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Integrating gender into the external work and internal ways of working of security sector institutions 
has been a growing theme over the past two decades. Even though it has grown in prominence 
as a theme, it remains an issue that is often met with resistance, is ill-understood or both. In part, 
this opposition has been due to how it has sometimes been framed – as something that is external 
and additional to the ‘actual’ work of the security sector; as something that is a negative, even 
personal, attack on people, beliefs and traditions; or as something that is too complex and esoteric to 
understand, let alone implement. 
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Victims of human trafficking are being rescued by ESPS Canarias and transferred to HMS Richmond during Operation Sophia in the Mediterranean, 2015 
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Gender and the provision of security  
One of the areas of security provision where gender has 
been the most prominent has been conflict-related sexual 
violence. Whereas in previous centuries it had been re-
garded as an ‘unfortunate’ consequence of war, preven-
ting and responding to sexual violence in war is now a 
central element of security policy, especially for peace and 
stabilization missions. While much of this work happens 
on land, it is also increasingly an element that needs to be 
integrated into naval missions: ship crews rescuing people 
at sea, for example need to be able to identify and pro-
perly respond to victims of different kinds of sexual and 
gender-based violence, but also ensure that further cases 
do not occur on board or when they are disembarked 
on land. This violence mostly occurs against women and 
girls, but men and boys as well as transgender persons 
may be targeted.  

Gender expectations are also drivers of different forms 
of armed violence. In most societies, men and boys are 
expected – and often forced – to go into battle, be it to 
defend their community or attack others. War has histo-
rically been seen as a time and place for men to ‘prove 
their manliness’ and the military has often been seen as 
an institution that turns ‘boys into men’, especially when 
and where there is conscription. However, expectations 
of what it means to be a man can drive conflict and 
armed violence in more subtle ways. One of the factors 
contributing to piracy in the Horn of Africa has been the 
expectation on men to be economic providers for their 
families and communities, and piracy became a viable, 
potentially lucrative, if highly risky option after the col-
lapse of fishing and the lack of other opportunities on 
land. In Syria and Libya, many of the men joining armed 
groups have done so not for ideological reasons or out 
of a wish to be a warrior, but simply as a way to earn a 
living in the absence of any other jobs.

Increasingly, ‘gender’ as a concept itself is also becoming 
a symbolic and literal battleground. Pushing back against 
notions of gender equality or LGBTIQ rights has become 
part of the political agenda not only of religious extremist 
groups, such as Islamic State or Boko Haram, but also 
of right-wing paramilitary groups and ultra-nationalist 
movements. In discussions with Ukrainian women’s 
rights organizations, I was also told of how online and 
social media debates on gender issues were increasingly 
becoming a site of hybrid warfare, where discussions 
on gender were being utilized as an area to sow social 
discord, increase distrust and question democratic values 
and institutions more broadly. Increasingly, cyberspace 
is also becoming a site of online misogyny and attacks 
against socially and politically active women, which has 
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G
ender, to be brief, is about the ways we are 
expected to – and expect others and ourselves 
to – act as women, as men or as persons with 
other gender identities. It is also present at 

the symbolic level, with some things associated more 
with ‘manliness’ and others with ‘femininity,’ be it what 
we wear, what we eat, what we drink, what sports we 
play, what hobbies we have, how we walk or how we 
talk. Gender is also deeply ingrained into our institutions 
and ways of working. This is also reflected in how we 
think about security: ‘hard’ security and the institutions 
that provide it have been traditionally associated with 
men and masculinity; ‘soft’ security with women and 
femininity. 

Because gender is so omnipresent, we are all in essence 
gender experts: all of us know what is expected of wo-
men and men in our society, as all of us make judgements 
on that on a daily basis in our lives. Gender is however 
not only something that is there in the background of 
our lives, it is also essential to the work of security sector 
institutions – externally, internally and at the policy-level.   
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spilled over into real life violence, and even targeted kil-
lings of women, including in the UK, Canada, Germany, 
USA, Norway, Sweden and Finland. In all of these new 
security threats, gender is central, and understanding its 
role is key to countering them.   

Gender within the security sector
Gender is not only an integral part of the work of under-
standing security risks and responding to them, it is also 
central to the way the security sector works internally. 
Gender expectations and gendered institutional cultures 
are especially poignant in the military, because it has 
historically been heavily male-dominated and associated 
with particular understandings of what it means to be a 
military man: to be stoic, tough, rational, reliable, to be 
a protector and to use controlled violence when neces-
sary. In some cases, these attributes have been taken 
to the extreme, leading to cases of bullying, mobbing, 
hazing, sexual abuse and violence, and forms of ‘toxic’ 
masculinity. More subtly, however, the difficulties of tran-
sitioning form military expectations of masculinity to life 
as a civilian man has often been experienced a difficult 
one, especially if it is compounded by the after-effects of 
combat stress and trauma. For example, former military 
personnel in the UK and USA, especially men, have been 
over-represented among suicides, substance abusers and 
the homeless.         
Integrating a gender perspective into the internal wor-
kings of a security sector institution is however not only 
about the negatives, such as preventing sexual harass-
ment or a better response to trauma. It is also about 
making the security sector institution, in this case the 
navy, a more functional, attractive and effective working 
environment, and one that better reflects society. This 
makes it possible to attract more talent from a wider pool 
of the population, increase job satisfaction – but crucially 
also have better possibilities of addressing the complex 
and gendered security challenges of the 21st century.  In 
spite of fears that the presence of more women or of 
openly sexually diverse staff would undermine military 
esprit de corps, research tends to show that most service 
personnel appreciate increased diversity and the changes 
it has brought in the workplace.  

Gender and Policy Frameworks  
Straddling the internal and external spheres of the Royal 
Netherlands Navy’s work are the policy guidelines that 
direct its work. Gender is most prominent in the  Women, 
Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda, enshrined in ten 
United Nations Security Council Resolutions as well as 
the Dutch WPS National Action Plan, NATO’s WPS Action 
Plan and the EU WPS Action Plan. The WPS Agenda focu-
ses on the four pillars of ensuring women’s full participa-
tion in all peace and security related processes and insti-
tutions; the prevention of and protection from all forms 
of violence against women and girls; as well as ensuring 
women’s and girls’ full participation in post-conflict and 
post-disaster relief and recovery processes. 
The Netherlands is currently on its fourth WPS National 
Action Plan, which covers the work of Dutch and local 
non-governmental organizations in conflict-affected 
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countries and in the Netherlands, but also mandates 
ministries to promote its goals. The Netherlands Ministry 
of Defence (MOD) is a co-signatory of the Dutch WPS 
National Action Plan, and the Netherlands Armed Forces 
have been active for over 15 years, including in terms of 
integrating gender perspectives into peacekeeping and 
stabilization missions and increasing women’s participati-
on. The Netherlands and Spain have for example for years 
run a joint international training course on integrating 
gender perspectives into such operations and the Dutch 
Armed Forces have also trained international peacekee-
pers on WPS. Since 2016 the MOD has been implemen-
ting its own Gender Defence Action Plan internally, which 
is now in its second iteration.
Beyond the immediate WPS frameworks, the Royal 
Nether lands Navy is also mandated otherwise to ensure 
that it both helps uphold Dutch laws and its commit-
ments, ranging from internal guidelines to international 
frameworks, on gender equality, women’s and minority 
rights, diversity and equal access, and that it integrates 
these into its work.
Gender is therefore not something external to the mis-
sion, the mandate, the work, the institutional culture and 
to the staff of the Royal Netherlands Navy, but rather 
an integral part of these. Understanding the role gender 
plays is crucial to understanding the operating environ-
ment and security challenges, from gender-based violence 
to piracy, from human trafficking to hybrid warfare. It is 
also central to improving the working environment and 
meeting the needs of all members of the force, regardless 
of their background and identity. 

Henri Myrttinen is a Gender, Peace and Security 
researcher and consultant. This article is an intro-
duction to the Gender Workshop organized on 
Thursday the 17th of March at the Royal Netherlands 
Naval base in Den Helder. The workshop is hosted 
by Myrttinen. Entry to attend the workshop is now 
closed. 


