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2010 Thai political protests. A Thai protester hurls a molotov cocktail at the police. The smoke from the burning tyres prevent the security forces getting a clear view of the "Red Shirt"
barricades further down Rama 4. Photo: Wikimedia Commons.

INTRODUCTION
JOINT BRIEF SERIES: NEW INSIGHTS ON
WOMEN, PEACE AND SECURITY (WPS)
FOR THE NEXT DECADE
On 31 October 2000, the UN Security Council
adopted Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and
Security. Several other resolutions followed, which
together constitute the normative framework for
the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda.
This brief series was initiated in connection to the
20th anniversary of UNSCR 1325 and promotes
the realization of the WPS agenda through
evidence-based policy and practice. It is the result
of a collaboration between the Folke Bernadotte
Academy (FBA), the Peace Research Institute
Oslo(PRIO), and UN Women.
The editorial board has consisted of Mimmi Söderberg
Kovacs and Sophia Wrede from FBA, Louise Olsson
from PRIO, and Katarina Salmela and Pablo Castillo
Diaz from UN Women. The views and opinions
expressed in the brief series are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or
position of the collaborating partners.

The connection between gender equality and violence may not be evident
at first glance. One simplified interpretation has been to assume the
peacefulness of women. Another interpretation has been to take for granted
that most violent acts are carried out by men, without explicitly analysing
what this means from a gender perspective.1 The Women, Peace and Security
(WPS) agenda, however, encourages us to challenge such gender stereotypes
that disempower both women and men and undermine the goal of conflict
prevention. WPS is not a niche agenda for women; it is a gender equality
and peace agenda that seeks to mainstream gender perspectives to better
prevent and respond to insecurity.2
The research presented in this brief shows that there is a need to focus our
attention on sexist attitudes as well as on discriminatory gender norms.
Attitudes matter when it comes to individual decisions to use or support
violence. Individuals – both men and women – with hostile attitudes towards
women, and towards gender equality in general, are not just more prone
to violent extremist views and to intolerance towards other nationalities
and religious groups3; they are also more likely to actually support violent
groups and to participate in political violence. These results demonstrate
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HOW DOES SEXISM LEAD TO
EXTREMISM AND POLITICAL
VIOLENCE?

that a gender perspective is sorely needed in order to better
understand the dynamics of political violence and extremism.
The WPS framework is crucial to address these dynamics
and the attraction of violent extremism, especially the
sexist attitudes and socially-constructed masculinities and
femininities that provide fertile ground for radicalization
towards violence.4

A large body of research suggests that people’s support for
violent extremism and participation in political violence are
the result of structural macro-level factors such as poverty,
religious structures or semi-democratic political institutions.6
But these explanations cannot explain individual variation
within a country, society or movement. They pertain to many
more individuals than the very small number who actually
choose to join violent extremist groups or engage in political
violence. Among those scholars who do focus on individuallevel explanations, factors such as grievances, religiosity,
personal gain and social networks are often highlighted, but
there is little consensus on which factors matter the most
and how they interact. A small body of research has also
investigated individual-level causes of political violence and
extremism by comparing those who have used violence with
those who have not.7 Such studies have found that young
men are overrepresented in the limited group of people who
participate in political violence. But these studies rarely
expand on the role of gender or they reduce the phenomena
to stereotypes pertaining to biological sex.

The findings presented in this research brief draw on
recently published survey research about participation in
violence by male political activists in Thailand, as well as
large-scale research on the attitudes and activities of both
men and women carried out in Bangladesh, Indonesia, the
Philippines and Libya. This new body of research reveals strong
associations between sexist attitudes, on the one hand, and
violent attitudes and support for or participation in political
violence, on the other. Indeed, attitudes towards gender
equality seem to matter more than many factors commonly
thought to drive political violence and extremism, such as
religiosity or religious ideology, poverty, education levels,
age or marital status. Taken together, these studies show that
sexist attitudes, usually deeply embedded in social structures,
are integral to people’s support for violent extremism and
their participation in political violence. The insight that
sexism and political violence go hand in hand is not new; it
has been voiced by feminist peace activists for more than a
century.5 But the research presented here provides empirical
evidence for this relationship and how it works, drawing on
this feminist thinking, as well as insights from areas of study
such as psychology and anthropology.

Taking these gaps in our knowledge as a starting point, our
studies instead build on research which has begun to uncover
important associations between sexist attitudes and violence.
For example, it has been found that perpetrators of so-called
lone-wolf terror attacks are often perpetrators of violence
against women.8 Research on protest movements has found
that sexist ideology distinguishes organizations that commit
violent acts from those that engage in non-violent protest only.9

This research brief untangles the sexism-violence nexus in two
steps. First, we address the question of how sexism can explain
individual support for violent extremism and participation
in political violence. Second, we look closer at why societies
that have greater gender equality are less violent than other
societies. These two questions are key to operationalizing the
prevention of conflict and violence, a major pillar of the WPS
agenda and the fundamental mandate of the United Nations.
Lastly, we conclude by outlining practical recommendations
for moving forward on this major pillar of the WPS agenda.

A number of studies have demonstrated how ideals of manliness
encompassing sexism are associated with a variety of destructive
behaviours and attitudes.10 We advance this knowledge further
by investigating the effects of sexism on individuals’ support
for and/or actual participation in political violence.
In the first study, a survey was carried out in Thailand in
2012–2013.11 This was before the military coup in 2014, but
not long after outbursts of political violence which claimed
more than a hundred lives in riots and a military crackdown
in 2010. We investigated whether there was any difference
in attitudes towards gender roles among men who had taken
up arms in political uprisings compared to those who had
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Figure 1. Masculine Honour Ideology
Masculine Honour Ideology
Patriarchal Values

Ideals of Masculine Toughness

What it is

The belief in male privilege and
male dominance in society as well as
in the family, extending to control
over female sexuality

The belief that a man’s reputation and
social status is upheld by emotional
detachment and displaying signs of
strength, including threats of violence,
in response to insults and disrespect

How it is linked to
violent behaviour

Patriarchal values reinforce a
tendency for ‘othering’: assigning
less value to certain individuals
on the basis of a perceived group
identity

Ideals of masculine toughness provide
the impetus to respond and act
violently on the basis of 'othering'

Extent of agreement with statements
such as: "It is a man’s duty to protect
his family’s dignity by watching over
			
his woman’s chastity and ethics"

How it is measured
in our research

Extent of agreement with statements
such as: "It is fair for a man to assault
anyone who has spread a rumour that
he is a coward"

factors thought to affect support for violent extremism, we
found that sexist attitudes and support for violence against
women were the factors most strongly associated with both
men and women’s support for violent extremism. However,
men were more likely than women to concur with sexist
attitudes and justify violence against women. People espousing
hostile sexist attitudes were more than two and a half times
more likely to support violent extremism than people who
strongly disagreed with these attitudes. Individuals who stated
that they supported acts of violence against women were also
three times more likely to support violent extremism than

not. As illustrated in figure 1, we defined masculine honour
ideology as the product of two separate but related aspects
of honour that apply primarily to men. The first aspect is
patriarchal values: i.e., that men should be privileged in
society and have control over female sexuality. The other is
ideals of masculine toughness: i.e., that men must be fierce
and willing to use violence to defend their status. Taken
together, masculine honour ideology comprises sexist attitudes
relating to expected gender roles of both women and men.
In order to capture the voices of those few who engage in
violent political uprising, we interviewed members of the two
conflict parties in the recent political violence in Thailand: the
so-called red-shirts and yellow-shirts. The results were in line
with our expectations: male political activists who subscribed
to the masculine honour ideology had participated in political
violence to a much larger degree than those activists who did
not embrace such values.

Figure 2. Factors Influencing Support for Violent Extremism

Factors

In the second study, surveys and interviews were carried out
in four countries: Bangladesh, Indonesia, the Philippines
and Libya, focusing on regions that had experienced violent
attacks during 2018–2019.12 We investigated whether sexist
ideas about masculinity and gender inequality and attitudes
toward violence against women were associated with both
men and women’s support for violent extremism in those
countries. As illustrated in figure 2, among a wide range of
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Violence Against Women

4.66

Misogyny (hostile sexism)

4.65

Coercion and Control

4.33

Religiosity

1.5
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those who did not. Follow-up interviews confirmed these
results by connecting sexist attitudes to participation in acts of
political violence. This study highlighted the role of sexual and
gendered violence and threats of such violence in motivating
individuals to join extremist groups – for women, to escape
violence, and for men, to attain manliness and status.13

and extremism, with repercussions both domestically and
internationally. As the ideals and behaviours of individuals
accumulate in societies with less gender equality, leaders can
gain respect and popularity by acting warlike and seeking to
undermine women’s rights. Prevailing social norms among
both men and women about equality and violence are
decisive. Our research suggests that this is a more plausible
explanation for why more gender-equal societies tend to be
less violent and more peaceful. Sexism, and not just gender
inequality as a structural condition, is a crucial, overlooked
factor in motivating people to support violent extremism or
engage in political violence.

Sexism exists on a continuum and is not confined to violent
extremists. Likewise, conflicts over women’s rights involve
broad groups in society. But it is striking that in both these
studies described above, sexism was found to be a more
powerful predictor of an individual’s participation in and
support of violence than other factors such as religiosity,
education or age.

C O N C L U S I O N S A N D I M P L I C AT I O N S
The research presented in this brief demonstrates that the
connection between the agendas of WPS and Countering
Violent Extremism (P/CVE) lies in the sexism-and-violence
nexus. This has not been well understood or translated into
practical action in existing policy frameworks. Our empirical
findings regarding misogyny and honour ideology provide
concrete insights into the composition of such attitudes.
This is not to say that strengthening women’s rights and
participation is not crucially important to transforming sexist
attitudes and stereotypes and preventing political violence.
However, given the emerging research evidence presented
here, approaches that respond to sexism in both men and
women should be considered imperative.

HOW IS GENDER EQUALIT Y
CONNECTED TO PEACE?
These research findings are also important for our broader
understanding of the relationship between gender equality and
peace, which underpins the WPS agenda. Numerous studies
have shown that societies with greater equality between women
and men tend to be more peaceful, but research has been less
conclusive when it comes to understanding why this is so. In
some cases, it has been naively suggested that the relationship
exists because women are inherently more tolerant and peaceful
than men. At other times it has been posited that since women
have greater power in societies that have more gender equality,
their predisposition toward tolerance and peace will bring about
more peace. Such simplistic explanations are problematic for
several reasons, not least because they reinforce a stereotypical
gender division between peace-making women and warlike
men. They also ignore the hurdles that any peacemaker – male
or female – faces in a society in which norms of violence and
conflict prevail.

One set of recommendations stemming from these research
insights concerns the usefulness of identifying certain types
of individuals as part of security risk assessments. Potential
and actual participants in violence and extremism should
be sought among people with sexist attitudes, who embrace
notions of manliness who stress fierceness, honour and female
subordination. These are likely to be men, but more research
is needed on the driving forces for women’s participation,
as we know that women can be vociferous supporters of
extremist violence and may perpetrate political violence.15
On a cautionary note, only a fraction of people who hold
sexist views will participate in political violence or promote
extremism, and conversely, some perpetrators will not hold
these views. Nevertheless, the associations seem to be so strong
that this insight should make security risk assessment work
more efficient.

Our research shows that a more convincing explanation
involves attitudes and norms linked to sexist ideals of
dominant masculinity and subordinate femininity14 as drivers
for violence and extremism. In societies with a stronger
masculine honour ideology, for instance, women will be
more oppressed, and conflicts will be handled with more
violence. Similarly, women’s activism in patriarchal societies
is often seen as a threat and met with increased sexism and
violence. This, in turn, contributes to normalizing violence
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It is sometimes suggested that organizations such as the
military, police or peacekeeping units need individuals who
value fierceness, bravery and other elements of traditionally
masculine “warrior” culture. Our results strongly caution
against such thinking. Traits such as fierceness and bravery
can and should be delinked from biological sex and gender
identity, so that all individuals who qualify can participate on
equal terms. In addition, this can assist us in efforts to reduce
sexual abuse, exploitation and harassment, as organizations
actively try to counter sexist views and masculine honour
ideologies. This, in turn, should increase the capacity to recruit
and retain qualified women and minority members, who tend
to be disproportionately targeted by such behaviours, and
create more diverse and inclusive organizations.

The purpose of the WPS agenda is to rebalance our approach
to peace and security for all. To move this agenda forward
beyond the twentieth anniversary will require that more men,
as well as women, become WPS champions. For WPS, this
means shaping women and men to hold inclusive attitudes and
promote inclusive behaviours in peace and security in addition
to increasing the meaningful participation of women at the
peace table, in post-conflict governance and in peace operations
and decision-making.
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