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Gendered norms and identities shape everyone’s
involvement in violence, including men, women,

and nonbinary people. How groups, whether

nonstate actors or states party to a conflict, con-

struct norms, which includes expectations of femi-
ninity and masculinity, is crucial to understanding
violence.' These constructions impact the roles imag-
ined, the behaviors normalized, and the treatment

of different gendered groups. Traditional gendered
narratives have often been resurrected by all sides to
the Ukraine conflict, with Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s appeal to women, mothers, sisters, and fiancées
to support their loved ones in battle; the image beamed
around the world of a wounded, pregnant Ukrainian
woman curled on a stretcher;* and comments made by
the UK defense secretary that President Putin is suffer-
ing from “small man syndrome™ providing just some
examples.

Many of these narratives are flawed, reductive, and
unhelpful for long-term conflict resolution. They

also undermine advancements in the field of women,
peace, and security. The presentation of men as
defender-warriors and women as fragile and requir-
ing protection contends with the reality of Ukrainian
women taking up arms,* masks the existence of other
potentially vulnerable identity groups, and ultimately
impedes the adoption of an inclusive approach to the
conflict and any postconflict settlement.® Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has proven much
more adept at producing unconventional gendered war
propaganda, refusing to denigrate Russian troops and
emphasizing women’s active participation in the con-
flict. Yet, the imagery of female “gun-strapped blonde

»gG

soldiers™ still exceptionalizes women’s participation

in the war. Meanwhile, there are some concerns that
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Ukrainian women are not treated as equal to men in
terms of military mobilization.”

This brief analyzes the ways in which gendered narra-
tives have been employed during the war in Ukraine. It
reflects on the traditional use of gendered narratives in
the field of security and draws on the author’s research
on the role of gender in the field of terrorism.® It then
explores how these narratives have been deployed by
parties to the conflict in Ukraine and the implications
of this approach. It does not provide a detailed gen-
dered analysis of the Ukraine conflict or a compre-
hensive linguistic analysis of the various traditional
and social media datasets available. Instead, it aims

to demonstrate the hypothesis that gendered narra-
tives used in the conflict and security space, including
by those working on counterterrorism issues, often
promote flawed understandings about the nature and
impact of violence, which can have counterproductive
policy implications. The recommendations are aimed
at policymakers working in the fields of conflict, secu-
rity, and terrorism.

THE POWER OF GENDERED
NARRATIVES

How leaders use strategic narratives is widely accepted
as a soft power in the realm of global politics, conflict,

and terrorism.” Strategic narratives are a means for
political actors to construct a shared meaning of inter-
national politics and a tool to articulate a position on a
specific issue and to shape the perceptions, beliefs, and
behavior of domestic and international actors.'* Their
“narrators” are primarily elites (government leaders,
security experts, consultants, policy analysts, etc.)

who construct and communicate them to the general
public through speeches, press conferences, official
documents, and more." Narratives have grown in sig-
nificance in particular due to the introduction of social
media, which provides another arena to demonstrate
power, critique, and even mockery."?

Politicians routinely employ gendered metaphors

in foreign policy legitimation.'’ These rely on often
preexisting essentialist understandings of women in
national culture and mythos and on stereotypes prev-
alent in the foreign policy and security realms, which
are shaped by and assumed to be the realm of men and
male actors. This contributes to a gendered framing in
which masculinity is superior to femininity."* Military
institutions, among others, may present women as
victims, “damsels in distress,” in need of protection
and as ancillary to conflict due to their physically
“inferior” attributes and maternal or peaceful dispo-
sition.”” Countless examples of these narratives can

be found, throughout history, more recently deployed
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by policymakers and terrorist groups alike during the
“Global War on Terror” The international interven-
tion in Afghanistan was accompanied by images such
as the liberation of Afghan women from the Taliban,
indelibly associating the two ideas in the public imagi-
nation.'® Narratives of the Islamic State of Iraq and the
Levant targeted men as soldiers of war while messages
for women focused on their roles as mothers, sisters,
and lovers. Similar images and narratives appear in the
development field'” and are visible even in the Women,
Peace and Security (WPS) agenda.'®

These narratives are underpinned by the assumption
that physical strength is associated with masculin-

ity, which trumps the alternative, physical weakness,
which is associated with femininity" or effemi-

nate men.”” Masculine men are often described as
war-fighters possessing traits such as leadership, her-
oism, physical dominance, and aggression.*! Similar
narratives have also been deployed by violent extremist
groups drawing on notions of violent masculinity,
including feelings of entitlement and supremacy, and
gendered grievances, such as shame and emasculation,
in their propaganda to recruit and retain committed
members.*

REDUCTIVE OR JUST FALSE

Narratives have implications, a fact that is often poorly
understood by policymakers. If a strategic narrative
is a tool for leaders to shape perceptions, beliefs, and

behaviors, it is understandable that it is not always
entirely accurate and may even be harmful. As a
result, the rhetoric can clash with the local reality.
Justifying interventions in Afghanistan on the ratio-
nale of the liberation of Muslim women reflected igno-
rance of critical information about Muslim women,
Afghanistan, the Taliban, and the realities of the U.S.
invasion.”

Similarly, Russian foreign policy propagated through
mass media has presented Ukraine as a neo-Nazi state
in need of defeating. The war is therefore presented as
a holy crusade in defense of the motherland. In fact,
Russian leaders use “motherland” when it is something
to be protected, “fatherland” when the situation calls
for aggression. Russian narratives intimate Ukraine’s
supposedly subordinate role in geopolitical terms by
describing Ukraine as a “loose woman in need of sav-
ing by its older brother”** Ukrainian male politicians
are presented as “sissy boys” and no match for “real
men” of pro-Russian politics.” President Putin and
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov are presented as the
masculine ideal, compared to the seemingly deviant
male (sissy boys) and female protagonists (damsels in
distress), to legitimize the war.*

These narratives have been undermined by unfolding
events on the battlefield and challenged by President
Zelenskyy’s success at presenting his country as “a
progressive, gender-egalitarian, LGBTQ-friendly,
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21st-century democratic power.”” These narratives a variety of ways.* This gives Ukraine a way to but-

also rarely acknowledge that conflict creates a range tress its military in numerical terms relative to Russia,
of lived experiences for different identity groups.* which confines the majority of women in its military
Popular Western narratives referring to the horrors to noncombat roles.”> Approximately 41,000 women
facing women and children in every address urging serve in the Russian military and constitute 4.3 percent
support of the conflict® are not the full picture. Some of active duty forces.*

women may indeed be more vulnerable during con-
flict, particularly those who are from ethnic minorities
or poorer communities. Yet, people with disabilities
may also lose access to vital infrastructure or public
services, while sexual violence toward all people is
exacerbated by conflict. LGBTQ+ groups also face
risks in this conflict. President Putin has mentioned
“gender freedoms” more than once to justify Russias
war against Ukraine and simultaneously crack down
on its own citizens. Over the last decade, gender and
LGBTQ+ issues have become central targets of repres-
sion in Russia aimed at protecting President Putin’s
regime from perceived domestic threats.*

President Zelenskyy’s narratives have also resisted
conventional wartime militarized sexist stereotypes.
One analyst observed that “[r]ather than denigrate the
Russians by implying they mistreat their women or
demonizing their men as monsters, for example, he has
blamed the war on Putin directly”* First lady Olena
Zelenska’s use of social media includes pictures of
women in military uniform in the trenches or women
as part of rescue crews with the caption “Our new
opposition has a female face to it”** Women combat-
ants are also visible in international media coverage.
Headlines shout, “Women Rush to Ukraine’s Defence”
and “Ukrainian Women Stand Strong Against Russian
Gendered stereotypes depicting women as civilian Invaders.™”

victims also clash with the reality of Ukrainian wom-
en’s active participation in conflicts.”’ Women became
eligible for the draft in December 2021, and by 2022,
more than 13,000 women were assigned combat sta-

If women are not purely damsels in distress, the alter-
native narrative of gun-strapped blonde soldiers is
just as reductive. These types of images in Western
and Ukrainian media emphasize the significance

of Ukrainian women fighting, which reinforces the
notion that women’s participation in wartime violence
is exceptional and therefore newsworthy.*® Women’s
participation in armed conflict therefore becomes

tus for their service in Donetsk and Luhansk. It is
unknown how many women currently serve in the
armed forces, although estimates range from 10 to 25
percent, but there is evidence of a growing recognition
of women’s ability to contribute to the war effort in
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characterized as abnormal or even “monstrous.”*
Ukrainian women, however, express similar motiva-
tions as men for fighting, that of defense, preservation,
survival, and continuity of the state.** The Ukrainian
military’s claim of being a champion of gender equity
also falls short of reality, evidenced by the leader-
ship’s refusal to allow women into senior ranks and
most notably by restricting women from command
positions outside of women-specific roles* or placing
them in roles that are distanced from actual combat.**
Female soldiers also complain of shortages of gear in
appropriate sizes and lack of access to military educa-
tion and training programs.*

Military recruitment posters and politicians’ adoption
of military-style clothing reflect that the government’s
more recent efforts to mobilize its citizens for war are
infused with masculine narratives.* Focusing on men’s
masculine status as soldiers, protectors, or fathers
“reinforces masculinist and heteronormative gender
ideologies”* This focus ignores the fact that, despite
universal forced conscription, many men do not wish
to fight and have left the country illegally or are hiding
from local military recruiters in plain sight among

the roughly 7.1 million people who are internally
displaced, 40 percent of whom are male.*® Those who
have left legally because, for instance, they have three
or more children are subject to sexist ridicule from
fellow Ukrainians and often have trouble renting hous-
ing and getting work because landlords and employers
may not trust their military exemptions.*” Meanwhile,

men also experience sexual violence during conflict
but may deliberately use words such as “abuse” or
“torture” rather than recount the sexual aspect of the
violence they have incurred for fear that this may
compromise their masculinity. Male sexual violence
disturbs gender relations for its tendency to strip men
of their masculine status as soldier or protector and
deliberately feminizes them or labels them as homo-
sexuals in the eye of the perpetrator. This, in turn, fur-
ther “feminizes conflict-related sexual violence, trauma
and vulnerability”*

INCREASING THE INSECURITY OF
MEN AND WOMEN

A greater concern is the clash of President Zelenskyy’s
progressive narratives with certain Ukrainian military
policy. “[F]orced universal conscription of men in
Ukraine and Ukraine’s breakaway regions of Donetsk
and Luhansk [is] resurrecting binaries of men as
defender-warriors and women as fragile and needing
protection”* Although exemptions to conscription
were permitted,” an immediate effect of this provision
was that refugee flows from Ukraine overrepresented
women.”!

This has serious human rights implications. There

are indications that Russian forces appear to be
operating under the assumption that all males are
combatants,’* even though unmobilized men retain
their civilian status under international law.> Men are
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disproportionately represented in the civilian casu-
alties of the war. Of the 6,595 adult civilian fatalities
where the individual’s sex was known, 2,575 were
identified as men while 1,767 were identified as wom-
en.> This pattern was witnessed during the Bosnian
war, the most infamous example being the Srebrenica
massacre of 7,000 unarmed men and boys. A true
gender-integrated military would deconstruct the idea
that the distinction between civilian and combatant is
based on gender.”

The declaration of martial law has also reinforced the
ambiguous position of women who want to serve and
the traditional gender norms that position women pri-
marily as victims of rather than participants in armed
conflict. This has implications because it determines
the international legal regime under which women
are protected and affects their access to wartime and
postwar resources such as rations, veterans’ benefits,
and rehabilitation programs.® Similar concerns have
been noted in the terrorism field where experts have
observed serious implications in the prosecution,
risk assessment, and management of women violent
extremists in prison (e.g., more lenient sentences for
female returnees or insufficient facilities in prisons
for women, especially for mothers). Women may also
struggle to access rehabilitation and reintegration
programs.”’

UNDERMINING THE POTENTIAL
FOR RESOLVING CONFLICT
AND VIOLENCE

The burden of responsibility for conflict resolution
does not fall on narratives alone. As one international
relations expert observed, “Conflict generated by
aggressive or militant leaders with vested interests

in escalating conflict is generally not amenable to
reduction unless intentions change.”*® Yet, changing
images and narratives are part of conflict resolution.”
Policymakers and commentators point to soft power as
one way to reduce tensions, mitigate conflict, and find
common ground in international affairs.®

Attempts by some Western leaders to undermine
President Putin through ridicule are therefore conten-
tious. President Putin is pivotal to Russian narratives.
Political legitimacy is centered around a patriarchal
understanding of President Putin as a hypermasculine
“real” man. In June 2022, UK Defence Secretary Ben
Wallace hit out at President Putin’s “macho” view of
the world, which he said was based on “small man syn-
drome®* His comments came after UK Prime Minister
Boris Johnson stated that President Putin’s war in
Ukraine was a “perfect example of toxic masculinity.”®
At the Group of Seven summit around the same time,
leaders also mocked President Putin over his infamous
bare-chested picture on a horse.* Deploying belittling
gendered narratives may rally domestic audiences but
could constrain political action in the longer run.® In
fact, ridiculing President Putin feeds into Russia’s own
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narratives that the West does not respect or under-
stand Russia, which strengthens the Russian leader’s
position. If conflict is to be reduced and resolved, hos-
tile imagery eventually must change.*

Neither are Russian narratives intrinsically linking mil-
itarism with masculinity helpful.”” Male endorsement
of traditional masculinity can be associated with neg-
ative outcomes in relation to conflict resolution. It fol-
lows that men endorsing beliefs about manhood might
avoid the use of conflict resolution strategies perceived
as feminine.®® The Ukraine war has also witnessed a
return to gendered narratives about NATO as a “mus-
cular military power;” with “less attention paid to the
human stories underpinning the war, particularly the
voices of Ukrainian women and their agency, or a con-
cern with how to reach beyond audiences primarily
interested in military power.”® The WPS agenda has
been entirely missing from NATO Secretary-General
Jens Stoltenberg’s briefings following the numerous
high-level meetings and summits that NATO has held
in response to the war.”” Despite commitments in pol-
icy, the United States, NATO, and the European Union
have done little to demonstrate the mainstreaming of
gender in addressing the conflict.”!

This undermines the possibility of a lasting, inclusive
peace reflective of the whole of Ukrainian society.
Women and other marginalized groups have been
largely sidelined from real decision-making at national
and global levels in the conflict.”> An acknowledge-
ment of the gendered impact of armed conflict, as well
as the impact on LGBTQ+ communities, is also miss-
ing. This draws attention to what many feminists had
feared: the disjuncture between the rhetoric and the

reality of the global commitment to the WPS agenda.
As a result, certain groups and tools that NATO has at
its disposal to support a more inclusive response to the
war are being sidelined.”

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Some steps have been taken, particularly on the
Ukrainian side, to move away from conventional,
stereotyped gendered narratives in the conflict. This
is reflective of the reality on the ground, which has
mobilized the entire Ukrainian population against
the Russian invasion. Yet, reductive gendered narra-
tives are still prevalent, including among NATO and
other Western actors. These narratives have real-world
implications that can undermine the safety and secu-
rity of Ukrainian men and women and are an imped-
iment to longer-term peace and stability in Ukraine
and elsewhere.

In the terrorism field, the value of narratives and stra-
tegic communications to counterterrorism is widely
accepted by governments. In academia, research has
increasingly focused on how terrorists communicate
and what works in response.” In part inspired by

a desire not to reproduce the narratives of terrorist
groups, pushback has been seen in the counter-
terrorism field. Policymakers and practitioners
increasingly recognize the importance of avoiding
gender misconceptions and stereotypes,’”” which can
ignore women’s capabilities to contribute to counter-
terrorism and countering violent extremism (CVE)
efforts in a range of areas, including as policy shapers,
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educators, community members, and activists,’
and acknowledge that a better understanding of the
relationship among gender, terrorism, and counter-

terrorism can help improve counterterrorism and CVE
efforts. The Islamic State group’s successful recruitment
of women has also challenged perceptions that women

are always vulnerable, peaceful, or moderate.” This

progress is just one of the reasons why it is disappoint-
ing that parties to the Ukraine conflict are deploying
traditional gendered narratives.

The following conclusions and recommendations draw

on some of the lessons from the counterterrorism

space over the last two decades and are aimed at
policymakers and practitioners involved not only in
Ukraine but in the wider field of conflict and security.

Leaders should avoid using gender-stereotyped
narratives to legitimize military operations. With
regard to Ukraine, gendered narratives may
strengthen President Putin’s justification for the
invasion while ridicule may enhance Russia’s
claims that the West does not respect or under-
stand Russia. In the field of terrorism, policy-
makers need to avoid emulating the narratives
deployed by violent extremist groups and promote
women’s active role in efforts to counter terror-
ism and prevent and counter violent extremism.
Reductive narratives are damaging to people of all
genders and potentially undermine longer-term
conflict resolution and efforts to defeat terrorist
groups.

Policymakers could draw on the Ukrainian expe-
rience to normalize women’s participation in con-
flict and to emphasize that unmobilized men are
civilians. A gender-integrated approach to security
must deconstruct the idea that there is a differ-
ence between civilians and combatants based on
gender. This normalization also needs to address

the gender norm stereotypes that are often repro-
duced around women’s participation in violence
and conflict. Additionally, the narrative normal-
ization must be accompanied by the expansion of
resources for female or other often marginalized
participants, including ensuring access to rehabili-
tation and reintegration packages for women com-
batants and women terrorists.

Policymakers and media should avoid excep-
tionalizing women’s participation in the conflict.
How the media portrays women’s participation

in conflict and terrorism can influence public
opinion. For example, media attention on the

case of Shamima Begum in the United Kingdom
entrenched the public, possibly political viewpoint
that Begum was “exceptional” and that “extraor-
dinary” measures should be taken against her,
including the deprivation of British citizenship.”®
Media training is key to combating sensationalism
and polarization while maintaining independence
and authenticity.

Policymakers should adopt an intersectional
approach to understanding conflict and terror-
ism. Countries such as Canada, Finland, France,
Spain, and Sweden say they have a feminist for-
eign policy. Yet, mentions of the deeply gendered
harms inflicted by this war and how to better
protect people of all genders have been limited.”
Greater efforts are needed to identify the specific
humanitarian needs and the lived experiences of
all individuals experiencing conflict and terror-
ism-related violence in order to more fully account
for how inequalities of all kinds influence how and
why people engage in violence and how they are
impacted by it.

Despite commitments in policy, the United States,
NATO, and the EU have done little to demon-
strate the inclusion of gender in addressing the
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conflict.** NATO should publicly acknowledge the
relevance of a gender perspective and uphold com-
mitments to UN Security Council Resolution 1325
beyond emphasis on the deployment of women as
part of NATO’s Response Force.®! NATO should

also explore the use of instruments, such as the
NATO Civil Society Advisor Panel, to reach out

to Ukrainian civil society and ensure a diversity of
voices are heard.*
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