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Introduction 

Rather than diminishing threats to world peace, the end of the Cold War has brought about 
new and complex ones. The number of conflicts inspired by ethnic, religious and civil strife has 
changed the very nature of the modern security system based on the nation-state as both an actor 
and a guarantor of peace and security. Increasingly, individual security, particularly that of groups 
traditionally considered excluded from combat both as participants and targets, such as women 
and children, has become threatened. Today, it is claimed that approximately 75 per cent of all 
war-deaths are civilian and in part this is because they have become targets of war activities.1 

The focus on threats to individuals compels us to also change our focus of the analysis of 
conflicts and the measures we use to prevent their violent eruptions. The changing conceptual and 
practical understanding of conflict – to include a variety of causes such as environmental 
degradation, violation of human rights, and bad governance – and consequently that of conflict 
prevention, management, and peacekeeping requires a change in perception of actors and 
instances of action. As the key issue in conflict becomes how to avoid and/or minimize its violent 
expression, many have suggested that new partnerships between traditional conflict prevention 
actors i.e., governments, and new conflict prevention actors i.e., civil society, would provide a 
more comprehensive and multi-layered framework for handling conflicts in their early stages. 

Within this new approach to origins of conflict and conflict prevention, the importance of 
integrating women and gender in conflict and peace themes has risen, particularly after the Fourth 
World Conference n Women (Beijing, 1995), which called for increased access of women to 
conflict prevention and resolution2 and raised the consciousness of the international academic and 
policy-making community about women’s role in peace activism and in creating conditions of 
trust and confidence among conflicting parties.3 Resolution 1325 (2000) of the United Nations 
Security Council reaffirmed that a gender perspective in conflict and conflict prevention and 
resolution would include measures that supported women's peace initiatives and indigenous 
processes for conflict resolution. It also stated that gender-sensitive initiatives should involve 
women in all the implementation mechanisms of peace agreements, and ensure the human rights 
of women and girls, particularly those related to constitutions, electoral systems, police and 
judiciaries. 

As can be seen from the above, there has been both a shift and an interchangeable use of the 
terms “women” and “gender” theoretically and in practice in the analysis of conflicts and in 
prescriptions for their  management and resolution. However, the implications of the distinction 
between “women” and “gender” are more than semantic ones; an analytical framework based on 
socially-assigned roles and identities to women and men is more useful in its application to given 
societal problems than the framework based on women alone. Hence, whenever gender is mainly 
relegated to women and to areas traditionally associated with women such as the household, 
children and community, the gender difference argument is neglected. As a result gender roles 
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and identities are excluded from conflict analyses and conflict prevention strategizing and 
implementation. 

We argue in this paper that while it is important to include women into the analysis of 
conflict and in conflict prevention strategies, it is equally important to understand the impact of 
the gender difference argument on the origins and the dynamics of conflict on the one hand, and 
on the conflict prevention strategies on the other. But for that to happen, as Zalewsky points out, 
“it is not enough rhetorically and theoretically to ‘add women and stir’ [but we need to change] 
the empirical focus…[and] start questioning how belief and myths about gender play an 
important part in creating, maintaining and ending wars.”4 

This paper intends to explain why and how gender matters in the analysis of the origins of  
conflicts i.e., the analysis of the structural and the subjective causes of conflict, and in conflict 
prevention. It does so by proposing a framework for gender analysis that consists of three main 
components: causes of conflict; impact of conflict; and conflict prevention planning and 
implementation. But before elaborating on this, we will first briefly explain the conceptual and 
analytical aspects of gender and their implications for conflict prevention. 

Why Gender in Conflict Matters? 

Gender, as much as ethnicity, race, class or religion is an important determinant of individual 
and group identities. If conflicts are about different needs, interests and perceptions of needs and 
interests, then gender identity becomes an important determinant in creating, maintaining and 
ending violent conflicts and wars. But before we elaborate on some of the implications of 
introducing gender as analytical concept in conflict and conflict prevention, let us first briefly 
define gender. Gender is a concept that refers to a system of roles and relationships between 
women and men which are determined not by biology but by the social, political and economic 
context5. Gender can be seen as a “process by which individuals who are born into […] male or 
female become the social categories of women and men through the acquisition of locally defined 
attributes of masculinity and femininity”.6 To adopt a gender perspective is to distinguish 
between the naturally and socially constructed and in the process to renegotiate the boundaries 
between the natural-and hence relatively inflexible - and the social-and hence relatively 
transformable”.7 

As an analytical category, gender propels us to ask whether women and men as social and 
political agents are carriers of different and distinctive sets of values. And if so, how does this 
affect their role  within society, their interests and needs, and their capacities to actively engage in 
diverse social, economic  and political processes? It also propels us to adopt approaches that 
consider the factors rooted in the division of labour and power between women and men and 
inform us of their impact on the origins of conflict, on conflict dynamics as well as on conflict 
prevention. In practical terms, gender refers to patterns in which women are generally 
disadvantaged over men, which as we will see later, are very important for the analysis of root 
causes of conflicts. 

Roughly, there are two major streams in feminist thinking that address these questions, each 
based on particular interpretation of the core determinants of gender identity. The essentialist 
gender theor ists claim that behaviour, attitudes and values of women and men are different by 
nature. “This interpretation suggests that, throughout history, men and women have tended to do 
what they are naturally good at. Gender difference thus becomes a matter of nature rather than 
nurture. Consequently, the essentialist position conceptualizes gender identity and gender 
differences as a static entity: all men are masculine and all women are feminine.8 According to 
this line of thought, the issue of gender and conflict is looked at through a simple dichotomy: men 
are the aggressors and perpetuators of conflict and women are victims, passive observers and 



bearers of the social burden of societies torn by conflict. Consequently, women's potential in 
conflict prevention is largely seen in terms of their mothering role i.e., educating and raising 
children with peaceful attitudes and creating conditions for their protection. As Kaplan argues, 
“women are morally superior to men because they are inherently more peaceful and globalistic 
than men.”9 

The constructionist position argues that gender and gender identities are constructed rather 
than naturally predetermined.10 Hence, gender identity is not fixed but constantly shaped by given 
historical and cultural processes and conditions. “It is very common, if not universal, in many 
contrasting social and cultural contexts, for the conceptualization of femininity to include some of 
the opposite qualities of masculinity: of seeking non-confrontational methods of conflict 
resolution; willingness to work for the good of the collective; and even passivity. Such qualities 
have clearly more potential for conflict resolution and peace-building, and there is a long tradition 
of identifying female qualities with a rejection of war and conflict”.11 On the other hand, men are 
socialized so as “egoistical [and] dominant behavior are common features of cultural definitions 
of masculinity, as is men’s dominance over women at a general level”.12 

Within this stream of thought, the post-modernist feminist theories,13 for example, strongly 
contest the essentialist arguments and focus their analysis on the dynamics between the social 
construction of individuals and the individual’s construction of them. They clearly argue for a 
distinction between the concepts of ‘women’ and ‘gender’, whereas “women have to be defined 
as women. We are the social opposite, not of a class, a caste, or of a majority, since we are a 
majority, but of a sex: men. We are a sex and categorization by gender no longer implies a 
mothering role and subordination to men, except as a social role and relation recognized as such, 
as socially constructed and socially imposed.”14 The constructionist feminists claim that the 
difference in women’s experiences from those of men, are due to the differences in access to 
material and symbolic resources resulting from patriarchy. This institutional system of oppression 
(the patriarchy) and the consequently developed inequalities between women and men create 
various conflicts at different social levels that invade all human and group interactions.15 This last 
argument, as we will see later, is extremely important where the effectiveness of conflict 
prevention is concerned. 

A Framework for Analysis of Conflict and for Conflict Prevention from a Gender 
Perspective16 

In order to study and analyze the origins of conflict and conflict prevention from a gender 
perspective, it is essential to consider the following:  

a)  What are the roles, experiences, needs and capabilities of women and men in conflict; 
b)  What are the gendered aspects of the causes of conflict, both structural or macro and 

subjective or micro; and 
c)  What are the implications of these two perspectives for conflict prevention planning 

and implementation? 

These three sets of interrogations will be addressed through a framework for gender analysis, 
which provides for: 

•  Analysis of the causes of conflict through profiling of gender aspects of access and 
control of material and symbolic resources, including those factors influencing access 
and control in the early stages of conflict; 

•  Analysis of the effects of conflict on traditional gender roles and identities; and 
•  Ensuring gender-sensitive conflict prevention policy planning by gender-specific risk 

and impact assessment. 



Gender Analysis of the Causes of Conflict: A Gender-Sensitive Profile  

Any conflict prevention policy and strategy should be directed at eliminating or reversing of 
the effects of the factors that cause violent and destructive conflict. But in order to devise gender-
sensitive conflict prevention policies and strategies, we first need to understand or profile the 
particular conflict under examination from a gender perspective. To do so, we need to: analyze 
the specific relationships of women and men to those factors - material as well as symbolic - 
identified as causes of a particular conflict; to analyze the specific interests of women and men in 
that particular conflict situation as well as their perceptions of causes and opportunities for 
solution; and to identify the risks and opportunities for both women and men. 

A brief overview of the most important modern theories of conflict and conflict prevention 
and resolution shows that they tend to neglect the importance of gender-specific relationships 
with and responses to different conflict factors. The behaviourist or micro theories of conflict, for 
example, claim that the root causes of conflict are in human nature. Individuals react to an 
external stimulus, translating individual frustration into a group reaction. Although there are 
different schools within this theory, they all take as a starting point the frustration-stimulus-
response hypothesis and use this as a paradigm for the analysis of the individual within the wider 
social environment.17  

Classical or macro conflict theories, to the contrary, tend to focus their analysis of the roots of 
conflict on the competition between groups for the pursuit of power and resources. They assume 
that humans are rational actors that make rational decisions, including ones related to engagement 
of human conflict. Schelling18 has developed a conflict model which views conflict in its 
interdependency with cooperation and competition among different actors. That is to say, conflict 
occurs when competing group goals, objectives, needs or values clash and aggression, although 
not necessarily violence, results. Horowitz,19 claims that “control of a state, and exemption of 
control by others are among the main goals of ethnic conflict.” In ethnically diverse societies, 
ethnic groups claim power over a variety of issues such as development, education, health, land 
policy, etc., and each of these issues therefore become potentially the central focus of power 
games and manipulation by the competing ethnic groups. 

Both micro and macro theories of conflict as well as the combination theories such as the 
Enemy System Theory20 and Human Needs Theory21 lack gender sensitivity in their analysis. 
Nowhere do they consider that human beings, apart from their ethnic, class, religious, etc., 
identities that determine their stake and action in particular conflict are also bound by their gender 
identity, and hence, have different stakes and activities in conflict and conflict prevention. That is 
to say that an entire dimension of analysis has been neglected by the non-recognition of the 
gender difference argument. The recognition of the gender difference i.e., different identities of 
women and men which are socially, culturally and historically constructed, would imply that their 
goals, objectives, needs and values are neither discounted nor assumed to be the same.22  

As stated earlier, in order to see what are the stakes of women and men in particular conflict 
situation, any serious conflict prevention policy-maker or practitioner needs to undertake analysis 
of the conflict that will identify: a) the core causes of the conflict; b) different stakeholder needs, 
interests, perceptions of causes and solutions, etc.; and c) risks and opportunities. This could be 
done by applying the commonly used techniques in gender planning for development to the 
conflict situation. For example, when analyzing the causes of particular conflict, we need to ask 
the following questions: do women and men have the same access to and control of the disputed 
resource (territory, state, governance, human rights, economic power, etc.)? Do women and men 
have the same access and control over the factors that influence the particular state of access and 
control of the disputed resources (state creation, political decision-making; economic power; 
social and cultural norms; etc.)? Do women and men have the same interests in these resources? 



Furthermore, as many feminist scholars have argued, women and men have different 
perceptions about the origins of the conflict and about their solutions.23 Hence, distinguishing the 
gendered aspects of the main stakeholders in the particular conflict becomes very important. That 
could be done by asking very simple questions: do women and men have the same or differing 
perceptions of the causes of conflict and the opportunities for conflict resolution? What are the 
risks and opportunities involved in preventing violent eruption of that particular conflict given the 
gender specific interests, stakes and perceptions previously analyzed? 

Some research that integrates such gender-specific questions into the analysis of conflict 
show the importance of it as in times of conflict different individual identities interplay and 
manifest themselves in a non-linear, and many times conflicting manner. It is not true that all 
individuals of a particular ethnic or religious group, for example, approach certain issues or 
factors that constitute the core cause of the dispute or conflict as frustration, nor do all of them 
react to the same stimulus with aggression and violence. Research on the pre-war conflict in 
former Yugoslavia 24 shows indeed the shortcomings of the frustration-stimulus theory of conflict. 
Bracewell notes that reactions to the spreading of nationalistic propaganda and rising social, 
political and economic tensions in former Yugoslavia were as much gender-biased as class and 
social status biased as well. Women adopted less aggressive approaches than men, who affected 
by the deteriorating economic and social conditions and in the face of the increased political 
competition for control of Yugoslavia, tended to identify with the nation and react with 
aggression and increased violence on the street and at home. Women, because of their traditional 
roles within the household, that is to say different level of access and control to the disputed 
material and symbolic resources, seemed better suited to develop coping strategies on a day-to-
day basis, and hence, were able to adjust more effectively to the deteriorating social conditions. 

 
The implications of undertaking gender-sensitive analysis of the origin of the particular 

conflict, the interests and perceptions of the stakeholders and the assessment of the risks and 
opportunities for conflict prevention are many. Since women, as a social group, are by and large 
excluded from this ownership and control of contested resources they have different perceptions 
of why certain conflict developed; how it should be handled, and what are the opportunities there 
to prevent its escalation and violent eruption. Such profiling of conflict through a gender-sensitive 
analysis would certainly help conflict prevention policy-makers and practitioners address more 
effectively the factors that influence unequal control of and access to resources by women and 
men which may be related to: general economic conditions (poverty levels, infrastructure, access 
to employment and employment benefits, etc,); nature of governance, socio-cultural and religious 
beliefs and norms; demographic factors, legal system and norms, etc. 

Consequently, such analysis will also inform us that men and their traditional roles associated 
with their “public” life, (and hence developed institutions and structures of social organizations) 
should be challenged. Moreover, such analysis on the origins of a particular conflict would also 
enrich our understanding of the importance of individual vis-à-vis group identity, which could be 
important tool for risk and opportunities assessment when particular conflict prevention policy is 
planned.25 

Analysis of the effects of conflict on gender roles and relationships 

This component of the gender analysis framework of conflict for conflict prevention should 
help us understand what is happening to women and men during conflict and how their traditional 
roles and identities are being shaped and reinforced in order to sustain the newly developing 
social fabric under conflict situations. By doing this, the analysis of conflict could reveal how 
different conflict stages affect gender roles and relationships and how these in turn affect the 
dynamics of the conflict itself i.e., act as accelerators of the conflict. It also means explaining how 



traditional notions of masculinity and femininity facilitate the transition from early stages of 
conflict to their violent expressions. If the main objective of conflict prevention is to avoid 
acceleration of conflict and prevention of its violent eruption, then gender analysis becomes an 
important tool in conflict prevention strategizing and prescription. As Enloe notes “when a 
community’s politicized sense of its own identity becomes threaded through with pressures for its 
men to take up arms, for its women to loyally support brothers, husbands, sons and lovers to 
become soldiers, it needs explaining. How were the pressures mounted? What does militarization 
mean for women’s and men’s relationship to each other? What happens when some women resist 
those pressures?”26 But also, what does it mean to men, for we know of many examples where 
militarization has forced men who do not wish to fight into exile or imprisonment. 

It is commonly acknowledged that “war of all types creates militarized societies, and in many 
different cultural contexts, militarization is linked with masculinity- not as a socio-biological 
attribution but as a cultural construction of manliness’.27 Research carried out in former 
Yugoslavia by Maguire28 also shows that in the build-up to the war, the number of reported 
women victims of domestic violence committed by their fathers, brothers and husbands increased 
significantly and that violence occurred especially after TV programmes full of patriotism, 
national honor, and glorification of national history. 

Pre-war patterns of gender-specific behaviour could help us observe better the warning signs 
of impending armed conflict. As Korac notes, “the first instances and control and violation of 
women’s rights during the transition from state socialism to ethnic nationalism were restrictions 
on their reproductive freedoms.”29 The increase of violence and tightening up of traditionalist 
moral values accompanying the breakdown of political stability, economic activity and 
deterioration of social services, mostly fell disproportionately on women. Men, on the other hand, 
underwent a process of increased militarization and preparation for armed struggle .30 As Yuval 
Davis, when analyzing the Israeli/Palestinian experience points out, “the more primordial the 
rendering of people and nation, the more are the relations between men and women essentialized. 
Women are reminded that by biology and by tradition they are the keepers of heart and home, to 
nurture and teach children ‘our ways’. Men by physique and tradition are there to protect women 
and children, and the nation, often also represented as “the motherland”.31 In part this could  
explained by feminist analysis of similar situations that point out that “depressed wages and high 
unemployment among male bread-winners destabilizes relations in the family. Young men are at 
risk of being attracted or forced towards crime and militarism.”32 

In addition to the examination of the role of gender in the cycle of conflict, there is also a 
need to understand more clearly the effect of conflict on gender roles and relations. As we will se 
below, more and more research on women and conflict shows that “the consequences of conflic t 
have been contradictory, offering opportunities for rupturing patriarchy through women’s self-
awareness, empowerment and emancipation, while at the same time, reinforcing patriarchy 
through greater subordination of women.”33 

At the early stages of the conflict in former Yugoslavia a process of reassessment of gender 
roles in the family and in the society took place. Women’s working role, established under the 
socialist system, has been violently attacked by the proponents of nationalism. A return to a 
“womanhood” that would safeguard the survival of the nation implied that women should reassert 
their reproductive and caring roles. A symbolic connection between the mother and the nation 
was reinforced in order to legitimize the idea of  the national community as the most natural part 
of the patriarchal gender and kinship relations. But also, to reinforce the view that motherhood is 
not only the primary role of women but is their patriotic duty as well. As Bracewell argues, this 
shift towards more patriarchal gender roles required a questioning of progressive socialist policies 
towards women, such as the right to abortion, work, divorce, etc.34 The predominance of women's 
reproductive gender role in all of the political discourses in former Yugoslavia has also brought 



about a primacy of national interests over individual interests. The needs and interests of 
individual women, and men for that matter, should be subordinate to those of the nation. 

Such nationalist discourses and policies directed at women and men in the early stages of the 
Yugoslav conflict served many political purposes. First, nationalist politicians used the ideas 
related to the primacy of the family, the importance of motherhood and the survival of the nation 
as a way to distinguish themselves from the former socialist politicians, thus gaining credibility 
with voters. Second, sending women back to the household also served the economic needs of the 
former Yugoslav republics, by reducing the labour surplus and transferring costs of caring back to 
the women and the family. And third, reinforcement of patriarchal gender roles was also used by 
politicians as a mechanism for the installment of law and order in times of disintegration of the 
previous system.35 

“Accounts of war, through news reporting, government propaganda…tended to cast men as 
the ‘doers’ and women as passive, innocent victims... As we have come to know more of the 
whole range of different women’s experiences, it has become clear that there are many different 
ways in which women live through wars: as fighters, community leaders, social organizers, 
workers, farmers, traders, and in many other roles.”36 Some conflict situations provide many 
examples of how have women intervened in war activities (Ethiopia, Somalia and Sudan) in order 
to create peace opportunities among warring factions of men.37 Women have also engaged in 
activities aimed at preserving the social fabric through different forms of community organization 
and welfare provision (Burundi, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Rwanda). Others have openly stood 
up against war and destruction by risking their lives and opposing the regimes responsible for war 
and destruction (Israel/Palestine and Yugoslavia,).38 Many of these experiences were new for 
women, and “in some wars, many women found that, even in the midst of the horrors of conflict, 
there were moments of liberation from the old social order. As the need arose for them to take on 
men’s roles in their absence, so they had to shake of the restrictions of their cultures and live in a 
new way. […] they were able to persuade their political movements to take seriously the demands 
of women for improved rights, and to accept women’s political representation in the post conflict 
situation. The allocation of places for women on the local resistance Committees in post-1986 
Uganda is a good example, with the establishment of a Ministry for Women also being 
common.”39 

Yet, not all conflict situations result with such positive balance for women. In the case of the 
former Yugoslavia, at the “resolution” stage of a conflict, patriarchal gender relations were being 
reinforced and institutionalized, thereby resulting in deterioration in the status of women despite 
their “emancipated” role within the conflict (for example taking on the traditional male 
responsibilities in the absence of the men or actually taking part in the conflict as combatants).40 
In Algeria, Eritrea, Mozambique, Namibia and Zimbabwe, and other places torn by conflict and 
war, the situation for women has become worse in post conflict situations. As Pankhurst notes, 
“The challenge to gender relations often becomes too great for patriarchal societies to maintain in 
times of peace, and women find their historical contribution marginalized in both official and 
popular accounts of war, and their freedoms in peacetime restricted or removed.”41 

Gender sensitive conflict prevention planning and implementation 

Having explained the importance of a gender sensitive analysis of the causes of conflict and 
the linkages between gender and conflict, it is time to also explain the implications of these to 
gender-sensitive conflict prevention planning and implementation. A gender-sensitive profile of 
the origins of the particular conflict and a clear understanding of the effects of the conflict on the 
gender roles and relationships will enable policy makers and conflict prevention practitioners to 
integrate them into the planning process so as to inform the choice of objectives in particular 



conflict prevention exercise; and to inform the strategies to be used for their achievement as well 
as the instruments for conflict prevention implementation. 

If the idea of conflict prevention is to anticipate the sources and signs of conflict and act 
early, the tools for doing so are many and varied: early warning, dialogue between conflictive 
parties, use of media  for education; monitoring; mediation and use of good offices; preventive 
deployment of troops, and so on. The challenge we face is how these multiple tools and actors 
can become gender sensitive, gender responsive, and ensure overall conflict prevention 
effectiveness? One possible way of facing up to this challenge is to introduce gender-specific risk 
assessment and impact assessment exercise in conflict prevention planning and implementation. 
Gender sensitive risk assessment implies asking how much a given conflict prevention policy 
strengthens traditional gender identities and inequalities? How much will such policy be able to 
change the relationships of women and men with the conflicting resources without creating 
further conflicts?42 

Impact assessment, on the other hand, should tell policy-makers and practitioners how a 
particular conflict prevention strategy impacts change in the access and control of resources and 
the factors that influence such control and access. Indicators, such as those aimed at measuring 
the economic and political empowerment of women could be used to measure this, thus provide 
important guarantee for gender sensitive conflict prevention. Examples of such indicators could 
be: the extent to which given conflict prevention action has facilitated access and control by 
women and young girls to basic social and economic  assets; the extent to which conflict 
prevention has brought about greater autonomy and political empowerment for women; the extent 
of increased female employment; increase of women in political decision-making; and so on. 

Conclusion 

A gender-aware analysis of conflict opens up the possibility of changing gender roles in 
conflict and post-conflict situations, as violent conflicts and wars tend to challenge gender 
relations A gender analysis suggests that social norms about masculinity strongly influence the 
prevalence of, and tendency towards, the violent expression of conflict in many places. Conflict 
prevention therefore should challenge these norms as a way for creating conditions for long-term 
peace. Gender analysis also suggests that women are not only passive victims in conflict 
situations but tend to perform different activities and have different stakes and interest in the 
given conflict. These should be seriously taken into consideration in the analysis of risks and 
opportunities for prevention of that particular conflict. Yet, conflict prevention should also 
promote norms that will bring about a change in the status of women in society as well as norms 
that meet women’s needs in conflict and post-conflict situations. 
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