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Abstract
The war in Ukraine is largely being discussed in gender-neutral terms. Where it is gendered, it is primarily in 
the context of the impact on women and their role in protecting and caring for children. But this war is over-
whelmingly gendered: it is an invasion conceived principally by one man and the men around him, is being 
fought largely between men, and is part of a wider masculinised system and process. This article explores the 
connections between masculinities and the Ukraine-Russia war, in particular President Putin’s construction 
of militarised nationalist masculinities and the impact of this war on the lives of men and their partners and 
families. A greater focus on men’s gender in the context of this current conflict, and war more broadly, has 
several implications for work on gender equality, peace, and security.
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INTRODUCTION

The mainstream discussions on the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in political, policy, and media 
circles are primarily gender-neutral. Where this war 
is gendered, it is largely in the context of a “war on 
Ukrainian women.”1 But men are the predominant 
actors in the current Russian-Ukrainian war: men 
primarily conceived it, are implementing it, fighting 
against each other, and dying as a result.2 This asser-
tion is not made in any way to diminish the equally 
severe impact that this war is having on women, as 
well as on children3 and on civilians more broadly.4 
Today in Ukraine, we are seeing heroic military and 
civilian actions by both men and women.5 But the 
conventional framing of this conflict renders men’s 
gender invisible within it – arguably a reflection of 
the socially accepted ubiquity of men’s violence, 
aggression, and armed conflict.6

Feminists and gender equality activists and 
practitioners have made significant gains since 2000 
to increase the focus on ‘gender’ during and after 
war and conflict, reflected in the landmark United 
Nations (U.N.) Security Council Resolution 1325 
heralding the creation of the Women, Peace, and 
Security (WPS) agenda.7 This has also been sup-
ported by significant scholarship on gender and con-
flict.8 Although men are gendered actors in conflict, 
in much these efforts, gender is largely a placeholder 
for women.9 The four pillars of the WPS agenda – 
prevention, protection, participation, and relief and 
recovery – are far from fulfilled, requiring much 
stronger political will and resources from govern-
ments and donors.10 However, although WPS theo-
retically considers gender to include men and boys, 
there is little specific focus on men in practice.11 

This means that an analysis of masculinities – 
male-gendered ways and social expectations of 
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being and acting – is often absent from our analysis 
and understanding as a driver of conflict and war.12 
It also means we may default to simplistic assump-
tions about gender roles in war, such as that women 
are naturally the peacemakers and men are the war-
mongers.13 Some prominent female war leaders, 
such as U.K. Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher,14 
often do support war, and over one hundred thou-
sand women signed up for action during World 
War I.15 Moreover, there is a long tradition of some 
men and women supporting pacifism and anti-war 
movements, and men can and do play an import-
ant role in conflict prevention.16 These oversights in 
our analysis have implications for how we seek to 
understand war, prevent it, mitigate its effects and 
respond to its impacts, with attendant consequences 
for all of us.

More recently, there has been a growth in 
research and practice focusing on masculinities, 
war, and peacebuilding.17 Though remaining at the 
fringes of the gender and conflict debate, this work 
has sought to understand how and why war and vio-
lent conflict are wrapped up with male aggression 
and masculinity.18 International Conferences have 
aspired to deepen understanding of these mascu-
line linkages and their implications for conflict 
and peace.19 An important limitation of this work, 
in which I have also been complicit,20 has been its 
predominant focus on behavioural change among 
individual men in communities rather than on chal-
lenging structural power or seeking to work with 
men in political and military leadership positions. 
Equally, while rightfully placing men’s use of force 
in the context of patriarchy and women’s rights,21 
there has been less epistemological space to focus 
on men’s vulnerability and powerlessness in war. 

This article seeks, in particular, to expand the 
discussion on those latter two issues – men’s struc-
tural power and the impact violent conflict has on 
men – in the context of the Russia-Ukraine war. 
While focusing mainly on current events, my anal-
ysis can arguably be applied to any other current 
or recent conflict. The article’s genesis has been my 
desire to make sense of what masculinities have to 

do with the war in Ukraine, informed by my prior 
work on promoting more equitable and non-violent 
forms of manhood in conflict, post-conflict, and 
peacebuilding and the constraints of these efforts.

MEN, MASCULINITIES AND THE 
WAR IN UKRAINE: EXPLORING THE 

CONNECTIONS

In the run-up to the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
and during the current conflict, there has been a sig-
nificant focus on trying to understand the actions and 
motivations of Russian President Vladimir Putin.22 
He has been talked about inter alia as a dictator23 and 
a tyrant.24 Focusing on getting inside Putin’s mind is 
not a new pre-occupation for the West.25 While this 
has provided important analysis, there has been less 
mainstream talk and focus on how Putin performs 
and represents an alpha male26 – a radical version 
of hypermasculinity.27 Soon after Putin first became 
president before the turn of the millennium, images 
of him practising judo and being bear-chested on 
horseback or while walking along the Siberian 
river were widely circulated as part of a carefully 
stage-managed approach to present his strongman 
persona.28 These images remain on Putin’s current 
official Presidential website.29 In addition, there was 
a strong emphasis in Putin’s image and actions on 
heterosexuality and homophobia.30 This public rela-
tions approach fundamentally shaped the Russian 
discourse around gender and being a man, with 
Putin valued at home for this masculinist persona,31 
laying the groundwork for mainstream support for 
his military actions to come.

There has also been  limited focus on Putin 
enacting hegemonic masculinities – an “ideal type 
of masculinity that imposes on all other forms of 
masculinity (and femininity) meanings about their 
own position and identity.”32 Putin began in the 
widely feared Secret Service of the Soviet Union, 
the KGB, which, renamed the FSB, has had a cen-
tral duty of suppressing opposition to the state since 
its formation.33 The KGB clearly supported Putin’s 
ascent to the presidency, and he was also approved 
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circle have limited influence, as reflected in Russia’s 
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, when meeting his 
Ukrainian counterpart Dmytro Kuleba for nego-
tiations, being unable to make critical decisions to 
deescalate this conflict.44 This authoritarianism has 
been contrasted with Zelenskyy’s leadership, who is 
seen as a ‘man of the people’ and is said to employ 
a less hierarchical and more cooperative (rather than 
one-man governance) leadership style.45

An essential part of Putin’s performance of 
hegemonic masculinities has been a focus on nation-
alist masculinities.46 As noted above, attributing 
masculine characteristics to his country has allowed 
Putin to present himself as a saviour-hero, fitting 
his pre-occupation with restoring Russia’s national 
strength.47 His public distain for the West, evidenced 
for example, by the Salisbury poisoning in the U.K., 
and perhaps by the fact of his being ridiculed in 
Western media,48 reinforces this image that he is 
the protector of the Russian state. Putin’s historical 
denial of Ukrainians having the right to their own 
statehood49 is partly due to this display of national-
ist masculinities. It is also reflected in Russia’s lack 
of serious intention during peace negations with 
Ukraine, and their macho posturing and dominant 
positioning. As Mykhailo Podolyak, an adviser to 
the Ukrainian president said, the Russian side has 
never truly been interested in a peaceful settle-
ment.50 The reports that Putin apparently rejected a 
peace deal brokered by his chief envoy to Ukraine, 
Dmitry Kozak, early in the invasion, that would have 
satisfied his demand that Ukraine stay out of NATO, 
is a further reflection of his performance of mascu-
linities. Backing down would be seen as weak and 
would question his nationalist assertion that Ukraine 
posed an “existential threat” to Russia.51

A celebrated aspect of this hegemonic national-
ist masculinities created by Putin’s regime is milita-
rised masculinities – what the Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) refers to 
as acquiring and proving one’s masculinity through 
military action and combat.52 For Putin, militarised 
masculinities have been embodied in previous acts 
of political violence, such as annexing the Crimean 

by Russia’s rich and powerful oligarchs, whose 
interests he protected in return for staying out of 
politics while bankrolling Putin’s circle.34 Putin has 
since consolidated his dominance by eradicating 
his opponents, undermining democratic structures, 
controlling the press, and preventing free speech.35 
Indeed, Putin has sought to eliminate any threat to 
his hegemonic position. Political opponents have 
ended up dead, or in the case of Alexei Navalny, 
his most prominent political opponent, arrested and 
imprisoned on various trumped-up charges.36 Putin 
has also sought to display his dominance over oth-
ers not only in his own country but abroad, such 
as in the poisoning by two suspected Russian mil-
itary intelligence officers of former Russian spy 
Sergei Skripal, and his daughter, with Novichok, in 
Salisbury, UK, in 2018.37 As Wojnicka et al. note, 
not only does Putin personify hegemonic masculin-
ity, but this “particular type of gender ideology is 
one of the main factors which has led to the current 
invasion of Ukraine.”38

An understanding of Putin’s current absolute 
power – a salient component of achieving and main-
taining hegemonic masculinity – is further instruc-
tive for interpreting the current Ukraine invasion. 
Putin has been described as the archetype of the 
“strongman ruler,” as Gideon Rachman notes in The 
Age of the Strong Man,39 often admired by other con-
temporary authoritarian leaders, such as Xi Jinping 
in China, Viktor Orban in Hungary, Boris Johnson 
in Britain, Donald Trump in America, and Jair 
Bolsonaro in Brazil; all of whom have equally sought 
to promote a ‘tough guy’ focus within their author-
itarian and ‘cult of personality’ leadership styles.40 
The ultimate goal of strongman leaders, which Putin 
has come close to achieving, is the complete iden-
tification of the nation with their leadership; with-
out Putin, there would be no Russia.41 This war in 
Ukraine is entirely of Putin’s making.42 And there-
fore, as Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
has said - as have other senior intelligence officials 
– Putin alone is the only person that can ultimately 
end Russia’s aggression.43 As a sign of his abso-
lute power, even senior members of Putin’s inner 
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the Russian public, and presumably their own fam-
ilies, further reinforces this reality.61 In the theatre 
of war this callousness towards one’s own soldiers 
is described in the media as a strategic miscalcula-
tion.62 But this should be called out as enacting the 
ultimate form of hegemonic power: having a blatant 
disregard for the lives of countless other men, many 
poor and from lower classes, fighting on your behalf, 
seeing their lives as expendable and meaningless in 
your crusade to be a strong and powerful man.

In this context, it is important to acknowledge 
the powerlessness many male combatants will feel. 
Russia has mandatory conscription, and many of 
their combatants in Ukraine are frightened teenage 
boys forced into a war they never thought they would 
be in.63 On the other side, Ukrainian men of ‘fighting 
age’ cannot leave the country.64 These realities have 
been described as a form of “gender-based violence 
inflicted on men by political leaders.”65 Reports fre-
quently describe the Russian troops as demoralized 
and exhausted.66 They appeal to others back home 
in Russia not to join the war.67 The recent so-called 
“partial mobilization” by Putin has led many men to 
fight against their will. Harsh penalties were rushed 
through the Russian Duma for those failing to report 
for military duty, surrendering or refusing to fight.68 
Many men and families are choosing to flee. In men’s 
desire to fulfil the masculine norms around being the 
breadwinner in the family – an enactment of manhood 
I have found to be very pervasive in my conversations 
with men69 and have felt myself acutely – other men 
come forward to fight in this war, even despite the 
risks. Videos circulate of mobilized soldiers in Russia 
appealing to the authorities to pay money to their 
families.70 Reports from Syria, where Russia is said 
to be recruiting a militia to fight in the war, document 
men being offered large sums of money, including 
death benefits, to travel to Ukraine.71 As one Syrian 
man said in response to Russia’s financial offer: “That 
is more than I could ever earn in Syria. That is putting 
a value on my life, I know, but that’s what life is worth 
these days. If I die there, at least my family can live.”72 
In a context where men feel they have nothing to lose, 
life is tragically cheap.

Peninsula from Ukraine in 201453 or earlier bru-
tal crackdowns on independence movements in 
Chechnya and Georgia.54 In this context, the war 
in Ukraine is a further assertion of this militarized 
masculinities. Putin arguably always intended to 
invade Ukraine, and meetings with many Western 
political leaders (mainly male) flying in to try to 
dissuade him otherwise55 was all for show on his 
part and to shore up his sense of superiority and 
reinforce Russian strength. Putin’s desire to fulfil 
an ideology for an expanded Russian Empire has 
also been said to be based on a personal sense of 
humiliation and inadequacy.56 My in-depth research 
with men has found that when men feel emascu-
lated – when their masculinity is under threat or is 
being challenged – they can react with both anger 
and violence.57 It can be argued that, as the head of 
one of the world’s largest military powers, Putin 
is therefore using war and Russia’s full military 
might – in addition to other ideological drivers – to 
prove his manhood, and in doing so, causing untold 
human suffering and destruction. That this can be 
the ramifications of one man’s sense of inadequacy 
is deeply troubling. It also has implications for how 
we perceive leadership in our societies and seek to 
deescalate this war, as I explore below.

A further key expression of Putin’s hegemonic 
masculinities, and that of his key lieutenants in the 
Kremlin, is the complete lack of respect shown for 
the lives of their own Russian soldiers, who were 
ill trained, ill prepared, ill equipped and then left 
without any military support or even sufficient 
means of sustenance.58 I have struggled to process 
the many videos of captured young male Russian 
soldiers calling their mums, crying, explaining they 
are alive, that they thought they were going to a 
training camp in Russia or would be welcomed as 
liberators in Ukraine, and instead are being sent to 
their death.59 These men have conducted atrocities 
and war crimes, and I do not seek to justify their 
actions. But it is equally clear that many of these 
men are simply “cannon fodder,” in the words of 
one captured Russian soldier.60 Putin’s desire to 
hide the truth of the deaths of Russian soldiers from 
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mission’ in Afghanistan between 1979–89.81 This is 
the human cost of the socially accepted ubiquity of 
men’s violence and armed conflict.

While men are principally the primary combat-
ants, women are also directly involved in fighting in 
Ukraine, undertaking leadership roles in their com-
munities, collecting and passing on intelligence, 
gathering evidence on war crimes, and taking up 
arms.82 This includes many prominent female pol-
iticians, such as Maria Lonova MP, the Speaker of 
Ukrainian Women’s Congress, who have chosen 
not to leave Ukraine even though they could. This 
reflects forms of female enactment of masculin-
ities83 and women’s multiple roles in this contem-
porary conflict. Despite this, the coverage of these 
women in the context of the war often reinforces 
stereotypes that conceal their contribution to resist-
ing the Russian invasion.84 Acknowledging this is 
important both in challenging notions of traditional 
gendered images of warrior men and supportive 
women and ensuring that women’s diverse roles are 
reflected in future peacebuilding and reconstruc-
tion. It has been exclusively men who have sat at 
the negotiating table between Russia and Ukraine.85

As the conflict continues, the scale of the atroc-
ities and war crimes undertaken by the Russian 
forces have become more evident, including tor-
ture and massacres of civilians and indiscriminate 
attacks on densely populated areas.86 There has 
also been widespread rapes and sexual exploitation. 
Sexual violence against women and children by com-
batants, particularly as an act of rage and revenge 
by men against the ‘enemy’ they are fighting, has 
been used in countless previous conflicts,87 includ-
ing during and after World War II (1939–1945),88 
the Vietnam War (1955–1975),89 the Soviet Union’s 
invasion of Afghanistan (1979–89),90 the War in the 
Former Yugoslavia (1991–2001),91 and during the 
Rwandan genocide (1994),92 among others. A recent 
comprehensive synthesis of research conducted by 
WILFP on men, masculinities, and armed con-
flict in Afghanistan, Cameroon, Colombia and the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) found men’s 
use of gender-based violence, in particular sexual 

A gender-neutral approach to war also neces-
sitates that discussion and analysis of deaths and 
related human rights concerns focus on the num-
ber of Ukrainian civilian casualties.73 This often 
includes the number of women and child fatali-
ties explicitly. Men remain predominant in armed 
forces74 and are considerably more likely to die from 
conflict, whether violently or from other causes.75 
Combatant fatalities are an accepted part of war. 
But by not gendering the combatants, who are pri-
mary men, the loss of human life among this group 
becomes less remarked on as a tragedy of individual 
lives lost and more as an account of war statistics. 
Male soldiers, over 61,000 of whom are estimated 
now on the Russian side to have died, are simply 
represented as a number of fallen manpower next 
to the number of destroyed aircraft and tanks76 as if 
there were an equivalence. While civilian lives lost 
are rightly seen as murder, the death of soldiers is 
seen as combat losses.77 The mainstream media has 
even glorified this killing, with videos of moving 
Russian tanks successfully exploding under head-
ings such as ‘gotcha.’78 This has been further fed 
by thousands retweeting the many graphic videos 
of Russian soldiers being blown up.79 This is not to 
excuse the actions of Russian troops nor to dismiss 
the understandable desire of Ukrainians to celebrate 
progress against their aggressor. But in failing to 
gender these Russian and Ukrainian soldiers, we do 
not see the humanity behind their uniforms and the 
impact their loss of human life will have on those 
left behind. These soldiers have parents, partners, 
and children. The heart-breaking text message – 
read aloud by the Ukrainian Ambassador to the U.N. 
Sergiy Kyslytsya, at the U.N. General Assembly 
Emergency Meeting on the war – which was sent by 
a Russian soldier to his mother moments before he 
was killed describing the horror unfolding and how 
terrifying and brutal the situation is –  encapsulates 
this reality.80 It reminds us of the harrowing testi-
monies from soldiers, doctors, mothers, wives, and 
siblings of the lasting effects of war in Svetlana 
Alexievich’s extraordinary book, Boys in Zinc, 
about the Soviet Union’s so-called ‘peace keeping 
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of men who were practicing lawyers just months 
ago and are now manning lookout posts with 
AK47 assault rifles.101 We can only imagine what 
impact being asked to kill may have when you have 
received little or no training on decompartmentaliz-
ing your actions.102 Equally, we see Ukrainian men 
in tears following a Russian attack that has killed 
their friends or family members.103 Many men will 
be traumatised by what they witness and experi-
ence. Research often focuses solely on the health 
impacts of war on the civilian population,104 but we 
know that those who fight face substantial physical 
and mental health outcomes, ranging from injury, 
lifetime disabilities and illness, to depression and 
anxiety.105 A discussion on this is essential not only 
given the long-term impact on these men them-
selves but on the manifestations for others. Our 
research in the Eastern DRC found that men’s expe-
riences of violence in conflict and war made them 
more likely to use violence against others, including 
their intimate partners,106 mirroring other findings 
on this potential cycle of violence.107 Male combat-
ants struggling to process their experiences may kill 
again once they return from the battle field.108 This 
is not in any way to diminish the terrible suffering 
of women and children or to suggest that all these 
men will go on to use violence, but that men will be 
equally traumatised and that their experiences can 
inform a cycle of violence affecting everyone.

But this war is not only about Putin’s inade-
quacy or desire to ‘prove his manhood.’ It is also 
about wider systems enmeshed with practices and 
representations of masculinity associated with 
power, violence, and control.109 As Raewyn Connell 
has noted, it is important to look at the masculin-
ised culture of the military, economics, and politics 
in relation to the Ukraine war.110 There is a history 
of a culture of masculinities within armies and mil-
itary forces and in their decisions.111 Militaries can 
construct and institutionalize hegemonic masculin-
ity, where one’s peer group and military community 
of practice is fundamental to reinforcing mascu-
linities.112 The military can form and reinforce the 
link between masculinities and nationalism.113 The 

violence, against women and girls during wartime to 
be widespread and normalised and “emblematic of 
the psychology of violent masculinities being both 
heightened and deployed in armed conflict.”93 As 
such, while acknowledging how many men become 
victims of war, it is also important to highlight that 
many men are simultaneously perpetrators of vio-
lence and the necessity of holding them to account 
during and after the conflict.

On the Ukrainian side, we have seen pictures 
of the immense suffering and hardship of women 
and children fleeing the Russian invasion and 
becoming refugees or those remaining in Ukraine 
sheltering in basements from Russian bombs.94 But 
in not gendering men, we have talked less about the 
impact on these women and children because it is 
generally men left behind in Ukraine – their hus-
bands, lovers, fathers, friends, and children. Many 
women feel tremendous guilt, having been the ones 
to escape.95 Many women will never see their male 
partners again. Many Ukrainian children will never 
know their fathers.

Similarly, on the Russian side, following the 
partial mobilization, we have seen many pictures 
of Russian fathers – many of whom may never 
return alive – saying goodbye to their children and 
families.96 This is of critical importance given the 
evidence of the benefits of positive father involve-
ment in their children’s lives.97 As a result of World 
War II, 2.5 million children in Germany lost their 
fathers, most of whom grew up with single moth-
ers, often accompanied by financial hardship, and 
reported consistently more psychiatric symptoms 
than those who did not lose their father.98 If his-
tory repeats itself only to a small extent, there can 
be life-long consequences for both Ukrainian and 
Russian mothers and children.

It is also important to acknowledge the impact 
and suffering of these men in Ukraine. I have found 
masculinities associated with male stoicism and a 
desire not to show weakness.99 We know that even 
trained soldiers have debilitating post-traumatic 
stress disorder related to what they witness and 
experience in war.100 In Ukraine, we hear stories 
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Finally, there is a growing focus on the fact 
that, while we did not cause this war, the West has 
turned a blind eye to Putin’s increasingly despotic 
and hegemonic militarized behaviour. For example, 
his position may have been inadvertently embold-
ened by the international communities’ more muted 
response concerning the annexing of Crimean 
Peninsula,130 or his military actions in Chechnya 
and Georgia.131 There has also been political expe-
dience on the part of the West in maintaining the 
status quo with Russia. For example, the Mueller 
report found clear Russian interference in the 2016 
U.S. Presidential election, but limited action was 
taken.132 In 2020, the U.K. Intelligence and Security 
Committee released a Russia report finding sub-
stantial evidence of Russian interference in the 
British economy and politics, but this fell largely on 
deaf ears.

Moreover, a strong man worldview has in many 
ways been employed by our politicians to advance 
their arguments, arguably furthering Putin’s agenda 
to destabilise the West (even if inadvertently) – the 
need for Britain to reassert its ‘rightful’ place in 
the world which underpinned the Brexit result, for 
example.133 Equally, the belief in a return to ‘tra-
ditional’ American values was a key driver in the 
election of Donald Trump as U.S. President. Studies 
show societies continue to believe men are more 
suitable leaders than women, reflecting a broader 
belief in ‘strong man’ leadership despite this being 
ill-suited for many of today’s global challenges.134

IMPLICATIONS: WHAT DOES THIS MEAN? 
WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?

The above analysis necessitates a shift in dis-
course around gender, war, and conflict to include 
a greater focus on masculinities. This shift should 
seek to further the work on understanding how 
norms of being a man and masculinities, and dis-
playing strong man and hegemonic masculine lead-
ership, contribute to war and violent conflict and can 
equally be an entry point to challenge these norms 
and prevent and mitigate such violence.135 We accept 

male soldier, represented as a hero and warrior, is a 
fundamental representation of masculinity.114 Army 
recruitment in the U.K. has been linked to increased 
violence and aggression among new recruits.115 
Equally, there are nuances worthy of greater under-
standing, such as researchers finding that integral to 
the warrior hero identity among young male army 
recruits can be qualities that are more inclusive and 
egalitarian, such as empathy, collegiality, and car-
ing. Whilst conscription is a reality in many coun-
tries, there is also the allure of the military for men, 
particularly young men, presented as adventure116, 
camaraderie,117 risk-taking,118 and using force.119 
Appeals are made to duty, honour, and patriotism to 
motivate soldiers to fight in war.120 In other words, 
men are not just sent into conflict. Many also buy 
into these prevailing discourses (which are precisely 
designed to elicit their support). 

The global arms industry is continuing to 
expand,121 valued in 2019 at at least $118 billion.122 
Eighty seven percent of arms spending is accounted 
for by the G20 countries.123 Twelve billion bullets 
are produced every year.124 Despite the strict rules to 
regulate arms sales in the global Arms Trade Treaty, 
arms sales continued to increase even as economies 
contracted due to COVID-19.125 While countries 
understandably seek to defend themselves, the big-
gest growth in arms imports has been in Europe,126 
and this has likely further increased due to mil-
itary spending on the Ukraine war. The current 
U.K. government is undermining the international 
Non-proliferation treaty (NPT), signed by 191 U.N. 
member states,127 boycotting recent NPT negotia-
tions and announcing its commitment to increasing 
Britain’s stockpile of nuclear warheads.128 As the 
Gender Equality Network for Small Arms Control 
(GENSAC) notes, the close real and symbolic links 
between masculinities and arms are reproduced in 
popular culture and reinforced by arms manufactur-
ers, almost always owned and run by men.129 There 
is a need to challenge global military expenditure 
and the masculinised culture within this indus-
try and to allocate more resources to peace and 
reconstruction.
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should therefore not only recognise their critical 
individual needs, but also women and children’s 
needs about the men and boys in their lives – mainly 
dealing with the loss of a son, partner or father, or 
adapting to the return of these men who likely have 
been deeply traumatised by their experiences.

We must ensure that Russian troops are held 
accountable for their atrocities, particularly rape 
and sexual violence. Globally, the impunity for 
using rape as a weapon of war must be tackled, and 
the international rules-based systems for account-
ability in war and conflict needs to be strengthened, 
not weakened.140 In addition, a survivor-centered 
approach is essential to support those who have 
experienced abuse. And organisations that work to 
respond to and prevent sexual violence in conflict 
should be empowered.141

We urgently need to additionally support and 
expand the focus of work on militarised mascu-
linities. Much work on men’s use of violence has 
focused on individual men, often low-income men 
from the global South, rather than on men who hold 
significant power or on masculinities and patriarchy 
within political and military institutions. Feminist 
organisations, such as The MenEngage alliance and 
WILPF, have launched an initiative focusing on 
militarised masculinities and mobilising men for 
feminist peace.142 But the broader paradigm of work 
that focuses on ending men’s violence doesn’t truly 
embrace structural, militarised masculinities.

We need to call out President Putin for what he 
is – a man displaying hegemonic nationalist milita-
rised masculinities using weapons and force to enact 
his sense of manhood and ideology. We also need 
to understand what this means in the current (and 
future) conflict. Men like Putin who enact hege-
monic masculinities do not want to be emasculated 
by being seen to back down. They do not want to 
give in or show weakness. The more they are riled, 
the harder they will push back. As this war is not 
going to plan as Putin and his inner circle intended, 
arguably even more lethal Russian tactics are being 
unleased on Ukrainian citizens.143 The multiple 
stories of killings of scores of unarmed Ukrainian 

men’s violence as inevitable by not gendering men 
in this context. As part of this work, there is a need 
to move beyond the tokenistic inclusion of men in 
the Women, Peace and Security agenda and to bet-
ter conceptualise how men and masculinities fit with 
this agenda’s four pillars to promote gender equality 
and feminist peace.*136 Equally, caution should be 
applied in promoting a parallel men, peace and secu-
rity agenda, as has been advocated,137 and instead, 
we should seek a broader conceptualisation of gen-
der in the context of peace and security in which all 
sexes and gender identities find their place.

Work on engaging men in conflict, post-con-
flict, and peacebuilding also needs to be expanded 
to focus beyond enabling men to advocate for wom-
en’s rights to recognise the suffering war also brings 
on men. Greater research is required to understand 
what men are experiencing and witnessing, and its 
immediate and longer-term implications for their 
health and wellbeing, including the potential link-
ages between experiencing and witnessing, and then 
using violence after the war has ended.138 Policies and 
programme approaches are needed to address these 
implications. In particular, as we respond to this cri-
sis and rebuild war-torn Ukraine after the conflict, 
support services, particularly psychosocial support, 
will be needed for male and female combatants. 

Our focus and scholarship on masculinities and 
conflict also needs to give voice to the impact on 
everyone as a result of the massive levels of mor-
tality and morbidity among male combatants and 
on men’s separation from their families due to war. 
Moreover, as noted, men’s ill-health impacts not 
only on men themselves but on their partners, chil-
dren, and societies.139 The impact of war is thus rela-
tional, not only individual. Our support to women 
and children impacted by the Russia-Ukraine war 

*Feminist peace is related to three perspectives: peace as the 
absence of all types of structural violence; peace and security 
for all; and peace premised on the universal integration of a 
gender perspectives as well as equal participation at all levels 
and in all peace building processes. Source: https://africanfem-
inism.com/what-feminist-peace-means-in-changing-contexts-
of-conflicts/
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wounded

2. Le Monde. Pentagon says Russian casualties in 
Ukraine up to 80,000. [internet] 2022 August 8 
[cited 2022 October 9]. Available from: https://
www.lemonde.f r/en /inter nat ional /ar t icle/ 
2022/08/08/pentagon-says-russian-casualtie
s-in-ukraine-up-to-80-000_5992916_4.html; 
BBC News. 10,000 Ukrainian soldiers killed, 
Kyiv says. [internet] 2022 June 11 [cited 2022 
October 8]. 

3. UNFPA. Ukraine: Conflict compounds the vul-
nerabilities of women and girls as humanitarian 
needs spiral [internet]. New York, 2022. [cited 
2022 March 28]. Available from: https://www.
unfpa.org/ukraine-war

4. Wikipedia. Casualties of the Russo-Ukrainian 
War. [internet] 2022 October 10 [cited 2022 
October 10]. Available from: https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Casualties_of_the_Russo-Ukrainian_
War#Total_casualties

5. O’Grady S, Khudov K. Ukrainian women stand 
strong against Russian invaders. Washington Post. 
2022 March 18 [internet]. Available from: https://
www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/03/18/
ukraine-russia-women-war/

6. Heilman B, Barker G. Masculine Norms and 
Violence: Making the Connections. Washington, 
DC: Promundo-US. 2018.

7. Office of the Special Advisor on Gender Issues 
and the Advancement of Women (UNOSAGI). 
Landmark resolution on Women, Peace and 
Security [internet]. New York, 2022. Available 
from: https://www.un.org/womenwatch/osagi/wps/

8. Malley, R. Why Research on Gender and Conflict 
Matters. 2019 March 8 [cited 2022 March 28]. 
In: International Crisis Group, Commentary 
[internet]. Brussels, Belgium. 2022. Available 
from: https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/why- 
research-gender-and-conflict-matters

9. Myrttinen, H. Locating Masculinities in 
WPS. [internet]. In Davies S, True J, editors. 
The Oxford Handbook of Women, Peace, and 
Security. Oxford University Press. 2019. [cited 
2022 March 28]. http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780190638276.013.10

civilians as the Russian forces have retreated further 
reinforce this.144 There is a real danger of nuclear 
war for the first time since the Cuban nuclear crisis 
in the 1960s.145 Putin arguably needs an off-ramp. 
He will want to still claim ‘success’ even if the real-
ity suggests otherwise. He will hopefully be held 
accountable for his actions by the International 
Criminal Court in the Hague, but diplomacy needs 
to find a way for him to climb down to end the vio-
lence, killing and destruction.

We must also change how we define leader-
ship. Societal concepts of ‘successful’ leadership, 
that leadership needs to be hypermasculine and that 
men are inherently better leaders and decision-mak-
ers, must be challenged.146 When the world is facing 
multiple ecological, developmental and humanitar-
ian crises, it is soft power, not hard power, that the 
world needs.147

Finally, we must have a serious discussion 
about manhood in our society. While continuing 
to stand in solidarity with the people of Ukraine, 
we must also continue to argue against mass kill-
ings, war crimes, and genocide. We have failed the 
promise of never again.148 We need to challenge 
norms that equate manhood with conflict, promote 
versions of being a man that are more equitable 
and non-violent and acknowledges the challenges 
men may face in fulfilling societal expectations 
around their gendered role. We are already seeing 
the beginnings of an arms race in the West as an 
answer to this war, when we truly need to develop 
more caring forms of being human – caring of oth-
ers and caring for our planet. With the ever-increas-
ing impacts of climate change on all of us, time is 
running out.149
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