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UNSCR 1325 provides a useful 
framework from which to 
develop and improve policy and 
programming on gender, peace, 
security and development issues.  
Most importantly, UNSCR 1325 
provides a platform for civil society 
to demand accountability from 
their governments and to raise 
public and political awareness 
on the issue of sexual violence 
in conflict and beyond.

UNSCR 1325 is an 18-point 
document focusing on four 
inter-related thematic areas:

 participation of women at 
all decision-making levels 
and in peace processes

inclusion of gender training 
in peacekeeping operations

protection of the rights 
of girls and women

gender mainstreaming in 
the UN’s reporting and 
implementation systems. 

Within each of these thematic 
areas, UNSCR 1325 encourages 
action by UN agencies, the Security 
Council, the Secretary General, 
governments and all parties to 
armed conflict. Importantly, a 
Security Council resolution brings 
international attention to a particular 
issue and also provides a political 
framework that recommends 
action to be taken by governments 
and international institutions.2

In calling for the protection of 
the rights of girls and women, 
UNSCR 1325 acknowledges gender 
dimensions and differences in 
the protection of human rights in 
conflict and post-conflict situations 
and calls on “all parties to armed 
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conflict to take special measures 
to protect women and girls from 
gender-based violence.” These 
measures include ensuring respect 
for international law with regard to 
women’s human rights, protecting 
women and girls from sexual abuse 
and gender-based violence and 
ending impunity for perpetrators of 
genocide, crimes against humanity 
and war crimes including sexual 
and gender-based violence crimes. 
UNSCR 1325 highlights the need to 
end impunity for sexual violence 
and rape, particularly in holding 
governments accountable for the 
actions of their members of armed 
forces and civilian police. It also 
stresses the need to recognise that 
women’s and girls’ protection 
needs change in the transition from 
conflict to post conflict: protection of 
witnesses at international tribunals 
is just as important as protection 
while in refugee and IDP camps. 

Gaps and challenges	

UNSCR 1325 is in no way a magic 
formula to ensure security and 
protection for all women and 
girls in conflict and post-conflict 
situations; international norms and 
their implementation are by nature 
limited in scope and influence but 
especially so if there are no inbuilt 
monitoring mechanisms. It is hard to 
measure the impacts of international 
policy instruments such as UNSCR 
1325 on the lives of women and girls 
living in conflict and post-conflict 
contexts. Many governments have 
made broad commitments and several 
have established ad hoc initiatives 
but, without any monitoring and 
reporting mechanisms, actual 
impacts are hard to assess. There is 
a need to support both quantitative 
and qualitative research that 
identifies measurable indicators.  

Even when intra-government 
coordination mechanisms are in place, 
there are often gaps in programming 
and policy between different state 
agencies. At an international level, 
improvements in donor coordination 
on the prevention, protection 
and response to sexual abuse and 
exploitation of girls and women are 
essential. In addition, coordination is 
vital in contexts where interventions 
are usually short–term and involve a 
variety of actors in different locations. 

In retrospect, UNSCR 1325 could 
have been better framed. In particular 
it does not draw attention to the 
differentiated effects of armed conflict 
on women and girls of different ages 
and situations. It refers to ‘women 
and girls’ as a homogeneous entity 
with supposedly similar experiences, 
views, vulnerabilities, protection 
needs, survival strategies and 
degrees of resilience and agency. 

Recent research has helped to 
articulate some of the specific issues 
relating to the vulnerabilities of 
adolescent girls, and the gender-age 
dimensions of power imbalances in 
conflict and post-conflict contexts. 
Girls may be particularly targeted for 
sexual abuse by fighting forces and 
in refugee/IDP camps and may be 
subject to sexual exploitation by the 
very people there to care for them, 
including peacekeepers, humanitarian 
workers and even teachers.3 There 
is also increased awareness of the 
particular experiences of girls and 
young women in fighting forces 
and their multiple roles within 
such groups. Recommendations for 
protecting girls and young women 
from sexual violence include ensuring 
appropriate and empowering 
educational opportunities, as well 
as increasing opportunities for girls’ 
participation in decision making 
regarding their own safety.4  

Agency and empowerment

Although they are often at risk from 
sexual and gender-based violence in 
conflict and post-conflict contexts, 
girls and women – young and old 
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– are not only victims. They have 
multiple identities and through their 
roles as mothers, heads of households, 
combatants and peace activists 
they often demonstrate incredible 
resiliency, coping and survival 
skills. It is imperative that all efforts 
to protect women and girls from 
sexual violence recognise this and do 
not simply depict them as helpless 
victims. Protection initiatives need to 
recognise these multiple identities. 
Rather than reinforce perceptions 
of women and girls as inherently 
vulnerable, we need to empower 
and support them to act to assert 
their rights within their families, 
organisations and communities.

UNSCR 1325 is a very positive 
initiative but there is a lot left to 
do. Rape and other forms of sexual 
violence continue unimpeded 
on a daily basis. Policy makers, 
practitioners and researchers need 
to pay more attention to the root 
causes of this type of violence and 

its connection to wider determinants 
of conflict and power relations. 
There is a risk that programmes 
exclusively addressing sexual 
violence will be isolated from larger 
policy prescriptions for conflict 
prevention, conflict resolution and 
reconstruction. Sexual and gender-
based violence and exploitation 
should be included in broader 
analysis of peace, conflict, security, 
reconstruction and development. 
Sexual and gender-based violence 
violates the rights of women and girls 
and is a major barrier to their effective 
participation in peacebuilding and 
development within their families, 
communities and societies. 
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Resolution 1325 has been translated 
into some 77 languages. Other 
translations are in progress. For 
details, see www.peacewomen.
org/1325inTranslation/index.html 

1. www.un.org/events/res_1325e.pdf 
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implementation see www.peacewomen.org/un/UN1325/
1325whoswho.html
3. UNHCR and Save the Children UK (2002) Note for 
Implementing and Operational Partners on Sexual Violence 
and Exploitation: The Experience of Refugee Children in 
Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone. www.savethechildren.
org.uk/scuk_cache/scuk/cache/cmsattach/1550_unhcr-
scuk_wafrica_report.pdf 
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This is the perpetual dramaturgy 
of war – where female bodies are 
appropriated, mutilated, impregnated 
and annihilated. The civil wars and 
internal conflicts of the last decades 
have challenged this archetypal 
woman-as-victim image and 
presented other roles – the female 
combatant, the girl soldier, the porter 
of weaponry, homemaker for the 
warriors and even the female torturer. 
This has been parallelled by the 
recent emergence of a more positive 
image – woman as peace-builder, 
as negotiator at post-conflict tables, 
as political actor involved in peace 
processes. The age-old mediating 
role that women have played in the 
private sphere is being transported 
into the public sphere. UN Security 

Council Resolution 13252 ushers onto 
the world stage a new woman. 

A symposium convened in Vienna 
in April 2006 by the Austrian 
Development Agency – entitled 
‘Building peace, empowering women: 
gender strategies to make UNSCR 
1325 work’ – assessed the potential 
of this initiative to redistribute 
gendered power relations. 

Speakers alluded to all three images. 
Elisabeth Rehn, former Finnish 
Defence Minister,3 stressed that 
women do not ask for revenge 
but do need to know that their 
suffering is noted seriously. Renate 
Winter, Vice President of the 
Special Court for Sierra Leone,4 

condemned the notion of women 
as male property. Stella Sabiiti of 
the Centre for Conflict Resolution, 
Kampala, described working with 
male combatants in Uganda, leading 
them to reconcile with their former 
deeds. Igballe Rogova of the Kosova 
Women’s Network castigated the 
UN administration in Kosovo 
for consolidating patriarchy by 
excluding women from talks about 
the province’s final status. Penda 
Mbow, former Senegalese culture 
minister, stressed the need to separate 
religion and the state: religious 
representations of women convey 
a male bias and governments need 
to assert gender equality principles. 
Irene Freudenschuss-Reichl, 
Director General for Development 
Cooperation in the Austrian Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs, outlined 
scope for the Human Security 
Network5 to bolster UNSCR 1325.

In addition, Judy El-Bushra 
questioned the concept of ‘women’ 
used in the text of the Resolution: 
generalising women without 

Narrating the fate of the women of Troy, the Greek playwright 
Euripides provided the script for modern warfare: the 
murdered children of Hekuba, the sexual slavery of Briseis, 
Andromache as war prey, Polyxena burned as a sacrifice  
and Kassandra raped and made bed-maid of the Greek 
warlord, Agamemnon.1 
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