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Where to next?

Designing peacebuilding responses

In Saferworld’s ‘Masculinities, conflict and peacebuilding: Perspectives on 
men through a gender lens’ report (2014), we summarised lessons learnt 
on effective approaches to challenging attitudes towards masculinity 
from programmes across the world. Most of this focused on issues such 
as GBV, sexual and reproductive health and rights, and fatherhood.1 
We also presented some initial analysis on how practitioners might go 
about adapting those approaches for addressing gender norms that drive 
conflict, including how it might relate to processes such as security sector 
reform and disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration. The report 
also emphasises the need to avoid colonial narratives which problematise 
gender norms in conflict-affected regions in the Global South without 
also acknowledging the role of external factors – including international 
systems and interventions, which can also promote and perpetuate harmful 
gender norms – in causing conflict in those contexts.2

More work and piloting of different approaches is needed to understand 
how best to go about changing social norms, including those relating 
to gender. However, the report does give some positive examples from 
organisations already doing this type of work.
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What kind of peace?

Deciding how to address gender norms which are driving conflict and 
insecurity raises big questions about what ‘peace’ means and what part 
gender plays in that.

Peacebuilders promoting a vision of ‘positive peace’ argue that gender 
equality is an integral part of peace. That is, ‘positive peace’ is not only 
an absence of war or violence, but the presence of active processes 
for addressing injustices and solving conflicts non-violently. On this 
understanding, challenging gender norms which fuel insecurity and 
injustice is essential not only to ending violent conflicts, but also to 
promoting a more positive vision of peace. However, what kind of gender 
equality would best support this is a matter of heated debate.

For example, many projects which aim to challenge harmful masculinities 
frame their work as part of efforts to promote more ‘positive masculinities’, 
usually meaning those that emphasise equality and non-violence. But 
many would argue that the very notions of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’, 
which impose different norms on people of different genders, create 
inequalities and injustices.3 Following this line of thinking, peacebuilding 
efforts would reject the idea of replacing one version of masculinity or 
femininity with another, and instead seek to break down the distinction 
between masculinity and femininity altogether, and promote positive 
norms for everyone, which are not linked to gender. Others argue that this 
is impossible: that gender is an inevitable feature of societies, but that it 
can simply be an aspect of people’s personal identities which is not linked 
to power and inequality.4

This toolkit does not take a position on this debate, but highlights these 
different perspectives in order to illustrate that careful thinking is needed 
when deciding how to act on the findings of your analysis.

For example, women peace activists in many contexts have noted that 
women are often assumed to be naturally peace-loving. Rather than 
challenging this feminine norm, some activists have used it strategically as 
a way to persuade authorities that women should have a greater role in 
peace processes. At the same time, others have argued that the same set of 
stereotypes which portray women as peace-loving, weak or submissive have 
often been used to justify women’s exclusion from positions of power.5 
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They therefore argue that the association between femininity and peace 
should not be reinforced: rather, new norms should be developed which 
position peacefulness as valuable for everyone, regardless of gender.

In cases such as this, where a particular norm has been identified which 
may contribute to peace, a decision needs to be made about whether 
to promote that norm as one which should be understood as an aspect 
of masculinity or femininity, or whether the goal is to break down the 
distinction between masculinity and femininity altogether. In doing so, it is 
important to consider not only what reinforcing this norm would mean for 
conflict and peacebuilding, but also what implications it would have for the 
lives of women, men and SGMs.
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