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Gender is a term which has been used differently from 
conversation to conversation, often without being 
properly defined. Many assume that gender refers mainly 
to women. What does gender really mean and to whom it 
does apply?

Firstly, I would like to provide an example to help better 
explain the idea that gender is a relational concept, one which 
is useful in understanding the power relations between 
feminine and masculine identities. It will also help to explain 
the manifestation of dominance and subordination in social 
processes and how these processes reproduce gender 
inequalities. The example I will use is that of Rwanda.

After the Rwandan genocide, men throughout Rwanda were 
either killed, or were forced to flee to other countries as a 
result of the conflict. Moreover, during the conflict, rape and 
other forms of sexual violence were used as a weapon of war. 
Rwandan women were raped en masse, often contracting 
HIV/AIDS and subsequently becoming pregnant, having to 
carry children born from these rapes to term. Most Rwandan 
women did so without any sort of medical or specialized 
assistance. Post-conflict, women made up 70% of the 
Rwandan population and such had no other option but to take 
up the role of providing for their families and rebuilding their 
communities. They did so despite the stigma they faced and 
with little to no legal rights such as inheriting or selling land, 
all of which were strictly reserved for the male population.

The Rwandan example is indicative of how deeply rooted 
cultural traditions and structural violence shape the 
masculine and feminine roles in society and exemplifies the 
power relation between men and women, subordination and 
cooperation. The configuration of feminine and masculine 
identities depends on the cultural models shared by a 
majority and reproduced intergenerationally; on the way we 
greet each other; how we dress; how we behave with our life 
partners. Of course, societies are subject to change. 
Moreover, individuals develop themselves in various social 
environments. Gender translates and reflects these changes, 
or in other words acts as an indicator of these changes.

Coming back to the original question, of whether gender is 
women-centric or female-oriented. Even if mainstream 
thinking of gender is often associated with women, I would 
like to emphasize that gender is not just about women, but 
also about men. It is true that most of us are anatomically 
born male or female. However, the primary and secondary 
socialization processes during our lives shape the biological 
sex, resulting in the creation of feminine and masculine 
identities. Ever since early childhood, the contact with the 
primary attachment figures as well as the social and cultural 
interactions during our lives shape our gender identity.

What challenges do researchers in gender studies 
encounter?

Before answering your question, I would like to say a few 

words about gender studies. The cultural and historical 
dimension of masculinity and femininity is the result of an 
intellectual exercise of associating the biological with the 
social and/or cultural. At the beginning of the 80's, an 
orderly system of thinking called gender studies emerged. 
Gender studies at the time was a new and interdisciplinary 
field of research with specific approaches informed by 
political philosophy, law, social psychology, political 
sociology, political sciences, among many others.

I think it is important to underline that gender studies help in 
the understanding, constructing, and deconstructing of 
feminine and masculine identities and the relationship 
between them. Specialists in the field of gender studies find 
their research topics from the social and cultural structures 
directly surrounding them among which intra and interfamily 
relationships, identity conflicts, intergenerational traumas, 
sexual minorities, migratory processes, labor market, 
discrimination, humanitarian crises, human rights, 
peacebuilding, and the relation between centre and 
periphery.

Coming back to the challenges, I would like to highlight at 
least three. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of gender 
studies, the first challenge would be to specify from the 
beginning which is the main theoretical lens chosen to 
explain and describe the research theme. Yes, of course, this 
theoretical lens can be complemented and enriched with 
other approaches that the researchers need to indicate in 
order to fulfill the epistemological requirements. The second 
challenge refers to an issue of measurement. Questions, such 
as how can inequalities be measured? How can concepts be 
operationalized? are all rather difficult to answer, given that 
inequalities, power relations, etc., are structurally rooted in 
cultural relations of domination. As such, inequality is not an 
easy concept to turn into numerical data. Another challenge 
is the skepticism and stigma that is often manifested 
towards gender studies in general by groups on the fringes of 
the ideological spectrum, and even by some authoritarian 
governments. Some proponents of radical or extreme 
ideologies see in gender studies a vast conspiracy that 
amounts to some kind of widespread social engineering 
project, brainwashing people and seeking to destroy 
traditional values. This can expose researchers to very real 
prejudice, hate, and even violence. The fact that those who 
hold these beliefs try and put pressure on any academic 
discipline is worrisome in general, and in the case of gender 
studies makes work in this field even more challenging. 

This year marks the 20th anniversary of the UNSCR 1325 
on women, peace and security. How do you see the 
progress achieved so far?

This year’s anniversary of UNSCR 1325 presents an 
opportunity to reflect upon the limits and shortcomings of 
the actions taken since UNSCR 1325 was adopted. Despite 
the normative and legal efforts undertaken at a global level, 
there are countless cracks in the states’ application of the 

provisions from UNSCR 1325 and of the regulatory 
frameworks embedded in the subsequent resolutions. Twenty 
years later, women continue to be excluded from formal 
peace processes, and their recognition as legitimate actors 
represents a point of controversy. As we speak women, child 
soldiers, children, men are abused; raped; and do not have 
access to water sources, food, health services, education. 
Nevertheless, UNSCR 1325 and subsequent resolutions on 
women, peace and security constitute a significant step for 
the advancement of the international peace and security 
agenda. The question is how the values that these resolutions 
encompass, translate themselves into actions with tangible 
results? There are still steps to be taken. Only through 
mobilization and concrete efforts in implementing the 
provisions of UNSCR 1325 and subsequent resolutions can 
the lives of women in conflict zones be improved. Let’s 
“humanize” human rights and focus more on the substance 
rather than the form!
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