extremism; organizations such as the 
Pakistan Taliban and Boko Haram have exploited and altered existing gender 
norms to restrict women’s dress and behavior while ramping up extremist activity.45 

Research has also shown that terrorism is correlated with various forms of gen­
der inequality at the aggregate level.46 Unfortunately, the implications of these find­
ings are unclear. Studies tend to apply different definitions and operationalizations 
of terrorism and gender, and they do not agree on which forms of terrorism matter 
and how to measure gender.47 These problems are exacerbated by the lack of rich, 
reliable sources of data on gender rights and equality levels around the world and 
by researchers having to rely on basic indicators that leave out important local 
contexts.48 

Although it is important to analyze the many inequalities women and girls 
endure around the world, it is also essential to consider the role played by male 
privilege and masculinities in the overall equation49 – including the ways that gen­
der norms, structures and hierarchies shape the behavior of men – the 50 percent 
that commit most terrorist violence.50The idea that gender and gender perspectives 
refer only to women and women’s perspectives remains widely accepted in societies 
and policy circles.Terrorism analyses that focus on women’s inequality, capture only 
part of the puzzle.51 

Gender norms, hierarchies, structures and expectations 

Gender norms define social rules of behavior for those identified as men and 
women.These norms can encourage aggression and violence on the part of men 
while urging passivity and silence for women. Gender hierarchies take the social 
constructs of gender and arrange them in dominant and subordinate roles, add­
ing power and force to masculine behavior and attributes – and the opposite to 
feminine ones. Gendered structures emerge throughout government and society, 
including terrorist organizations, further enabling and reinforcing certain behaviors 
while deepening the hierarchies that exist. 

Gender shapes and limits the range of acceptable behaviors.Yet little research 
exists on how cultural applications of masculinity shape violence. For example, 
there is no research how Latin American machismo encourages violent behavior.52 

Studies on how American masculinity feeds violent white supremacist narratives do 
not inform US policy.53 And while research demonstrates how ISIS has exploited 
gender norms to further its own goals, it is not clear that CT policy has taken these 
findings into account.54 

The gender dimensions of terrorism are not widely understood or accepted in 
research and policy. In mainstream scholarship, few substantive assessments of how 
terrorist groups exploit gender norms and structures in their internal operations 
exist. Research into the role of gender hierarchies and structures in shaping vio­
lence, how groups exploit gender to recruit members and the interaction between 
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gender norms and terrorism at the local and state level is rare, as is substantive 
research into how gender dynamics affect and enable radicalization of women and 
men.55 

US government entities such as the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the US Departments of State and Justice and various Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have created and sponsored programs that 
target gender inequalities as way of combating terrorism. Similarly, governments as 
diverse as the United Kingdom, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Saudi Arabia have spon­
sored programs that target women as potential CT agents.56 

Women should be included in the development and implementation of CT 
policy, but simply including women is by no means enough. Programs should be 
developed to target hypermasculinity and norms that feed the violent strains of 
masculinity in Boko Haram or the offshoots of the Provisional Irish Republican 
Army (PIRA), for example.57 Attacks on targets such as a gay nightclub in Orlando, 
Florida, also demonstrate the need for programs that focus on how violent and 
nationalist masculinity can be threats.58 

Policy implementation 

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) Security Council made countering terrorism 
part of the WPS agenda. Adopting United Nations Security Council Resolution 
(UNSCR) 2242, the Security Council stressed the importance of the participation 
of civil society organizations and the integration of gender perspectives in all CVE 
policies and programs.The Council urged member states to expand research and 
data collection on the gendered impacts and effects of CVE policies and programs. 
The Council also called on members states to ensure the participation and leader­
ship of women and women’s organizations in developing strategies to counter ter­
rorism and violent extremism. 

The rhetoric is ambitious, but the practice has fallen short.Three main issues 
plague policy implementation. First, by focusing primarily on women, women’s 
inequality and female stereotypes and roles, women and men alike are assigned 
one-dimensional, unchallenged stereotypes and experiences.This deprives people 
of agency, motivations and intent beyond what stereotypes describe. It also ignores 
structural factors, such as the role of the patriarchy.59 

This perspective limits understanding of motivations, recruitment methods, 
organizational structure and operations.60 Not surprisingly, the policies meant to 
address the issues are ineffective. Programs that aim to reintegrate former female 
terrorists by offering them the means to begin stereotypically female businesses – 
such as the pastry carts or chickens offered by the government of Sri Lanka to 
reintegrating female members of the Tamil Tigers – or programs that push former 
terrorists to get married and settle down force women into one-dimensional roles 
and could even make them more vulnerable.61 

Second, these trends threaten the independence and wider acceptance of the 
WPS agenda.When programs that include women or target gender inequality as a 
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way of countering terrorism struggle or fail, the goals of the WPS agenda are placed 
at risk. If the WPS agenda is viewed as merely an instrument of CT policy, it could 
weaken an agenda that is critical in its own right.The inclusion of women should 
inform terrorism scholarship and CT policy development, but the WPS agenda 
itself must remain distinct.62 

Finally, masculinity remains neglected. As a result, research and policy remain 
underinformed about how men and boys are exploited by terrorist organizations. 
Policies and strategies will therefore continue to fall short of their intended goals.63 

Case studies: Mohammed Atta and Incel terrorism 

Mohamed Atta was one of the 9/11 hijackers and probably the pilot of American 
Airlines Flight 11, which crashed into one of the World Trade Center towers in 
New York City.Atta’s story – as presented by most sources – appears to fit the con­
ventional wisdom about male radicalization. Born into a modern Muslim family 
and raised in a suburb of Cairo, the youngest child of a domineering and discipline-
heavy lawyer, as a boy Atta appeared to be overwhelmed by the personalities of his 
father and well-educated sisters. His father considered him spoiled by his mother, 
and Atta was seen by his peers as shy.64 

Although his family was not particularly religious,Atta began praying regularly in 
his pre-teen years.65 Despite earning an engineering degree, he caved into pressure 
from his father and traveled to Germany to pursue a master’s degree. In Germany, 
he slowly became radicalized.66 His generation faced significant social, economic 
and political strife in Egypt over the course of his younger years.The government 
had cracked down on fundamentalists while the population grew divided by fun­
damentalism and Western influences. College degrees did not guarantee good jobs, 
and Atta was exposed to growing unrest and anger in Egyptian Muslim society – 
anger that proliferated in communities in Europe as well.67 

During 1997–98,Atta disappeared into al Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan; 
the timing of his disappearance suggests that he was in the al Qaeda camps when 
Osama bin Laden’s followers attacked the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. 
Upon his return to Germany, he affiliated with an al Qaeda cell in Hamburg. He 
also travelled to the United States and earned his pilot license in Florida.68 On 
September 11, 2001, he and his fellow hijackers attacked. 

Atta’s story seems straightforward. Grievances against the Egyptian government 
and Western influences seem to have shaped his life. Exposure to al Qaeda in his 
early adult years undoubtedly influenced him. But other factors – including the 
weight of societal expectations of a man of his class – might also have contributed 
significantly to his radicalization. 

He is remembered by classmates as being introverted and sensitive – and of 
having idealistic and unrealistic expectations of women.69 Those who met him 
in college, during his graduate work in Hamburg, and in flight school remember 
him as cold, sullen and disrespectful to women.70 Family dynamics could have 
introduced and reinforced personality characteristics that made him vulnerable to 
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radicalization. Shy and pampered by his mother, Atta seems to have spent his life 
overshadowed by his father, who considered him timid – a “virgin girl in his polite­
ness and shyness” – descriptions that could have festered.71 Emotional abuse from 
his father and social awkwardness – given a push by toxic beliefs – could turn into 
hatred. 

Atta seems to have developed a growing misogyny over time. Three separate 
women developed concerns about his behavior; each came forward after the 9/11 
attacks.An academic adviser of Atta’s in Hamburg noticed signs of increasing fun­
damentalism in his dress and behavior. She noted that Atta began to avoid working 
physically close to her and seemed uncomfortable talking with her – even refusing 
to shake a female professor’s hand at graduation.A female flight school classmate of 
Atta in Florida felt that he was consistently dismissive and rude to her and tried to 
avoid contact with her. Finally, a businesswoman found herself sitting near Atta at 
Boston’s Logan Airport two days before 9/11. She described his stare as cold and 
penetrating. She recognized his face two days later on the news.72 

Atta’s misogyny also emerged in his own words. In a will found in his luggage 
after 9/11,Atta stated,“I don’t want a pregnant woman or a person who is not clean 
to come and say good-bye to me because I don’t approve it. . . . I don’t want any 
women to go to my grave at all during my funeral or on any occasion thereafter.”73 

Misogyny alone does not appear to have driven Atta to terrorism, but his grow­
ing aversion to women seems significant. If a young man growing up in a culture 
with strict gender roles is abused or neglected when he fails to conform to the 
masculine ideal, he could be vulnerable to radicalization. Dissatisfaction, grievances 
and internalized anger can increase susceptibility to the ideas of terrorist groups.74 

There are parallels between Atta’s case and the stories of other terrorists – in par­
ticular, Incel terrorists. 

In 2014, a young man named Elliot Rodger killed six people and wounded 13 
others in Isla Vista, California, before killing himself. Moments before his attack 
began, he published a video and a 137-page manifesto.75 Angry because he was a 
virgin and because he felt that women had consistently rejected him, he blamed 
women – and men with active sex lives – for his lack of a sex life. He swore revenge. 
After his death, Rodger’s video and manifesto were hailed and he was idolized by 
the “Incel” community – an online community of young men who are “involun­
tarily celibate.”76 These young men link up online to vent their frustrations with 
society and women; their community displays elements of misogyny intertwined 
with violent fantasies. Rodger’s work has spawned at least one copycat: in 2018, 
Alek Minassian drove his van onto the sidewalk in Toronto, Canada, killing ten. He 
was linked to the Incel community: in Internet posts he saluted Rodger and prom­
ised to continue the violence.77 

Both Rodger and Minassian displayed elements of misogyny in their online 
presence and violent actions – a misogyny linked to social gender norms and 
expectations about the masculine ideal. Both men had been socialized to expect 
attention and sexual favors from women by virtue of their manhood; when none 
were forthcoming, both resorted to violence to exact revenge.There are parallels 
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between their anger, growing misogyny and eventual radicalization and Atta’s anger, 
growing misogyny and radicalization.All three men fell short of a masculine ideal, 
all three men were aware of that shortcoming and all three turned to violence and 
terrorism. 

When considering the intersection between gender and terrorism, beyond look­
ing simply at physiological sex, what should be questioned is far more complex. 
The policy community should study how Rodger’s and Atta’s gender shaped their 
actions. Borrowing from Pearson’s conceptualization of how gender shapes society, 
scholars and policymakers should study how gender identity, societal gender struc­
tures, cultural gender norms and deeply held gender ideologies shaped choices and 
actions for each man.These communities can study female terrorists in the same 
way – to understand how Leila Khaled’s actions (and those of the greater PFLP 
leadership) were shaped by gender. 

Obstacles, drivers and strategies for the future 

Five main obstacles to the development of more creative, pragmatic and gender-
inclusive research and policies can be identified. 

First, stereotypes run deep and myths hold fast where gender is concerned. Gen­
der remains ignored or underestimated in terrorism research and policy develop­
ment. It is common to find mainstream policymakers and established scholars who 
remain ignorant about how gender shapes security discourses.78 The tight hold that 
stereotypes have is fed by a lack of diversity in policy circles, where those with dif­
ferent perspectives are often marginalized or cut out entirely.This lack of diversity 
allows stereotypes to remain unchallenged and unseen. 

Second, even when gender is considered, analysis is often limited and simplistic. 
Scholars and policymakers who are open-minded enough to consider gender over­
whelmingly equate gender with the feminine and disregard the masculine.Adding 
women to the equation is necessary but not sufficient. Looking at only half of the 
equation will inevitably lead to uninformed and misguided policies.79 

Third, incorporation of local actors into CT programs remains poorly imple­
mented. Civil society remains largely decoupled from the programs meant to oper­
ate in its midst, and research often neglects the role of local actors.This decoupling 
is a major obstacle to progress. It is worsened by a lack of relationships between 
external organizations and the local practitioners doing the work.This problem can 
be exacerbated by racism or colonial aspirations.This problem is also enabled by a 
lack of diversity in decisionmaking and policymaking circles.80 

Fourth, the tradition of having separate categories and fields of study for ter­
rorism and gender is an obstacle to integration of the two.81 The lines between 
microaggression, domestic violence, violent extremism, support for terrorist 
operations and full-scale conflict are rarely clear. Likewise, gender norms, gender 
structures and gender expectations are not easily quantifiable; rough indicators are 
often employed, presenting an obstacle to the development of nuanced policies 
and research.82 Related is a lack of empirical evidence on women’s involvement 
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in terrorist organizations and group gender dynamics. Collecting this data could 
be dangerous, if it is doable at all, and this of course impedes analysis of these 
issues.83 

Finally, these obstacles are exacerbated when a gender perspective is applied 
without local or cultural understanding of the situation. Even good intentions can 
lead processes astray.The peace negotiations between the communist New People’s 
Army (NPA) and the government of the Philippines – a process that has lasted 
decades – exemplifies this idea. External actors – including government leaders 
within the Philippines and the NPA negotiators, who were disconnected from 
the fighters themselves – pushed for the inclusion of women in the negotiations.84 

However, the women they selected had no local credibility and no experience with 
or understanding of the conditions that needed to be addressed in the negotiations.85 

Far from being a simple pattern that can transfer from situation to situation, 
consideration of gender dimensions requires an understanding of local contexts. 
Developing textured understandings is both necessary and exceedingly difficult, 
particularly for bureaucracies and external actors. It runs counter to the desire by 
policymakers for simple, concrete, measurable research and programs. 

I have also identified five drivers of progress in the track record. First, scholarly 
research and local, state and international CT responses suggest that practical expe­
riences drive progress. Non-Governmental Organizations and small pilot programs, 
as well as hands-on experiences, demonstrate that gender matters – that women are 
not simply victims but also can be agents of change.86 As actors at every level gain 
diverse experiences studying and fighting terrorism, their awareness of the role that 
gender plays in shaping terrorism grows as well.This progress is spurred by the WPS 
agenda and its push for inclusive leadership. 

Second, civil society actors are often on the front lines during times of con­
flict and disaster, and they repeatedly demonstrate the important role they play in 
understanding and dealing with terrorism.87 Civil society activism drives from the 
bottom up a push for more diverse leadership and perspectives. 

Third, failures also drive progress. Since 9/11, in particular, the failures of 
traditional CT programs to stop terrorist attacks and the failures of research to 
adequately explain terrorism have encouraged scholars to look for nontraditional 
factors outside of the traditional security sphere.88 Failures can lead to major leaps 
forward; when policymakers and scholars are humbled by the failure to stop an 
attack or to understand the factors that enabled it, deeper and more critical analysis 
often follows. 

Fourth, the stereotypical notion of gender that flooded early research and policy 
efforts is increasingly being questioned by researchers and civil society.The risks of 
framing women and men in limited, stereotypical roles are increasingly highlighted 
in current research.89 As scholars accept that women are complicated, they can 
begin to think about men and masculinity being equally complicated and impor-
tant.This can lead to more sophisticated ways of thinking about agency.90 

Finally, increasing diversity in government, academia and in all kinds of lead­
ership positions contributes to more open minds, more creative responses and a 
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broader range of perspectives. Diversity in leadership demographics leads to diver­
sity in analytical perspectives. Diversity of thought drives progress at every level. 

These drivers demonstrate the potential for change and offer ways to overcome 
established obstacles to progress. Developing the minds and the mechanisms for 
understanding the gender dimensions of terrorism will not be easy, but the risks of 
inaction are greater. 

Drawing on this analysis of ongoing obstacles to progress and proven drivers of 
progress, I will suggest five viable strategies for enhancing the prospects for progress 
in the future. 

First, a more diverse cohort of leaders should be recruited at all levels of gov­
ernment and academia. Diverse leadership groups better understand the roles that 
everyone plays in enabling or countering terrorism. Diverse leadership teams bring 
broader sets of perspectives to the table, supporting a wider range and higher quality 
of research and policy responses. Leadership is key and homogeneity in leadership is 
a major obstacle to progress. By recruiting leaders with a range of perspectives and 
experiences, gender is less likely to be ignored, underestimated or misunderstood. 
Gender is more likely to be analyzed as the complex factor that it is. 

Second, local practitioners should be intentionally and directly included at every 
possible stage in the development of research and policy.The exclusion of civil society 
actors, in particular, is an enormous mistake. Drawing on the knowledge and experi­
ence of the people immersed in the conflict at hand is key. Local actors are best posi­
tioned to understand and act in the surrounding culture.This integration can happen 
organically, as it has in some peace processes – such as the peace process in Northern 
Ireland during the 1990s – but inclusion should not be left to chance or existing 
power structures.91 This should be a conscious, prominent, permanent priority.92 

Third, policymakers and leaders in academia should support a more creative and 
critical research agenda that examines the reasons why terrorist organizations pro­
mote female operatives and how those groups exploit gender dynamics.93 Research 
should consider normative aspects of gender and culture to include any cultural 
associations of gender with violence. It should examine gender stereotypes and 
expectations more systematically. Research should also analyze the ways that cul­
tural and structural factors encourage broader civil society engagement and growth. 
As part of this process, scholars should develop frameworks for considering gender 
perspectives that include a deeper set of questions that challenge assumptions and 
internal biases.94 

Fourth, policymakers and academics should put more effort into thoroughly and 
effectively learning lessons from policy successes and failures. Failure can be a criti­
cal tool for learning; lessons learned from failures should be developed and dissem­
inated throughout academic and governmental communities. Existing networks 
that seek to develop and communicate lessons learned – such as the RESOLVE 
network hosted at the US Institute of Peace – should be better funded and better 
supported in their outreach efforts. 

Fifth, CT programs should be based on respect for human rights and civil 
liberties.The state responses to terrorism that ignore the basic rights of citizens 
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and engage in torture or other serious human rights abuses fuel resentment and 
radicalization. Law enforcement and military responses to terrorism in Pakistan 
in the late 2000s are examples of how human rights were discarded by the gov­
ernment in its responses to terrorism.95 CT programs should also recognize that 
people can be both victims and perpetrators, regardless of gender.The example of 
Boko Haram again proves instructive here. Its strategic use of hostages – including 
women and children – to execute terror attacks represents a situation where both 
victim and perpetrator can be one and the same. If governments and practition­
ers commit to more nuanced and creative CT programs that include measures of 
rehabilitation and reintegration, flexibility in defining victim and perpetrator will 
be needed. 

All of these strategies will require patience, open-mindedness and commit-
ment.The complexity of the subject matter demands it. Research findings are not 
guaranteed to transfer from one group or culture to another, nor will program 
observations and lessons learned easily apply outside of specific conditions and 
environments.A systemic commitment to press forward will be critical if we want 
to make progress in countering terrorism. 
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5 
GENDER AND MILITARY 
ORGANIZATIONS 

Ellen Haring 

Military historian John Keegan argues that “warfare is . . . the one human activity 
from which women, with the most significant exceptions, have always and every­
where stood apart.”1 Joshua Goldstein maintains that there is no human endeavor 
that is more gendered than war and that despite a few mythical examples of women 
serving in Amazonian type units, the military is a striking example of cross-cultural 
consistency with respect to gender: men fight and women stay home.2 

National military organizations are quintessentially masculine constructs that rely 
on notions of men as warrior-protectors and women as the protected. They are 
constructed along a patriarchal hierarchy with commanders (“old men”) leading 
small to large units (“bands of brothers”) whose mission is to protect the homeland 
in the name of “national defense.” The prototypical warrior is a large, physically 
strong, stoic man who embodies notions of physical courage, honor and self-sacrifice 
and euphemistically stands as a protective barrier in front of the nation.The femi­
nine identity exists in stark contrast and direct opposition to the masculine identity. 
National militaries are set up to optimize men’s participation and rely on patriarchal 
social structures where women perform traditional family duties centered around 
caregiving while men go to war, raising the men’s families and supporting the organ­
ization through the exploitation of their free labor.Within this conception, there is 
no room or accommodation for women who want to join national militaries.The 
result is that when women have joined, they have generally been confined to sup­
port roles, are rarely the focus of recruiting efforts, are not promoted at the same rate 
as men and suffer from marginalization, discrimination and harassment. Although 
many progressive-sounding political statements have been made, some by member 
states of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and NATO partners, rec­
ognizing the importance of increasing the number of women in national forces “to 
enhance operational effectiveness and success,” most military organizations remain 
bastions of men who are highly resistant to the inclusion of women.3 
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As a result, opportunities to effectively address conflict and respond to crises 
by understanding and engaging the entire population are overlooked, making 
military responses less than optimal. This became glaringly obvious during the 
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, when extreme gender-based cultural norms – on 
all sides – prevented international, male-dominated forces from interreacting with 
local women. Not only were the women of Iraq and Afghanistan prohibited from 
interacting with men from outside their family units, but international forces prac­
tices limited or outrightly prohibited women’s participation in their formations; 
this made it nearly impossible to interact effectively with half of the population in 
the areas of operations.After several frustrating years, military adaptations occurred 
in these conflicts in the form of Lioness, Female Engagement and Cultural Sup­
port Teams. Military necessity drove changes to existing all-male combat units that 
required the presence of women in uniform. 

Adaptation – driven by necessity – is one of the principal forces behind the 
evolution of military policy on the formal inclusion of women in the 20th and 
21st centuries. 

This chapter focuses on women’s participation in state-sponsored national 
militaries. I do not examine women’s involvement in other security forces and 
armed groups, including police, gendarmeries and guerilla and insurgent groups. In 
some instances, women’s inclusion in non-traditional, insurgent groups has moved 
more quickly than in state-sponsored security forces. Perhaps the most comprehen­
sive use of women in armed groups has occurred in insurgent groups such as the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), where women comprised an 
estimated 40 percent of insurgent forces.4 But even in such instances, women are 
often assigned administrative, medical, communication and logistic duties. Many of 
the dynamics we see in national military organizations also apply to non-national 
military forces. I also do not address the issue of integrating gender perspectives into 
conflict analyses and military operations.5 Military organizations around the globe 
have made little or no progress in adopting gender perspectives in their analyses 
and operations. 

This chapter focuses on the integration of women soldiers in national military 
organizations and operations. I first provide an overview of women in the military 
globally. Second, through a case study of the United States (US) military, I examine 
drivers of progress that have helped to increase the number of women in the mili­
tary and identify obstacles to the integration of women in the military. I conclude 
by identifying successful strategies for increasing women’s participation in national 
military organizations. 

Women’s participation: the track record 

Historically, if women wanted to be part of formal military organizations, they 
did so by disguising themselves as men. History is replete with examples. Rosalind 
Miles and Robin Cross have documented women warriors on ancient and modern 
battlefields.They report that, before 1840, there were at least 119 documented cases 
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of women – disguised as men – serving in the Dutch military.6 In the US Civil 
War (1861–1865), there were more than 400 documented cases of women serving 
while disguised as men.7 Women who were not prepared to disguise themselves as 
men, but were committed to war efforts, did so informally and in the shadows as 
saboteurs, scouts, couriers and spies.Women who served openly performed tradi­
tional roles – as nurses and care givers, cooks and laundresses.When wars ended, 
women were often sent home; few were recognized for their service, and even 
fewer received any military compensation. 

It is not until World War I that women were accepted “into uniform.”The enor­
mous loss and sheer demand for male recruits during World War I drove political 
leaders to consider using women in military roles. The United States began to 
enlist women in the Naval reserves, where they served as yeomen and performed a 
wide range of clerical, communications and recruiting duties. Eventually, more than 
12,500 women served as “yeomanettes.”8 The US Army and US Navy created a 
Nurse Corps, where 34,000 women served by war’s end.9 Even larger demands on 
European forces resulted in 80,000 women serving in the British military as non­
combatants.10 The most extensive use of women in uniform occurred in Russia, 
where extreme casualty levels had exhausted the supply of male recruits. In addi­
tion to women serving in traditional roles, Russia took the unprecedented step of 
deploying approximately 6,000 women as combatants.These women served in sex-
segregated battalions, the most famous of which was the Battalion of Death.These 
units were disbanded by the new Bolshevik government after the war.11 Indeed, 
at the end of the war, women from all countries were universally discharged and 
expected to return to their homes and resume traditional family roles. 

World War II was the second major milestone in the inclusion of women in 
military organizations in the 20th century.As in World War I, the demand for male 
recruits forced political and military leaders to look for additional sources of man­
power. Fortuitously, many women were showing up at recruiting stations demand­
ing to enlist to defend their homelands. In the United States, Great Britain and 
Germany, women were limited to non-combat duties with one exception: British 
women manned anti-aircraft batteries, where they performed every duty in the 
battery except one.They could spot, set the range and bearing dials, adjust the fuses 
and load the guns, but they were not allowed to “pull the trigger on a man, even if 
he was a Luftwaffe pilot.”12 

The only nation to use women as traditional combatants during World War II 
was the Soviet Union. More than 820,000 Soviet women served in both combat­
ant and non-combatant roles in the war, and at least half of them served on the 
front lines.13 Soviet women reported to recruiting stations early in the war and 
demanded to serve in military units.These women participated in extended com­
bat operations, served in the infantry as machine gunners, mortarmen and snipers, 
as well as in other ground combat roles.The Soviet Union was the first country to 
allow women to fly combat missions, and by war’s end, Soviet women had flown 
more than 30,000 combat sorties. In total, 90 Soviet women from across the mili­
tary branches received the Hero of the Soviet Union award, the highest military 
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honor given to any soldier during the war.14 When the war was over, these women 
were largely pushed out of the military and told that their new duty was to return 
home to repopulate the homeland.15 

The full scope of Soviet women’s participation and their stories went unrec­
ognized for decades. Only in the 21st century have researchers such as Svetlana 
Alexievich, Anna Krylova and Reina Pennington been able to conduct research 
in Soviet archives and publish their interviews with these hidden women 
combatants.16 

After World War II, women began to make permanent inroads into military 
organizations. In the United States, women petitioned the government to remain 
in service, and in 1948, for the first time and by an act of Congress, women were 
allowed to serve in the peacetime military.Their numbers and the scope of their 
service were severely limited by laws and policies.They were capped at two percent 
of the total force; women officers could not be promoted beyond the rank of colo­
nel, and they could not command men. If they married, their spouse was denied 
benefits, and if they had children they were discharged.17 It was only in 1967 that 
the cap was lifted and women could be promoted to flag officer ranks. 

Perhaps the most robust use of women in military organizations since World War 
II has been in Israel. During Israel’s War of Independence and later in the newly 
formed Israeli Defense Force (IDF), single and married women without children 
were conscripted alongside men, although they were limited to non-combat jobs. 
Eventually, demand and legal challenges would open most combat occupations in 
the IDF to Israeli women, although some units have remained closed. Military ser­
vice through conscription remains a civic duty in Israel, and it has resulted in Israel 
having the largest percentage of women serving in the military of any country in 
the world.Almost half of the IDF is comprised of women.18 

The entry of women in military organizations has also been driven by the 
United Nations (UN). United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 
1325 (2000) and subsequent Women, Peace and Security (WPS) resolutions rec­
ognized the importance of women’s equal participation in all efforts for the main­
tenance and promotion of international peace and security and called on UN 
member states to increase women’s participation in security organizations and 
peace processes. Governments regularly make statements expressing support for 
gender equality and for increasing the number of women in peacekeeping opera­
tions. In 2017, Canada launched the Elsie Initiative on Women in Peace Operations 
to address the obstacles to deploying more women in peace operations. In 2018, 
the UN Secretary-General launched the Action for Peacekeeping (A4P) initiative, 
which included commitments, signed by the majority of UN member states, to 
increase “the number of civilian and uniformed women in peacekeeping at all lev­
els and in key positions” and to “systematically integrate a gender perspective into 
all stages of analysis, planning, implementation and reporting.”19 In 2019, the UN 
Secretary-General issued a gender parity strategy for UN peacekeeping operations. 
This initiative sets a target of deploying 15 percent uniformed women in UN peace 
operations by 2028.20 That would be an increase of more than 11 percent. In the 
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2010s, the number of deployed uniformed female peacekeepers in UN operations 
has hovered around three to four percent. 

NATO has also recognized that “the integration of gender and the inclusion of 
women’s voices in all aspects of NATO’s work is an essential factor in the success of 
peace and security.”21 NATO has committed to increasing the number of women 
in its operations and has called on its member states and partners to increase the 
number of women in their national military organizations.22 NATO was an early 
adopter of the WPS agenda and has released WPS policy and action plans since 
2007. 

Despite these commitments and calls for action, women remain a minority 
group in all national militaries. Only a few countries, including Canada, Norway, 
Denmark, Sweden, Australia and the United States, allow women equal access to 
all military occupations. Integration of women in the military most often occurs 
because of military and operational necessity. In addition, organizations are pres­
sured by women who resent discrimination based on gender and challenge their 
exclusion through political and legal means.23 In most instances, change is strongly 
resisted by military leadership. 

TABLE 5.1 Women as a Percentage of the Total Force 

Country Percent Women Conscription Restrictions on Women’s 
Participation 

Israel1 40 Yes, men and women Some restrictions 
South Africa2 24 No Some restrictions 
Hungary*3 19 No No restrictions 
Moldova* 17 Yes, men only No restrictions 
Australia* 17 No No restrictions 
United States4 17 No No restrictions 
Canada* 16 No No restrictions 
France* 15 No No restrictions 
Norway* 12 Yes, men and women No restrictions 
Russia5 10 No Restrictions 
Sweden* 8 Yes, men and women No restrictions 
China6 5 Yes, men only Restrictions 

Sources:1 Information received from the Public Diplomacy Office of the IDF (January 27, 2020). It may 
be noted that only 10 percent of officers in the rank of Colonel are women. 2 Nina Wilen and Lindy 
Heinecken,“Regendering the South African Army: Inclusion, Reversal and Displacement.” Gender Work 
Organ (2018), pp. 1–17; 3 Hungary reports the highest percentage of women in the military of all NATO 
member and partner nations; 4 Service Women’s Action Network (SWAN), Women in the Military:Where 
They Stand, 10th ed. (Washington, DC: SWAN, 2019); 5 International Institute for Strategic Studies 
(IISS), The Military Balance 2002–2003 (London: IISS); 6 Elsa Kania and Kenneth Allen, Holding Up Half 
the Sky?:The Evolution of Women’s Roles in the PLA, Part 2 (Washington, DC:The Jamestown Foundation, 
October 26, 2016). * Data for NATO member and partner nations was drawn from the 2017 Summary 
of the National Reports of NATO Member and Partner Nations submitted to the NATO Committee on 
Gender Perspectives. (Research on women in the military is hampered by limited data. Many countries 
do not report sex-disaggregated demographic data on their military forces.) 
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Case study: women in the US military 

In 1991, as the first Gulf War came to a close, US servicewomen’s participation was 
noted by Congressional lawmakers. Approximately 41,000 women had been for­
ward deployed, and despite policies that were designed to keep them out of combat, 
women were both killed and captured during the war.24 In 1992, the US Congress 
eliminated the last law that limited women’s military service to non-combat support 
roles. In 1993, then Secretary of Defense Les Aspin directed the military to open all 
combat aircraft and most combat ships to women.Women continued to be excluded 
from submarines. In 1994, in place of laws that had limited women’s service, the US 
Department of Defense established an institution-wide policy that officially banned 
women from assignment to more than 300,000 “direct ground combat” positions.25 

Women could fight in the air and at sea but not on land.The policy further restricted 
women from being assigned to or co-located with all-male ground combat units 
even in supporting roles.The policy was put to a test less than ten years later. 

In 2001, when the United States and allied countries invaded Afghanistan, 
women from support specialties were not allowed to be assigned to or co-located 
with all-male combat units. Although the US military had historically discrimi­
nated against women by limiting job and assignment opportunities, they had not 
violated laws or their own policies to do so. But by 2005, well into the conflicts 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, military necessity drove change. US commanders on the 
ground began violating the co-location prohibition by devising creative ways to 
circumvent polices that limited their ability to use servicewomen on the front lines. 
Quietly and creatively, they violated official policies because senior leaders refused 
to address the untenable and deeply gendered nature of the policies themselves. 

Commanders engaged in a game of semantics by “attaching” rather than “assign­
ing” women to ground combat units when they needed them. They “attached” 
servicewomen who were Arab linguists, engineers, medics and explosive ordinance 
specialists to infantry companies when they needed translators, construction and 
medical support or demolition experts; “assigning” women to all-male combat 
units was prohibited by US Department of Defense (DOD) policy.26 Command­
ers sent small teams of servicewomen to work from forward operating bases and at 
combat outposts as Lionesses – servicewomen assigned to conduct searches of civil­
ian women at checkpoints and during combat patrols – and as Female Engagement 
Teams – small teams of servicewomen (two to four women) assigned to combat 
units to interact with civilian women during military operations. Commanders 
intermittently shuttled servicewomen back to rear areas for short durations, some­
times just overnight, and returned them to forward-operating bases to avoid the 
appearance of violating co-location rules that prohibited women from being per­
manently co-located with combat units. But shuttling women to rear areas and 
“attaching” women to units were distinctions without practical differences that 
violated the intent of existing policies. 

In 2006, two US Army colonels who were then students at the Army War Col­
lege conducted a series of surveys and studies that documented the wide variations 
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that commanders used in interpreting the restrictive policies. In one survey, 70 per­
cent of their War College classmates agreed that the policy needed to be revised, 
and 74 percent agreed that “all soldiers regardless of gender should be assigned to 
positions for which they are qualified.”27 They found that the “Combat Exclusion 
Policy with its attendant ‘co-location’ restriction was incompatible with the nature 
of the war in which the US Army was engaged and the forms of conflict it was 
likely to encounter in the future.”28 But in 2006, no official steps were taken to 
eliminate or modify this policy. 

In 2012, six years after the War College study, US servicewomen – two of 
whom had been wounded in combat and decorated – filed two lawsuits that chal­
lenged their exclusion on legal grounds. In January 2013, the exclusion policy was 
rescinded. It took the US military three more years to “study” the feasibility of inte­
grating women into ground combat units, although extensive studies had already 
been conducted by Canada before it opened its combat units to women. Even after 
studies found no compelling reason to keep any occupation closed to all women,29 

the US Marine Corps requested an exemption to the new policy in order to con­
tinue to keep women out of its infantry formations.30 The request was denied, and 
in 2016 the US military reluctantly opened all occupations and units to women. 
Although formal directives to include qualified women were issued, the process has 
been slow and challenged by ongoing efforts to resist women’s inclusion. 

Drivers of progress 

The international track record and the US case study show that change is driven 
by a diverse set of factors, including national and international norm changes as 
expressed in national laws and policies and UN Security Council resolutions. In 
the case of the United States it is likely that it was a combination of changing social 
norms along with the extent and sustained use of women in combat operations in 
Iraq and Afghanistan that cleared the path for full integration into the US military. 

That said, the most effective arguments for increasing women’s participation in 
military organizations have not been based on notions of equality, fairness or merit – 
even in countries that hold these principles in high regard. For security professionals, 
the majority of whom are men, equality and fairness are secondary considerations 
when security is concerned. For them, the only legitimate reason for increasing 
women’s participation is a functional one. Political and military leaders must be 
convinced that women’s participation adds value by increasing military effectiveness. 

UNSCR 1325 and subsequent resolutions have highlighted the role of women 
in peacekeeping operations. The United Nations (UN) has argued that partici­
pation of women in peace operations “contributes to the overall success of the 
mission by enhancing effectiveness, improving the mission’s image, access and cred­
ibility vis-à-vis the affected population, including by making UN peacekeepers 
more approachable to women.”31 The UN Secretary-General has noted that the 
presence of women has led to more credible protection responses and that women’s 
presence at checkpoints has promoted less-confrontational situations.The presence 
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of women also led to higher reporting of sexual and gender-based violence in 
conflict zones and lower incidence rates of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (SEA).32 

Members of the US Special Operations Command Cultural Support Teams 
(CST) have argued that their participation enhanced mission effectiveness by 
20 percent.33 Established in 2012, the CST program recruits and trains all-women 
teams that are assigned to special forces and ranger teams for the specific purpose 
of gathering information and conducting searches.According to one cultural sup­
port team member, adding women to special operations teams ultimately “opened 
up 70 percent of the population in which we were operating.”34 Servicewomen 
assigned to special operations teams were able to engage men, women and children 
in local communities in ways that were different from their male counterparts. 
Indeed, CSTs often became favored interlocutors for Afghan men in rural villages. 
Local men saw US servicewomen as a sort of “third gender” – women who oper­
ated outside of Afghan traditional gender norms and were less threatening than 
male members of the international security forces.The mere presence of CSTs on 
missions had a calming effect on operations, including direct action raids. When 
women were found to be among the force, the culturally gendered assumption was 
that they were not there to fight.35 

Increasing the number of women in the military can also be done through con­
scription and quotas. Many countries use conscription, but few countries conscript 
men and women equally. Israel – an early leader in conscripting women – does 
not apply the same conscription rules to men and women.Women have a shorter 
period of service and receive more exemptions then men. Despite the different 
rules for men and women, conscription in Israel has resulted in high levels of wom­
en’s participation in the military. Only two countries – Norway in 2016 and Swe­
den in 2018 – have moved to gender-equal conscription. However, both Norway 
and Sweden begin by filling their ranks with volunteers, who are predominately 
men, and then use conscripts to round out their ranks.As a result, in both countries 
women remain a minority population. South Africa provides an example of how 
focused recruitment and quotas can raise women’s participation levels in military 
organizations.When apartheid ended, the new South African government pledged 
to have public institutions reflect the demographic makeup of the general popula­
tion. Although women have not achieved parity in South African military forces, 
they do represent one of the higher levels of women’s participation in a national 
military at 24 percent of the force.36 

In the absence of conscription, pay incentives that encourage countries to increase 
women’s participation can have positive effects. Many UN troop-contributing 
countries provide peacekeepers because they are a source of national revenue and 
military training.Troop-contributing countries are paid $1,428 per month per UN 
peacekeeper, but in most cases, troops receive much lower salaries in accordance 
with their national standards.37 The difference becomes revenue for the military. 
If the United Nations were to raise the pay for women peacekeepers, it is likely 
that troop-contributing countries would make greater efforts to recruit women 
into their armed forces. 
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Some countries use gender-neutral incentives that effectively increase the 
rates of women’s participation in military organizations. In the United States men 
and women receive educational incentives to join the military. Women make up 
57 percent of undergraduate college students in the country, and military educa­
tion incentives help to increase the number of servicewomen.38 As of 2017, women 
made up 28 percent of military scholarship recipients at US civilian universi­
ties; approximately 25 percent of US military academy student populations were 
women.39 Women who enlist receive 36 months of educational benefits when they 
complete a four-year term of service. As a result, despite having an all-volunteer 
military, women’s participation is expected to grow from 17 percent to 20 percent 
of the force by 2020. 

It is not enough to attract women to military service if they do not stay for long. 
Most militaries have had trouble retaining women in their ranks. Policies must be 
established that make continued military service attractive and possible for women. 
Maternity and family leave policies must be offered so that women, like men, can 
have families. Cultures that allow women to be marginalized, harassed and abused 
must be eliminated.Training and equipping practices, designed for men, must be 
developed to reduce injuries and optimize women’s performance. If military organ­
izations remain male-centered, with few accommodations made for women, then 
women will remain a fractional minority in these organizations. 

Obstacles to progress 

There are many obstacles to women’s participation in military organizations, the 
most significant of which are laws and policies that formally limit or forbid women’s 
access to military occupations and units. However, even after laws and policies are 
changed, there has been and will be resistance that may take decades to overcome. 

There are many cultural and structural challenges within military organizations 
that keep women’s participation rates low. Even in countries that have fully opened 
their military organizations, such as Australia, Canada, Sweden and the United 
States, women face marginalization, sexual harassment and assault and lower pro­
motion rates. In the 2010s, the pervasive problem of sexual harassment and assault 
in even the most inclusive military organizations has received widespread attention. 
In 2017, Sweden – long considered to be one of the most gender-equal countries 
in the world – had a high-profile scandal when women in the Swedish military 
reported widespread sexual harassment.40 This problem is also widespread in other 
countries, including the United States.41 

In addition to problems of harassment and assault, women often leave the mili­
tary for family reasons. Most militaries lack adequate family policies that support 
women who want both military careers and families. A few militaries, including 
Canada and Sweden, offer women and men extended maternity and paternity leave 
options. In the Canadian Armed Forces, women receive 26 weeks of paid maternity 
leave (which can be shared by both parents). In Sweden, paid maternity/paternity 
leave is extended to 18 months. 
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Women are also less likely to keep pace in terms of promotions, and as a result 
there are very few women at the most senior levels in any military organization. 
Even in Israel, where women are conscripted and serve in large numbers, promo­
tions for women lag behind men, and few women become senior military leaders. 
Although women in the IDF are only excluded from eight percent of available 
positions, these exclusions are major obstacles for career advancement; the positions 
women are excluded from are the ones that lead to the military’s senior ranks. Fifty-
one percent of IDF officers are women, but they tend to be junior officers.This 
suggests that while including women in drafts and opening up combat positions 
helps increase the percentage of women in military organizations, these steps are 
not enough to ensure equal treatment. Changes in promotion policies and elimina­
tion of structural barriers are key. 

Even when women do rise to high ranks, they rarely receive prestigious opera­
tional assignments. In 2014, Major General Kristin Lund of Norway was celebrated 
for being the first woman to command a UN peacekeeping force. In 2017, Major 
Nina Raduha of Slovenia was celebrated as the first woman to command a UN 
military contingent. 

Changing military organizations 

According to organizational change theorists, resistance to change occurs at mul­
tiple levels – at the individual, group and organizational level.42 Efforts to increase 
women’s participation in military organizations activates resistance at all these levels. 

Individual resistance comes in three forms: blind resistance, political resistance 
and ideological resistance.Blind resistance comes from individuals who are uncom­
fortable with any type of change. Change requires learning new things, operating in 
new environments and potentially failing at new challenges: it can be destabilizing. 
Political resistance is about power, and it comes from those who believe they stand 
to lose something in the change process. They fear their position, authority and 
ultimately their identity might be diminished in some way. Ideological resistance is 
based on specific beliefs – that the change is wrong for the organization because it 
is ill-fated or not in line with the organization’s principles. 

In military organizations, blind resistance is often reflected in the “band of 
brothers” argument and cloaked as an issue of cohesion. Captain Lauren Serrano, a 
Marine Corps officer, argued in 2014 that men should be able to maintain a space 
where they can “tell raunchy jokes, walk around naked, swap sex stories, wres­
tle, and simply be young men together.”43 According to this line of reasoning, if 
women were introduced into units, men would have to change their behavior due 
to existing social norms that frown upon certain kinds of behavior in mixed-gender 
groups. Some men do not want to change their behavior and be forced to operate 
according to another paradigm. Changing behavior creates uncertainty and anxiety 
for many people; this can generate blind resistance to change. 

Individual resistance to changing roles is also motivated by fear of losing the 
prestige that is automatically accrued by men who serve in the role of protector. 
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This type of resistance is even harder to reveal since most men will not explic­
itly say they do not want women to diminish their status by joining their ranks. 
According to one military observer, men from the combat specialties feel superior 
as long as women are kept in what are considered inferior positions in the military. 
This allows men to maintain a position of “unearned recognition.”44 Carol Cohn 
examined men’s objections to women’s inclusion by interviewing more than 80 US 
military officers. She found that objections often fell in “the PT protest” category. 
The PT (physical training) protest is an objection to the creation of different physi­
cal fitness standards allowed for women – a complaint that is not leveled against 
older men whose fitness requirements are lowered as they age. Cohn found that 
the standards argument is a more acceptable way to say that women do not belong 
because it is grounded in a “fairness” argument. Cohn argued that the PT protest is 
“a means of constructing and reinforcing gender difference, a way of asserting male 
superiority, a form of expressing anger about competition from women, and rage 
and grief about the loss of the military as a male sanctum.”45 

Ideological resistance is perhaps the easiest form of resistance to identify because 
the arguments against women are based on military effectiveness.According to this 
line of reasoning, women do not belong because their presence will harm fighting 
units. The claim is that combat units’ capabilities rest on vital unit cohesion that 
can only exist in all-male units. Retired Major General Robert Scales argued that 
“the precious and indefinable band of brothers effect so essential to winning in 
close combat would be irreparably compromised within mixed-gender infantry 
squads.”46 This line of argument was also used to keep black soldiers in segregated 
units and homosexual men closeted, but it is no longer accepted today, nor was it 
ever validated after integration occurred in the past. 

Group resistance draws on many of the objections raised by individuals. Group 
resistance includes turf protection, closing ranks, changing allegiances and making 
demands for new leadership.47 “Turf protection” is a group behavior that pro­
tects existing functions and practices. “Closing ranks” is behavior that pulls group 
members into a close-knit team that refuses to adapt to changing requirements. 
“Changing allegiances” means engaging in tactics to align with another, less threat­
ening, group. “Demanding new leadership” is a form of revolt by members who 
refuse to accept change or disagree with change for ideological reasons. 

Turf protection is common in the combat branches.As soon as it appeared likely 
that women might be allowed to join the ground combat branches in the US 
military, barriers were erected to keep women out.The most prominent examples 
occurred in the US Marine Corps. The Marines changed entrance standards to 
their infantry officer course in order to make it nearly impossible for women to 
gain entry. Specifically, they changed the Day-1 Combat Endurance Test from a 
test that male officers who did not pass on Day-1 could retake until they passed to 
a test that women had to pass on the first day with no option to retake.48 Of the 
29 women who attempted the course in 2014, only four passed the screening test. 
Later in the course, the four were all eliminated for other reasons. Some women 
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have called attention to these structural and discriminatory barriers and have forced 
the Marine Corps to adjust their practices. 

Closing ranks was evident shortly after the US Secretary of Defense lifted the 
exclusionary policy in 2013.Then Commandant of the Marine Corps said that the 
Marines would not let enlisted women even attempt to join the infantry until there 
were “enough” women infantry officers in the ranks to make it “worth” it.49 But 
as noted previously, a structural barrier had been erected to keep women officers 
from completing the infantry officer course. Interestingly, in an effort to protect the 
infantry while conceding some ground, the Commandant acknowledged that it 
might be possible to include women in most of the other combat branches.This is 
an example of diversionary tactics or changing allegiances.The Commandant was 
willing to sacrifice some of the combat specialties in order to preserve the sanctity 
of the most honored and most masculine branch of the Corps – the infantry. 

Many Marines objected to the Commandant’s position on women in combat 
units, calling it too soft and accusing him of making politically motivated concessions. 
In the comments sections of many blogs, some called for his resignation. One article 
questioned his ability to lead the Marine Corps at all because, as an aviator, he did 
not come from one of the ground-combat branches.50 This is an example of group 
resistance that demands new leadership in an effort to avoid organizational change. 

Although, the terms institution and organization are often used interchangeably, 
they are different. Institutions are enduring entities that become a “way of organ­
izing relationships that is widely familiar and routinely practiced” and are “defined 
by the unwritten rules that everyone understands about some kind of organized 
behavior.”51 Marriage is considered an institution because it is a widely followed, 
organized human behavior. Similarly, higher education is a widely followed institu­
tion of learning, and the military is an institution of national defense. All of these 
institutions are comprised of many organizations that are deeply gendered, with 
clear roles assigned to men and women. Over time, values, beliefs and practices 
become so ingrained that there is little questioning of the normative beliefs and 
behaviors upon which institutions, and the organizations that comprise them, rest. 
Institutions are long-lasting, resilient and stable.While they are subject to change 
processes, change is typically incremental and often discontinuous.52 

Organizations provide stable, routinized structures in which humans operate 
cooperatively. They are comprised of varying levels and degrees of human social 
systems that, ideally, work harmoniously toward common goals. As organizations 
are established, these social systems are structured according to the functional needs 
and requirements of the organization. According to systems theorists, systems are 
self-organized (we create them), hierarchical and very resilient.53 Over time, organi­
zations develop a degree of equilibrium that makes them particularly stable and 
resistant to change. Not only does the hierarchical nature of the structure – perhaps 
epitomized in the military – contribute to stability, but multiple social-psychological 
factors also work to stabilize organizations.At the organizational level, resistance is 
systemic.That is, the system inherently resists being altered. 
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Most militaries are long-standing institutions composed of multiple subordinate 
organizations.These subordinate organizations may include an army, an air force, 
a navy, a maritime corps or a coast guard.They are well-established entities whose 
long-lasting, hierarchical structures are perhaps prototypically stable, making them 
highly resistant to change. Although the US military claims it has been ahead of 
other national organizations in terms of social inclusion, the reality is that the US 
military has been forced to make changes. Most of the important changes insti­
tuted in the US military in the 20th and 21st centuries have come about because 
of operational imperatives or civilian orders, not because the military embraced 
progressive policies or organizational change. 

As military organizations move forward with the inclusion of women, organiza­
tional change theory explains not just likely sources of resistance but how to over­
come resistance in implementing positive and effective change. Many theorists and 
practitioners have found that the more control and input individuals have in the 
change process, the more likely they are to adapt to the changing environment.54 

While many have advocated for participative change processes that give individuals 
a greater sense of control, others have determined that specific conditions deter­
mine whether or not participative change is better than directive change. Directive 
change may be necessary in situations where external forces, such as new laws or 
policies, require an organization to adopt new behaviors, resulting in individuals 
having less control over the impending change. 

Strategies for progress 

Increasing women’s participation in military organizations is inherently about organ­
izational and cultural change since military units are masculine constructs that have 
been developed and optimized for men. As countries have approached this issue, 
they have rarely done so in a holistic manner that recognizes the need for large-scale 
systemic change. Instead, women have been expected to assimilate into the existing 
male model while the model remains largely unchanged. Introducing or increasing 
women’s participation beyond token representation requires systemic change. 

The “Eight-Stage Change Process” is an organizational change model that is part 
of the curriculum at the US Army’s two professional military schools – the Command 
and General Staff College and the Army War College.This model lays out a step-by­
step process for bringing about large-scale, systemic change. It identifies priorities and 
specific steps for leaders who are embarking on systemic change. I use it here to assess 
how the US military implemented the decision to allow women in ground combat 
positions. More generally, this model provides a set of strategies and guidelines for 
advocates of change relative to the inclusion of women in national militaries. 

Establishing a sense of urgency 

In order to mobilize human capital and resources, organizational leadership must 
overcome not just active resistance but a multitude of sources that contribute to 
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complacency and impede change efforts. Creating urgency and momentum for 
change requires bold and even risky action. When the senior leadership of the 
US military announced its plan to allow women to serve in all previously closed 
specialties, it did so in a way that created a sense of urgency. First, the change was 
directive in nature. It stated that the 1994 Direct Ground Combat Definition and 
Assignment Rule “is rescinded effective immediately.”55 Second, although the new 
policy opened positions and units “immediately,” the leadership gave the military 
services three years to implement the change, allowing them some time to adjust. 
Finally, it established planning and implementation milestones to ensure the ser­
vices met the targeted goal of full integration within three years. 

Creating a guiding coalition 

Effective change must be steered by a guiding coalition that includes people who 
have power, expertise, credibility, good leadership skills and commitment to the 
change.56 When the US Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff announced their decision to rescind the previous policy, they placed respon­
sibility for implementing this change on the military service chiefs, and they des­
ignated the personnel and readiness office within the staff of the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense (OSD) to oversee implementation.57 Unfortunately, their 
actions violated some of the key principles for creating a good guiding coalition. 
First, the overseeing organization – OSD – was (and is) an administrative staff that 
has no authority to direct the actions of the military departments. Second, the OSD 
staff lacked credibility for understanding the nature of the integration challenges 
faced by the different services. Finally, OSD staff had little expertise in overseeing 
an integration effort of this magnitude, and it was not within the office’s core mis­
sion or competencies.58 

Despite the fact that the OSD staff was not well-suited to leading a guiding coa­
lition, each of the military departments assumed responsibility for implementation 
within its own organizations. Each of the departments took different approaches 
toward establishing an internal guiding coalition. Some created robust guiding coa­
litions, while others engaged in ad hoc efforts. For example, the US Army desig­
nated a specific command to take the lead on the integration effort, while the US 
Marine Corps doled out responsibility to numerous subordinate agencies and staffs. 
After a year, the Marine Corps had made little progress and was forced to develop a 
new plan that included a well-defined guiding coalition.59 Unfortunately and most 
damaging was that some senior military leaders continued to express reservations 
over the wisdom of the directed change.60 

Developing a vision and a strategy 

Vision guides people where the organization needs to go and explains why it needs 
to go there. Strategy defines a way to get there.61 The best organizational visions 
and strategies include some degree of member participation. In this case, the US 
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military had a mixed approach that failed to incorporate best practices.When the 
Secretary of Defense made the announcement to rescind the old policy, he told the 
services where they needed to go but he failed to explain why it was in the best 
interest of the organizations to get there. However, he did give the services a limited 
chance to influence the final outcome. He told them that if they determined that 
areas of their organizations could not be fully integrated, then they could request an 
exception to the new policy.Any exception would have to be “narrowly tailored” 
and based on a “rigorous analysis of the factual data regarding the knowledge, skills, 
and abilities needed for the position.”62 Therefore, while this change was directive 
in nature, it allowed for some degree of participatory decisionmaking relative to the 
final outcome. Interestingly, the services took different approaches to this guidance 
depending upon how they interpreted the language of the guidance.As for strategy, 
the Secretary of Defense largely left that up to the services. He provided some guid­
ing principles as well as benchmarked dates, but how they reached the end state was 
up to the organizations themselves. 

Communicating the change vision 

To bring about major organizational change, one scholar observes that a “shared 
sense of a desirable future can help motivate and coordinate the kinds of actions 
that create transformations.”63 In the US case, insufficient communication and 
mixed messages led to confusion about the desired future state.When the Secretary 
of Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff announced the policy 
change (and in subsequent statements), they used qualifying language such as “we 
must open up service possibilities for women as fully as possible.” This created 
ambiguity about the end state.64 

The individual services interpreted this vague vision in various ways. The 
Marine Corps’ professional journal, The Gazette, engaged in a public debate about 
the merits of opening up all combat occupations to women. It published numerous 
articles challenging the efficacy of allowing women into its core combat specialty, 
the infantry. Most of the critiques argued that, for a myriad of reasons, it was not 
“possible” to open the infantry to women.65 At the same time that the Marine 
Corps was debating whether women should be allowed into combat specialties, the 
Army made a deliberate effort to figure out how women would be integrated.66 

These different approaches reflect widely differing interpretations of what should 
have been a clearly communicated vision and strategy for bringing about organi­
zational change. 

Empowering employees for broad-based action 

Structural impediments, recalcitrant leaders, and a lack of training are all potential 
barriers to organizational change.67 Removing these barriers gives organizational 
staff both the power and resources to effect change. In the US military, many of 
these barriers have hindered the change process. One of the structural barriers lies 
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in the joint nature of the US military services.All of the services support each other 
in various ways and to varying degrees, and all of the services provide personnel 
to Special Operations Command.As the services moved forward on this directive, 
they found themselves blocked by slower-moving services. For example, the Army 
trains Armor Officers for both the Army and the Marine Corps.The Marines said 
that they could not move forward on gender integration until the Army opened its 
armor school to women. Similarly, all of the services said that, until Special Opera­
tions Command began accepting women, they could not open their elite specialty 
training programs to women because women’s assignment and promotion oppor­
tunities would be limited. 

Another barrier was senior military leaders who made public statements that 
impeded full integration. For example, Marine Corps Commandant General James 
Amos said that if there were not enough women officers who were interested or 
who qualified for the Marine Corps infantry, then it would not worth the effort to 
allow any of them to serve in the infantry.68 The Commandant never defined what 
would be “enough” women officers; he only indicated a lack of senior leadership 
support for this change.The Commandant later changed his tone and his level of 
support for this initiative.69 

Throughout 2014, the Marine Corps made a concerted effort to overcome 
organizational resistance and barriers by holding a series of town hall meetings 
at units and installations around the world to address the integration concerns of 
Marines.These events were open to all Marines and to the public.These meetings 
were designed to reassure Marines that standards would remain unchanged and 
units would not be weakened by the introduction of women.The meetings were 
conducted by senior Marine men who were themselves infantry officers.70 The 
speakers emphasized that standards would be maintained and that only women 
who met existing high standards would be admitted to combat jobs. But these lead­
ers never explained how units and capabilities might be improved by the presence 
of women. 

Generating short-term wins 

As an organization begins to change, it is important that members see and under­
stand how the change is benefiting the organization. If short-term successes are 
not highlighted, then skeptics will begin to challenge the value of the change.71 As 
the US military moved forward with this integration initiative, it highlighted and 
celebrated some early successes. Both the Army and the Marine Corps allowed 
women from historically open specialties – such as communications, logistics and 
intelligence – to serve in previously closed combat units. Both services noted that 
women were well received in the newly opened units.Also, when the first enlisted 
women graduated from infantry training during a trial period, the Marine Corps 
celebrated its success by allowing the media to cover the training. 

However, others have noted that some of the early statements designed to cel­
ebrate this change were less successful. One observer pointed out that the US 
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military made a number of statements to sell this change as one that would not 
“harm” the identity of the combat arms community rather than celebrate it as a 
step forward. Robert Egnell noted,“The issue of women in combat should not be 
approached through the lens of damage control, but rather with an emphasis on 
maximizing the effectiveness of military organizations in the contemporary strate­
gic context.”72 The vision and the reasons for change should have been articulated 
more powerfully at the outset of the process. 

Consolidating gains and producing more change 

As one scholar observed, resistance to change is “always waiting to reassert itself.”73 

Hardcore resisters continue to look for opportunities to undermine the change 
process, and short-term gains are not enough to transform the entire system.The 
interdependent nature of complex social systems means that change must be 
widespread throughout the system before long-term change and transformation 
is realized.When the US military was in the early stages of this change process, it 
identified mid-term and long-term challenges to fully realizing this change. For 
example, in order to accommodate women in the Navy, Navy officials believed 
that submarines would have to be modified to provide separate berthing for men 
and women. Some of the Navy’s older ships could not be retrofitted without 
incurring prohibitive expenses. The Navy decided to allow some of these older 
ships to be decommissioned rather than modified to accommodate women.74 

The continued existence of some male-only ships allows pockets of resistance to 
persevere. 

Anchoring new approaches in culture 

Culture is arguably “the most difficult element to change in an organization” and 
should not be the focus of the change.75 According to Kotter, “culture changes 
only after you have successfully altered people’s actions, after the new behavior 
produces some group benefit for a period of time.”76 Kotter’s rule of thumb is that 
any organization that sets out to change culture as a first step is doomed to failure. 
Regardless of how cultural change is tackled, it is clear that culture develops slowly 
and is hard to see and understand, even for those who are imbedded in the culture. 
Some aspects of culture are visible, while others are hidden deep within the sub­
conscious of the organization. Most definitions of organizational culture refer to 
an organization’s shared values, norms, rituals, stories and expectations.77 Culture is 
sometimes referred to as the software that invisibly guides all aspects of an organiza­
tion’s functioning.78 

National military organizations stand out as being especially steeped in tradition 
with enduring cultures.These cultures rest on centuries of “the universal gender­
ing of war,” where women have served in support roles and rarely as combatants.79 

For full integration and increased participation to take root, organizational change 
will require sustained efforts on the part of leaders and change activists to highlight 
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improved capabilities and to cement new beliefs and normative behaviors in the 
organizations. Changes of this magnitude take decades. 

Best practices or common approaches? 

In 2019, NATO hosted a two-day workshop intended to “identify and share 
research and best practices” for integrating women into NATO member and part­
ner nation militaries.80 Much is made of identifying and implementing “best prac­
tices” for women’s increased inclusion, as if there is a magical set of discrete actions 
that should be taken. However, although women have been slowly integrating into 
military organizations for decades, there is little research on the most effective strat­
egies for successful integration or for increasing participation and retention. Moni­
toring and evaluation often ends abruptly after the first few years of integration, 
and there is limited information on how women may or may not have affected 
operational capabilities.81 

While many countries appear to follow similar strategies and practices for 
integrating and increasing women’s participation, little attention has been paid to 
whether these strategies and practices are or should be considered best practices. 
For example, the US military recently implemented a “Leaders First” policy that 
requires the presence of at least two women leaders (officers or non-commissioned 
officers) in a combat unit before junior enlisted women can be assigned. It was 
meant to ease the introduction of enlisted women.This was touted as a best prac­
tice, but subsequent research found that it may be harming efforts to integrate 
women. It might not be a “best practice” that other countries should follow.82 

An approach adopted by many countries is to tout the increased capabilities of 
diverse teams. Linking women’s participation to increased capabilities is a strategic 
communications strategy being used to overcome organizational resistance, but it 
might not be having the intended effects. A growing body of research shows that 
training based on this line of reasoning may be counterproductive and may actually 
reduce acceptance of diverse teams.83 

The best way to overcome resistance to women’s inclusion might be the crea­
tion of gender-neutral job standards that are applied to men and women equally.84 

Many arguments against women center on their physical differences; the assump­
tion is that women cannot perform the most physically demanding jobs.When the 
US Army opened ground-combat jobs to women, many members of the military 
were certain that women would never qualify for elite units such as the Army’s 75th 
Ranger Regiment. However, in 2015 three women soldiers successfully completed 
the grueling Ranger course, and they qualified using the same standards as men. 
The school’s commanding officer publicly stated that the women had been held 
to the exact same standards as the men.85 Women have continued to graduate from 
this course, (although in much smaller numbers than the men), and they have been 
selected to serve in the 75th Ranger Regiment. 

There is an almost myopic focus in many NATO countries on establishing 
“gender-free” or “gender-neutral” occupational standards as a way of garnering 



108 Haring  

  
 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

acceptance of women in traditionally masculine jobs, but there are no estab­
lished best practices for setting these standards. The result is that there are no 
two countries with the same standards for what are inherently identical jobs 
such as “tanker” or “infanteer.” Common approaches to women’s inclusion have 
included: 

•	 Reviewing occupational standards to ensure that they are job-based, gender-
neutral and applied to men and women equally. 

•	 Pledging not to set quotas for women, to avoid creating the appearance that 
standards are being lowered. 

•	 Engaging in messaging that touts the benefits of increased capabilities brought 
about by a larger recruiting pool and more diverse teams. 

•	 Examining organizational policies to identify those that are gendered and have 
a disproportionately negative impact on women, including recruitment, pro­
motion and retention policies. 

•	 Identifying equipping and training needs that optimize women’s performance, 
reduce injuries and increase participation. 

Conclusion 

Despite the assertion by John Keegan that “women do not fight,” it is clear that 
the historical record is less about women’s capabilities and desires and more about 
what women have been allowed to do in military organizations. Not only have 
women shown interest and aptitude, but as cultural norms have changed women 
are increasingly joining military organizations. The quickest way to increasing 
women’s participation is through conscription, targeted recruitment and incentive 
programs that treat men and women as citizens with the same responsibilities for 
national defense. 

Ultimately, though, military organizations will have to make military service 
attractive to all genders, including women. Organizational cultures that allow dis­
crimination and harassment must be eliminated.Training and equipment have to 
be adapted to allow for a more diverse force. If military organizations remain male-
centered, with few accommodations made for women, then women will remain a 
fractional minority. 

The record to date reveals a series of mixed approaches to this organizational 
and cultural change process. Mixed messages from senior leaders and outright chal­
lenges to a modified military identity, evident in professional journals, do not bode 
well for a smooth transformation to reconstructed individual, group and organi­
zational identities. However, military organizations in many countries will have to 
adapt to the new strategic and technological challenges of the 21st century.Today 
and in the future, militaries need personnel with a much broader range of skills 
than those typically associated with armies of the past.The final push to integrate 
women in the military is coinciding with a reconstructed, high-tech, post-modern 
soldier identity that embraces the contributions and inclusion of new capabilities. 



Gender and military organizations 109  

  

 
 

 
  

    
   
  

    

    
 

  
 

    
 

    
   
  
     

 
   

 
 

    
 

  
   
      

  
     

    

     

  
   

 

Women’s greater inclusion in military organizations is and will be a function 
of changing cultural norms that can be advanced through a series of mutually 
supporting efforts. UN Security Council resolutions, demands for women on the 
ground and legal challenges will all serve to push change, but it is possible that 
women may never serve in military organizations at the same rate as men. Even 
as adaptation occurs, organizational cultures evolve and reconstructed identities 
emerge. How long this process takes will depend on the change methods that each 
country employs. Women’s acceptance into support-based occupations has been 
slow but steady in many militaries.As national militaries open combat positions to 
women, the path to changing cultures and adapting individual, group and organiza­
tional identities within combat sub-communities is likely to be even slower – but it 
is not impossible.A hundred years ago, it would have been unthinkable to envision 
a woman sailor on a Navy ship, but today, women command Navy combat ships. 
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6 
GENDER AND POPULATION 
MOVEMENTS 

Jane Freedman 

In the 21st century, many political leaders and national security establishments have 
focused on what they characterize as the security “threat” posed by population 
movements.This has been accompanied by ever more restrictive policies to control 
who crosses borders.The increasing securitization of migration has prioritized state 
security over human security. The measures put in place to close borders and to 
prevent population movements have had highly negative impacts on the security 
of women and men who are attempting to migrate.The causes and forms of inse­
curity are often specific for women migrants. Because of their social, economic 
or political status they may find it more difficult to move.They are also in greater 
danger of becoming victims of sexual and gender-related violence during their 
migration and on arrival in their country of destination. 

In this chapter, I consider the various forms of migration and the ways in which 
they are gendered before going on to examine how and why women migrants may 
be particularly affected by the insecurities of migration. I focus on the specific issues 
of trafficking and of gender-related asylum claims. Finally, I examine the case of the 
European Union (EU), which provides a good example of the ways in which poli­
cies to restrict migration and to “secure” borders can result in increasing insecuri­
ties for migrants. I analyze, in particular, the gendered nature of these insecurities. 
I argue that the growing concern with the supposed threats to state security from 
migration acts as an obstacle to progress in advancing measures for reinforcing the 
human security of migrants themselves. 

Why gender matters in population movements 

Population movements – whether of migrants, refugees or Internally Displaced 
Persons (IDPs) – are a major global phenomenon. People move for different rea­
sons: to flee persecution and war, escape natural disasters, find work or a better 
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way or life, study abroad, migrate for marriage or reunite with family members in 
other countries. In 2019, the number of international migrants – people residing in 
a country other than their country of birth – was estimated at 272 million world­
wide.1 Added to these international migrants are an estimated 41.3 million IDPs, 
who have not crossed borders but have been forced to move from their homes due 
to disaster or conflict.2 In an attempt to “manage” migration, national governments 
and international organizations have created categories of migrants with different 
statuses and rights under national and international law. 

There is no formal definition of a migrant in international law. In its 2019 Glos­
sary on Migration, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) defines an 
international migrant as “any person who is outside a state of which he or she is a 
citizen or national, or, in the case of a stateless person, his or her state of birth or 
habitual residence.The term includes migrants who intend to move permanently 
or temporarily, and those who move in a regular or documented manners as well as 
migrants in irregular situations.”3 A refugee has a specific status under international 
law based on the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, which 
defines a refugee as a person who “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing 
to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.”4 Those 
who seek protection from the government of another country after being forced 
to flee are classified as asylum seekers.They must apply for refugee status in that 
country, proving their well-founded fear of persecution in order to be granted 
refugee status and a legal right to stay in the country. Many people who are forced 
to flee never cross an international border and remain internally displaced within 
their own country. 

All of these legal definitions and classifications are increasingly difficult to map 
onto the reality of population movements.The causes of migration are rarely sim­
ple, and people move for a variety of intermingled reasons with journeys that are 
not straightforward but may involve many stops (sometimes lengthy) in various 
countries of “transit” before onward migration to a final “destination.” People may 
be forced to migrate because of poverty, for example, but they may also be victims 
of violence and persecution on their journeys, which force them to move onward 
to another destination. In addition, newer causes of migration such as climate 
change and environmental disasters are increasing the migratory pressure in many 
regions of the world.These complexities are exacerbated by the fact that individual 
countries and regional entities, such as the EU, have put in place varying immigra­
tion and visa regimes to regulate who can enter their territory, who can stay there 
and who can legally access different rights and services.The interplay between these 
regimes and international conventions and laws creates situations in which migrants 
may become “illegal” not because of any of their own actions, but because of the 
legal and political systems within which they are caught up. 

Migration is increasingly regarded as a security issue, as population movements 
are seen to be linked to threats to state security – such as terrorism – and threats 
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to political stability, including questions related to national identity, culture and 
economic burdens.There has also been a spread of anti-immigrant and xenopho­
bic discourses which feed into and are in turn reinforced by the rise of far-right 
political parties in various countries.5 These discourses advocate for stricter migra­
tion controls to prevent the “uncontrolled” entry of migrants and the deportation of 
“illegal” migrants from national territories.The belief in widespread anti-immigrant 
sentiment has been used to justify actions by national governments and regional 
and international organizations to control or restrict migration.6 But whilst the 
securitization of migration has prioritized state security, much less attention has 
been paid to the ways in which laws and policies regulating migration can lead to 
increasing insecurities for those who are on the move. 

Gender is an important factor in population movements.The causes of migration 
are often gendered. Gendered structures of power and inequality affect women’s 
and men’s opportunities for migration. Gendered inequalities also shape migrants’ 
strategies, routes and journeys in countries of origin, transit and destination.The 
gender-migration nexus can be seen as a circular relationship whereby gender 
influences who migrates, how and why they migrate and their experiences during 
migration. Women often find migration more difficult because they have fewer 
economic resources to pay for their journeys or because they have primary respon­
sibilities for childcare, which restrict their opportunities for movement. Restrictive 
gender norms or discriminatory legal contexts may limit women’s mobility and 
access to public spaces. Fear of sexual and gender-based violence on the migration 
routes may also act as a brake on women’s migration. Research has shown that in 
many situations, the decision to migrate is not made as an individual, but rather as 
a family. Families may choose to privilege migration of their men, given the per­
ceived risks for women.7 In some cases, however, families choose to send women to 
work abroad because they believe that women are more reliable in sending remit­
tances home. 

Migration in turn reshapes gender relations – either entrenching traditional 
gender roles and inequalities or challenging them and forging new constructions 
and relations of gender.Whilst women migrants might face increased insecurities 
because of the prevalence of gender-based forms of violence, they may also in some 
cases have better opportunities for integration into host societies, and they may be 
able to take on new roles that were not possible for them before migrating.Women 
migrants may also gain new forms of economic independence, and with this eco­
nomic independence they may have more opportunities to exercise their rights. 
The experiences of women migrants are mediated by other intersecting social 
identities, such as sexual orientation, class, race, nationality and age. It is therefore 
impossible to talk about a general experience or reality for women in migration. In 
this chapter, I discuss some of the major issues relating to the ways in which gender 
relations shape the security dangers faced by women and men in various types and 
situations of migration and mobility. 

Until recently, the typical image of a migrant was a man, and many policies are 
still based on this image of the male migrant worker or refugee, or on models of 
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“family” migration that prioritize the model of a male-headed family. Only more 
recently have research and policy begun to consider issues of gender. In the early 
21st century, women make up half of migrants worldwide, and many women are 
now migrating not as part of a couple or family, but on their own, with their own 
autonomous migratory projects. It is important to examine how global gender 
inequalities – in intersection with other forms of inequality based on race, class, 
ethnicity and sexual orientation – impact population movements.We also need to 
analyze how policies and legislation at international, regional and national levels 
have gendered impacts and how they affect the security of migrants.Whilst there 
has been some recognition at the policy level that women may be more vulner­
able during migration, there has been little policy effort to reduce the gendered 
insecurities of migration. 

Despite the increases in women’s migration (which date from the 1960s) main­
stream migration research has been slow to incorporate women and gender into its 
analyses.8 One of the primary reasons for the invisibility of women in migration 
research is that the primary models for analyzing migration were based on labor 
migration, where the migrant worker was assumed to be a man, and women were 
presumed to be economically inactive.9 In 1993, Stephen Castles and Mark Miller 
wrote about “feminization” as one of the new characteristics of global migration.10 

This was perhaps the first time that the idea of feminization entered mainstream 
academic discourse on migration research. Unfortunately, there is still relatively 
little research that focuses on the gendered politics of migration.11 In addition, 
whilst there is more awareness that population movements are not comprised solely 
of men, policies and laws on migration have been slow to integrate a gendered 
approach that takes full account of the different situations of individual migrants 
based on gender, race, nationality, class, age and other factors. 

Population movements have taken place throughout history, with people mov­
ing across the globe for a wide variety of reasons. It is only more recently, however, 
that these population movements have been seen as security issues and that states 
seek to close borders and restrict access to their territory.The contemporary period 
is described by Castles and Miller as the “Age of Migration,” characterized by an 
increasing scale, globalization, feminization and politicization of migration.12 The 
politicization is demonstrated by the salience of migration in political debates, party 
manifestos and election campaigns around the world, with promises to limit migra­
tion and to build walls (either metaphorical or real).The politicization of migration 
as an issue has also led to more significance being placed on migratory categories, as 
organizations and governments attempting to “manage” migration seek to impose 
common understandings and definitions of who should be allowed to cross borders 
and who should be expelled or rejected.13 They seek to determine who is a “desir­
able” or “deserving” refugee in need of protection and who is an “undesirable,” 
“underserving” or “illegal” economic migrant who poses a threat and should be 
expelled or excluded. 

In reality, the determination is difficult and perhaps even impossible to make. 
The reasons that people flee their countries of origin are multiple and diverse. 
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They may flee because of a particular incident of violence or oppression, an arrest, 
torture or death threats. It may also be that the general circumstances in which they 
are living make it impossible for them to remain. Economic and political causes of 
migration are not opposites but form part of a continuum. Political conflict is often 
the expression or result of a failure to bring about economic or social develop­
ment or to safeguard human rights.14 Further, political conflict may be the cause 
of economic crises and may push people into untenable conditions of poverty. It is 
nearly impossible to classify migrations either as the result of political or economic 
circumstances or as “forced” or “voluntary.” In addition, these artificial categoriza­
tions are highly gendered and racialized, with women more often being represented 
as “vulnerable” or “victims,” whilst male migrants – and especially those of Muslim 
origin – are viewed as dangers or threats.15 

Borders, gender and violence 

The scale of international migration – together with attempts to control or manage 
migration by many countries in the Global North – has reinforced a focus on bor­
ders, physical and virtual. Borders have become sites both of symbolic deterrence 
and of material reinforcement of mechanisms of control – sites for the filtering of 
“undesirable” individuals.16 The attempts to secure borders and to prevent migrants 
from crossing have largely failed, as none of the attempts at reinforcing border 
controls have actually managed to stop flows of migrants. Despite the ineffective­
ness and inefficiency of these securitization measures, states continue to try and 
make it more difficult for migrants to cross borders and enter their territories. In 
fact, the securitization of borders – through increased border controls and harsher 
visa regimes – acts to increase the insecurities of those trying to cross them, mak­
ing journeys longer, more dangerous and more expensive. Securitization also acts 
to increase the role and involvement of trafficking and smuggling networks, as 
migrants can no longer cross borders on their own.And whilst many governments 
have attempted to blame smugglers or traffickers for encouraging migration, in 
fact, it is restrictive migration regimes that push migrants into the hands of these 
smugglers.17 

Migrant journeys are becoming increasingly violent and insecure.Violence is an 
element of many migrant journeys, but women who migrate face particular threats 
including heightened risks of sexual and gender-based violence.The interconnec­
tions between gender, migration, violence and insecurity have been highlighted by 
research in regions around the world.18 Different push and pull factors, migration 
control regimes, as well as social and economic conditions in countries of origin, 
transit and destination create varying types of insecurity and violence for men and 
women, depending on their social and economic positions and power relations 
between them. As Marianne Marchand argues: “It goes without saying that the 
migration-violence nexus is gendered. Men and women are affected in different 
ways and the violence to which they are exposed is related to their position with 
respect to the migration-violence nexus.”19 
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Violence against women migrants comes from multiple sources including bor­
der guards and police, immigration officials, smugglers and traffickers, but also other 
migrants and members of their own families. During the European migration crisis 
in the 2010s, there were multiple reports of sexual and gender-based forms of vio­
lence committed by border guards against women on the routes through Turkey, 
Greece and the Balkans to the EU.There are reports that as many as 80 percent 
of Central American women travelling through Mexico to the United States have 
been victims of rape.20 Gender-based forms of violence are also widespread in 
migrant detention centers. Some smugglers perpetrate rape and sexual violence 
against women migrants. A lack of economic resources to pay smugglers often 
forces women into transactional sexual relations in return for their passage.Trans­
actional sex is commonplace around migrant and refugee routes and camps, and 
it is often a survival strategy for migrant women.Transactional sex as an income-
generating or survival strategy for women migrants links to debates on traffick­
ing and prostitution, but policymakers rarely address the gendered insecurities that 
result in women being forced into transactional sexual relations as their only means 
of survival. 

Inadequate reception conditions for migrants also pose security problems for 
women, including a lack of safe and sanitary accommodation as well as access to 
health services or psychological support.The poor reception conditions in destina­
tion countries puts strains on family relations and leads to increasing incidences of 
domestic violence amongst migrant and refugee families.Women who are victims 
of domestic violence in these circumstances have little chance of obtaining legal 
or social support. Moreover, the prevailing models of family migration still often 
recognize a man as the head of family who will protect his wife; it is assumed that 
women travelling with their husbands or other male companions will be protected 
by their male partners. Incidents of violence and domination within family groups 
are thus often overlooked. 

Recent research has also highlighted the physical risks of border crossing for 
women and higher rates of mortality at borders for women than for men.21 For 
those attempting to reach the United States from Mexico, women are more likely 
to die in the desert. For migration to Europe and Australia, women are more likely 
to drown during sea crossings because they may not know how to swim, be unsuit­
ably dressed, have less access to life jackets or because they may attempt to save their 
children. The Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Watch the Med Alarm-
phone reports on the situation of women taking the Central Mediterranean route 
from Libya to Italy: “In the Central Mediterranean, they are often seated in the 
middle of rubber boats intended to keep them as far as possible from the water and 
thereby ‘safe.’” However, it is in the middle of the boats where sea water and fuel 
gather the most, creating a toxic mix that burns the skin and often causes grave 
injuries.There women are also most at risk of being trampled and suffocated when 
panic breaks out on board. In some of the larger wooden boats, women often sit 
in the vessel’s hold, where suffocation due to the accumulation of dangerous fumes 
occurs more quickly, and where, in situations of capsizing, escaping is more difficult. 



Gender and population movements 119  

 

 

 

  
 

  
 

  
 

 
  

 
 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

Many women wear longer and heavier clothes than men, making it more difficult 
to stay above water when they fall into the sea.22 

Trafficking 

Governments and international organizations have been quick to point to traffick­
ing networks as responsible for the increasing violence and insecurity of migration. 
However, the increase in trafficking is the result of restrictive migration policies 
that prevent people from taking legal routes to migrate.Trafficking cannot be con­
sidered as a security problem in isolation from more general considerations of the 
roots of the insecurities of migration.The framing of trafficking as a border security 
problem obscures the realities of those who are trafficked, with a simplified focus 
on women as innocent victims who are kidnapped and forced into prostitution 
in countries of destination. As Rutivica Andrijasevic and Nicola Mai argue, “The 
stereotypical image of the victim is of a young, innocent, foreign woman tricked 
into prostitution abroad. She is battered and kept under continuous surveillance so 
that her only hope is police rescue.”23 

Trafficking is a highly gendered phenomenon. It is estimated that 72 percent 
of trafficking victims worldwide are women.24 The fact the majority of traffick­
ing victims are women may hide other realities that are not so readily under­
stood, such as the fact that men are also trafficked.Also overlooked is the fact that 
in some cases, women are also involved as traffickers.Trafficking is often under­
stood as forced migration for the purposes of sexual exploitation and prostitu­
tion, but migrants are also trafficked for many other forms of labor exploitation 
such as agricultural, domestic or construction work.The United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) admits that its statistics may be biased toward 
an overrepresentation of trafficking of women for sexual exploitation, as this is 
the most visible form of trafficking. Other forms of trafficking and exploitation 
are underreported: forced or bonded labor; domestic servitude and forced mar­
riage; organ removal; and the exploitation of children in begging, the sex trade 
and warfare.25 

The simplified representations that dominate the trafficking debates nationally 
and internationally fail to take into account the structural inequalities – gender 
inequalities but also inequalities of race, class and age – that underlie trafficking 
and make some people more vulnerable to trafficking.26 Young women have been 
found to be the most vulnerable to trafficking because they often have lower levels 
of education, less access to information about migration and fewer opportunities 
for legal migration.27 Their vulnerability is tied to structural inequalities within 
their countries of origin but also to the migration policies within countries of des­
tination. Reports from Libya suggest that the majority of African women attempt­
ing to transit through Libya to reach the EU are under the control of traffickers. 
The process by which these women become dependent and controlled by traffick­
ers is not simple. Most set out independently on their migratory journeys, but find 
that through lack of knowledge, information or resources, they become dependent 
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on trafficking networks. Some women may know that they are migrating to work 
in the sex industry, but they may not be aware of the conditions of this work and 
the control that traffickers will have over their income. 

Anti-trafficking policies that focus on the criminalization of prostitution and sex 
work, with the objective of “saving” the innocent victims, are problematic.These 
policies ignore the agency of many of these “victims” and that, for some migrants, 
working in the sex industry may provide an income-generating activity and an 
opportunity to achieve geographical and social mobility. Policies that are merely 
repressive do not address the inequalities that make sex work a means of making 
money.The repression of “illegal” migration may mean that women and men who 
are victims of trafficking may feel that they are unable to go to the police in their 
country of destination for fear of being deported.28 

Sex work is just one of the exploitative forms of labor in which migrant women 
are engaged worldwide. Women are increasingly migrating alone, often to seek 
employment in a richer country. In some cases, such as migrants from the Philip­
pines, women are now the large majority of migrants going to work in another 
country to earn money for themselves and their families.Although women’s skilled 
labor migration should not be ignored, it remains true that for many migrant 
women the types of jobs into which they are recruited are largely unskilled, low-
paid and insecure in terms of having little social or legal protection.29 

Incidents of violence against women in domestic employment are frequent.30 

Violence against migrant women workers can be seen as a consequence of state 
violence in that the strict application of immigration laws renders women increas­
ingly vulnerable and at risk. The fact that many of these women are working 
illegally – because they do not have the requisite work permits – makes their work 
conditions even more insecure and makes it harder for them to mobilize because 
they may be afraid to make themselves visible in the public space.The type of work 
in which migrant women are involved often means that they remain isolated and 
cannot access support either from other migrant women or from outside sources 
such as trade unions.Women migrant workers are thus treated as workers not wor­
thy of protection.31 In some cases, states benefit from structural violence by grant­
ing their national citizens unlimited control over migrant domestic workers, who 
are relegated to the private sphere of the home.32 

Gender and international refugee protection 

One of the reasons that women migrate is to flee gender-based violence and perse­
cution and to seek international protection as refugees.The United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that there are 70.8 million for­
cibly displaced people worldwide.33 Contrary to some perceptions in the Global 
North, the majority of the world’s refugees remain in the South, most often in 
neighboring countries. Most of the refugees from Syria, for example, are located in 
Lebanon,Turkey and Jordan.The largest refugee camp in the world is in Uganda. 
Forced displacement presents particular challenges for women. 
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Refugee camps can be envisaged as zones of protection for the populations 
within them (places where they are safe from the conflicts they have fled), but these 
camps are often also zones of conflict.34 Specific problems arise for women within 
these camps both because of material factors, such as the lack of essential resources, 
and the gendered political and power structures that exist within the camps.The 
spatial organization of the camp structures the way women manage their time and 
shapes their social routines and income-earning strategies. Access to health care, 
food and other services is often concentrated within one area in the camp, which 
facilitates the work of the international staff but can be inconvenient and dangerous 
for those who live in the camp – especially women.35 Refugee camps are designed 
to facilitate the administrative tasks of UNHCR and other aid agencies that run 
the camps or work in them, rather than to make life easier for the refugees who 
live there. This puts women at risk of violence – for example, when they have 
to go outside of the camp to look for firewood. Gathering firewood is generally 
designated as a task for women since women are responsible for cooking and they 
usually have no choice in the type of fuel they can use for cooking. In addition to 
the dangers of violence incurred whilst collecting firewood or water, women are 
also faced with a lack of resources for their basic needs.Women are often princi­
pally responsible for feeding their families and thus bear the brunt of the problems 
involved in managing the very scarce resources they receive.36 Facilities for sanita­
tion and washing are frequently also inadequate.The violence and insecurities of 
life in refugee camps also lead to increasing familial restriction and control on girls’ 
and young women’s mobility. For example, among some Syrian and Rohingya 
refugees, displaced families in refugee camps have chosen early or forced marriage 
for their daughters as a strategy to cope with economic hardship or perceived risks 
of sexual violence. 

Adjusting to life within a camp can also be a process of realignment and redef­
inition of gender roles and relationships. These processes of change can benefit 
women as they are empowered to take on roles not previously open to them, 
but they can also have negative impacts. Some studies have shown that changes 
in gendered divisions of labor are at the expense of women – for example, when 
women have to take on extra tasks that are not economically rewarding or income­
generating.37 Other studies have pointed to a reinforcement of the gender roles 
that existed in countries of origin within the new setting of a refugee camp. Studies 
have also shown increasing violence by men in refugee camp settings as a result of 
their feeling unable to fill their roles as breadwinners and heads of family.38 

Above all, refugee camps are sites of violence – much of this violence is clearly 
gendered in nature. This violence stems from the disruption of family and com­
munity structures during forced migration and the continuation and reproduction 
of previously experienced violence whilst in exile.Although UNHCR and NGOs 
have made commitments to protect women within camps, in practice, the organi­
zation of camps, the political structures within them and the representations and 
conceptualizations of women and men within these camps mean that this protec­
tion is often not effective. 
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Most refugees remain in camps or in situations of urban displacement in coun­
tries of the South, but a minority do travel to countries of the North to claim asylum. 
Around 30 percent of asylum claims in these countries are made by women – and 
these numbers are growing. Claims for asylum are increasingly being made on the 
grounds of gender-based persecutions such as female genital mutilation, forced 
marriage, domestic violence or rape and sexual violence in conflict. 

Such claims have been difficult to process because neither gender nor sex is 
included as one of the grounds of persecution for which persons can claim asylum 
under the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees.As with other international 
human rights conventions, the 1951 Refugee Convention was written from the 
male perspective, which overlooks infringements of the human rights of women. 
Human rights laws and conventions have been elaborated in terms of the violation 
of existing rights; they offer only limited redress in cases where there is pervasive 
and structural denial of rights, such as those cases where rights are denied because 
of pervasive and structural gender inequalities. During the negotiations that led to 
the drafting of the 1951 Convention, the relevance of gender was discussed only 
once, and it was quickly rejected.39 These views were typical of the time in which 
the Convention was written, when the questions of gender, sexuality and women’s 
rights were far from the center stage of international politics. 

The lack of attention to gender in the 1951 Convention has led some to argue 
that the Convention itself should be re-written to add gender as a sixth ground 
of persecution in addition to the existing five of race, religion, nationality, political 
opinion and membership of a particular social group.40 Others argue that it might 
be dangerous to open up discussion on the re-drafting of the 1951 Convention 
given the level of anti-immigrant sentiment that exists globally and the fact that 
gender-based forms of persecution can be treated under the terms of the Con­
vention if the victims of this type of persecution are considered as members of a 
“particular social group.”41 

It is clear that there are still multiple barriers for those claiming asylum on the 
basis of gender-related forms of persecution.While the right of asylum is enshrined 
in international law, states have increasingly rejected asylum claims on the grounds 
that they are not genuine asylum claims but false claims made by migrants to enable 
them to gain a legal residence status.The rejection of asylum claims takes the form 
of denying the existence of persecution or increasing demands for proof of persecu­
tion, which is often impossible for asylum seekers to provide.These developments 
have particular negative impacts on women who are victims of gender-related per­
secution, which might not be recognized as a legitimate motive for seeking asy­
lum under the Refugee Convention. Many women also have their asylum claims 
rejected because their stories are judged not to be credible.42 

In theory, gender-related forms of persecution should allow many women to be 
accorded refugee status; the practices in place discourage this because of the under­
lying fear of a huge influx of new women asylum seekers. Although there have 
been some advances in terms of women receiving refugee status on the grounds of 
gender-specific persecution, these have only been in individual cases; judges have 
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been careful to frame their decisions in ways that limit the generalization of such 
decisions to other women in similar situations.The asylum process – which involves 
women recounting their experiences of persecution over and over again in front of 
various officials, judges and often members of NGOs as well – also poses a barrier 
as it requires women to relive and recount experiences that may have been highly 
traumatic and might seem shameful to them. These processes tend to reinforce 
gendered stereotypes of women as passive and apolitical victims and to reinforce the 
notion of the illegitimacy of asylum claims based on the grounds of gender-related 
persecutions that are not “political.” Further, restrictions on access to housing and 
welfare services for asylum seekers – introduced as a deterrent by many govern­
ments – have a profoundly negative impact on women asylum seekers, reinforcing 
gendered inequalities in capital and resources. 

Gender, climate change and migration 

As climate change causes increasingly perilous conditions for millions of people 
across the globe, the question of those who are forced to move due to flood, tsu­
nami, drought, rising sea levels or other natural causes is becoming more and more 
contentious. States increasingly argue about who should bear the responsibility for 
protecting and finding new homes for these refugees. Even the term refugee is con­
tentious when applied to these populations, with some arguing that these people 
should be protected under the existing Refugee Convention, others arguing that a 
new convention needs to be developed and some arguing that this is not a question 
that should be addressed within any kind of refugee framework.43 

The question is also a gendered one. Many studies have shown that women and 
men are affected differently by climate change and natural disasters, with women in 
many cases being more vulnerable to climate change because of preexisting social 
and economic inequalities.44 Women and men affected by natural disasters face dif­
ferent sources of insecurity and have varied strategies for survival and mitigation to 
deal with the impacts of such disaster. Such disasters are called “natural,” but they 
are in fact inherently social phenomena in that their consequences (and in some 
cases their causes) are linked to “who we are, how we live and how we structure 
and maintain our society.”45 This means that existing social, economic and politi­
cal inequalities in societies determine who is most at risk from natural hazards and 
disasters. Further, men and women respond differently to risk because of their 
location in social structures.46 As Hunter and David argue, gendered insecurities as 
a result of natural disasters are linked to “inequalities such as poverty, limited access 
to resources and mobility, as well as culturally constructed expectations that shape 
work patterns, household divisions of labor and caretaking responsibilities.”47 

Displacement following disasters also has gendered dimensions. When people 
are displaced and forced to migrate because of disasters, they may find refuge in the 
homes of family or friends, but many are forced into shelters provided by govern­
ments, NGOs or international organizations. Within these shelters, many of the 
same issues arise as in refugee camps, as these temporary shelters are not designed 
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to cater to the needs of women.Women face lack of privacy and lack of adequate 
facilities for childcare, cooking or laundry.They are vulnerable to violence within 
the shelters both from intimate partners and other men.48 Those who migrate fur­
ther and seek protection in another country may not find it easy to voice their 
claims for protection or to gain a legal status within that country.As several schol­
ars have pointed out, the securitized and state-centric reactions to climate change 
migration have focused on the threats to state security from influxes of large num­
bers of climate change migrants.49 These state security discourses have highlighted 
the same types of fears as those that are prominent in political and media discourses 
on asylum seekers, highlighting the threats that climate change refugees could pose 
to resources, services, social cohesion and political stability. Both the United States 
and the EU have issued policy documents that encourage policymakers to take into 
account the potential threats to security from climate change refugees and the need 
to take these threats seriously in policies for management of migration.50 These 
state-centric discourses do little or nothing, however, to address the insecurities of 
those forced to migrate because of climate change. 

Gendered representations 

The idea that migrants are a threat to the security of countries of transit and des­
tination has become commonplace globally, evidenced by the growing popularity 
and acceptability of right-wing and xenophobic, anti-immigrant discourses and 
policies. These representations of migrants as security threats are constructed in 
gendered and racialized terms which build on stereotypical dichotomies whereby 
women are “vulnerable” or “victims” and men “dangerous.”51 These stereotypical 
gendered representations have been strengthened since 9/11 and subsequent ter­
rorist attacks in Europe and the United States. 

Migrant men, and in particular young Muslim migrant men, are increasingly 
portrayed as potential terrorists and subjected to restrictive policing and surveil­
lance practices. The rumor that some of the terrorists involved in the attack on 
the Bataclan in Paris in 2015 had followed the refugee route through Turkey and 
Greece, for example, led to calls to impose further restrictions on the movement of 
young men along this route. Representations of male migrants as a specific threat to 
women have also emerged, with the idea that men from “other cultures” may pose 
a sexual threat to European or American women.They are represented as hyper-
sexualized and dangerous, unaware of the more “civilized” gender norms prevalent 
in Western societies.These types of representation were clearly in evidence in Ger­
many after the report of sexual violence against women in Cologne on Decem­
ber 31, 2015 – incidents of violence which were immediately blamed on refugees. 
This type of representation has led some countries to set up special education 
courses for migrant men to “teach” them about women’s rights and gender equality. 

Migrant women, on the other hand, are stereotyped as vulnerable or victims – 
representations which could be considered as perhaps less harmful than those of 
migrant men, but which act to deny their agency and autonomy.Thus, although 
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women might be offered some extra protection (because of their supposed vul­
nerability), they are also treated as dependent, and their independent migratory 
strategies and wishes are ignored. Even well-meaning charitable or humanitarian 
interventions tend to classify women as vulnerable victims, objects of pity.These 
women are then targeted for interventions in ways that foreclose their agency.52 

These representations of women (and particularly Muslim women) as “vulner­
able” or “victims” devoid of agency, combine a racialized and gendered discourse 
which reduces their ability to express and make heard their own needs, wishes and 
opinions. 

Policy frameworks 

Policies to manage or control migration – even when supposedly “gender neutral”– 
do have gendered impacts because of the gendered inequalities and hierarchies of 
power outlined in this text.There have been some attempts to integrate gendered 
considerations into migration policies at national, regional and international levels. 
Unfortunately, the continued prioritization of state sovereignty and national secu­
rity over the security of migrants has meant that the impacts of the integration 
of gender into migration policies has been limited in terms of positive effects for 
women. Migration policies in Australia, Europe or North America are based on the 
premise that the number of migrants entering the national territory of these coun­
tries can be limited, and that it is possible to select the “good” migrants and allow 
them to enter and stay legally whilst keeping out or expelling others.These efforts 
are based on a false belief that it is possible to establish clear categories of migrants 
with easily identifiable boundaries and characteristics.The reality is far more com­
plex and messier, and the reductive nature of many policies do nothing to reduce 
the insecurities of migrant women or to promote their agency. 

There are some international policy frameworks for integrating gender into 
policies on migration and refugees.These policy frameworks advance the security 
of women migrants, but they are also problematic because of a reliance on stereo­
typical visions of women’s vulnerability. In reaction to widespread criticism from 
feminist groups at the lack of specific guidance on protection for women asylum-
seekers and refugees, UNHCR has issued guidelines on the protection of women, 
victims of sexual violence and victims of trafficking.53 These guidelines integrated 
an assumed notion of vulnerability of these groups and their need for added pro­
tection in the face of this vulnerability.The criteria used by UNHCR for select­
ing refugees for resettlement to third countries rely almost entirely on the notion 
of vulnerability. Any refugees who wish to be candidates for resettlement need to 
prove that they are indeed vulnerable in order to gain a place on the list.This insist­
ence on the notion of women’s vulnerability to justify their protection undercuts 
any recognition of their independent status and agency. Unfortunately, despite a 
commitment to gender mainstreaming, to the prevention of gender-based violence 
and to greater protection for women refugees, in practice, many refugee situations 
gender-based insecurities remain. 



126 Freedman  

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Some countries have integrated UNHCR’s guidelines into national asylum and 
refugee policies. In 1993, the Canadian Immigration and Refugee Board issued 
Guidelines on Women Refugee Claimants Fearing Gender-Related Persecution. 
These guidelines affirmed that the definition of a refugee should be interpreted 
so as to protect women who demonstrate a well-founded fear of gender-related 
persecution. They also sought to provide principles that would lead those mak­
ing decisions on asylum claims to more fully account for the particularities of 
women’s experiences of persecution. In 1995, the US Department of Justice issued 
a memorandum that directed immigration officers to consider that women may 
face specific types of persecution and to treat these persecutions seriously when 
adjudicating asylum claims. In 1996, the Australian Department of Immigration 
and Multicultural Affairs issued Guidelines on Gender Issues for Decision Mak­
ers. Audrey Macklin argues that Canada’s adoption of international norms in this 
area provided an example for the other two states, so that “demonstrating what 
could be achieved – politically and legally – in one jurisdiction, made it politi­
cally feasible to follow suit.”54 Several EU countries as well as countries such as 
South Africa have also adopted the UNHCR guidelines. However, research has 
shown that the impacts of this adoption have been limited by the continued actions 
of states to limit migration. Asylum seekers are viewed with suspicion and often 
their stories are simply deemed “not credible.”As Debra Singer argues, despite the 
national frameworks for integrating gender into national refugee status determina­
tion systems, many women’s claims fail because they are judged to lack credibility 
or because women do not have enough proof to back up their claims.55 

Policy frameworks on labor migration have also failed to fully integrate gen­
dered concerns and may thus penalize women migrants. In the EU the Policy Plan 
on Legal Migration sets out regulations for the entry and stay of four categories of 
migrants: highly qualified workers, seasonal workers, intra-corporate transferees and 
remunerated trainees.56 No gender differences are mentioned in any of these cat­
egories.The categories of domestic work and care work (within which women are 
the majority) are not mentioned. Indeed, domestic work remains largely unregu­
lated and is not the subject of any EU directives.57 Neither does the EU plan make 
any mention of the problems of de-skilling or non-recognition of qualifications 
obtained in third countries, which disproportionately affect migrant women.The 
plan does little “to mitigate inequalities already inherent in labor migration, namely 
the extent to which skilled females are disproportionately subject to de-qualified, 
part-time or insecure service work upon arrival.”58 

Gender in the EU common asylum system 

The case of the EU is illustrative of many of the issues relating to gender, migra­
tion and security. It shows that whilst there are strategies for progress in integrating 
gender issues into immigration and asylum laws and policies, the primacy of dis­
courses on the threat of migration and the need to reinforce state security through 
closing borders has rendered the progress irrelevant. This reflects what has been 
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happening globally, where drivers of progress (in recognizing the gendered insecu­
rities of migration and in trying to combat these insecurities) have been halted or 
reversed by the securitization of migration, closure of borders and repressive poli­
cies against migrants. 

On paper, the EU can be seen as an example of good practices in integrating 
gender concerns into asylum and refugee policies. Under the Common European 
Asylum System, there has been some progress toward recognition of gender-based 
violence as a motive for claiming refugee protection, and in the acknowledge­
ment that victims of such violence may have specific needs during their asylum 
claims.The 2004 Qualification Directive explicitly recognized that gender-related 
persecution should be considered under the terms of the 1951 Refugee Conven­
tion, and not merely as grounds for subsidiary forms of protection.59 The Directive 
also recognized that non-state actors could be agents of persecution.This improved 
the recognition of gender-related persecution by overcoming the distinction 
between public and private, which has undermined attempts to establish recogni­
tion of various forms of persecution specific to women. Pressured by the European 
Women’s Lobby, Asylum Aid and other groups – who made proposals for a more 
gender-sensitive text – the EU adopted a new Qualification Directive in 2011.60 

The 2011 Directive obliges member states to take into account the “specific situa­
tion of vulnerable persons such as victims of human trafficking . . . and persons who 
have been subjected to rape or other serious forms of psychological, physical or 
sexual violence.”There are, however, still gaps in the protection offered to victims 
of gender-based persecution under the Directive. For example, the Directive still 
recognizes non-state agents as actors of protection, which is problematic in cases of 
gender-based violence where non-state agents may be unreliable in their desire or 
ability to protect women.The fact that the 2011 Directive does little to improve the 
gender sensitivity of the asylum determination process means that “inconsistencies 
in the interpretation and application of the Directive at domestic level are likely to 
persist.”61 

The EU’s Asylum Procedure and Reception Directives have also been recast 
and have included some measures to increase gender sensitivity.62 They now call for 
an assessment of vulnerabilities of persons who have been subject to rape or other 
serious forms of violence to be carried out within the asylum reception systems. 
Member states are required to submit information concerning the procedures that 
they have put in place for reception of asylum seekers with special vulnerabilities. 
Officials interviewing asylum seekers are required to be trained and competent to 
take account of vulnerabilities; they should, wherever possible, be of the same sex 
as the applicant. Finally, the Reception Directive places an obligation on member 
states to prevent assault and gender-based violence in reception and accommoda­
tion centers.This progress should be welcomed, but there remain significant gaps 
in implementation. 

All of this progress in integrating gender concerns into the EU’s asylum and 
refugee policies has been undermined by the reactions to the latest refugee “cri­
sis” and the way in which increasing restrictions and border controls have placed 
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migrants and refugees in situations of extreme insecurity and danger. Since the 
arrival of more than one million refugees in Europe in 2015, national governments 
and EU institutions have closed borders and implemented policies to keep refugees 
from arriving in Europe.The EU-Turkey Agreement of March 2016 allows for the 
immediate return of any refugee arriving by boat in Greece from Turkey, based on 
the underlying assumption that Turkey is a “safe country” and that refugees can seek 
asylum there. 

The practical implications of this Agreement have led to thousands of refugees 
being stuck in temporary camps on Greek islands in rapidly deteriorating sani­
tary and security conditions.Women and girls have been particularly affected, with 
reports of rape and sexual violence, harassment, lack of medical attention, access 
to sexual and reproductive health services or to psychological support for victims 
of violence and trauma. Although there are many women stuck in Greece who 
have made claims to be relocated to another EU country under the rules on fam­
ily reunification, this right is being blocked because of the reluctance of other EU 
member states to accept more refugees. 

Refugees trying to reach the EU via Libya are also subject to restrictive border 
controls and migration policies that push them into dangerous sea crossings or place 
them at risk of violence from smuggling and trafficking networks operating in 
Libya. In 2017, Italy signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the Libyan gov­
ernment to combat illegal immigration, human trafficking and contraband and to 
reinforce the border security between the Libya State and the Italian Republic.This 
agreement promises funding for Libya’s coast guard, to enable it to intercept more 
migrant boats, and for the improvement of conditions in Libya’s migrant detention 
centers.These policies – which are justified by the need to save the lives of migrants 
by preventing them from undertaking dangerous sea crossings – will in fact rein­
force the insecurities for these men and women in a country where their rights are 
not respected.As UNHCR points out,“Years of armed conflict and political divi­
sions have weakened Libyan institutions, including the judiciary, which have been 
unable, if not unwilling, to address the plethora of abuses and violations committed 
against migrants and refugees by smugglers, traffickers, members of armed groups 
and State officials, with near total impunity.”63 

Thus, while the EU claims that it is mainstreaming gender considerations into 
its asylum and immigration policies and seeking to protect the rights of women, 
it is clear that the imperative of preventing the arrival of migrants on its shores is 
taking precedence over any real concern about the violence and insecurities faced 
by migrant women. 

Strategies for progress 

This chapter has examined the ways in which progress in integrating gender 
concerns into migration policies globally has been hampered by increasingly 
securitized and restrictive management of migration. One of the major obstacles 
to progress is the rise of a dominant discourse amongst political leaders and in 
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the media that migration is a threat that needs to be addressed and that restricting 
migration will increase the security of states. Many political parties have put the 
policy of limiting or even stopping migration at the center of their manifestos. In 
some cases, they have enjoyed electoral success, which they have attributed to this 
policy direction. It has thus become more difficult for those supporting migrants’ 
rights and arguing for the protection of individual migrants and refugees.There 
is a general assumption that public opinion is becoming more favorable to the 
restriction of migration and hostile to migrants; this view is also a major obstacle 
to progress in ensuring the security of migrants. Given the dominance of the 
“anti-migration” discourses in politics and the media globally, it is challeng­
ing to advance strategies to re-assert the importance of protecting migrants and 
refugees. 

However, research has pointed to the fact that public attitudes toward migrants 
are measured on the basis of “imagined immigration” rather than actual immigra­
tion.64 Much anti-migrant sentiment is built on the basis, not of real knowledge of 
migrants or migration policies, but on imaginary fears about the threats of migra­
tion. These representations and imaginations are highly gendered and racialized. 
These types of findings may provide encouragement, in that they seem to indicate 
that a more comprehensive understanding of migration might encourage more 
tolerant and open attitudes amongst the public. Thus, in order to help support 
migrants’ rights and protect migrants and refugees, those supporting migrant rights 
need to start educating, informing and dispelling myths about the threats posed by 
migration to national security. 

One of the major drivers of progress is the growing organization of migrants 
themselves to defend their rights and to lobby citizens and governments for changes 
that would increase their security.65 Migrant women’s associations are at the fore­
front of this movement, and many have recently sprung up in addition to older net­
works and organizations. In Greece, which has been at the center of the European 
refugee “crisis,” many migrant women’s associations have been created to provide 
mutual support and aid.These associations and networks – as well as providing sup­
port in relation to legal procedures, domestic issues, child care and work – can also 
act to give migrant women a visible political presence.66 These types of organiza­
tions can also encourage solidarity with local citizens, thus acting to modify public 
opinion and gain popular support for migrants and refugees. 

One strategy for progress is to further integrate concerns relating to gender 
and migration into existing international frameworks on gender and security.The 
Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda could be mobilized to consider issues 
relating to migration. Although migration is often closely linked to violence and 
conflict, there has been a general failure to incorporate questions of migration into 
the WPS agenda.There has been some consideration of women displaced within 
their countries of origin, but far less attention has been paid to women who under­
take international migration as a result of this violence and conflict. Concern for 
protection of these women seems too often to be limited to zones of conflict and 
not extended to migrant women. 
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A number of WPS National Action Plans (NAP) have incorporated references 
to refugees.67 The United Kingdom (UK) NAP, for example, mentions refugees in 
conflict-affected areas, through provisions for “safe spaces” programming to protect 
adolescent girls from violence in conflict and post-conflict settings, including pro­
jects in refugee settings. Fewer NAPs however, make specific reference to asylum 
seekers who have arrived in their countries. France’s NAP mentions the need to 
protect women within the French asylum system but does not specify how this 
should be done. More specific guidelines within NAPs are some of the ways in 
which the insecurity of women migrants could be incorporated into wider inter­
national frameworks on WPS. In recognizing the gendered insecurities of refugees 
and putting in place measures to protect them – such as gender-sensitive refugee 
status determination procedures, separate accommodation and reception centers for 
women and men and appropriate medical and psychological support for women 
and men refugees – states could do more to improve the security of all refugees. 

Gender concerns should also be integrated into future international policies and 
conventions on migration. Following the 2016 New York Declaration for Refugees 
and Migrants of September 2016 – a set of commitments adopted by the UN Gen­
eral Assembly to enhance the protection of migrants and refugees – two new global 
compacts have been adopted by the UN General Assembly: the Global Compact 
for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and the Global Compact on Refugees. 
The negotiation of these new Compacts should have been an opportune moment 
for states to commit to policies that offer real protection to migrants and refugees, 
whatever their status or category. However, despite the gender-responsive language 
within both Global Compacts, there have been criticisms of the failure to move 
beyond normative perceptions of “gender” and of women, and of the continuing 
prioritization of the interests of states over those of migrants and refugees.68 To go 
further, it will be necessary to adopt an intersectional analysis that examines the 
multiple ways in which migrants and refugees may be rendered insecure by existing 
policies and how policies that are assumed to be neutral may have highly gendered 
impacts.A starting basis would be to consider all migrants and refugees as persons 
with rights that must be protected and to end the categorizations that lead to the 
construction of differences between “good” and “bad” migrants. The representa­
tions of migrants and refugees as security threats for states – which have become 
so widespread – can only be combatted if governments take the lead in provid­
ing fairer migration policies and adequate reception and integration procedures 
for migrants. Investing in language lessons for arriving migrants, for example, or 
recognizing their skills and qualifications would help them integrate into national 
labor markets. 

Policymakers must consider ways of reducing insecurities and vulnerabilities 
of migrants, both men and women, through consideration of individual rights 
to mobility and the ways in which these rights have been obstructed through 
the securitization and control of migration. Creating safe, legal routes for migra­
tion would contribute to reducing the gender-specific vulnerabilities of migrant 
women.These legal routes could be created through expanded availability of work 
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permits, including permits for work that has traditionally been done by women. 
Family reunification rules could be clarified and applied more fairly to ensure that 
women and men can be reunited with family members in different countries more 
quickly and safely. There is also scope for the expansion of private sponsorship 
programs for refugees, as pioneered by Canada.These efforts can provide a safe and 
legal route for refugees and help them integrate into host societies. 

Listening to women’s and men’s needs and considering them as rights-bearing 
people with their own strategies and projects is also vital if policies are to offer 
effective protection.Too often, gender is not fully considered in relation to popula­
tion movement. The inequalities that create the need to migrate are overlooked, 
and policies to regulate migration are made without consideration for their gen­
dered aspects. States are trying to reinforce their security through better control of 
migration, but this exacerbates insecurities for individual migrants. Some policies 
have attempted to protect the “vulnerable,” but women should not automatically 
be considered as vulnerable victims.Women migrants have agency and independ­
ent strategies.To protect their rights and increase their security, policymakers need 
to consider the specific situations women face and respond to these challenges by 
listening to the migrants themselves. 
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7 
GENDER, DEVELOPMENT 
AND SECURITY 

Jeni Klugman 

This chapter analyzes a range of development challenges – from economic opportunities 
to education and health to voice and representation – with a gender and security lens. 
It will present an array of evidence about the gender dimensions of these challenges, 
the underlying constraints and what works to advance gender equality, development 
and security. 

A multidimensional framework is applied to explore the obstacles, drivers and 
strategies influencing key development outcomes and gender equality.The dimen­
sions of this analysis include but are not limited to: justice (such as formal laws and 
informal discrimination), inclusion (economic, social and political) and security (at 
the household, community and societal levels).1 

I argue that the challenges underlying gender inequality vary greatly across 
countries. For example, fragile and conflict-affected states face different challenges 
in promoting women’s security and empowerment than stable democracies. Simi­
larly, while some governments have both the willingness and capacity to advance 
gender equality, others do not. Finally, a range of stakeholders – including states, 
inter-governmental organizations, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and 
civil society – play critical roles in development, gender and security outcomes. 

Evolution of international development discourse 

In exploring the layers of gender equality, security and development, it is help­
ful to understand the evolution of the international community’s perspective on 
women’s empowerment over the past 50 years. During this time, the focus has 
shifted from “Women and Development” to a broader understanding of “Gender 
and Development.” 

The Women in Development (WID) approach originated in the 1970s as policy-
makers became increasingly aware that “trickle down” development interventions 
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were gender blind, and women often failed to benefit from these programs in 
the same way as men.The WID approach emphasized the economic inefficiency 
of women’s exclusion from the market sphere, suggesting more growth could be 
achieved if women had more control over resources.2 The WID approach thus 
embodied concerns about both gender equity and economic efficiency.3 

By the mid-1980s, the WID approach drew criticism for failing to address the 
underlying structural problems leading to women’s discrimination in the first place. 
It was argued that gender equality could not be achieved solely by seeking to inte­
grate women into the development process; gender relations must also change.4 The 
Gender and Development (GAD) approach recognized that a holistic approach to 
gender relations was needed to empower women in the long term. Under the 
GAD framework, policies seek to tackle the underlying sources of women’s subor­
dination, while considering the power dynamics between women and men.5 The 
GAD approach has brought an added focus on eliminating institutional forms of 
gender discrimination through, for example, strengthening legislation on domestic 
violence and improving women’s land rights,6 alongside concerns about equity 
and parity in participation in development programs from education to agriculture 
and entrepreneurship. For many development partners – multi-lateral, bilateral and 
Non-Governmental Organizations – GAD is now institutionalized in the notion of 
gender mainstreaming – the process of ensuring gender implications and norms are 
central to the planning, implementation and monitoring of programs and projects. 

This chapter is organized as follows. First, I outline the importance of gender 
for development and security by examining the links between gender equality and 
education, health and economic growth outcomes. Second, using the Women, Peace 
and Security (WPS) Index, I assess patterns of women’s disadvantage worldwide 
through key indicators related to inclusion, justice and security.Third, I outline the 
key obstacles to gender equality, such as discriminatory norms and legal barriers. 
Finally, I assess the policy implications of gender discrimination and develop strate­
gies for advancing equality and security in the development realm. 

Why gender is important for development and security 

Gender equality is central to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted 
by 193 governments at the United Nations (UN) in 2015. SDG 5 explicitly aims 
to eliminate gender inequality in all its forms. Gender equality is central to progress 
on the Sustainable Development agenda and is vital for sustaining peace. Gender 
equality has both intrinsic value – as a matter of basic human rights, as enshrined 
in international law – and instrumental benefits for human development and eco­
nomic growth.7 Figure 7.1 illustrates the positive relationship across countries 
between human development and women’s well-being. 

Alongside the growing prominence of gender equality in development dis­
cussions, the links between gender inequality and conflict have attained renewed 
importance on the global policy agenda.There is an emerging agenda around SDG 
16 that highlights the links among the SDGs and emphasizes the integrated and 
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FIGURE 7.1 Gender Equality and Human Development 

Source: Author estimates based on UNDP, Human Development Report 2019 (New York: UNDP, 2019) 
and GIWPS and PRIO, WPS Index 2019/20. 

cross-cutting nature of the peace and security agenda.8 This agenda not only pro­
motes the inclusion, peace and justice themes of the SDGs, but also is directly 
related to women’s empowerment in the home, the community, the economy and 
political life. Several studies have found that the treatment of women in highly 
gender-unequal societies is associated with an increased risk of conflict.9 The 
new global development goals underline the importance of tackling both gender 
inequality and reducing violent conflict. 

The world, however, remains characterized by major manifestations of gender 
inequality. Economic, social and political gender gaps around the world remain 
large, pervasive and persistent.The most glaring manifestations of inequality include: 

•	 Missing women: an estimated 1.4 million girls annually are not being born due 
to son preference. 

•	 Death in childbirth: an estimated 800 women die in childbirth every day. 
Ninety-nine percent of these deaths are in developing countries, and most are 
preventable. 

•	 Access to schooling: an estimated 31 million girls are out of school. Of those 
girls, half are unlikely to return to a classroom. 

•	 Violence: 700 million women worldwide are subject to violence by their inti­
mate partners. 

•	 Unpaid work: women carry the bulk of unpaid work at home, even when 
working outside the home. 

⏎ 
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•	 Exclusion from power: there are only 22 women chief executive officers 
(CEOs) in Fortune 500 companies, about four percent of the total. In Aus­
tralia’s ASX200, there are more CEOs named Peter than women CEOs. 

The disadvantages and inequalities are typically largest for women who are poor and 
marginalized in other ways. Gender is part of the broader socio-cultural context. 
Other important aspects include class, poverty, ethnic group and age.The United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) estimates 
that, at current rates of progress, all rich girls are expected to be completing second­
ary school in sub-Saharan Africa by 2051 (and rich boys by 2041), but the poorest 
girls will not have full access until well into the next century: 2111.10 

The track record: patterns of disadvantage around 
the world 

In assessing patterns of women’s disadvantage around the world, it is important to 
note the challenges and limitations of gender data and statistics.The SDGs assert 
that “comprehensive, valid, unbiased gender data allows policymakers to better 
understand the needs and aspirations of women and girls” and to develop effective 
policies accordingly. Quality gender data strengthens evidence-based decisionmak­
ing and improves transparency and accountability.11 

The data collected on women’s rights and gender equality has historically been 
limited, likely reflecting prevailing norms about government priorities.12 However, 
it is now accepted that gender-sensitive data is needed on issues including poverty, 
education, health, violence, decisionmaking power and women’s economic oppor­
tunities.13 Unfortunately, data limitations persist – including a lack of sufficient 
resources and underdeveloped statistical units in line ministries.14 Only 13 percent 
of the world’s countries have a dedicated budget for collecting and analyzing gen­
der statistics, and data is available for less than one-quarter of key gender indicators 
across the SDGs.15 

Despite these data challenges, it is possible to construct a global picture of wom­
en’s disadvantage.The WPS Index brings together the many dimensions of wom­
en’s inclusion, justice and security into a single number and ranking.16 It represents 
a major innovation in assessment of women’s well-being by bringing achievements 
in, for example, schooling and access to cell phones together with data on violence 
against women. 

The WPS Index aggregates three broad dimensions of well-being: 

•	 Inclusion has multiple aspects – economic, social and political – with indicators 
ranging from employment and financial inclusion to cell-phone access and 
parliamentary representation. 

•	 Justice is captured in both formal laws (drawing on the World Bank’s Women, 
Business and the Law database) and informal discrimination (as reflected in 
lack of acceptance of women working and son bias).17 

•	 Security is measured at the family, community and society levels. 
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Intimate partner violence is the most common form of violence experienced by 
women. Globally, 13 percent of women are subjected to intimate partner vio­
lence each year, with substantial variation across countries. Reported current rates 
of violence range as high as 47 percent in South Sudan and as low as 1 percent 
in Switzerland, Singapore, Georgia, and Canada. Outside the home, safety in the 
community is assessed by women’s responses to the Gallup World Poll question, 
“Do you feel safe walking in your neighborhood at night?” 

The measure of organized violence, which reflects general insecurity in society, 
relies on the widely-used Uppsala Conflict Data Program measure.18 This measure 
is not perfect – deaths are not gender disaggregated, and the measure does not cap­
ture the broader negative repercussions of conflict, which differ by sex. It also does 
not account for sexual and gender-based violence. 

WPS Index scores have been calculated for 167 countries, covering more than 
98 percent of the world’s population, using transparent and reliable data that is 
publicly available. 

Figure 7.2 shows the top and bottom dozen countries on the WPS rankings. 
Norway currently leads the world rankings, and Yemen ranks in last place.The top 
dozen countries are experiencing hardly any conflict, while the bottom dozen 
countries are experiencing very high levels of armed conflicts. Looking behind 
these aggregate results reveals extensive unevenness in performance – only about 
30 countries score in the top third for all three dimensions. This underlines the 
universality of the gender and security agenda. 

While there are clear regional patterns in performance, there are also major dif­
ferences within each region, which suggests that reaching the standards of neigh­
bors should be feasible.There are countries in all regions that outperform the global 
average of .703, including Nepal in South Asia; Mauritius, Namibia, Rwanda, South 
Africa, Zimbabwe, Ghana and Tanzania in sub-Saharan Africa; and Jamaica, Costa 
Rica,Argentina, Chile and Peru in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

However, it is striking that in many countries – even those that have made par­
tial progress – women face serious justice and security constraints. In Afghanistan 
and Saudi Arabia, for example, there exists a raft of legal constraints and prejudices 
against women in paid work, restricting the expansion of their opportunities. 

Echoing what the UNDP’s Human Development Report has underlined for 
many years, money matters, but it is not the whole story.19 Many countries do far 
better on the WPS Index – or far worse – than their per-capita income rank. Saudi 
Arabia plummets 108 places on the WPS Index relative to its income ranking; 
Kuwait drops 88 places and Iran drops 61 places, as shown in Figure 7.3. 

While the WPS Index provides a valuable overview and enables useful com­
parisons, it is a snapshot in time.The obstacles to gender equality have deep roots. 

Obstacles to progress 

Gender inequality is multidimensional, and the obstacles vary across dimensions. 
The constraints on women vary enormously across individuals and communities, 
and they are shaped by overlapping disadvantages such as poverty, location and 



 

 

FIGURE 7.2 The Best and Worst Performers on the WPS Index 

Source: GIWPS and PRIO,WPS Index 2019/20. 
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FIGURE 7.3 Gender Equality and GDP
 

Source: GIWPS and PRIO,WPS Index 2019/20.
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ethnicity. For example, lack of access to affordable sexual and reproductive health 
services may undermine women’s health outcomes in some places, whereas legal 
restrictions on women’s pursuit of business opportunities may be limiting elsewhere. 

At the same time, it is true that several overarching constraints face many women 
in all regions and at all development levels, such as: adverse social norms, restrictive and 
discriminatory laws, a lack of legal protections and unpaid household work and care. 

Gender norms shape gender inequality in many ways.Violence against women 
may be accepted as normal, as in Niger, where more than seven out of ten women 
condone violence for trivial reasons such as burning dinner.20 Society may expect 
that women do care work for free and may assess their paid work, such as teaching 
young children and offering personal care, as low skill and low value. Some of the 
most restrictive norms are those that require a woman to spend most of her life 
within her home. In many communities in South Asia and West Asia, a woman seen 
in public brings shame to the family. Adverse norms limit women’s expectations 
about whether they should work outside the home and girls’ aspirations about 
which occupations they should pursue. 

Discriminatory norms vary across regions and even more widely across countries. 
The Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI), estimated and published by the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), provides a 
useful global overview of the extent of gender discrimination.21 It covers five dimen­
sions of discriminatory social institutions – discriminatory family code, restricted 
physical integrity, son bias, restricted resources and assets and restricted civil liberties – 
and quantifies such variables as unequal inheritance rights, early marriage, violence 
against women and unequal land and property rights across 180 countries. Figure 7.4 
shows the patterns across countries, where higher values on the index are worse. 

Changing discriminatory norms is central to addressing inequality, especially in 
countries that stand out for the extent of discrimination – as in Yemen, Pakistan, 
Guinea and the Philippines – highlighted in Figure 7.4. 

For young women in low-income countries, social norms and household 
responsibilities, combined with lack of access to education and safety concerns, 
cause isolation and limit opportunities to develop aspirations, skills, networks and 
confidence.The alternative to economic advancement – early family formation – 
reduces opportunities later in life, perpetuating the cycle of limited choice. 

Adverse gender norms interact with laws and regulations in ways that constrain 
women’s independence. For example, norms are reflected in requirements that 
husbands cosign banking applications for their wives in some countries, limiting 
women’s access to financial services and property ownership. 

In many countries, discrimination under the formal legal system underpins gender 
inequality.The World Bank has documented the extent of discrimination in property, 
contract, inheritance and related legal domains in its biannual Women, Business, and the 
Law report, which tracks how women and men are treated differently under the law. 

Empirical analysis has explored how legal discrimination limits women’s eco­
nomic opportunities.22 In countries where husbands legally control marital prop­
erty, women are less likely to have an account at a financial institution, and thus are 
even less likely to start a business due to lack of collateral and finance.23 When men 



 

   

FIGURE 7.4 Gender Discrimination by Region 

Source: Author estimates based on OECD, Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI), Global Report: 
Transforming Challenges into Opportunities (Paris: OECD, 2019). 
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and women have equal inheritance rights, women are more likely to have official 
bank accounts and credit.24 Recent International Monetary Fund (IMF) analysis 
shows that lower gender equality in the law is associated with fewer girls attending 
secondary school relative to boys, fewer women working or running businesses and 
a wider gender wage gap.25 

Legal barriers are also present in the health sphere. These restrictions – such 
as laws requiring parental notification of a minor’s intended abortion or allowing 
husbands or partners to veto women’s use of contraception – can delay or block 
access to essential maternal health services.26 In 2013, two out of three countries 
permitted abortion when the physical or mental health of the mother was endan­
gered, and only half in cases of rape, incest or fetal impairment. Legal grounds for 
abortion have expanded but remain much more restrictive in developing coun­
tries.27 Governments in developing regions are more than four times as likely to 
have restrictive abortion policies: only one-fifth of developing countries permit 
abortion for economic or social reasons or on request, compared to four-fifths of 
industrial countries. 

Legal reforms can play an important role in improving reproductive health out­
comes, particularly with respect to access to abortion services. Nearly 22 million 
unsafe abortions occurred globally in 2008, many of them in developing countries. 
Over half of all abortions in developing countries are unsafe, compared with just six 
percent of those in developed countries.28 

While highly restrictive abortion laws do not tend to lower abortion rates, they 
do typically make abortion unsafe.The 82 countries with the most restrictive abor­
tion legislation are also those with the highest incidence of unsafe abortions and 
rates of abortion mortality.29 By contrast, where abortion is permitted on broad 
legal grounds, it is generally safer.30 

Even in countries where women have equal legal rights, weak implementation 
by the authorities, low awareness among women and constraints on women’s access 
to legal resources all limit enforcement of existing laws and undermine effective 
legal protection for women.31 

Globally, women do about three times as much unpaid work as men, and spend 
about half as much time in paid work.32 At all development levels, and to varying 
degrees, women face challenges and limited choices in balancing unpaid care work, 
paid economic opportunities, education, leisure and rest.33 Unpaid care constraints 
are especially severe for women from poor households who cannot afford to pur­
chase child care to substitute for their unpaid labor. In a recent Latin American 
study, more than half of women age 20 to 24 said that their unpaid responsibilities 
at home were the main reason they could not look for paid work.34 

Looking ahead, changing demographics indicate that eldercare will loom larger 
as societies age and fertility rates decline in many developed and developing coun­
tries.35 Most countries do not provide any long-term support for eldercare, partly 
because of the failure to recognize the value of unpaid eldercare provided primarily 
by female family members.36 Estimates from the United States, for example, indi­
cate that daughters spend more than twice the number of hours that sons spend 
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caring for elderly parents.A survey in China found that 95 percent of women have 
responsibilities for elderly relatives.37 

The good news is that norms and laws are not fixed. Gender attributes, 
opportunities and relationships are socially constructed and are learned through 
socialization. Also, the pace of legal reform is accelerating. Norms and laws are 
changeable in ways that advance gender equality and security. 

Drivers of change and strategies for progress 

It is increasingly recognized that failures to address gender inequality will inhibit 
progress across all major international development goals and threaten security.The 
multidimensional and persistent nature of the challenge means that there is no 
single or easy way to effectively close gender gaps and that action needs to be 
undertaken on multiple fronts. Making progress involves governments at all levels 
working together with corporate actors and major influencers. 

Given the breadth of the challenges and the diversity of circumstances, it is 
unwise to attempt to prescribe a grand global strategy. However, the evidence does 
reveal a range of development policy areas where concerted efforts have been made 
to close gender gaps and reduce discrimination against women.The focus here is 
limited to selected entry points, demonstrating how well-designed actions can make 
a difference.While governments play a central role, a range of actors need to par­
ticipate in advancing this agenda, with women’s groups playing an important role. 

Legal reforms to address gender inequality 

There is a range of fronts where legal reforms are needed, from ensuring protection 
against violence to eliminating discrimination that is enshrined in law. There are 
several promising avenues for reform explored here that appear to especially matter 
for women’s well-being, though broader sets of legislative reforms are also important. 

The SDGs include a specific target “focused on eliminating all forms of vio­
lence against women and girls.”38 A global review found that there has been major 
progress in establishing – in both international and national law – the rights of 
women to live free from violence; progress on both fronts was especially rapid in the 
2010s.39 Legislation that prohibits violence against women can play an important 
symbolic role by indicating that such behavior is socially unacceptable, and the asso­
ciated sanctions may serve a deterrence function. Either or both of these levers may 
work in practice to reduce the incidence of violence. In addition, legislation can be 
responsive to victims by providing social protection and access to support services. 

The pace of legislative reform across countries has been rapid since 1976, when 
only one country prohibited marital rape. Civil society mobilization and grassroots 
women’s movements have been active in this sphere.The World Bank reports that 
this pace has accelerated: globally, the share of countries with laws on domestic vio­
lence rose from 71 to 76 percent between 2013 and 2017, with reforms in Algeria, 
Belarus, China, Kenya, Latvia, Lebanon, the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia.40 
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Can laws against domestic violence be expected to reduce the risk of violence in 
the home? Simply comparing countries with and without domestic violence laws 
in place reveals that average current rates of violence are indeed lower in countries 
with legislation prohibiting violence – ten versus 17 percent. At the same time, 
there is a large range in the rates of violence within both sets of countries.And the 
causality may run in the direction of countries with lower acceptability of violence 
being more likely to enact prohibitions against violence. 

Li Li and I provide new insights about the correlates of rates of intimate partner 
violence against women and the potential role of laws to reduce the practice: sys­
tematic regression analysis for a diverse sample of 124 countries suggests that laws – 
more specifically, laws against violence – do matter.41 On average, the existence of 
such legislation is associated with more than five percent less physical and/or sexual 
intimate partner violence. 

Abortion policy liberalization – coupled with the implementation of safe abor­
tion services and other reproductive health interventions – can lead to dramatic 
declines in abortion-related mortality, as the experiences of several countries show. 
In Romania, following policy reform in 1989, the abortion-related mortality ratio 
dropped from 148 deaths per 100,000 live births in 1989 to five deaths per 100,000 
in 2006. In South Africa, the annual number of abortion-related deaths fell by 
91 percent between 1994 and 2001, following the liberalization of the abortion 
law in 1996.42 

Changing discriminatory property laws can also help to reduce domestic vio­
lence and address gender inequality. In India, land ownership reduces women’s 
experience of domestic violence. Reforms to India’s inheritance laws gave women 
greater economic power and resulted in delays in marriage for girls, an 11 to 
25 percent increase in years of schooling and lower dowry payments.43 

Changing norms 

Changing norms requires understanding the constraints, identifying entry points 
for reform and, often, deliberately engaging men and boys in efforts for change. 

The good news is that concerted efforts can change norms.Accumulating evi­
dence suggests that these efforts are usually most successful when they work in 
multiple ways on different levels, rather than as simple, stand-alone interventions. 
The scope can cover schools, communities, workplaces, civil society and the media. 
Some of the most effective strategies for positive norm change involve working 
with children and adolescents, both boys and girls.This can take place in schools, 
through skill-based interventions, girls’ clubs and other dedicated safe spaces, and 
community programs. 

Schools are communities where respect and equality can be modeled, which 
helps shape positive attitudes and behaviors at an early stage and affect lifetime atti­
tudes. An evaluation of the Gender Equity Movement in Schools program shows 
the potential for change. The program aims to help boys and girls adopt more 
gender-equitable norms through role-playing games, interactive extracurricular 
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activities and lessons exploring topics around gender-based violence, marriage and 
sharing of household tasks.After running for two years in Mumbai,“participating 
students were more likely to support higher education for girls, openly express 
opposition to gender-based violence, and champion delaying marriage.”44 

Various types of programs fall under the heading of “girls’ clubs,” and these 
are becoming increasingly popular. The results are generally encouraging. These 
programs typically provide life skills and vocational skills (such financial literacy, 
livelihood skills and employment assistance) and may be based in formal centers or 
in the community. 

A female empowerment program run by BRAC in Uganda (providing teenage 
girls with vocational training and information on sex and marriage) led to a 26 per­
cent decline in teenage pregnancy rates, a 58 percent drop in early entry into mar­
riage or cohabitation, and a 50 percent decrease in the share of girls reporting sex 
against their will – alongside substantial increases in income-generating activities.45 

In Ethiopia and Kenya, a Youth-to-Youth club initiative aimed at building life 
skills and self-esteem helped female youth gain income-earning opportunities and 
increased men’s acceptance of women’s leadership.46 

Community-based life skills programs run by the Population Council in Ethio­
pia and Iraq have reported positive results. In Ethiopia, the measured outcomes 
included delayed marriage, improved enrollment in school and increased use of 
family planning methods, especially among early adolescents.47 

The World Bank has conducted several evaluations of programs to empower 
adolescent girls. The most effective programs were found to have the following 
characteristics:48 

•	 Locally appropriate and deliberate recruitment strategies to reach marginalized 
girls 

•	 Appropriate support and structures, including timing of training, transport and 
childcare 

•	 Incentives for providers so they have a vested interest in success 
•	 Links to the local labor market and economic opportunities 

Overall, the most promising programs take place in girl-friendly settings and pro­
vide a combination of information about sexual and reproductive health and com­
plementary training and assets. However, because programs usually combine skills 
training, mentoring, social support and other features, it is hard to know exactly 
which components contributed the most to successful outcomes and for whom. 
More research is needed to identify the most effective components of these pro­
grams and assess longer-term impacts.49 

Small-group workshops and training can also engage men and change gender 
stereotypes and norms at a community level.A growing array of programs is work­
ing with men to promote more gender-equitable norms.Almost fifteen years ago, 
Promundo launched Program H, aimed at encouraging critical reflection of rigid 
norms related to manhood, and it has since been expanded to countries around 
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the world.The MenCare campaign – designed for health workers, social activists, 
Non-Governmental Organizations, educators and other individuals and institu­
tions – uses “men as caregivers” as a starting point to improve family well-being and 
gender equality. It engages men in active fatherhood from the start of pregnancies 
to children’s early years. In Nicaragua, participating men reported greater sharing 
of household duties, dedicating more time to their children and partners and teach­
ing their children values of respect and equality.50 Similar results were reported in 
preliminary findings from randomized control trials in Rwanda, along with lower 
violence against children. 

More programs are working with boys to change social norms, including the 
Rwanda Men’s Resource Centre’s Boys4Change club, the Equal Community 
Foundation in India and the Brave Men project in Bangladesh. These types of 
programs have been shown to improve men’s and boys’ attitudes toward gender 
equality.51 

Community dialogue and mobilization engaging women and men can work 
to change norms.52 Evidence is accumulating on how groups of people can be 
supported to prevent gender-based violence.These programs include Oxfam’s We 
Can campaign across South Asia, Men’s Action to Stop Violence Against Women in 
India, and Raising Voices’ SASA! in Uganda.53 SASA! is a community mobilization 
program that aims to prevent violence against women by changing community 
norms and behaviors that result in gender inequality, violence and increased HIV 
vulnerability for women.The program promotes critical discussions around power 
dynamics and mobilizes communities around norm, attitude and behavior change 
specifically regarding intimate partner violence. A randomized control trial of the 
SASA! intervention in Uganda found that the community mobilization compo­
nent is key in preventing violence against women.54 

Although popular images often reinforce negative stereotypes, television and 
radio can be allies in bringing about change by exposing people to different views, 
creating counter-narratives and challenging commonly held norms about what is 
acceptable and typical. One evaluation found that increased access to cable televi­
sion in Indian villages (without any special programming) increased acceptance of 
women working outside the home and reduced tolerance for domestic violence. 
Launched in 1994 in South Africa, the popular Soul City television drama com­
municates health and development messages. It models healthy behavior through 
characters and scenarios with which local audiences can identify. It is supported 
by radio, print and advocacy campaigns.The show and the campaigns have been 
shown to generate positive changes in perceptions and behavior by men, particu­
larly with respect to violence against women.55 

Education for girls 

Although there has been important progress on the education front, rates of girls’ 
secondary enrollment are below 65 percent in low- and middle-income countries, 
and still below half in Sub-Saharan Africa.56 
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Education inequality is an important dimension of overall gender gaps, with 
repercussions for a whole range of outcomes, from economic opportunities to lead­
ership. Increasing access to schooling is especially important where enrollment and 
completion remain far from universal and gender gaps are large. At the primary 
level, two-thirds of countries have achieved gender parity, but only one-fifth of 
low-income countries have. Of the eighteen countries with fewer than ninety girls 
for every one hundred boys enrolled, thirteen are in sub-Saharan Africa. Only half 
of all countries – and only ten percent of low-income countries – have achieved 
gender parity at lower secondary level.57 

Evidence is accumulating about what works for girls’ education. On the demand 
side, reducing costs – eliminating fees and subsidizing the costs of uniforms and 
textbooks – is important.58 Increasing job opportunities – or awareness of job 
opportunities – for women can also help increase the demand for education. In 
India, an increase in call center jobs for women led to more young women enroll­
ing in computer and English language courses. In areas with these jobs, girls ages 6 
to 17 were 5 percent more likely to be enrolled in school.59 

Increasing the supply of or access to quality education is also important.As Sarah 
Baird and Berk Özler highlight in their review, building “girl-friendly schools” is 
a highly effective way to increase access to schooling, whether by building schools 
within villages, building girls’ secondary schools, building schools with girl-friendly 
amenities or providing safe transportation for girls.60 In Afghanistan, reducing the 
average distance from home to school from 3 miles to less than half a mile increased 
enrollment for both boys and girls and improved girls’ test scores.61 A review of cash 
transfer programs (focusing on five- to 22-year-olds) indicates that cash transfers, even 
if not specifically targeted to girls, improve girls’ school enrollment and attendance.62 

Supporting leadership 

Among the multitude of gender inequalities that persist are gaps in leadership, as 
revealed by observed rates of representation and leadership of women at all levels 
of government and in the private sector.This has also been a recurrent finding in 
studies about women’s representation in peace negotiations. 

Engaging adolescent girls in leadership activities is an important foundation for 
closing gender gaps in political representation and leadership. Studies have found 
that one of the characteristics of women leaders today is that they usually started 
early, participating in educational and leadership activities as girls.63 External pro­
grams and positive role models, both in and out of school, can help level the playing 
field by building girls’ self-esteem, skills and networks. Because family attitudes and 
behavior have a strong influence on girls’ success, engaging families is also essential.64 

An Overseas Development Institute review of the evidence highlights that 
mentorships, networks, experiential learning opportunities, smart deployment of 
technology and support from boys and men can all help build girls’ and wom­
en’s leadership skills and capabilities.65 These experiences can expand girls’ choices 
and their aspirations for the future. When a conditional cash transfer program in 
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Nicaragua added a component helping girls communicate with successful and 
motivated nearby leaders, the girls subsequently had higher aspirations and higher 
incomes.66 

Education is critical.The evidence shows that women leaders are educated, par­
ticularly so beyond the community level.Women need education to access power. 

Role models also play an important role. An influential study on the effect of 
female political leadership in India found that the presence of women on village 
councils, enabled by affirmative action, had a positive influence on girls’ career 
aspirations and educational attainment.67 This randomized experiment found that 
exposure to female leaders eliminated the gender gap in education and reduced the 
gender gap in aspirations by 20 percent in parents and 32 percent in adolescents. 

Collective action 

Feminist political activists and women’s rights organizations have been working 
for decades to change discriminatory behavior and attitudes, while also mobiliz­
ing for legal and policy reform to address inequality.There are numerous examples 
of success, including the Self -Employed Women’s Association in India, which has 
effectively lobbied for changes in laws and practices to enable poor women to more 
effectively pursue a range of livelihoods. 

New technology and social media can support feminist collective action by 
facilitating communication between individuals and groups. Many of these initia­
tives appear promising. Social media and networking are the basis for campaigns 
such as Hollaback! (an international movement launched in 2005 to end harass­
ment, spur public conversation and develop strategies for equal access to public 
spaces) and Stop Street Harassment (a nonprofit organization launched in 2012 that 
documents and addresses gender-based street harassment globally).68 

Collective voice and action are critical not only to argue for reform, but also to 
hold decisionmakers accountable.This is apparent from the local to national level, 
where governments are being held to account for their international commitments. 
Three examples illustrate this phenomenon: 

•	 In Nepal, women members of community committees were able to influence 
decisions affecting women’s lives – for example, by lobbying for pumps to 
operate around mealtimes when water is most needed and for better access to 
maternal health care.69 

•	 A review of the effectiveness of the Solidarity for African Women’s Rights 
(SOAWR) coalition’s campaign to compel African states to ratify and imple­
ment the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
on the Rights of Women in Africa found it to have been a key driving force 
behind Kenyan ratification.70 

•	 In Uganda, members of SOAWR persuaded the two main political parties to 
address key articles of the protocol on reproductive health rights in their cam­
paign manifestos.71 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has framed a range of development challenges – from economic 
opportunities, to education and health, to voice and representation – with a gender 
and security lens. I analyzed the multidimensional obstacles to progress and the key 
drivers of progress in development outcomes and gender equality.This, in turn, sug­
gests the most promising strategies for continued progress in the future. 

The nature of constraints on women varies enormously across individuals and 
communities and is shaped by overlapping disadvantages such as poverty, loca­
tion and ethnicity.At the same time, several overarching constraints that face many 
women in all regions and at all development levels have emerged, namely, adverse 
social norms, restrictive and discriminatory laws and a lack of legal protections and 
unpaid household work and care. 

The chapter highlighted what works to close gaps and advance gender equal­
ity, development and security and illustrated the roles of a range of stakeholder – 
including states, inter-governmental organizations, NGOs and civil society – in 
advancing development, gender and security outcomes. 

The author is grateful to Elena Ortiz and Haiwen Zou for research support. 
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8 
GENDER AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
SECURITY 

Edward R. Carr 

Environmental security is inherently multidimensional. It encompasses challenges 
related to land degradation, land use, access to land, food, water and the impacts of 
a changing climate on all of these vital resource issues.1 While early work in envi­
ronmental security tended to focus on one of these dimensions, more recent work 
explicitly looks across environmental sectors to better understand the relationship 
between the environment and security outcomes.2 As Jon Barnett and Neil Adger 
note,“environmental change does not undermine human security in isolation from a 
broader range of social factors.”3 Factors such as income, state effectiveness and global 
economic processes shape the sensitivity of communities and individuals to envi­
ronmental shocks and stresses, and they affect the ability of those impacted to adapt. 

Environmental security therefore engages a wide range of sectors and challenges 
from a variety of perspectives. It is not surprising, then, that the field of environ­
mental security is marked by disagreements over an equally wide range of issues, 
including whether or not there exists a causal connection between the environ­
ment and conflict, the character of that connection should it exist and what should 
be secured by environmental security policies. I argue that the persistence of these 
tensions and the resultant policy challenges they produce results from an uneven 
attention to and incorporation of gender and gender perspectives into the study 
of environmental security.The field of environmental security, strictly speaking, is 
marked by a near-absence of engagement with gender approaches and perspec­
tives. This absence leads many working in this field to identify, understand and 
address environmental security without specifying whose security is under discus­
sion. These approaches obscure different – often gendered – experiences of and 
engagement with the environment in particular places and populations.As a result, 
they often overlook identity-specific drivers and forms of environmental insecurity 
within populations, which limits their ability to address the root causes of the envi­
ronmental and security outcomes they observe at more aggregated levels. 
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In the context of a changing global environment, this blindness to heterogeneous 
environmental and security experiences is concerning, as it hinders the develop­
ment of understandings of the connections between the environment and security 
that could lead to clear, effective policy. However, this is not a problem inherent to 
environmental security studies.Through an examination of water security as well 
as climate change and security (two important subfields of environmental security), 
I argue for building on the parts of the environmental security literature that take 
gender seriously and have produced actionable, salient knowledge that advances 
policy development. The subfields of environmental security that have taken up 
questions of gender – and feminist approaches to the environment and security, 
more broadly – are developing nuanced understandings of environmental security 
that can lead to the design of inclusive, effective policies. 

I begin with a review of the development of environmental security as a field – 
and the place of gender and women in the field – highlighting the broad inatten­
tion to gender and feminist thought in this literature and practice.To demonstrate 
the impact of this inattention on our understanding of environmental security and 
our ability to build effective environmental security policy, I analyze the very differ­
ent approaches of water security and climate and security, both with gender lenses. 
These different engagements have produced very different understandings of envi­
ronmental security and have resulted in policies, projects and programs with very 
different outcomes. Drawing on this discussion, I identify current drivers of policy 
progress related to the incorporation of gender lenses into environmental security 
discussions, examine obstacles to progress and suggest steps we can take to produce 
more effective policies that preserve human well-being at a time of considerable 
environmental change. 

Environmental security: a brief introduction 

Barnett argues that “security is a function of power.The more power a person or 
group has to shape social life to suit their ends, the more secure they will be.”4 

Traditional approaches to security – in the form of challenges to the state posed 
by armed conflict – tend to focus on the material aspects of power relations. Envi­
ronmental security has its roots in this view of security, but it rapidly evolved to 
embrace broader framings, such as human security, which extend this discussion 
beyond the state and violence. As a result, the field of environmental security has 
become extremely diverse. Some aspects of the contemporary literature, such as 
water security, take on broad human security framings that examine how different 
people gain or lose access to water and the ways in which access shapes well-being. 
Other parts of the literature, such as those debating the role of climate change in 
conflict, remain deeply preoccupied with narrower conceptions of security focused 
on armed conflict and state stability. 

The concept of environmental security emerged in the context of the 1987 
Brundtland Report.5 The initial literature focused on understanding the ways 
in which environmental change – whether subtle or dramatic, slow-building or 
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rapid-onset – might trigger or exacerbate armed conflict. This focus was closely 
aligned with conventional political and military studies of security, in that it con­
centrated on threats to the stability of social and political order, especially the sta­
bility of the state.6 However, the field rapidly evolved to encompass a wider range 
of issues that have to do with the security of human social and biological needs. 
As part of this widening conceptualization, some argued that what needed to be 
secured was the environmental basis of human life and well-being (sometimes 
framed as ecological security).7 Others argued that environmental security is about 
securing human well-being from conflict while providing the security to meet 
basic human needs.8 At the same time, environmental security recognized that the 
environment is not a single, homogenous resource or set of services, but it is com­
prised of many different resources and services that impact human well-being in 
different ways.As a result, environmental security research is increasingly oriented 
toward particular resources, shocks and stresses, producing subfields that include 
food security, water security and, more recently, climate and security. In this way, 
the field of environmental security has come to serve as an umbrella for a wide and 
diverse conceptualization of security. 

If the framing of what is to be secured through environmental security has 
shifted, so too has our understanding of the pathways from the environment to 
conflict. These pathways initially focused on questions of scarcity: assuming that 
where there are not enough environmental resources or services to meet the needs 
of those in a particular place, the distribution and use of those resources increases 
the risk of conflict.This could be scarcity created by human-induced degradation 
of the natural environment, scarcity induced by increases in human consumption 
(often described in neo-Malthusian terms) or scarcity for the poorest and most vul­
nerable created by concentrations of wealth that limit access to needed resources.9 

Resource-specific literatures under the environmental security umbrella also took 
scarcity as their starting point. For example, early work on water security focused 
on the scarcity pathway.10 More recently, studies of the relationship between climate 
variability and/or change and conflict rest on a similar scarcity pathway. Solomon 
Hsaing and his co-authors link scarcity of food resources to increases in conflict. 
They argue that the appearance of a relationship between extreme precipitation 
events and some forms of intergroup violence “is primarily documented in low-
income settings, suggesting that reduced agricultural production may be an impor­
tant mediating mechanism, although alternative explanations cannot be excluded.”11 

Although scarcity was initially posited as the principal pathway from environ­
ment to conflict, an extensive literature now complicates this pathway through its 
examination of environmental abundance and its connections to conflict, particu­
larly civil conflict within a country.12 Much of this literature can be placed under the 
heading of the “resource curse,” which Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler divided into 
two broad causal pathways – often characterized as “greed” and “grievance.”13 The 
greed proposition states that economic dependence on natural resources produces 
low rates of income growth, which in turn enables or encourages conflict by keep­
ing the opportunity costs of rebellion or conflict low. The grievance proposition 
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states that a resource-dependent state stunts the growth of strong institutions, instead 
fostering systems of patronage that benefit relatively few people, thus creating stresses 
that can lead to civil conflict.14 

A large literature challenges the idea of a causal connection between the envi­
ronment and conflict. The work of Thomas Homer-Dixon and other scarcity-
focused scholars has been criticized due to the very weak empirical record of 
armed conflict over natural resources.15 More recently, the climate change and con­
flict literature has been engaged in an intense debate over the degree of connection 
between climate change (which can produce shocks) and actual conflict. Some 
studies have claimed a clear connection between shifts in climatic conditions and 
conflict,16 others have found more attenuated or specific pathways through which 
climate shifts might influence conflict,17 while still others argue that the identified 
correlations are conceptually or methodologically problematic and therefore likely 
spurious.18 

In reviewing the state of the climate-conflict literature, Sebastian Van Baalen 
and Malin Mobjörk ask two critical questions applicable to broader environmental 
security discussions: “why have scholars not found any results that remain robust 
across studies; and second, how can we move past these challenges?”19 The answers 
include: a research focus on large-scale rather than small-scale violence, the absence 
of fine-grained and reliable data, a failure to account for contextual factors or inter­
vening variables, the difficulties related to temporal and spatial scale and the com­
plexity in linking actors and agency. These limitations arise at least in part from 
the high interdisciplinary nature of the field, the lack of adequate theoretical and 
analytical frameworks and the lack of interactions between quantitative and qualita­
tive scholars.20 

Another critique of environment and conflict research is that this focus has 
shifted attention away from the opportunities for cooperation that scarcity can pre­
sent.21 As the Human Security chapter of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) Fifth Assessment report notes, “Research on bilateral and multi­
lateral interactions between two or more states from 1948 to 2008 shows strong 
evidence of significant formal cooperation among river basin riparian states, and 
no cases of water causing two states to engage in war.”22 A growing literature on 
environmental peacebuilding reinforces this critical shortcoming of the mainstream 
environmental security literature.23 

Efforts to generalize broad greed and grievance pathways from the environment 
to conflict have also been challenged. Some of these criticisms examine the specific 
ways in which these pathways represent the environment. For example, Katharina 
Wick and Erwin Bulte argue that we must consider the spatial distribution of the 
resource in question, as more spatially diffuse resources benefit a wider number of 
people and therefore reduce conflict potential.24 Matthias Basedau and Jann Lay 
argue that the per capita income effects of resource extraction greatly shape con­
flict outcomes, with high incomes associated with lower levels of conflict.25 Other 
critiques focus on the oversimplification of human decisionmaking often implicit 
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in greed and grievance frameworks. For example, Macartan Humphreys argues that 
to understand the connection between resource abundance and conflict, one must 
engage with at least three variants of a greedy rebels mechanism, a greedy outsider’s 
mechanism, four variants of the grievance mechanism, a feasibility mechanism (in 
which natural resources make financing a conflict possible), a weak states mecha­
nism and a sparse networks mechanism.26 

Therefore, the literature on environmental security, whether focused on scar­
city or abundance, wrestles with the identification of appropriate framings of 
the relationship between the environment and conflict that align with empiri­
cally observable events in the world.The lack of conceptual and empirical clar­
ity around the relationship between the environment and conflict is significant 
beyond academia, as it has led to confused and contradictory policy responses. For 
example, addressing scarcity (often presumed to be at the heart of environmental 
conflicts) requires securing critical environmental resources, though there is little 
clarity over the best way to secure these resources or who they should be secured 
from. For others, the focus has been on reducing population growth – a driver of 
consumption and degradation that produces scarcity. In either case, this narrow 
focus on scarcity as a pathway has not produced clear policy guidance to address 
environmental security threats. 

In the absence of clear pathways from environmental stress to security outcomes, 
policy communities find themselves struggling to understand the relationship 
between the environment and security. For example, the part of the policy com­
munity engaged with climate and security issues has moved from causal framings 
of the relationship between environmental stress and conflict toward a “threat mul­
tiplier” approach, where environmental changes can exacerbate existing drivers of 
conflict.27 The question of whether policy should focus on the climate (environ­
ment) versus other underlying conditions makes it difficult to identify appropriate 
intervention points. It leaves unclear where to intervene – a critical question as 
sites of climate impact may not be where those impacts are most acutely felt, such 
as a when a failed harvest in one part of the world drives food price increases in 
another.28 This reflects a broader policy and conceptual challenge for environmen­
tal security: mobility. As Idean Saleyhan notes, “if there are reasons to believe that 
rural people affected by drought or other natural disasters will take their protests to 
the capital, migrate to urban areas, or join highly-mobile rebel organizations, then 
there is no reason to believe that local-level climatic variables will correlate with 
conflict in that same locality.”29 Thus, an aspect of the causal pathway between the 
environment and conflict identified by Homer-Dixon and others – mobility and 
migration – is also a source of uncertainty for policymakers, who need to know 
where problems are likely to develop. 

These problems – and the persistence of debates over the character, importance 
and policy ramifications of environmental security – are compounded by a near-
absence of serious attention to gender and gender perspectives in environmental 
security studies. 
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Gender and gender perspectives in environmental 
security 

A striking feature of the environmental security literature is the near absence of 
gender perspectives in discussions of environmental security, strictly speaking. 
A few studies apply feminist approaches to environmental security, but they do 
not employ gender or a gender lens to environmental security policy.30 As Nicole 
Detraz notes, there is a great deal of affinity between the broad definition of secu­
rity encompassed by environmental security and feminist approaches to security.31 

It is therefore both surprising and troubling that most approaches to environmental 
security omit, as Detraz observes,“both the gendered nature of separating humans 
and environment as distinct entities and many of the gendered impacts of its key 
constitutive factors.”32 That is, environmental security studies fail to account for 
gendered framings of human relationships to the environment. 

In this sense, environmental security is somewhat unusual in the broad field 
of human-environment relations. For example, numerous studies in the climate 
change adaptation literature point to the ways in which women mobilize their 
unique roles to develop unique, gendered adaptations to environmental shocks and 
stressors.33 A contemporary gender lens on human relationships to the environ­
ment, however, rejects generalized statements about gendered relationships with 
the environment, such as claims that women have a closer relationship to nature 
than men and therefore are likely to be different, if not better, stewards.34 A con­
temporary gender lens recognizes that different people interact with their environ­
ments differently, depending on their site and situation.This suggests that policies 
aimed at generic “women’s” or “men’s” environmental relationships will be highly 
problematic.35 

If a gender lens on environmental security highlights the gendered impacts of 
the environmental shocks and stressors that might challenge human well-being and 
the gendered ways in which people secure themselves in the face of such chal­
lenges, this lens also reveals the gendered impacts of interventions aimed at produc­
ing environmental security. For example, a gender lens on the causes of insecurity 
reveals the ways in which a neo-Malthusian focus on population pressure and scar­
city as causes of environmental insecurity make “women the potential target of 
policy solutions to environmental change because of their role as child bearers.”36 

This targeting can become particularly problematic, Detraz notes, because pushing 
questions of environmental stress and human well-being into the security realm can 
frame otherwise-objectionable actions – such as population control measures – as 
justifiable or necessary.37 These policies would have different implications for men 
and women (and indeed for different kinds of men and women). 

Finally, a broadly feminist view of environmental security – which asks “security 
from what?” and “security for whom?” – highlights the ways in which efforts to 
address environmental insecurity might themselves produce conflict.The Environ­
mental Change and Security Program at the Woodrow Wilson Center coined the 
term backdraft to describe the counterproductive effects of some climate adaptation 
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and mitigation programs: the differential benefits from these efforts can become 
drivers of conflict in and of themselves.38 Similarly, Julie Snorek and her co-authors 
describe divergent adaptation, where adaptation interventions produce positive 
adaptation outcomes for some in a place or population, while compromising the 
adaptive capacity and adaptation outcomes of others.39 These inequities can lead to 
conflict. 

Water security, climate and security 

A focus on two dimensions of environmental security – water security, and climate 
and security – highlights the range of ways in which gender fits into environmen­
tal security studies.The literature on water security has taken up highly nuanced 
framings of gender.Work on climate and security, on the other hand, has paid little 
attention to gender or women. Comparing these two literatures shows how dif­
ferent engagements with gender produce very different views of security and its 
causes.This, in turn, allows us to examine how these differences influence policy. 

Water security 

Water security is one of the oldest domains in the environmental security field.The 
early literature on water security focused on inter-state water conflicts.40 Accord­
ing to Tobias von Lossow, this issue is “a nearly exclusively masculine discipline” 
insofar as the issues it examined, including “dispute, conflict, confrontation, and 
warfare are very much connected with classic masculine clichés of virtue, strength 
and power.”41 Further, these conflicts “are located at the level of inter-state politics 
and diplomacy, which are traditionally perceived as masculine disciplines and highly 
dominated by male actors.”42 Finally, water management via hydro-engineering and 
building water infrastructure “is basically understood as dominating, controlling, 
and exploiting the natural water resources.”43 

While initially dominated by debates around the connection between water 
scarcity and inter-state conflict, such as in the work of Homer-Dixon, the field 
has since taken on a much wider view of this issue. In his review of debates in this 
field,Alex Loftus argues that the mainstream view of water security, such as seen in 
major Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and government documents, is 
“a question of human security and emphasizes a concern for the most vulnerable 
in the world.”44 This conception of water security can be broadly defined as an 
“acceptable level of water-related risks to humans and ecosystems, coupled with 
the availability of water of sufficient quantity and quality to support livelihoods, 
national security, human health and ecosystem services.”45 The contemporary lit­
erature is marked by a significant engagement with gender lenses that has moved 
discussions in this field well beyond those in the mainstream of environmental 
security. 

First, as suggested by the limited literature on gender and environmental security 
more broadly, the part of the water and security literature engaged with gender 
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carefully considers questions of who is made insecure in the face of resource stress 
and conflict, and when and where these insecurities emerge.46 This work takes a 
broadly feminist approach, recognizing the different uses and experiences of water 
not only between genders, but also among men and women.47 In her examinations 
of gender, development and water in Bangladesh, Farhana Sultana argues against 
simplistic expectations about female exclusion from development projects broadly 
and water projects specifically. Instead, she notes that in the context of water man­
agement, the patterns of exclusion derive from both gender and wealth, with men 
excluding women in decisionmaking roles, and men and women of wealthier 
households excluding people of other households from accessing their safe water 
sources. It is not just women: many poor and marginalized men are also excluded.48 

Some scholars have argued that water security is shaped by all forms of social 
difference that produce different types of resource insecurity.49 These scholars argue 
that feminist framings have focused too much on women and gender at the expense 
of caste, class and age. In her work on gendered experiences of water, Sultana 
rejects a natural connection between women and emotion, arguing “both men 
and women speak about resource access and conflicts through the emotions they 
experience.”50 The work of Sultana and others advances understanding of the ways 
in which gender roles and other markers of identity produce various forms of inse­
curity for people in a community or society.51 

Second, this work recognizes that a gender lens can help us understand coopera­
tion and complementarity around water issues.52 As Bakker and Morinville note, 
“social power is a key factor in explaining water insecurity. Yet the converse is 
equally true: social power is an enabling condition for water security.”53 

The nuanced framing of gender and water security in the academic literature 
is now reflected in donor policy as well. The United States Agency for Interna­
tional Development’s (USAID) “Water and Conflict Toolkit” adopts a somewhat 
normative framing of gender roles, noting: “Women tend to have greater water 
needs due to their domestic responsibilities like washing family clothes, bathing 
children, and preparing meals.”54 However, it moves beyond this view to reject the 
construction of women as a priori more vulnerable to water-related conflict than 
men.The toolkit notes:“The humanitarian discussion of water access and violence 
generally focuses on women as victims. However, water resources are part of a 
system that affects and is affected by its entire population. In some contexts, men 
and boys access water for their households and face the same risks as females.”55 

Further, the toolkit observes that the experiences of men and women are not con­
sistent across time and culture.There is variation across gender experience based 
on social and community tradition, class structure, ethnic relations, urban vs. rural 
environments, livelihoods practices and other variables. Due to their different roles 
in their communities, women and men may have different information and per­
spectives about the causes and consequences of water-related problems. In addition, 
gender roles often change as a consequence of conflict and fragility. The toolkit 
concludes: “Water practitioners will therefore find it constructive to move their 
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analysis beyond the limited focus on female vulnerabilities and to consider gender 
dynamics within the system as a whole.”56 

USAID’s water and conflict guidance goes beyond binary gender categories to 
consider them as relational, having meaning in a local context and drawing impor­
tance from their intersection with other important aspects of identity such as class 
and ethnicity. This sophisticated view is not universally shared across the policy 
world. For example, the German Technical Cooperation Agency Gesellschaft für 
Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ), the institutional predecessor to Gesellschaft 
für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), issued a 2010 concept paper on water 
security that did not mention gender or women.57 However, the paper did refer 
to the role of asymmetrical power relations in increasing the potential for water-
related conflicts. 

Climate and security 

Where the literature on water and security focuses intently and carefully on gender, 
the literature on climate change and security pays much less attention to gender – 
similar to that seen in the environmental security literature in general.While there 
is a vast literature on gender and women in the context of climate change (and a 
growing portion of that literature mirrors the interest in intersectionality and the 
contextual character of vulnerability found in the water security literature), the lit­
erature that focuses specifically on climate and security has not yet taken up gender 
as a significant issue.58 

The climate and security literature focuses heavily on the connection between 
climate variability and conflict, and it generally relies on large-N studies to establish 
or refute causal connections.59 Large samples obscure intra-sample variability, and 
they generally obfuscate an important question: when, and for whom, does climate 
variability and change contribute to conflict? As Janani Vivekananda and her co­
authors note, these studies are of “limited use from a peacebuilding perspective as 
they provide no insights into why there may be a correlation between climatic and 
conflict variables.”60 

While the mainstream climate and security literature generally operates with 
large datasets and high levels of social aggregation – and while it appears to be pre­
occupied with the overarching question of whether there is a connection between 
climate variability and conflict – a few studies emphasize gender and social differ­
ence as key parts of the equation. In their study of the relationship between climate 
vulnerability and conflict in the Philippines,Alvin Chandra and his co-authors note 
that the literature on climate change and food security is aware of the importance 
of gender and social difference in determining food security outcomes. However, 
they also note that the ways in which these social differences intersect with climate 
and other vulnerabilities remains poorly understood.Their study demonstrates that 
the intersection of climate change effects and other drivers of vulnerability, when 
exacerbated by conflict, tends to marginalize women and their work. For example, 
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they found that women were particularly vulnerable to conflict and resource inse­
curity, in part because of their domestic and childcare responsibilities.61 

Policy guidance on climate change and conflict also largely overlooks gender 
and women. USAID’s Office of Conflict Management and Mitigation issued a 
review of problems related to climate change, adaptation and conflict in 2009, 
long before climate change and conflict became a subject of intense attention.62 

The USAID document provides a broad overview of the issues, but it makes no 
mention of gender or women. Similarly, the report of a 2015 workshop on climate 
change and peacebuilding, sponsored by USAID and the State Department, makes 
almost no mention of women or gender.63 However, there are signs of change in 
this policy and programming area. A follow-up guidance document issued as an 
annex to USAID’s Climate Resilient Development Framework mentions gender 
once, noting that it plays a role in vulnerabilities.64 It also mentions women three 
times.While all three references to women are brief, one mention in an illustra­
tive scenario asks how changing rainfall patterns have “changed the distribution 
of power in the community” and how the experience of those changing patterns 
is “different for men and women.”65 This is perhaps the only mention in USAID 
guidance and policy on climate change and conflict where a reference to women 
or gender moves toward a more nuanced understanding of gender as a situational 
expression of power dynamics that can produce different patterns of vulnerability 
at the community and household levels. 

A guide on “Conflict, Climate, and Environment,” commissioned by the United 
Kingdom’s (UK) Department for International Development (DfID), treats gender 
as a cross-cutting issue about which relatively little is known.66 The authors note 
that more work is needed on conflict, climate change, the environment and gender 
relations, a phrasing which recognizes that a gender lens includes understanding 
gender roles as processes that evolve over time. A GTZ document on “Climate 
Change and Security” addresses gender once and women twice, all on the same 
page.67 These references come in a section that explicitly notes that climate change 
tends to exacerbate existing patterns of marginalization in populations. In both 
cases, however, the authors go on to make claims about women usually being more 
vulnerable than men to things such as natural disasters. 

The fields of water security and climate and security demonstrate the spec­
trum of ways in which gender has been taken up by parts of the environmental 
security community. Currently, broad discussions of environmental security have 
little engagement with gender, even in the academic literature. However, environ­
mental security policy is more commonly framed around specific environmental 
resources and stressors. At this level, we see that some fields of inquiry, such as 
water security, employ a far more nuanced view of gender – in both the academic 
and policy worlds.There is a recognition that gender shapes individual capacities 
and decisions in specific places around specific resources. For other fields, such as 
that of climate change and security, there is much less engagement with gender. 
Even those policy documents that recognize that a focus on gender relations and 
patterns of social marginalization is critical tend to revert to stereotypical framings 
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of gender, arguing that women (as a unified category) are more vulnerable or 
marginal than men. 

Drivers of policy progress 

Comparing the ways in which the different gender engagements of these two 
subfields play out in their respective literatures highlights how paying attention 
to gender can produce progress in the policy domain. Specifically, policy progress 
takes shape around research and analysis connecting security to particular aspects 
of the environment, where it is possible to increase the stock of empirical evi­
dence around the different, locally-specific ways in which gender contributes to 
vulnerability or creates opportunities for new adaptations. By focusing on a spe­
cific resource or stressor, it is possible to understand how gendered vulnerabilities 
and opportunities emerge and how these situations play out for women. This 
is true even in the case of climate change – since climate change encompasses 
a range of environmental stressors, including the amount of precipitation, the 
timing of precipitation, temperature and the intensity and frequency of a wide 
range of extreme events. It is possible that one effect of climate change, such as 
changes in the timing of rainfall, could have gendered effects on security while 
others do not. 

The rise of resilience as a key concept in the development and climate change 
communities offers another opportunity to advance the adoption of gender per­
spectives and approaches across the different dimensions of environmental secu­
rity. Organizations such as USAID are focusing their resilience efforts on contexts 
where environmental insecurity is likely to be a challenge, such as “areas where 
chronic poverty intersects with shocks and stresses to produce recurrent crises and 
undermine development gains.”68 In many ways, the use of resilience in contem­
porary development policy characterizes it as a precondition for environmental 
security – one where increased adaptive capacity, improved ability to address and 
reduce risk and better social and economic conditions for vulnerable populations 
will address different drivers of insecurity.69 In invoking the social and economic 
conditions of vulnerable populations, this framing of resilience explicitly calls out 
the role of social difference in the production of environmental insecurity.This is 
clear in USAID’s resilience guidance, which explicitly recognizes the importance 
of a gender lens for addressing the causes of observed vulnerability and insecurity 
in populations: 

Despite the fact that women often face a range of unique challenges in 
areas of recurrent crisis and often bear the heaviest burden of shocks and 
stresses – they also possess enormous individual and collective capacity to 
help themselves, their families, and their communities. . . . Approaches that 
systematically and visibly reduce key gender gaps and ensure that women are 
given the tools, resources, and opportunities to lead and participate are criti­
cal to the success of our efforts to achieve sustainable change.70 
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While this view of women considers them as a single category, the fact that it 
moves beyond the assumption that women are inherently more vulnerable than 
men represents an important step forward in identifying the causes of insecurity 
and productive responses.The turn to resilience in development, humanitarianism 
and the climate change community offers an opportunity to drive the environ­
mental security community toward a more serious engagement with gender and 
social difference. 

Obstacles to policy progress 

As Fröhlich and Gioli note, feminist insights into the relationship between people, 
the environment and conflict – such as the fact that women and men often have 
different relationships to the environment as a result of their different roles and 
responsibilities – tend to become generalized and oversimplified.71 For example, 
a feminist examination of gendered agricultural practices in Ghana reveals the 
importance of both gender and livelihood strategies in shaping the differences 
between women’s and men’s agricultural activities.72 If, however, this specific 
insight is then applied to project design in Sudan – where different social norms 
and agroecology prevail – it has been removed from the Ghanaian context that 
made the observation valid. This occurs because the oversimplification of com­
plex identities that take their meaning in particular situations and through specific 
social relations “infuses an aura of science by universalizing partial truths grounded 
on real issues.”73 

As a result, observations that have cross-contextual value (for example, in some 
places, women’s identity can be shaped by the livelihood strategies in which they are 
engaged) become universal, fixed truths (for example, women’s identity is always 
shaped by livelihood strategies, and therefore all project design, implementation and 
evaluation should focus on this intersection).The GTZ report on “Climate Change 
and Security” notes that disasters tend to have effects that enhance the marginaliza­
tion of sections of a population and that this is “particularly true for women, who in 
the aftermath of disasters, for example, often fall victim to attacks (as with the 2004 
tsunami).”74 In this case, the report draws on a concrete example where women 
became vulnerable to attacks after a disaster, removes the context within which 
these attacks occurred and then generates a general, broadly applicable lesson – that 
women are vulnerable to attack after disasters. 

These oversimplifications and generalizations become embedded in institu­
tions, policies and practices through repetition.75 As Fröhlich and Gioli note, rep­
etition replaces uncertainty and nuance with generic, decontextualized slogans.76 

For example, in a promotional document for the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA), an article on gender issues in conflict and disaster claims:“Whether 
in natural or man-made crises, women often face risks that men do not. Sexual 
assault on women has been a part of war everywhere in the world throughout his­
tory.”77 These two sentences conflate women’s vulnerability in conflict and disaster 
settings, and they generalize across both domains. USAID repeats this narrative 
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in a document outlining its implementation of the US National Action Plan on 
Women, Peace and Security (WPS).78 

USAID works across the spectrum of crisis prevention, response, recovery and 
transitions. In these environments, it is a challenging but vital imperative to protect 
and empower women and girls: protection from abuses such as sexual and gender-
based violence, which are often perpetrated as weapons of war or exacerbated by 
natural disasters, and empowerment that promotes women’s substantive participa­
tion and leadership at the negotiating table, in rebuilding conflict and crisis-affected 
communities and in shaping the full range of important decisions confronting 
societies in critical transition periods. 

While there is no question that natural disasters might result in both the dis-
empowerment of women and greater risk of sexually-based violence, this framing 
implicitly links these two challenges and universalizes them, suggesting that women 
in post-disaster situations are uniformly at risk of violence and disempowerment. 
Repetition of this claim makes it ubiquitous and difficult to challenge. 

Other significant barriers to policy progress are the Monitoring and Evalua­
tion (M&E) frameworks employed by organizations – such as large development 
donors – that seek to build environmental security on the ground.While develop­
ment donors are themselves few in number, their funds support the work of a wide 
array of organizations, all of which must respond to the M&E frameworks used by 
their donors.This generates two challenges to serious, sustained engagement with 
gender in the context of environmental security: what is measured and why it is 
measured. For example, USAID’s guidance for the measurement of gender out­
comes in its projects demands that sex disaggregated data be collected.The Agency 
offers ten standard performance indicators to assess progress toward “gender equal­
ity, women’s empowerment, gender-based violence, and women, peace, and secu­
rity.”79 However, both this requirement and these indicators rest on a definition of 
gender that allows its contractors and partners to treat women and men as undiffer­
entiated categories.80 Further, these indicators leave out critical contextual factors. 
For example, one indicator – the percentage of participants reporting increased 
agreement with the concept that males and females should have equal access to 
social, economic and political resources and opportunities – means different things 
in different contexts.81 In some contexts, this might be a pathway to significant 
change in the roles and responsibilities of women, which can address underlying 
causes of environmental insecurity. In other contexts, however, the overt promo­
tion of this idea can lead to increased social conflict as men seek to preserve their 
privileges.A higher level of conflict is likely to exacerbate women’s insecurity and 
may create new sources of insecurity. 

Of course, indicators are merely tools for understanding project performance 
and outcomes.The context in which they are applied determines why this data is 
gathered, and thus its ultimate value. In a context where M&E is aimed at learning 
about what works – and adjusting interventions, projects, programs and policies 
accordingly – even coarse indicators can be used to “revisit assumptions, check for 
any unintended negative consequences, make decisions, and manage any course 
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corrections [to allow] for gender considerations to be addressed throughout the 
Program Cycle.”82 However, most development donors do not focus M&E on 
learning; they use M&E for performance monitoring – the achievement of specified 
targets. Further, despite their rhetoric about learning, many donors operate in cul­
tures where failure is not an option.The collection of data is therefore aimed more 
at avoiding negative institutional consequences than learning about what does and 
does not work.83 As long as project and program activities focus on performance 
monitoring that obscures project failures and lessons learned, the empirical basis for 
environmental security policy will lag. 

Gender and environmental security: strategies for 
progress 

These barriers to progress matter because they are likely to produce policies, pro­
grams and projects that are locally inappropriate and therefore ineffective.However, 
these poor outcomes are not inevitable. My analysis of these challenges suggests six 
recommendations for a more effective approach to environmental security that is 
enabled and enhanced by a gender lens. 

First, organizations and institutions with an interest in environmental security 
should focus their work on specific environmental resources and stressors. Indi­
viduals and communities do not use “the environment” in a holistic manner.They 
access and influence parts of the environment in the course of their day-to-day 
activities, often in resource-specific ways.84 While “environmental security” might 
be a useful conceptual umbrella for grouping policies and programs, projects and 
interventions with a more specific focus are more likely to identify and address 
specific causes of insecurity. 

Second, organizations and institutions with an interest in environmental secu­
rity must make place-specific and context-specific decisions about the people they 
are trying to help. Focusing on a specific resource will privilege some people over 
others. Rather than framing vulnerability and needs assessments around popula­
tion-level efforts to secure the material basis of existence, environmental security 
programs should employ assessments that seek out gendered and other socially 
differentiated stresses for targeting. 

Third, while an attention to gender is critical for productive work on environ­
mental security, gender is not a synonym for women.An attention to gender requires 
that we recognize how the categories of men and women are defined in relation 
to one another, and through intersections with other important social differences. 
Further, these are not homogenous categories. Some women are wealthy, while 
others are poor. Some men are married, and others are not.The different economic 
and social positions of men and women in the same population may result in some 
experiencing significant insecurity from a shock or stressor, while others feel little 
impact. 

Fourth, environmental security policy and programs should abandon the use 
of simple, universal framings of gendered environmental relationships in policy, 
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program and project design and in monitoring and evaluation frameworks.These 
efforts require locally specific understandings of these relationships. Generic 
framings are more likely to obscure important local relationships than productively 
inform the design of effective projects and interventions. This recommendation 
mobilizes requirements for gender assessment that are already part of the policy and 
program design processes in many organizations but demands a different approach 
to the achievement of this requirement. Whatever institutional challenges might 
emerge will be more than compensated by improvements in policy and project 
effectiveness. 

Fifth, in post-crisis settings, organizations should carefully consider gender and 
other forms of social difference as they assess who benefits from efforts to rebuild 
environmental security. Going forward, a central question for the environmental 
security field will be the desired outcome of a policy or intervention. As the lit­
erature on resilience has shown, interventions aimed at securing people in times of 
environmental stress must ask if the status quo (or a return to the status quo) is an 
appropriate goal. In many cases, returning to the status quo ante would re-create 
the conditions that led to the insecurity in the first place.85 

At the same time, thinking about “building back better”without a critical evalu­
ation of the perspective from which “better” is defined, leaves out key questions: 
what is secured and for whom? This could create new conditions of insecurity 
and vulnerability that might result in different crises in the future.86 For example, 
the Global Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction advocates for humanitarian 
responses that not only address the speed of response and the need to repair infra­
structure but also the need to ensure that the response is inclusive of the different 
needs of the society in question.87 As important as inclusivity is for humanitarian 
responses, in this report inclusiveness is principally framed around socio-economic 
need. For example, the section of the report that discusses building back more 
inclusively frames difference around assets and income: poor people are not only more 
vulnerable to natural hazards, but they also tend to have less access to post-disaster 
support mechanisms such as insurance, borrowing or remittances, and they have 
fewer savings to draw on. As a consequence, they tend to experience higher losses 
relative to income, and they often have to resort to “negative coping mechanisms” – 
such as reducing food intake, cutting down on health care or reducing education 
spending.88 

Gender only appears twice in the “Building Back Better” report: a passing men­
tion in two case studies.Yet one’s gender – and indeed one’s identity more broadly – 
are often central to the ability to access assistance, secure assets and change one’s 
situation. By focusing principally on material measures of status and well-being, the 
humanitarian policy community overlooks the ways in which gender and identity 
shape these fundamental causes of insecurity and vulnerability, reproducing them 
even as they attempt to deliver humanitarian responses in a more inclusive manner. 

Sixth, environmental security projects and programs should assess the insecuri­
ties that might be caused by transformative environmental security efforts, at scales 
ranging from the household to the state and beyond.Transformative policies and 
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interventions are difficult to develop and implement. As the gender-informed lit­
erature on environmental security shows, questions of vulnerability and security are 
inextricably intertwined with questions of identity and even questions of how to 
live in the world. Efforts to reduce vulnerability or address the sources of conflict 
emerging around environmental shocks and stressors, or to change the behaviors 
that lead to resource-based insecurity, often touch on fundamental ideas of who 
people think they are in the world.89 Thus, efforts to secure the environment and 
the benefits that people obtain from it via environmentally or socially transforma­
tive efforts can call the fundamental organization of society into question, and with 
it the privileges of the powerful.These are privileges the powerful will undoubtedly 
try to protect. 

Adaptation projects that do not account for these risks and insecurities may 
generate “backdraft” problems and conflict. For example, working in Mali, Carr and 
his co-authors identify situations in which climate change adaptation interventions 
might increase the risk of domestic violence and household conflict.90 In another 
case, Snorek and her co-authors demonstrate how adaptation projects in Niger that 
focus on sedentary agriculture produce new stresses on pastoral populations that 
result in low-level conflicts over land access.91 Without careful consideration of 
what is being transformed and for whom, programs might create as much conflict 
and insecurity as they address. 

These recommendations have the potential to pivot our framing of environ­
mental insecurity from assumptions about risk and vulnerability via scarcity toward 
a process of recognizing how risk and vulnerability emerge for different people 
in populations through specific pathways. We could then more accurately assess 
everything from the likelihood of future environmentally-related conflicts to the 
most effective interventions to facilitate peacebuilding and cooperation in times of 
environmental stress. 

These recommendations also point the way to evidence-based policies that pro­
mote security, safety, cooperation and well-being in the context of environmental 
shocks and stressors. They highlight the inherently political nature of efforts to 
address environmental security.They force us to identify the goals of our interven­
tions and who will be served by those goals. Even if the current state of knowledge 
does not allow these questions to be answered definitively for all people in all 
places, a policy community that can identify and ask these questions will be one 
that is more effective going forward. 

Notes

1	 Clionadh Raleigh and Henrik Urdal, “Climate Change, Environmental Degradation 
and Armed Conflict,” Political Geography,Vol. 26, No. 6 (August 2007), pp. 674–694;Ane 
Cristina Figueiredo Pereira de Faria and Issa Ibrahim Berchin, “Understanding Food 
Security and International Security Links in the Context of Climate Change,” Third 
World Quarterly,Vol. 37, No. 6 (2016), pp. 975–997; Emmy Simmons,“Harvesting Peace: 
Food Security, Conflict, and Cooperation,” Environmental Change and Security Program 
Report,Vol. 14 (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, 



Gender and environmental security 171  

   
 

        
    

    
  

  
      

     
  

 
 

    
  

  
    
   

 
    

    
     

 
     

    

   
  
   

  
    

   
   

       
     

 
   

   
     

 
   

  
  

 
  

   
   
    

  
   

      
  

  
   

2013); Nina Von Uexkull et al.,“Civil Conflict Sensitivity to Growing-Season Drought,” 
Vol. 113, No. 134 (2016); Christina Cook and Karen Bakker,“Water Security: Debating 
an Emerging Paradigm,” Global Environmental Change,Vol. 22, No. 1 (2012), pp. 94–102; 
Radoslav S. Dimitrov, “Water, Conflict, and Security: A Conceptual Minefield,” Society 
and Natural Resources,Vol. 15 (2002), pp. 677–692; Peter H. Gleick,“Water and Conflict: 
Fresh Water Resources and International Security,” International Security,Vol. 18, No. 1 
(1993), pp. 79–112; Jon Barnett and W. Neil Adger,“Climate Change, Human Security 
and Violent Conflict,” Political Geography,Vol. 26, No. 6 (August 2007), pp. 639–655;W. 
Neil Adger et al., “Human Security,” in C.B. Field et al., eds., Climate Change 2014: 
Impacts,Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of Work­
ing Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 755–791. 

2	 Malin Falkenmark,“The Greatest Water Problem:The Inability to Link Environmental 
Security,Water Security and Food Security,” International Journal of Water Resources Devel­
opment,Vol. 17, No. 4 (2001), pp. 539–554. 

3 Barnett and Adger,“Climate Change, Human Security and Violent Conflict,” pp. 641. 
4 Jon Barnett, The Meaning of Environmental Security: Ecological Politics and Policy in the New 

Security Era (London: Zed Books, 2001), pp. 122–123. 
5 World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1987). 
6	 Nicole Detraz, “Environmental Security and Gender: Necessary Shifts in an Evolving 

Debate,”Security Studies,Vol. 18, No. 2 (June 2009), pp. 345–369; Dennis Pirages,“Demo­
graphic Change and Ecological Security,” Environmental Change and Security Program, Vol. 
3 (1997), pp. 5–14; Steven Ney,“Environmental Security:A Critical Overview,” Innova­
tion:The European Journal of Social Science Research,Vol. 12, No. 1 (1999), pp. 7–30; Barnett, 
The Meaning of Environmental Security. 

7 Barnett, The Meaning of Environmental Security.
 
8 Ney, “Environmental Security.”
 
9 Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, Environment, Scarcity and Violence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 


University Press, 1999);Thomas F. Homer-Dixon,“Environmental Scarcities and Violent 
Conflict: Evidence from Cases,” International Security,Vol. 19, No. 1 (1994), pp. 5–40; 
Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, “On the Threshold: Environmental Changes as Causes of 
Acute Conflict,” International Security,Vol. 16, No. 2 (1991), pp. 76–116. 

10 Gleick, “Water and Conflict”; Joyce Starr, “Water Wars,” Foreign Policy,Vol. 82 (1991), 
p. 19; Joyce Starr and Daniel Stoll, The Politics of Water Scarcity:Water in the Middle East 
(Boulder, CO:Westview Press, 1988). 

11 Solomon M. Hsiang, Marshall Burke and Edward Miguel,“Quantifying the Influence of 
Climate on Human Conflict,” Science,Vol. 341, No. 6151 (September 13, 2013). 

12 Ian Bannon and Paul Collier, “Natural Resources and Conflict:What We Can Do,” in 
Ian Bannon and Paul Collier, eds., Natural Resources and Violent Conflict: Options and 
Actions (Washington, DC:World Bank, 2003), pp. 1–16; Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, 
“Resource Rents, Governance, and Conflict,” Journal of Conflict Resolution,Vol. 49, No. 4 
(2005), pp. 625–633; Matthias Basedau and Jann Lay,“Resource Curse or Rentier Peace? 
The Ambiguous Effects of Oil Wealth and Oil Dependence on Violent Conflict,” Journal 
of Peace Research,Vol. 46, No. 6 (2009), pp. 757–776. 

13 Collier and Hoeffler,“Resource Rents, Governance, and Conflict.” 
14 Basedau and Lay,“Resource Curse or Rentier Peace?” 
15 Peter M. Haas,“Constructing Environmental Conflicts from Resource Scarcity,” Global 

Environmental Politics,Vol. 2, No. 1 (2002), pp. 1–12. 
16 Solomon M. Hsiang, Kyle C. Meng and Mark A. Cane,“Civil Conflicts Are Associated 

with the Global Climate,” Nature,Vol. 476, No. 7361 (August 25, 2011), pp. 438–441; 
Hsiang, Burke and Miguel,“Quantifying the Influence of Climate on Human Conflict”; 
Peter H. Gleick,“Water, Drought, Climate Change, and Conflict in Syria,” Weather, Cli­
mate, and Society,Vol. 6, No. 3 (June 2014), pp. 331–340. 



172 Carr  

    
 

     

     
  

        
    
   

 
   

 
   
   
     
    

   
 

  
 

   
      

   
   
   

    
 

   
   

   
 

   
 

  
    

  
   

  
   

  
  

   
    
    

    
 

   
  

         
  

   

17 John O’Loughlin et al., “Climate Variability and Conflict Risk in East Africa, 1990– 
2009,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, Vol. 
109, No. 45 (November 6, 2012), pp. 18344–18349; Frank D.W. Witmer et al., “Sub­
national Violent Conflict Forecasts for Sub-Saharan Africa, 2015–65, Using Climate-
Sensitive Models,” Journal of Peace Research,Vol. 54, No. 2 (2017), pp. 175–192; Adger 
et al.,“Human Security.” 

18 Jan Selby, “Positivist Climate Conflict Research: A Critique,” Geopolitics, Vol. 19, No. 
4 (October 30, 2014), pp. 829–856; Halvard Buhaug et al., “One Effect to Rule 
Them All? A Comment on Climate and Conflict,” Climatic Change,Vol. 127, Nos. 3–4 
(December 2014). 

19 Sebastian van Baalen and Malin Mobjörk, A Coming Anarchy? Pathways from Climate 
Change to Violent Conflict in East Africa (Stockholm: Stockholm University, 2016), p. 2. 

20 Ibid., pp. 2–3. 
21 Dimitrov,“Water, Conflict, and Security.” 
22 Adger et al.,“Human Security,” p. 775. 
23 Alexander Carius, Environmental Peacebuilding: Environmental Cooperation as an Instrument 

of Crisis Prevention and Peacebuilding: Conditions for Success and Constraints, Paper submitted 
to the 2006 Berlin Conference on the Human Dimensions of Global Environmental 
Change (October 2006); Dennis Tänzler, Achim Maas and Alexander Carius, “Climate 
Change Adaptation and Peace,” Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, Vol. 1, No. 
5 (2010), pp. 741–750; Ken Conca and Jennifer Wallace,“Environment and Peacebuild­
ing in War-Torn Societies: Lessons from the UN Environment Programme’s Experience 
with Postconflict Assessment,” Global Governance,Vol. 15, No. 4 (2009), pp. 485–504. 

24 Katharina Wick and Erwin H.Bulte,“Contesting Resources:Rent Seeking,Conflict and 
the Natural Resource Curse,” Public Choice,Vol. 128, Nos. 3–4 (2006), pp. 457–476. 

25 Basedau and Lay,“Resource Curse or Rentier Peace?” 
26 Macartan Humphreys, “Natural Resources, Conflict, and Conflict Resolution: Uncov­

ering the Mechanisms,” Journal of Conflict Resolution,Vol. 49, No. 4 (August 1, 2005), 
pp. 508–537. 

27 Center for Naval Analysis (CNA), National Security and the Accelerating Risks of Climate 
Change (Alexandria,VA: CNA, May 2014); CNA, National Security and the Threat of Cli­
mate Change (Alexandria, VA: CNA, 2007); USAID, Climate Change and Development: 
Clean Resilient Growth: USAID Climate Change and Development Strategy, 2012–2016 
(Washington, DC: USAID, 2012). 

28 Daniel Abrahams and Edward R. Carr,“Understanding the Connections Between Cli­
mate Change and Conflict: Contributions from Geography and Political Ecology,” Cur­
rent Climate Change Reports,Vol. 3, No. 4 (2017), pp. 233–242. 

29 Idean Salehyan, “Climate Change and Conflict: Making Sense of Disparate Findings,” 
Political Geography,Vol. 43 (2014), pp. 1–5. 

30 Nicole Detraz, Gender, Climate Change and Security: Linking Vital Issues, Paper Presented 
at the Annual Meeting of the International Studies Association (Montreal, Canada, 
March 16, 2011), pp. 1–31; Detraz, “Environmental Security and Gender”; Christiane 
Fröhlich and Giovanna Gioli, “Gender, Conflict, and Global Environmental Change,” 
Peace Review,Vol. 27, No. 2 (2015), pp. 137–146. 

31 Detraz, Gender, Climate Change and Security. 
32 Detraz,“Environmental Security and Gender,” p. 350. 
33 Farhana Sultana, “Gendering Climate Change: Geographical Insights,” The Professional 

Geographer,Vol. 66, No. 3 (August 24, 2013), pp. 1–10; Farhana Sultana,“Living in Haz­
ardous Waterscapes: Gendered Vulnerabilities and Experiences of Floods and Disasters,” 
Environmental Hazards,Vol. 9, No. 1 (March 1, 2010), pp. 43–53; Sara Ahmed and Eliz­
abeth Fajber, “Engendering Adaptation to Climate Variability in Gujarat, India,” Gen­
der & Development, Vol. 17, No. 1 (March 2009), pp. 33–50; Justina Demetriades and 
Emily Esplen, “The Gender Dimensions of Poverty and Climate Change Adaptation,” 
IDS Bulletin,Vol. 39, No. 4 (January 26, 2008), pp. 24–31; Houria Djoudi and Maria 



Gender and environmental security 173  

 
 

   
         

 
   

    
  

 
 

  
 

 
   

    
  
      

 
   

   
  

    
     

 
   
  
    

 
    

  
   

  
   

   
    

    
   

    
    

     

   
 

   
 

  
    

   
 

 
   

 
    

Brockhaus, “Is Adaptation to Climate Change Gender Neutral? Lessons from Com­
munities Dependent on Livestock and Forests in Northern Mali,” International Forestry 
Review,Vol. 13, No. 2 (June 2011), pp. 123–135. 

34 Vandana Shiva, “Development, Ecology, and Women,” in Staying Alive:Women, Ecology, 
and Survival in India (London: Zed Books, 2010), pp. 1–13. 

35 Dianne E. Rocheleau, “Political Ecology in the Key of Policy: From Chains of Expla­
nation to Webs of Relation,” Geoforum,Vol. 39, No. 2 (2008), pp. 716–727; Dianne E. 
Rocheleau, Barbara Thomas-Slayter and Esther Wangari, “Gender and Environment: 
A Feminist Political Ecology Perspective,” in Dianne E. Rocheleau, Barbara Thomas-
Slayter and Esther Wangari, eds., Feminist Political Ecology: Global Issues and Local Expe­
riences (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 3–23; Demetriades and Esplen, “The Gender 
Dimensions of Poverty and Climate Change Adaptation”; Seema Arora-Jonsson,“Virtue 
and Vulnerability: Discourses on Women, Gender and Climate Change,” Global Environ­
mental Change,Vol. 21, No. 2 (May 2011), pp. 744–751. 

36 Detraz,“Environmental Security and Gender,” p. 349. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Geoffrey D. Dabelko et al., Backdraft:The Conflict Potential of Climate Change (Washington, 

DC:Wilson Center, 2013). 
39 Julie Snorek, Fabrice G. Renaud and Julia Kloos,“Divergent Adaptation to Climate Vari­

ability:A Case Study of Pastoral and Agricultural Societies in Niger,” Global Environmen­
tal Change,Vol. 29 (2014), pp. 371–386. 

40 Starr,“Water Wars”; Gleick,“Water and Conflict.” 
41 Tobias Von Lossow,“Gender in Inter-State Water Conflicts,” Peace Review,Vol. 27, No. 2 

(2015), pp. 196–201, 197. 
42 Ibid., p. 198. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Alex Loftus,“Water (in)Security: Securing the Right to Water,” Geographical Journal, Vol. 

181, No. 4 (2015), pp. 350–356, 351. 
45 Karen Bakker, “Water Security: Research Challenges and Opportunities,” Science, Vol. 

337, No. 6097 (2012), pp. 914–915; Karen Bakker and Cynthia Morinville, “The Gov­
ernance Dimensions of Water Security: A Review,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society,Vol. 371, No. 2002 (2013), p. 2. 

46 Farhana Sultana,“Suffering for Water, Suffering from Water: Emotional Geographies of 
Resource Access, Control and Conflict,” Geoforum,Vol. 42, No. 2 (2011), pp. 163–172. 

47 Ben Crow and Farhana Sultana, “Gender, Class, and Access to Water: Three Cases in 
a Poor and Crowded Delta,” Society and Natural Resources,Vol. 15 (2002), pp. 709–724; 
Leila M. Harris, “Gender and Emergent Water Governance: Comparative Overview of 
Neoliberalized Natures and Gender Dimensions of Privatization, Devolution and Mar­
ketization,” Gender, Place and Culture,Vol. 16, No. 4 (2009), pp. 387–408; Sultana,“Suffer­
ing for Water”;Wendy Jepson et al.,“Advancing Human Capabilities for Water Security: 
A Relational Approach,” Water Security,Vol. 1 (2017), pp. 46–52; Farhana Sultana,“Gen­
der and Water in a Changing Climate: Challenges and Opportunities,” in Christiane 
Fröhlich et al., eds., Water Security Across the Gender Divide (Heidelberg: Springer, 2018), 
pp. 17–33. 

48 Farhana Sultana,“Community and Participation in Water Resources Management: Gen­
dering and Naturing Development Debates from Bangladesh,” Transactions of the Institute 
of British Geographers,Vol. 34, No. 3 (2009), pp. 346–363. 

49 Rhodante Ahlers and Margreet Zwarteveen,“The Water Question in Feminism:Water 
Control and Gender Inequities in a Neo-Liberal Era,” Gender, Place and Culture, Vol. 16, 
No. 4 (2009), pp. 409–426; Barbara Louise Endemaño Walker and Michael A. Robin­
son, “Economic Development, Marine Protected Areas and Gendered Access to Fish­
ing Resources in a Polynesian Lagoon,” Gender, Place and Culture,Vol. 16, No. 4 (2009), 
pp. 467–484. 

50 Sultana,“Suffering for Water,” p. 167. 



174 Carr  

     

  
    
      
  
  
    

    
 

      
  

          
   

   

   
     

    
   

 
        
   

    
 

  
    

  
  

    
   

  
    

   

   
 

    
 

   
   

   
 

   
 

   
   
    
    

 
   

51 Ahlers and Zwarteveen, “The Water Question in Feminism”; Walker and Robinson, 
“Economic Development.” 

52 Ibid. 
53 Bakker and Morinville,“The Governance Dimensions of Water Security,” p. 10. 
54 USAID, Water and Conflict:AToolkit for Programming (Washington, DC: USAID, 2014), p. 9. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 GTZ, The Water Security Nexus: Challenge and Opportunities for Development Cooperation 

(Eschborn, Germany: GTZ, 2010). 
58 See, Edward R. Carr and Mary C.Thompson,“Gender and Climate Change Adaptation 

in Agrarian Settings: Current Thinking, New Directions, and Research Frontiers,” Geog­
raphy Compass,Vol. 8, No. 3 (March 4, 2014), pp. 182–197; Arora-Jonsson, “Virtue and 
Vulnerability”; Anna Kaijser and Annica Kronsell, “Climate Change Through the Lens 
of Intersectionality,” Environmental Politics,Vol. 23, No. 3 (October 11, 2013), pp. 1–17; 
Djoudi and Brockhaus, “Is Adaptation to Climate Change Gender Neutral?” pp. 123– 
135;Ahmed and Fajber,“Engendering Adaptation”; Irene Dankelman and Willy Jansen, 
“Gender, Environment, and Climate Change: Understanding the Linkages,” in Irene 
Dankelman, ed., Gender and Climate Change: An Introduction (London: Earthscan, 2010), 
pp. 21–54; Fatma Denton,“Climate Change Vulnerability, Impacts, and Adaptation:Why 
Does Gender Matter?” Gender & Development,Vol. 10, No. 2 (2002), pp. 10–20. 

59 See, Hsiang, Burke and Miguel, “Quantifying the Influence of Climate on Human 
Conflict”; Solomon Hsiang and Marshall Burke, “Climate, Conflict, and Social Stabil­
ity:What Does the Evidence Say?” Climatic Change,Vol. 123, No. 1 (October 17, 2014), 
pp. 39–55; M. Burke, S.M. Hsiang and E. Miguel,“Climate and Conflict,” Annual Review 
of Economics,Vol. 7 (August 2015), pp. 577–617; Colleen Devlin and Cullen S. Hendrix, 
“Trends and Triggers Redux: Climate Change, Rainfall, and Interstate Conflict,” Political 
Geography,Vol. 43 (2014), pp. 27–39. 

60 Janani Vivekananda, Janpeter Schilling and Dan Smith, “Understanding Resilience in 
Climate Change and Conflict Affected Regions of Nepal,” Geopolitics,Vol. 19, No. 4 
(2014), pp. 911–936, 912; See also Abrahams and Carr,“Understanding the Connections 
Between Climate Change and Conflict.” 

61 Alvin Chandra et al., “Gendered Vulnerabilities of Smallholder Farmers to Climate 
Change in Conflict-Prone Areas: A Case Study from Mindanao, Philippines,” Journal of 
Rural Studies,Vol. 50 (2017), pp. 45–59. 

62 Jeffrey Stark, Christine Mataya and Kelley Lubovich, Climate Change, Adaptation, and 
Conflict: A Preliminary Review of the Issues, CMM Discussion Paper No. 1 (Washington, 
DC: USAID, 2009). 

63 Adaptation Partnership, Climate Change Adaptation and Peacebuilding in Africa (Washing­
ton, DC:Adaptation Partnership, 2015). 

64 Kirby Reiling and Cynthia Brady, Climate Change and Conflict:An Annex to the USAID 
Climate-Resilient Development Framework (Washington, DC: USAID, 2015), p. 16. 

65 Ibid., p. 21. 
66 Katie Peters and Janani Vivekananda, Topic Guide: Conflict, Climate and Environment (Lon­

don: Overseas Development Institute and International Alert, 2014). 
67 GTZ, Climate Change and Security: Challenges for German Development Cooperation (Esch­

born, Germany: GTZ, 2010), p. 32. 
68 USAID, Building Resilience to Recurrent Crisis: USAID Policy and Program Guidance (Wash­

ington, DC: USAID, 2012), p. 5. 
69 Ibid., p. 9. 
70 Ibid., pp. 11–12. 
71 Fröhlich and Gioli,“Gender, Conflict, and Global Environmental Change,” p. 143. 
72 Edward R. Carr,“Men’s Crops and Women’s Crops:The Importance of Gender to the 

Understanding of Agricultural and Development Outcomes in Ghana’s Central Region,” 
World Development,Vol. 36, No. 5 (May 2008), pp. 900–915. 



Gender and environmental security 175  

    
    
   
    
   

   
    

 
     

 
    
   
    
    

     

 
   

      
   

    
    

  
  

 
 

 
    

 
   
   
   

    
    

 
   

    

   

73 Fröhlich and Gioli,“Gender, Conflict, and Global Environmental Change,” p. 143. 
74 GTZ, Climate Change and Security, p. 32. 
75 Fröhlich and Gioli,“Gender, Conflict, and Global Environmental Change.” 
76 Ibid., p. 143. 
77 JICA,“Gender Issues in Conflict and Disaster: Supporting the Weak and Vulnerable in 

Our Society,” JICA’s World,Vol. 9, No. 3 (2017), pp. 2–3. 
78 USAID, Implementation of the United States National Action Plan on Women, Peace, and Secu­

rity (Washington, DC: USAID, 2012), p. 5. 
79 USAID, The Automated Directives System (ADS) Chapter 205 (Washington, DC: USAID, 

2017), p. 28. 
80 Ibid., p. 11. 
81 Ibid., p. 28. 
82 Ibid., p. 25. 
83 See Andrew Natsios, The Clash of the Counter-Bureaucracy and Development (Washington, 

DC: Center for Global Development, 2010). 
84 See Richard A. Schroeder, Shady Practices: Agroforestry and Gender Politics in the Gambi 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999); Dianne Rocheleau and David 
Edmunds,“Women, Men and Trees: Gender, Power and Property in Forest and Agrarian 
Landscapes,” World Development,Vol. 25, No. 8 (1997), pp. 1351–1371. 

85 See Jean-Christophe Gaillard, “Vulnerability, Capacity, and Resilience: Perspectives 
for Climate and Development Policy,” Journal of International Development,Vol. 22, No. 
2 (2010), pp. 218–232; W. Neil Adger, “Social and Ecological Resilience: Are They 
Related?” Progress in Human Geography,Vol. 24, No. 3 (2000), pp. 347–364; Carl Folke, 
“Resilience: The Emergence of a Perspective for Social-Ecological Systems Analyses,” 
Global Environmental Change,Vol. 16, No. 3 (2006), pp. 253–267; Christopher B. Barrett 
and Mark A. Constas, “Toward a Theory of Resilience for International Development 
Applications,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 
Vol. 111, No. 40 (2014), pp. 14625–14630. 

86 See Stephane Hallegatte, Jun Rentschler and Brian Walsh, Building Back Better:Achieving 
Resilience Through Stronger, Faster, and More Inclusive Post-Disaster Reconstruction (Washing­
ton, DC:World Bank, 2018). 

87 Ibid., pp. 2–3. 
88 Ibid., p. 27. 
89 This is a point of growing concern in the literature on livelihoods. See Anthony Beb­

bington,“Capitals and Capabilities:A Framework for Analyzing Peasant Viability, Rural 
Livelihoods and Poverty,” World Development, Vol. 27, No. 12 (1999), pp. 2021–2044; 
Edward R. Carr,“Livelihoods as Intimate Government: Reframing the Logic of Liveli­
hoods for Development,” Third World Quarterly,Vol. 34, No. 1 (2013), pp. 77–108. 

90 Edward R. Carr et al.,USAID/Mali Climate Change Adaptation Activity (MCCAA) Behav­
ioral Baseline Survey: Final Synthesis Report (Washington, DC: USAID, 2016). 

91 Snorek, Renaud and Kloos,“Divergent Adaptation to Climate Variability.” 



 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
   

 

9 
GENDER, HUMANITARIAN 
EMERGENCIES AND SECURITY 

Tamara Nair 

Natural disasters have many different causes, but they often generate similar human 
experiences – especially in terms of the human vulnerabilities, response capacities 
and power dynamics within affected societies. In every society, some people are 
more vulnerable to sudden disasters than others. Similarly, some members of society 
have relatively limited capacities for coping and recovering from crisis situations. 
These vulnerabilities and capacities are usually determined by factors such as eco­
nomic class, race, age and gender. In this chapter, I examine the gender dimensions 
of humanitarian emergencies caused by natural disasters. 

We have to begin by distinguishing between natural disasters and humanitarian 
emergencies. One might be tempted to use these terms interchangeably, but this 
would gloss over a fundamentally important issue. Natural events – such as earth­
quakes, tsunamis, floods, tropical storms and droughts – might be hazardous to the 
physical environment as well as flora and fauna, but they might not necessarily 
harm human beings. A natural disaster becomes a humanitarian emergency when 
human beings are affected.This might seem obvious, but it points to the heart of 
the matter: in order to understand how natural disasters become humanitarian 
emergencies, we have to understand how the affected human societies are con­
structed and organized – especially in terms of power dynamics in social, economic 
and political relations.The nature and magnitude of the physical events themselves 
are important, of course, but the human components of the equation are key: social, 
economic and political practices that are in place before, during and after an event 
will have a tremendous impact on the scale of the resulting disaster. Some scholars 
have argued that disasters are more a consequence of socio-economic than natural 
factors.1 

The importance of gender in conflict settings has received a great deal of atten­
tion from activists and scholars, and this issue has been placed on the policy agenda 
through the adoption of United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 
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1325 in 2000 and nine subsequent Women, Peace and Security (WPS) resolutions 
in the 2000s and 2010s. It is now widely recognized that women and girls face 
great and specific security threats in conflict situations. Scholars have demonstrated 
that there is a strong connection between a society’s treatment of women and the 
peacefulness of that society.2 

The gender dimensions of humanitarian emergencies have received much less 
attention from scholars and policymakers.Women and girls suffer disproportion­
ately during most humanitarian emergencies, but the issue of gender-based suffer­
ing in these disasters is just beginning to be examined.And – just as the treatment 
of women in a society is correlated with the peacefulness of that society – gender 
bias in a society is an important barometer of how disastrous a humanitarian emer­
gency is likely to be. 

In most cases, most of the victims in humanitarian emergencies are women 
and girls.This is due to discriminatory social practices vis-à-vis women and girls: 
the effects of these events are not “natural” or due to nature; they are socially 
constructed.The high female mortality rates and the disproportionate, prolonged 
suffering of women after the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami are examples of these 
problems.3 The effects of these events on the lives of women, in turn, impacts 
the lives and experiences of many other people in societies.These second-order 
gender effects are important, but this kind of relational analysis is lacking in dis­
aster studies. 

More generally, scholars, analysts and policymakers need to examine gender 
norms and gender orders in pre-crisis social environments in order to develop a 
better understanding of the social constructs and social dynamics that will shape the 
disasters themselves.These inquiries are needed to develop inclusive, comprehen­
sive response strategies, recovery plans and rebuilding policies. 

There has been some policy progress, mostly at the international level. Inter­
national aid organizations, governments, research institutes and local Non-Gov­
ernmental Organizations have taken steps to pool knowledge about best practices 
and to carry out joint exercises. Problems remain, however. Transmission of best 
practices from the international level to regional and national levels has not been 
smooth or uniform.This has been due to cultural and institutional barriers, includ­
ing the persistence of gender stereotypes in many policy circles. International rhet­
oric about gender mainstreaming has not led to the inclusion of gender dynamics 
in disaster policy on the ground. 

In broader strategic terms, international actors continue to design disaster-
response policies with the goal of restoring the status quo ante in the affected 
countries.They have not recognized that the social disruptions caused by natural 
disasters create openings for advancing gender equality.Although progressives and 
patriarchs might disagree on the intrinsic value of gender equality,one thing is clear: 
gender-equal societies are likely to be damaged less in disasters. Making progress 
on gender equality would therefore reduce the human dimensions of future dis­
asters. Incorporating gender considerations into disaster prevention policies would 
be wise from a disaster prevention standpoint. Unfortunately, international actors 



178 Nair  

 

 

   

 

 

 

  

 

  

 
 

 
 

  

 
 

continue to prioritize restoration over transformation. To put it bluntly, natural 
disasters have been wasted opportunities for change. 

Looking ahead, global warming and climate change will present mounting chal­
lenges for humanity in the decades to come. The relationship between climate 
change and natural disaster events is complex. Scientists are increasingly worried 
that global warming, rising sea levels and changing climate patterns will generate 
increasing risks – in terms of both frequency and intensity – from tropical storms, 
coastal flooding, heat waves and wildfires, droughts and other problems.4 These 
events, in turn, could lead to more substantial evacuations, longer-lasting popula­
tion movements, unstable food production and food supplies, water management 
problems and other problems.5 Given the very real possibilities of increased occur­
rences of disaster events, it would be wise to have stronger policies in place for 
humanitarian emergencies and disaster responses. It will also be essential for policy 
analysts and policymakers to do a better job of integrating the gender dimensions 
of disaster events into policy development and implementation planning. 

This chapter assesses the state of research and policy on these issues. The first 
section of this chapter examines the social construction of humanitarian emergen­
cies, focusing in particular on the gender dimensions of these emergencies. The 
second section looks at significant changes in disaster policy and the drivers of 
these changes.The third section analyzes obstacles to policy progress.The chapter 
concludes with suggestions for strategies that could strengthen the role of gen­
der considerations in disaster policy deliberations.This could lead to better policy 
outcomes and, importantly, less suffering for women and their disaster-affected 
societies. 

The gender dimensions of humanitarian emergencies 

A natural event becomes a humanitarian emergency or disaster when it affects 
people. In addition, these events accentuate existing deficiencies in state capacities 
and magnify inequalities of class and gender. Katrina Lee-Koo has observed that 
disasters affect “the economy, development, international relations, and of course, 
the already complex relationships between state and civil society.”6 Humanitarian 
disasters are socio-economic constructs, and they reflect existing discriminatory 
elements in society.This includes the dominant power structures that exist in soci­
ety. These structures determine the delineation between those who have access 
to resources, can acquire information and possess decisionmaking capabilities and 
those who do not. In a crisis, this can determine the level of suffering – or even 
life or death – of an individual.The level of suffering experienced by an individual 
during a natural disaster can depend on factors such as economic class, race, age and 
gender.This is especially true in developing countries, but it also shapes humani­
tarian emergencies in developed nations – as Hurricane Katrina revealed in the 
United States in 2005.7 

A number of biological, social and economic conditions and processes make 
women more vulnerable to natural disasters.8 From having limited options to begin 



Gender, humanitarian emergencies, security 179  

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 
  

 
 

 

 

with to prolonged suffering post-disaster, women are impacted more severely in 
these crises, and those who survive have longer physical and psychological recovery 
times. 

However, not all women suffer disproportionately compared to men. Women 
who are educated, who are in higher socio-economic brackets or who are mem­
bers of privileged racial or ethnic groups are much better off than men who are less 
educated or from lower economic classes, even in traditionally conservative socie­
ties with very distinct gender divisions. Similarly, not all men suffer less during and 
after natural disasters.The 2018 landslide triggered by Typhoon Mangkhut in the 
Cordillera Mountains in the Philippines killed a large number of young men who 
were prospecting for gold in the area.9 In this case, the majority of victims were 
men who were trying to earn a living for themselves and their families. Dominant 
masculinity norms – including the pressure on men to provide for their families – 
can put men in harm’s way.10 This is an important and often-neglected gender 
dimension of humanitarian emergencies. 

The gendered nature of suffering in humanitarian emergencies has been dis­
cussed at the highest levels in international policy circles. The disproportionate 
suffering of women in natural disasters is considered in the United Nations Inter­
national Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR), which includes adoption 
of a gender policy for disaster risk reduction.11 The importance of developing a 
gendered understanding of the impacts of natural disasters is also included in the 
Hyogo Framework for Action – the global blueprint for disaster risk-reduction 
efforts in 2005–2015 as well as the Sendai Framework for disaster risk-reduction 
that has been adopted for 2015–2030. 

The development and integration of gender perspectives have not been strong 
in regional and national disaster polices. For example, the South Asian Association 
of Regional Corporation (SAARC) explicitly states in its disaster risk reduction 
framework that “progress in the area of gender and women’s issues remains low and 
a number of countries accept that this is a gap.12 Member states of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) agree in their Agreement on Disaster Manage­
ment and Emergency Response (AADMER) that women are a vulnerable group 
that requires further attention.13 

Natural disasters are intensely disruptive in personal, economic and political 
terms.They open up the home: outsiders are allowed into domestic spaces that have 
become undone.The private sphere becomes visible.This can affect both men and 
women in disaster settings. Outsiders such as first responders can pass judgment on 
how things should be done. Resettlement camps – which are supposed to provide 
protection in emergencies – can become replicas and reproductions of existing 
power dynamics in societies, right down to resource allocation, domestic violence 
and access to health care.This can compromise security in the camps and further 
exacerbate existing inequalities. 

Natural disasters also highlight the skewed gender norms and stereotypes about 
men and women that are prevalent in societies. Men are often perceived as leaders, 
aggressive go-getters and “undomesticated” individuals, in that they are minimally 
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involved in the everyday grind of household duties.Women are often stereotyped 
as homemakers, nurturers and “weaker” individuals. These gendered norms and 
expectations can influence the formulation of disaster policies. Including a gender 
dimension in disaster policy should be contextual, since there are different practices 
and expectations in different parts of the world. Disaster policies often reflect this, 
but even in places where gender equality is more or less assumed (but not neces­
sarily established) and where policies are supposedly gender neutral, women often 
suffer disproportionately in humanitarian emergencies.This was certainly true in 
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in the United States, where women – particu­
larly women of color and women in lower income groups – faced especially severe 
challenges.14 In 2018, Hurricane Florence in the Carolinas in the United States had 
different effects on women and men.15 

Narratives about women almost always emphasize their victimhood – which 
is often attributed to social, political, religious or economic power systems that 
separate men from women and women from opportunities. Much less attention 
is paid to women’s strengths – including their resilience and their ability to form 
informal networks almost immediately in crises. Kristine Aquino Valerio has writ­
ten about the resilience of women during and after Typhoon Haiyan, which struck 
the Philippines in 2013.16 In 2010 and 2011, destructive floods in Sindh, Pakistan, 
forced women to find food and medical care for their families and other vic­
tims while contending with numerous cultural restrictions on their freedom of 
movement.17 Women affected by the devastating Australian bushfires of 2009 – the 
largest peacetime disaster to occur in Australia at that point in time – were active in 
creating “community cohesion through the organization of communal activities.” 
They later moved on to lobbying politicians.18 In crisis after crisis, women have 
engaged in multiple activities in the social sphere to safeguard the welfare of their 
families and their communities. 

Narratives surrounding men and ideas of how men should behave and respond 
to crisis situations are also exaggerated. For instance, men are seen as being more 
“hardy” in crises.This downplays the many layers of insecurities men face before, 
during and after disasters strike, including psychological, economic and physical 
hardships. Men are displaced and disoriented during humanitarian crises, especially 
in terms of established power norms. Men are also upended by the increasingly mil­
itarized nature of humanitarian assistance, including the presence of both domes­
tic and foreign military forces during disaster responses.These non-local military 
forces usually exclude the local “civilian male.”When external military forces and 
first responders arrive and take charge of many aspects of local life, local men may 
be perceived – by themselves and others – as useless. This can be emasculating. 
These insecurities often lead to socially vile behavior, including domestic and inti­
mate partner violence. 

There is very little differentiation between developed and developing countries 
with respect to these masculinity issues and subsequent male misbehavior. After 
the 2011 earthquake in Canterbury, New Zealand, alcohol and drug addiction 
rates among local men increased. Domestic assaults by local men also increased.19 
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Domestic assaults by men also increased following the 2010 earthquake in Haiti.20 

Similar problems have developed in a string of other cases.21 

At the international level, disaster response planning is carried out by institutions 
that are highly hierarchical and male-dominated, and they are usually overseen by 
a few powerful men.Although disaster response teams are multinational and com­
plex, decisionmaking might be quite centralized – again, in the hands of a few men. 
These institutional structures and decisionmaking processes are well-established 
and rarely challenged.22 It would certainly be difficult for local people who have 
been upended in a humanitarian crisis to challenge these institutional structures in 
the midst of a crisis. 

External rescuers and humanitarian workers often assume that their efforts, 
backed by the power of science and technology, have universal applicability.23 In 
reality, the effectiveness of humanitarian efforts is often determined by local access 
to resources such as safe drinking water, food, health care, safe passage and indi­
vidual safety – before, during and after a crisis.Access to education and economic 
opportunities before a crisis can also determine how individuals cope with disasters 
and participate in restoration efforts. All of these access capacities vary widely in 
societies – they are not universal from person to person or from crisis to crisis – and 
they are strongly shaped by gender as well as by class, race and age. External rescuers 
and humanitarian workers generally do not take these local variations and variables 
into account. As a result, those who have the most leverage over response efforts 
have the least understanding of the vitally important social situation on the ground. 

The increasingly militarized nature of disaster response focuses primarily on 
operations and logistics, along with an almost obsessive preoccupation with “Big 
Science” and technology.24 Many disaster response planners view the core problems 
as “natural catastrophes,” which leads them to focus on technical knowledge and 
interventions aimed at reducing risks and mitigating impacts. Most of their plan­
ning is geared toward informing military and civilian bureaucracies that will be 
involved in any response efforts. 

Much less attention is paid to the “softer” human and social dimensions of 
humanitarian emergencies. Issues such as human rights and gender are after­
thoughts – tangential to the military and technical issues that are seen as most 
important. It is not surprising, therefore, that humanitarian emergencies often lead 
to human rights violations and disproportionate levels of suffering by women. 
These issues have not been top planning priorities. Due to the neglect of human 
rights, women’s rights and social justice issues in disaster planning and policies, 
disaster-affected societies face compounded social problems in the aftermath of 
disaster events. Policy neglect has policy – and human – consequences. 

Significant changes and drivers for progress 

There has been a turn in disaster research over the years, especially in the early 
to mid-2000s, as activists and scholars have observed and started to analyze the 
gendered nature of suffering in humanitarian emergencies. According to Elaine 
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Enarson and her colleagues, the theoretical foundations of disaster research have 
expanded, and the field has become more multidisciplinary.25 In 2018, the journal 
Disasters devoted a special issue of the journal to gender and violence in humani­
tarian emergencies.26 Most research on gender and disasters is based on a “social 
ecology approach, which examines how social actors are embedded in complex, 
multi-level social systems shaped by dynamic and historical processes that result in 
differential access to resources.”27 

In developed nations, disaster research has focused on the gendered division of 
labor and gendered opportunities.28 In developing nations, much disaster research 
is rooted in development and gender equality.29 Scholars have examined the dif­
ferentiated effects of disasters on women, and several have highlighted the need for 
greater participatory planning and more inclusive decisionmaking in disaster poli­
cies. For example, a study on the triangular dynamics of female-headed households, 
economic vulnerability and climate variability in South Africa highlighted the 
importance of greater inclusion of women in flood and drought mitigation poli­
cies.30 Another study examined 85 developing countries that combine fairly high 
levels of gender inequality with high levels of vulnerability to disasters. It found that 
economically secure women are less vulnerable to natural hazards, especially in light 
of climate variability.31 

The development of innovative and effective disaster policies will depend on 
greater consideration of diverse voices and experiences. Policy developers should 
also pay greater attention to gender relations and how the experiences of one group 
affect others.These considerations are lacking in most disaster management policies 
around the world. 

Although the policy world has lagged in important respects, scholars have been 
developing a more nuanced understanding of many critical issues, including the 
role of gender in disasters and humanitarian emergencies. Scholars have been 
examining male and female experiences in disasters, as well as institutional practices 
that maintain established patterns of gender domination. Scholars have also been 
advancing intersectional analyses of gender, class, race and sexuality. Not surpris­
ingly, more attention is being paid to the nexus of climate change, conflict and 
gender inequality.32 

Policy developers and policy actors have been slow to draw on and incorporate 
these new findings in their plans and programs.This is not to say that there have 
been no changes at the policy level.There are some signs of progress at the inter­
national level, especially in terms of coordinating efforts, identifying vulnerable 
groups and collecting data. 

Many policy changes began to unfold in the 1990s.The dissolution of the Soviet 
Union and Yugoslavia along with economic liberalization in the early 1990s led 
several previously insular countries to open up. Throughout the 1990s and early 
2000s, international actors launched humanitarian interventions in conflict zones 
and humanitarian actions for relief and recovery in natural disaster settings. For 
example, the 1999 Izmit earthquake in Turkey and the 1998 hurricane Mitch in 
Honduras and Nicaragua prompted an intense inflow of international relief.33 
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In both conflict and disaster settings, the suffering of women and girls was 
immense, and people around the world became more aware of these problems. 
Humanitarian actions generated field reports from soldiers, peacekeepers and 
humanitarian workers about the unique needs of women and girls in these cri­
sis settings.34 Growing awareness of these problems and growing momentum for 
action led to adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in 1995 
and UNSCR 1325 and the WPS agenda in 2000. 

In the early 2000s, international humanitarian actors began to focus on ways 
to provide more timely and predictable responses to humanitarian crises around 
the globe.35 In 2005, the United Nations (UN) Under-Secretary General and 
Emergency Relief Coordinator (USG/ERC) in the United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) launched a compre­
hensive humanitarian reform process.36 At the same time, a Central Emergency 
Relief Fund (CERF) advisory group was established to provide the USG/ERC 
with periodic policy guidance on the use of emergency relief funds. Member­
ship criteria for the CERF group reflected both geographical and gender balance 
considerations.37 

The 2005 reform effort introduced the Cluster Approach, which aimed to 
improve coordination, planning and proper prioritization in humanitarian efforts.38 

The Cluster Approach operates at two levels.At the global level, the new approach 
tries to strengthen system-wide preparedness and technical capacities to respond to 
humanitarian emergencies. Global Cluster leaders are appointed to ensure effec­
tive interagency responses in particular sectors and areas of concern.At the coun­
try level, the Cluster Approach aims to strengthen coordination and effectiveness 
of humanitarian actions by mobilizing clusters comprised of state agencies, Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and non-UN organizations.The goal is to 
ensure involvement of all relevant national and local institutions and to fully utilize 
available resources.39 

One key Area of Responsibility (AoR) for all humanitarian actors is preven­
tion of and responding to Gender-Based Violence (GBV) in humanitarian crises. 
The GBV AoR was established in 2008. It stated that the goal of preventing and 
responding to GBV is to save lives. It directed that all humanitarian actors would 
have to address the issue with “adequate, comprehensive and coordinated action 
in humanitarian emergencies from the outset.”40 The United Nations Population 
Fund (UNFPA) has been the lead agency for the GBV AoR since April 2016. 
These were important, positive steps. Mentioning gender in humanitarian efforts – 
especially in terms of preventing and responding to GBV – was itself noteworthy. 
Establishing a formal area of responsibility for and designating leadership on GBV 
prevention were significant institutional actions. Even so, it is important to note that 
these initiatives still described and framed women in a victim narrative; women are 
not promoted as primary participants in the reform process or humanitarian actions 
more generally. 

Since the 2000s, both the collection and sharing of humanitarian data have 
improved – leading to the development of more than 30 platforms for sharing 
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data on humanitarian crises. UNOCHA has been promoting the regular and 
timely collection of sex-and-age aggregated data since 2012.41 Unfortunately, data 
is collected in different ways by different agencies, and this obviously impedes 
cross-platform and cross-country analysis. One of the most serious data problems 
is that most of the available data is not disaggregated by gender.This is the case for 
both developed and developing countries.42 This is an absolutely critical issue. Poor 
data inevitably leads to poor analysis and poor policy. Having data disaggregated by 
gender is essential for analyzing the gender dimensions of humanitarian crises and 
designing effective, gender-sensitive humanitarian actions. 

An additional problem is that the type of data being collected is specific to the 
organizations involved in data collection. There is consequently little data shar­
ing between government departments. In Southeast Asia – the most disaster-prone 
region in the world – the natural disaster management offices of ASEAN’s ten 
member states collect types of data as required by various government departments. 
National data is ultimately shared among member states at the ASEAN Commis­
sion on Disaster Management. Unfortunately, different departments and different 
governments collect different forms of data, drawing on various criteria and meth­
odologies.This of course impedes cross-issue and cross-country analysis.43 In any 
event, these data collection efforts favor operational and technical information, as 
opposed to gender-relevant information. 

ASEAN aspires to be a global leader in disaster policy. It has one of the world’s 
most developed mechanisms for regional cooperation, and it has adopted the 
first region-wide, legally binding agreement on disaster responses – AADMER. 
Although AADMER is a step forward for coordinating disaster actions, it does not 
have a gender dimension apart from viewing women as disaster victims; this is one 
of its major shortcomings.44 

In 2012, the UN Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) adopted resolu­
tion 56/2, which highlighted the disproportionate effects of natural disasters on 
women, and it noted the social and economic factors that contribute to these vul­
nerabilities.A key driver for adoption of the resolution was the growing awareness 
of these gender-based problems, due to the devastating effects of the earthquake 
in eastern Japan in 2011 and the international humanitarian efforts that followed. 
This was another case where on-the-ground experiences led to more information, 
more awareness and more action on the gender dimensions of humanitarian emer­
gencies.45 The CSW resolution stressed that further efforts in gender-responsive 
disaster management were needed. 

In 2018, an initiative by the Australian government and ASEAN member states 
has started to connect the WPS agenda with humanitarian emergencies, which 
could pave the way for including gender perspectives in natural disaster policies.46 

There is increasing interest in involving women in natural disaster policy at the 
regional level.The issues of gender dynamics and gender norms are gaining some 
traction in policy circles in the region.The Australia-ASEAN partnership is push­
ing for progress in its own region.This might provide a good model for the rest of 
the world on these issues. 
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Obstacles to progress 

As discussed previously, disaster policies have evolved in some respects with regards 
to women and girls.The key drivers of these changes have been the opening up of 
some countries and the increased incidence of humanitarian interventions since the 
end of the Cold War. International interventions have been especially important: 
“on-the-ground” observations and reports by an array of international, state and 
non-state actors have drawn much more attention to the plight of women and girls 
in humanitarian emergencies.There has also been a growing acknowledgement of 
the important role women can play in disaster management policies. 

Even so, progress has been slow, limited and uneven. Scholars and experts at the 
international level have emphasized that large-scale disasters affect women dispro­
portionately.They have stressed the importance of incorporating a gender perspec­
tive in disaster management and mitigation policies. Unfortunately, the urgency of 
these priorities has not been recognized in many humanitarian efforts, especially at 
the national level. Many national initiatives continue to focus on “upgrading” tech­
nical, operational expertise. This section examines persistent obstacles to greater 
inclusion of gender issues in disaster policy. 

Many countries – especially in the developing world – have policies in place to 
advance gender equality, gender mainstreaming and capacity-building for women 
and girls.This is often due to development donor criteria, national efforts to reach 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and pressure from domestic and inter­
national activists. Even so, there is often a disconnect between national policies on 
human rights, gender equality and social development, on the one hand, and disas­
ter management policies, on the other. 

There are two main reasons for this disconnect. First, national policymakers 
often feel that they have met established international standards to protect women. 
A lot has been done – especially since the adoption of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1979, 
the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in 1995 and the WPS resolutions 
starting in 2000. National governments have also made specific commitments to 
advance the rights, living conditions and safety of women and girls through adop­
tion of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000 and the SDGs in 
2015. National governments have taken steps to follow through on these commit­
ments via National Actions Plans (NAPs) to advance the WPS agenda, as well as 
policies to reach specific MDG and SDG targets. Many of these initiatives focus 
on the role women play in the social development arena. Much less emphasis has 
been placed on advancing women’s participation in national economic affairs and 
national security policy, which are directly connected to humanitarian crisis situa­
tions. In a humanitarian crisis, it would be valuable to have more women providing 
input on economic and national security matters. 

The second problem is that women are still seen as victims in humanitarian cri­
ses.Women are not viewed as important participants in disaster responses: women 
are not viewed as having agency, ideas, valuable experiences and capacities for 
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action.This outlook is widespread at the national level, especially in many develop­
ing countries.The reasons for ignoring and excluding women vary. In some cases, 
the experiential knowledge women have from their daily lives is not valued as 
much as the technical or scientific knowledge that men might have due to their 
educational advantages.47 Countries that ignore or exclude women do not ben­
efit from the valuable insights and experiences women could bring to the table. 
National policy deliberations and disaster policies are not as informed or effective as 
they could be. Crisis prevention and crisis mitigation efforts consequently suffer – 
and, more importantly, people and communities suffer. Ignoring women increases 
community vulnerability. 

A related issue is that there is often a disconnect at the national level between 
social development policy and disaster policy. In many countries, social develop­
ment policies pay at least some attention to women, children and minorities. But 
when disasters strike, disaster management and mitigation policies take over – and 
disaster policies generally pay little or no attention to social issues, including gender 
issues.The ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) 
found this disconnect to be quite glaring in Southeast Asia.48 An important lesson 
is that paying some attention to gender issues some of the time is not enough. 
Gender issues should be mainstreamed and integrated into national policies across 
the policy spectrum. Occasional interests need to be developed into consistent and 
real policy actions. 

In general, there are four main obstacles to further integration of women and 
gender perspectives into disaster policies, especially at the national and local levels. 
First, as discussed previously, women are often seen as victims and little else.They 
are not seen as policy actors or agents of change. Second, when women are seen 
as actors, they are often labeled as “agents of development,” which confines their 
agency to the social development and development policy areas.This framing limits 
women’s participation in disaster policy discussions.Third, there is a general discon­
nect between policies on human rights, gender equality and social development, on 
the one hand, and disaster management and mitigation policies, on the other.This 
also limits the role of women in disaster policy formulation and implementation. 
Fourth, when disasters happen, national disaster policies then supersede all other 
social policies.This pushes social issues to the side and elevates the technical orien­
tations and actions favored in disaster policy circles. 

These obstacles account for the limited understanding and inclusion of gender 
in disaster policies, and they persist for three main reasons. First, disaster policy is a 
male-dominated field. Disaster policy formulation and disaster policy implemen­
tation are undertaken by (male-dominated) national governments, often drawing 
very heavily on (male-dominated) national security agencies and military forces. 
Disaster policy is made by male-dominated decisionmaking structures that focus 
on masculinized knowledge – with overriding emphasis on technology, science, 
logistics and management. Social issues in general and gender issues in particular are 
peripheral to the conceptual frameworks of these policymakers. Second, many peo­
ple and certainly many policymakers have a generalized, pervasive idea of “human” 
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behavior derived from decades of gender-blind research and policies.49 This way 
of thinking fails to differentiate between the experiences of men and women, fails 
to examine issues from women’s points of view and fails to consider the specific 
nature of women’s suffering in disasters. This understanding of “human” behav­
ior, moreover, is knowledge gained “through men’s eyes” and derived from men’s 
experiences. This knowledge-formation and policy-formation process is highly 
problematic at best, and it can be dangerous in crises – where women are often in 
vulnerable positions, combined with relatively little social capital and capabilities.50 

Third, dominant groups (such as religious or political leaders) are willing to allow 
minor reforms aimed at superficial changes in technological systems and operations, 
but they resist fundamental changes in gender considerations, gender perspectives 
and gender roles in society.51 

Strategies for progress 

Jörn Birkmann and his colleagues have described post-disaster situations as “win­
dows of opportunity” for change.52 In theory, this could include policy initiatives, 
organizational reforms and broader social transformations – all made possible by 
major shocks to the status quo. In reality, major post-disaster changes are rare. 
Indeed, many of the examples of suffering discussed in this chapter are due to 
governments and societies failing to change in the aftermath of previous disasters. 

One of the main arguments developed in this chapter is that disaster preven­
tion and disaster responses will be enhanced if gender considerations are integrated 
comprehensively into policy processes.Women’s vulnerability and safety issues need 
to be taken into account, women’s voices need to be heard and women’s roles in 
policy need to be expanded – significantly and systematically. Masculinity issues 
and the safety concerns of men also need to be examined carefully in inclusive gen­
der assessments.This would be a step forward in social justice terms, but it would 
also be wise in public safety terms: gender mainstreaming and gender perspectives 
will lead to better disaster prevention and disaster response policies.This, in turn, 
will save lives in future crises. 

The best way to advance these goals is to build on and strengthen connections 
to existing international frameworks, rather than attempting to create and adopt 
entirely new initiatives. Existing frameworks are already well-developed analytically, 
and they have already attracted considerable political support.Three international 
frameworks should be utilized: the WPS agenda, the “Building Back Better” for­
mula and human rights mechanisms. 

Strengthening links with the WPS agenda 

UNSCR 1325 was adopted in 2000 due to a growing recognition of the “dispro­
portionate and unique impact of armed conflict on women.”53There have been calls 
for a UNSCR focused specifically on the suffering of women in disaster settings.54 

However, it is not necessary or optimal to have a new resolution focused on disaster 
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issues. It would be better to draw on the framework developed for WPS issues to 
advance a Women, Disaster and Security agenda. 

The WPS agenda is comprised of four main pillars: prevention, participation, 
protection, and relief and recovery.These four pillars should also be policy priori­
ties for a more sophisticated, inclusive and effective conception of disaster policies. 

Disaster management strategies should recognize the specific roles of women 
in disaster mitigation and response, as well as in relief and recovery.Women’s con­
cerns and women’s participation should be expanded in risk identification and 
mitigation, disaster responses and into recovery and rehabilitation efforts. Drawing 
on the WPS framework, the goals should be prevention of harm, protection from 
harm, relief and recovery assistance in the event of a disaster and greater women’s 
participation in every stage of the process.The latter should include participation 
of women in policy planning processes and policy implementation on the ground. 
Women’s participation in these processes should be regular, systematic and exten­
sive. In other words, it should be mainstreamed. 

Similarly, to the WPS agenda and its call for the increased involvement of women 
in all stages of planning and implementation, it is particularly important to increase 
the number of female first responders.This will help to protect women and girls, 
especially in societies where men and women are often segregated.After the 2004 
Indian Ocean tsunami, for example, Oxfam reported that some women in Aceh did 
not want to be rescued by unfamiliar men because the women’s clothing had been 
torn or their headscarves had come off.55 In most emergencies, most of the first 
responders are men, and the men often come from other communities and distant 
locations. The presence of more female first responders will help to save lives in 
places where these gender issues are pronounced.The presence of female security 
officers will also help to protect women and girls in emergency camps.This will 
make it safer for women to move around the camps and access essential resources 
such as water and food rations.56 More generally, reform efforts should focus on 
recruiting and training more female staffers in all areas of disaster response and 
management, including medical teams. 

One of the lessons learned from the WPS initiatives is the importance of 
collecting and compiling gender-disaggregated data. This lesson is certainly rel­
evant in pre-disaster and post-disaster situations. Having gender-disaggregated data 
would provide policymakers with a more nuanced situational awareness of the 
effects of disasters. Having more women involved in data collection efforts would 
make these efforts more effective. In some cultural settings, women are much more 
likely to interact with other women than men, and some of the needed data might 
be personal in nature. 

Many types of data should be collected. This should include information on 
all forms of violence, economic losses, and psychological or emotional trauma. 
The WPS Index, first launched in 2017 and updated in 2019, provides an excel­
lent framework: it assesses women’s well-being by examining 11 indicators across 
three dimensions – inclusion, justice and security.57 Improved data collection efforts 
on disaster issues would provide stronger foundations for evidence-based research, 
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leading to the incorporation of gender inequality as a component of the social 
construction of risk. Better data and more sophisticated, gender-based analyses 
should, in turn, lead to the development of better response, recovery and long-term 
rehabilitation policies. 

Building back better – and differently 

The Sendai framework for disaster risk reduction in 2015–2030 emphasizes the 
importance of incorporating gender considerations into disaster planning, and it 
calls for planners and responders to “Build Back Better” with respect to post-dis­
aster reconstruction.58 These are important priorities, but both of these Sendai for­
mulations are framed in problematic ways. 

Integrating gender considerations more systematically into disaster planning 
should be a priority at the international, national and local levels. The Sendai 
framework, however, calls for “empowering women and persons with disabilities 
to publicly lead and promote gender equitable and universally accessible response, 
recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction approaches.”59 Although it would be 
good to elevate the roles of both women and persons with disabilities in disaster 
planning, it is highly problematic to lump these two groups together.This catego­
rization reinforces the stereotype that women (and persons with disabilities) should 
be viewed mainly as victims.This traditional, simplistic characterization implicitly 
limits the role that women (and persons with disabilities) should play as active par­
ticipants in planning, response and recovery efforts. It frames these groups as passive 
and helpless. It also states that women should take the lead in promoting gender 
equitable policies; it would be even better for women and men – everyone – to 
develop gender perspectives on these issues and mainstream these gender consid­
erations in disaster planning. 

The Sendai framework also notes that disasters provide critical opportunities for 
communities and countries to “Build Back Better.”The idea is that reconstruction 
efforts should include measures that would prevent or reduce damage in future 
crises. This is reasonable and far-sighted. Disaster planners, however, almost uni­
versally frame this goal in terms of local and national “resilience” and “resilience 
building.”According to the resilience formulation, the goal is for communities and 
countries to enhance their capacities to bounce back from disasters and restore the 
status quo ante – the way things were prior to the crisis.This might make sense 
for some elements of physical infrastructure, but it is more complicated in areas 
such as economic resilience, socio-ecological resilience and community resilience.60 

A UN report specifically states that the planning goal should be “the restoration of 
physical infrastructure and societal systems, and . . . the revitalization of livelihoods, 
economies, and the environment.”61 

Imbedded in the “Build Back Better” framework is the goal of restoring social 
systems.This is appropriate for societies that have already achieved high levels of 
social equality and justice, but it is not clear why unequal, unjust societies should 
be restored as they were – or why international actors would want to prioritize 
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this as a goal. Indeed, the “Build Back Better” goal seems to apply only to physical 
infrastructure; when it comes to social structures, the goal seems to be “Build Back 
the Same.” 

The “Build Back Better” framework should be applied to broader social and 
gender considerations as well. In some cases, humanitarian emergencies might pro­
vide systemic disruptions and opportunities for fundamental changes and social 
progress.To move this forward, planners will have to do a better job of engaging 
in bottom-up consultation and assessing group vulnerabilities in risk-reduction 
planning.62 They will have to talk with people in communities and analyze risks 
and dangers more carefully.This will be one of the keys to alleviating suffering – 
of women and men, of all disadvantaged groups – during and in the aftermath of 
disasters. 

Empowering disadvantaged groups is a core political commitment in many 
international and national policy documents. Following through on these com­
mitments will require examinations of existing power structures that influence 
decisionmaking and participation. Cultural, social and political institutions cannot 
be changed overnight. To make progress, international and national policymak­
ers must establish several new priorities: (1) they must examine established norms 
and practices that frame women as victims; (2) they must follow through on their 
commitments to enhance the participation of women in policy formulation and 
implementation; (3) they must evaluate disaster policies in terms of their effects on 
women and other disadvantaged groups, and then change biased practices and poli­
cies; (4) they need to integrate gender assessments and true gender perspectives into 
policy planning efforts.These steps would lead to more effective disaster manage­
ment and mitigation policies that would significantly reduce the disproportionate 
suffering of women during and in the immediate aftermath of disaster events. In a 
nutshell, policy planners should not only look to building back better, they should 
aspire to building back differently. 

Utilizing human rights mechanisms 

Human rights are abstract ideals, but they are also reflected in human insecuri­
ties such as economic insecurities, food insecurities, health insecurities and safety.63 

State negligence, both before and after natural disasters, contributes greatly to 
human insecurities.Vasselin Popovski argues that, when this happens, state negli­
gence constitutes a human rights violation.64 

I extend this argument to women’s insecurities in natural disasters. Social behav­
iors such as gender ordering and gender norms find their way into political under­
standings of women’s roles in society.65 State policies, such as development and 
disaster policies, reflect these understandings to the detriment of women and girls. 
This is not always a conscious act to undermine women. Rather, it can be a form of 
institutional neglect on the part of decisionmakers.As a result, policies pertaining to 
women – including economic policies and disaster management policies – can be 
inherently discriminatory. In the 1990s, for example, a labor force survey conducted 
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in Uganda showed that, when people were asked to include a “secondary” activity 
or job in addition to their “primary” activity or job, the number of workers soared 
from 6.5 million to 7.2 million, revealing 700,000 “missing” workers – the majority 
of whom were women.66 

If complete data that reflects real-life situations is not collected before the occur­
rence of natural disasters, the extent of post-disaster damage cannot be accurately 
estimated.Women, in particular, might not be recognized for their work, including 
unpaid work, in informal economic sectors.This means that some groups of sur­
vivors may not be sufficiently compensated or left out of economic rehabilitation 
processes. Similarly, social safety nets might not be well-designed; women, again, 
might be disadvantaged as a result.The development of effective post-disaster poli­
cies depends on having comprehensive, inclusive pre-disaster data on economic and 
other matters. Governments need to have a complete picture of economic losses 
for all victims – men and women. However, if data collection is incomplete and 
discriminatory, then disaster management policies based on that data will create and 
compound human insecurities and human rights violations.Women are especially 
likely to be discriminated against and harmed in this regard in disaster settings. 

CEDAW and other international human rights mechanisms such as the Con­
vention on the Rights of the Child, the International Convention on the Elimi­
nation of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights could be utilized to address mistreatment of 
women and girls in post-disaster situations, including victimization, prolonged suf­
fering, health problems and threats to security. Individual women, women’s groups 
and NGOs and international organizations could use these mechanisms to make 
the case for better state policies before, during and after disasters.They should link 
ineffective socio-economic and disaster policies to women’s physical, economic, 
social and psychological suffering, making the case that these policies constitute 
human rights violations in disaster situations. 

There are obstacles to adopting this strategy. Although human rights are sup­
posed to be fundamental rights for all people and at all places, the understanding of 
human rights in practice is colored by “history, geography, culture, politics, and eco­
nomics.”67 Even talking about human rights can set some people on edge in some 
places.The collection of accurate data can be marred by methodological difficulties. 
The effectiveness of domestic courts and legal systems varies widely, depending on 
political ideals and power dynamics in different societies. It is also dependent on 
whether the state is party to these human rights instruments in the first place. But 
for those that are, this is a possible route to justice and action. 

Conclusion 

Elaine Enarson has observed that, in “over fifty years of research on emergencies, 
disasters and catastrophes in the United States, a conspicuous silence around gender 
has been maintained – a looking away, perhaps a calculated blindness.”68 This is 
surprising and troubling.As a high-income country, the United States is relatively 
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progressive on gender issues, at least compared to countries where women and girls 
are systematically deprived of basic rights such as education and health care. Enar­
son’s observation reinforces an important point: policymakers around the world 
have a long way to go on these issues. Much more needs to be done to incorporate 
women and gender considerations into planning for humanitarian emergencies. 

One priority is participation.Women must be more involved in decisionmaking 
at every level (community, provincial, national, international) and in every arena 
(the social, economic and political dimensions of policymaking).Women must be 
involved in assessing policy problems, and they must be influential in the decision-
making and policy implementation that follows.A broader priority is taking gender 
considerations into account in policy analysis and policy development. For exam­
ple, the economic importance of the female labor force needs to be highlighted in 
both the formal and informal sectors. 

The life-and-death problems generated by humanitarian emergencies are likely 
to become more intense and widespread in the decades ahead: the world’s popula­
tion is projected to grow by approximately 60 percent in the first half of the 21st 
century, at a time when climate change is likely to make our natural world more 
volatile. It is therefore urgent and vital for policymakers to do a much better job of 
preparing for humanitarian emergencies.This will depend critically on the role of 
women and gender considerations in policy planning.Advancing these issues is in 
the interest not just of women and girls, but all of humanity. 
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GENDER, HUMAN RIGHTS AND 
SECURITY 

Corey Levine and Sari Kouvo 

Snapshot 1: 

In March 2015, Farkhunda Malikzada was brutally killed outside a shrine in the 
center of Kabul. Farkhunda, a religious studies student, had stopped at the shrine on 
her way home where she found the shrine’s attendant selling charms that were consid­
ered un-Islamic.After she criticized the attendant for selling the trinkets, he accused her 
of having burnt the Koran.A group of men that had gathered to watch the argument 
started beating and kicking Farkhunda and, finally, burnt her alive.The police who 
were watching did nothing to try and save her life. 

In the immediate aftermath of her murder, when rumors were still spreading that 
Farkhunda burned the Koran, some religious leaders, parliamentarians and govern­
ment officials came out in support of the killing. However, as the real story emerged, 
Farkhunda began to be hailed as a martyr by women’s rights advocates who saw this 
horrifying incident as symbolic of the widespread and systemic nature of the gender-
based violence that exists in Afghanistan, and the deep-seated social and political 
acceptance of this reality. 

Snapshot 2: 

On July 24, 2018, Oksana Schachko was found dead in her apartment in Paris, 
where she had been living as a political refugee. Ukrainian-born Oksana was one of the 
founding members of Femen, a feminist resistance movement that has become famous 
for its bare-breasted and politically bold manifestations against sexism, homophobia, 
authoritarianism and nationalism. Oksana had been arrested several times for her 
activism, including for staging a topless protest while Russian President Vladimir Putin 
was visiting Ukraine. During one arrest, security forces allegedly stripped the Femen 
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activists naked, poured oil on them and threatened to set them on fire.Another time, 
Oksana was beaten so badly that she was hospitalized. 

Oksana’s death was ruled a suicide, but formal investigations have continued. 
Oksana’s life is a clear testimony to the personal cost and real danger involved in chal­
lenging patriarchal power structures. 

These two stories are gruesome reminders that human rights – included in inter­
national treaties or in national constitutions – provide little protection, especially 
in situations of weak governance, lack of rule of law and insecurity. Farkhunda and 
Oksana were both committed and outspoken young women, but their motiva­
tions and the contexts in which they lived were vastly different. Farkhunda was 
attempting to defend her religion in a country that is riven by ethnic and religious 
tensions, spurred on by the international fault lines that have opened up since 9/11 
between western “liberal” ideals and “traditional” non-western values. Oksana was 
trying to resist all forms of oppression and authoritarian power, including religion, 
in a country that is still in a transition to democracy in the shadow of oligarchs and 
Russian occupation. 

It is also important to point to the many similarities of Farkhunda’s and Oksana’s 
stories. Both women were exercising their human rights in countries that have 
ratified all the major international human rights treaties, and both countries have 
a significant international presence engaged in addressing both human rights and 
security.Yet, neither woman received the protection she deserved (and was entitled 
to) from the state. Both paid the ultimate price for their commitments and actions. 

In relaying the stories of Farkhunda and Oksana, our goal is to illustrate the link 
between human rights, gender and security – the focus of this chapter.We examine key 
policy issues, assess progress to date and reflect on drivers, obstacles and strategies for 
change.This chapter builds on existing academic and civil society research in the field.1 

We hope to highlight how, on the one hand, persistent lobbying and successful 
partnerships between women’s rights activists, national governments and multilat­
eral organizations have transformed international human rights and expanded the 
women’s rights and gender agenda into new policy arenas, including security. On 
the other hand, this chapter also examines the challenges of turning the progress 
that has been made in law and policy into practice. 

This chapter has four main parts. In the first part, we provide a brief outline of 
the developments in international human rights since World War II, with a focus 
on women’s rights.We highlight how progress in human rights has been driven by 
political and security transformations.We also examine the progress that has been 
made with regard to the recognition of equality as a fundamental principle of inter­
national law and the legal acknowledgement of the systematic discrimination faced 
by women around the world. We discuss how limited the guarantees for human 
rights are in situations where states choose to ignore their obligations and where 
the international community lacks the political will or capacity to assert pressure on 
states who violate the rights of, or fail to protect, their citizens. 
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In the second part, we link human rights to the broader international gender 
agenda.This part focuses on the significant policy advances that have been made 
with regard to women’s rights and gender issues from the 1990s onward. It also 
shows that progress has come at a cost: framing women largely as victims and sub­
duing feminist voices seeking to challenge authority, particularly around the milita­
rization of international engagement and the policy emphasis on security. 

The third part focuses on the implications of gender, human rights and security 
as “lived reality” in one of the most complex and significant international interven­
tions since World War II – Afghanistan. Documenting the socio-political changes 
since the international community arrived in the country shortly after 9/11, we 
illustrate how the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda has been successfully 
used to open up public space for women as well as bring about legal and policy 
changes. However, this case study also highlights one of the key lessons learned by 
the Afghan women’s movement: never let down your guard advocating for your 
rights, as progress can be easily halted or reversed. 

The fourth part focuses on guidelines for action, examining the importance of 
strategic partnerships between women’s rights activists inside and outside formal 
institutions to build on the progress that has been made within the challenging 
global political and security environment. 

International law and human rights 

The history of human rights and equality has been intimately intertwined with 
conflict-related societal change since the Enlightenment revolutions of the late 
1770s. The American Declaration of Independence (1776) and the French Dec­
laration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen (1789) sought to limit state power 
and protect the individual against abuses by the state. Exempt from protection were 
women, children, indigenous peoples and slaves.The fact that early human rights 
declarations excluded many human beings from the sphere of protection was an 
important springboard for both the abolitionist struggles and women’s suffragette 
movements of the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Human rights became an international norm in the 20th century, particularly 
after World War II.While certain aspects of human rights were reflected in the anti-
trafficking and slavery treaties of the late 19th century, as well as in the conventions 
adopted by the International Labour Organization (ILO) after World War I; it was 
only after the atrocities of World War II that the political will was found to make 
the protection of human rights a significant part of the newly established United 
Nations (UN).The founders of the United Nations were conscious that there was 
a need to have some measure of intervening in the internal affairs of states; overrid­
ing national sovereignty in cases of extreme abuse by the state against its citizens, as 
the horrors of World War II and the Holocaust amply demonstrated.While national 
sovereignty is one of the fundamental principles of international law, it is not abso­
lute when states violate the rights of individuals within their territory. 
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The UN Charter, adopted in 1945, identified international security, economic 
development and human rights as the three foundational pillars of the organiza­
tion. Maintaining international security has remained the UN’s main raison d’être, 
as demonstrated by the central position of the UN Security Council within the 
organization and the Council’s mandate, which focuses on international peace and 
security. Human rights have been more modestly promoted as an aspirational prin­
ciple. Even so, the Universal Declaration for Human Rights (UDHR), adopted at 
the third session of UN General Assembly in December 1948, was one of the UN’s 
first major achievements, and it remains a significant document.2 It laid down the 
foundation of the modern human rights regime for both civil and political rights, 
as well as economic, social and cultural rights. However, it is a declaration – not a 
treaty – so it is not a legally binding document.Although the importance given by 
states to the principle of sovereignty is one of the main reasons the UDHR did not 
become a binding treaty, there were member states (particularly South Africa, with 
its apartheid system) that objected to turning the concepts of human rights into 
binding laws.They were suspicious that international human rights law could be 
used to challenge national laws and policies. 

When the UDHR was drafted, discussions arose about its relevance for women. 
Early versions of the Declaration consistently used male pronouns. Some of the 
female delegates worried that in many countries references to “mankind” and 
“his rights” would be taken literally and used to exclude women from the sphere 
of rights. As a result, the final version of the UDHR largely uses gender-neutral 
language. 

Today, human rights is one of the few areas of international law that focuses on 
how states treat their citizens and others residing within their territories. Significant 
strides have been made in bringing the concepts of human rights and equality into 
a coherent international legal framework since the adoption of UDHR, although 
most of the progress has come in waves interlinked with political strife and conflict. 

During the Cold War and the period of decolonialization from the 1950s to 
the 1990s, the UN’s human rights work was largely focused on developing legally 
binding treaties for individual states to adopt and ratify. It was during this time, for 
example, that the International Covenant for Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR, 
adopted in 1966) and the International Covenant for Economic, Social and Cul­
tural Rights (ICESCR, adopted in 1966) were drafted.The principle of equality 
between men and women is included as a basic right in both documents, including 
specific provisions prohibiting discrimination based on sex.3 

However, it is important to point out that the equality model employed in 
the ICCPR and ICESCR – as well as the one used in the UDHR, including 
employing gender-neutral language – is based on promoting equal rights protec­
tions and prohibiting overly discriminatory laws and policies. Feminist legal schol­
ars and gender experts have argued that, while this model may create the idea of 
equal opportunities, it does nothing to address the decades or centuries of systemic 
and structural discrimination and disadvantages that women have faced worldwide, 
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irrespective of national or international laws that offer “protection” from human 
rights abuses.4 

It was the third wave of the women’s movement in the 1960s and 1970s in 
North America and Western Europe, which had already achieved some progress 
in legal equality, together with the process of decolonization that led to the politi­
cal realization that addressing race-based and gender-based discrimination requires 
more than equal rights proclamations. Both movements recognized that, in order to 
achieve meaningful equality, there would need to be a fundamental social shift that 
addressed the nature of systemic discrimination.As a result, the United Nations (as 
well as regional human rights institutions) responded by adopting declarations and 
treaties that prohibited racial and gender discrimination and promoted women’s 
human rights.The most well-known being the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD, adopted in 1965) and the Conven­
tion on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW, 
adopted in 1979). 

CEDAW defines what constitutes discrimination against women and how 
equality can be achieved (Article 2) and, as such, it is a prescriptive document.5 It 
acknowledges the failure of gender-neutral conventions to fundamentally address 
the historical and systemic nature of female oppression, recognizing that women 
and girls are oppressed in ways unique to their gender. It recognized that gender 
equality can only be achieved through “special measures” that address the inherent 
disadvantages between the sexes that exist in all societies.6 

CEDAW is the only human rights treaty that targets culture and tradition as 
influential forces shaping gender roles and family relations (Article 5). However, 
CEDAW has remained a controversial addition to the UN treaty family, largely 
because of its far-reaching definition of state obligation to promote equality, as 
well as its non-discrimination clause that not only demands action against formal 
discrimination but also requires states to take action against indirect discrimina­
tion. It is the Convention upon which the highest number of reservations and 
objections have been placed.7 It took 20 years for a complaint mechanism to 
be adopted to ensure that individual complaints could be addressed through 
CEDAW. 

The CEDAW Optional Protocol, as the complaints mechanism is known, has 
led to a number of decisions against member states on such issues as domestic 
violence, parental leave and forced sterilization, as well as an investigation into the 
systematic killing of women in the Mexican city of Ciudad Juarez.8 However the 
complaint mechanism is only available to individuals in those countries whose 
governments have specifically ratified the Optional Protocol. In addition, decisions 
taken by the CEDAW Committee after a complaint has been filed are not binding 
on member states. Ultimately, the implementation of a complaint decision depends 
on the member state and how it wants to be viewed on its human rights record – by 
national and international audiences. 

The declarations and treaties adopted by the United Nations as well as regional 
institutions in the post-World War II era sought to ensure that governments, on 
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the one hand, protected basic civil and political rights and, on the other hand, 
promoted economic, social and cultural rights. But while UN human rights 
institutions monitor and encourage compliance, as yet there are no international 
enforcement mechanisms in place. Governments have been willing to turn 
human rights into international laws, but they have not been willing to hand 
over powers to international institutions to ensure compliance of the human 
rights protections that states have signed on to. States are also allowed to derogate 
from their human rights treaty obligations, including on the grounds of national 
security, further weakening incentives for compliance. However, some rights 
are non-derogable, including the prohibition against discrimination, although 
what this means in practice is dependent on the culture and policies of the 
individual state.9 

Since there are no binding enforcement mechanisms, states can choose to ignore 
their human rights and gender equality obligations, given that the biggest risk they 
face is censure from the CEDAW Committee, from other UN monitoring mecha­
nisms, from other states in international policy debates or through bilateral engage­
ments. The extent to which public criticism and encouragement works depends 
on what interests states have in being seen to promote, protect and enforce human 
rights.This depends on which interests are most important in national – and to a 
lesser extent – international politics. 

Some states have chosen to systematically oppose specific rights because these 
are seen as contrary to their religious traditions or national culture.While most of 
the UN’s key human rights treaties have been signed by the vast majority of UN 
member states, there are ongoing debates around the interpretation of human rights 
and their compatibility with differing values and norms; these are often presented 
as religious matters, but they frequently have cultural undertones.10 The debate 
between “universalist” and “relativist” conceptions of human rights is most promi­
nent when it comes to women’s rights and is exemplified by differing national laws 
with regard to the legal age for marriage for girls and custody or property rights 
for women in divorce, as well as in the heated debates regarding honor crimes and 
female genital mutilation. It can also be found in the laws and policies for dress 
codes for women around the world: from the obligatory abayas in Saudi Arabia to 
the burkini bans in some cities in France. 

The commitments to equal rights and non-discrimination that were encoded in 
UN human rights treaties have helped women’s rights advocates around the world 
fight discriminatory legislation in their own countries. CEDAW and other wom­
en’s rights documents have provided useful resources by pointing out areas where 
positive action is needed to fight systemic and structural discrimination. And just 
as the concept of human rights from the late 18th century onward provided a basis 
for emancipatory struggles at national levels, the international human rights system 
has been particularly responsive to women’s equality. However, the same cannot 
be said for other areas of international law – particularly those policies related to 
international security, which have been more resistant to demands for women’s 
rights and gender equality. 
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Rights, gender and international policy 

The break-up of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War opened up new 
opportunities for promoting and transforming international concepts with regard 
to human rights and international security.The first major step was the Declara­
tion and Programme of Action adopted by the World Conference on Human 
Rights in Vienna in 1993. The Vienna Programme, as the Declaration became 
known, attempted to address the universalist versus relativist debate by conclud­
ing that human rights are universal: if states have signed and ratified international 
human rights treaties, they need to comply with the obligations in them. The 
Vienna Programme explicitly acknowledged that while the international human 
rights system recognizes that some differences in national interpretation should 
be respected, states are not allowed to violate rights under the guise of cultural 
differences. 

The Vienna Program went a step further in the struggle for gender equality 
by clearly articulating that the rights of women and girls are fundamental parts of 
universal human rights and that the eradication of discrimination against women 
should be a priority for the international community.11 There was considerable 
mobilizing at the Conference under the slogan “Women’s rights are human rights,” 
with a focus on violence against women as a war crime.12 

The fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing China in 1995 – at 
the time, the largest UN conference ever held – broadened the concept of equal­
ity between men and women by shifting from a woman-centered approach to a 
gender-centered framework.The Beijing Platform for Action (PFA), which set out 
a comprehensive agenda for women’s empowerment, concluded that in order to 
bring about real change for women, the international human rights framework 
needed to fundamentally address “equality between women and men [as] a con­
dition for social justice and [as] a fundamental prerequisite for development and 
peace.”13 The change in language signified a shift from focusing mainly on women 
and the issues they face to examining how gender affects both women and men: 
this broadened the scope for understanding female oppression – not as separate 
from men, but in relation to how both men and women function in society.As the 
Mission Statement for the PFA notes:“A transformed partnership based on equal­
ity between women and men is . . . essential, so that women and men can work 
together for themselves, for their children and for society to meet the challenges of 
the twenty-first century.”14 

While international legal documents continue to mainly refer to women and 
sex, most contemporary policy documents now use gender-based language, pro­
moting gender analysis as a tool for addressing imbalances and inequalities between 
men and women. However, the growing emphasis on gender also has its critics – 
both among women’s rights advocates and their opponents. Some women’s rights 
activists have criticized gender mainstreaming because it reduces attention on 
women’s rights. Some religious and conservative activists have objected to the use 
of the concept of gender, particularly the idea that gender is a social construct; this 
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is seen as a challenge to the male-dominated hetero-normative family as the basic 
unit of society. 

The Beijing conference identified “women and armed conflict” as one its 12 
“critical areas of concern.” This was a milestone and an important step in the 
advancement of women’s rights and a new security agenda. 

With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the reorganization of the international 
system away from two dominant superpowers, international security concepts also 
evolved. A human security agenda focused on fundamental human rights gained 
traction in the academic and policy world. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 
doctrine transformed the concept of human security into a more ambitious nor­
mative framework. R2P sought “to narrow the gap between states’ pre-existing 
obligations under international humanitarian and human rights law and the reality 
faced by populations at risk of genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes 
against humanity.”15 

The rise of the human security canon in the post-Cold War era gave women 
activists another tool to push the WPS agenda forward, which was formalized by 
the adoption in 2000 of United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 
1325 and nine subsequent WPS resolutions in the 2000s and 2010s. As a result of 
women’s advocacy worldwide, the issue of women’s rights and participation in 
public life – particularly in conflict, transitional and post-conflict situations – was 
part of the international security agenda. 

While the early advocates of the WPS agenda sought to promote an anti-mil­
itarization agenda – one that was tilted more toward “women and peace” than 
toward “women and security” – over the years, the WPS agenda lost much of that 
revolutionary impetus. It focused less on challenging state-centered security (and 
its emphasis on military solutions) and more on making “wars safer for women.” 
The attempts by the early advocates of the WPS agenda to challenge militarized 
security approaches and the defense industry never established a real foothold in 
the UN Security Council or with governments. Instead, much of the focus of the 
WPS agenda has been on ensuring women’s participation in the military and in 
international peace and security missions. 

In addition, the 9/11 attacks in 2001 and the “global war on terror” launched 
by the United States after the attacks, redirected attention of UN Security Council 
members away from human security and the WPS agenda to state security and 
counter-terrorism. The war on terror has significantly eroded the international 
human rights framework, especially rights related to due process, the treatment of 
detainees and the protection of privacy. It has taken many shapes and forms ranging 
from excluding certain individuals from the protection provided by the laws of war 
(“illegal combatants”), propagating torture and setting up illegal detention centers 
and enabling intrusive surveillance and profiling of civilian populations to installing 
stricter border controls. It has also increased global political tensions, with fragile 
and failing states becoming incubators for terrorist activity rather than development. 

The war on terror also had a notable effect on gender policies in the 2000s and 
2010s. Strict counter-terrorism laws and regulations to prevent money from being 



204 Levine and Kouvo  

 

 

 

 
 
 

   
 
 

  

 

channeled to terrorist groups have affected the ability of local women’s groups 
to access aid and international development spending in countries such as Syria 
and Iraq.16 Many women and women’s organizations felt as if they were being 
squeezed between a self-perpetuating cycle of terrorism and counter-terrorism. 
As Jane Huckerby and Lama Fakih have pointed out “human rights reports detail 
the significant human rights abuses that have occurred in the context of counter­
ing terrorism without any reference to the gender of the victims, let alone any 
consideration of the differential impacts of counter-terrorism on women, men, 
and sexual minorities and the ways in which such measures use and affect gender 
stereotypes.”17 Martin Scheinin, the first UN Special Rapporteur on human rights 
and counter-terrorism, warned in a report to the UN General Assembly against 
the bartering of human rights in the name of countering terrorism. He noted that 
“overly broad counter-terrorism measures have unduly penalized individuals on 
the basis of gender, including for example, the activities of women’s human rights 
defenders.” He also stated that “abuses on the basis of gender are amplified through 
war rhetoric (such as with the ‘war on terror’) and increased militarization in coun­
tering terrorism.”18 

While the shift in international thinking from human security to counter-ter­
rorism has had a significant impact on the ability of civil society organizations to 
operationalize women’s rights on the ground, at the same time the development of 
the policy framework for gender equality continued to expand through the imple­
mentation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

The MDGs, adopted in 2000, were focused on poverty reduction and included 
commitments to promote gender equality and empower women by improving the 
ratio of girls to boys enrolled in school, the percentage of women employed outside 
the home, and the percentage of women in national parliaments.19 

Although the MDG effort made great progress in reducing extreme poverty and 
advancing other priorities, much remained to be done. In 2015, the MDGs were 
superseded by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). Gender equality became 
an important stand-alone goal (goal 5). In addition, gender became a cross-cutting 
issue across all 17 goals. Member states recognized that “gender equality and the 
empowerment of women and girls will make a crucial contribution to progress 
across all the goals and targets.”20 

The SDGs are a major step forward in advancing women’s rights and the 
links between gender equality, sustainable development and peace and security. 
That said, the issue of gender equality continues to remain on the periphery of 
the national and international security agendas. A large part of the problem is 
that the rhetoric of equality between men and women has yet to “trickle down” 
from the normative world of instruments and institutions to the “substantive” 
world of processes and programs.This remains true for the WPS resolutions and 
the SDGs. 

International legal documents and the adoption of policy frameworks can be 
seen as progress, but they cannot themselves bring about effective societal trans­
formations.21 Laws and policies are tools that women’s rights activists can use to 
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advocate for change, but they do not in and of themselves constitute real change – 
especially not in fragile states and conflict-prone countries, where state structures 
are weak. 

This is certainly true in Afghanistan – a country with varying and often mark­
edly different political, cultural and religious positions and values, which often have 
a challenge co-existing.This makes change for girls’ and women’s rights slow and 
complicated. 

A case study: Afghanistan 

In response to the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, the United States (US) and North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) allies – invoking the right to self-defense – 
launched a military campaign against al Qaeda and the Taliban government that 
had harbored and supported the terrorist group.22 At its height, more than 130,000 
foreign troops were stationed in Afghanistan as part of the NATO-led International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF), and the country had become the single largest 
recipient of aid in the world, accounting for 40 percent of the country’s Gross 
Domestic Product.23 

Integral to the international community’s massive state-building intervention 
after the fall of the Taliban regime were efforts to promote the rights and improve 
the lives of Afghan women and girls. 

The extreme forms of oppression against women under the Taliban did not dis­
solve with the fall of the regime.Years of conflict, migration (leading to a massive 
brain drain), lack of education and economic opportunities had made Afghanistan 
more impoverished and conservative – especially on women’s rights – than it had 
been before the conflict. A senior woman in the Afghan government noted: “We 
are one of the few countries where children are more conservative than parents. 
We are a country where husbands let their wives work, but the sons forbid it and 
parents let their daughters’ study, but their brothers forbid it.”24 

The cause of Afghan women – and women’s rights in general – became an objec­
tive for the United States and its international allies as they engaged on stabilization 
and reconstruction efforts.25 Initiatives to “gender mainstream” the rebuilding of 
the country resulted in re-drafting laws and developing new legislation, integrating 
gender components into development and aid policy frameworks and highlighting 
the participation of women within Afghan structures and institutions.With inter­
national support, the December 2001 Bonn Peace Agreement established the Min­
istry of Women’s Affairs. The 2004 Constitution recognized equality for women 
and men, along with the right to education.The Constitution also imposed gender 
quotas for Parliament.With the assistance of the international community, succes­
sive Afghan administrations adopted many policy and legal measures to bring about 
gender equality, including: the Elimination of Violence Against Women (EVAW) 
decree, which provided a comprehensive judicial and social service support frame­
work to address this widespread systemic issue, as well as a WPS National Action 
Plan.Afghanistan also signed all the major UN human rights conventions, including 
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CEDAW, although it has held out on the individual complaint mechanisms, includ­
ing CEDAW’s Optional Protocol. 

That said, international actors did not have a well-developed plan to support 
Afghanistan and its women’s rights advocates to achieve sustainable change in a 
profoundly conservative and religiously driven country. Similarly, international 
actors did not question their underlying assumption – that Afghan women would 
have the ability, or desire, to serve as a buffer against radicalization.The laws and 
policies promoted and pushed by the international community constituted radical 
change. But there was also strong resistance to a western-imported gender agenda, 
propelled by religious leaders and some Afghan government officials. 

As a result, the hard-earned rights of Afghan women were fragile, and they 
quickly eroded as conservative forces in Afghanistan regained the upper hand, win­
ning political and popular support, while Western influence and support for wom­
en’s rights declined. 

The erosion of women rights includes a 2013 election law that reduced the 
number of quota seats for women in provincial councils.The tone for the new elec­
tions law had been set in 2012, when a few days before International Women’s Day 
on March 8, 2012, the national Ulema (religious council) issued a statement that 
provided its vision for women’s rights.26 While affirming issues such as women’s 
rights to inheritance, it also claimed that “men are fundamental and women are sec­
ondary,” and it condoned the “harassment and beating” of women as long as there 
is a “Shariah-complaint reason.”27 The government chose not to distance itself from 
the statement, and the international community also remained quiet, contributing 
to a sense that women’s rights were negotiable.28 As a female Member of Parliament 
(MP) commented about the statement,“I think it’s the beginning of taking women 
back to the dark period of the Taliban. It’s an alarm for women in Afghanistan.”29 

One of the most telling signs of the rollback of women’s rights came during a 
debate in Parliament to bring the EVAW decree, signed by the president, into a law 
passed by the country’s national representatives.The debate was not a clash between 
those for and against violence against women, but rather about what EVAW was 
seen to represent. The debate between the two sides became so intense that the 
Speaker was forced to suspend the discussion. Sections of the law were described 
as “un-Islamic” and not compliant with Shariah law – convenient labels used by 
the political and religious ruling elites when traditions that promote and protect 
them are deemed to be under attack. One male MP from Urozgan argued against 
EVAW’s minimum marriage age for girls (16),“citing historical figure Hazrat Abu 
Bakr Siddiq, a companion of the Prophet Muhammad, who married off his daugh­
ter at 7 years of age.”30 Other issues described as “un-Islamic” included the pro­
hibition of forced marriage and unrestricted access to health care, education and 
women’s shelters, which had also been facing attack as centers of “immorality” and 
“prostitution.”The decree was not passed by Parliament. 

Ultimately, the politicization of women’s rights and the depiction of women’s 
rights as a Western agenda divorced from the realities of Afghanistan played into the 
hands of conservative forces and those opposed to the international community’s 
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engagement in the country. Many Afghan men, as well as some women, came to 
view women’s rights as a Western norm that was hostile to Islam and Afghan tradi­
tions.At the same time, international institutions that had been set up to promote 
and protect gender equality remained hollow shells – underresourced or sidelined. 

While the early successes on Afghan women’s rights were mostly due to the 
insistence of the international community, they aligned with the demands of Afghan 
women’s rights defenders – both women and men – who were keen to see girls 
enrolling in school, mothers and infants receiving proper health care and women 
taking part in public life.Afghanistan has always had a strong women’s movement 
and civil society continues to engage on all gender equality and WPS issues. 

As the conflict began to flare up again in 2006, the international community 
began quietly turning its back on Afghan women and their political attention 
turned to the main reason they had gone into the country in the first place – the 
“war on terror.” As the death toll mounted for both foreign civilians and security 
forces alike, rather than reassess their military commitments, international actors 
doubled down on their efforts to subdue Afghan insurgents through military force. 

From 2005 onward, the focus was on security rather than on development, 
and women rarely, if ever, figured into this security agenda.As one women’s rights 
defender noted,“[they are] using the insecurity to de-prioritize women’s rights. It’s 
an easy out.”31 A senior US State Department official confirmed the new priorities: 
“Gender issues are going to have to take a back seat to other priorities.There’s no 
way we can be successful if we maintain every special interest and pet project. All 
those pet rocks in our rucksack were taking us down.”32 The consequences were 
described by a female Afghan Parliamentarian: 

There is a lack of commitment by the international community.At the start 
of the war, they talked about the importance of women’s rights.All the gains 
we have made are very fragile. We can lose them easily without their sup­
port. [But] now they are saying leave everything to the Afghans and Afghan 
women can defend their rights.Yesterday they were bold in their statements 
but today they are quiet.33 

It is, of course, not solely the international community’s responsibility to change 
the situation for Afghan women, change must ultimately come from within. But 
the progress that has been made to date has been made in partnerships with inter­
national actors, the Afghan government and Afghan civil society. 

As the role of international actors as promoters of women’s rights has declined, 
the national political debate on women’s rights in Afghanistan has also changed. 
This can be seen in the differing edicts provincial Ulemas released on women’s 
rights a decade apart. In 2004, in the days when the international community was 
still strongly committed to a gender equality agenda for Afghanistan, the Kandahar 
Ulema (in one of the more conservative provinces in the country) issued a fatwah 
(religious edict) stating that it was the religious duty of the men of Kandahar to 
let their wives, daughters and mothers vote. In 2014 in the northern province of 
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Badghis – previously one of the more liberal regions of Afghanistan – the Ulema 
issued a decree warning “women and girls not to leave their homes to attend school 
or work in a co-ed environment with their male counterparts, calling it a ‘prohib­
ited’ act.”34 

What the case study on Afghanistan shows is that the starting point in examining 
the nexus of gender, human rights and security should not be how equality is artic­
ulated in policies or laws, but how women themselves formulate what is important 
and what constitutes change for them.This does not mean that laws and policies are 
irrelevant, but that they are often just the first step. In the case of Afghanistan, how 
far the struggle for women’s rights and gender equality has progressed needs to be 
understood in the broader context of the geopolitical and socio-economic devel­
opments that have taken place over the past several decades and which continue 
to shape the country.The fundamental difference between superficial changes and 
a sustained, systemic transformation is whether the change is largely home-grown. 
Although international laws, policies and actors can support change, they cannot 
be a substitute for national and local debate and action. It is at the national and 
local levels that the debates about what is necessary and possible need to be held. 
While many Afghan women are calling for change, the prospects for change differ 
depending on the individual woman and her location within Afghan society: her 
family situation and how much support she has from male family members, where 
she lives, what ethnic group she is from, her level of education and access to the 
outside world. 

In complex conflicts where international and local interests in the political, eco­
nomic and ideological spheres become intertwined, women’s rights are all-too­
easily transformed into nothing more than a strategic communication tool.While 
the various stakeholders, including donors, diplomats and recipient government 
officials recognize the political advantage of showcasing that they are defending 
women’s rights – and often put a considerable amount of funding toward gender 
programming – the reality is that the resources put into women’s rights and gender 
equality do not compare with the political and financial commitments to security, 
defense and counter-terrorism. 

Conclusion 

In the decade following the end of the Cold War, considerable progress was made 
in the international legal arena on women’s rights. However, the “war on terror” in 
very concrete ways undermined core commitments to human rights. It also rekin­
dled old tensions between the social value of equality, human rights and justice and 
the militarized interests of state-centered security. 

The human security approach – with its emphasis on fundamental rights and 
sustainable living for all, and which helped lay the foundation for the WPS agenda – 
was replaced in the aftermath of 9/11 by security approaches focused on combating 
global terrorism.This development has undermined and eroded the international 
human rights framework, including the hard-won battles for women’s human 
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rights and gender equality. In times of transition, women’s rights activists know that 
they need to be even more vigilant and strategic in their activism and advocacy, as 
progress can easily be derailed or reversed. 

We started this chapter with an account of the brutal murder of Farkhunda, 
a pious young woman who stood up for what she believed in, and the death of 
Oksana, a feminist activist who challenged sexism and authoritarian power. Both 
women were attempting to apply the rights their countries had legally committed 
to, but both ended up as victims of the ongoing erosion of the international human 
rights system, symbolized by their states failing to live up to their obligations.These 
two brave women are only the beginning of a lengthy list of activists who have 
taken a stand for gender equality and justice, but who have suffered the ultimate 
consequences of their activism and resistance. 

Obstacles to progress 

After 9/11, states turned away from a human security agenda to a national security 
agenda, which focused on defending national interests and homeland security.This 
pushed the human rights agenda near the bottom of concerns of states. Although 
multilateral institutions and national foreign policies continued to espouse the WPS 
agenda, in practice it is clear there has been a reemergence of realist thinking with 
an emphasis on militarization and military actions. 

The WPS agenda must now compete with the global war on terror in terms of 
resources (human, financial and material), political priorities and differing national 
and international interests. While a strong international policy and legal founda­
tion have been established with regard to women’s rights and gender equality, laws 
and policies need time to become part of the fabric of everyday life.As the case of 
Afghanistan shows, good policy intentions can remain just that without sustained 
commitments by the international community to support the transformation of 
legislative and policy instruments and without effective buy-in from local popula­
tions and institutions. 

The gender equality and WPS agenda cannot fully succeed when national and 
international security is defined solely in military terms.A world in which human 
rights play a prominent role is by necessity a world that also pays attention to social 
and economic equity. 

Drivers of progress 

Although laws and policies to advance women’s rights and gender equality do not 
in and of themselves necessarily bring about effective, sustainable change in the 
lives of girls and women, they still matter and are critical to moving these agendas 
forward. CEDAW, the Beijing Platform for Action and the WPS agenda have pro­
vided the institutional framework and laid the groundwork for mechanisms such 
as the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General on Sexual Violence 
in Conflict, National Action Plans for the implementation of UNSCR 1325, as 
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well as gender advisors and protection officers in many international and regional 
missions.These mechanisms translate international and national commitments into 
practical actions. 

These advancements would not have been possible without the persistence of 
civil society and women’s groups from around the world.Their sustained and per­
sistent advocacy efforts ensured that women’s voices and gender concerns were 
incorporated in each new international human rights instrument.The WPS agenda 
would not have seen the light of day without the tireless lobbying of activists and 
advocates. The ongoing advocacy by individuals and many civil society organi­
zations ranging from the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom 
(which has been addressing gender, militarism, peace and security issues since 1915) 
to the UN Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Working Group on Women, 
Peace and Security ensure that states and multilateral institutions continue to be 
held accountable to their commitments in this arena. 

Strategies for progress 

Given the powerful forces that continue to work against women’s rights and the 
WPS agenda, several strategic guidelines should be kept in mind to safeguard the 
progress that has been made and to maximize the prospects for progress in the 
future.35 

One of the major successes of the post-World War II human rights regime has 
been to include equality as a fundamental principle of international law.This has 
been the most important tool for working against overt discrimination through 
law or by state agents.While CEDAW, the UNSCR on WPS and other women-
specific instruments go further in their attention to women’s needs and experiences 
and provide substantive measures for fighting structural discrimination, the simple 
idea that we are all equal remains a powerful basis of modern international as well 
as national law. It will need safeguarding and defending in the current security-
driven climate.This includes lobbying for the development and implementation of 
National Action Plans (NAPs) on WPS, continuing to support Non-Governmen­
tal Organizations and coalitions working on WPS issues and advocating for more 
women in leadership positions, both elected and appointed. 

Beyond formal equality, legal and policy strategies for change must be carefully 
designed and take into account, local social, cultural and political contexts. Laws 
and policies need to be changed to reflect the needs and experiences of previously 
excluded groups.This does not mean that every cultural excuse for the differen­
tial treatment of women and men should be accepted. Rather, it means that there 
needs to be a real commitment to supporting women’s own identified priorities 
and their visions of how to organize their societies. How this translates on the 
ground depends on local contexts. It can mean working within Shariah law and 
traditional mechanisms of justice. It can also mean introducing legislation and poli­
cies enabling positive discrimination and affirmative action to address the structural 
discrimination experienced by specific groups. In the latter case it is important that 
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these measures are targeted and short-term, so that these measures intended to fight 
oppression do not themselves become discriminatory over time. 

Change comes slowly.Trying to force change with guns blazing – literally – with 
time limits and little consideration for realities on the ground will not lead to sus­
tainable change. It is important to allow time for consultation, for ideas to develop 
and for processes to settle.Taking time to assess, listening carefully and designing 
programs for the long-term is a more useful – and dare we say feminist – strategy 
in these times of distrust, quick fixes and militarized security. 

Lastly, for change to be sustainable, international support is critical.This sup­
port needs to be sustained over the long-term, especially in cases of rebuild­
ing countries that have been torn asunder by war. International actors should 
not allow women’s hard-won rights to become negotiating chips in peace talks. 
Women rights, like human rights, are non-negotiable. Sustainable peace is pos­
sible only when women can fully participate and their rights are secured. It is a 
lesson that the international community must apply in every conflict in which it 
intervenes, so that the rhetoric of gender equality and the principles of the WPS 
agenda become a reality for all. 
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GENDER, GOVERNANCE AND 
SECURITY 

Jacqui True and Sara E. Davies 

It is well-established that women’s status, including their public participation, 
contributes to political stability and state security.1 Women’s presence and gender 
balance in political and economic institutions may enhance good governance as 
well as national and international peace and security. However, women remain a 
minority or even absent from the governance and decisionmaking institutions of 
many states. The Middle East, Asia and Pacific regions have the most significant 
gender gaps in national governance, although gender imbalance in political and 
economic decisionmaking is a pattern across geographic regions, conflict-affected 
and relatively peaceful countries, state and non-state groups.2 Political participation 
has brought major gains to social and economic equality over the past century: 
greater women’s political participation could strengthen and improve democracy as 
well as achieve gender equality. Outside of national economic and political institu­
tions in many states, there are equally strong demands to address gender gaps in 
foreign policy bureaucracies, international organizations, think tanks, media and 
development agencies.3 

In this chapter, we define gender-inclusive governance as consisting of two 
major components: the meaningful participation of women and the presence of 
a substantive gender equality agenda.4 As the numbers of women increase in gov­
ernance institutions, the diversity of women’s experiences can be articulated and 
translated into claims vis-à-vis the state, which may be facilitated by both women 
and men representatives. However, advocacy for temporary special measures such 
as quotas or campaigns for gender-balanced representation must be accompanied 
by institutional reform to ensure mainstreaming of gender analysis across political 
leadership, policy and practice.5 The 1995 United Nations (UN) Beijing Platform 
for Action, which set forth the global agenda for gender equality, recognized that 
the equal political representation of women and men is a “necessary condition for 
women’s interests to be taken into account. . . . Equality in political decisionmaking 
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performs a leverage function without which it is highly unlikely that a real inte­
gration of the equality dimension in government policymaking is feasible.”6 Thus, 
temporary special measures such as gender quotas may help to transform situations 
of gender inequality, though this is not guaranteed as an automatic result of quo­
tas.Three decades of feminist research into leadership and gender mainstreaming 
policy shows that advocating for women’s presence in decisionmaking, and quotas 
to ensure it, will not in itself reform unequal structures, address rights abuses or 
create the necessary institutional change to enact policies that can achieve gender 
equality outcomes.7 Mariz Tadros argues that quotas do not address all the barriers 
to women’s participation in formal politics nor are they proxies for democratization 
or gender justice.8 Women’s presence in institutions is far more amenable to meas­
urement, monitoring and evaluation than the mainstreaming of a gender perspec­
tive in governance, and this may be one of the reasons why it is often prioritized 
by states and international organizations.Yet gender equality has been touted as a 
solution to a range of global governance problems, including sustainable economic 
development, financial stability and the eradication of poverty, which require the 
integration of gender perspectives, analysis and evidence within policymaking.9 

In this chapter, we discuss the broad rationales for gender-equal and inclusive 
governance in political, peace and security and economic domains. Second, we 
examine the common drivers and obstacles to gender-inclusive governance in 
national and international institutions, focusing on political institutions. We con­
sider the implications of the broad knowledge base in political science and inter­
national relations about women’s leadership in governance and how increasing the 
number of women in political institutions affects both the substance and the style 
of governance. Last, we explore successful strategies that have worked to promote 
gender balances and gender perspectives in policy and governance. We assess the 
likely impact of these strategies in the future, given current challenges and dynamics 
in global and local politics. 

Rationale for gender-inclusive governance 

Increasing women’s participation in governance has become a global movement 
that began in Europe’s former colonies in Oceania, Latin America and India and 
has spread to metropolitan Europe itself.10 The 1995 Beijing Platform for Action 
called on a range of actors to encourage women’s participation in all types of 
social, economic and political decisionmaking, including through the strategic use 
of positive action.11 The Platform for Action defines “women’s participation” in 
terms of a specific target of 30 percent women and focuses, albeit not exclusively, 
on political representation.12 However, insufficient progress toward that target had 
been made by the Beijing + 15 review in 2010. In 2019, 125 years after women 
first achieved the suffrage in a nation-state (New Zealand), women’s proportion of 
legislative seats has reached 25 percent globally.13 We could see this as either a suc­
cess or a failure depending on our expectations of the time frame for progress in 
women’s political participation. At this rate, gender parity in political governance 
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would be achieved in another century. The significant increases we have seen in 
the proportion of positions held by women in Latin America and many countries 
in Africa, notably Rwanda, as well as European states have been attributed by the 
United Nations to “affirmative and positive action policies, including quota systems 
or voluntary agreements and measurable goals and targets.”14 

Political strategies for advancing women’s political participation have diffused 
from the national level to international politics with campaigns to appoint a female 
UN Secretary-General. UN Security Council mandates to increase women’s pres­
ence in peace negotiations and security decisions are also relevant to engender­
ing governance. United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325, 
adopted in 2000, stresses the importance of women’s “equal participation and full 
involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of peace and secu­
rity” while subsequent Women, Peace and Security (WPS) resolutions call for the 
integration of gender perspectives in peace and security policies and operations, 
including peace processes and agreements.15 Yet the 15-year review of UNSCR 
1325 in 2015 identified a major implementation gap with respect to the presence 
of women in peace and security decisionmaking processes and institutions.Women 
are not consistently engaged in negotiating peace and are still frequently excluded 
from many peace processes.16 The United States (US)-based Council on Foreign 
Relations has found that in all major peace processes between 1990 and 2017 just 
eight percent of mediators, eight percent of negotiators and five percent of wit­
nesses and signatories to peace agreements were women.17 

The lack of women’s inclusion in peace and security decisionmaking has major 
implications for international relations. New research reveals the positive impact 
of women’s participation on peace outcomes. This body of research notes that 
when women participate in civil society initiatives and in high-level mediation and 
peacemaking processes, better outcomes for security and the durability of peace 
are achieved.18 This is supported by evidence showing that the presence of women 
at the highest levels of peace negotiations makes it 20 percent more likely that a 
peace agreement will be concluded and last at least two years, and 35 percent more 
likely that it will endure for at least 15 years.19 The rationale for women’s inclusion 
in peace processes is clear in scholarship – women’s participation contributes to 
the prevention and resolution of conflicts, while the lack of women’s participation 
undermines it. 

Similar strategies to promote women’s participation and leadership in govern­
ance have diffused from the realm of politics to the realm of economic power. 
Since the global financial crisis of 2007–08, there have been calls for more women 
and greater gender balance in corporate and financial governance from the trad­
ing floor to the boardrooms of firms, investment banks and regulatory authori­
ties. Sparked by rigorous evidence connecting gender equitable representation in 
legislatures and corporate boards with less corruption, better policy outcomes and 
higher investment returns, the movement has rapidly spread over the last decade.20 

Research by Catalyst attributed increased financial returns to the magical number 
of “three” women present on the board of a firm, and research by Credit Suisse 
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revealed that companies with women on their boards outperformed similar busi­
nesses with all-male boards by 26 percent worldwide.21 Male-dominated economic 
governance has been shown to be suboptimal in terms of performance.22 There is 
a robust relationship between higher levels of women’s labor force participation 
and greater national economic competitiveness.23 Governments under pressure to 
attract foreign investment are either regulating or encouraging improved business 
performance on gender equality from their workforces to the board level. Gender-
inclusion is thus now an essential part of good economic governance as well as 
political governance.24 One of the reasons why the business or “outcomes” case for 
gender-inclusive governance is so clear-cut is likely because women’s meaningful 
participation in governance affects the substance and the style of that governance. 

Toward gender-equal governance: drivers of progress 

A body of evidence shows a demonstrable connection between the rise of women 
in public life – evident in the increase in women in decisionmaking leadership roles 
in legislative and executive branches of government – and the inclusion of pro-
women policies on government agendas and greater public service responsiveness 
to female citizens.25 More equal representation of women at the top is expected to 
deliver better results for citizens, states, employees and shareholders alike. But what 
are the drivers of progress toward gender-equal governance? 

Gender quotas 

Popular commentary has assumed that a critical mass of female representatives, 
usually estimated at 30 percent, can transform previously male-dominated organi­
zations and enable women to advance gender-specific perspectives and policies. 
Current scholarship on national governance, however, is skeptical of the claim that 
women-friendly policies can only be achieved once women have reached a certain 
numerical level in legislatures.26 At a global level, electoral and political party quo­
tas – together with reserved seats – are significant drivers of progress in engender­
ing governance.The majority of quota provisions have been adopted by individual 
political parties with a growing proportion involving changes to constitutions and 
electoral laws.27 Quotas have contributed to a steady increase in women’s share 
of parliamentary seats, although there is significant variation across regions and 
countries. Aili Tripp and Alice Kang’s global study of gender quotas shows that 
the introduction of quotas has helped to overcome obstacles to women’s political 
representation, such as economic underdevelopment, cultural influences and even 
electoral systems. In their analysis, the level of women’s representation is explained 
by whether or not quotas have been introduced and whether the type of electoral 
system allows for greater candidate turnover (that is, party-list proportional repre­
sentation systems).28 Gender quotas, regardless of type, also improve perceptions of 
women’s ability as political leaders in countries where they are present, according 
to Peter Allan and David Cutts.29 
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However, Drude Dahlerup and Lenita Freidenvall argue that the devil is in the 
details of the quota systems and their implementation.30 Gender quotas may be 
merely symbolic without specifications of the provisions that match the electoral 
system in question, rules about the rank order of candidates, such as zipped candi­
date lists alternating male and female candidates, as well as sanctions for non-com­
pliance.31 Nomination procedures within political parties may mean that women 
are selected because they are loyal to the party or political leader (and not women 
as a group); stigmas may pertain to women elected in reserved seats undermining 
their political effectiveness, and often, attention to quotas in federal representation 
is higher than in local representation.32 

Gender quotas, as Mona Lena Krook argues, represent only one demand-side 
solution to women’s underrepresentation in politics.33 Supply-side interventions – 
such as encouraging women to stand for election with capacity-building initiatives, 
campaign finance assistance and movement support – are important drivers of pro-
gress.There are also limits to these efforts, given male-dominated, patriarchal norms 
in politics. In Melanesian Island nations where women’s political representation is 
minimal, women who are well-positioned to overcome the barriers to representa­
tion have chosen to remain outside of formal politics as an act of resistance.They 
seek to pursue programmatic reforms through women’s movements and civil soci­
ety alliances in parallel public spheres.34 

Similarly, in Rwanda and Burundi, substantive rather than descriptive representa­
tion appears to be more important for women in their everyday lives. In both con­
flict-affected countries,women representatives have consistently exceeded 30 percent 
since the introduction of gender quotas and more women have joined the executive 
branches of government, yet this has not improved perceived political representation 
for women. None of the key government policies that women respondents men­
tioned in survey research have incorporated a gender perspective or analysis.35 This 
reinforces the need to consider a substantive gender equality agenda as well as the 
representation of women as the two elements of gender-inclusive governance. 

Women’s movements and institutional spaces to advance 
gender perspectives 

Women’s participation and leadership can be transformative when accompanied by 
a substantive policy agenda that is informed by a gender analysis of priorities, needs 
and impact. Specialized parliamentary bodies on gender equality are an interstitial 
institutional space that promotes the development of a gender perspective.36 They 
take different forms: standing committees, such as the FEMM Committee of the 
European Parliament, which have a formal institutionalized role in applying a gen­
der lens to the legislative process, and women’s caucuses, which are more informal 
bodies providing support to women members through capacity-building on policy 
issues and policymaking as well as mentoring and networking.The all-party par­
liamentary group on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) in the United Kingdom 
(UK) is an example of the latter.37 
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Very often a policy agenda that integrates a gender perspective is the product 
of political debates and alliances with women’s movements.Women’s formal and 
informal political participation is most often in the context of alliances, networks 
and coalitions.Those collective mechanisms for women’s civil society participation 
and efforts to strengthen them are, thus, major drivers of progress toward gender-
inclusive governance. 

In 2001, Jacqui True and Michael Mintrom studied government adoption of 
gender mainstreaming policies between 1975 and 1998.38 At the time, gender 
mainstreaming was a new phenomenon. It was only in 1995, at the fourth UN 
World Conference on Women, that the Beijing Platform for Action produced gen­
der mainstreaming recommendations for governments to adopt.True and Mintrom 
found that the pace of the adoption of institutional mechanisms introduced at the 
national level to promote gender mainstreaming was rapid. Crucially, they did not 
attribute this progress to leadership at the executive government levels (which in 
many cases was lacking) or to quota provisions, but to the advocacy and effort of a 
network of women’s civil organizations.The capacity for civil society organizations 
to meet, mobilize and network created a transnational feminist movement that 
supported local networks and those within national bureaucracies to campaign for 
domestic reform. Mala Htun and Laurel Weldon later found similar results when 
examining the emergence and strength of national violence against women poli­
cies.39 In their comparative study of 70 countries over four decades, they pointed to 
“feminist mobilization in civil society” as the most significant factor associated with 
strong policies to address violence against women. 

Women’s organizing and campaigning as civic representatives also make it more 
likely that progressive gender mainstreaming policies and mechanisms will be sus­
tained.40 For example, the positive relationship between the women in positions of 
political power and the adoption of National Action Plans (NAPs) on WPS suggest 
strong potential for the integration of a gender-perspective on security governance 
with the greater presence of women leaders.41 Substantive reform within institu­
tions to address gender imbalances in leadership has been identified as essential to 
advancing gender mainstreaming in security policymaking. 

Men’s leadership 

Gender-equal governance is not the sole responsibility of women. In many coun­
tries, new policy issues that reflect gender-equality perspectives typically only get 
onto political agendas when women have reached the highest level of government 
and have the political power to initiate such policies.42 Policy issues such as the 
provision of early childhood education, the promotion of sexual health and repro­
ductive rights and the agenda to eliminate all forms of violence against women and 
girls are of broad relevance to all of society. Some men have advanced these issues 
in their political leadership and governance roles.43 Thus, a driver of progress in 
gender-inclusive governance is the empowerment of men as champions of gender 
equality and women’s rights. 
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Men have a role to play in supporting and promoting gender equality in their 
organizations. Differences in values and attitudes toward gender and sexuality 
within and across countries divide national and global politics.44 In this regard, 
men’s leadership and attitudes are important since both men and women can hold 
pro-gender equality or feminist attitudes and support these ideas through their 
behavior in domestic and international governance.45 Male champions of gender 
equality are particularly important when discrimination is entrenched. In the health 
sector, for example, women make up 70 percent of the global health workforce 
but hold only 25 percent of leadership positions. Leadership amongst senior male 
health professionals is essential to shift entrenched occupational segregation and 
discrimination at the local, national and global levels of health care delivery.46 

New initiatives – such as former Australian sex discrimination commissioner, 
Elizabeth Broderick’s “Male Champions of Change” network – aim to instigate 
concrete commitments and actions to support gender equality by individual male 
leaders in public and private sectors in a way similar to that of individual corpora­
tions under the UN’s Women’s Empowerment Principles program. “We need to 
focus on engaging men in transforming gender relations rather than as a reaction to 
the hard-won recognition of women’s needs and rights, which thrives by obscur­
ing deep gender inequalities.”47 But the turn to men – and masculinity – should 
be in addition to rather than a replacement for gender perspectives, although it can 
contribute to bringing about more gender-inclusive governance.48 

In the area of foreign policy, former UK Foreign Secretary William Hague (a 
white middle-age Tory member of the UK Parliament) created the Prevention of 
Sexual Violence Initiative to elevate the issue as an international crime and a UK 
foreign policy priority.This remarkable choice indicates two things: that men can 
engage in gender security if they choose, and that they face no negative political 
consequences for doing so. (Hague stepped down with high approval ratings and 
no animosity from the Foreign Office.) Despite Hague’s early engagement being 
protection-focused, his continued engagement with civil society actors in the WPS 
space produced a more gender-inclusive initiative that influenced the engagement 
of the Foreign Office and the Department for International Development on an 
ongoing basis.49 

Political and economic upheaval as a result of conflict, 
disaster and financial crises 

Conflict, disaster and financial crises create opportunities for contesting the normal, 
masculinist ways of governing, opportunities that are often lost when attention is 
diverted to blameworthy individuals rather than to structures of governance and 
policymaking.These ruptures challenge business as usual, which can provide open­
ings for gender equality initiatives, women’s leadership and more gender-inclusive 
governance. 

One-third of the countries with 30 percent or more women parliamentarians 
are countries that recently experienced post-conflict or democratic transitions.This 
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is in part due to UN mandates to support women’s political representation.This 
gives women representatives an opportunity to bring new perspectives to shape 
the security and stability of their countries. In Kenya, women politicians from two 
different political parties – at the center of the conflict supported by women’s civil 
society activism, the African Union (AU) and chief mediator, Graca Machel – came 
together and played major roles in integrating gender perspectives in the Kenya 
National Dialogue and Reconciliation process after the post-election violence in 
2007–2008.50 In Myanmar, the Alliance for Gender Inclusion in the Peace Process 
has been the lead organization in terms of ensuring women’s attendance at annual 
peace conferences since the Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement was signed in 2015. 
After the 2016 national elections, the Asia Foundation attributed some of the ten 
percent (from four to 14 percent) increase in women’s representation in federal 
parliament to these public campaigns on gender inclusion.51 

In the case of the 2007–2008 global financial crisis, the lack of gender balance 
came to be seen as one of the explanations for the crisis itself.52 Men dominated 
the lending institutions that contributed to the crisis. US Senate and UK select 
committee hearings revealed men to be not only at the top of the private banks 
and financial institutions, but also occupying leadership positions in most national 
regulatory and global economic and financial governance institutions.53 The asso­
ciation between the financial sector’s male dominance and near-system collapse 
demanded a response.The finance industry’s skewed leadership called into question 
the reliability of the industry’s governance and decisionmaking institutions. Space 
has since opened for women leaders to lead the charge in the makeover of these 
organizations. 

Crisis responses may also perpetuate the gendered myth that women have inher­
ent skills to solve crises, are inclusive, and more sympathetic to social welfare mod-
els.This may be a case of the “glass cliff,” where women leaders are set up to fail; 
women are expected to produce policy and economic solutions that men have not 
been expected to achieve either with respect to corporate performance or electoral 
success.54 

The feminist foreign policy movement 

Another driver of progress toward gender-inclusive governance has been the emer­
gence of a feminist perspective in foreign policy as reflected in several govern­
ment statements and strategies.55 As a feature of state branding, such a perspective 
is demonstrated by a leadership style that consciously balances power politics (and 
defense policy) with norms-driven, rule of law and consensus-based international 
relations. At the risk of reinforcing gender stereotypes, we might see this gender­
ing of foreign and security policy as combining “hard” and “soft” power,“protec­
tion” and “prevention” policy intervention and “masculine” and “feminine” styles. 
As more women enter positions of foreign policy leadership, we are seeing femi­
nine approaches to international relations that contrast with hyper-masculine and 
strongman approaches.56 The scholarship on gender and leadership argues that a 
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balance of men and women in leadership positions should enable gender differ­
ences (both masculine and feminine approaches) to come to the fore within the 
leadership styles of both women and men leaders.57That is, it is possible to combine 
good communication, consensus-building and even compassion with rational deci­
sionmaking that fosters collective action and accepts the utility of force. Based on 
gender differences in voting and foreign policy opinion polling, women’s greater 
expressed preferences for non-military, diplomatic solutions to insecurity and con­
flict are in some states being balanced against traditional military approaches, which 
(in public opinion polling) male citizens disproportionately embrace.58 New net­
works of women leaders have emerged in the 21st century to provide mutual 
support and to mitigate the pressure on women leaders to adopt traditionally mas­
culine policy agendas, including the use of force. In the late 1990s, Madeleine 
Albright began this trend when she created a caucus of female UN ambassadors 
and a network of female foreign ministers.59 Most recently, a group of women lead­
ers has formed to save multilateralism.60 Such networks are key drivers of progress, 
enabling a more gender-inclusive style of leadership and governance. 

At present, we mainly have individual case-study evidence of women leaders 
in the governance of domestic and foreign policy. However, in her study of ten 
democratic western states, Sylvia Bashevkin shows that there is a strong association 
between the position of women within their foreign policy elites and the levels of 
international aid targeted at women’s empowerment in the Global South.61 Tiffany 
Barnes and Diana O’Brien analyzed a dataset that includes more than 40 countries 
that have appointed women defense ministers.62 They found that men are in the 
key defense positions in countries with large or rising military expenditures, which 
suggests a political climate “not conducive to changing norms” of gender inclusion. 
In 2017, however, the defense ministers of the largest European Union (EU) states 
(France, Germany Italy, Spain and the Netherlands) were all women; none had a 
military background. Based on these two studies, we can discern both a relation­
ship between the presence of women in power and less militaristic defense policies 
as well as an obstacle to instituting gender-inclusive governance in the military 
and defense realm, where decisionmaking is characterized by masculine norms and 
male leadership. 

The US case does not entirely follow this pattern, if we take account of the 
hawkish approaches of Madeleine Albright, Condoleezza Rice and Hillary Clinton 
as respective Secretaries of State; nor does the UK if we look at Margaret Thatcher’s 
leadership style. However, Clinton (2009–2012) did aim to raise the resources for 
diplomacy. She initiated a strategic plan for the State Department and the US 
Agency for International Development (known as the Quadrennial Diplomacy and 
Development Review), which called for investments in long-term strategic plan­
ning in diplomacy and development.A long list of policy initiatives grew out of the 
Review related to health, nutrition, violence against women, data collection about 
women and child marriage.63 Foreign policymaking, especially in the diplomatic, 
humanitarian and international development areas, may give women a freer rein 
than is possible in the highly masculinist realm of domestic politics.Women can be 
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elevated and represent the nation in a way they may not be able to do comfortably 
at home.And they can maintain a militant approach to security and defense policy 
while taking up issues, such as human rights and gender equality, that generally do 
not receive strong support from their own parties.64 Until more women hold these 
positions, it will be difficult to establish whether we are observing the emergence 
of a truly feminist approach to foreign and defense policy, grounded in feminist 
thinking, approaches and policy preferences. 

Institutions matter 

What are the drivers of progress in the instances where women are successfully 
leading reform in key policy areas? Institutions and their make-up, as well as infor­
mal logics of policy domains, matter greatly. The gender balance in the staffing 
profile of the public service in different policy portfolios – both with respect to 
seniority and sheer numbers – appears to affect progress toward gender-inclusive 
governance, preventing business-as-usual approaches.Also, concrete drivers of pro­
gress are measures to require leadership and accountability in the public service for 
promoting gender equality in policy development and for addressing gender equal­
ity in recruitment and employment practices, including reducing gender wage gaps 
and occupational segregation.65 

With respect to the informal logics of policy domains, Htun and Weldon find 
that they vary across different policy domains with consequences for whether or 
not governments promote women’s rights.66 These informal logics can be both 
drivers and obstacles to the progress of gender-inclusive governance. In the vio­
lence against women and workplace equality policy areas, international norms are 
highly influential and enabling because of the logic of (international) status hier­
archy among states. However, in domestic policies regarding family law or contra­
ception, a logic of “doctrinal” politics within states dominates where institutional 
actors have significant influence in society and the public realm. Extending Htun 
and Weldon’s analysis we might expect that in the security and defense policy 
domains, logics of power and secrecy operate to exclude women from leadership 
positions and to mask the glaring relevance of gender perspectives on armed con­
flict and terrorism, where male-only groups and norms of masculinity encourage 
and justify the use of violence. 

The costly neglect of gender perspectives is clearly evident in the intelligence 
and analytics dedicated to counter-terrorism. In our study with UN Women on 
preventing violent extremism in Asia and the Pacific, we explored the relationship 
between attitudes characterized as “misogyny” or hatred of women, acts of violence 
against women and girls and violent extremism. In three countries in Asia (Bang­
ladesh, Indonesia and the Philippines), we found that support for violence against 
women and hostile sexist attitudes are both stronger predictors of support for vio­
lent extremism than religiosity, which is commonly perceived to be the major 
root cause. In the aftermath of terrorist attacks across the world, we frequently 
hear that the attacker was known to police in part because of domestic violence 
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charges, making these findings unsurprising but also highlighting the importance 
of evidence in showing the links between violent extremism and violence against 
women. Examining these gender-based factors in the support for violent extrem­
ism has the potential to better identify likely perpetrators of all kinds of extremist 
violence.67 

Obstacles to progress 

Despite evident progress, there are clear obstacles to advancing gender-equal 
governance. Many of the obstacles have already been mentioned. They are the 
counterparts to many of the drivers of progress, such as the adequacy of – or lack 
thereof – gender balance in expertise and gender-sensitive expertise in a particular 
policy area; the extent to which an issue or agenda is historically associated with 
men’s leadership and masculine characteristics, which is the case with defense; and 
the extent to which men support or oppose gender equality, which affects their 
governance behavior and constrains the opportunities for women to govern.Also, 
“the glass cliff ” phenomenon is a classic “opportunity versus obstacle” problem 
for women’s leadership and gender-inclusive governance. Three other significant 
obstacles are worth discussing: the gendered nature of informal institutions (infor­
mal policies and practices within institutions), violence against politically active 
women and women in the public realm and gendered structural inequalities in the 
economy. 

Gendered informal institutions 

Informal policies and practices across institutions as well as logics of policy-
making can reinforce gender inequalities and gender-based stereotypes and are 
oft-noted obstacles to women’s meaningful participation and gender-sensitive 
policymaking. Even with an increasing proportion of women representatives in 
legislatures and the increasing visibility of successful women leaders, organiza­
tional cultures remain masculine and perpetuate male-as-norm informal rules 
and practices, such as when decisions get made in after-hours bars or during 
rounds of golf to which only men are invited.68 Women do not get equal access 
to these types of informal “training” and recognition of “merit.”These powerful 
informal practices need to be confronted if progress is to be made in gender-
inclusive governance.69 

In the context of unchallenged informal practices that are biased toward men, 
some women may adapt to masculine norms and scripts and effectively be co-opted 
within male power structures.There are many examples of women leaders becom­
ing more “hawkish” than men in order to overcome a perceived gender bias which 
assumes that they are unfit to lead.70 Increasingly, we have visible women leaders 
who represent alternatives to this approach to overcoming gender-bias and gender 
inequality. 
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Violence against women in politics 

Violence against politically active women and women in the public realm is a major 
obstacle to gender-inclusive governance, since it has the effect of dissuading women 
from engaging in politics.The targeting of women in public life with threats, sex­
ist abuse and physical attacks – often fueled by social media – while not a new 
phenomenon appears to be on the rise. Increased political participation of women 
has triggered backlashes, posing new obstacles to women’s political, social and eco­
nomic empowerment.Women are targeted for verbal and physical abuse in unique 
and gender-specific ways compared with men. US presidential candidate Hillary 
Clinton and former Australian prime minister Julia Gillard, for instance, received 
twice as many abusive tweets as male peers, Bernie Sanders and Kevin Rudd, dur­
ing their leadership competitions.71 In 2016, after she left politics, Gillard said that 
a woman in public view may expect to receive threats of violent abuse and rape 
almost daily.72 This reflects a deeply ingrained sexism within western democracies. 

This type of violence is much more widespread and underreported than gener­
ally thought.The rise of populism across the world has also mobilized misogyny 
and targeted politically active women for approbation, resentment and violence. 
Perpetrators include not only political opponents and criminals, but also com­
munity and religious leaders, state security forces and police and media and social 
media commentators. Many, if not the majority, of perpetrators are women’s own 
party colleagues and family members.The drive to preserve traditional gender roles 
by preventing women from exercising their political rights means that even when 
violent acts are experienced at a very personal level, their implications are much 
broader – communicating the general message that women as a group should not 
participate in politics. Evidence shows that incidents of violence have discouraged 
female politicians in Asia, Europe and Latin America, making them less likely to 
stand for reelection and more likely to leave after fewer terms served (compared to 
male colleagues).73 

The violence that politically active women experience may be physical, psy­
chological, symbolic or economic violence. Economic violence against women 
includes degradation and coercion by controlling access to economic resources. 
In a political governance setting, this includes withholding campaign funds as well 
as destroying or damaging personal property or offices. In Kenya’s 2017 election, 
a woman candidate who was running for a parliamentary position had her house 
torched and her bodyguard killed.74 This act of violence undermined her campaign 
and led to the failure of her business, which had provided the funds for the electoral 
contest. Symbolic violence against women in politics takes the form of harm or 
defamation in the context of sexist media coverage of female politicians.A growing 
body of research on gender and social media shows how women are preferred tar­
gets for cyber aggression. Many Internet platforms post doctored images and spread 
false rumors about women, especially politically active women.75 In the context of 
abuse and threats of violence, women are often encouraged to ally with male elites 
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for protection (much like a husband in traditional societies), and their political 
agendas may be compromised as a result.These backlash dynamics are significant 
obstacles to gender-inclusive governance. 

Gendered structural inequalities 

Most efforts to promote women’s participation neglect to address a major barrier: 
the gendered structure of the political economy. Globally, women are responsible 
for an unequal share of the paid and unpaid work of care and social reproduc­
tion. Social reproduction includes biological reproduction, unpaid production in 
the home (both goods and services), social provisioning (such as voluntary work 
directed at meeting community needs), the reproduction of culture and ideol­
ogy and the provision of sexual, emotional and affective services in the household 
required to maintain family and intimate relationships.76 The United Nations esti­
mates that women’s unpaid work is worth $10 trillion per year – or 13 percent of 
the global Gross Domestic Product (GDP).77 

The gender division of labor in the family household affects the gender division 
of labor in the public realm, positioning women in “feminized” sectors and occupa­
tions that are typically the lowest paid, with the poorest working conditions and at 
the bottom of organizational hierarchies, due to women’s frequent need to take on 
part-time and casual work in order to accommodate unpaid work responsibilities. 
This gender division of labor means that many women do not have the time to 
devote to leadership roles and to participation in national and international govern­
ance. Strategies for engendering governance across all domains must address gender 
divisions of care labor in the workforce and in households and communities. 

Strategies for engendering governance 

Strategies for engendering governance should respond to the major obstacles we 
have identified, especially masculine institutional cultures, violence and abuse tar­
geted at politically active women and structural barriers in the political economy 
to women’s governance participation. 

A broad array of strategies is needed with respect to violence against women 
engaged in public life. Naming and shaming sexist political leaders and political 
candidates with serious allegations of rape, violence and sexual assault is a key tactic 
being taken up in the light of the #metoo movement. Directly challenging misogy­
nist discourses by holding states to account under international law – drawing on 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
and UNSCR 1325, which mandate women’s participation in political decision-
making – is an important strategy. Pushing for structural reform of the security 
sector and the judiciary to protect women’s public access, security and political 
participation is needed to prevent violence directed against political women. 

Reducing women’s care burdens and distributing an equal care share to men 
is a strategy for engendering governance that could both challenge masculine 
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institutional cultures and empower women by freeing up time to participate in 
governance. The UN’s High Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment 
argues that care work “substantially limits [women’s] participation and empower­
ment in political, social and economic spheres.”78 If care could be reduced and 
shared with men in individual households, this would remove a key structural bar­
rier to women’s meaningful participation. Canadian political scientist Jane Jenson 
argues, however, that what is needed to achieve gender equality is social investment 
in accessible and affordable care, which redistributes and reduces unpaid care as 
opposed to just sharing it with individual men.79 Ensuring equal care and redistri­
bution to men would involve changes to employment and employer policies, such 
as working hours as well as campaigns, individual behavior change and flexi-work. 
Recognizing and valuing the work of social reproduction as a crucial economic 
activity by supporting it through social redistribution and protection and pay equity 
for the caring sectors of the economy are important strategies as well. 

Successful strategies for promoting gender-equal governance involve bottom-
up societal and global campaigns, building alliances inside and outside institutions 
(including partnering with men) and amplifying the feminist foreign policy move­
ment for social and political change. 

Forging societal and global campaigns 

Most concrete progress in the move toward gender-equal governance has been 
the result of bottom-up campaigns and transnational networked movements. In 
the social media age, these have been movements started by hashtags. Supporting 
these campaigns is a powerful strategy. For instance, the #metoo movement spread 
quickly, showing that the message of gender equality has broad appeal and that it 
resonates with ordinary people. It has resulted in powerful men losing their lead­
ership positions and jobs, in organizations changing their policies and in societies 
becoming much more aware of the presence and impact of sexual harassment, 
abuse and violence – in workplaces and sectors from the political realm to govern­
ment, the entertainment industry and businesses and universities.The US National 
Democratic Institute launched a global campaign – #NotThe Cost – to combat 
sexual harassment and raise awareness of the violence women face when holding 
or seeking office. 

Challenging informal rules and practices through social movements such as 
#metoo also requires expert gender analysis. An academic-led #womenalsoknow 
social media movement has begun to challenge the universal prominence of male 
experts in media commentary and #manels in public events on politics and govern­
ance.Think tanks are of particular concern, as the research, ideas and media pres­
ence they cultivate have a major impact on policy agendas.80 #womenalsoknow has 
spread around the world. It is raising awareness of the need to consult with women 
as well as male experts and to consider the impact of only talking to men. 

Responding to violence against political women, former US Ambassador to 
the UN, Samantha Power, started a campaign called #FreeThe20. This campaign 
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focused on 20 women who had been locked up by their governments for champi­
oning human rights or women’s rights, including sexual harassment.81 

Building alliances among women and with men 

In addition to women’s presence in elite peace processes, the likelihood of achiev­
ing a peace agreement with gender provisions increases when women’s representa­
tion in national legislatures and women’s civil society participation increases. One 
of the most important factors in achieving gender-sensitive peace agreements is 
women’s civil society participation. Civil society participation includes women’s 
freedom of speech, participation in civil society organizations and representation in 
the ranks of the media and academia. Civil society often provides women with their 
first opportunities to campaign and participate in talks and negotiations with gov­
ernment. In conflict-affected environments, the opportunity to participate safely 
and represent women’s security concerns may only be possible through Civil Soci­
ety Organizations (CSOs) that are able to advocate for women’s human rights.82 

The interchange among international organizations, member states and civil 
society is a key mechanism for integrating gender perspectives into peace agree­
ments and international security policymaking. Case-study research documents the 
impact of local women’s civil society activists and their efforts to lobby for inclusion 
in peace processes through the UNSCR1325 framework, and it shows that these 
efforts can inform and encourage activists in other countries. During Myanmar’s 
ongoing peace process, the Alliance for Gender Inclusion in the Peace Process cam­
paign instigated conversations about women’s participation in traditionally “male” 
spaces such as conflict, security and peace.83 

Expanding the feminist foreign policy movement 

The feminist foreign policy movement is an important intervention in the logic 
of power, revealing an alternative logic of empowerment promoted through diplo­
macy that supports populations – women and men – to deliver peace and pros­
perity through principles of human rights and gender equality. This movement 
illustrates how formal attempts to address leadership in a male-dominated field, 
such as international relations, is producing substantive reform in diplomatic prac­
tice. In 2014, Sweden was the first country to stake out a feminist foreign policy, 
arguing that the pursuit of gender equality is not only a goal in itself but also a 
means of achieving other goals – such as peace, security and sustainable develop­
ment. Sweden’s feminist foreign policy has advanced principles of women’s rights, 
women’s equal representation and women’s equal access to resources, which have 
influenced the country’s choices of policy and alliances.84 In this normative vision, 
the promotion of peacebuilding, conflict resolution and humanitarian responses are 
core activities of foreign policy. Former Foreign Minister Margot Wallström argued 
that “a feminist approach is a self-evident and necessary part of a modern view of 
today’s global challenges.”85 
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Justin Trudeau’s government in Canada followed Sweden’s lead, announcing 
in 2017 that it was embracing a feminist foreign policy focused on international 
assistance to women’s rights organizations and sending more women soldiers to 
international peacekeeping operations.86 Australia has also pursued a gender strat­
egy, making gender equality and women’s empowerment part of its core foreign 
policy objectives. As Foreign Minister, Julie Bishop increased the proportion of 
overseas development aid that must address gender equality as a primary or second­
ary objective from 50 percent to 80 percent. Like Canada, Sweden and the United 
States, Australia has established the position of a global ambassador for women to 
promote women’s status abroad and across foreign policies.This provides an institu­
tional mechanism for the development of normative feminist principles to inform 
foreign policy.The promotion of feminist foreign policies reflects a broader global 
shift in political power and a gradual power shift in gender relations as women’s 
economic and political participation increases. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the rationale for gender-equal and inclusive govern­
ance in the political, peace and security and economic domains.The obstacles to 
and drivers of progress in policy and governance were considered, followed by 
an examination of strategies to confront ongoing challenges in global and local 
politics. 

Whether promoting parliamentary quotas or a feminist foreign policy, care must 
be taken in evaluating the net worth of such efforts.There is no reason why a femi­
nist foreign policy must prove itself more worthy than existing strategic positions 
promoted by defensive realists. Male politicians do not need to justify what their 
maleness brings to a seat in parliament or government.There are still implicit and 
explicit assumptions that women must prove their worth and value. 

Neither state legislatures nor the international system are preordained to be male 
or realist. These are social constructions that suited one group at the expense of 
another.We must challenge the presumption that politics and diplomacy have done 
a marvelous job until now simply because these institutions have been – historically 
– almost exclusively male.A feminist foreign policy is a normative project, but it is 
also a project about equal participation on just terms, as is parliamentary representa­
tion and institutional reform.Any benefit from participation is a positive outcome; 
the claim to participate should be a rights-based claim, not a cost-benefit claim. 

When reviewing the arguments promoted in favor of women quotas in parlia­
ment or women’s participation in peace processes, the persuasive line is often that 
women will do better and women will achieve more because women care, women 
are peaceful, and so on. These gendered assumptions may turn out to be false. 
Indeed, they may be potentially damaging to the cause.As this chapter has shown, 
gender stereotypes continue even after women have broken through glass ceilings. 
Women are often placed in impossible situations where the chances of success are 
steep for the few who have made it that far. 
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The present challenge for the demand for gender-equal governance is that it 
is operating in a time of rising misogyny and the scapegoating of women within 
and across states.That said, the social, economic and political momentum in favor 
of gender equality is too strong to ignore, as the #metoo movement has demon­
strated. Moreover, the increased presence of women in powerful positions and the 
development of gender-mainstreamed policies seem to go together. Both sexes are, 
overall, benefitting from a changed status quo to gender norms.These changes are 
mutually enabling for women, men and people of unassigned sex. It is also changing 
the pathology of institutions – with changes to our collective expectations of who 
should be located in these institutions. 

Former US Ambassador to the United Nations Samantha Power said that being 
the only woman on the UN Security Council made her a feminist.87 By the end of 
her tenure as Ambassador, she was one of 37 women ambassadors leading their UN 
permanent mission in New York. In 2014, the UN Security Council nearly reached 
gender parity for the first time, with six women ambassadors on the 15-member 
Security Council.This shift was short lived: the number of women Ambassadors on 
the Council dropped to four in 2016 and to one in 2017. 

A gender perspective on national and international governance must reflect sub­
stantive issues and agendas that relate to the intersection of inequality and injus­
tice affecting women, especially particular groups of women, disproportionately. 
A gender perspective moves us beyond the fixation on counting the presence of 
women – although gender-balance and the presence of women are crucial ingre­
dients in the mainstreaming of a gender perspective across all types and levels of 
governance. 
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PROMOTING GENDER AND 
SECURITY 

Obstacles, drivers and strategies 

Chantal de Jonge Oudraat and Michael E. Brown 

Gender and security have been two of the most central human preoccupations 
since the dawn of time, so it stands to reason that the connections between gender 
and security must be important as well.The contributors to this book have demon­
strated that this is inarguably true and that the connections run both ways: gender 
affects security, and security problems affect gender issues. If you care about either 
of these issues, you need to think about both. 

The connections between these two elemental human concerns received 
remarkably little attention from scholars or policymakers until the latter years of the 
20th century.The impetus for security-gender analysis has come overwhelmingly 
from feminist and gender scholars, not the security studies community, which has 
been comprised mainly of men. Similarly, the impetus for policy action has come 
overwhelmingly from women’s rights activists and the Women, Peace and Security 
(WPS) movement – not national or international security policy establishments, 
which have been and mostly still are dominated by men. 

The good news is that scholars have made important strides in analyzing gender 
and security issues in the final decades of the 20th century and the first decades of 
the 21st century.There are established – or at least emerging – cadres of scholars 
and analysts working on all ten sets of issues examined in this book. As a result, 
progress has been made in advancing understanding of these issues. 

The track record in the policy world is much more mixed – a combination of 
the good, the bad and the ugly. In some issue areas, progress has been made in estab­
lishing formal, aspirational goals for progress. The WPS agenda, which was sup­
ported by ten United Nations (UN) Security Council resolutions in the 2000s and 
2010s, stands out in this regard.The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
for 2030 include a cluster of targets for advancing gender equality. Enunciating 
ambitious goals is not the same thing as achieving these goals, of course, but it 
is a good and necessary first step. International organizations, such as the United 
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Nations and the European Union (EU), have done a good job of embracing gender 
equality as a goal and understanding the importance of gender-security dynamics. 

Policy progress has been much more limited elsewhere, especially at the national 
level. National security policy establishments continue to define security problems 
in traditional ways.The WPS agenda is, at best, a secondary concern for national 
security policymakers. Moreover, national security establishments generally do not 
understand gender or the connections between gender and security, as the chapters 
in this book demonstrate. Most national security policymakers still define gen­
der and security issues as “women’s” issues, which, in addition to being conceptu­
ally misguided, provides another mechanism for treating these issues as secondary 
priorities. 

Progress has also varied a great deal from country to country. In 2014, Sweden 
adopted an explicitly feminist foreign policy, making it a global leader on gender 
issues in general. Canada, France and Mexico have taken steps in this direction 
as well.1 At the other end of the spectrum, in 2019 Saudi Arabia announced that 
women will be allowed to travel outside the home without the permission of 
a male guardian – a step toward gender equality, but still several quantum leaps 
behind most of the world. 

What is especially worrisome is that the goals of advancing gender equality and 
elevating gender in security policy have been subject to increased pushback and 
experienced more setbacks in the 2010s.The prospects for the gender and security 
agenda in the 21st century is far from certain.What is certain is that smooth and 
steady progress is not in the forecast.The balance between the good, the bad and 
the ugly will continue to evolve. 

Given this picture, it is especially valuable to examine three sets of factors that 
have shaped and will continue to shape gender and security progress: obstacles to 
progress, drivers of progress and strategies for progress.The contributors to this book 
have focused on these three factors in their analyses of gender-security dynamics 
in ten issues areas. In this concluding chapter, we draw on the insights presented in 
these studies and develop some general assessments. 

Although there is variation from issue to issue, and especially from country to 
country, there are two striking commonalities when it comes to gender-security 
dynamics in the 20th and 21st centuries: the main obstacles to progress and the 
main drivers of progress are the same. 

The main obstacles to progress have been men and the male-dominated 
political, economic and social institutions – patriarchies – that have been run­
ning most of the world for most of human history. These deeply entrenched 
institutions have engaged in multi-generational efforts to perpetuate their posi­
tions as well as targeted campaigns to halt, minimize or reverse advances toward 
gender equality. Men and male-dominated institutions have employed a pano­
ply of time-tested tactics to oppose steps toward gender equality, ranging from 
tokenism and marginalization to outright violence.The precepts of patriarchies 
are especially pronounced, powerful and resistant to change in national and inter­
national security matters. 
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The main drivers of progress have been women activists and women’s rights 
organizations that have focused on security problems.Women and women’s organi­
zations have been the initiators and the prime movers behind every campaign in 
every issue area.They have been politically and strategically wise in building alli­
ances with men and other organizations, mobilizing support in their home coun­
tries and across international civil society and building support within national 
governments and international organizations. 

Although the demographics are not perfectly black and white – many women 
support patriarchal systems; many men are feminists – these obstacles and driv­
ers are highly gendered, and this is not surprising. Gender is fundamentally about 
power. Changing gender balances involves changes in existing balances of power. 
One of the basic features of politics – at the international, national and local levels – 
is that established powers rarely surrender their privileged positions voluntarily.The 
campaign for gender equality has been and will continue to be a multi-decade, 
multi-generational power struggle.With this political context in mind, we present 
five main long-term strategies for progress in this chapter’s final section.We first 
examine the policy track record, the main obstacles to progress and the main drivers 
of progress to date. 

The track record: the good, the bad and the ugly 

The good: The UN was founded on three interconnected pillars – peace and secu­
rity, human rights and economic development.The UN Charter recognized that 
human rights and gender equality are basic conditions for peace and security as well 
as economic development.The Charter’s preamble specifically affirmed “the equal 
rights of men and women.”2 The adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1948 further consolidated the notion of equal rights. 

As Corey Levine and Sari Kouvo point out, efforts to advance human rights have 
gone through several phases since the 1940s.The UN’s human rights work from 
the 1950s to the 1990s was largely focused on the development of legally binding 
agreements that included equality between men and women as a basic human right. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, it became clear to activists that addressing gender-based 
discrimination would require “more than equal rights proclamations.” Attaining 
real equality would have to address “the nature of systemic discrimination.”3 This 
led to the adoption of the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD) in 1969 and the Convention on the Elimination of all 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1979. 

Jeni Klugman reviews the development community’s evolution from a Women 
in Development (WID) paradigm to a Gender and Development (GAD) approach 
in the 1980s. The GAD approach was based on the recognition that “a holistic 
approach to gender relations” would be needed to empower women in the long-
term. It was understood that policies needed “to tackle the underlying sources of 
women’s subordination, while considering the power dynamics between women and 
men.”This new approach focused on institutional forms of gender discrimination 



238 de Jonge Oudraat and Brown  

 

 

 
  

  
 

 

 

  
 

 

  
  

 

 

  

alongside concerns about equity and parity in participation in development pro­
grams.The adoption of the Millennium Development Goals in 2000, and especially 
the adoption of the SDGs in 2015, further strengthened and institutionalized the 
gender equality agenda.4 

Although the first UN Women’s Conference in Mexico in 1975 and the UN 
Decade of Women (1975–85) were initially focused on the role of women in eco­
nomic development, the UN’s efforts gradually expanded to include the role of 
women in peace and security matters.The fourth UN Women’s Conference (held 
in Beijing in 1995) recognized the important role of women as actors in advanc­
ing international peace and security. The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action established ambitious goals for gender equality, development and peace. 
The Executive Director of UN Women, Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, has noted 
that the Beijing Declaration and Platform “became for the women’s movement 
what the UN Charter is to UN member states: a place of historic, consensual 
agreement that we can lean on in the face of disagreements and changing admin­
istrations. It instigated a global network of gender activists that formed across every 
corner of the world on every issue.”5 

After intense lobbying from women’s organizations in the late 1990s, the UN 
Security Council developed a normative framework that further recognized wom­
en’s vulnerabilities in armed conflicts and the importance of women’s participation 
in peace and security processes. The adoption of UN Security Council Resolu­
tion (UNSCR) 1325 (2000), along with nine other resolutions in the 2000s and 
2010s, are now known as the WPS agenda.WPS implementation efforts and gender 
mainstreaming policies have become established, with ongoing initiatives at many 
international organizations, including the UN, the African Union (AU), the EU 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). 

As Jacqui True and Sara Davies point out, the adoption of gender mainstreaming 
policies and mechanisms at the national level has also been rapid.6 Many states have 
government ministries dedicated to women’s empowerment and gender equality 
issues.As of 2020, 83 states have developed National Action Plans (NAPs) to imple­
ment UNSCR 1325. The Scandinavian countries and many other countries in 
Europe have declared that the advancement of gender equality is a primary objec­
tive of their domestic and foreign policies. As noted, Sweden adopted a feminist 
foreign policy in 2014. Some countries, including Canada and France, have made 
gender balancing a core principle of their staffing policies in national governance. 

The number of women in parliaments across the world doubled between the 
late 1990s and the late 2010s; it increased from 17 percent to 24 percent in one 
decade (2009–2019).7 As of 2019, 127 countries have adopted constitutional, elec­
toral or political party quotas.8 These quota mechanisms have helped to advance 
women’s participation in governance.9 

The expansion of women’s participation and leadership in governance has 
extended to the corporate world.True and Davies emphasize that higher levels of 
women’s representation in both politics and corporate boards are linked to “less 
corruption, better policy outcomes and higher investment returns.” They write: 
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“Male-dominated economic governance has been shown to be suboptimal in 
terms of performance. . . . Gender-inclusion is thus now an essential part of good 
economic as well as political governance.”10 It is no longer a social policy add-on, 
but “smart economics” to promote women’s participation in governance. 

The bad and the ugly: Although the list of public declarations in support of 
gender equality has grown, implementation has been slow, limited and uneven. 
Gender inequalities persist. Gender perspectives have been misunderstood, poorly 
integrated or left out altogether in security policy analyses. 

Jane Freedman argues that gender should be central in the analysis and develop­
ment of migration policies but, unfortunately, sophisticated gender perspectives are 
lacking.The result is an array of migration misconceptions and flawed migration 
policies worldwide. For example, while in the past the typical profile of a migrant 
was a man, half of migrants today are women, and many of these women are not 
part of family migrations; they are migrating on their own. For many of these 
women, gender inequalities in their home countries are part of their motivations 
to migrate. Freedman emphasizes that gender “influences who migrates, how and 
why they migrate, and their experiences during migration.”11 Unfortunately, there 
have been no systematic policy initiatives to reduce the gendered insecurities that 
abound in migration populations. 

Gender perspectives are also poorly developed in both terrorism research and 
counter-terrorism policy. Jeannette Gaudry Haynie highlights that the gender 
dimensions of terrorism remain marginalized and are not widely understood or 
accepted in research and policy. Significantly, little comparative analysis has been 
done on the radicalization paths of men and women. The deficiencies are even 
greater in the policy world. National security establishments and counter-terrorism 
agencies have narrow, simplistic conceptions of the role of gender in terrorist 
organizations. As Haynie explains, counter-terrorism “programs often use female 
stereotypes to counter terrorism while remaining blind to the way masculinities 
can shape terrorist narratives.”12 In comparison, terrorist organizations such as the 
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) have developed relatively sophisticated gen­
der-based strategies for recruiting men and women. If you are less advanced than 
ISIS in thinking about gender, you are not in a good place. 

The lack of gender perspectives in the field of environmental security is simi­
larly detrimental to the development of effective policies. Edward Carr shows how 
nuanced and intersectional framings of gender in the area of water security have 
helped to demonstrate “who is made insecure in the face of resource stress and 
conflict, and when and where insecurities emerge.” In Bangladesh, for example, 
many women, along with poor and marginalized men, are excluded from water 
management decisions. Research on climate change and security have focused on 
the general relationship between climate change and conflict, but analysts have not 
focused on the “important question: when and for whom does climate variability 
and change contribute to conflict?”13 

This is also a critical question in humanitarian emergencies. Tamara Nair 
emphasizes that “humanitarian disasters are socio-economic constructs and they 
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reflect existing discriminatory elements in society.” Countries with highly gen­
dered societies are therefore likely to experience many gendered problems during 
and after natural disasters.As in other issue areas, policy establishments fall far short 
in addressing the gender dimensions of humanitarian emergencies. Nair argues: 
“International rhetoric about gender mainstreaming has not led to the inclusion of 
gender dynamics in disaster policy on the ground.”14 

Although the UN and member states made bold commitments in 2015 to reach 
an elaborate set of SDGs by 2030, SDG 5 – on the promotion of gender equal­
ity and women’s empowerment – is off to a weak start. In 2019, the UN reported 
that insufficient progress had been made on the root causes of gender inequality, 
“including legal discrimination, unfair social norms and attitudes, decision-making 
on sexual and reproductive issues and low levels of political participation.”15 If these 
trends continue, SDG 5 will not be realized in 2030. 

The WPS agenda has been one of the most prominent gender-security 
initiatives in the 21st century, but problems abound even in this area. Policy pro­
gress has fallen short of stated goals in all four pillars of the WPS agenda: pro­
tection, participation, prevention, relief and recovery. Kathleen Kuehnast argues 
that, although the issue of conflict-related sexual violence has received high-
level attention, little progress has been made in preventing violence or in bring­
ing perpetrators before international or national courts. The 2019 report of the 
UN Secretary-General lists 50 parties that have committed or are responsible for 
conflict-related sexual violence. The UN and its member states have also been 
unable to deal effectively with the issue of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (SEA) 
committed by UN peacekeepers.16 

Although there has been some success in integrating women and women’s 
organizations into the peace negotiations in Colombia, women have been absent or 
marginalized in most peace negotiations and peace operations. In their case study 
of Afghanistan, Levine and Kouvo show how lofty international ideals about gen­
der equality can backfire and how the “hard-earned rights of Afghan women were 
fragile, and they quickly eroded as conservative forces in Afghanistan regained the 
upper hand . . . while Western influence and support for women’s rights declined.” 
As the conflict has gone on, international actors in Afghanistan have begun to de-
emphasize the gender agenda, leaving women in increasingly precarious positions.17 

Policy apathy, neglect, misunderstanding and failure are bad enough, but a 
growing, active opposition to the gender-security agenda – and gender equality in 
general – is downright ugly. A surge in patriarchal ideology in both authoritarian 
governments and some democracies, along with corresponding attacks on women’s 
rights in many countries, are worrisome new developments in the 21st century. 

Anne Marie Goetz and Rob Jenkins show that a new wave of pushback against 
the gender agenda has led to mounting setbacks.18 In Russia, the Duma decrimi­
nalized many cases of domestic violence in 2017.19 In China, the government has 
opposed and jailed feminist activists, as well as members of the #metoo movement.20 

In the United States, the federal government and many states are restricting access 
to safe and legal abortions.Access to safe and legal abortions has also been a growing 



Promoting gender and security 241  

  

    
   

  

 
 

 

  
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 
 

 

  
 

issue in Europe – most notably in Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Spain.21 In 2018, 
the Hungarian government revoked accreditation and funding for gender studies 
programs.A spokesman for the Hungarian government stated:“The Government’s 
standpoint is that people are born either male or female . . . and we do not consider 
it acceptable for us to talk about socially-constructed genders, rather than biologi­
cal sexes.”22 

A wave of neo-patriarchs came to power in the 2000s and 2010s – most notably, 
Vladimir Putin in Russia, Xi Jinping in China and Donald Trump in the United 
States, countries that control three of the five permanent seats on the UN Secu­
rity Council.These leaders have framed their positions as a defense of the tradi­
tional family and used this as cover to push back against women’s rights.Traditional 
worldviews have promoted traditional gender stereotypes, in which women may be 
revered for their reproductive capacities, but only as long as they stay at home and 
remain subordinate to men. Efforts to curtail women’s rights include limitations 
on reproductive rights and campaigns to deny legal rights to safety – in particular, 
women’s safety from domestic violence.The societies that the neo-patriarchs seek 
to preserve or re-create are ones in which gender inequality is a basic principle. In 
this worldview, furthermore, there are only two genders: men and women.There 
is no room in this binary, hierarchical structure for other genders or orientations. 
Many women have also been supporters of these patriarchal beliefs and gender 
stereotypes. 

In this context, it is not surprising that women who have run for and attained 
political offices have frequently been threatened with and subjected to violence. 
A 2016 study of 39 countries across five regions found that 82 percent of women 
Members of Parliament (MP) had experienced psychological violence; 44 percent 
had received threats of death, rape, beatings or kidnapping; 26 percent had experi­
enced physical violence while serving in parliament; and 47 percent feared for their 
own security and the safety of their families.23 During the 2017 elections in Kenya, 
dozens of women were raped by police officers and men in uniforms. In Egypt, 
women protesters have been sexually assaulted and raped. In Pakistan, women have 
been barred from voting by traditional councils and baton-wielding men at poll­
ing stations. In Canada, Haiti and Tunisia, women parliamentarians have reported 
sexual harassment and assault by other MPs.24 A 2018 study showed that violence 
against women in politics is also rampant in Europe: 85 percent of women MPs 
reported psychological violence; 47 percent have been threatened with death, rape 
or beating; and 58 percent reported being the target of sexist attacks on social media 
networks.25 

Goetz and Jenkins show how neo-patriarchs are trying to roll back women 
rights not only at the national level, but at the global level.26 For example, a new 
WPS resolution (UNSCR 2467) was brought to the UN Security Council in 2019 
for consideration.The Trump administration threatened to veto the resolution if it 
mentioned sexual and reproductive health, including safe termination of pregnan­
cies for survivors of conflict-related sexual violence. As a result, all references to 
health services for rape survivors were deleted from the resolution.The resolution 
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was subsequently adopted by the UN Security Council but, significantly, this was 
the first time a WPS resolution was not passed unanimously: Russia and China 
abstained from the vote, indicating their declining support for the WPS agenda 
overall. 

As Freedman points out, the increased prioritization of “state security over 
human security” in the 2000s and 2010s has added another overarching set of 
pressures to security calculations in many countries.27 Negative narratives about 
migration, fears of transnational terrorism, and increasingly vocal populist move­
ments – led and exploited by opportunistic politicians – have agitated many coun­
tries.This has pushed human security issues into the background in many places. 
Rising tensions between some of the major powers have reinforced the growing 
emphasis on national security.This has added to the challenges facing the gender 
equality and gender-security agendas. 

The chapters in this book show that the track record in advancing gender equal­
ity and the gender-security agenda is mixed.There has been notable progress, but 
problems still abound.The surge in patriarchal ideologies and neo-patriarchal actors 
in the 21st century is even more problematic. 

Obstacles to progress 

There are many obstacles to advancing progress on gender-security issues and, ulti­
mately, to achieving gender equality.These obstacles are more formidable in some 
countries than others, and they vary in form from one issue area to another.The 
organizations involved in counter-terrorism are not identical to those that provide 
humanitarian relief in emergencies, for example. Although the specifics vary from 
place to place and over time, there are powerful patterns that are common to all of 
the issue areas studied in this book. Five main obstacles to progress stand out. 

Patriarchy: First and foremost, the vast majority of human societies and insti­
tutions have been created and structured as patriarchies – male-dominated enti­
ties that seek to perpetuate established gender hierarchies.The starting points for 
all patriarchies are ideational, social, cultural and institutional: the idea that men 
should be in charge of all important matters is inculcated, reinforced and perpetu­
ated through social units such as families and communities, group cultures, as well 
as religious and national institutions.Valerie Hudson argues that the sexual order 
established within societies is the first political order that molds all other orders 
within society.28 Hudson explains: “For most of human history, leaders and their 
male subjects forged a social contract: Men agreed to be governed by other men in 
return for all men ruling over women.”29 Similarly, Cecilia Ridgeway has argued 
that the “lack of deep change in the structure of the family has been a powerful 
force that pushes back against gender change in the public sphere.”30 

These ideas are formalized, routinized and strengthened in organizations and 
institutions – small and large, at the local, national and international levels – and 
they are mutually reinforcing. Organizations define the roles group members should 
have, the power capacities they may (or may not) enjoy and the ways individuals 
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interact. Organizations formalize all of this through established rules, procedures 
and processes. They perpetuate these structures and power relationships through 
education, training and organizational cultures.These formal mechanisms are rein­
forced by informal institutions, norms, networks and practices. Individual positions 
and interpersonal relations are highly gendered in the vast majority of human insti­
tutions and organizations. 

This is especially prominent in military organizations.As Ellen Haring explains: 
“National military organizations are quintessentially masculine constructs that rely 
on notions of men as warrior-protectors and women as the protected. . . .Within 
this conception there is no room, or accommodation, for women who want to join 
national militaries.The result is that when women have joined, they have generally 
been confined to support roles, are rarely the focus of recruiting efforts, are not pro­
moted at the same rate as men and suffer from marginalization, discrimination and 
harassment.”31 Countless other organizations and professions are similarly gendered, 
although the rules and policies may be less formal in other organizational structures. 

It is important to remember that, when feminists and gender activists are push­
ing for gender equality, they are working to change existing patriarchies that are 
based on intensely gendered, deeply entrenched belief systems, cultures and institu­
tions that are, in turn, framed by established laws and policies and backed by for­
midable power resources. Patriarchal systems (like other privileged and autocratic 
systems) are intensely focused on preservation and survival.They are very effective 
at responding to changing circumstances, defeating new threats and preserving their 
privileged positions. Goetz and Jenkins observe that “efforts to involve women 
directly in post-conflict peacebuilding have faced perennial obstacles” over the first 
two decades of the 21st century.32 

The foundational sources of gender problems are the patriarchal interests, sys­
tems and power structures that guide human relations. Similarly, the foundational 
obstacles to progress in the gender-security realm are the patriarchal systems that 
operate in specific issue areas. 

Resistance: The second obstacle to progress is that change provokes resistance – 
general inertia and active opposition. 

At the individual and group level, established belief systems are highly resist­
ant to change and dismissive of evidence that contradicts prevailing views.This is 
one of the core findings of cognitive psychology, and it is a recognized problem in 
national security decisionmaking.33 Patriarchy is fundamentally an idea – the idea 
that men should dominate leadership positions in human societies at every level. It 
is an idea that has been adopted by much of humanity for most of human history, 
and it is therefore deeply entrenched. Patriarchy has developed into a belief system 
that, like all belief systems, is highly resistant to change, especially when they are 
reinforced by self-interests; these “motivated misperceptions” are doubly durable. 

Patriarchy, moreover, is a belief system that has become highly institutional­
ized – informally in families and through group cultures and formally in social, 
economic, political and governmental organizations. One of the core findings of 
organization theory is that organizations are also highly resistant to change, due 
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to both general inertia and the active opposition of those who benefit from the 
status quo.34 Organizational resistance to change becomes increasingly pronounced 
when organizations are large, formal and hierarchical. This describes most busi­
nesses and corporations, government institutions at every level and, especially, mili­
tary organizations and national security agencies. Military history is filled with 
cases of military organizations that held onto old technologies well beyond their 
obsolescence. Patriarchies would be highly resistant to change even if everyone was 
equally vested in these systems. Equal opportunity is not a prominent feature of 
patriarchies, however.35 

The perseverance of patriarchies over time and around the world is due in 
large part to the active, self-serving efforts undertaken by male leaders and male-
dominated institutions to preserve the established order. These efforts are wide­
spread, sustained, intense and, above all, intentional.The protectors of patriarchies 
employ several sets of tactics to weaken gender equality campaigns, minimize 
women’s participation in institutions and preserve the status quo. (See Table 12.1.) 

At the most general level, the protectors of patriarchies try to sideline, stall and 
derail gender equality and gender-security agendas. One way this is done is by 
prioritizing other national security interests, such as great-power politics or the 
counter-terrorism campaigns following the September 2001 terrorist attacks in the 
United States.36 

It is also common for political leaders to make grand pronouncements about 
advancing gender equality and gender-security initiatives without providing the 
sustained commitments, resources or policy actions needed to bring about real 
change.As the saying from the sports world goes, leaders are “talking the talk, not 
walking the walk” when it comes to these issues. Paying lip service to an ideal is a 
common way of stalling and resisting change, without paying the political costs of 
doing so openly. 

A policy idea that works to preserve the status quo is the growing emphasis in 
policy circles on social and institutional “resilience” in the face of humanitarian dis­
asters, climate change, terrorism or other sources of social turmoil.37 It is certainly 
wise to design physical infrastructure and governmental institutions so that they 
will be able to function in the aftermath of hurricanes, tsunamis, earthquakes and 
attacks. However, embedded in the idea of “resilience” is a commitment to preser­
vation and restoration – restoring both physical infrastructure and social orders to 
the status quo ante. Since most social institutions are male-dominated constructs, 
the enshrinement of resilience as a general policy goal has the hidden, added effect 
of making patriarchies more resilient. 

Many of the tactics employed by protectors of patriarchies are deployed within 
institutions, such as military, national and international organizations, as well as 
businesses and corporations. For many patriarchal institutions, the starting point has 
been total exclusion of all women from participation.This has been done, more in 
previous centuries than the current one, through formal laws and policies. Infor­
mal social and cultural barriers can also work to exclude women from participat­
ing in institutions large and small. If exclusion is outlawed or becomes politically 



 

 

 

  

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

 

TABLE 12.1 Gender Policy Tactics of Patriarchs and Progressives 

Patriarchs Progressives 

Sidelining the gender agenda 
Prioritizing other organizational or national 

interests 
Talking the talk 
Making public pronouncements and paying lip 

service to gender equality, without providing 
the resources or effort for real change 

Preservation and restoration 
Working to preserve the status quo in times 

of change; working to restore the status quo 
ante after conflicts or disasters; emphasis on 
resilience 

Exclusion 
Preserving male hegemony via laws and formal 

policies; via informal social and cultural 
barriers 

Tokenism 
Preserving male dominance by admitting 

small, controlled numbers of women into 
professional and policy circles; superficial 
inclusion 

Marginalization 
Keeping female members of a group weak and 

peripheral 
Restricting the pipeline 
Preserving male dominance by restricting female 

education, recruitment, retention, promotion 
Know-who 
Relying on “old-boy networks” – literally – for 

professional support and advancement 

Setting up for failure 
Providing insufficient support for women; 

assigning impossible tasks to women (glass 
cliffs) 

Violence promotion 
Trying to intimidate activists, pioneers and 

political women via threats and use of 
violence; instigating and allowing violence 
against women 

Sweeping under the rug 
Preserving male dominance by ignoring or 

concealing illegal or improper actions and by 
protecting violators 

Closing ranks 
Men working with men within institutions to 

preserve male homogeneity and dominance 

Mainstreaming the gender agenda 
Institutionalizing gender equality as a central, 

constant, normal, legitimate policy priority 
Walking the walk 
Insisting that grand pronouncements are 

matched by sustained action, substantial 
resources, policy implementation, real progress 

Reformation and transformation 
Advancing gender equality in times of turmoil 

and post-crisis settings via new laws, policies, 
norms; emphasis on “building back better” in 
terms of gender 

Inclusion 
Promoting female participation via new laws  

and policies, legal actions; via political and 
social action 

Gender Balancing 
Promoting gender equality by achieving 

statistically and politically meaningful levels  
of female participation; equal numbers plus 
equal power 

Empowerment 
Elevating women into decisionmaking and 

policymaking positions; building capacities 
Expanding the pipeline 
Expanding women’s opportunities via education, 

recruitment, retention, promotion 
Know-how 
Instituting merit-based personnel processes; 
expanding gender expertise in academic, 

professional and policy settings 
Setting up for success 
Supporting women via mentors and networks; 

providing leadership training and promotion 
paths 

Violence prevention 
Charging and punishing those who employ, 

encourage or allow violence against women; 
changing laws, policies and cultures as needed 

Naming, shaming and jailing 
Establishing and strengthening whistleblower 

mechanisms; exposing cover-ups, identifying 
wrongdoers, prosecuting criminals 

Building the ranks and extending the flanks 
Expanding networks of alliances among civil society 

organizations, governments and international 
organizations – vertically and horizontally 

⏎ 
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untenable, tokenism and marginalization are the fallback positions. Patriarchies then 
admit the smallest possible number of women into their staff, professional or policy 
ranks, thereby reducing the legal and political heat. But they restrict women to jun­
ior, subordinate and peripheral positions, preserving male domination of high-level 
deliberations and decisionmaking. 

Patriarchies reinforce this process by restricting women’s access to educational, 
professional and leadership training programs, thereby limiting the number of 
women who are qualified for institutional positions. Institutions also control the 
pipeline via gender-biased recruitment, promotion and retention policies. These 
formal actions are reinforced by continued reliance on informal networks of con­
tacts – old-boy networks (literally) – for hiring and promotion recommendations. 
And, when women are admitted into institutions, they are often set up for failure. 
In addition to receiving disproportionately little training and support, they are often 
given impossible tasks – they are placed on “glass cliffs” – that might doom their 
own professional prospects while giving more ammunition for patriarchs to use in 
the future.38 

The vilest of all of the tactics employed by protectors of patriarchies is violence. 
Patriarchal violence was one of the original instruments of male dominance in 
human relations, and it is pervasive across human institutions today. Patriarchal vio­
lence takes many forms – from threats and harassment to assault, rape and murder. 
Patriarchal violence is carried out against women and girls in all sorts of settings: 
against activists for women’s rights, against women pioneers in male-dominated 
institutions and against women who seek or hold political offices. Patriarchal vio­
lence takes place against individuals and on a massive scale. Patriarchal institutions 
often tacitly allow or even encourage violence. And, when acts of violence are 
carried out or complaints are registered, patriarchal institutions generally cover 
up male crimes, sweep problems under the proverbial rug (a rare instance of men 
cleaning up), and work to preserve male dominance and the established hegemonic 
order.Although acts of violence are usually carried out by individual men or groups 
of men – who should be held accountable for their crimes – it is important to 
recognize the broader institutional dimensions of the problem.At best, patriarchal 
institutions are complicit in violence that takes place in their domains. At worst, 
patriarchal institutions design and carry out campaigns of gender-based violence 
against women and girls, as seen in armed conflicts and genocides from Bosnia to 
Rwanda to Myanmar. As True and Davies note, the “pathology of institutions” in 
gender-security issues is multidimensional, and the pervasiveness of violence in 
patriarchal institutions is especially ugly.39 

Misconceptions: The third obstacle to progress in gender-security matters, espe­
cially when national and international security organizations are involved, is that 
policymakers underestimate and misunderstand gender. Most national and inter­
national security establishments are dominated by men.They focus on traditional 
security threats that are analyzed through traditional lenses and familiar policy 
frameworks. For many in the national security communities, the international sys­
tem is seen as composed of unitary and genderless states in competition with each 
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other. A state’s power and place within the international system is defined by its 
military and economic resources. This state-centric and military-centric view of 
the world remains a dominant view, especially in the national security establish­
ments of the major powers. 

Starting in the last decade of the Cold War and especially since the end of 
the Cold War, some scholars and international actors have advocated for a more 
expansive view of the security agenda. The human security conception of secu­
rity emphasizes an important array of non-military security problems, including 
economic security, food security, health security and environmental security.The 
human security framework also emphasizes the importance of security at the per­
sonal and community level – not just the national level.40 

Adding to this, feminist and gender scholars have demonstrated how an analy­
sis of gender and gender hierarchies is critical for understanding security chal­
lenges – in terms of both traditional, state-centric, military-centric concerns and 
non-traditional, human-centric, non-military concerns.41 They have shown, for 
example, that societies with gender inequalities are more prone to violence, corrup­
tion and instability, including higher levels of both intra-state conflict and conflict 
with other countries.42 Unfortunately, these insights have not been integrated into 
the frameworks and threat assessments of national security policy establishments. 

In addition, on the infrequent occasions when the members of national security 
communities think about gender, they automatically translate gender into women, 
and often use the two terms interchangeably.This is problematic in several respects. 
It immediately leads policymakers (mostly men, along with some women) to 
downgrade the importance of the issues. It reinforces gender stereotypes, including 
the traditional tendency to think of women in passive, protective terms: women 
are seen as victims, not as decisionmakers and participants in security deliberations. 
Consequently, it leads men (and some women) to not only ignore gender, but to 
also conflate “women and children,”“women and girls” and “women and youth.” 
These are common formulations in national and international policy circles that 
infantilize women and deny their agency. 

These common misconceptions highlight a deep flaw in most security policy 
deliberations: most security policy analysts and security decisionmakers are deeply 
ignorant about what a true “gender perspective” entails and what it would add to 
national and international security deliberations and outcomes. For most security 
policy analysts and decisionmakers, having a gender perspective means thinking 
about what a problem means for women or, even worse, getting a woman’s point of 
view on the matter.This is an almost universal problem in national security policy 
establishments.Although the United Nations, the EU and NATO have made some 
efforts to develop gender expertise and incorporate gender perspectives into policy 
analyses, this is still a problem in these and other international organizations. 

The 2015 UN reviews of the WPS agenda, UN peacekeeping operations and 
the peacebuilding architecture acknowledged that UN member states and the UN 
Secretariat have insufficiently integrated gender perspectives in their peace and 
security analyses and processes.43 These reviews also recognized that, for many UN 



248 de Jonge Oudraat and Brown  

 
 

  
 

 

 
   

  

 

   
 

 

  

 

  
 

 
 

 

   
 

 
 

member states as well as many in the UN Secretariat, gender continued to be seen 
as an “add-on.”44 These national and international security actors continue to see 
gender as a peripheral issue – if it is in their field of vision at all. 

A 2016 survey by New America found that the majority of US national security 
policymakers had little knowledge or understanding of gender. Most policymakers 
equated gender with women and were not familiar with the WPS agenda.A major­
ity of policymakers believed that an “add women and stir” approach – that is, adding 
a token number of women to security deliberations – would be sufficient. Most 
policymakers believed that gender is relevant only for a handful of subjects that 
involve women and girls, such as sex trafficking, sexual violence and sex slavery in 
ISIS.They did not see gender as relevant to national defense in general or to issues 
such as economics and trade.45 A follow-up survey in 2018 generated similar results. 
Core issues, such as gender mainstreaming and the WPS agenda, were either unfa­
miliar to the respondents or they evoked hostile reactions.46 

This lack of appreciation and understanding – about the nature of gender and 
its importance to a wide range of important national and international security 
problems – is not restricted to US policymakers. Most experts and decisionmakers 
in security policy communities worldwide do not think about or understand 
gender or the gender-security nexus. This weakens security policy deliberations 
and leads to bad national and international security outcomes. It is also a major 
obstacle to advancing gender equality and the gender-security agenda. 

Money: A fourth obstacle to progress is that gender equality and gender-security 
initiatives have been consistently and woefully underfunded. Grand policy pro­
nouncements have not been matched by the levels of resources that would be 
needed for policy implementation and real progress.The EU, for example, has iden­
tified gender equality as a priority. Narrowing the gender gap in the EU could 
generate 10 million new jobs and boost the EU’s economic output by 3.15 trillion 
Euros by 2050. Even so, it has been estimated that less than 1 percent of the EU’s 
Structural and Investment Funds for 2014–20 were dedicated to gender equal­
ity measures.47 Stated goals are not being supported by commensurate resource 
commitments. 

Similarly, over the 2016–17 period, only four percent of the development aid 
generated by the 30 members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) was specifi­
cally dedicated to gender equality and women’s empowerment programs; 62 per­
cent of the aid was gender blind.48 The average funding share of the 26 private 
philanthropic organizations that focus on gender equality and report their activities 
to the OECD/DAC was not much higher – five percent of overall funding went to 
initiatives that featured gender equality as a primary goal.49 

Moreover, only a fraction of this money reaches non-governmental women’s 
organizations – key actors on the ground. Over the 2015–16 period, OECD/ 
DAC states allocated an annual average of $464 million to women’s organizations 
(governmental and non-governmental). Only $225 million of this total went to 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and only $38 million went to women’s 
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organizations in developing countries.50 Given that women organizations are pow­
erful drivers for gender progress, these are disappointing figures. 

More generally and fundamentally, “few advanced countries and none of the 
G-7 countries have adopted a comprehensive legal framework to support gender-
responsive budgeting practices.”51 In other words, few countries have adopted pro­
cedures that track how public expenditures are actually helping women and men. 
As a result, most governments have no idea of how well or even if their budget 
allocations are addressing gender inequalities and advancing their professed goals. 
They are flying blind. Among the G-7 countries, only Canada, France and Japan 
publish gender budget statements. Similarly, few countries worldwide produce gen­
der impact statements.52 

In sum, most national governments – the key funders of policy actions 
worldwide – have not allocated enough resources to gender equality and gender-
security priorities. They have generally done a poor job of earmarking funds 
specifically for gender priorities; they have done a poor job of directing funds 
to women’s NGOs; and they have done a poor job of assessing the impact of the 
allocations they have made. In public policy, one of the keys to turning grand dec­
larations into actual accomplishments is dedicating sufficient amounts of funding 
to the tasks at hand. In this issue area, the gap between propounding and funding 
is enormous. 

Data: A fifth and final obstacle to progress on gender equality and gender-
security initiatives might seem mundane, but it is fundamentally important: poor 
data. Scholars, policy analysts and policymakers do not have enough of the right 
kind of data to assess gender problems and devise better gender-based policies. It is 
difficult to collect information on wartime sexual violence, for example, for under­
standable reasons.53 A more general and widespread data problem is that data sets on 
many issues do not differentiate by sex.54 This makes quantitative analysis of gender 
issues difficult, if not impossible. 

Data gaps are acute in all of the issue areas examined in this book. Data about 
the numbers and percentages of women in national parliaments and federal execu­
tive branches is generally available, but there is very little data about the numbers 
and percentages of women who hold government positions at provincial and local 
levels. On the economic front, while many countries publish sex-disaggregated 
data on unemployment, labor force participation and education, few countries pro­
duce sex-disaggregated data on the informal economic sector – where women are 
disproportionately active. Data on violence against women, particularly domestic 
violence, is very limited; most of the available data undoubtedly underestimates the 
incidence of violence. 

A report on the availability of gender data in Africa showed that data problems 
were huge in terms of the availability of sex-disaggregated data; no sex-disaggregated 
data was available for 48 percent of gender-related indicators. Data problems were 
also widespread in terms of categories such as age, income and racial or ethnic sta­
tus; better data in these areas would enable researchers to analyze gender dynamics 
in greater detail. In addition, the report noted that data collection is infrequent 
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and data analysis is slow.55 As Klugman points out,“only 13 percent of the world’s 
countries have a dedicated budget for collecting and analyzing gender statistics, 
and data is available for less than one-quarter of key gender indicators across the 
SDGs.”56 

Data collection efforts have been hindered by other problems as well. Data 
should be timely and regular. Few countries have statisticians who have been prop­
erly trained to recognize gender biases in data collection and data analysis.57 More­
over, different countries have very different data definitions and data collection 
practices, which makes cross-country comparisons difficult. 

Although some NGOs and some international organizations – including the 
United Nations, the World Bank and the OECD – have started gender data ini­
tiatives, it will take a concerted effort to close the gender data gap. It is especially 
important for national governments – which have more resources and better access 
to their citizens – to collect sex-disaggregated and gender-specific data. Many gov­
ernments do a poor job in this regard. Data collection is essential: it provides the 
information needed for policy assessment which, in turn, reveals whether or not 
policies are actually working and progress is actually being made. 

Drivers of progress 

Although the forces of social inertia and entrenched patriarchies are formidable, 
progress has been made in advancing gender equality since the beginning of the 
20th century and in advancing gender-security priorities since the end of the 
Cold War. Progress never “happens” on its own, and this is especially true in social, 
economic and political arenas where vital interests are at stake and established 
powers will work intensely and relentlessly to preserve their privileged positions. 
Established patriarchies have done this for eons, and they will continue to do so in 
the future. Progress has happened in this arena because other actors have worked 
intensely and relentlessly – and often very courageously – to get gender equality 
issues placed on international, national and local policy agendas.This, in a nutshell, 
is the story of the struggle for gender equality. In the issue areas examined in this 
book, five drivers for progress stand out. 

Activists: First and foremost, women and women’s rights activists have led the 
charge.They have worked together in non-profit, non-governmental, civil society 
organizations, national and transnational networks and coalitions – including 
support from men – and building capacities for further political mobilization.They 
have worked at the grass-roots level in local communities, in national capitals and at 
the headquarters of international organizations.They have figured out what needed 
to be done, they have put issues on policy agendas and they have pushed energeti­
cally and effectively for decisions and action.This is a common pattern across all of 
the issue areas studied in this book. 

Kuehnast argues that the impetus for progress has come from non-governmental 
actors:“Civil society organizations have been the key drivers leading to the adoption 
of gender-inclusive language in international commitments and the WPS agenda.”58 
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True and Davies conclude that women’s formal and informal participation through 
civil society organizations, networks and coalitions have been the “major drivers of 
progress toward gender-inclusive governance.”They note that other scholars have 
similarly concluded that feminist mobilization in civil society has been “the most 
significant factor” in advancing policies to address violence against women.59 The 
campaign for gender equality, they argue, has been driven primarily by activists and 
civil society organizations in a bottom-up process:“Most [of the] concrete progress 
in the move toward gender-equal governance has been the result of bottom-up 
campaigns and transnational networked movements. In the social media age, these 
have been movements started by hashtags.”60 

The end of the Cold War combined with advances in information technologies 
generated by the digital revolution created more political space for NGOs and civil 
society actors, as well as enhanced capacities for communication, mobilization and 
transnational networking.A key component of civil society action has been strate­
gically and politically astute engagement with international organizations, national 
governments and individual national leaders to advance these causes. Civil society 
actors have strengthened their bases of support through coalition building, alliance 
formation and multi-level action.They have worked with and through these inter­
national and national actors.This has been one of the keys to their success. 

International organizations: A second driver for progress has been the effort 
undertaken by international organizations – the United Nations most notably, but 
also the World Bank, as well as regional organizations such as the EU.The decisions 
and actions taken by international organizations are complicated, of course, because 
they are not fully autonomous actors. These organizations were created by their 
member states, and key decisions are taken by member states. Even so, it is fair to say 
that these international organizations have played a key role in advancing progress 
on gender equality and gender-security issues. Women’s rights activists and civil 
society organizations have engaged the United Nations, in particular, to develop 
policy initiatives and place these ideas on the organization’s agenda. Prodded by 
civil society, the United Nations has played a prominent role in elevating these 
issues and establishing norms and policy standards for the world. 

The international conferences organized by the United Nations during the UN 
Decade for Women (1975–85) helped to build and consolidate a global feminist 
network. The adoption of CEDAW in 1979 was an important milestone in the 
advancement of women’s rights.The UN’s fourth World Conference on Women 
held in Beijing in 1995 brought together more than 30,000 delegates. Starting in 
1995, the United Nations began to prioritize gender mainstreaming as a method 
for advancing gender equality within the organization and in the organization’s 
work.The idea was that the UN’s policy deliberations should include equal par­
ticipation of women and a gender perspective. The EU endorsed gender main­
streaming in the late 1990s.61 NATO has also adopted policies and action plans on 
Women, Peace and Security. It calls on its member and partner states to report on 
gender mainstreaming within military forces and military organizations.62 The G-7 
has hosted annual W-7 summits – convening women’s rights activists, scholars and 
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political leaders from G-7 countries and around the world – in conjunction with 
its regular summits. 

The work of international organizations in gender and gender-security issues 
has been amplified by the establishment of special offices and positions, which has 
institutionalized these issues within these organizations.Within the United Nations, 
the establishment of the Office for the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-
General on Sexual Violence in Conflict has helped to raise the global profile of 
this issue.The establishment of the UN Women office in 2010 consolidated and 
elevated the UN’s work on gender issues and created a new cadre of gender advo­
cates within the organization. Individual UN departments and agencies have added 
gender advisors, and most UN peace operations are now required to have gender 
advisors. In 2012, NATO appointed a new Special Representative for WPS. The 
AU appointed a Special Envoy on WPS in 2014. In 2015, the EU’s External Action 
Service appointed an ambassador to advise the organization on gender and the 
implementation of UNSCR 1325.The creation of these posts has been important 
in elevating gender equality and gender-security issues within these organizations. 

National governments: The third driver for progress has been a set of progres­
sive national governments that have adopted and championed gender equality and 
gender-security initiatives. Here, too, Non-Governmental Organizations and civil 
society activists have played a key role in prodding and working with national 
leaders and governments.That said, some progressive governments have themselves 
moved into leadership positions on these issues. 

In 2009, the United States appointed an Ambassador-at-Large for Global Wom­
en’s Issues. Sweden formally adopted a feminist foreign policy in 2014.63 Canada 
adopted a feminist international development policy in 2017 and named its first 
Ambassador for WPS in 2019. France took steps in this direction in 2019, with the 
government stating:“Gender equality now needs to become a great global cause.”64 

Western donor states and the EU have provided financial and technical support to 
states in the developing world to support gender equality legislation,WPS National 
Action Plans and women’s empowerment programs. Donor states have also put 
pressure on less progressive states to promote gender equality and take steps on 
gender-security initiatives. 

Individual national leaders have played key roles in national-level deliberations 
and decisions. In 2012, United Kingdom (UK) Foreign Minister William Hague 
worked with UN Special Envoy Angelina Jolie to raise global awareness and pro­
mote the prevention of conflict-related sexual violence. In 2014, Margot Wallström 
became Sweden’s Foreign Minister and launched the government’s feminist foreign 
policy, which prioritizes the promotion of gender equality and is centered around 
women’s rights, representation and resources. 

At the national level another important impetus for change has been the emer­
gence of compelling governmental and national needs. As Haring notes, national 
military organizations in the 20th century occasionally took steps to allow women 
into previously prohibited positions because of dire demographic needs: they did 
not have enough men to do the jobs. In these cases, where national security was 
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very much at stake, national governments took steps to promote gender equal­
ity, not because they had become enlightened, but because it was an operational 
imperative. The United States (US) military also took steps to expand the scope 
of operations undertaken by female soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq in the 2000s 
and 2010s because of operational necessities: it needed to have female soldiers on 
the ground to get information from local women who would not speak to foreign 
men. Need-driven change has been an important driver of gender progress for 
many national military organizations.65 

Norms and laws: A fourth driver of progress has been the development of nor­
mative frameworks that, in turn, have led to the adoption of UN resolutions and 
international laws, as well as national-level laws, policies, rules and regulations.The 
formalization of norms and laws has been the result of efforts from civil society 
activists and progressive governments; these norms and laws, in turn, have become 
drivers of further progress. Once they are established, norms and laws put pressure 
on other actors to comply with the newly decreed standards. 

Levine and Kouvo show how human rights became an international norm in 
the 20th century and how international accords, such as the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, continue to set important standards for international behavior. 
CEDAW has set standards and framed the agenda for promoting gender equal­
ity and prohibiting discrimination on the basis of sex and gender.66 The number 
of resolutions and declarations, including the WPS resolutions, further strengthen 
these norms. Administrative directives and regulations have operationalized these 
instruments within international organizations and national governments. The 
UN Security Council’s WPS resolutions have prompted states to develop National 
Action Plans for the advancement of these goals. 

True has highlighted the importance of language and concepts in this context: 

Words and concepts literally make it possible to think and to see what was 
previously unthinkable or hidden. Powerful slogans such as “democracy 
without women is no democracy,” “women’s rights are human rights and 
human rights are women’s rights,”“sexual harassment” and “violence against 
women” have changed the way we see and think about the world around 
us.67 

The presence of language on gender equality in international and national pol­
icy documents has established gender equality as a legitimate objective. Gender 
equality language has also generated goals and metrics that international organiza­
tions and their member states should meet. International reporting requirements 
attached to CEDAW, the Beijing Platform for Action, the WPS agenda and the 
SDGs have helped to reinforce these standards, hold member states accountable 
and promote progress.These formal processes also provide additional entry points 
and mechanisms for civil society organizations and supportive member states to 
engage international organizations and national governments in the advancement 
of gender goals. 
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Scholars: A fifth and final driver of progress has been the academic community. 
Starting in the final decades of the 20th century and expanding in the first decades 
of the 21st century, scholars and analysts have played a vital role in researching the 
multidimensional nature of gender inequality and developing a better understand­
ing of the complex linkages between gender and security issues. Our collective 
understanding of the linkages between gender and armed conflict, for example, 
has improved vastly over the past several decades.Whereas women were previously 
seen only as victims of armed conflict, we now know that gender inequalities are 
powerfully associated with the onset of violence.We now also know that female 
participation in peace negotiations and peace operations is powerfully correlated 
with successful peace processes and peace itself.These intellectual advances are due 
to the hard work of feminist and gender scholars.68 

This work has had important effects beyond the academy. Kuehnast describes 
how feminist and gender scholars developed the intellectual case for the WPS 
agenda.69 Scholars and analysts have made important contributions to international 
action in many other issue areas as well – education and health, economic devel­
opment, population movements, environmental problems, humanitarian emergen­
cies, human rights, governance and traditional national security matters.Academic 
research and insights have helped to shape effective, just policies. 

Support for research on gender inequality and gender-security issues has come 
from many sources, including UN agencies, the World Bank, progressive national 
governments (the Nordic countries, in particular), as well as foundations and uni­
versities. In gender studies and the gender-security area, scholars and researchers 
have added to knowledge, strengthened norms and contributed to better policy. 

Strategies for progress 

The problems of gender inequality have deep roots in human society, and the 
gender-security issues examined in this book have correspondingly deep and com­
plex lineages. The ongoing campaigns to promote gender equality and advance 
progress in the gender-security area will undoubtedly continue for a very long time 
to come.These will be multi-decade, multi-generational propositions.This chapter, 
therefore, will not conclude with policy recommendations for near-term actions. 
Rather, it will adopt a long-term time frame. 

As discussed throughout this book, campaigns to advance gender equality 
and enlightened gender-security policies have been arduous precisely because of 
entrenched patriarchal interests and patriarchal obstruction of progress. This has 
been, and will continue to be, a conflict between opposing interests and powers. 
What is needed, therefore, is a set of ideas grounded in strategic thinking more than 
policy planning. 

Some strategic advice is generic and could guide action in many issue areas. 
Strategic actors, for example, should focus on both the long term and the near term 
at the same time. If one is engaged in a multi-decade campaign, it is essential to 
maintain a focus on long-term challenges (such as changing patriarchal cultures) 
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and long-term goals (achieving gender equality). But it is also valuable to rack up 
near-term victories, build capacities and gather momentum over time. Similarly, 
strategic actors must be able to play defense and offense at the same time. It is 
important to defend against near-term setbacks while taking advantage of oppor­
tunities to make gains and change power balances over time. In addition, strategic 
actors should develop both top-down as well as bottom-up initiatives.The latter 
are especially important in gender-security issues, where local contexts are key.70 

This might sound common-sensical, but it is ignored by many policymakers – with 
predictable, unfortunate results. 

We conclude this chapter by outlining five strategic principles that should guide 
those who are fighting for gender equality and progress in the gender-security 
arena: people, parity, perspectives, policy and power. 

People: Promoters of progress should be explicit and systematic in framing the 
agenda in terms of gender – gender equality and gender-security issues – and not 
just in terms of women. 

It is certainly true that the core problem created by patriarchy has been discrimi­
nation against women and girls (and gender minorities). Women’s rights activists 
and feminist scholars have been exactly right to raise awareness about these inequi­
ties and to push for actions that would advance women’s equality and empower-
ment.The WPS agenda has been formally framed in terms of women; it has been 
very valuable, and it is not going to be repackaged by the UN Security Council. 
Women’s rights,WPS and other women’s issues will continue to require attention – 
and they will frequently be framed as women’s issues – going forward. 

At the same time, framing these issues as women’s issues has several conceptual 
and political drawbacks.71 A headline featuring “women” makes it easier for men 
to think of women’s inequality as “somebody else’s problem” that doesn’t directly 
engage their own interests.72 In addition, as discussed previously, it makes it easier 
for male-dominated policy establishments to treat these issues as secondary issues, 
compared to other national security problems. 

Framing these issues in terms of gender has several corresponding advantages. 
A gender framework automatically integrates men and masculinities into analyses 
of the relevant issues.73 “Mainstreaming men” helps with both diagnostics and pre­
scriptions. Employing a gender framework also reinforces the idea that everyone 
has a stake in these issues: after all, every human being is gendered in one way or 
another.This, in turn, makes it more difficult for men and male-dominated policy 
establishments to compartmentalize, downgrade and neglect these issues. A gen­
der framework that mainstreams men may also make it easier for gender equality 
and gender-security advocates to find allies and build the coalitions that will be 
needed to change the balance of power and bring about substantial change.A gen­
der framework also provides a better framework for integrating LGBTQ issues into 
analysis and advocacy. 

Women’s rights activists, feminists and gender scholars are well aware of the 
advantages and disadvantages of the alternative framing options.This is not a new 
issue.Women’s rights activists do not want to undercut any of the gains that have 
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been made, and they do not want to take steps that could downgrade the impor­
tance of women’s issues.These are valid, important points. 

Even so, the balance of advantages tips in favor of a gender framework in the 
gender-security area. It is essential to mainstream the gender-security issues that 
have been examined in this book; this will be more difficult to do if they are framed 
solely in terms of women. It is essential to mainstream gender perspectives in analy­
ses of these issues; this will be more difficult to do if the issues are formally framed 
in terms of women. It is essential to mainstream men on these issues, as well; this 
will be more difficult to do if women alone are in the headline. It is critical to shape 
the narrative about gender equality and gender-security issues; this will be easier if 
men and boys are already included in the table of contents. 

Parity: A second strategic principle is promoting and ultimately achieving equi­
table gender participation – gender parity – in national and international security 
matters, as well as in public policy and human affairs more generally. This is the 
right thing to do in terms of providing equal rights and opportunities for every 
human being. It is also the smart thing to do at the local, national and international 
levels. Communities must develop and utilize all of their human capital if they are 
to maximize communal well-being. At the national level, for example, countries 
will not be able to maximize national prosperity, national power and national secu­
rity – core concerns of realists and national security traditionalists – if women are 
not fully and equally engaged in the lives of their nations. 

Moving toward participation parity will also be one of the keys to promoting 
comprehensive gender equality in societies.After all, if men were inclined to bring 
about gender equality on their own, this would have already happened.The inclu­
sion of more and more women in social, economic and political affairs will be the 
result of progress toward gender equality, but it will also be a driver for further 
progress.This will be an iterative, sequential process. 

As discussed earlier, the protectors of patriarchies start with a preferred policy 
of totally excluding women from participating in protected areas. This has often 
been enshrined in formal laws, rules and policies, and reinforced by informal social 
and cultural practices. If pushed to open a few doors, patriarchal fallback positions 
are tokenism and marginalization. Proponents of progress will have to counter all 
of these tactics. They will have to campaign for inclusion and statistical balances 
by fighting for new laws, rules and policies and by working to change social and 
organizational cultures over time. Cultural change, in particular, is a long-term, 
multi-generational project. Instituting quotas might be a way of helping to advance 
and institutionalize these participation goals.True gender balancing – 50/50 par­
ticipation rates in every aspect of security policy – should be the ultimate goal of 
gender-security advocates. 

These will be important steps, but they will not be sufficient. It is essential for 
numerical gains in women’s presence to be accompanied by women’s empow­
erment and equal participation. This means having not just growing numbers of 
junior and mid-level staff jobs but equal representation at top-level decisionmaking 
and policymaking positions. It means having equal power, equal status and equal 
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roles in professional and policy circles.74 The goal is not just a token presence or 
even statistical equality but political equality within institutions – a true balance of 
power.As Jeannette Gaudry Haynie points out, it is especially important for women 
to be in the top leadership ranks of their organizations, as this is one of the keys 
to promoting and consolidating diversity.This, in turn, is one of the keys to hav­
ing rich, multi-faceted and effective policy deliberations.75 Institutions and policies 
should be evaluated in terms of these gender-inclusive standards. 

In addition to changing laws, rules and policies in a top-down fashion, it will also 
be vital to enhance education of girls, as well as professional and leadership training 
for women.This will expand the pipeline from the bottom up, build capacities and 
create the demographics for sustainable change.Along with formal education and 
training, women will benefit from better mentoring mechanisms and stronger sup­
port networks: old-boy networks should be neutralized by wise-women networks. 
This will help to position women for success.Activists should also push for merit-
based, gender-sensitive hiring, promotion and retention policies as well as open 
paths to leadership positions across the public and private sectors.The goal should 
be for women to be valued for their expertise regardless of their professional fields. 
They should not be treated as tokens, and they should not be valued solely for their 
perspectives on women’s and gender issues. 

As discussed previously, violence is the most odious and horrific tactic employed 
by individual men and, more systemically, by patriarchies. Gender equality activists 
must continue to work for stronger violence prevention, protection and prosecu­
tion measures.As in other areas, this will require better laws, rules and policies, as 
well as social and cultural change. More specifically, it means strengthening mecha­
nisms for charging, prosecuting and punishing those who employ, encourage or 
allow violence against women. Naming and shaming are not enough; prosecuting 
and jailing must become standard operating procedures. This must also apply to 
those who cover up crimes of violence.The problem is not just bad individuals, 
but inherently bad institutions: patriarchies tacitly and often openly encourage 
violence against women. Institutions committed to gender equality, gender par­
ity and women’s full participation must tackle the issue of violence directly and 
tenaciously. 

Taking steps toward gender parity – not just numerically, but in terms of equal 
participation and institutional leadership – will entail fundamental changes in 
gender relations in gender-security affairs. Moving toward gender parity will also 
necessitate changes in institutional balances of power, and this will inevitably be 
met with sustained resistance. Patriarchies will oppose these kinds of changes, in 
particular, because gender parity would transform the essential nature of the patri­
archies themselves. Gender equality and gender-security advocates will have to 
think strategically and politically about building numbers, capacities and power 
positions in institutional arenas. 

Perspectives: Feminists and gender scholars have stated repeatedly (and cor­
rectly) that it is essential to include gender perspectives in security policy analyses, 
security policy deliberations and security policy actions. This is a third strategic 
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principle for devising better policies in gender-security issues areas and security 
matters in general. 

Unfortunately, national security policy establishments usually agree with this 
only occasionally and often reluctantly. On the all-too-rare occasions when national 
security agencies open their deliberations to include gender perspectives, they 
almost always misunderstand what this should entail. The default approach is to 
reduce “including gender perspectives” to “focusing on women’s issues momentar­
ily” or, all too often,“getting a woman’s point of view” on the issue of the day. It is 
no exaggeration to say that most national security agencies worldwide are clueless 
about what a true gender perspective is and what it would add to security policy 
deliberations.This is unfortunate for a multitude of reasons, but most paradoxically 
and sadly because national security suffers as a result. 

A proper gender perspective is a broad-based, sophisticated analysis of the 
gender-security issues at hand. It should examine all of the relevant gender issues, 
as well as gender relations and gender dynamics operating in all contexts. It should 
consider how security issues affect gender issues, as well as the ways gender issues 
might affect security problems. It should examine the ways gender is considered in 
policy responses and policy implementation.At its best, a gender perspective tran­
scends traditional security policy silos and assesses the complex ways gender and 
multiple security issues are interconnected.A gender perspective can also illuminate 
intersections with other inequalities, such as those generated by race, ethnicity, class, 
education, religion, disability, sexual orientation or age.76 

Proponents of the gender-security agenda should focus on three priorities. First, 
it is important to expand the ranks of professionals – women and men – who 
have broad, deep gender expertise.This should be based on expanded educational 
and training programs at national military academies and intelligence schools, as 
well as colleges and universities in general.There has been some growth in gender 
and gender-security programs in colleges and universities in Europe and North 
America in the first two decades of the 21st century.There has been less emphasis 
on building gender expertise in the military and intelligence communities. 

Second, it is important to mainstream the idea that gender perspectives are not 
just useful; they should be essential elements of every security policy deliberation. 
They should not be thought of as special sets of analytic tools that are deployed 
only on rare and special occasions. They should be normal, automatic, constant, 
required components of security policy deliberations for scholars and analysts – and 
especially for policymakers. 

Third, it is important to build gender expertise and intellectual capacities 
everywhere. Although some progress has been made in the academic world and 
in international organizations, such as the United Nations and the EU, more 
intellectual capacities are needed elsewhere. National security establishments just 
about everywhere are woefully uninformed about the nature and importance 
of gender perspectives and gender-security interconnections.77 Government-
affiliated academies and training programs around the world should make this a 
top priority. 
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Policy: Although the development of good ideas has been an important driving 
force in human progress in general, and in the promotion of gender equality, this 
is only a first step. A fourth strategic principle for progress is to focus intently on 
policy – policy agendas, policy formulation, policy implementation and policy out­
comes, in particular.“Talking the talk” has value, but “walking the walk” in terms of 
policy action is the ultimate goal. Five priorities merit sustained attention. 

First, raising general awareness about gender inequalities and gender-security 
issues will continue to be important for the foreseeable future, but it is essential 
for awareness-raising efforts to cross the policy threshold and develop into agenda-
setting, policy decisions and policy actions. Placing and keeping gender equality 
and gender-security issues on policy agendas will be ongoing priorities – at the 
international, national and local levels.This is not a one-time proposition; it will be 
a continuing challenge.The goal is to mainstream the gender equality and gender-
security agendas: these priorities should be institutionalized as central, constant, 
legitimate goals and integrated automatically into policy analyses and deliberations. 

An important element of this process is codification of norms and aspirations 
in international and national law. International laws – even non-binding UN reso­
lutions – put pressure on national governments. National laws put pressure on 
government agencies at the national, provincial and local levels. Passing laws and 
adopting resolutions will not be sufficient by themselves, of course, but they help 
to shift discourses and power balances in the direction of action.This, in turn, will 
help to mainstream gender-security issues as policy priorities. 

Second, proponents of progress should be sensitive to every opportunity to 
make progress. In particular, they should be cognizant of the fact that times of great 
turmoil might generate possibilities for great progress. As former White House 
advisor Rahm Emanuel once put it, “You never want a serious crisis to go to 
waste.”78 Tamara Nair observes that natural disasters are massively disruptive events, 
not just in terms of infrastructure but in terms of social relations – including gender 
relations. They consequently create opportunities for societies to break with the 
past and build new and more equitable futures. When natural disasters generate 
humanitarian crises, Nair argues that “policy planners should not only look to 
building back better, they should aspire to building back differently.”79 Carr notes 
that climate change and growing environmental challenges will generate more 
and more turmoil and disruption in the decades ahead. In post-crisis settings, he 
argues, policymakers “must ask if the status quo (or a return to the status quo) is an 
appropriate goal.”80 Instead of emphasizing resilience and restoration – in terms of 
physical infrastructure as well as social relations – policymakers should be alert to 
opportunities for social transformation and progress. 

Third, although new laws, policies and pronouncements about gender equality 
and gender-security priorities will continue to be important steps forward, they 
will not be sufficient. Policy actions, policy implementation and on-the-ground 
outcomes are the ultimate goals. Transparency will be important to ensure that 
policy deliberations are not undercut by hidden agendas. Strengthening whistle-
blower mechanisms and protections will help in this regard. 
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Fourth, allocating sufficient budgetary resources is absolutely essential. Budget 
allocations should not be one-time propositions, but ongoing, regular line items 
with measurable actions that should be tracked and assessed: follow the money. 

Last, a key to successful policy will be better data, including improved data 
collection, data analysis and data distribution efforts. If governments are to devise 
and assess gender equality and gender-security policies, they must generate sex­
disaggregated data, gender statistics and gender indicators that are systematic across 
issue areas, timely, regular and open to examination.The United Nations should 
put more pressure on national governments to collect and share data on gender 
equality and gender-security issues, ideally using internationally standardized data 
categories and definitions. Generating better data, in turn, will be one of the keys 
to better policy assessment – determining which policies are working and which 
ones are falling short – as well as more effective “lessons learned” units inside 
governments.81 

Power: Many gender equality and gender-security problems are analytical. Hav­
ing better data, for example, would support better analyses of gender problems and 
the development of more effective policies. The fundamental problem, however, 
is profoundly political: gender is all about power. Established patriarchies want to 
preserve the status quo. The champions of gender equality and gender-security 
agendas seek to change existing power distributions. 

The final strategic principle for future action is that proponents of progress must 
always be aware that initiatives to promote gender equality and gender-security 
priorities are profoundly political campaigns to change existing balances of power. 
When scholars and policymakers look at gender in any issue area, it is essential 
for them to focus on power, the nature of existing power dynamics and possible 
avenues for changing these power balances. Power relations and power dynamics 
must be at the center of analysis, policy development and policy implementation. 
Gender advocates should not assume that data, analysis and sweet reason will be 
sufficient to bring about the changes they seek.They should always be thinking of 
ways to change the balance of power in their favor. 

Proponents of progress must be prepared to play defense at all times. Patriarchies 
will inevitably work to preserve their positions.This will happen at every level, in 
every institution and in every issue area. Gender advocates should try to antici­
pate and neutralize patriarchal pushback against new initiatives. Gender advocates 
should also focus on consolidating any and all gains that have been made. Patriar­
chies will try to reverse gender equality gains whenever they can. In addition to 
the steady-state, default level of patriarchal action, the 2010s have seen a surge of 
neo-patriarchal energy from major powers such as Russia, China and the Trump 
administration in the United States; religious and quasi-religious fundamentalist 
organizations such as ISIS; white supremacist and right-wing militants, including 
neo-Nazis; as well as the intensely misogynist ideology and terrorism of the Incel 
(involuntary celibate) movement.82 The common ideological thread connecting 
these diverse actors is misogyny, and the common policy thread is pushback against 
the gender equality and gender-security agendas. This is likely to continue, at a 
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minimum, and it may intensify in the years ahead. Gender advocates should re­
double their efforts to consolidate gains and prepare for policy assaults. 

Proponents of progress must also continue to play offense. This will entail 
building capacities at all levels.At the individual and community levels, this means 
expanding education for girls and women and providing advanced education and 
leadership training for women in the workforce. It also means working with boys 
and men and connecting with communities and societies more generally through 
schools, mass media and social media. Education – in terms of individual students, 
local communities and the general public – will continue to be key.83 The prospects 
for promoting gender equality will depend to a large degree on the communication 
of narratives that will win the hearts and minds of people that, in turn, will bring 
about a shift in the number of people committed to gender equality – as opposed 
to throwback patriarchies. 

Women’s rights organizations and civil society have been primary drivers of 
most of the gender equality advances that have materialized since the 1970s, and it 
will therefore be essential to continue building these organizational capacities in the 
decades ahead.This means generating higher levels of financial, organizational and 
technical support for these organizations and protecting them from the mounting 
attacks they are likely to face. 

Building capacities at the group level must also involve the formation of stronger 
networks, coalitions, partnerships and alliances among women’s and gender-ori­
ented organizations, with other civil society organizations and with government 
agencies and international organizations, including the United Nations in particu­
lar. Gender equality and gender-security advocates should work to broaden and 
deepen these connections, institutionalize these relationships over time and build 
institutional capacities for the long haul. 

Adopting the strategic perspective developed here will strengthen the capaci­
ties of gender equality and gender-security champions to advance these important 
priorities in a political context that may become much more challenging over the 
first half of the 21st century. Focusing on these five strategic priorities – people, 
parity, perspective, policy, power – will help proponents of progress to build institu­
tional capacities, shape the ideational narrative, and change the demographic space. 
These gains, in turn, will shift and ultimately tip the balance of power away from 
established patriarchies. 

Changing a balance of power is never easy.The campaign to promote gender 
equality is an effort to change the most deeply entrenched, institutionalized and 
pervasive power structure in human affairs. It is a contest to change the ultimate 
balance of power. 
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