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Ways to Address Hegemonic Masculinity and Gun 
Violence 
 
 
Masculinity and gun violence have a complex relationship which has been shaped systemically, culturally 
and politically and is deeply rooted in the patriarchy. The construction of hegemonic masculine identities 
is often associated with violent behaviors and aggressiveness, resulting in significant harm and 
disadvantage to women. This calls for the dismantling and reshaping of these socially accepted notions 
of hegemonic masculinities and the promotion of more positive and healthy conceptions of manhood and 
masculinity – ones that include supporting women and actively working to end gun violence. 
 
The briefing paper looks at ways to break the link between hegemonic masculinity and the absence of 
effective gun controls. It will offer ideas on how to educate, understand, and promote respect for women, 
peace, and gun control in your community. It also provides recommendations, resources, and campaigns 
that can be adapted by civil society organisations (CSO), or non-government organisations (NGO) and 
be promoted in communities around the world. 
 
 

 
What is Masculinity?  

The term “masculinity” refers to the roles, behaviours and attributes that are associated with maleness and 
considered appropriate for how men should behave and look.1 Masculinity is widely associated with showing 
leadership, being tough, hiding emotions associated with vulnerability, and being a perpetrator but not a 
victim of violence.2  Meanwhile, femininity is assumed to be the opposite. The less feminine a man, the more 
he is considered masculine.  UN Women note that the foundation of gender inequality (or patriarchy) is the 
thinking that masculine is superior to the feminine.  UN Women states: 

Ideas about and practices of patriarchal masculinities maintain gender inequalities. Violence against 
girls and women maintains and is maintained by ideas about and practices of patriarchal 
masculinities. Violence is used, mostly by men but sometimes by other women, to keep girls and 
women in their position of having less economic, political and social power than men overall (…). 

These ideas about feminine weakness/vulnerability and masculine strength/protection easily expose girls 
and women to more violence and reinforce the belief in masculine superiority which is central to patriarchal 
masculinities. The amount of violence that follows from this is truly staggering, especially when guns are 
brandished or fired.  

Gender-Based Violence  

Gender-based violence (GBV) is the use and abuse of power and control over another person and is 
perpetrated against someone based on their gender identity, gender expression, or perceived identity. 
Femicides are the most severe manifestation of gender-based violence, which in its stricter interpretation can 
be defined as “the intentional murder of women because they are women (…)”3.   

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, GBV and, in particular, violence against women and girls has 
intensified, causing a “shadow pandemic”. The measures to prevent and mitigate the spread of COVID-19, 

 
1 UN Women Training Center, “Understanding Masculinities and Violence Against Women and Girls,” (2016).  
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/RESOURCES_LIBRARY/Resources_Centre/masculinities%20booklet%20.pdf  
2 Ibid. 
3 WHO, “Understanding and addressing violence against women” (2012) 
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77421/WHO_RHR_12.38_eng.pdf 

https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/RESOURCES_LIBRARY/Resources_Centre/masculinities%20booklet%20.pdf
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such as quarantine, isolation or social distancing, and restrictions imposed on mobility, have exacerbated the 
violence against women and girls that occurs in homes.4  Not only can firearms be the means of committing 
femicide, but they are also used to facilitate other types of GBV: physical, psychological, or sexual. The 
presence of firearms in the home increases the lethality of GBV. The threat of using a gun that is in the home 
can heighten fear, reducing a woman’s willingness to leave or otherwise end the relationship. This can result 
in chronic abuse.5  

In 2017, globally, 87,000 women were killed intentionally and of those 58% or 50,000 were killed by intimate 
partners or family members.6 Although there are no official data on what proportion of those killings were 
committed using guns, anecdotal evidence suggests that is common.  In South Africa, it is estimated that 
more than 80% of femicide victims attacked by their partner were ‘killed by a firearm injury, mostly from a 
single gunshot to the head or face … In three-quarters of these cases, the perpetrator is a legal firearm owner 
using a licensed weapon.’7 In the US, every month, an average of 57 women are shot and killed by an intimate 
partner. Nearly 1 million women from the United States alive today have reported being shot or shot at by an 
intimate partner. Moreover, in the United States, 4.5 million women have reported being threatened with a gun 
by an intimate partner.8 

Ways to address hegemonic masculinity and gun violence: 

1.  Acknowledge and understand sexism. 

Sexism is a systemic form of prejudice, stereotyping or discrimination against people based on their gender. 
While it can affect anyone, it primarily affects women and girls which reinforces the patriarchy and helps 
ensure male dominance in society. Furthermore, due to it being normalized in society, people are often 
unaware of their own participation in the patriarchy.9  Individual acts of sexism might seem benign but acts 
of “everyday” sexism can constitute a basis for outbreaks of sexist violence when contributing to a climate of 
intimidation, fear, discrimination, exclusion and insecurity which limits opportunities and freedom, affecting 
women first and foremost.10 
 
Sexist and patriarchal beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours need to be dismantled. Awareness is an important 
first step. Part of understanding sexism is self-reflection – to examine and challenge our own attitudes, 
behaviours and the role we play in supporting stereotypes of the inferiority of women. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
In 2019, the Council of Europe started a campaign “Sexism: See it. Name it. Stop it.”  As part of the campaign, 
the Council of Europe Human Rights Channel has a “Sexist?” quiz. Take the quiz here: 
https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-channel/stop-sexism-quiz  
 
Visit the campaign page:  (https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-channel/stop-sexism) for more 
resources and information. 

 
4 UNODC notes “Global data on the impact of COVID-19 confinement measures on gender-related killings of women and girls remain patchy and 

inconclusive. The average annual number of these killings showed an increase of 11 per cent from 2019 to 2020 in Western Europe and of 5 per cent 
in Southern Europe.” (https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/statistics/crime/UN_BriefFem_251121.pdf) 
5 IANSA, “Call to Action on Gender and Small Arms,” (2021) https://iansa.org/call-to-action-on-gender-and-small-arms-control-april-2021/.  While 
discussions on GBV often primarily relate to women, it is important to remember that GBV applies to the full spectrum of gender: i.e. men, non-
binary people of diverse sexual orientations, gender identities and expressions that are also victims of GBV.  
6 UNODC Global Study on Homicide, Gender-related killings of women and girls, (2018) https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-

analysis/GSH2018/GSH18_Gender-related_killing_of_women_and_girls.pdf  
7 This comes from Nechama Brodie’s book Femicide in South Africa, (2020) quoted here: 
 https://issafrica.org/iss-today/fewer-guns-will-save-womens-lives-in-south-africa  
8 https://everytownresearch.org/report/guns-and-violence-against-women-americas-uniquely-lethal-intimate-partner-violence-problem/ 
9 K, Melissa, Garza Ochoa, “Sexism”, The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology, (2019).  

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeoss084.pub2 
10 https://rm.coe.int/brochure-sexism/16809fba84 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-channel/stop-sexism-quiz
https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-channel/stop-sexism
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/statistics/crime/UN_BriefFem_251121.pdf
https://iansa.org/call-to-action-on-gender-and-small-arms-control-april-2021/
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/GSH2018/GSH18_Gender-related_killing_of_women_and_girls.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/GSH2018/GSH18_Gender-related_killing_of_women_and_girls.pdf
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/fewer-guns-will-save-womens-lives-in-south-africa
https://everytownresearch.org/report/guns-and-violence-against-women-americas-uniquely-lethal-intimate-partner-violence-problem/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeoss084.pub2
https://rm.coe.int/brochure-sexism/16809fba84
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2.  Speak out against gender-based violence. 

Women are more likely to be abused in their own homes than other 
locations and their abuser is most likely to be a husband, boyfriend or other 
male relative. 11 In addition, women and girls who are displaced from their 
homes into camps are often extremely vulnerable and exposed to male 
violence. In many countries, the male authority figure is seen as the 
‘protector’ and ‘man of the house’. Since they can often be regarded as 
highly respected people – both by family and members of their community 
– it is often difficult to hold male abusers accountable for their actions and 
many may hesitate to speak out. Nevertheless, it is critical to not only 
support victims but to reach out to potential perpetrators of violence to 
change mindsets and encourage everyone, especially men, to contribute 
to the emergence of an alternative non-violent masculinity.  

When we choose to remain silent, we allow violence to continue. 
Understandably, having conversations with family, friends and people with 
different opinions can be difficult. However, since it has the potential to 
change mindsets relating to violence against women, we must speak up.   

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
An excellent start is using social media platforms to make statements and start conversations and to join 
groups and campaigns. 
 

• Participate in campaigns:  
o The 25th of November has been designated as the International Day for the Elimination of 

Violence Against Women and marks the start of the UN Secretary-General’s yearly campaign 
“UNiTE to End Violence against Women”. Information is available here: 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/take-action  

o Join in IANSA’s yearly 16 Days of Activism against Gender-based Violence (25th November – 
10 December). Information is available here: https://iansa.org/16-days-of-activism-against-
gender-based-violence-2021/  

 
• Create new campaigns: Identify issues that are relevant for your community. While the UN and IANSA 

campaigns takes place once a year, IANSA encourages its members to continue activities and 
advocacy throughout the year. 

 
• Share information on your social media platforms, including: 

 

 
11 IANSA, “Women, Gun Violence and the Home,” (2020). 

 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/ending-violence-against-women/take-action
https://iansa.org/16-days-of-activism-against-gender-based-violence-2021/
https://iansa.org/16-days-of-activism-against-gender-based-violence-2021/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/human-rights-channel/stop-sexism
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o IANSA’s list of 10 Things Men Can do to End Violence against Women. More information is 
available here: https://iansa.org/violence-against-women/  

o Participate and share information on #demandequality. More information is available here: 
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/campaign/demand-equity/ 

o Participate and share information on #ChoosetoChallenge. More information is available 
here: https://promundoglobal.org/international-womens-day-2021-male-allyship/ 

 

3.  Promote an alternative, non-violent masculinity. 

While attempts have been made to identify biological or demographical causes, the cause of violent 
behaviour is fundamentally social in nature. Violence and guns are portrayed as symbols of status and power, 
giving access to women and consumer goods which are, in turn, seen as the keys to a better life. Asserting 
your place in society and gaining respect is traditionally equated with masculinity and when this cannot be 
achieved through education or economic achievement, firearms become powerful alternatives. The cultural 
and social expectation that real men should not show emotion or compassion is toxic. Guns play an important 
role in this mentality as gun possession and the committing of violent acts are considered acceptable options 
for a man in order to feel strong.  

It is vital to give a meaning to manhood and masculinity that is not equated with violence and aggression but 
rather with the state of maturity of becoming a man, promoting courage, strength, self-awareness, and caring 
about yourself and others.  

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
• Think of how you speak to boys:  Telling boys “don’t be a girl” or “don’t be a baby” when they cry or 

express emotions of hurt or fear is not only demeaning to girls but also greatly damaging to the 
emotional development of boys. How you speak to children matters. 
 

• Think creatively: Develop and promote 
programmes such as after school 
activities, sports, counselling, parenting 
classes, creative expression and conflict 
resolution courses.  IANSA has developed 
the “Aim for Change” campaign which is a 
youth-focused workshop to enable youth 
to express their views on issues such as 
how gun violence affects them, masculine 
identities, peer pressure and role models, 
more information is available here: 
https://iansa.org/aim-for-change-
campaign/  

• Start young!  What it means to “be a man” is learned in childhood: boys are often told by others 
around them that they are not “real men” or are not “man enough” if they do not live up to certain 
stereotypical standards. Girls are also often taught they should live up to stereotypes that sees girls 
as fragile and inferior to boys. There is increasing research into gender norms and particularly these 
masculine norms as a root cause of many forms of violence. IANSA has created this colouring book 
with the goal of teaching children from a young age to be who they are, that they don’t have to live 
by these stereotypes and that they can be themselves. The colouring book is available here:   
https://iansa.org/be-yourself-coloring book-2021/  

https://iansa.org/violence-against-women/
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/campaign/demand-equity/
https://promundoglobal.org/international-womens-day-2021-male-allyship/
https://iansa.org/aim-for-change-campaign/
https://iansa.org/aim-for-change-campaign/
https://iansa.org/be-yourself-coloring-book-2021/


 

 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 
• Play without violence! Don’t encourage boys to play games with toy guns unless it is part of a closely 

supervised peace education exercise to make children aware of the danger of guns. 

4. Advocate for more effective regulation of guns   

"There is a role for leadership and legislators to make violence against women illegal and to punish 
offenders. Many countries already have appropriate laws in place, but they are not fully enforced. That 
has to change. States have a primary role to play in implementing current laws and conventions, and in 
introducing new legislations where it is lacking.” 
  
-Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, UN Women Executive Director12 
 

Men’s behaviour is profoundly shaped by social and cultural expectations related to masculinity – 
expectations which can push men to arm themselves to gain power and respect. Critically engaging with and 
transforming masculinities is essential for effective arms control and disarmament. 13  Nevertheless, wide 
availability and easy access to guns increases the lethality of violence. Controlling and limiting the availability 
and accessibility of guns is part and parcel to breaking the link between guns, violence, power, and 
masculinity. Further, legally held guns are just as dangerous as illegal ones. If a partner or family member 
owns a gun legally and exhibits violent behaviour, the threat is just as considerable as if the gun was illegally 
held. 

The World Health Organization recommendations on how to tackle femicide emphasise strengthening gun 
laws and reducing gun ownership. This is based on research that has consistently shown that increased 
ownership of firearms is generally associated with an increase in homicide. 14 Moreover, armed violence 
against women and girls is a particularly serious crime for which the perpetrators must be brought to justice, 
including when the perpetrator is a uniformed officer15. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 

• Work with parliamentarians: Parliamentarians play a central role in preventing gun violence given 
their legislative mandate to introduce new laws and review existing ones. Cooperation between CSOs 
and legislators can therefore have a catalysing effect by creating a robust legal framework to 

 
12 https://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/en 
13 Henri Myrttinen, “Connecting the Dots: Arms Control, Disarmament and the Women Peace and Security Agenda,” Geneva, Switzerland: United 
Nations Institute for Disarmament Research, (2020). https://doi.org/10.37559/GEN/20/01 
14 World Health Organization (WHO), “Understanding and addressing violence against women,” (2012). 
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77421/WHO_RHR_12.38_eng.pdf?sequence=1 
15 According to the UN standards endorsed by the General Assembly in 1979, law enforcement officials, shall at all times fulfil the duty imposed upon 
them by law, by serving the community and by protecting all persons against illegal acts. In carrying out their duty, they shall respect and protect 
human dignity and non-discrimination, and shall, as far as possible, apply non-violent means before resorting to the use of force and firearms. They 
may use force and firearms only if other means remain ineffective or without any promise of achieving the intended lawful result. Every effort should 
be made to exclude the use of firearms, especially against children. In general, firearms should not be used except when a suspected offender offers 
armed resistance or otherwise jeopardizes the lives of others and when less extreme measures are not sufficient 

https://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/en
https://doi.org/10.37559/GEN/20/01
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/77421/WHO_RHR_12.38_eng.pdf?sequence=1
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regulate firearms and to bring perpetrators of gun violence to justice. Furthermore, by pairing 
parliamentarians’ governmental oversight role with the grassroots knowledge of civil society, strong 
partnerships can be formed to ensure the effective implementation of legislation.  For more 
information visit https://parliamentaryforum.org/.   
IANSA also has a publication on “Engaging Parliamentarians on the Control of Small Arms and 
Reduction of Gun Violence” available here: https://iansa.org/parliamentarians/  
 

• Ensure national laws and regulations on the possession and use of firearms conform to the highest 
standards16 : Contact relevant legislators to discuss potential law reform for domestic gun control to 
remove guns from the hands of perpetrators of domestic violence. National firearms law should 
prohibit anyone who has inflicted or is inflicting family or intimate partner violence; is or has been at 
any time the subject of a temporary protection order; or has, or has had, a restraining order made 
against them from owning a firearm. 
 

• IANSA member Gun Free South Africa launched an initiative called “Gun Free Valentine’s Day” (14 
February) to raise awareness of the risks of having a gun in the home, intimate partner violence, and 
how effective laws can save lives. More information about the campaign is available here: 
https://iansa.org/gun-free-valentine-february-14-march-8-2022/  

Further resources: 

• The Modular Small-arms-control Implementation Compendium (MOSAIC) translates into practice 
the objectives of key global agreements aiming to prevent the illicit trade, destabilizing accumulation 
and misuse of small arms and light weapons. There is also a specific module that sets out standards 
to prevent gender-based violence and its relation to small arms and light weapons. 
https://www.un.org/disarmament/convarms/mosaic  
 

• Promundo is an NGO that works to promote gender equality and prevent violence by engaging men 
and boys in partnership with women and girls. Resources on preventing violence are available here: 
https://promundoglobal.org/work/?program=preventing-violence 
 

• The Global Database on Violence Against Women provides easy access to comprehensive and up-
to-date information on measures undertaken by United Nations Member States to address all forms 
of violence against women. Country specific statistics and information about ongoing programmes 
can be found here:  https://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/en/search 
 

• Preventing violence against women during the COVID-19 crisis (UN Regional Centre for Peace, 
Disarmament and Development in Latin America and the Caribbean): While this document focuses 
on Latin America and the Caribbean, the findings are broadly applicable, including the 
recommendations for integrating arms measures into responses to prevent and reduce violence 
against women during the COVID-19 crisis. In several countries, domestic violence has increased by 
up to 60-70% due to months of enforced confinement, social isolation and curfews. This puts women 
with violent partners in a heightened state danger: http://unlirec.screativa.com/wp-
content/uploads/2018/05/UNLIREC-Preventing-VAW-through-arms-control-in-LAC-September-
2020.pdf  
 

• UN Women Training Center. Understanding Masculinities and Violence Against Women and Girls: 
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/RESOURCES_LIBRARY/Resources_Centre/masculinities%20bookl
et%20.pdf  
 

 
16 standards are set out in the Modular Small Arms Control Implementation Compendium (MOSAIC) available in all the main UN languages. 

https://parliamentaryforum.org/
https://iansa.org/parliamentarians/
https://www.gfsa.org.za/
https://iansa.org/gun-free-valentine-february-14-march-8-2022/
https://www.un.org/disarmament/convarms/mosaic
https://promundoglobal.org/work/?program=preventing-violence
https://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/en/search
http://unlirec.screativa.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/UNLIREC-Preventing-VAW-through-arms-control-in-LAC-September-2020.pdf
http://unlirec.screativa.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/UNLIREC-Preventing-VAW-through-arms-control-in-LAC-September-2020.pdf
http://unlirec.screativa.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/UNLIREC-Preventing-VAW-through-arms-control-in-LAC-September-2020.pdf
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/RESOURCES_LIBRARY/Resources_Centre/masculinities%20booklet%20.pdf
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/RESOURCES_LIBRARY/Resources_Centre/masculinities%20booklet%20.pdf
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• Men, Masculinities, and Changing Power: A Discussion Paper on Engaging Men in Gender Equality From 
Beijing 1995 to 2015 (UN Population Fund):  https://www.unfpa.org/resources/men-masculinities-
and-changing-power  
 

• Small Arms Survey (2006), Few Options but the Gun: Angry Young Men. Oxford University Press. 
http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/A-Yearbook/2006/en/Small-Arms-Survey-2006-
Chapter-12-EN.pdf  
 

• Wendy Cukier, James Sheptycki (2012) Globalization of gun culture transnational reflections on 
pistolization and masculinity, flows and resistance. International Journal of Law, Crime and Justice.  
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/241121607_Globalization_of_gun_culture_transnational
_reflections_on_pistolization_and_masculinity_flows_and_resistance  
 

• Connecting the Dots: Arms Control, Disarmament and the Women Peace and Security Agenda (United 
Nations Institute for Disarmament Research) examines the normative and practical overlaps and 
connections of the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda with the field of arms control and 
disarmament: https://unidir.org/publication/connecting-dots  
 

• Gender Responsive Small Arms Control in the Decade of Action for the SDGs: This  action paper sets 
out steps towards gender mainstreaming in the disarmament field, and contributing to the full 
implementation of the Women, Peace and Security agenda: https://gensac.network/wp-
content/uploads/2020/02/Gender-Responsive-Small-Arm-Control-in-the-Decade-of-Action-for-
the-SDGs.pdf  

 

 

 
This paper was written by Emily Callsen and edited by Clare da Silva, Jenny Morgan, and Teresa Dybeck, with 

comments by Brian Wood, Amelie Namuroy, and Ivan Marques.   
For further resources and information visit iansa.org.  
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http://www.smallarmssurvey.org/fileadmin/docs/A-Yearbook/2006/en/Small-Arms-Survey-2006-Chapter-12-EN.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/241121607_Globalization_of_gun_culture_transnational_reflections_on_pistolization_and_masculinity_flows_and_resistance
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/241121607_Globalization_of_gun_culture_transnational_reflections_on_pistolization_and_masculinity_flows_and_resistance
https://unidir.org/publication/connecting-dots
https://gensac.network/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Gender-Responsive-Small-Arm-Control-in-the-Decade-of-Action-for-the-SDGs.pdf
https://gensac.network/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Gender-Responsive-Small-Arm-Control-in-the-Decade-of-Action-for-the-SDGs.pdf
https://gensac.network/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Gender-Responsive-Small-Arm-Control-in-the-Decade-of-Action-for-the-SDGs.pdf
https://iansa.org/

