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I. Introduction
Security considerations have become prominent in the world today owing to the complexity of relations be-
tween states and between individuals in the states inter se. The perception of security as primarily a state 
concern limits the analysis of the interpersonal dynamics that security or lack of it generates for individuals. 
This chapter examines the gender dynamics in regional security. It argues that gender as a relational concept, 
contributes significantly to an understanding of the causes and impacts of insecurity, and is also a critical factor 
in the search for solutions to insecurity.

The first part of the chapter defines the concepts of gender and regional security, emphasizing the different 
conceptualizations of the terms in different contexts. It also maintains that as a public good, the power relations 
between individuals and entities in a given context will determine access to security. The second part addresses 
the interface between regional security and gender looking at the causes and impacts of insecurity and the place 
of gender in the search for solutions to insecurity. It addresses the concepts of formal and substantive equality 
as important organizing principles in the discourse on gender and security. The third and last part concludes 
the chapter and suggests possible ways of addressing the absence of gender in the security discourse. It posits 
that national, regional and international security, as a public good, cannot be addressed outside the purview 
of individual security. To that extent, it is critical that gender considerations be taken into consideration and 
inform the search for security at different levels.

A. Gender, Security and Public Good

‘Gender’ means the state of being either male or female. The male and female genders define and characterize 
all human beings in society. The two genders are distinguished from one another by physical, that is, biologi-
cal sexual/reproductive difference. The term has however increasingly acquired a social meaning where the 
word gender defines how the male and the female gender relate in society. The social meaning refers to social 
characteristics of one’s biological sex. These characteristics include gender-based division of labour whereby 
duties are allocated on the basis of one’s sex. For example, the female gender is allocated duties such as cook-
ing, washing and other domestic chores which belong to the private rather than the public sector. The male 
gender is allocated non-domestic duties such as decision-making, bread winning and others, which belong to 
the public sector.1

Thus contemporary discourses on gender entail not merely reference to the physical difference that being bio-
logically male/female entails, but also the social constructions of maleness and femaleness which often trans-
late into power relations between men and women. Sex then is distinguished from gender by what one is born 
as, that is female or male, and therefore is a biological concept. Culturally determined patterns of behaviour 
such as rights, duties, obligations and status assigned to women and men in society (gender roles) are varied 
even within the same society. Women’s studies are therefore a body of knowledge, which analyses the condi-
tion of women in society. When such studies are also directed to the changing of women’s condition in society, 
then such a body of knowledge is identified as feminist studies. Feminism is a political movement, which aims 
at transforming gender relations that are oppressive to women.

Feminist scholars use gender as an analytical variable. It denotes the manner in which women and men are dif-
ferentiated and ordered in a given socio-cultural context. Sexuality is the interactive dynamic of gender as an 
inequality. As an attribute of a person, sex inequality takes the form of gender; as a relation between people, it 
takes the form of sexuality. Gender emerges as the congealed form of the sexualization of inequality between 
men and women. So long as this is socially the case, the feelings, acts or desires of particular individuals not-
withstanding, gender inequality will divide their society into two communities of interest. The male centrally 
features in the hierarchy of control. For the female, subordination is sexualized, as is dominance for the male.

Gender is thus a relational concept, which describes how men and women by virtue of their socially con-
structed differences relate to phenomena around them. Gender refers to the socially constructed roles of men 
and women and to the interaction between them. It also includes the differentiation between men and women 
in terms of income, social status, literacy and other factors. It is an important analytical concept used to explain 
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the different learned identities associated with masculinity and femininity. The difference between men and 
women is always emphasized, and sex roles and responsibilities, are accepted and idealised as contrasting and 
complementary. In the realm of security, gender considerations can, for instance, be seen in terms of the roles 
played by men and women in ensuring security, and the impact of insecurity on men and women. In many in-
stances the failure to, accept the differences and the emphasis on equality tends to mask the differentiated roles 
and impacts of conflict. The situation is further compounded because gender considerations may be obscured 
by the more visible ethnic, racial and economic class differentiations. Hence the need to appreciate that even 
though gender considerations may not be universal, the dominance of men and masculinity is pervasive espe-
cially in patriarchal societies.

B. Regional Security

Generally speaking, security can be defined as the freedom from danger, fear or anxiety. Conflict situations are 
consequently a threat to security. Conflicts arise from human relations when individuals or groups have differ-
ent values, needs and interests; or when resources are not available in unlimited quantities and access to them 
must be controlled and fought for.

In the context of state relations, security connotes the immunity, of a state from threats from outside territorial 
boundaries, or the preservation of minimum-core values of a state, namely-political independence and territo-
rial integrity. Because of the interdependence of the international community, the lack of security in one state 
has implications for security in a region or even globally. To this extent therefore regional or international se-
curity is the collective interest of diverse regional or international actors respectively since the security of parts 
of the system is inextricably intertwined with the security of the whole.

Regional security is defined as an ideal type of order where members of a region attain a political nirvana by 
finding solutions to regional problem or sweeping them so firmly under the carpet that they do not re-emerge.2 
A major assumption in this rendition of regional security is that states have succeeded in managing or eliminat-
ing problems that create ethnic, communal sub-national and socio-economic antagonisms, which are often the 
cause(s) of conflict. There is also the assumption that there exist mechanisms within the community to deal 
with conflict when it occurs. The concept of regional security is more applicable in developed countries than 
in developing ones because the latter have more developed regional blocs. In developed parts of the world, 
there is also a greater linkage of individual states with system security unlike in developing countries where 
the sense of insecurity is internal. Indeed insecurity in developing countries is attributable to uneven economic 
development, glaring disparities in wealth and income and communal and ethnic tensions.3  The main actors 
in the security apparatus are men, while women only feature as peripheral support. The impacts of security or 
lack of it however, are felt by both men and women, Taking the argument that security in developing countries 
is influenced significantly by internal factors, it is immediately clear that gender relations are critical to an un-
derstanding of security in a given country or region.

C. Security and the Public Good

Security falls in the category of goods, which are public or collective consumption goods. All persons enjoy 
security in common and one individual’s consumption does not subtract from another’s. It is non-rivalrous 
in the sense that the consumption or enjoyment of protection or defence for a resident in a country does not 
detract from another resident’s consumption of the protection.4 The protection is indivisible and its enjoyment 
by an additional person involves no marginal or additional cost. It is also non-exclusionary to the extent that no 
one “in the country can be excluded from benefiting from the protection regardless of whether they contribute 
directly to the defence budget. It therefore attracts free riders.

The public good aspect of security is normally discussed in the national context, but it is equally applicable to 
regional and international contexts. In the context of globalisation, security responsibilities are best carried out 
on a global scale by the international and regional public sectors. The question that arises is whether security 
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is a finite or an infinite good. The better view to take is that security is an infinite public good. The power rela-
tions in a given context will however determine the availability and enjoyment of security especially where 
the apparatus for ensuring it is within the control of a particular group, which does not take into account the 
interests of other groups.

II. Interface of Gender and Regional Security
Conflict and instability are driven by failures in governance, health issues and environmental degradation. 
Further, globalisation and technological change have increased interdependence and magnify security-related 
impacts of development challenges around the world. The lack of societal consensus on fundamental issues 
and unrepresentative and repressive states, coupled with the destabilizing impact of economic and social dis-
parities results in conflicts between genders and within genders. These emerge in concert with other sources of 
tension. Inequalities among the genders are attributable to cultural perceptions of femininity and masculinity, 
which in turn may influence legal regimes. Women as a gender component of society have been systematically 
removed from fully participating in the development process despite their active participation in the produc-
tion processes alongside men. This impinges on the capacity of women to impact on security in states and 
in regions. Women are therefore perceived as victims of insecurity rather than as actors with the capacity to 
contribute to the maintenance of security and its restoration when insecurity ensues. In an analysis of gender, 
armed conflict and political violence, Cockburn explains how in making war, men form the military groups and 
gangs of warlords for diverse reasons ranging from patriotism, honour, self-defence to liberation. She argues 
that male positioning in the patriarchal gender systems and masculine identities, underscore these reasons.5 
Cleansing rituals may form part of the process of preparing for war or of political violence. In the ethnic clashes 
that occurred in Kenya in the 1990s, there was the call by some communities to return to cultural practices that 
they had discarded in an effort to ‘cleanse’ the community and eliminate factors that had brought about the 
destruction of the property of those communities. In certain areas, female genital mutilation was reintroduced. 
Militia groups that have terrorized Kenyans such as Mungiki also advocate female circumcision in an attempt 
to attain cultural purity.

Law to a great degree validates the exclusion of women from participation in the security apparatus and there-
fore denies them the chance to participate in the search for security at the national and international levels, 
Feminists’ perception of law is that it is male and espouses male values. They argue that the defining character-
istics of the legal person are closely related to the world-view of the socially powerful. This assertion has been 
made in reference to both international and national law. At national levels the best exemplification of the mas-
culinity of laws is the tenor and application of gender-neutral laws. Thus while legal provisions are couched in 
gender-neutral language, the enjoyment of equal rights and privileges in practice is an elusive concept. Gender-
neutral laws have, in many instances, resulted in de facto discrimination, As Dahl aptly points out,

“As long as we live in a society where women and men follow different paths in life and have 
different living conditions, with different needs and potentials, rules of law will necessarily af-
fect men and women differently. The gender-neutral legal machinery ... meets the gender-specific 
reality…”6

At the international level, the point is poignantly made in reference to international humanitarian law, which 
it is argued

Takes a particular male perspective on armed conflict, as a norm against which to measure 
equality. In a world where women are not equals of men, and armed conflict impacts upon men 
and women in a fundamentally different way, a general category of rules that is not inclusive of 
reality for women cannot respond to their situation.7

In essence therefore, the notion of formal equality in the realm of the search for regional or national security 
and its suitability is questioned.
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III. Equality and Equity
The legal regime on human rights is predicated on the notions of equality between women and men and equity. 
Equality between women and men relates to their dignity and worth, equality in their rights, opportunities to 
participate in political, economic, social and cultural development, and to benefit from the results.8 Equity on 
the other hand relates to fairness in the treatment of men and women. It refers to the possibility of inequality 
between men and women, which necessitates the application of differential treatment to get rid of inequality.9

It is recognized that gender inequality exists. There are some realms where women are under-represented or 
totally absent. The question is whether women and men have equal rights and opportunities to participate in, for 
instance, the maintenance of and search for security. If not, the hindrances to the participation of women need 
to be addressed. This latter question is one of equity. It raises the issues of formal and substantive equality.

Most theories of justice pursue the achievement of some form of equality as their ultimate goal. However, 
equality is an elusive concept since different versions of equality yield extremely different substantive out-
comes. In industrial countries, the emphasis has historically been on “formal equality” where it is argued that 
all subjects of the law should be treated similarly. Rules are usually deemed to be just if they apply to all with-
out discrimination. At both the individual and international level, formal equality seeks to give every member 
of the community equal opportunities.

The provision of formal equality as an ultimate policy goal may, under favorable conditions, produce an opti-
mal aggregate outcome, such as a high rate of economic growth, but it does not take into account the welfare 
of disadvantaged individuals.10 Accordingly, even if national laws adopt a system built on the rule of law, in 
which women and men are treated equally, and where all have a chance to enjoy the rights provided for, the 
least favoured will continue to be relatively disadvantaged.11 More generally, equality of rights or opportuni-
ties will not necessarily bring about equality of outcomes, especially in a world characterized by disparities in 
resources and opportunities.12

Legal systems are premised on the need to bring stability, coherence and foreseeability to human relations. 
One of the instruments used to regulate social conduct in large groups is the enactment of rules and stan-
dards. Different factors militate against a strict reliance on the principle of fixed rules applying uniformly to 
all. Firstly, the changing nature of society and human needs calls for progressive change in the legal system. 
Secondly the application of a general rule to a particular case may often necessitate the consideration of special 
factors and the balancing of the various interests at stake. There is thus a border area where enforcement agen-
cies need to supplement gaps in existing rules. Thirdly, the fact that rules emanate from competent organs and 
have been taken in regular forms does not guarantee that the rules are equitable.

The search for an alternative basis to the principle of fixed rules leads to the old principle that like cases should 
be treated alike and that dissimilarly situated people should be treated dissimilarly.13 In Aristotle’s words,

If they are not equal, they will not have what is equal, but this is the origin of quarrels and 
complaints-when either equals have and are awarded unequal shares, or unequals equal shares. 
Further, this is plain from the fact that awards should be ‘according to merit’; (or all men agree 
that what is just in distribution must be according to merit in some sense.14

In other words, the fulfillment of formal equality may not bring about substantive equality. The realization of 
substantive equality requires that existing inequalities, such as inequalities in wealth or natural endowments 
be acknowledged. Further, discrepancies, which cannot be traced to individuals’ choices, should be taken into 
account and may constitute grounds for redistributive claims.15 The limits of the traditional notion of equity 
in law call for new approaches to the realization of substantive equality. Differential treatment constitutes one 
of the ways in which the principles of distributive justice can be implemented to foster the realization of sub-
stantive equality between men and women. Article 4 of the Convention on the Prevention of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) gives a basis for differential treatment. It requires that states adopt:
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temporary special measures aimed at accelerating de facto equality between men and women 
shall not be considered discrimination as defined in the present convention, but shall in no way 
entail as a consequence the maintenance of unequal or separate standards; these measures 
shall be discontinued when the objectives of equality of opportunity and treatment have been 
achieved.16

IV. Inequalities, Stability and Conflict
This section, explores three issues: the roles, experiences, needs and capabilities of women and men in conflict; 
gendered aspects of the causes of conflict at macro and micro levels; and the implications of a gender analysis 
for conflict management.

Both classical and behaviourist theorists of conflict have neglected the gender dimension in their analyses, thus 
excluding a very important paradigm in the analysis of causes and impacts of conflict and on the mechanisms 
used for managing conflict. The inequities between genders have implications for stability and conflict as they 
shape roles, expectations and interventions. Gender and gender roles are integral to socialization processes and 
are also influenced by myths/paradigmatic foci-assumptions, expectations, and obligations, connected to bio-
logical sex.17 These change, and are specific to a given culture, are affected by other different situations-race, 
ethnicity and class-and they help in the understanding the use and sharing of power and division of labour be-
tween women and men, and can define relationships between sexes. Further, they cut across public and private 
spheres and are institutionalised at different levels society, family and the state.

The shaping of values and norms in society is influenced by the stronger position that men in many societies 
around the world have had. Male bias and gender roles diminish and constrain the socio-economic position of 
women in most societies. Equal treatment at that level is not feasible or effective unless discriminating provi-
sions are reversed. Indeed formal equality may only serve to reinforce the lower status of women.

Gender initiatives tend to focus on women and their advancement in society, economics and positions. They 
propose positive discrimination in institutions to achieve gender balance, addressing the extent to which wom-
en and men can hold the full range of positions in governance and development. It includes incorporating 
women into decision-making bodies. To this extent therefore, gender mainstreaming is not just about numbers, 
but about making women’s and men’s concerns and experiences an integral dimension in the design, imple-
mentation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic and social spheres 
so that women and men may benefit equally.

Gender mainstreaming demands that there be a gender equality perspective incorporated in all policies at all 
levels and stages. Indeed a gender analysis elicits different questions about the causes and effects of insecu-
rity on different-sectors society and the particular relationships and roles with each other. It provides a better 
understanding of unequal social hierarchies and inequality and oppression, which are in prevalent societies, 
experiencing conflict.

Gender equity and equality are therefore essential in building sustainable peace and reconstructing democratic 
processes since they capture gender-related issues in specific conflict situations. The use by international or-
ganizations of the gender related development index to adjust the human development index to reflect gender 
information (adjusting the human development index downwards for countries with a poor record in gender 
equality and making the average achievement of each country in life expectancy educational attainment and 
income in accordance with the degree of disparity in achievement between men and women)18 is a positive step 
towards ingraining gender considerations in human security issues.
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A gender analysis of insecurity demands that the causes of expressed violence, frustration and demographic 
and behavioural change be analysed at an inter-personal level. This enables the isolation of the gender-based 
indications of violence within the economic, social and political domains.19 The inclusion of a gender perspec-
tive demands more than just adding and stirring gender into an initiative. It requires questioning the paradig-
matic stances on femininity and masculinity and exploring how these create and maintain insecurity and how 
they can contribute to the cessation of such insecurity.

V. Causes of Insecurity
Causes of insecurity could be structural or systemic. Gender relations are structural and systemic because 
they form part of the general structure and deep-rooted background conditions. Although these have been in 
existence for a long time, they are dynamic. Cultures that limit women’s access to resources and decision mak-
ing power, and which characterise women as inferior to men, treat women as property and accept domestic 
violence as a norm have, for instance been said to be more prone to repression and violent conflict in the public 
arena. Exclusion and discrimination can however, not be limited only to social and cultural structures. They can 
also occur in the economic sphere where the exclusion of groups that are low in status form important resources 
can result in insecurity. Gender sensitive root causes of insecurity include political equality, economic equality 
and social equality.20

Recent research suggests that states with lower percentages of women in parliament are more likely to use 
military violence to settle disputes and that a 5 per cent decrease in the proportion of women in parliament 
renders a state nearly five times as likely to resolve international disputes using military force.21 With regard to 
economic equality, the level of women’s participation in the labour force impacts on a state’s likelihood to use 
military force to resolve international conflict.22

Depriving women of access to resources can also cause insecurity especially in contexts where women are key 
economic actors and require the resources to perform their daily chores. In such circumstances, the potential 
development of an individual or group is held back by the uneven distribution of power and resources. Armed 
conflict can result from such deprivation or be sustained by it as increases in inequality weaken the inhibitions 
against aggression.

The role of women in environmental management has been widely documented, as has the degradation of the 
environment. Changes in the environment have implications for security at different levels. In places where 
environmental resources provide both a subsistence and economic lifeline, such changes impact directly on 
gender relations. In many parts of the world, there is a growing appreciation among conflict policy makers 
of the environmental origins of conflict. Conflicts in Africa for instance, though often linked to political and 
communal differences, are now understood to have potentially important linkages with environmental factors. 
The link between environment and security is accepted at high levels of government. In this respect former US 
Secretary of State Christopher noted that:

“The environment has a profound impact on our national interests in two ways: first, envi-
ronmental forces transcend borders and oceans to threaten directly the health and prosperity, 
and jobs of American citizens, Second, addressing natural resources issues is frequently critical 
to achieving political and economic stability, and to pursuing our strategic goals around the 
world.”23

Similarly, a former Rwandese Minister of Defence stated that:

‘Environmental causes of major significance in this context [the Rwanda conflict] are natural 
resource linked and are due to population pressure, to decline of agricultural land per family 
land-holding.., to soil degradation and to shortage of firewood.’24
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The widening recognition that there are environmental underpinnings to conflict is strengthened, in part, by 
the ineffectiveness of many mechanisms for preventing and managing conflicts. In many cases these do not 
promote the peaceful negotiation of competing interests.

At the regional level, the role of environmental resources in security is well illustrated by the shared waters of 
the River Nile. While there has been an international agreement regulating these waters, the question of equity 
has come into sharp focus as states that are deprived of the waters have began to question the fairness of the 
international agreement. The Nile Basin Initiative, an inter-governmental initiative seeks to ensure that Nile 
waters are used as a basis for cooperation rather than a basis for conflict. While the shared vision programme 
takes care of the interests of diverse states, it is critical that the interests of individuals in the Nile waters are 
taken into consideration since regional security cannot be achieved without national and individual security.

VI. Impact of Insecurity
At the onset of armed conflict, the increase in militarization and the quantity of weapons inflow may be accom-
panied by requirements on the part of both men and women to serve in compulsory military service. As armed 
conflict still tends to be largely masculine, men are at risk of being targeted as combatants, forcibly recruited 
or being either killed or imprisoned purely on the basis of their gender to pre-empt opponents from building a 
strong resistance force. During the build up to war, ‘gender-stereo-types and specific definitions of masculin-
ity and femininity are often promoted.’25 Further, the rights of individual men and women will be subjected 
to censorship Jaws, limits on their freedom of expression and movement under the guise of national security. 
Depending on the gender relations in the particular state, women are likely to be more impacted on owing to 
their already lower status in society. 

Militarization on account of perceived insecurity often takes place at the expense of spending on public ser-
vices such as health and education, and this in turn impacts on women and men spending, and on the power 
relations in a particular state. The expenditure by most African states of their national resources on arms is 
done at the expense of other services that would improve overall human security based on human needs such 
as poverty alleviation, food security and shelter. The traditional focus on national security based on military 
issues relegates women’s concerns and interests to the margins and is untenable if lasting solutions to insecurity 
are to be found.

The build up of aggression in the period preceding open conflict fuels aggressive behaviour at all levels, from 
domestic violence, bar-fights and vandalism. Violence against groups that are low in status, or allegations of 
such violence at the hands of the enemy or out-group may become a deliberate way of achieving in-group 
cohesion. Violent acts against women, such as rape, may be committed in order to punish, demoralise and 
symbolically defeat men.

In situations of armed conflict, the role of women as producers and reproducers are highly politicised because 
women ensure survival and make it possible for the war to go on. The pressure on women to continue perform-
ing their traditional roles is increased as masculinity and femininity arc reconstructed to fit into the prevailing 
situation. The situation of war even for men who do not go to war leads to humiliation that is translated into a 
greater exercise of authority in the private domain, which may be the only, remaining bastion of authority for 
the male.

Women and girls are deliberate targets of contemporary civil wars. Rape and sexual assaults are often used 
as strategic weapons. Sexual violence is an act of humiliation against a woman and her male relatives. The 
frontlines of battle are often in the villages where women carry out their daily chores. The state of war can thus 
significantly impact on women’s access to resources.26 Another impact of insecurity is the increase in female-
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headed households once men go to war. The catapulting of women into family headship without a concomitant 
investment in equipping them to perform those tasks leads to the further impoverisation of such women. The 
situation is worse where the women are forcibly displaced into refugee camps with more limited resources and 
further constrained in accessing basic resources including food, healthcare and education. Where the environ-
ment is degraded or natural resources are destroyed as a consequence of war, the capacity and ability of women 
to perform the tasks expected of them is further negatively impacted on.

VII. Conclusion
The quest for national, regional and international security calls for the marshalling of all available resources. 
The principles that should guide conflict prevention and amelioration strategies include efficient democratic 
systems which take into account socio-cultural realities of each state: systems of government based on perma-
nent social dialogue and the quest for political consensus; a judicial system that is accessible to all and per-
ceived as independent of the state: respect for human rights; eradication of exclusion: and policies that address 
issues such as debt, regional integration, women, children and cultural identity.

Including a gender perspective in that process is critical if the causes and impacts of insecurity are to be holisti-
cally tackled. There is a need to move from region and state-centric security to individual security. This calls 
for the analysis of actors in states in order to reveal economic, social, political, and ethnic and gender nuances 
of security. It would also entail including a variety of causes, inequality, inequity, environmental degradation, 
environmental abundance, human rights violations and bad governance.

Gender considerations need to be integrated in conflict and peace management. The fourth world conference 
on women in Beijing in 1995 called for the increased access by women to conflict prevention and resolution 
mechanisms, and raised the consciousness of international policymakers about women’s role in peace and in 
creating conditions of trust and confidence among conflicting parties. The Platform for Action states that:

“In a world of continuing instability and violence... the equal access and full participation of 
women in power structures and their full involvement in the prevention and resolution of con-
flicts are essential for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security.”27

Further, Resolution 1325 (2000) of the United Nations Security Council reaffirmed that a gender perspective 
in conflict and conflict prevention and resolution needs to include measures that support women’s peace ini-
tiatives. At the implementation level the resolution calls for the involvement of women in all implementation 
mechanisms of peace agreements and ensuring the human rights of women and girls particularly those related 
to constitutions, electoral systems and judiciaries. This is a watershed resolution that calls on states and all ac-
tors to ensure women’s full participation in peace processes.

The European Union and other regional and multilateral organizations have adopted similar policies and repli-
cated the resolution. The challenge remains the actualization of’ the resolution through practical measures. The 
gender perspective should be an integral part of the basic effort of devising more effective policies and target-
ing aid more efficiently. It also points to the-need-to address the core causes of conflict taking into account the 
needs of different stakeholders, and assessing the potentials for interventions for different actors. In integrating 
the gender perspective in the search for security, it is critical that a determination be made on who has access 
to and control over the resources, actors and factors that are pivotal to conflict. The main challenge is to negoti-
ate competing needs, claims, and rights. Local equitable ownership of tools and techniques for addressing of 
conflict is critical if these are to be effectively employed as part of conflict prevention and management. Central 
to these is the recognition and guarantee of the rights of diverse actors. A rights-based approach ensures the 
incorporation of the interests of all in dealing with conflicts, especially where these are inseparable from griev-
ances rooted in the uneven distribution of resources.
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