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1
Forgone opportunities:
The marginalization of women’s
contributions to post-conflict
peacebuilding
Albrecht Schnabel and Anara Tabyshalieva

Women have the capacity and commitment to make significant contributions to rebuilding war-torn societies; yet because they are all too often
marginalized as a “vulnerable group” or “passive victims”, their potential
goes unnoticed and underutilized. While no one can argue that they are
often on the receiving end of violence and marginalization, they frequently achieve visibility only for their suffering, not for their actual and
potential roles as sources, initiators and agents of both conflict and peace.
Opportunities for long-term peacebuilding are lost, and sustainable peace
and stability are at risk, when a significant proportion of stakeholders in
a society’s future peace and conflict architecture – half or more of the
population – are marginalized and excluded during efforts to heal the
wounds of war and build a new society and state. The exclusion of women
also distorts our understanding of men’s experiences of war and peace, as
it tends to protect images of hyper-masculinity and gloss over the vulnerability and suffering of less powerful men.
This is the first of two books that emerged from one common research
project on the roles of women and children in post-conflict peacebuilding; the companion volume is entitled Escaping Victimhood: Children,
Youth and Post-Conflict Peacebuilding. In approaching this as an applied
policy research project, we were well aware of the potential problems inherent in focusing simultaneously on women, youth and children: we
were not implying an exact similarity between children, youth and adults,
but we focused on individual relationships to power. We distinguished
adult women and youth/children from adult men, who tend to be the
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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more powerful members of a society – including post-conflict societies –
especially when they belong to the military apparatus and other security,
justice, political, cultural and economic institutions. Yet at the same time
we recognized that further research would need to be undertaken on
male victimization in war, especially through sexual violence, a fairly new
field of research that is beyond the scope of these two books.
Defying Victimhood thus offers reflections on key challenges faced by
women in post-conflict situations and the decisions that have (or have
not) been taken by local, national and international actors to address
their needs, contributions and agency in reforming post-war1 social, political and security institutions. While progress has been made in recognizing these challenges and needs through global, UN-initiated, policy
guidance, existing momentum can be maintained and further progress
achieved if local and traditional social, economic and political cultures
along with external assistance activities become more sensitive and attentive to the post-conflict needs and contributions of women. Not only
women but all of society would benefit from such rethinking. Two chapters, including this opening text, provide the thematic and conceptual
background and context for the various contributions to the book, which
are clustered around four main themes: a focus on post-conflict patterns
and changes in women’s victimhood and empowerment; examinations of
the essential partnership of survival and peace between women and children; national and global efforts to improve women’s participation in
post-conflict peacebuilding; and experiences and discussions of the need
to deconstruct women’s roles as victims in political and security institutions.
Drawing on the individual contributions and experiences presented
throughout the book, the concluding chapter shows that the post-conflict
moment offers a window of opportunity to reconsider and rewrite many
of the rules and patterns that have previously governed relations between
men and women and between women and society at large. During that
period, local, national and international actors can address some of the
inequalities and inequities that have not only caused much of the agony
endured by women before, during and after war, but might still prevent
them from playing a – most rightfully as well as necessary – central and
constructive role in consolidating peace and stability in the aftermath.
The contributors to this book draw on comparative and single case
studies of post-conflict contexts in different parts of world to offer their
insights on how women act as both victims and peacebuilders, to trace
the role of women from victimhood to empowerment and to highlight
the essential partnership of women and children for ensuring the youngest generation’s well-being and survival. Drawing particularly on African
cases, they examine national and global efforts to right past wrongs. They
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also examine the roles of women in political and security institutions. The
contributors argue that, for women in post-conflict societies, “defying victimhood” means being recognized as an activist, peacebuilder and –
above all – a full participant in post-war social, economic, political and
security structures, access to which all too often has unjustly and unwisely
been denied.
Before introducing the individual contributions in this volume in the
second part of this chapter, we describe the post-conflict peacebuilding context within which the book’s discussions take place. We examine
definitions of and approaches to peacebuilding more generally, followed by key challenges and opportunities for peacebuilding in the aftermath of conflict. We then discuss the role of women in post-conflict
peacebuilding – the suffering that victimizes women and the obstacles to
their participating in rebuilding post-war societies and thus acting as
agents of positive change. This part of the chapter concludes by reviewing
progress made at the level of the United Nations to acknowledge
women’s active roles as peacebuilders in post-conflict societies – as well
as some of the challenges that still exist in turning such intentions into
effective practice. As noted above, the chapter then introduces the individual contributions to this book.

Peacebuilding – Definitions and approaches
There is no single set of (typical) peacebuilding challenges – and thus
peacebuilding requirements and responses.2 Moreover, different actors
work with different operational peacebuilding concepts. While some governments consider peacebuilding to be about “building market-oriented
democracies . . . UNDP [UN Development Programme] imagines creating economic development and strong civil societies committed to a culture of nonviolent dispute resolution”.3
As Lisa Schirch points out in Chapter 2, “peacebuilding relies on relational skills stemming from the fields of conflict resolution and transformation to help people in conflict build relationships with each other”. It
also “covers a variety of processes, including human rights advocacy and
activism, peacekeeping, relief aid, mediation, restorative justice, trauma
healing, education, economic development, institution-building, research
and many other related processes [that] all help communities build the
capacity to prevent and respond to conflict and violence”. To meet the
demands of such a broad and comprehensive agenda, effective and sustainable peacebuilding depends on the application of “a range of measures targeted to reduce the risk of lapsing or relapsing into conflict by
strengthening national capacities at all levels for conflict management,
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and to lay the foundation for sustainable peace and development. Peacebuilding is a complex, long-term process . . . [that] . . . works by addressing
the deep-rooted, structural causes of violent conflict in a comprehensive
manner.”4
The Canadian Peacebuilding Network has developed a most useful
definition of peacebuilding as guidance for its own conceptual and operational work.5 As others before and after, it draws a direct link to the term
as it was applied by former UN Secretary-General Boutros BoutrosGhali in his 1992 “An Agenda for Peace”, where it is identified as “action
to identify and support structures which will tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a relapse into conflict”.6 As Boutros-Ghali
further argued, once peacemaking and peacekeeping have achieved their
objectives, “only sustained, cooperative work to deal with underlying economic, social, cultural and humanitarian problems can place an achieved
peace on a durable foundation”.7
These key activities are still essential components, particularly of postconflict peacebuilding, a term that will be discussed in the subsequent
section and shall be the focus of our book. However,
Since then, peacebuilding has come to be understood and used as an umbrella
concept reflecting a more comprehensive and long-term approach to peace and
security including: early warning, conflict prevention, civilian and military
peacekeeping, military intervention, humanitarian assistance, ceasefire agreements, the establishment of peace zones, reconciliation, reconstruction, institution building, and political as well as socio-economic transformation.8

For the Canadian Peacebuilding Network, peacebuilding thus
identifies and supports relationships, governance modes, structures and systems,
and provides capacities and resources to strengthen and consolidate the prospects for internal peace in order to avoid a resort to, an intensification of, or a
relapse into destructive conflict [and] seeks to mitigate sources of tension that
increase the probability or intensity of armed violence [while involving] a range
of approaches and transformative processes – for specific contexts or on a
larger systemic level – that identify and address both the root causes and effects of violent conflict.9

This is a useful approach to a concept that encompasses multiple layers
of activity by multiple actors at multiple phases of peace, conflict and
violence – and which is thus very difficult to define and delineate for both
analytical and practical purposes. However, conceiving peacebuilding as
an approach that “emphasizes both the relational and structural elements
of violence and conflict” enables one to move beyond “sequential limitations of peacebuilding and [take a view that] accommodates both short
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and long-term approaches and needs . . . acknowledges both effects and
root causes of conflict, including historical, socio-economic and political
elements” and “allows for considerations of the complexities of globalization, including the effects of new ‘violence entrepreneurs’ and non-state
transnational actors”.10 This approach recognizes “the importance of
indigenous or local, context-specific mechanisms for resolving conflict,
maintaining peace or reducing the likelihood of violence altogether . . .
highlights the need for country-specific and larger international structural actions to address sources of tension [and] frames peacebuilding as
a policy development and policy advocacy tool that may be used to address the consequences of poor development, defence and foreign policy
practice”.11
Such a comprehensive view of peacebuilding necessarily requires one
to focus on much narrower aspects of this concept, approach and tool: for
instance, one might focus on one particular geographic context, affected
community or conflict phase, one particular peacebuilding actor or one
specific policy activity or priority. Nevertheless, and this needs to be recognized, no one peacebuilding context (be it in terms of location, phase
or actor involved) can be considered in isolation from all other aspects of
peacebuilding. This recognition presents considerable challenges to those
attempting to make analytical and conceptual sense of peacebuilding as
an overarching concept, as well as for those who attempt to translate
peacebuilding into a programmatic policy activity with very specific start
and end points, in reference to particular peacebuilding providers or recipient communities and in the hope of extracting lessons learned to be
applied elsewhere. Peacebuilding is a complex activity that must be
broken down into more manageable components, yet always in recognition of each component’s specific location within and relevance for the
larger peacebuilding “project”.
Each peacebuilding activity or actor must be understood and recognized as an element of the larger spatial, temporal and actor-related contexts that determine both the overall conditions that have given rise to
peacebuilding needs and the range of strategies, mechanisms and instruments that are required and available to meet those needs. In our book
we focus on one particular phase of peacebuilding (post-conflict peacebuilding) and the forgone, actual and potential contributions of one particular peacebuilding actor (i.e. women). The locations of the analysis
span the globe, while examinations also engage with a multitude of other
peacebuilding actors and phases.
The term “peacebuilding” thus describes a wide range of activities that
reduce the destructive forces of everyday conflict and prevent its escalation to violence, at all stages of possible conflict escalation, between individuals, communities and states.12 Peacebuilding scholars have noted an
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increase of public attention, academic focus and political and policy commitment on comprehensive peacebuilding activities before, during and
after violent conflict. They have observed a “huge upsurge in activity in
conflict prevention, conflict management, diplomatic peacemaking and
post-conflict peacebuilding activity . . . with most of this being spearheaded by the UN itself (but with the World Bank, donor states, a number
of regional security organisations and literally thousands of NGOs playing significant roles of their own)”.13 In fact, this book project benefited
from such increased attention: it could draw on the insights of experienced researchers and peacebuilding practitioners, was initiated and supported by a UN institution (the United Nations University) and was
sustained by applied policy research and training institutions (swisspeace
and the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces)
throughout its completion. Yet despite – and in large part because of –
the attention given to conceptual thinking and practical applications of
peacebuilding instruments and approaches, we are far from a full understanding and the capacity to apply peacebuilding strategies and techniques to their full potential. As Fisher and Zimina note:
While the evidence suggests that peacebuilders have made some considerable
inroads, despite accompanying ambivalences and confusions . . . the peacebuilding community – all those who see themselves as working for peace, justice and
development – needs to start getting its own house in order if it is to match up
to the intensifying challenges. It needs to have further conversations about
“peace writ large” . . . Whose peace are peacebuilders working for? Is such
work regarded as “transforming” – seeking ultimately to challenge the unsustainable, unjust status quo and bring about profound change towards greater
justice and wellbeing? Or is it essentially “technical” peacebuilding, focused on
project-bound locations and time-scales and trusting that the bigger picture will
look after itself?14

Our book addresses one particular flaw in the design and application
of peacebuilding, which still stymies efforts to maximize its potential to
strengthen, advance and thus build peace: the general tendency to underestimate, underutilize and purposely marginalize women’s roles in peacebuilding activities at local, national and international levels. In that sense
peacebuilding needs to do more to contribute to the “transformation” of
society, in the spirit of Fisher and Zimina. While our book focuses mainly
on post-conflict peacebuilding activities, many of its lessons and suggestions have similar relevance for peacebuilding activities at all phases of
the conflict cycle or, more appropriately, of the peace and conflict dynamics that characterize interactions between individuals, communities and
their states.15
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Post-conflict peacebuilding challenges
It is worth noting that, of course, as all routine social interactions are necessarily characterized by disagreements, disputes and competing views
and approaches, conflict is part and parcel of everyday life. Without conflict there is no adaptation to changing conditions, no competition for the
most constructive adaptation mechanisms, no progress and no ability to
meet emerging challenges. In those terms there is no such thing as a postconflict environment – such a condition would spell the end of adaptation, progress and survival in a constantly changing world. However, if
competing ideas and adaptation mechanisms translate into competition
for power, authority and resources and cannot be channelled and resolved peacefully and for mutual gain, conflict becomes destructive and
makes progress extremely costly; or it halts or reverses it altogether.
When we speak of a conflict environment we are referring to a context
that is characterized by the existence of violent expressions of conflict
and a lack of mechanisms for protection and justice. When we refer to a
“post-conflict” context, we are referring to an environment after the formal conclusion of a specific violent and armed conflict, characterized
by opportunities for justice, reconciliation, an end to impunity and the
building of accountable and responsible forms of democratic governance,
which are, among others, the cornerstones of a peaceful society.
In the aftermath of armed violence, post-conflict environments are
characterized by a considerable impoverishment of economic, political
and social relations between and among groups, individuals and state
institutions. Previously existing divisions within society have been exacerbated during times of armed conflict and new fractures have been created. Post-conflict societies are affected by institutional breakdown
resulting from weak or non-existent government and civil society institutions. Those institutions possess – at best – limited legitimacy, capacity
and authority at a time when restoring a fully functioning system of governance is most critical. A security sector inherited from years of armed
conflict poses great risks to internal security and stability: bloated armies
with little or no civilian control; irregular, paramilitary and private security forces; vast amounts of arms and ammunition in private and government hands; weak justice institutions; and an environment in which all
forms of violence have become normalized. Economic instability and decline, human resource shortage, refugees and displacement, psychosocial
trauma, infrastructural damage, landmines and other unexploded ordnance, competing and unresolved territorial claims and a weakened social
fabric characterized by a persistent culture of violence create conditions
under which conflicts may re-escalate very quickly. This might happen
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faster, more violently and at greater human cost in a society that has
already been weakened by war.16
As noted by the High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change,
“Deploying peace enforcement and peacekeeping forces may be essential
in terminating conflicts but are not sufficient for long-term recovery. Serious attention to the longer-term process of peacebuilding in all its multiple dimensions is critical; failure to invest adequately in peacebuilding
increases the odds that a country will relapse into conflict.”17 What should
therefore be the main components of a post-conflict peacebuilding strategy that effectively prevents the resurgence of violence? The 2009 report
of the UN Secretary-General on peacebuilding in the immediate aftermath of conflict highlights five “recurring priorities”: safety and security,
including justice and respect for the rule of law; confidence in the political process, through both inclusive dialogue and post-conflict elections;
access to basic services such as water and education; a functioning public
administration to manage government funds and public records, at a minimum; and economic revitalization, particularly employment creation and
infrastructural improvements.18
The UN Plan of Action on Peacebuilding, developed by the UN Department of Political Affairs, notes that “Peace-building missions are
meant to be temporary catalytic and facilitating mechanisms and are
normally small . . . Their political responsibilities involve: protection of
nascent democratic institutions; crisis management; political mediation;
and provision of good offices.”19 These responsibilities are accomplished
through “provision of political facilitation and mediation; support to and
facilitation of short-term mechanisms for reconciliation and dialogue;
political, security and human rights reporting and monitoring; contribution to subregional and regional stability where appropriate and viable;
advocacy and sensitization of national actors to human rights, security,
democratic and peaceful means of conflict management and the rule of
law; and advocacy and the dissemination of information on all aspects of
peace-building”.20 Rebuilding war-torn societies is a complex task that involves “a set of physical, social, and structural initiatives”21 that aim to
alleviate direct as well as structural violence in order to bring about both
negative and positive peace. As Nick Lewer argues:
In a negative sense peace can just mean the absence of violence and an acceptance of unbalanced power relationships, inequalities and lack of access to resources which may be associated with such a condition. In this case, the concept
of “peace as order” is prevalent. Positive peace, on the other hand, indicates an
environment where people strive to transform society and communities into
fairer and more just places to live. Not only is the “direct” experience of violence tackled, but also the “structural” elements in society which perpetuate
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potential sources of conflict. Working for a positive peace means empowering
people to become involved in non-violent change processes themselves, to
help build sustainable conditions for peace and justice.22

Peacebuilding support includes a number of key objectives, as outlined
for instance in the 2009 “Report of the Secretary-General on Peacebuilding in the Immediate Aftermath of Conflict”:
• Support to basic safety and security, including mine action, protection
of civilians, disarmament, demobilization and reintegration, strengthening the rule of law and initiation of security sector reform.
• Support to political processes, including electoral processes, promoting
inclusive dialogue and reconciliation, and developing conflict management capacity at national and subnational levels.
• Support to the provision of basic services, such as water and sanitation,
health and primary education, and support to the safe and sustainable
return and reintegration of internally displaced persons and refugees.
• Support to restoring core government functions, in particular basic
public administration and public finance, at the national and sub
national levels.
• Support to economic revitalization, including employment generation
and livelihoods (in agriculture and public works) particularly for youth
and demobilized former combatants, as well as rehabilitation of basic
infrastructure.23
The meaningful mitigation of a broad range of structural and direct
human and national security threats requires the commitment and joint
initiative of society, its government and the broader, regional and international communities of state and non-state actors.24 Peace can be built
and consolidated only if all stakeholders are involved in all stages of the
process, from the identification of challenges to the implementation of
mitigation measures.
Moreover, peacebuilding processes, institutions and activities have to
be owned and carried out in large part by all those who will eventually
benefit from more political, social and economic stability, predictability,
order and justice. While that of course includes the immediate and
broader neighbourhood (including the global community), it concerns in
the first instance the affected populations. In any society the majority of
the population are female, yet women are usually overlooked as contributors in the search for solutions to their society’s plight. The cases studies
in this volume offer insights into some of the key challenges faced by
women in post-conflict situations and the various responses that have (or
have not) been instituted by local, national and international actors to
address the needs and contributions of women when designing and implementing post-conflict assistance programmes and reforming post-war
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political and security institutions and systems. If we acknowledge that
sustainable peacebuilding rests with the affected society and its people –
half or more of whom are female – for peacebuilding efforts to have a
long-term and constructive impact it is imperative that international, national, local and traditional social, economic and political cultures change
and as a result prioritize the post-conflict needs and contributions of
women.

The post-conflict moment – A window of opportunity
for change
While marred by destruction, instability, uncertainty and suffering (often
extending far beyond state borders), the post-conflict moment offers a
window of opportunity to rewrite many rules that previously governed –
and misgoverned! – the society. Among these are the rules that determine the relations between men and women, and between women and
society at large.25 This window of opportunity for change can be utilized
by local, national and international actors to address some of the inequalities, inequities and injustices that have caused much of the violence endured by women before and during the war, often continuing unabatedly
in the post-war period and preventing women from playing a constructive and prominent role in consolidating peace and stability.
Through our book we want to encourage those active in research and
those working in the design and application of broader peacebuilding
policies at non-governmental, state and intergovernmental levels to take
a fresh look at a broader approach to righting the wrongs committed
against the supposedly weak in our societies – women and, in the companion volume, children and youth. They have a right to be treated with
the respect they deserve as potentially powerful and influential agents of
both positive and negative social and political change. Particularly during
peace processes in which societies revisit, design and build the structures,
institutions, procedures and normative and legal foundations for a new
state and society, they must have their voices heard and play an active
role in the initiation and implementation of change. Strategies must be
designed, supported by proper budgets and capacities, to ensure that such
significant social change is possible.

Post-conflict threats to the physical security of women
Cross-cultural studies of post-conflict settings – as well as the experiences
reported throughout this book – demonstrate that the risks for women
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are not simply limited to the context-relevant peculiarities of each postwar situation. Many of the risks described occur across a large number of
contexts and are in fact quite predictable and comparable in their intention and their impact: this is why the international community, specifically
through the UN Security Council, has been able to develop such a clear
set of Security Council resolutions on women, peace and security, which
are considered to be applicable in all conflict and post-conflict settings,
since the passage of Security Council Resolution (SCR) 1325 in 2000.26
Nonetheless, the consequences of conflicts are far from homogeneous
and gender-neutral. They differently impact individuals according to gender, age, ethnicity or religious identity, income, social status, level of physical ability (especially for those disabled by war) and geography. For
instance, in some cases young women affected by war are stigmatized to
a much greater degree than older women, especially in rural areas, while
women and girls with physical disabilities, including those resulting from
war violence, have little or no hope of ever returning to a semblance of
normal life. On the basis of lessons learned from past and ongoing practice, post-conflict initiatives must therefore address a number of priorities, including gender- and age-based violence and the health problems to
which it leads, in order to meet the needs of as diverse a group of postwar survivors as possible.

Gender-based violence
Although one might expect levels of interpersonal violence to decrease
after war, physical security continues to be of vital concern to women.
Rape and sexual harassment, forced pregnancy, marriage, divorce, prostitution and trafficking do not end with the conclusion of peace dialogues
or the signing of a formal peace agreement. Such acts of violence all too
frequently continue to take place in the context of a traditional culture of
shame, post-war insecurity, normalized violence, economic deprivation
and poverty (see Chapter 3 in this volume). For example, economic hardship and social marginalization, as well as the peacebuilding economy
created by the presence of international actors, almost inevitably increase
the rates of prostitution (better characterized, from the perspective of the
exploited, as “survival sex”) and trafficking in women.27
Cultural factors greatly influence how people deal with gender-based
violence. Before, during and after conflict, women are more likely to be
subjected to sexual violence than men. As a report by the UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs Division for the Advancement of
Women argues, “For a woman, there is the added risk of pregnancy as a
result of rape. In addition, women occupy very different positions in society to men, and are treated differently because of what has happened to
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them. Women are frequently shunned, ostracized, and considered unmarriageable. Permanent damage to the reproductive system, which often results from sexual violence, has different implications for women than for
men.”28 The same applies to HIV infection rates, which are much higher
among women than men, as discussed by Lyn S. Graybill in Chapter 9.
Ann Tickner explains that “In the Rwandan civil war, for example,
more than 250,000 women were raped; as a result, they were stigmatized
and cast out of their communities, their children being labeled ‘devil’s
children’. Not being classed as refugees, they have also been ignored by
international efforts.”29 UNICEF writes that “In Rwanda, rape has been
systematically used as a weapon of ethnic cleansing to destroy communities. In some raids, virtually every adolescent girl who survived an attack by the militia was subsequently raped. Many of those who became
pregnant were then ostracized by their families and community; some
abandoned their babies, other committed suicide.”30 The victims get punished for their suffering by their own communities and families whose
support they need most. To cite a further example, “during the Turkish
invasion of Cyprus a large number of women were raped. Immediately
after the invasion an emergency law was introduced for a short period in
which men were allowed to divorce their raped wives (as divorce was
legalized in Cyprus only in the 1990s).”31 Men’s “right” to leave “sullied”
women was thus entrenched, but little or nothing was done to protect or
rehabilitate the women, who were double victims of their society’s patriarchal beliefs.
After wars officially end, paramilitary groups may continue to terrorize
civilians, among them women, who often become a particular focus of
attacks. For instance, in Afghanistan “clashes between Uzbek, Tajik and
Hazara militias tend to end up with sexual violence against local women.
There is an increasing number of reports of gang rapes and the exchange
of women as payment in the settlement of feuds.”32 Similarly, the majority of casualties in recent clashes in southern Sudan are reported to be
women and children.33 Women are always among the largest groups of
refugees and returnees. Crimes against women and children have forced
families to flee to safer neighbouring countries to protect their daughters
and sons.
Women are further threatened by landmines and other unexploded
ordnance. Although it is widely recognized that women in particular are
affected by the indiscriminate use of anti-personnel landmines, many
companies and countries have profited from the sale of these deadly
weapons. Mines are cheap to manufacture, but very expensive to remove.
As the most affected countries are among the world’s poorest, this generates additional challenges. It is estimated that millions of mines have
been laid in at least 78 countries and areas not internationally recog-

Forgone opportunities  15

nized.34 Afghanistan, Cambodia, Iraq and Sri Lanka are considered
among the worst-affected nations in the world. In Afghanistan alone,
approximately 70,000 civilians were killed or maimed by landmines during the 1980s and 1990s.35 Most of the victims were young men and boys,
which implies that women are left with specific burdens of care in these
countries, as they have to cope with the death or permanent disability of
male family members.
In the aftermath of armed conflict, large numbers of small arms remain
in the hands of combatants and civilians, threatening society at large and
women in particular. The availability of small arms in both conflict and
non-conflict contexts is considered to be directly linked to levels of lethal
violence – perpetrated by intimate partners, criminals or combatants. As
Cukier and Cairns report, 35 per cent of casualties during conflict are
civilians, defined as all females and males under the age of 16 and over
50.36 They note that “If small arms are not removed following the cessation of conflict, interpersonal violence substitutes for violence between
warring factions.”37 In addition to continuing spurts of armed violence
and increasing armed criminal activity, “worldwide, women are more at
risk from violence at the hands of intimate partners in the private sphere
of the home [while at the same time] the risk of being murdered by an
intimate partner increases with the availability of firearms”.38

Health problems
War trauma and post-war troubles can trigger an entire range of health
disorders. In Afghanistan, long-suffering men and women turn to opium
in order to deal with the harsh post-conflict realities.39 Afghanistan provides the lion’s share of the world’s opium, and exports both the consumption of and trade in drugs to neighbouring countries in particular.
The opium industry, for instance, engages women and men in Iran,
Tajikistan and Pakistan who survive by trafficking drugs to Western countries. Traumatized by the war and post-war confusion, many civilians
become addicted to drugs, leading to their further marginalization within
society.
Sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS, are prevalent in
the post-conflict environment, affecting in particular women. A UN Population Fund report shows that:
Armed conflict increases the rate of new infections across affected populations,
but women and girls are significantly more likely to become infected than men
and boys. A recent post-conflict study in Africa found that the HIV-infection
rate of adolescent girls was four times that of adolescent boys. Rape, high-risk
behaviour, the inability to negotiate safe sex, and sexual exploitation are risks
that have disproportionately impacted women and girls.40
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Boys and young men are also at risk of rape and sexually transmitted
diseases and infections: although affected to a lesser extent than girls and
young women, the fact that it happens to boys and youth often receives
no attention at all. Indeed, recognition of homophobic violence continues
to be one of the greatest taboos in modern war, although its use appears
to be increasingly widespread.

Obstacles to women’s post-conflict roles
Social integration, economic survival and traditional institutions
Tremendous demographic changes, the collapse of family units, mass killings particularly of the male population, other humanitarian atrocities
and massive displacements create a new social environment in which
greater social responsibility is borne by women in post-conflict rebuilding. In Afghanistan, for instance:
The collapse of family structures and the general social fabric of the country
during the war is another devastating social impact. The society has become
increasingly militarized. Employment opportunities must be developed alongside education opportunities in order to build a civil society out of what is
essentially a war economy. Attitudes and values in Afghanistan have become
more radical, but the prevailing mores with regard to gender relations, marriage, homosexuality, and adultery have also emerged from the society itself,
transformed as a result of the war, and not only because of Taliban policy as
international consensus would hold.41

As Codou Bop argues, in Rwanda “34 per cent of the households today
are headed by women who, in most cases, have lost all (or almost all)
their children and must take care of countless orphans left by close relatives or distant dead relatives”.42 Woman-headed and child-headed
households are typical features of post-war environments. They represent
highly vulnerable families that are in dire need of social and legal protection. Child-headed households face particularly harsh challenges: as
Steven Hick notes, “While some communities are supportive, all too
many neighbours and relations are ready to exploit orphans and steal
their property.”43 Woman- and child-headed households encounter more
difficulties and require more protection from state agencies and international organizations than man-headed households. Regrettably, particularly state-led development and assistance programmes tend to be based
on stereotypical and traditional perceptions of social responsibilities of
men and women. According to Noeleen Heyzer, “The state plans as
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though men support families when in reality it is men together with
women who do so, and frequently it is women who do so alone.”44 War
and post-war trauma strengthen ethnic and religious identities, revitalizing long-forgotten ethnic and religious traditions and institutions and
evoking neo-traditional beliefs in a purported “golden age” of patriarchal
social rule, which tend to enhance archaic forms of gender discrimination.
After war, the situation of young women becomes more complicated
due to traditions of shame and restrictions to their freedom. As analysis
shows, “the conservative backlash that takes place after war has roots in
the older generation’s attempt to reassert control and re-establish ‘traditions.’ In the context of re-establishing livelihood, the older generation
finds it particularly important to control young women.”45 At the same
time, it is important to facilitate communication between elders and the
younger generation for the preservation of positive cultural values and
traditions. As adolescents are in a stage of searching for identity, it is imperative that values of their community are preserved. When fathers are
absent, “the elders are a special resource in transmitting such values”.46
In every society there are positive cultural traditions that can mitigate
the suffering and obstacles women face in post-conflict settings. For example, local customs of adopting orphans and separated children by relatives, and particularly women family members, tend to be overlooked
(and thus are not sufficiently supported) by Western and national aid
programmes. In certain cases, encouraging and understanding the cultural
context of mutual help can facilitate a less painful return to some sense
of normalcy.
External actors’ engagement with traditional institutions is a particularly delicate issue in societies that are firmly entrenched in religious beliefs and value systems. For instance, in post-conflict Muslim states such
as Iraq, Afghanistan and Tajikistan, external organizations and individuals offering assistance often fail to appreciate the complexity of the culture when engaging with traditional institutions and practice. When
gender-sensitive activities are highly politicized, “even modest publicity
about a successful program can be a threat to its continuation”.47 On the
other hand, Christian religious conservatism has been crippling for
women’s emancipation in the aftermath of violent conflicts in countries
such as Uganda, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Rwanda and
South Sudan.48 In post-conflict environments harassment and intimidation of women and girls by conservative fanatics from a wide range of
religious groups – both locals and outsiders – are considerable threats to
their security and involvement in rebuilding society.49 Moreover, as feminist observers have long pointed out, in many cases donors are the ones
who bring more conservative and limiting gender ideologies to the postconflict society, particularly by systematically excluding women from

18 Albrecht Schnabel and Anara Tabyshalieva

post-conflict reconstruction, as they know little about women’s history of
resistance and tend to prefer to work primarily with men.50

Justice and the legal status of women
In traditional societies with predominantly oral customary law, the status
of women changes during and then again after war. While women take
on new responsibilities in times of war, the rapid restoration of “traditional” norms after the war (which, as observed above, may have more to
do with controlling women than with restoring tradition!) often leads to
renewed discrimination against and marginalization of women. In postconflict reconstruction, women usually receive less support than many
men: while a man wounded by the enemy is seen as a hero, a woman
wounded by an enemy who used rape as a tool of war is perceived as a
disgrace for the whole community.51 There is no post-war monument of a
raped woman, whereas monuments for dead or wounded men are common. History as a rule does not recognize names of female warriors or
women who helped men in a war; if women are recognized, their exact
roles may be distorted to reflect gender ideologies rather than what they
really did.52 In post-conflict societies, men and women return to their
traditions of gender discrimination, which often become even more intolerant of women’s rights than before the war. As Meredeth Turshen observes in the African context, while war erodes some traditional values, it
does not erode sexist beliefs, which (not coincidentally) serve the interests of the male-dominated state – whether colonial, apartheid or postcolonial.53 The legal and social status of women in post-conflict societies
often changes quite drastically as a consequence of the war. This happens
for instance through the loss of male relatives, legal documents, land and
property; the restoration of local ethnic and religious traditions that discriminate against gender; or with the commencement of “state-building”
processes which ignore women as citizens with a voice in shaping the
institutions that will run their country.
In Muslim countries and those with a sizeable Muslim population, justification of polygamy is becoming a common feature of post-conflict societies. Women tend to marry into the husband’s family, leaving behind
their own family to live with the in-laws. After the death of the husband,
they also, in a sense, become internally displaced persons. Unofficial polygamy in such post-conflict societies is spreading more rapidly as widows
have to become second wives to survive and protect themselves and
their children. In this context, for example, the National Parliament of
Tajikistan has debated the introduction of polygamy and the problem of
protecting second wives’ rights. As Svetlana Sharipova and Hermine De
Soto report in Chapter 7, women in post-war Tajikistan are by no means
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only passive victims in a male-dominated society, with some of them supporting polygamy to ensure human security for themselves and their
offspring. In non-Muslim countries such as Cambodia, too, polygamy reportedly has increased as wars ended, “forcing single women in desperate
situations to enter into marital arrangements, both formal and informal,
with married men”.54 In post-conflict Muslim societies (Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Chechnya, Sudan and others) polygamy necessitates discussion
of the legal protection of women’s rights to land and property. In multiple marriages women and their children are often forgotten by both their
husbands and the state. Moreover, national administrative systems are
often inefficient in dealing with – or challenging – customary law, and
few, if any, qualified women lawyers are present to participate in constitutional and other legal reform. As Vanessa Farr notes, in transitional societies such as present-day Egypt, Tunisia and Palestine, women lawyers
struggle greatly to get their legal opinions tabled. While surely a delicate
issue for international actors as well as national reformers and rights advocates, facilitating local women to debate legal matters is an essential
part of post-conflict reconstruction. There are lessons that can be learned
from other contexts – the South African constitutional review process, for
instance, was effectively informed by feminist lawyers after a tremendous
struggle to be heard.55

Participation of women in political life
In post-conflict societies women tend to be quite familiar with local
traditions but may know very little about their political rights and responsibilities. For example, in post-Soviet Georgia, a country of universal
literacy and well-educated women, most displaced women tended to
show much greater interest in the everyday economic and psychosocial
issues confronting their families and communities than in political questions. A US Agency for International Development (USAID) study
found that only five of 105 displaced women surveyed were acquainted
with their basic human rights under the UN Declaration of Human
Rights and the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women.56
All too often, women are inadequately involved the political decisionmaking and post-conflict resolution activities of peace processes. However, “as peace processes . . . provide a unique opportunity to radically
renegotiate the political settlement, the benefits of women’s full participation in these processes is significant”.57 Instead, as Castillejo notes, the
“experience of being pushed out of public life and back into traditional
roles is common for women following the end of conflict”.58 Yet greater
participation in peacebuilding and decision-making could lower the risks
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for women in post-conflict societies to suffer from continued violations
(see Chapters 2 and 12 in this volume). As Rose M. Kadende-Kaiser observes in Chapter 5 on Burundi, at the national and local levels female
politicians are often more concerned with social, educational and healthcare issues than, for instance, with the implementation of peace accords.
Yet it is precisely their absence from political processes which ensures
that concerns of women are overlooked. For example, a member of the
joint commission implementing the peace accords in Angola in the 1990s
indicated that, in hindsight, the exclusion of women from the peace process “meant that issues [such] as internal displacement, sexual violence,
human trafficking, abuses by government and rebel security forces, and
the rebuilding of maternal health care and girls’ education were generally
ignored”.59 Cukier and Cairns draw similar conclusions about the potential (but unfortunately wasted) opportunities of feeding civil-societydriven arms control initiatives, advocated in large part by concerned and
affected women, into official decision- and policy-making processes:
women account for a higher percentage of victims of gun violence than users
of small arms and light weapons; therefore they generally express greater
negative attitudes towards weapons than men. They also tend to be more committed to measures created to reduce the misuse and proliferation of guns and
gun violence. For these reasons, women have exerted significant influence in
many of the movements aimed at reducing the proliferation and misuse of
weapons. However, women have also been under-represented in the formal
decision-making processes that affect the deployment of weapons as well as
their use and control at local, national and international levels.60

Drawing on his experience with women’s initiatives to establish crossconflict links with women and men to reduce tension and distrust between former belligerents, John Paul Lederach concludes that “while
much of it has gone unnoticed in the long history of the Somali conflict,
women have played a far more innovative, constructive, and transformative role in peacebuilding than the sum total of the formal peace conferences of military leaders”.61 Kinzelbach and Hassan observe that “The
experience of a gruesome clan-based militia war in the context of a failed
state has turned many Somali women into advocates for peace and nonviolent conflict resolution.”62 In fact, “Somali men have listened and will
continue to listen when women try to keep them from unpacking guns
stored at home, or when they demand a cessation of hostilities by singing
songs.”63
According to Ann Tickner, “In the context of a male-dominated society, the association of men with war and women with peace also reinforces gender hierarchies and false dichotomies that contribute to the
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 evaluation of both women and peace.”64 Of course, women of courage
d
everywhere make an important but often unnoticed and unrecognized
contribution as peace educators in both their families and their societies.
However, such roles should not be unduly romanticized, nor should all
women be homogenized as peaceful. Some cases of post-conflict societies,
for instance, show that in the name of families and children, or ethnic and
religious traditions, some women prefer a mono-ethnic environment or
express racial or religious intolerance and ethnic prejudice, while there
are many men (also among those in positions of power) who are com
mitted to and practise non-violent approaches to dispute resolution. For
instance, as Tickner reports, “A study of Israeli, Egyptian, Palestinian, and
Kuwaiti attitudes toward the Arab/Israeli conflict, broken down by sex,
found that men and women did not have different attitudes and there
was no evidence of women being less militaristic.”65 Moreover, particularly the experience of gruesome gender violence during conflicts makes
some women suspicious and intolerant of other ethnic or religious
groups.66

Missed opportunity finally recognized – Security Council
Resolution 1325
The underutilized involvement of women in the maintenance and restoration of peace and security was finally recognized – and thus put on the
radar screen of national and international actors – in the discussions preceding and following SCR 1325 on women, peace and security.67 Since
then, several further reports have helped to maintain international humanitarian and political attention to women’s contributions as both
victims and – increasingly – also powerful actors in determining the dynamics of peace, conflict and stability in their societies. Significant among
them are the “2005 World Summit Outcome”, which commits member
states to eliminating all forms of violence against women and girls;68 the
2006 SCR 1674, reconfirming and updating various resolutions on the
protection of civilians in armed conflict;69 the 2006 report of the UN
Secretary-General entitled “In-depth Study on All Forms of Violence
against Women”;70 the 2007 General Assembly Resolution 62/134, “Eliminating Rape and Other Forms of Sexual Violence in All Their Manifestations, Including in Conflict and Related Situations”;71 the 2008 SCR 1820,
“Sexual Violence in Conflict”;72 the 2009 report of the Secretary-General
on peacebuilding in the immediate aftermath of conflict;73 and the 2010
report of the Secretary-General, “Women’s Participation in Peacebuilding”.74
These documents are meant to focus UN member states (and in fact all
governmental and non-governmental actors that play a relevant role in
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their societies’ efforts at managing peace, conflict and post-conflict transformation) on respecting the rights and needs of traditionally yet unjustly
marginalized parts of the population. They highlight commitments made
in more general terms in previous international legal documents and
public statements, including the 1949 Geneva Conventions and the 1977
Additional Protocols,75 international human rights law (such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women), the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development and the 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.76 In
Chapter 10 in this book Ancil Adrian-Paul traces the evolution towards
SCR 1325, as well as its impact and subsequent developments.77
Not all these developments have been considered as evolutionary progress beyond the often poor record of follow-up and implementation, or
beyond states’ tendency to celebrate and confuse their own written commitments with the actual political and social change that should result
from these commitments. Particularly, the recent SCR 1820 on sexual violence in conflict has faced some harsh criticism for being one Security
Council member’s attempt to draw attention away from the larger,
deeper and thus more challenging and difficult tasks set out in SCR 1325.

Back to the future? Security Council Resolution 1820
SCR 1820, “Sexual Violence in Conflict”, focuses primarily on women as
victims of sexual violence in conflict and post-conflict situations (while,
for the most part, excluding sexual violence committed against men).78
Critics fear that the resolution again relegates women to the role of victim, while distracting us from and adding very little in substance and utility to the commitments expressed in the original SCR 1325. UNIFEM
(now part of UN Women) highlights the following concerns as the main
criticisms launched against SCR 1820: the emphasis on sexual violence
might risk fracturing SCR 1325, as it portrays women as victims and obscures other forms of civilian suffering; by stating that sexual violence
“can” constitute a war crime, crime against humanity or constituent act of
genocide, SCR 1820 risks diluting existing international law; the focus is
limited to the countries on the Security Council’s political agenda; the
fear of women around the world that producing new resolutions might
distract attention away from the full implementation of SCR 1325; the
tabling of the resolution was not preceded by a proper consultation process; and there is too much geographic emphasis on Africa, as other parts
of the world experience similar suffering.79 On the other hand, the proponents of the resolution do not agree with these concerns and argue that
SCR 1820 should be seen as a constructive expansion of, not a threat to,
SCR 1325.80
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There is of course a danger that follow-up resolutions that expand and
possibly even improve on particular points of a preceding resolution are
not seen as amendments, but their replacements. The fact that countries
which were previously hostile to the implementation of SCR 1325 suddenly appear as champions of SCR 1820 suggests that this resolution may
well have been designed to focus on women as traditional victims of
conflict, an approach for which sympathetic support can be more easily
gathered across diverse political and ideological camps. While this may
generate sympathy for the plight of women in armed conflict, it might
distract from the urgent need for the type of systematic change demanded by SCR 1325 in the form of promoting women’s leadership and
full participation in all matters of peace and security.

Challenges for international assistance programmes and missions
International assistance plays an increasingly important role in postconflict rebuilding. There are many success stories of aid given to governments and local non-governmental organizations, assisting them in
offering urgently required support to post-conflict populations. Along
with significant progress, international efforts have also been criticized
for offering insufficient, inadequate and untimely support. While some of
these shortcomings may be rooted in funding constraints or unsuitable
and unrealistic mandates, some highly disturbing dynamics of international peacebuilding activities in fact do harm: they increase violence
and support exclusionary patterns against women in post-conflict societies. As mentioned earlier, there is a tendency by international and national (often male or male-dominated) expert groups to seek out male
counterparts or, in the name of respecting local traditions, to play into
the hands of paternalist and discriminating power structures that keep
women at the margins of the peacebuilding process. On the other hand,
international actors miss out on opportunities to promote and practise
inclusive approaches:
One such example of a missed opportunity is in Kosovo where, despite much
rhetoric, the United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) conspicuously failed
to implement SCR 1325. It did not meaningfully promote women’s participation in Kosovan peace processes or give women leadership roles within its
own structures. This failure by UNMIK – in a situation where it had enormous
influence – resulted in women’s representatives being excluded from negotiations on the Comprehensive Proposal for Kosovo Status Settlement. Not only
did this mean that the framework for the Kosovan state was established without women’s input, but it also created deep mistrust of the international community among women’s civil society organisations.81
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Moreover, the “do-no-harm” principle applies to peace operations’ activities in the same way as it applies to humanitarian or development activities: there should not be any negative and harmful consequences to
the population as a result of international missions that are meant to
bring peace and stability and thus end, not create, violence, as observed
by Sumie Nakaya in Chapter 4. For instance, women have increasingly
become victims of prostitution following the arrival of peacekeeping
forces.82 In Cambodia:
The presence of a large number of expatriates, especially UN peacekeepers . . .
led to a rapid growth in . . . prostitution. To meet the demands of the expatriates, many entrepreneurs openly set up brothels, which were soon frequented
by local customers as well, institutionalizing the phenomenon. Initially, these
brothels imported commercial sex workers from Vietnam and Thailand, but
soon they were also recruiting from the countryside.83

It is important that peacekeepers and anyone else involved in postconflict peacebuilding receive meaningful, not merely symbolic, training
in international humanitarian law, human rights law, children’s rights and
gender issues. The training, which should not be a one-off event but repeated periodically, must reflect sensitivity to women’s rights and un
expected cultural peculiarities, and be offered by civilian experts on
gender equality, social inclusion and health issues. The call for such training is by no means new, but the record is poor in terms of effective,
broad-based implementation and subsequent positive change in the behaviour of peacekeepers.84 International personnel must recognize and
experience that in field missions there needs to be zero tolerance of
involvement in trafficking of women and girls, and sexual relations with
minors and beneficiaries of assistance programmes. Awareness and acceptance of relevant – non-negotiable – standards and norms need to be
internalized by all military and civilian staff of the United Nations or a
regional organization. These demands were strongly voiced in the recent
SCR 1820. After all, “peacekeepers” are sent to and/or invited into a
country to bring peace and stability and to reduce, not worsen, the structural and direct violence exerted upon the population. Their mission and
purpose, reputation and local acceptance are compromised if they are
found to violate and betray those noble objectives.85
Over 10 years ago the Brahimi Report (2000) emphasized the need to
strive for gender balance in peacekeeping efforts. Its authors argued, for
instance, that more female civilian police officers and military observers
should serve in UN peacekeeping missions.86 SCR 1325 specifically demands expansion of “the role and contribution of women in United Na-
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tions field-based operations, and especially among military observers,
civilian police, human rights and humanitarian personnel”.87 Encouraging
examples are the all-female Indian Formed Police Unit despatched to the
UN Mission in Liberia in January 2007 and the subsequent all-female
Bangladeshi UN police unit deployed in Haiti in June 2010 (see also
Chapter 10 in this volume).
Both SCRs 1325 and 1820 call for guidelines, point out that training
needs to be developed and applied, and argue that all mission staff should
be aware of codes of conduct before they are sent on mission (see also
Chapter 13 in this volume). It has become “more widely recognized that
women need to be included in peace processes, [and] there should be a
parallel effort to integrate women to the senior levels in donor organizations and as facilitators of peace processes”.88 Moreover, gender-sensitive
analyses ought to be an integral part of UN reports on peace operations.
The UN Secretary-General is thus calling for “more effective measures to
track gender funding reports” in response to a review of projects in consolidated appeals for 23 post-conflict countries during 2006 –2008, which
revealed that only 2.3 per cent of them dealt with gender issues, either by
including women as major beneficiaries or by addressing gender-based
violence.89
Some international agencies have recognized the special needs of
women in post-conflict transition, introduced new programmes and expanded ongoing projects. However, increasing the number of players in
peacebuilding complicates coordination and leads to duplication and bureaucratization. International and local attempts to stabilize post-conflict
societies have therefore been ineffective due to a lack of coordination
and a failure to address systematically, across all involved programmes
and actors, gender-sensitive issues and the cultural context of gender
relationships.
Although the failures of gender-sensitive peacebuilding activities are
better known than the success stories, the latter might inspire more
meaningful and effective peacebuilding policies and thus need to be studied and analysed to allow international, state and non-governmental actors to build on positive lessons and best practice. This book hopes to
make a contribution in this direction.

Women and post-conflict peacebuilding: The debate and
its impact on new policy guidance
Until recently, academic and political debates on peacebuilding have
not paid much attention to women as a diverse group of agents and
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 ctors in peacebuilding processes. As Birgitte Sørensen argued in the late
a
1990s:
the most apparent drawback in existing literature on war-to-peace transitions
and post-war reconstructions is its remarkably gender-blind perspective. Growing out of disciplines such as international relations, political sciences and economics, a large number of analyses concentrate on macro-issues without
distinguishing between men’s and women’s positions. But even when the focus
is shifted to rebuilding activities carried out at the grassroots level, the adoption of inclusive categories such as “people”, “the population”, or of more
narrow technical categories as “refugees”, “internally displaced persons”, “demobilized soldiers”, or “disabled persons”, conceals the inherent gender differentiation and the gender specificity of experiences and interests.90

In the mainstream literature – and mainstream political debates – this
is still the case beyond the occasional declaratory statement. However,
such a distorted view of how societies in and after conflict function is
counterproductive to effective and lasting peacebuilding.
Sørensen further observed that “Wars and armed conflicts produce a
number of new social categories whose identity and status are not easily
determined. Among these we find disabled persons, widows, women who
have been raped, orphans, and others who in some way challenge existing
norms and images of womanhood, wifehood and motherhood.”91 The
perceived and experienced vulnerability and disempowerment of women
are both results of and reasons for the psychological and social marginalization that are often overlooked in the planning of post-conflict assistance and reconstruction programmes. Women’s marginalization and
discrimination, often hidden by a culture of shame, ignorance and ingrained sense of exclusion, inhibit their ability to articulate their own
needs and claim their rights. This renders peacebuilding efforts insensitive to women and makes them far less meaningful, for them and society
overall, than they could be.
However, in recognition of those lost opportunities, more serious engagement with these issues at both academic and policy levels has produced political momentum towards strengthening women’s roles in
peacebuilding generally and post-conflict peacebuilding in particular.
That momentum is building at the level of the United Nations, triggering
tangible results among member states, some of which are developing
specifically targeted national policy guidance. The following sections will
highlight how the United Nations in particular has reflected such new
thinking in its own documentation, much of which is meant to guide approaches of all those involved in post-conflict peacebuilding activities,
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i ncluding the United Nations itself, its member states and regional and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs).

Good intentions and proclamations: UN initiatives on women,
peace and security
In recent years more attention has been paid to gender-sensitive assistance in post-conflict societies, in thought, proclamations, programming
and implementation. Increasingly, attention has also been paid to removing obstacles and offering opportunities for women to become active
agents within the full range of “positive peacebuilding”. For instance, an
understanding has developed that resources mobilized for successful
post-conflict recovery should be specifically tailored towards womensensitive strategies and therefore not exclusively benefit men. The 2002
“Report of the Secretary-General on Children and Armed Conflict” emphasized the special needs of girls, as “programmes specifically for girls
are often overlooked during post-conflict reconstruction processes designed to foster rehabilitation, peace and stability, including disarmament,
demobilization, reintegration, education and vocational training”. The report argues that “More explicitly tailored strategies and adequate resources are needed to ensure that girls receive necessary assistance.”92
Increasing attention to women’s rights and protection in post-conflict reconstruction by the United Nations, international NGOs and national
governments has generated a number of studies that analysed lessons of
best and worst strategies and practices, offering specific recommendations to the international community.93
Numerous reports and statements of good will, as well as national, regional and international action programmes, have followed – several of
which will be referred to and examined in more detail in various chapters
of this book. At this point we shall consider evidence of the impacts of
such recognition, commitment and good intentions in the UN documents
already mentioned in this chapter. The mere existence of those documents and the fact that they are supposed to guide the actions of all 193
UN member states – and as much as possible all other peacebuilding actors – do not mean that they automatically and instantly change prevailing behaviours at international, national and community levels. However,
they do indicate that important and long-overdue exercises in international norm-setting are taking place that may have an impact on how
the organization itself as well as many of its member states approach
peacebuilding interventions both at home and abroad. In this sense, a
new peacebuilding practice is hopefully emerging that will promote a
form of social engineering through which gender relations in post-conflict
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societies are realigned. By this means an important aspect of the past injustice that prevented societies from capitalizing on existing but untapped
capacities will be overcome.
Let us return to the efforts at the United Nations to guide progress in
gender-sensitive and gender-just peacebuilding. There has been formal
recognition of the need – and calls on UN member states – to integrate
women fully in post-conflict peacebuilding activities. As the United Nations argues, “The increased participation of women within humanitarian,
peace-building and peacekeeping operations is crucial if the United Nations goals and mandates regarding gender equality, non-discrimination
and human rights are to be realized.”94 SCR 1325 also very specifically
calls on the UN Secretary-General “to carry out a study on the impact of
armed conflict on women and girls, the role of women in peace-building
and the gender dimensions of peace processes and conflict resolution”.95
SCR 1889 urges UN member states and international and regional
organizations:
to take further measures to improve women’s participation during all stages of
peace processes, particularly in conflict resolution, post-conflict planning and
peacebuilding, including by enhancing their engagement in political and economic decision-making at early stages of recovery processes, through inter alia
promoting women’s leadership and capacity to engage in aid management and
planning, supporting women’s organizations, and countering negative societal
attitudes about women’s capacity to participate equally.96

It moreover notes that “women in situations of armed conflict and
post-conflict situations continue to be often considered as victims and not
as actors in addressing and resolving situations of armed conflict”, and
stresses “the need to focus not only on protection of women but also on
their empowerment in peacebuilding”.97
The Security Council urges its member states “to ensure gender mainstreaming in all post-conflict peacebuilding and recovery processes and
sectors” and member states, UN bodies, donors and civil society “to ensure that women’s empowerment is taken into account during postconflict needs assessments and planning”.98 Furthermore, it requests the
UN Secretary-General “in his agenda for action to improve the United
Nations’ peacebuilding efforts, to take account of the need to improve
the participation of women in political and economic decision-making
from the earliest stages of the peacebuilding process” and “to submit a
report to the Security Council within 12 months on addressing women’s
participation and inclusion in peacebuilding and planning in the aftermath of conflict”.99 The said report was requested to analyse “the particular needs of women and girls in post-conflict situations”, “Challenges

Forgone opportunities  29

to women’s participation in conflict resolution and peacebuilding and
gender mainstreaming in all early post-conflict planning, financing and
recovery processes”, “Measures to support national capacity in planning
for and financing responses to the needs of women and girls in postconflict situations” and “Recommendations for improving international
and national responses to the needs of women and girls in post-conflict
situations, including the development of effective financial and institutional arrangements to guarantee women’s full and equal participation in
the peacebuilding process.”100

Establishing new international standards? The UN SecretaryGeneral’s report on women’s participation in peacebuilding
The UN Secretary-General’s report “Women’s Participation in Peacebuilding”,101 which was written in response to this request, deserves detailed reflection as it confirms many points raised by the contributions in
this book. The report shows that policy discussions – and presumably also
policy guidance – may in fact be able to address many of the calls in
our book for further and more meaningful inclusion of women in postconflict peacebuilding. On the other hand, our own studies confirm the
validity of the UN report’s main arguments and the necessity to follow
up on its recommendations. Here we review some of the report’s major
arguments, before we briefly introduce the individual contributions in
this volume.
The Secretary-General’s report argues that “Ensuring women’s participation in peacebuilding is not only a matter of women’s and girls’ rights.
Women are crucial partners in shoring up three pillars of lasting peace:
economic recovery, social cohesion and political legitimacy.”102 However:
The exclusion of women from the process of designing peace agreements and
recovery frameworks means that often, insufficient attention is paid to redressing gender inequalities and addressing women’s insecurity; as a result, women’s
needs go unmet and their capacities remain underutilized. We must transform
this vicious circle into a virtuous circle, so that women’s engagement in peacemaking brings a gender perspective to post-conflict planning, generating improved outcomes for women and an enhanced capacity to participate in
longer-term peacebuilding.103

According to the report, there is evidence that this virtuous circle can
be achieved, as “In many countries, the application of gender analysis,
responses to women’s and girls’ post-conflict needs and women’s engagement in peacemaking and peacebuilding have been mutually reinforcing.”104
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There are pragmatic and easily understandable and communicable reasons for strengthening women’s roles in peacebuilding: “Enabling women
to contribute to recovery and reconstruction is integral to strengthening
a country’s ability to sustain peacebuilding efforts. Similarly, efforts to facilitate an increased role for women in decision-making processes must
be based on recognition of the fact that peacebuilding strategies cannot
be fully ‘owned’ if half the nation is not actively involved in their design
and implementation”105 and “Women’s access to services is constrained
by, among other factors, physical insecurity and discriminatory social
norms.”106 Thus:
Removing barriers to all aspects of women’s political participation is a matter
of fundamental human rights. Women must not be impeded in terms of their
ability to vote, join associations, run for office or express their convictions. Neither State nor non-State actors can be permitted to impose restrictions on the
free exercise of those rights. Discriminatory laws and policies must be dismantled, and public intimidation of women deterred by security forces.107

However, merely symbolic actions or simply increasing the number of
women or women-focused programmes will not solve these shortcomings,
as the report stresses:
Women in post-conflict situations are not a homogeneous group, and no woman
fits neatly in any one category. Female ex-combatants face unique obstacles
when they seek entry into the security forces or return to civilian life. Widows
need special assistance. Survivors of sexual and gender-based violence and
women and girls with disabilities or HIV/AIDS suffer additional layers of
trauma and discrimination, leaving them further marginalized. Displaced
women must cope with distinct challenges. Differences of class, region and ethnicity must also be acknowledged.108

The United Nations and other peacebuilding actors need to commit
themselves to taking a more proactive approach in putting post-conflict
interventions on the right path towards empowering women’s participation in peacebuilding. Yet, as the report rightly notes, “The existence of
guidance material for planners does not mean that post-conflict planning methodologies adequately address gender issues. What matters is
the effect on the content of planning documents.”109 For this reason the
report calls for a commitment of the “the United Nations system to
more systematically institutionalizing women’s participation in, and applying gender analysis to, all post-conflict planning processes, so that
women’s specific needs and gender discrimination are addressed at every
stage”.110
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The challenges of translating good intentions into action
Despite the attention given to the analysis of experiences of women in
and after armed conflict and commitment to include women and their
needs and contributions in peacebuilding interventions, as expressed by
“Women’s Participation in Peacebuilding”, the impact is not satisfactory
for those who are meant to benefit from this development. Even in the
UN policy documents discussed above, the focus has primarily been on
experiences of vulnerable groups and the suffering and injustices perpetrated by the powerful against the weak. Little has been done in terms of
research, let alone policy and implementation, on processes, application
and the impact of freeing women and men from the grip of – or being
relegated to – victimhood.
There are many reasons why international assistance in post-war societies tends to be only modestly effective. While in some cases there is no
will to address the plight of women or empower them to contribute positively to peacebuilding efforts, in other cases post-war rebuilding activities are impeded by a lack of knowledge of the local culture and the
potential impact of public figures such as religious or grassroots leaders.
For instance, in Afghanistan international assistance was hampered by “a
lack of understanding and dialogue on the role of culture and religion”.111
Nonetheless, as the above discussion of recent UN reports suggests, international agencies are slowly learning from such experiences and putting
greater efforts into understanding cultural peculiarities, contexts and the
gendered impacts of the work they do in the aftermath of conflict.
The fact that women are still systematically sidelined and excluded
from post-conflict peacebuilding activities defies logic. As noted in the
latest policy documents and academic writings, such practice is not only
unjust and violates women’s rights to participate actively in determining
the future lives of their communities, but it also flies in the face of sensible peacebuilding planning and practice. Opportunities are missed to
make peacebuilding more relevant for women and for society at large.
Prevailing male-dominated ideological, political and cultural preferences
still result in the exclusion of women. Real and positive change in peacebuilding practice requires reversing such preferences and ensuring
women’s inclusion.

Learning from post-conflict contexts: Chapter overviews
The contributions to this book examine five main themes: conceptual frameworks in thinking of women as victims and peacebuilders;
experiences of women’s victimhood and empowerment in post-conflict
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situations; the interrelationship of women and children as an essential
partnership for both physical and emotional survival and the consolidation of peace across the broader society; examples of national and global
efforts to improve the situation of women in the aftermath of violent
conflicts; and experiences of women’s contributions within political and
security institutions of post-conflict societies. Finally, a concluding chapter examines the main challenges, experiences and lessons explored by
the individual analyses presented throughout the book, translating them
into a number of specific suggestions for evolving academic and policy
discourses.
The contributions to the introductory part of the book explore women
in post-conflict situations as both vulnerable victims and agents of change.
Following these opening lines, in Chapter 2, “Frameworks for understanding women as victims and peacebuilders”, Lisa Schirch examines
women’s experiences of violence and peacebuilding in war and post-war
societies. She shows that women face varying degrees of direct, structural,
public and private violence in times of peace, times of war and post-war
contexts. First, she discusses essentialist and sociological frameworks for
understanding gender. She then focuses on the role of women as victims:
here, she discusses different types of violence against women, as well as
violence in non-war, war and post-war contexts. Schirch then moves on
to examine the role of women as peacebuilders. While acknowledging
that women do not always positively influence dynamics and processes of
peace and conflict, she focuses on their positive capacities and roles as
peacebuilders. In her discussion she draws on the fields of biology, sociology and political theory, and on the practice of peacebuilding. She offers
brief examples and draws on case studies from around the world, providing snapshots of the complex dynamics of gender, violence and peacebuilding. Schirch argues that a gender-sensitive lens on peacebuilding
highlights the urgent need to broaden peacebuilding programming to include the empowerment of women and pay more attention to violence
against women in both private and public settings.

From victimhood to empowerment: Patterns and changes
In Chapter 3, “Mass crimes and resilience of women: A cross-national
perspective”, Krishna Kumar examines major impacts of “mass crimes”
on women, suggesting policy measures that should be promoted by the
international community to empower women who contribute to postconflict peacebuilding. As a corollary to Schirch, he argues that women
are not passive spectators to mass crimes, but are both active and resilient. They participate in the conduct of mass crimes while trying to keep
themselves and their families alive in a context of economic and physical
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insecurity. Yet they also suffer from the physical and institutional violence inflicted on them – they are clearly affected by mass crime. As
Kumar writes, women “are more than silent victims of war crimes; they
are survivors”. He first defines the nature and types of mass crimes, then
identifies their impacts on women and gender relations, and concludes
with specific recommendations for the international community. The
chapter is based on research he has conducted for USAID in Bosnia,
Cambodia, El Salvador, Georgia, Guatemala and Rwanda.
In Chapter 4, “Victimization, empowerment and the impact of UN
peacekeeping missions on women and children: Lessons from Cambodia
and Timor-Leste”, Sumie Nakaya asks which mechanisms sustain violence against women and children in both times of war and times of
peace. She examines the issues of violence against women and children in
larger institutional contexts that govern their political, legal and social
status during their society’s transition from war to post-conflict “peace”.
She shows that institutional frameworks, including the rule of law, determine not only the extent of violence against women and children but also
violence in society at large. Additionally, these frameworks determine the
extent to which the principles of gender equality and respect for human
rights are adopted and implemented. Women, children and gender relations are thus microcosms for broader lessons on the treatment of human
rights in a society. Drawing on research about the impact of armed conflict on women and their role in peacebuilding in Timor-Leste and Cambodia, conducted in 2001 as part of a global assessment supported by
UNIFEM, Nakaya discusses three main issues: the rule of law, including
the reforms of criminal codes, police, the judiciary and civil and family
laws; the evolving peacekeeping economy and its impact on sexual exploitation of women and children; and transitional governance at the national level.
Her findings, which are highly instructive even a decade after the initial
field research was conducted, show that women and children are inherently vulnerable in the rapid shift towards political and economic liberalization, which still dominates prevailing approaches to post-conflict
peacebuilding. By failing to recognize both the potentially destabilizing
and negative impact of this peacebuilding approach on non-elite groups
such as women, children and other marginalized populations and the
need for appropriate safeguarding mechanisms, post-conflict institutional
arrangements run the risk of further marginalizing women and girls. They
also risk sustaining existing, often patriarchal, structures of power that
continue to govern gender relations in many post-conflict societies, particularly at the community and family levels.
In Chapter 5, “Frontline peacebuilding: Women’s reconstruction initiatives in Burundi”, Rose M. Kadende-Kaiser explores women’s approaches
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to peace activism at the grassroots and at the highest level of political
engagement during the Arusha peace talks, which culminated in August
2000 in a peace agreement for post-war Burundi. Along with the main
rebel groups, women were excluded from the five-year peace talks. Yet
women were still able to carve out a space for themselves. They actively
participated in what Kadende-Kaiser calls “frontline peacebuilding”. She
examines key motivators for peace activism in violent conflict, noting
that most – although not all – women are innocent victims of violent conflict. Drawing on research conducted in 1998 and 2000, she reports on
two Burundi women’s groups that proactively sought an end to ethnic
animosities in their communities. She then analyses the challenges and
importance of women’s participation in the Arusha peace talks, which
leads her to conclude that final peace agreements should be considered
incomplete if they exclude women’s voices.
Throughout the conflict that ravaged Burundi from October 1993,
women assumed a leadership role in their communities. With the support
of several key mediators and international actors, women were given a
chance to take part in the Arusha negotiations as observers. Moreover,
they ensured that their recommendations were included in the final
agreement. Kadende-Kaiser shows that in Burundi women initiated
community-based activities that provided a safe space for honest dialogue across ethnic and gender divides. They shared their wartime experiences with each other in their neighbourhoods, villages or internally
displaced or refugee camps. This opened doors for empathy, forgiveness,
healing and reconciliation. She finds that those who participated as observers during the Arusha peace talks had their voices heard and the final
agreement accommodated their recommendations. She concludes that in
a country torn apart by endemic ethnic violence, undermining the importance of women’s participation and contributions to peacebuilding betrays a key requirement for durable peace.

Women and children: Essential partnership of survival and peace
In Chapter 6, “Women and children in the post-Cold War Balkans: Concerns and responses”, Constantine P. Danopoulos, Konstantinos S. Skandalis and Zlatko Isakovic argue that while no segment of society or age
group escapes the trauma of war and its aftermath, women and children
are the most severely affected. Yet the two groups are not affected in the
same way. While the damage to children is primarily psychological, the
impact on women affects their role in society, often intensifying their already subservient social status.
The violent disintegration of Yugoslavia, together with a parallel economic collapse and international isolation, brought great hardship to its
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citizens. Women and children bore a disproportionate burden of the ethnic cleansing that accompanied the Yugoslav successor wars. Of the over
1.5 million refugees and internally displaced persons generated by these
wars, well over half were women and children. Global public opinion was
exposed to pictures and stories depicting ethnic cleansing, concentration
camps, stories of rape, forced pregnancies, hunger, torture and other
forms of violence, affecting Yugoslav people of both sexes and all ages
and ethnic or religious backgrounds. Danopoulos, Skandalis and Isakovic
identify, explore and analyse the problems facing women and children
since the violent conflicts ended in the former Yugoslavia. They offer a
brief examination of the Yugoslav conflicts and their victims to help us
understand the nature and magnitude of the problems facing women and
children. Drawing on field research and conversations with practitioners
working for relief agencies, they also offer an assessment of the performance of relief organizations since the fighting formally ended.
In Chapter 7, “Emerging from poverty as champions of change: Women
and children in post-war Tajikistan”, Svetlana Sharipova and Hermine
De Soto situate their analysis in the complex challenges of Tajikistan’s
post-independence development, characterized by civil war, economic
transition, high levels of migration and the re-emergence of traditional
religious and patriarchal customs. With the rising poverty that confronts
Tajikistan, such changes have dramatically changed Tajik family structures and the position of women and children in both family and society.
Sharipova and De Soto employ a gender and social development approach as well as applied anthropological methods to explore how Tajik
women and children have been coping with economic and social constraints since the end of the civil war.
Drawing on a social development project conducted by both authors
on behalf of the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank, they
demonstrate how local women transformed regional conflicts into ongoing community peacebuilding efforts. Sharipova and De Soto describe
the social and economic poverty of women, characterized by challenges
such as the need to overcome gender inequality; to find jobs with a potential for advancement; to balance work outside the home with almost
complete responsibility for the household, children and the elderly; or
to secure education opportunities for their children and maintain reasonable health – all of which while overcoming the traditional patriarchal
social system and avoiding crime (i.e. trafficking) and violence (i.e. family
violence). The project facilitated the empowerment of both women and
their children, and was able to inform the World Bank’s poverty reduction strategy paper on Tajikistan.
In Chapter 8, “Young mothers as agents of peacebuilding: Lessons
from an early childcare and development project in Macedonia”, Deborah
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Davis shows that, in addition to being victims of violence and dislocation
during war, women are an indispensable resource for peacebuilding and
social change. She argues that these roles are inextricably linked and part
of a purposive tactic: as women are considered the main source of family
and community cohesion, the intention of humiliating and degrading
women is to disrupt family life and destroy the social fabric at its core.
Davis examines an emergency early childcare and development project
in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, which was implemented
by UNICEF and the Albanian League of Women. Its objective was to address the urgent needs of children affected by the ethnic conflict and refugee crisis that followed the break-up of Yugoslavia. The project worked
with women who lived in isolated villages and traditional patrilineal families. While lacking social contacts and economic opportunities, they were
in constant danger from the possible eruption of inter-ethnic violence.
Davis draws lessons from this project, which focused on the facilitation of
learning centres for children, where women with different ethnic backgrounds met and, in the process, created a foundation to strengthen interethnic cooperation among their respective families.

Putting good intentions into practice: National and global efforts to
right past wrongs
In Chapter 9, “Gender and transitional justice: Experiences from South
Africa, Rwanda and Sierra Leone”, Lyn S. Graybill discusses how human
rights violations committed against women during times of conflict were
handled in South Africa and Rwanda in the 1990s, and how Sierra Leone
learned from and adapted these models to suit its unique situation. South
Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission offered a model for restorative justice, while the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda
offered a mechanism for retributive justice. In 2002 Sierra Leone attempted to set up concurrent post-conflict systems, a truth commission
and a special court, to deal with crimes committed during its brutal
decade-long civil war. Graybill explores to what extent Sierra Leone
managed to improve over these earlier experiences in addressing gender
violations.
In a sober conclusion, Graybill argues that the limited successes of all
three countries in dealing with gender violations might heighten the continuing violence against women in Africa. She emphasizes that without
attitudinal change little will improve in the long run. While it is of course
important to recognize that, for instance, rape in times of conflict is repugnant, in the three societies examined this has not been translated into
recognition that violence against women in peacetime is equally abhorrent. She argues that the systematic subordination of women and the en-
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trenched social attitudes that preceded periods of conflict have made the
notion of “women’s bodies as battlefields” acceptable. Even in the postwar period women’s bodies continue to be sites of struggle. Graybill
cautions that without the implementation of gender equality – and the
necessary attitudinal change to respect women as equals – violence
against women will continue to pervade societies even after conflict subsides, and will likely erupt on a massive scale if intra-state conflict
reignites.
In Chapter 10, “Empowering women to promote peace and security:
From the global to the local – Securing and implementing UN Security
Council Resolution 1325”, Ancil Adrian-Paul traces the resolution’s
evolution from a civil society initiative to a resolution of the Security
Council and, beyond that, to its implementation through national action
programmes. She first reflects on the global campaign called Women
Building Peace: From the Village Council to the Negotiating Table, which
was initiated and run by International Alert and over 200 organizations
worldwide, before reflecting on follow-up activities in the immediate
aftermath of the adoption of SCR 1325, highlighting strategies and tactics
that were used and lessons that can be learned. Drawing on her involvement in both the Women Building Peace campaign and the design of a
subsequent implementation programme in Liberia, she examines the Liberia National Action Plan to draw lessons learned from both creating
and implementing SCR 1325. She also offers policy and research recommendations for those continuing to work on and with SCR 1325 and its
follow-up resolution, SCR 1820.
Adrian-Paul shows us that SCR 1325 recognizes the negative experiences women face in conflict situations, while it also – perhaps more
importantly – represents a landmark in the recognition of women’s contributions to the maintenance of peace and security. It acknowledges
their specific needs and concerns during and after armed conflict, and
that they are not merely victims but also have agency and are involved in
active peacebuilding in informal grassroots diplomacy in conflict zones.
Thus SCR 1325 speaks directly to the main message of this book – the
need to look at women (and children, as other chapters and this book’s
companion volume argue) beyond their suffering as victims, as active
agents in making and breaking peace. From this perspective, she argues,
SCR 1820 refocuses the international community’s attention mainly on
the victimization of women in violent conflict and thus represents a step
backwards.
SCR 1325 was adopted following concerted advocacy and other initiatives by civil society organizations, UN agencies and member states in
recognition of the fact that women have generally been excluded from
the formal reconciliation, reconstruction and peacebuilding processes in
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post-war transformations. A decade after its passing there has undoubtedly been progress, with a number of initiatives being taken by the
United Nations, its member states, regional and subregional institutions
and civil society organizations, yet, as Adrian-Paul argues, its implementation has been slow and sporadic.

Deconstructing victimhood: Women in political and
security institutions
In Chapter 11, “State-building or survival in conflict and post-conflict situations? A peacebuilding perspective on Palestinian women’s contributions to ending the Israeli occupation”, Vanessa Farr shows that women’s
lack of participation in debates about the future of the Palestinian state
might derail their efforts to become more relevant and influential actors
in the post-conflict and state- and society-building future of Palestine.
Despite their important contributions to the liberation struggle over
many generations, for fear of becoming politicized women’s organizations avoid discussions on hard issues of national liberation and are
mostly absent from the current state-building discourse. Farr offers a focused analysis of Palestinian women’s groups in the prolonged Israeli
military occupation of Jerusalem as an entry point for considering larger
Palestinian statehood questions, drawing on field research that examined
the work of a diverse range of Palestinian women’s organizations, how
they view and contribute to the politics they encounter in their everyday
lives and how they prioritize their activities in an increasingly difficult
operating environment. An analysis of this research reveals that the Palestinian women’s liberation struggle, like the national one, is forced to confront ever-changing obstacles, risks and challenges, with limited success.
Despite their long experience of participating in the struggle for Palestinian liberation, Jerusalem-based women’s organizations currently lack
a national strategy for the emancipation of women within the statebuilding process and do not effectively influence the high-level political
discussions of the day with clearly articulated opinions on a number of
key challenges, including the restoration of human rights through a just
end to the Israeli military occupation and the achievement of Palestinian
sovereignty and independence, inclusive state-building, citizenship rights,
gender-equitable institutional reform, social transformation, demilitarization and peacebuilding. The limited yet steady contributions made by
women’s peacebuilding strategies might not translate into real political
gains in the post-conflict period if they remain at their current marginal
levels of organization. Farr also points to the need for the donor community to recognize and overcome its tendency to disempower, even if not
intentionally, women’s organizations, and develop more effective funding
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responses that value and encourage women’s public political participation now and as a basis for the future.
In Chapter 12, “Women’s participation in political decision-making and
recovery processes in post-conflict Lebanon”, Kari H. Karamé argues
that while women are active in most functions during armed conflicts,
both civilian and military, and while most activists in peace movements
are women, they are usually marginalized from the decision-making
levels in the post-conflict peacebuilding process. Moreover, without
women present at the peace negotiation table, the experiences they
gained during the war and the capacities they developed will not be taken
into consideration in the planning and construction of the future. Karamé
examines the war in Lebanon and the difficult post-conflict situation in
the country as the background for a reflection on the main obstacles to
women’s participation in public decision-making, found in Lebanon’s patriarchal culture and political and electoral system. She also discusses the
effect of the almost total absence of women in setting political priorities
for the reconstruction process. Karamé notes the general assumption that
women and men have different priorities in politics, with women’s entrance into the political arena changing the nature of the political agenda
itself. This affects policies on reproductive health and choice, nutrition,
families and equality in education and work, which are among the topics
that women have introduced and advocated in national and international
policy forums. As other contributors argue in this book, these questions
should not be framed only as “women issues”, as they are of great importance for the well-being of society as a whole. Karamé suggests that
limited participation of women in political decision-making necessarily
has an impact on the state’s priorities in the post-conflict rebuilding process, with negative consequences for women and other marginalized and
disadvantaged individuals.
In Chapter 13, “Combating stereotypes: Female security personnel in
post-conflict contexts”, Kristin Valasek argues that reconstruction, peacebuilding and development initiatives in post-conflict environments often
fail to include women in post-war security institutions. Discourses framing women in post-conflict contexts only as either victims or peacebuilders reinforce such failure by ignoring the multiplicity of roles played by
women, including in the provision of security and justice. Currently,
very few women serve in post-conflict security institutions, including the
armed forces, police, intelligence, border management, justice system,
prisons, traditional security and justice providers and private security
companies. This severely limits the effectiveness and accountability of security institutions in terms of operational and representation requirements. It also impedes normative compliance with national, regional and
international standards and commitments.
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Valasek discusses the link between peacebuilding, disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR), security sector reform (SSR) and
feminist theories, before offering a rationale for strengthening the participation of women within security sector institutions. She then provides
information on how to overcome common challenges to the increased
participation of women, including cultural norms and stereotypes, lack of
education, discrimination, sexual harassment and sexual violence. She
concludes with practical recommendations on how to increase women’s
recruitment, retention and advancement in post-conflict contexts. Drawing on personal experiences in Liberia and Sierra Leone, she suggests
that post-conflict DDR and SSR processes in particular offer useful and
critical entry points for increasing women’s presence in post-conflict security institutions.
In the concluding Chapter 14, “Defying victimhood: Women as activists
and peacebuilders”, we return to some of the main issues relevant to the
debate on reconsidering and “righting” the roles, contributions, rights and
responsibilities of women in post-conflict peacebuilding. We also offer
brief assessments of the main findings and recommendations developed
in the case studies for those active in the worlds of academic enquiry and
policy work to advance the position of women in post-conflict peacebuilding. As we did not impose a rigid template on the contributors, the
chapters do not all address a common set of questions and their authors’
approaches and considerations may be tailored to their specific cases.
Consequently, the concluding chapter does not merely focus on a comparative analysis of the individual chapter contributions, but reflects on
some of the most significant findings and messages expressed throughout
the volume by drawing on the analysis and arguments presented by any
one or more of the chapters. These reflections also serve to highlight the
relevance of the international policy debates and calls for international
peacebuilding policy change reviewed in the first part of this opening
chapter. In our concluding comments we attempt to bridge academic and
empirical with more policy-oriented and prescriptive argumentation. We
point to areas that need further reflection, study and action in both academic and practical terms. The concluding chapter thus speaks about the
debate and practice of boosting women’s participation in post-conflict
peacebuilding.
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1. For the purposes of this chapter we use the terms “post-war” and “post-conflict” interchangeably. Neither “war” nor “conflict” follows specific definitions regarding numbers
of battle-deaths or duration. The terms refer to the aftermath of armed conflicts,
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2
Frameworks for understanding
women as victims and peacebuilders
Lisa Schirch

Each week, women around the world suffer abuse at the hands of their
partners, resist rape by soldiers, watch their children die of starvation and
lack of healthcare, work in sweatshops, undergo female genital mutilation
and are tortured for their political activities. At the same time, women
organize groups for change in their communities, send human rights
reports to organizations around the world, act as relief providers and
peacekeepers, organize dialogues and build relationships across the lines
of conflict, lead or receive training to build their capacity in the skills of
peacebuilding and teach their children how to handle differences without
violence. Women are both the victims of violence and the builders of
peace. Yet there is no universal female experience of violence, and the
differences in women’s capacity for peacebuilding are vast.
This chapter looks specifically at women’s experiences of violence and
peacebuilding in war and post-war societies. Women face varying degrees
of direct, structural, public and private violence in times of peace, times
of war and post-war contexts. The chapter offers a variety of frameworks
for understanding gender, different types of violence against women and
women’s capacities and roles as peacebuilders, drawing on the fields of
biology, sociology and political theory and the practice of peacebuilding.
Examples from around the world provide snapshots of the complex dynamics of gender, violence and peacebuilding. A gender-sensitive lens on
peacebuilding highlights the urgent need to broaden programming to include the empowerment of women and attention to violence against
women in both private and public settings.
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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Frameworks for understanding gender
Understanding the differences between men and women is increasingly known as “gender analysis”. Gender analysis lays the foundation
for understanding the forms of violence women experience in peace,
war and post-war contexts. It also provides a lens for understanding
women as peacebuilders, and why peacebuilding itself is a gendered activity.
One set of theories asserts that there are major biological and psychological differences between men and women. Another set asserts that differences between men and women result from cultural socialization. Both
purport to explain the gendered nature of conflict, violence and peacebuilding.

Essentialist theories: Differences between men and
women are biological
Some theories suggest biological differences affect the “essential” nature
of males and females, thus shaping their approaches to conflict and
peacebuilding. Biological facts spawn a wide range of conclusions about
men’s and women’s roles in violence and peacebuilding. Because females
can bear children, some essentialists see women as being more protective
of life. Some believe women are more “natural”, more emotional, more
bound by relationships and less suitable because of all this to serve as
leaders in making either war or peace. Yet others who take an essentialist
approach look at women’s biology and capacity to reproduce, and conclude that females are superior and more peaceful than men. They argue
the nature of politics would change for the better if women were in
leadership roles.1
Essentialists see men as more ready and able to use violence to protect
their families and communities. These conclusions are based on physical
observations, such as the fact that males usually have more upper-body
strength and a higher level of the hormone testosterone, which is linked
by some researchers to violent behaviour. Some essentialists believe biological differences between males and females justify unequal social relations, with males holding more leadership positions and decision-making
power than females. Essentialist approaches differ in concluding whether
women should be involved in leadership for either conflict or peacebuilding. While some essentialists glorify what they see as the qualities of
women, others laud the essential qualities of men. These theories rarely
lead to an embracing of the diversity among and between men and
women.

50

Lisa Schirch

Sociological theories: Differences between men and
women are created
The field of sociology makes a distinction between sex, the biological differences between males and females based on genes and physical characteristics, and gender, the socially learned behaviour and expectations that
distinguish masculine and feminine social roles. While not denying the
biological differences between men and women, the field of sociology
places much more emphasis on how the environment shapes men and
women in the process of socialization. Human beings are not born as
“men” or “women”. Masculinity and femininity must be learned, rehearsed and performed daily. Boys and girls experience strong social
pressure to learn and practise different ways of communicating, acting,
thinking and relating according to an idealized image of what it means to
be a “man” or a “woman”. Individuals establish their status as real men
and real women by performing, demonstrating and acting out gender
roles. Peterson and Runyan argue that “gender comes to matter in what
we wear, eat, and drink; what entertainment and activities we prefer; how
we approach risk-taking and dependence; and how we measure intelligence, courage, and leadership”.2 Figure 2.1 details examples of stereotypical gender roles in many (but not all) parts of the world.
A man’s or woman’s sex and gender identity is shaped by other identities such as race, class, age, nation, region, education, religion, etc. Gender
expectations for men and women vary according to context. There are
different expectations for men and women in the home, marketplace or
government office. Gender roles are dynamic; they are constantly proMasculine

Feminine

Aggressive

Passive

Competitive

Cooperative

Rational

Irrational/emotional

Express power through violence Express power through relationships
Independent

Dependent/interdependent

Strong/steady

Weak/compassionate

Leaders

Submissive followers

Income earners/family providers Child raisers/ housekeepers
Figure 2.1 Sociological approaches to gender difference
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duced, reinforced and reinvented in every culture. Gender roles shift
along with social upheaval. In times of violent conflict, men and women
face new roles and changing gender expectations. While grouping or
stereotyping men and women into distinct gender role categories is still
widely appealing, from a sociological point of view there is a “gender
spectrum”, and everyone in every culture performs both feminine and
masculine roles at various points in their lives.

Difference matters
There is growing agreement that both biological and sociological differences are important to the study of gender, particularly as it affects violence and peacebuilding.3 In particular, what matters about the biological
and social differences is that often individuals, communities, businesses,
religions and government structures value men and masculinity more
than women and femininity. Such preferential treatment of men and
maleness finds its expression in “sexist” behaviour and patriarchal systems and structures of power. Sexism can be seen in the exclusion of
women from leadership roles in business, governmental, cultural and religious institutions. It is also the attitude that allows women’s bodies to be
physically abused, raped or used as tools of advertisement. Women in
every culture experience sexism, although in vastly different ways and to
different degrees. Women wearing the burqa in Afghanistan may look
with just as much pity at male influence over Western women in their
tight skirts and high heels as vice versa.
Sexism leads to the prevalence of violence against women. All violence
is a denial of a person’s human right to physical safety, respect and dignity. The term “violence” includes public and private, and structural and
direct forms of denying people their human needs and rights. All violence
is also about power. People decide to engage in violence when they feel
they have the right – and the power – to meet their own needs at the expense of the needs of others. Some people have an “internalized superiority” that leads them to believe they are entitled to more power and
rights than others. Other people have an “internalized inferiority” that
gives them the sense they are entitled to less than other people. This
“psychodynamic” of superiority and inferiority plays an important role in
many important “ism” conflicts, including racism, classism and sexism.
While oppression takes different shapes, the relational patterns between
races, classes and sexes are strikingly similar.
Hierarchical social structures rank the value of different types of people and give those at the top of the social ladder a sense of superiority
and cultural permission to meet their needs at the expense of others
lower in the hierarchy. Some cultures of the world today grant men

52

Lisa Schirch

Examples of hierarchies
Men
Adults
Masculine White people Wealthy One ethnic
over
over
over
over people
over
or religious
women children feminine
of colour
poor
identity group
traits
over another
Figure 2.2 Hierarchical beliefs and structures

 ermission to meet their needs at the expense of women and afford perp
mission for adults to meet their needs at the expense of children, for example. The hierarchies in Figure 2.2 reflect what some people believe
about the “natural” order of relationships between human beings and
how they influence economic, political, religious, cultural and other structures in societies.
Structural violence institutionalizes these hierarchies by making it
more difficult for those groups on the bottom to attain higher education
or leadership roles in business and government, or even find housing and
a job. Direct forms of violence such as crime, civil war or terrorism are
expressions of these hierarchies at the national and international levels,
as some groups fight to maintain their superiority while others fight to
gain power or equalize relationships.
Violence is a form of communication that transmits messages between
people or groups of people in these hierarchies. White people who create
structures that discriminate against people of colour communicate their
internalized superiority and their power to enforce inequalities. Groups
branded as “terrorists” around the world use violence to express their
deep resentment against perceived economic, political and cultural domination. Men who engage in violence against women communicate to
women that they should keep in their place below men. Women who
engage in child abuse communicate that they have power over children.
The hierarchy of value placed on the lives of men over women and
masculine over feminine characteristics creates the context where a society can accept, or at least not actively oppose, massive violence against
women.

Women as victims
Women experience numerous types of violence, “from the bedroom to
the battlefield”.4 This section describes a variety of analytical frameworks
for examining different forms of violence against women.
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Type of violence against women
The 1993 UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women
(DEVAW) defines it as “any act of gender-based violence that results in,
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion, or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life”.5 There are a
variety of different frameworks for categorizing types of violence against
women. Frequently, scholars and activists such as the authors of DEVAW
refer to public and private violence, as detailed in Figure 2.3.
A second framework identifies distinctions between direct violence and
structural violence (see Figure 2.4). Direct violence inflicts direct, physical
harm. Structural violence refers to deaths and disabilities that result from
systems, institutions or policies that discriminate against some people.
A World Health Organization (WHO) report on violence against
women documents the types, frequency and consequences of such violence around the world. The report classifies violence against women
throughout the life cycle, as seen in Figure 2.5.6
Public

Private

Physical, sexual and psychological
violence occurring in public
settings, such as rape, sexual abuse,
sexual harassment, intimidation at
work, school or other public space,
trafficking in women, forced
prostitution, etc.

Physical, sexual and psychological
violence occurring in the home
setting, including battering, sexual
abuse of children, marital rape,
incest, female genital mutilation,
etc.

Figure 2.3 Public and private violence against women

Direct violence

Structural violence

Domestic violence;
female genital
mutilation; rape;
torture; injury due
to landmines;
warfare

Social sanctioning of men and women who
deviate from their gender roles; sexual
harassment; sexist humour; providing more
education, food and opportunities to boy children
than to girls; feminization of poverty (greater
numbers of women in poverty); inadequate
healthcare; unequal pay for equal work; glass
ceilings and limits to female leadership

Figure 2.4 Examples of direct and structural violence against women
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Phase of life

Type of violence

Pre-birth

Sex-selective abortion; effects of battering during
pregnancy

Infancy

Female infanticide; physical, sexual and psychological
abuse

Childhood

Child marriage; female genital mutilation; physical,
sexual and psychological abuse; pornography;
malnutrition

Adolescence
and adulthood

Dating and courtship violence; economic coercion by
“sugar daddies” in return for university tuition;
sexual assault; honour killing; dowry killing; incest;
sexual abuse in the workplace; prostitution and
pornography; trafficking in women; intimate partner
violence; marital rape; homicide; psychological abuse;
abuse of women with disabilities; abuse of widows
and single mothers; forced pregnancy, contraception,
sterilization or abortion

Elderly

Forced “suicide” or homicide of widows for economic
reasons; sexual, physical and psychological abuse

Figure 2.5 Violence against women throughout the life cycle

For the purposes of this chapter and this book, it is helpful to put forth
yet another framework for understanding violence against women in
non-war, war and post-war contexts.

Non-war violence against women
Women experience many types of violence in societies that are not fighting wars. Some of this violence is structural, meaning that economic, political, religious and other structures and policies inhibit women’s ability
to meet their human needs. The UN Development Programme uses a
gender development index to identify the disparity in standards of living
between men and women within each country. This difference has been
shrinking in many countries since the 1970s. However, while structural
violence against women may be slowly subsiding, statistics still show a
large gap in the quality of life for men and women.7
The concept of the “feminization of poverty” reflects the growing
number of statistics showing that, increasingly, poverty has a feminine
face.8 In general, women work more, rest less and are paid less than men.
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In both developing and industrial countries, two-thirds of women’s work
is unpaid. Women in the developing world face serious economic exploitation as the majority of workers in “export processing zones” (EPZs),
also known as sweatshops. EPZs are designed to provide cheap labour
to foreign companies in tax-free and often union-free areas. In countries like the Philippines, Mexico, Malaysia, Taiwan and Sri Lanka,
women hold over 80 per cent of the jobs in EPZs.9 Many people in EPZs
work long hours and only make subsistence wages that mean living in
slums without running water, electricity, healthcare or education for
children.
Female poverty correlates with female illiteracy and lack of women’s
leadership. Almost two-thirds of the world’s illiterate are women.10 Without formal education, it is very difficult to gain economic and political
power. Women are underrepresented in the governments of every country. In most countries, women make up less than a quarter of elected
officials and are severely restricted from holding administrative and managerial positions in the economic sphere.
In addition to these structural forms of violence, many women face astounding levels of direct violence even when there is no declared “war”
in their countries. Over 90 million women and girls are “missing” worldwide, according to statistics that show the actual number of women and
girls in the world compared to the number of females expected in birth
rates.11 Women “disappear” because of murder, kidnapping or trafficking
against their will. In some countries, female infanticide and feticide (selective abortion of female foetuses) account for the millions of “missing”
females in a population. In many traditional societies, parents consciously
or unconsciously prefer male children. Boys are thought to be worth
more economically, socially and in relation to social status than girls. Parents and communities more often encourage boys to pursue higher levels
of education than girls, boys are given less work in the home and parents
attend to boys’ physical needs with more resources than for girls.
Females suffer from sexual violence at much higher rates than males.
They also face the added burden of potential pregnancy. Some rape victims may have restricted choices in marriage opportunities or even be
killed to escape the shame brought on the family. According to the WHO,
an estimated 100 –140 million girls and women worldwide have undergone female genital mutilation.12 In addition to the loss of sexual pleasure, women’s health and lives can be seriously damaged in the process.
Violence by men against women is a greater cause of injury and death
than traffic accidents and malaria combined.13 Examples of domestic
violence include direct physical abuse such as kicking, biting, slapping,
trying to strangle, burning, throwing acid in the face, stabbing and shooting women.
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In addition, domestic violence is committed as a means to inflict psychological pain. Psychological or mental violence includes verbal abuse,
harassment, confinement, lack of physical and financial freedom and attacks on the self-confidence and integrity of a woman. The WHO report
includes a descriptive statement from a victim of psychological violence:
The body mends soon enough. Only the scars remain but the wounds inflicted
upon the soul take much longer to heal. And each time I re-live these moments, they start bleeding all over again. The broken spirit has taken longest to
mend; the damage to the personality may be the most difficult to overcome.14

Chronic forms of violence against women are serious issues for anyone
concerned about building peace at the community or national level. A
gender analysis of conflict and violence must include a discussion of these
everyday experiences of women. The silent ongoing war against women
and girls, even in times of public peace, likely has an impact on the stability and resiliency of a community to respond to war and post-war crises.

Wartime violence against women
War brings about a variety of changes, many of which have direct effects
on women. Each stage of war brings a unique set of challenges for women
and exposes a different sexual dimension to wartime violence.
First, pro-war propaganda often cultivates the connection between
masculinity and violence. Military language is gendered. It connects killing and winning to masculinity; and losing and/or using non-violence or
negotiation to a loss of masculinity or being feminine. Research suggests
that the link between masculinity and violence increases domestic violence and acts of rape during war.15
Second, as militaries begin to mobilize, their soldiers’ sexual violence
increases. As men (and some women) are forced or volunteer to leave
their families to serve their countries or join armed movements seeking
political change, normal avenues for expressing healthy sexual relationships between men and women decrease. In turn, there is an increase in
the commercial sex trade, adult and child prostitution, HIV/AIDS and
unwanted pregnancies.16 Over 2 million women are trafficked as sex
slaves each year, mainly in war zones. Female sex slaves are raped, forced
to cook and ordered to walk in fields or roads with landmines to clear the
path for soldiers.17
Third, as men abandon their families to serve the larger needs of the
community or nation, women take on male roles and occupations while
trying to care for their families with fewer resources to meet their basic
needs. War causes shortages of food, water and other resources. Women
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left in charge of caring for extended families may face increased difficulty
in meeting the family’s basic needs. Some women may be forced to offer
sex for sheer survival, exchanging their bodies for food, shelter or protection.18
Fourth, sexual violence against women can become a weapon of war.
The lowered concern for human rights during warfare and the widespread availability of weapons exposes civilians, particularly women, to
mass rape, military sexual slavery, forced prostitution, forced pregnancies
and other efforts to conquer the enemy’s territory metaphorically by
sexually violating the enemy’s women.19 Women suffer ongoing consequences of this sexual violence. Prostitutes and rape victims experience
social stigmatization, physical and mental trauma, sexually transmitted
illnesses, unwanted pregnancies and ill treatment including beatings or
death to restore the family’s honour.20 Pregnancy from rape creates new
generations that may, along with their victimized mothers, be seen as
“part enemy” by their communities. Women may also experience persecution specifically for the political or military activities of their male relatives or members of their ethnic or identity group, or due to their own
activities. In addition to suffering more human rights abuses than men,
women are often legally or culturally restricted from reporting human
rights violations, which in turn makes them more susceptible to these.
Fifth, rapid social change during war often destroys the few existing
protections against violence against women. During war, traditional and
state structures may collapse. Traditional or legal forms of authority that
prevented, limited or dealt with domestic and public forms of violence
against women may disappear, leaving women more vulnerable to violence. Underlying cultural acceptance of violence against women may become more outwardly acceptable without legal structures in place. The
frustration some men feel over new gender roles for women and their
own inability to protect their families may lead to increased rates of domestic violence. Some may reinforce cultural identity through the revival
of traditional practices used to control women, such as female genital
mutilation. Others may increase their use of drugs or alcohol during war
to escape the feelings of humiliation or trauma associated with war. Increased alcohol and drug abuse often leads to increased rates of domestic
violence against women.21

Post-war violence against women
In recovering from war, societies literally have to reconstruct their physical, political, economic and cultural infrastructure. Post-war reconstruction is a time for dreaming big about how to change a society so that
it has the capacity to solve future problems without again resorting to
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 iolence and war. It is also a time of dashed hopes, as people’s high exv
pectations for change may not meet the grinding pace of real progress.
More often than not, women’s hopes and dreams of a less violent and
more peaceful life are shattered. Post-war processes affect women in a
variety of ways.
First, peacekeeping operations that are designed to prevent violence in
the post-war period often actually perpetrate violence against women.
Military peacekeeping often fails to protect women from sexual violence
by warring parties and may in fact pose further threats to women, who
may be victimized by peacekeeping forces, particularly when peacekeeping operations lack a substantial female presence or leadership. Research
on the effect of peacekeepers on local populations in Cambodia and Sierra Leone found widespread (including forced) prostitution and the
spread of HIV/AIDS among local women.22
Second, reconstruction programmes have far too few resources to help
women, particularly survivors of wartime rape. There is a lack of funding,
training, support services and coordinating networks.23 Reconstruction
programmes often neglect to support gender equality, and intentionally
or inadvertently reinforce pre-war forms of structural violence that give
priority to male employment, male education, male healthcare, etc.24 Reconstruction funds often target demobilization programmes that give
young men land allocations, financial assistance and education at the expense of programmes that would assist women, such as trauma healing
and rape crisis centres.25
Third, women are often absent from peace talks that create post-war
reconstruction plans and designate post-war leadership. Since women are
greatly underrepresented politically in non-war contexts, it is not surprising that they are also left out from political decisions made in war and
post-war situations. At best, women are overlooked and neglected as important stakeholders in peace settlements. At worst, men forcibly resist
efforts by women’s groups to gain access to the decision-making arena.
In Burundi, Somalia, Sudan and Liberia, for example, women achieved a
small proportion of seats only after repeated pleas and lobbying by
UNIFEM (the UN Development Fund for Women) and other international organizations backed demands from local women’s groups.
During war, some revolutionary movements embrace a feminist agenda
that empowers women and provides equal opportunity to both women
and men in education and leadership. In Nicaragua, Mozambique and
Eritrea, for example, liberation movements articulated the relationship
between women’s rights and greater democracy. While some movements
did grant women new rights after succeeding in gaining political power,
women’s groups have been largely disappointed with the limited nature
of revolution in terms of achieving gender equality in leadership. Male
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leaders in many social movements, such as the US civil rights movement,
saw a focus on gender as diverting attention from the larger political
issues of racial equality.26 In other places, such as Afghanistan, warring
groups agree on little besides the continued discrimination of women.
In those cases where violent conflict has led to real change in gender
hierarchies, such as in Sri Lanka, some women feel uneasy about their
new roles. While women may have had more freedom to explore new responsibilities and decision-making power during violent conflict, they did
so under the stress and trauma of war, without the satisfaction of having
chosen these new roles. Women may be ambivalent about this empowerment, which can leave them with a sense of resentment and guilt about
their new freedoms.27
Fourth, post-war transitional justice processes such as the Truth and
Reconciliation Commissions in South Africa and Sierra Leone pose
unique challenges for addressing gender-based and sexual violence. Some
women feel that public trials where victims face their offenders are not
safe for women to speak about sexual crimes. It is difficult for women to
testify about the crimes committed against them during war because of
cultural barriers to talking about sexual violence as well as the threat of
further violence against those who are prepared to tell the truth of what
happened to them during war.28 Some communities may revictimize
women for speaking about sexual crimes, since in many places the victim
of rape is held responsible and accountable for not resisting rape to the
point of death.

Women as peacebuilders
Frameworks for understanding women’s victimization in war and postwar contexts need to be held together with efforts to document and include women as peacebuilding actors. This section examines arguments
for including women in peacebuilding, women’s capacity for and roles in
peacebuilding, and why the full range of types of violence against women
discussed in the first section should be included more fully in the wider
field of peacebuilding.
Conflict prevention and peacebuilding efforts seek to prevent, reduce,
transform and help people recover from violence in all forms, even structural violence that causes disparity in wealth or education between
groups – which in turn can lead to polarization and conflict.29 By addressing a conflict’s root causes, peacebuilding addresses the social conditions
that foster an “unstable peace” and may lead to violent conflict. Peacebuilding relies on relational skills stemming from the fields of conflict resolution and transformation to help people in conflict build relationships
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with each other. Peacebuilding covers a variety of processes, including
human rights advocacy and activism, peacekeeping, relief aid, mediation,
restorative justice, trauma healing, education, economic development,
institution-building, research and many other related processes that all
help communities build the capacity to prevent and respond to conflict
and violence.

Why women need to be involved in peacebuilding
Women and men are not essentially peaceful or warlike. Men and women
make decisions to engage in war or peacebuilding based on their own assessment of their best interests. Yet when women want to be involved in
peacebuilding, they often meet resistance from men and other women
who believe women’s gender roles should not include public leadership.
Men currently hold the seats in most peace talks due to their dominance
in government and economic spheres.30 Women, on the other hand, are
now making the case why it is important for them to be involved during
all stages and activities of peacebuilding. The discussion of including and
encouraging women as peacebuilders often faces the challenge of needing to “prove” that women make a difference when they are involved in
peace processes. Women scholars and community leaders make a variety
of arguments to legitimate women’s participation. Figure 2.6 summarizes
some of the arguments as to why women should be involved and included
in peacebuilding. The following subsections explore these arguments in
more depth.

Women’s capacity for peacebuilding
In the struggle to find equal representation and inclusion of women in
peacebuilding processes, a great deal of current energy and research
seeks to determine how women “make a difference” in peacebuilding.
Women’s advocates sometimes fall into the trap of arguing that women
are somehow “naturally” more peaceful than men. While essentialist theories of women’s “natural capacity for peacebuilding” still get cheers and
nervous laughter from crowds of both progressive and conservative men
and women, they leave significant questions unanswered. Understanding
women’s capacity for peace requires a more complex understanding of
the social construction of gender and its interaction with ethnic, class and
other forms of identity.
Women are not equally peaceful. When mobilized as members of an
ethnic group or nation that feels threatened, many women actively support war and violence against others. In Women Warriors: A History,
Jones argues that women throughout history have led armies, created
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1. The tasks of peacebuilding are simply too great and too complex to
leave decision-making solely to a few select male leaders.
Peacebuilding requires the participation of the whole of society.
2.	Women represent half or more of every community and should
have a voice and active role to play in peacebuilding. Peacebuilding
is by definition an inclusive process that seeks to empower people
to take personal responsibility for fostering peace.
3.	Both men and women play roles in escalating violence.
Peacebuilding requires both women and men to become aware of
how gender roles impact on violence and peace.
4.	Women and men are socialized differently. Because many women
grow up being encouraged to care for and build relationships with
others, these skills can often assist in the process of peacebuilding.
5.	Women have different experiences in their lives because of their
gender roles. Women’s concerns and perspectives are unique and
cannot be represented by male leaders.
6.	Since women are the central caretakers of families in many
cultures, everyone suffers when women are oppressed, victimized
and excluded from peacebuilding. The centrality of women to
family and communal life makes their inclusion in peacebuilding
essential.
7.	Women have unique social networks in many communities. These
networks can be vital for disseminating information and garnering
participation in peacebuilding processes.
8.	Sexism originates from the same set of beliefs that foster racism,
classism and ethnic and religious discrimination; the belief that
some people are inherently “better” than others. Since
peacebuilding aims to end discrimination of all types against any
group of people, women’s empowerment and gender equality
should be seen as inherent to the process of building peace.
9.	UN Security Council Resolution 1325 calls on the international
community to realize the inclusion of women in all peacebuilding
processes.
Figure 2.6 Reasons for women and men to be partners in peacebuilding

women’s battalions, passed as male soldiers, rallied the troops as symbolic
leaders and defended family and community structures in the absence of
men.31 He argues that women have displayed the same bloodthirsty and
courageous leadership in times of war as men. Women also play powerful
roles in mobilizing their sons, husbands and fathers to fight. Peterson and
Runyan claim that even women who do not fight directly play significant
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roles in supporting wars. Governments argue that protecting women in
places such as Afghanistan is a major reason for waging war, while ignoring the fact that war itself hurts and kills women. Women are often tasked
with putting life back to normal during and after wars. They play important symbolic roles in mourning the loss of soldiers and produce new
lives to replace those who died.32 Gender identities exist alongside ethnic,
religious and class identities. Women may be encouraged to fight an opposing ethnic group or an enemy of their state. This helps to explain the
mixed ways women respond to war, with some supporting it and others
working for peace.
Even in non-war situations, women contribute to a culture of violence.
Both sexes are guilty of woman and child abuse. Since women often have
the primary responsibility to shape their children into gender roles, some
play a significant role in encouraging males to be violent to prove their
masculinity. In northern Kenya, some mothers acknowledge that they
urge their sons to steal cattle and kill young men from opposing tribes so
they can prove their masculinity and be initiated into manhood. Women
in elite economic and social groups often discriminate against and oppress other women whom they consider to be placed lower than themselves in the social hierarchy.
Women draw on skills, assets and capacities that are available to them
in oppressive systems, and harness these for productive use in peacebuilding. Within a patriarchal framework, women’s capacities for peacebuilding differ from men’s in at least four ways: how women are
socialized; which concerns and issues they bring to peacebuilding; which
social networks they are part of; and how their gender identities allow
them to do some peacebuilding activities that are denied to men.
Socialized for peace
Research suggests that both men and women have the capacity for the
full range of peacebuilding skills. Women are not, by nature, more advantaged or disadvantaged at building peace than men. Yet there are plenty
of qualitative data suggesting that more women tend to exhibit more collaborative conflict behaviours than men, and more men demonstrate
competition, aggression and violence than women.33 Both essentialist and
sociological theories can explain the tendency for men to be less cooperative and more aggressive than women.
Women, according to essentialist theorists, have had to develop nonviolent alternatives to problem solving because of their relative lack of
physical strength compared to men. Sociological theories offer a more
complex analysis: many women are socialized and socially restricted to
find power through relationships with others rather than through power
over others in traditional political or economic structures. Many families,
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religions, educational institutions and other community structures encourage or force female children to be less aggressive and more compassionate to the needs of others than male children. If girls learn that they
gain recognition and social rewards for playing their culturally determined roles as women by demonstrating these skills and characteristics,
they are more likely to show empathy, compassion and communication,
and in turn excel at the sophisticated social skills needed for peacebuilding. The socialization process in many cultures also puts pressure on boys,
on the other hand, to be tough and willing to fight or use violence to
prove their manhood. Some may not develop social skills to communicate and express empathy appropriately to others, and therefore may
lack these assets needed in peacebuilding.
Concerns about ending all forms of violence
A second approach to understanding women’s capacity for peacebuilding
centres on how the experience of oppression and marginalization shapes
their concerns about conflict. Women’s identities are complex, and shaped
by multiple layers of race, class, religion, age and education, among
others. The experience of oppression – in many cases multiple oppressions of race, class and gender – may give some women a unique perspective on the need to treat all people with respect.
Yet not all women are interested in advocating peace. In some situations, women appear to put their national, ethnic, religious or class identity above their gender identity and solidarity. For example, some Israeli
and Palestinian women do not relate at all to women of the opposing
group. Others, however, feel they have more in common with other women
who are tired of war and the violence that destroys their lives, and thus
intentionally build relationships across the lines of conflict to oppose
those male leaders on both sides who may escalate threats and violence.
Research on women’s roles in peacebuilding identifies the trend for
some women to raise a wider set of issues than male representatives in
peace processes because they see the effects of violent conflict in both
public and family settings, including the ways in which public violence
and domestic violence against women and children are connected.34
Peace agreements in Northern Ireland and Burundi were significantly affected by the presence of women’s groups and their wider agenda for
peace. Peterson and Runyan claim that even a small increase in the
number of women in formal politics has had significant effects on the
types of issues discussed at the highest levels of government. They argue
that women in public office are more likely to incorporate all forms of
human rights, economic and environmental justice, a broader concept of
human security and a commitment to putting gender equality at the forefront of all initiatives and policies.35
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Links to women’s networks
Infusing all social networks with the values, skills and knowledge of
peacebuilding is essential to developing a grassroots capacity for peace.
In societies where men and women work and socialize in separate places,
they develop distinct social networks. In many cultures, women’s domain
is in the market, in religious groups, among other mothers and, increasingly, in the medical and counselling professions. If information about
peacebuilding programmes is circulated only through male social networks, women will not have the knowledge required for active participation. Moreover, the failure to include women’s networks in peacebuilding
programmes can restrict the ability of leaders to gain the consent and
support needed to implement peace agreements.
Mobilizing around the ideology of womanhood
Women living in patriarchal cultures often find their greatest strength
while performing their traditional roles as mothers, wives, sisters and
daughters. The paradoxical logic of patriarchy condones or ignores private and structural forms of violence against women, while prohibiting
public violence against or repression of women. While mobilizing ideal or
archetypal visions of womanhood may not address the problem of patriarchy and ongoing oppression, it allows some women to harness their
collective strength as women for peace.
As women tend to have less authority and political power, they may be
seen as more neutral or even irrelevant to political conflict. In turn, they
may be granted permission to be involved in activism and demonstrations as opposed to male or mixed groups. In her study of women’s peace
activities, Ferris notes that women’s leadership is often categorized as
“volunteer” or as an extension of their caretaking roles as mothers and
wives rather than describing their activities in terms of political power or
professional peacebuilding.36
Hanan Ashrawi, a leading spokeswoman for Palestinians, explains why
women are effective activists against Israeli occupation: Palestinian
women “were aware of the ingrained sexism of the soldiers, which largely
prevented them from firing at women”.37 By using traditional notions of
motherhood and womanhood, women may gain both protection and licence to intervene in conflicts without violent retribution. As primary
caretakers of children, a mother’s concern for her children is perceived
by many to be “natural”. If a woman’s son or daughter is abducted by the
military, she may be seen as a more legitimate and authentic advocate for
their release because she is seen to be responding in her role as mother
rather than participating in a political act. In some situations, particularly
in Latin American countries like Chile, Argentina and Guatemala, mothers who organized and demonstrated for the release of their children
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from military governments were able to deliver a clear message to the
international community about their situation without immediate crackdowns by the government. While violent repression was delayed due to
the cultural respect for mothers within most Latin American societies, it
did in the end require great sacrifice from the women, who were eventually brutalized and killed for their courageous acts. However, the delay in
silencing the activist mothers allowed them to mobilize world attention,
something other activist groups had not been able to do.
Women’s identities as mothers, sisters, wives and daughters of men who
fight and/or die in war may also contribute to their ability to find common ground with women from different sides of a conflict. Women in
Northern Ireland, former Yugoslavia, Somalia, Cyprus, Israel, Palestine
and Colombia developed active relationships across the lines of conflict
to share common experiences and joint understandings of the conflict,
and proposed solutions to their leaders and governments.
While the stereotype that women are not political may allow them to
“get away with” more activism than men, when it comes to negotiating
peace settlements and redesigning social structures the stereotype may
lead men to exclude women from these essential steps. Women’s groups
are strategizing about how they can raise awareness of their political contributions in humanitarian and human rights activism while at the same
time drawing strength from the stereotype that women are less likely to
scramble over others for political power.
In Somalia, women from different clans developed an innovative approach to assert political power using their identities as women. There
are five main clans in Somalia, and each sent representatives to the nego
tiations to end the war during the 1990s. Women were not chosen to represent any of the clans, so they decided to form a “sixth clan of women”.
This sixth clan then chose its own representatives and sent them to the
negotiations. Women’s roles in Somalia made their presence at the peace
table particularly important. Many Somali girls are given by their fathers
in marriage to men from another clan. When clans fight each other,
women find themselves as bridges between their fathers and brothers in
their clan of origin and their husbands and sons in the new clan. Some
women serve as channels of communication and conciliation between
warring clans because of these bridged relationships.

Women’s roles in peacebuilding
There are four main categories of peacebuilding activities. The map of
peacebuilding in Figure 2.7 shows the four circles of activity: advocating
for structural change; reducing direct violence; transforming relationships;
and building structural capacity.38 Peacebuilding includes immediate or
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crisis responses to violence, such as waging conflict non-violently and creating programmes to reduce violence. Intermediate and long-term forms
of peacebuilding seek to address the underlying causes of conflict, help
people recover from trauma and create sustainable structures that bring
justice and peace through building relationships. A survey of women’s
roles in peacebuilding highlights the ways women address the problems
of violence in their communities through activities in each category (see
Figure 2.7).
Women advocating for structural change
Women use advocacy for structural change in situations where those in
power impose their will on others and are not willing to negotiate or

Figure 2.7 Map of peacebuilding activities
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 ngage in dialogue. Like other social movements, women use policy ade
vocacy and non-violent tactics to raise public awareness of violence, promote human rights and increase power for groups wanting peaceful social
change.
There are examples of women’s groups demonstrating and organizing
for peace in virtually every country.39 One example is the Women in
Black movement that began in Israel in 1987. Each Friday, mostly Jewish
women would gather in Jerusalem’s busiest intersections during rush
hour wearing black clothes to symbolize mourning, and stand in silence
to oppose the Israeli occupation of Palestine. The Women in Black movement has been spreading around the world. In 1991 a Women in Black
group began in Belgrade, Serbia, to denounce the victimization of civilians throughout the Balkans. In the weeks before the 2003 US-led war on
Iraq, Women in Black joined together in silent protest against the impending war in cities around the world. Today, Women in Black is a global network of women who organize and demonstrate to resist war,
violence and militarism wearing black and silently standing in public
places. In addition to these women-led non-violent campaigns, women
are often the majority in mixed-sex activism such as the US civil rights
movement and the recent protests against global economic injustice. A
global women’s advocacy movement brought about UN Security Council
Resolution (SCR) 1325, which mandates women’s participation in peacebuilding and continues to have an impact on women’s efforts to build
structural capacity for change.
Women reducing direct violence
The second category of peacebuilding includes a set of activities primarily aimed at reducing direct forms of violence and addressing the immediate needs of victims in times of crisis at the individual, community and
national levels. In war and post-war contexts, women play active roles in
helping victims of violence. In many cultures, women’s groups are known
for their charity work to provide food and clothing for people in crisis.
Shelters operated by and for women are essential in times of crisis for
domestic violence survivors and their children. The Medica Women’s
Therapy Center in Bosnia-Herzegovina is an example of the kind of service needed around the world by female victims of war. Medica’s allfemale staff work with rape victims and women traumatized in the war to
provide for their psychological, physical and social needs.40
Civilian and military forms of peacekeeping seek to reduce violence
during and after wars. Women also play important roles in peacekeeping.
In the Philippines, women gave birth to the concept of “peace zones”, a
form of civilian peacekeeping. Peace zones aim to create safe spaces for
civilians during war. Villages, cities or regions negotiate with armed
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groups to make it illegal for anyone to carry a weapon within the boundaries. Women initiate this process to keep their families safe in the midst
of war. Peace zones separate civilians from military fighting, creating
safety and reducing trauma for all those inside them.41
Research documents that a “critical mass” of women in UN peacekeeping missions seems to correlate with increased success in other forms
of peacebuilding, such as formal peace talks. It also focuses attention on
human rights and gender issues in the code of conduct for peacekeepers
and contributes to an environment of compassion, non-violence, listening,
learning, stability and morality in the peace process. In addition, substantial numbers of women peacekeepers in a force correlate with increased
confidence and trust among the local population, improved ability to use
dialogue and negotiation to diffuse potentially violent situations in the
local context, and the transformation of discriminatory views and stereotypes of women in the host country.42
Early warning programmes identify activities that indicate people are
preparing for war and collect data about these indicators from many people in many different places and levels of society. They then analyse the
data and determine the possible best- and worst-case scenarios to allow
mobilization of support and resources for addressing underlying conflict
issues. Women and women’s groups are important data collectors and
analysers. In many conflicts, women may notice the sale of gold jewellery
in the marketplace and recognize that this means other women are selling their gold so their husbands can buy weapons in preparation for war.
A woman collecting firewood in the forest may see men going to the hills
to plan violent attacks. Or she may see truckloads of arms enter her community at night, hear rumours of war in the marketplace or sense a growing hatred among ethnic groups and political exclusion.43
Women transforming relationships
The third category of peacebuilding includes a variety of high-level and
grassroots efforts to build relationships that heal trauma, address the root
causes of conflict and strengthen or rebuild community relationships.
Relationship-building processes set the stage for open communication, so
individuals and groups can identify their needs and create solutions that
meet these needs.
The process of coming to terms with a history of war and violence,
healing trauma, transforming conflict and doing justice requires “truth
telling” at the family, community and national levels. Women require special, protected spaces to tell their particularly personal truths of rape and
sexual violence. In South Africa’s truth and reconciliation process, for example, women demanded that the Truth and Reconciliation Commission

Understanding women as victims and peacebuilders  69

hold women-only hearings to allow women to speak more freely about
their rape and torture.44
As noted earlier, when women are involved in high-level peace pro
cesses they can have a substantial impact on the quality and tone of the
process. Women at the peace table are often perceived to be less concerned with political ambition and personal agendas, and instead more
focused on ensuring that women’s human security needs are met.45
Groups of women have creatively pushed their way into many formal
peace talks around the world.46 Women bring a unique set of priorities to
peacebuilding processes, often with a far greater emphasis on the impacts
of public violence on women and children.47
At the grassroots level, women are often the first to reach across the
lines of conflict to others in the enemy camp. Women in Northern Ireland, Israel/Palestine, former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Burundi and many
other places have risked their lives to meet with other women across the
lines of conflict. In The Space Between Us: Negotiating Gender and National Identities in Conflict, Cynthia Cockburn details the phenomena
of cooperation and communication between women of polarized ethnonational groups. Women in these collaborative projects do address differences between them, yet seek constantly to renegotiate the terms of
solidarity to affirm their common ground. Women create joint organizations with shared decision-making to help overcome the tensions and differences that arise in their work. Cockburn argues that women’s groups
have a wider influence and create models and foundations for coexistence, development and peace by engaging differences creatively and
democratically.48
Women building structural capacity for peace
The final category of peacebuilding includes long-range plans for structural change. Capacity-building includes all forms of education and training, particularly peace and human rights education; political, economic
and social development; demilitarization programmes, including reintegration of armed groups and arms control agreements; and research
projects to evaluate existing programmes and develop new models for
sustainable democratic societies. All these activities aim to build the capacity of individuals, communities and/or states to prevent and respond to
further violence. In this category of peacebuilding, women help create
capacity, especially in post-war contexts, to address violence against
women and establish gender equality.
At the local level women conduct training to build the long-term capacity of women to be active decision-makers in their families, communities and nations. Women have been active in promoting peace education
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through school systems. They have also begun training programmes for
adult women. For example, the West African Network for Peacebuilding
conducts workshops specifically for women so that they can be active
participants in all types of peacebuilding projects.49 In India, the Panchayati Raj campaign trains and equips women to run for political office in
response to national legislation imposing a quota of 33 per cent women
in local government positions.
At the national and international levels, a variety of women’s groups
have developed an impressive array of global initiatives. Such groups
have successfully put violence against women and women’s contribution
to peacebuilding on the international diplomatic agenda. Most states
have signed and ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), designed as a set of
principles to guide state policy to ensure that women and men are treated
equally. The UN Fourth World Conference on Women’s Platform for Action on Violence against Women proposes to take CEDAW a step further
by encouraging all governments, employers, unions and community and
youth organizations to create policies and procedures to eliminate sexual
harassment and discrimination. It calls for community-based education
programmes to raise awareness about violence against women and the
personal and social effects of violence in the family and community, and
give information on how to solve problems without violence and available community services for addressing violence.
The WHO project on Elimination of Violence Against Women has created one of the most thorough efforts to document rates of violence
against women in each country.50 With its eye towards gender inequality
in development, the World Bank increasingly highlights the disparity in
the quality of life between men and women. A World Bank policy report,
entitled Engendering Development, details a number of strategies to
address this disparity, including reforming discriminatory institutions,
strengthening women’s voice and equalizing economic development for
men and women.51
UN SCR 1325 has spawned a flurry of international activity to document, advocate for and guide women’s participation in peacebuilding.
International Alert, the Initiative for Inclusive Security and the Gender
Action on Peace and Security programmes aim to mainstream the issue
of women, peace and security in the international arena through
awareness-raising activities, influencing international policy and building
partnerships between women’s organizations around the world. The goals
are to give women and women’s organizations the support and resources
they need to build peace, end impunity for crimes committed against
women, particularly refugees, and increase the number of women in the
planning and implementation of all phases of peacebuilding.52
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In addition, a variety of research reports have begun developing a set
of benchmarks, quota systems, action plans and a global legislative agenda
on violence against women and women’s roles in peacebuilding to raise
awareness and create expectations about women’s participation, and institutionalize progress in these areas. Gender Action for Peace and Security has developed a set of recommendations for more fully involving
and integrating men into efforts to promote SCR 1325 at the national
level.53

Conclusion: Mainstreaming gender in peacebuilding
This chapter began by examining how biological and sociological ideas
about gender translate into an environment where widescale violence
against women is accepted as normal in times of peace, war and post-war.
Understanding the complex concept of gender and the extent of violence
against women in non-war contexts provides frameworks for examining their experience of violence and peacebuilding in war and post-war
contexts.
There are plenty of road signs pointing the way forward to reduce and
prevent violence against women and increase their participation in peacebuilding. Placing equal value on male and female lives and experiences
is the first step in creating an environment that is serious about ending
violence against women. In war and post-war contexts, addressing such
violence requires three key steps to help mainstream gender into the
peacebuilding agenda (Figure 2.8): gender analysis, the goal of gender
equality and gender inclusion in peacebuilding.
First, the tools of gender analysis need to infuse every peacebuilding
programme. Conflict analysis and assessment tools are important guides
to all peacebuilding planning. All too often, peacebuilding analysis leaves
out the significant differences between male and female experiences and

Figure 2.8 Three key steps to mainstream gender in peacebuilding
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roles. Gender analysis requires gender-disaggregated data about how war
affects men and women differently; gender roles of men and women in
local cultures, including the division of labour and resources; needs of
women from different economic classes, religions, ethnic groups and ages;
and how women are included in all peacebuilding processes from relief
aid distribution, peacekeeping programmes and grassroots dialogue to
formal peace talks. Infusing a gender analysis into peacebuilding requires
concrete action.
UNIFEM’s independent experts’ report on the impact of armed conflict and the role of women in peacebuilding calls for a truth commission
on violence against women. The commission could focus world attention
and action on the unique experiences of women in non-war, war and
post-war contexts. It also calls for specific analysis and coordinated action
on trafficking of women and children, particularly during war, and domestic violence.54
Creating gender units within UN programmes was among the first generation of attempts at gender mainstreaming in peacebuilding, as detailed
in Chapter 4 in this volume. The presence of trained gender advisers for
all peacebuilding organizations and staff, in addition to training in and
opportunities for gender analysis by other staff, can help institutionalize a
shared responsibility for ongoing gender analysis of all programmes.
There is evidence that gender analysis leads to changes in programming.
Gender analysis training among police in Cambodia, for example, resulted in new police initiatives to address domestic violence and sex trafficking.55
Second, the goal of gender equality needs to be embraced by all peacebuilding actors as a central value framework. Peacebuilding grows out of
the values of human rights and democracy. It recognizes the close relationship between the ability for people to meet their basic needs and the
presence of a just peace. While peacebuilding is careful to ensure equal
treatment of people from different ethnic and religious groups, gender
equality is often ignored.
Gender equality refers to the goal of equal opportunities, resources
and respect for men and women. It does not mean that men and women
become the same, but that their lives and work hold equal value. Gender
equality will take shape in different ways according to local cultures and
religions. Peacebuilding programmes demonstrate their commitment to
gender equality when it becomes integral to every aspect of peacebuilding and not relegated to one or two programmes for women. Because
women and men do not have equal access to opportunities, resources and
respect in most communities, peacebuilding programmes need to take affirmative action to ensure that these patterns are broken. Funders need
to urge recipient organizations to include women at every level of their
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staff and board, and ensure that these women have the support of other
women and women’s organizations and are not just token representatives
put in place to look good but keep quiet.
Third, women and women’s organizations need to participate in every
stage and activity of peacebuilding alongside men and male-led organizations. Both women and men need representation in all aspects of peacebuilding. Because of the patriarchal context that discriminates against
women and women’s experiences, women’s groups require ongoing opportunities to analyse and articulate the forms of violence women experience. Women-only spaces are important forums to build bridges between
women from different identity groups, collect information about the
types and effectiveness of current programmes to address violence
against women, and set priorities and strategies for addressing this violence. Women-only forums do not aim to exclude men; rather they create
a safe space for discussion of highly personal forms of violence and the
unique perspectives of women that are often excluded in mixed-sex
forums.
For example, the Kenya Women’s Peace Forum meets regularly to
evaluate and discuss how national policies and events affect women.
During the 2002 election, women’s groups played important roles in organizing themselves to support women candidates and create a relatively
violence-free election.56 Local women leaders and organizations need to
have access to and active relationships with all peacebuilding actors so
that their analysis and ideas can be communicated and their efforts coordinated with other peacebuilding activities.
Over the last 10 years the international community has made significant progress in mainstreaming gender in peacebuilding through gender
analysis programmes, focusing on gender equity and institutionalizing
gender inclusion. But the road ahead is still long. While there is a committed network moving this agenda forward, widespread ignorance of
gender, refusal to address violence against women and obstruction of
women’s peacebuilding efforts still exist.
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From victimhood to empowerment:
Patterns and changes
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3
Mass crimes and resilience of
women: A cross-national perspective
Krishna Kumar

The purpose of this chapter is to examine major impacts of “mass crimes”
on women and suggest policy measures that the international community
can promote to empower women in contributing to post-conflict peacebuilding.
Two premises that inform the chapter need to be made explicit here.
First, contrary to the popular stereotype, women are not passive spectators to mass crimes. The imagery of women as silently bearing their
miseries and misfortunes in the face of such crimes is belied by past experience. Extensive fieldwork conducted by USAID (the US Agency for
International Development) in countries as diverse as Bosnia, Cambodia,
El Salvador, Georgia, Guatemala and Rwanda shows that women are active and resilient.1 They often participate in the conduct of mass crimes,
struggle to keep themselves and their families alive in the midst of consequent economic and physical insecurity, and contribute to the recovery
and reconstruction of affected societies. This does not mean they are not
affected by mass crimes or do not suffer from the physical and institutional violence inflicted upon them. It simply means that they are more
than silent victims of war crimes; they are survivors.
Second, the purpose of all efforts – local, national and international –
after mass crimes should not be simply to alleviate the misfortunes inflicted upon women, but to transform existing gender relations on a more
egalitarian course. This normative premise is important because the postconflict era often provides opportunities for making structural changes
in economic, political and even social spheres. For example, when a new
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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constitution is written or an old one revised, women’s rights can be enshrined in it. If far-reaching changes are being made in macroeconomic
policies, many barriers to women’s employment and access to productive
resources can be eliminated. The problem of unequal access to education for girls and women can also be tackled at this stage. Although with
varying degrees of success, in the past national and international actors
in many post-conflict societies have seized the opportunity to push for
changes in gender relations to establish a better social and economic
order.
The chapter is divided into three sections. The first explains the nature
and types of “mass crimes”, while the second identifies their impacts on
women and gender relations and women’s resilience to these crimes. The
last section presents recommendations for the international community.

The nature and types of “mass crimes”
As conceptualized here, “mass crimes” denote large-scale physical, psychological and structural violence inflicted upon people intentionally or
unintentionally, directly or indirectly, by the state or any organized group.
Such mass violence is generally, although not exclusively, inflicted during
broader periods of intra- and inter-state conflicts. The primary focus of
this chapter is on various types of mass crimes usually committed during
violent conflicts: mass killing, massacres and genocides; mass rapes and
sexual abuse; intense physical and psychological deprivation; and uprooting of populations.
Mass killing, massacres and genocides represent the most obvious type
of mass crimes. In intra-state conflicts, belligerent parties intentionally inflict violence on the civilian population. According to some estimates, up
to 95 per cent of the casualties in civil wars have been civilians, which alters a country’s demographic composition and social relations.2 While the
state-supported ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Rwanda is well known,
the systematic killing and maiming of innocent people by belligerent
groups in Afghanistan, Congo, Guatemala and Liberia are often overlooked. The situation is slightly different in inter-state conflicts, where
warring parties are obliged to follow international norms to minimize
direct harm to the civilian population. Although these norms are never
fully enforced or practised, they nonetheless exist and circumscribe combatants’ behaviour. For example, in the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the US
forces took pains to avoid civilian casualties, although they were not always successful.
Mass rapes and sexual abuse of women as a tactic of warfare are another example of mass crimes perpetuated by warring groups. In Bosnia
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and Rwanda rape has been an essential tactic of ethnic cleansing. Women
were raped, often in the presence of their spouses, parents or other family
members, to humiliate and terrorize members of particular ethnic groups.
In Rwanda women were forced to have sex with military personnel as
“payment” for victory or were raped by men of the enemy groups in revenge. Security forces in El Salvador and Guatemala abused young
women suspected of rebel sympathies.3 Little information exists on the
extent of abuse, as victims hide the crimes and suffer silently because of
associated shame and humiliation. Conservative estimates of rape victims
ran in the thousands in Bosnia, El Salvador, Guatemala and Rwanda.
During the Rwandan conflict, researchers estimate that more than 5,000
women were impregnated through rape.4 Many of them are now raising
the children fathered by those who killed their spouses or family members. Little is known about these mothers or their children, but their
social and psychological suffering remains largely under-researched. Guatemala’s Commission for Historical Clarification recorded the testimony
of thousands of abused women, but hesitated to delve deeply into issues
of rape.5
Intense physical and psychological deprivation inflicted on a populace
by violent conflicts represents a category that may be problematic in
operationalization. Most if not all wars result in mass hunger, intense
psychological stress and physical insecurity, particularly in war and postconflict zones. During civil wars in Angola, Cambodia, Ethiopia and Liberia mass starvation was more common than is generally acknowledged. In
war and post-war areas people – especially ailing mothers, children and
the elderly – are unable to get access to elementary medical treatment,
resulting in death or long-term disabilities which worsen the deep physical and psychological insecurities that people experience.
The uprooting of populations is also an important category of “mass
crimes”. In major conflicts, wanton destruction, physical insecurity, disruption in livelihood and shortages of food force people to flee from
their homes and communities and seek refuge in other parts of the country or in neighbouring countries. In the aftermath of genocide, 2 million
citizens fled from Rwanda across the borders to adjacent countries. In
Cambodia the Khmer Rouge forced all city dwellers to relocate to remote rural areas with no physical and institutional structures to sustain
them, which resulted in death or malnutrition. Massive displacement of
people also took place in Bosnia, El Salvador, Georgia and Guatemala.
The displacement of populations imposes suffering and deprivation.
The overall situation of those who migrate abroad is generally better
than that of internally displaced persons, as the former often come under
the protection of international donor agencies. They are settled in refugee camps that provide food and shelter. In contrast, the internally
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 isplaced usually receive scant international assistance and are on their
d
own. Some become burdens on their reluctant friends and relatives, who
themselves lack resources to survive during war and violence.

Effects on and consequences for women
The mass crimes described above profoundly affect women and gender
relations. Their impacts and consequences can be discerned in the identities, family relationships, economic activities and political participation of
women exposed to them. However, the effects on an individual are circumscribed by factors such as age, ethnicity, social and economic status,
the nature and duration of conflict and the social and political milieux.

Psychological trauma and physical health problems
Mass crimes leave undeniable marks on women’s psyches. Referring to
the predicament of Mayan women in Guatemala, anthropologist Green
wrote: “Women’s bodies have become repositories of the painful experiences they have been unable to articulate as a result not only of being
silenced but also because of the non-narratability of atrocious experiences.”6 Unfortunately this statement also applies to Bosnia, Cambodia,
El Salvador and Rwanda. In all these countries, war-related mass crimes
have traumatized women and children in particular. The psychological
trauma of the victims of rape and other forms of sexual abuse is compounded by their social isolation. Often they are ostracized by their own
families, friends and community. Newbury and Baldwin quote from the
testimony of a Rwandan at the Fourth World Conference on Women at
Beijing:
Raped women are doubly punished by society. First, judicial practice does not
grant them redress for rape as long as graphic evidence is not brought out into
the open. Second, from society’s point of view there is little sympathy, for at
the moment men and children died without defense, these women used the sex
card, selling their bodies to save their lives . . . Thus they are judged from all
sides, and even among their families they are not easily pardoned. Even worse,
people reproach them for having preferred survival through rape.7

For example, rebel militia in Liberia, Sierra Leone and Mozambique
abducted young women and kept them as sexual slaves. When the conflict
was over, these women were abandoned by the militia. Because of the
social stigma, their families and communities did not accept them back.
The guilt and shame of the victims of sexual violence prevent them from
seeking outside help, including medical assistance, without which they
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suffer chronic gynaecological problems. In Guatemala, Mayan women
who witnessed violence or lost family members have suffered from psychological and physical ailments (tristeza) such as “chronic headaches,
gastritis, chest pains, visual problems, respiratory infections, and psychological manifestations such as recurring dreams and nightmares, sadness,
and depression”. As Garrard-Burnett noted:
“Tristeza” is also manifested in more amorphous physical ills such as “mournful
heart” and sleep disturbances from nightmares and other types of compelling
dreams. In the case of Maya victims in particular, disturbing dreams have a special significance, since dreams are considered to be a form of communication
with the ancestors and are a rich reservoir of cultural interpretation.8

The truth is that the psychological wounds of mass crimes, although
often invisible, continue to affect victims’ attitudes, perceptions and behaviours throughout their lives. In many war-torn countries such as Bosnia, Cambodia and Rwanda, women continued to experience high levels
of stress and anxiety in their daily lives and display typical signs of
trauma, including depression, listlessness, chronic fatigue, anguish, psychological disabilities and recurrent recollections of traumatic incidents.
Despite severe emotional trauma, these women demonstrated remarkable resilience and courage in surviving. Their sufferings often remained
unvoiced, however, and were sometimes expressed through abusive relationships with their spouses or children. Most of these women continued
undertaking their normal responsibilities, and this clinging to routine
work may have helped them to cope with the trauma. Interestingly, in
post-Soviet Georgia internally displaced women appeared to adjust better than their male counterparts. Although men became passive and
moody, women took outside work to feed their families. Some attributed
the women’s behaviour to their nurturing nature. Others suggested that
their comparatively low status within the family led women to be more
willing than men to take on work below their skill level.9

Family roles and relationships
A common effect of many mass crimes is a growth in numbers of households that are headed by single women, as men are killed, disabled, imprisoned or away fighting. Although rare before the war in Cambodia,
women-headed households constituted between 25 and 30 per cent of all
families in the late 1990s. In the Ixcan region of Guatemala, womenheaded households were not uncommon before the conflict, but their
proportion increased during the war and later constituted an estimated
30 –50 per cent of all households. In such households the traditional
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 ivision of labour between men and women is blurred, with women asd
suming traditionally male roles – disciplining male children, building or
repairing houses, dealing with community leaders and government officials, and fulfilling religious and social obligations. Most importantly, they
have to feed and support their families singlehandedly.
The emergence of single-woman-headed households has significant implications for existing gender relations. Because these women play traditional male roles, they indirectly undermine existing gender stratification.
Often they are treated by their male counterparts with greater consideration than traditional housewives or woman workers. In many cases they
serve as role models for young women dissatisfied with their present status. The self-images of women who are heads of households improve, as
they pride themselves on their struggles and achievements. In a comparative analysis of female heads of households in Cambodia and Sri Lanka,
van der Wijk found:
The women heads of households in both countries also experience positive elements in their changed roles. On a personal level women feel empowered by
their increased capacity of planning activities in combination with nurturing
children. They derive strength and confidence from doing it all themselves.
Cambodian women said that they felt happy after establishing a good business
in which they had made money and some enjoyed the freedom of handling the
finances. The positive perceptions were more strongly emphasized by Cambodian women, while Sri Lankan women felt more strongly about the fact that
their work left them with no time to themselves.10

The workload of women also increases during and after violent conflicts, as they have to assume greater economic and social responsibilities
in view of growing poverty and hardships. These additional responsibilities, however, do not necessarily result in a corresponding decline in their
household chores. They have to continue to perform tasks such as cooking, washing clothes and caring for children as well as spending more
hours on farm work or other jobs. In Bosnia, Cambodia and Guatemala
the workload of women drastically increased in the aftermath of mass
crimes. In Georgia, many internally displaced women who started working in the informal sector to feed their families complained that their
unemployed spouses refused to seek work and wasted their meagre resources on cigarettes or vodka.11
The growth in the number of orphans and unaccompanied children12
also adds to their burden. Many children lose their parents during mass
crimes; others are separated from their families during conflict and forced
migration. Still others are abandoned by their parents because of severe
economic or psychological stress. The burden of raising these children
often falls on extended families or even neighbours, with women shoul-
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dering most of the responsibilities. In Rwanda the rapid exodus of
hundreds of thousands of people created thousands of unaccompanied
children. Women throughout the country immediately volunteered to
care for them, in part as a protection of their ethnic group’s future.
The experience of Cambodia and Rwanda also indicates that demographic imbalance caused by war crimes can contribute to a decline in
the status of women in the family. For example, Judy Ledgerwood suggested that the traditional status of women was adversely affected by the
surplus of “women of marriage age” in Cambodia.13 Because of the postconflict demographic imbalance, men found themselves in a better bargaining position. They have been able to offer lower bride prices, and
easily divorce their spouses and find new wives. Faced with this situation,
many women preferred to become second or third wives rather than remain unmarried.
There is some anecdotal evidence that mass crimes contribute to an
increased incidence of domestic violence. For example, high rates of domestic violence against women have been reported in post-genocide
Cambodia. A survey conducted in 1996 found that 16 per cent of women
respondents were physically abused by their husbands, and half of them
sustained injuries. In another survey, the Cambodian Women’s Crisis
Center noted that more than 27 per cent of women were battered by a
member of their household, usually the spouse. In focus groups conducted by a USAID team, participants indicated that wife and child beating have become widespread in the country.14 Many factors offer at least
a partial explanation for this phenomenon. The genocide and prolonged
conflict resulted in the institutionalization of a subculture of violence that
condones family abuse. Under such situations, violent behaviour was seen
as natural, and not aberrant. As both men and women were traumatized
by the genocide, they were unable to control their tempers. The decline in
women’s status made them more susceptible to physical abuse by their
spouses.

Expanded horizons and limited choices of exiles
Mass migration and settlement of refugees in camps tend to have some
positive consequences for gender equity. They undermine traditional
roles and relationships, as both men and women are exposed to new social and cultural environments. Often it is the first time in their lives that
these refugees have stepped outside their villages or towns. As they struggle to carve a new life in unfamiliar surroundings, the hold on tradition
declines, creating new opportunities for change.
Refugee camps increasingly provide educational and vocational activities for women, men and children. Literacy classes are held. Some camps
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even encourage women to acquire vocational training in the occupations
traditionally assigned to men. For example, in Honduras, Salvadorian
women refugees received training in camps in shoemaking, carpentry and
mechanics, although only men were supposed to acquire such skills in
their own country. Refugee camps now encourage women to assume administrative and technical responsibilities in the management of camp
activities, which redefine their traditional roles. Camps also provide
healthcare and family planning services. Some women find employment
opportunities within or outside camps and are able to keep a part of the
wages themselves.
Finally, many camps hold programmes to educate women about their
rights. For example, in Honduras and Mexico camp officials organized
workshops to raise gender awareness among women refugees. The camp
personnel emphasized that women had the same rights and abilities as
men. Often women officials become role models for the refugees. For example, because most workers in the camps in Honduras and Mexico were
women, “the refugee population as a whole became familiar with seeing
women in roles other than wife and mother”.15 One interesting feature of
the Mexican camps for Mayan women was the presence of women’s organizations, which became the major vehicles for the incorporation of
women in the community. These organizations “promoted women’s rights
to be heard, to be educated, to organize, and to participate in the community”.
Describing the impact of camps for refugees from El Salvador and
Guatemala, Fagen and Yudelman observe:
The conditions in the refugee camps for Guatemalans in Mexico, as for the Salvadorians in Honduras, obliged men and women to take on the new roles that
broke with the traditions of their native villages. Like their Salvadorian counterparts, the Guatemalan women reported significant changes due to the refugee experience. And in a similar fashion, they learned that they had options
apart from being wives and mothers.16

The authors add:
Refugee women learned a wide range of new skills, including literacy, Spanish language (in the case of Guatemalans) and productive trades. They engaged for the first time in community activities and worked collectively. They
made political contributions that were valued by the community as a whole,
and in the process became more self-confident, aware of their rights, and more
assertive.17

Thus the overall result of the refugee experience in camps is that the
intellectual and social horizons of women expand. Many women become
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aware of their rights and responsibilities, and acquire new skills and attitudes.
The problem arises when women refugees return home at the end of
hostilities. In most cases they are forced to revert back to their traditional
life. Male members of the family, who were willing to tolerate new roles
for women in camp life, want them to resume their traditional genderbased responsibilities and duties. For example, once the conflict ended in
El Salvador and Guatemala, the spouses of the women refugees insisted
that women focus on home and not on social and political issues. More
over, women encounter social and economic barriers in using their acquired skills. Limited employment opportunities, for example, exist for
vocationally trained women. Many girls are unable to go to school because of gender stereotyping, insecurity and the shortage of schools or
long distances to get to them. The old social structures reproduce themselves, largely undermining the positive effects of the refugee experience.
Thus despite their expanded skills and visions, the choices remain limited
for female former refugees. This often causes some bitterness and frustration, especially among young and educated women, who feel constrained
and marginalized in a restored gender order.
Despite these problems, some changes are always visible in the lives of
these women. Often they learn the value of sanitation and family planning. Some learn to read and write, which enables them to interact better
with government officials and other workers. Others find outside employment. For example, Mayan women who learned Spanish in Mexican
camps were able to move to cities and find new employment. In both El
Salvador and Guatemala, refugee women’s experiences are likely to
change the futures of their children. There are already indications in both
cases that the younger returnees who came of age in the camps are seeking alternatives to traditional female roles.18 Many Cambodian women
refugees assumed major roles in running non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) as a result of their training in camps on the Thai border.19

Increased poverty and its consequences
A major consequence of mass crimes is increased poverty and a sharp
deterioration in the standard of living of the people. For example, in Bosnia, Cambodia, Mozambique and Rwanda poverty levels significantly increased after violent conflicts. There is also some evidence indicating that
the number of women living in poverty increased disproportionately in
many recent wars.20
The consequences of poverty are usually worse for women. Cultural,
social and economic factors work to their disadvantage. Because women
traditionally nurture their family, they usually sacrifice their own welfare
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for that of other family members during economic adversity. Moreover,
since men control most of the assets, the household allocation of food
and resources tends to be biased towards them. Consequently, there are
proportionately larger reductions in nutrient intake for women than for
men.21 In addition, the health and education needs of girls receive less
priority than those of boys in many families.
The economic conditions of three categories of women – returning refugees, single-woman-headed households and women dependent on public subsidies – tend to worsen during and after mass crimes.
The economic plight of women refugees usually aggravates on their return. While they live in refugee camps, they receive food and shelter and
enjoy access to basic health and education facilities. But after repatriation they are generally on their own, with less consistent and often greatly
reduced outside assistance. For example, repatriated Rwandan women
faced enormous problems on their return. Their homes were either taken
or destroyed. Often their lands had been appropriated by unscrupulous
relatives or other farmers. As Hutus had participated in the genocide of
the Tutsi population, Hutu women and their families were also suspects
in the eyes of the government. It took years before they could settle
down peacefully.
Single-woman-headed households also face serious economic and social constraints, resulting in extreme poverty. A major constraint is the
lack of property rights over lands previously owned by parents or spouses.
For example, in Cambodia, Mozambique and Rwanda widows had difficulty in acquiring legal rights to the land owned by their husbands. Until
very recently, Rwandan women could not inherit land and property under
customary law. Consequently, thousands of war widows were deprived of
legal ownership of their husbands’ or parents’ farms. The situation was
different in Cambodia, where laws provided for the legal ownership of
land, but widows encountered obstacles in gaining legal possession because of their low social status and the indifference of local authorities.
In Guatemala women had difficulty exercising newly legislated land ownership and inheritance rights because of institutional negligence, pervasive machismo and ignorance of their own rights.22
Women-headed agricultural households, particularly those headed by
widows and divorcees, often lack the resources to purchase seeds, pesticides, fertilizers and starter livestock. Women farmers also experience
shortages of farm labour. Lacking the resources to hire workers, they
often have to depend on the generosity of their relatives and friends,
which is not always forthcoming. In Guatemala, because Mayan women
were not encouraged by tradition to cultivate corn, many had to force
their young sons to perform the necessary work. In addition, new women
farmers find it difficult to get technical advice on agricultural operations.
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Agricultural extension services do not exist in most cases; even when
available, they rarely reach women farmers. Finally, lacking the capacity
to transport goods to bigger markets, women farmers often have to sell
their agricultural surplus locally, thus depriving them of a fair price for
their produce. The cumulative result is the abject poverty of these households in subsistence economies.
A substantial number of women-headed households do not own land
or other assets. Women heading such households work as landless labourers or sharecroppers. They receive minimal compensation for their hard
work and barely manage to feed their families. In urban areas most
women work in the informal sector, carving out a living mainly through
petty trading. Since many women lack the requisite skills, experience and
education, only a small portion can secure employment in organized industrial and service sectors. The economic conditions of these households
remain precarious in view of the desperate economic circumstances of
post-conflict societies.
The last category is composed of poor women who depend on public
subsidies. They often suffer when conflict begins and resources are relocated for military purposes. Their conditions still worsen during the postconflict transition as a result of macroeconomic reforms. International
financial institutions generally insist on economic stabilization through
monetary and fiscal discipline, resulting in cuts in social expenditure. Although such reforms are essential for putting the economy on a sound
footing, they impose heavy sacrifices on vulnerable groups, particularly
women. The social safety-net programmes funded by the international
community are usually not sufficient to make up the loss.

Expansion of public roles
Like their male counterparts, women participate in mass crimes. For example, former Serbian president Biljana Plavsic and Pauline Nyiramasuhuko, the former minister of family and health affairs in Rwanda, have
been indicted for crimes against humanity. Nyiramasuhuko has also been
accused of exhorting Hutus to rape Tutsi women. In Cambodia, El Salvador, Mozambique, Rwanda and Sri Lanka women joined militia and even
participated in mass crimes. In many wars women have played supporting
roles in military operations by running and managing auxiliary services
such as health and intelligence operations. In addition, they have provided both moral and material support for many conflicts in the name
of ideology or ethno-nationalism by organizing public meetings and
marches, raising funds and mobilizing public opinion.23
Women also become active at the community level to provide relief to
vulnerable populations during and after war crimes. For example, women
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in Bosnia-Herzegovina managed schools and daycare facilities and oversaw voluntary health services in seized communities. Women participated
in the distribution of food aid in Rwanda. In El Salvador they founded
organizations to press for the release of political prisoners and provide
relief to families of the victims of political repression. In many recent
civil wars women became more engaged in churches, schools, hospitals
and private charities, usually volunteering their services.
Women can even take charge of local political institutions in the absence of men. This happened in El Salvador, where a substantial number
of women were elected mayors: between 1985 and 1988, 33 out of 262
mayors (12.6 per cent) were women.24 Because the women had organized
themselves before the peace accords and the formation of political parties, when the conflict ended they were successful in obtaining seats in
parliament. After the fall of the Pol Pot regime in Cambodia, women’s
representation in village councils drastically increased. Other countries,
like Lebanon and Mozambique, witnessed a similar phenomenon. However, there are also instances when conflict had an adverse impact on
women’s public participation. For example, with the breakdown of political authority in Somalia, political power passed into the hands of clan
elders. Councils of elders, which replaced government officials and party
functionaries, consisted of males only and thus deprived women of any
say in community affairs.25
In many recent civil wars women founded grassroots women’s organ
izations to help victims of the conflict. Such organizations assisted the
most vulnerable: the traumatized, sexually abused, destitute and widowed. Examples include Medica Zenica, which provided medical and
psychological assistance to sexually abused women in Bosnia, Samiti,
which helped destitute women in Bangladesh, and Koka, a Georgian cooperative farming society founded on the principle of mutual help.
Micro-enterprise groups, although founded to provide group credit, also
fall into this category.26
Mass crimes profoundly affect the status, roles and responsibilities of
women and existing gender relations. They often create new opportunities for promoting gender equity and changes in the existing gender stratification. Yet there is some evidence that once violent conflicts are over,
there is a retreat of women from public life. Barring the case of outstanding women leaders, most women who had assumed leadership positions
during conflict revert back to their traditional roles. Three factors contribute to such retrenchment. First, the stress produced by mass crimes
tends to generate nostalgia for traditional social and political orders in
which women assumed marginal roles in public life. Second, women who
shouldered heavy public burdens in addition to their family responsibilities become physically and emotionally exhausted and feel relieved to
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give up their social and political activism. Finally, men tend to assert their
authority once they are free from war.

In lieu of a conclusion: Recommendations to
the international community
The observations in this chapter can be summarized in the form of a
number of recommendations that should be given particular consideration by the major multilateral and bilateral agencies involved in postconflict reconstruction and peacebuilding.

Develop innovative, low-cost approaches to treat traumatized
women and children
As discussed earlier, women are traumatized by war crimes and their psychological wounds continue to haunt them. The international community
has supported some modest programmes for dealing with psychological
trauma in Bosnia, Cambodia and Rwanda. These programmes included
training local caregivers, teachers and health workers to identify the symptoms of trauma, establishing mental health programmes in hospitals and
developing counselling services in health centres. But such programmes
usually reached only a small fraction of the suffering women, and no precise information is available about their effectiveness. A major obstacle
to the treatment of traumatized women is that counselling is very labourintensive and therefore costly. Poor countries have neither the resources
nor the institutional infrastructure to provide it on a large scale.
Therefore, the international community and national actors should
support efforts to develop low-cost indigenous approaches to deal with
psychological trauma. One possible approach is to use deep-rooted religious beliefs and value systems to provide solace to suffering women. For
example, in Cambodia traumatized women often went to Buddhist pagodas to derive relief by meditation. In many tribal areas in Africa local
healers have been able to help traumatized women and children. In Angola efforts were made to help child soldiers and traumatized boys by
performing traditional rituals to exorcise bad spirits. Another approach is
to help form women’s groups where women can share their problems
and experiences and provide psychological support to each other.

Focus on women’s physical security
The decline of social control, disintegration of the community, poverty,
unemployment, presence of demilitarized soldiers and ineffectiveness of
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law enforcement agencies tend to increase lawlessness and violence in
post-conflict societies. Although all strata of society suffer, women and
children are undoubtedly the worst victims. The international community
has given scant attention to this problem.
Therefore, it is imperative that bilateral and multilateral agencies,
international organizations and NGOs devise and implement programmes that can enhance physical security for women and children.
Such programmes could include security sector reforms, greater representation of women in police forces and judicial processes, training for
security staff on women’s rights, establishment of peace committees to
prevent the eruption of violence and special interventions for vulnerable
youth.

Promote micro-credit programmes
The experience of post-conflict societies indicates that micro-enterprises
serve both humanitarian and developmental goals, albeit to a limited extent. They provide livelihood to a large number of people and alleviate
the urgent problems of hunger and malnutrition. Micro-credit programmes funded by the international community have usually been successful. Although not specifically targeted at women, most of the credit
has gone to them. They have enabled poor, widowed, single heads of
households and abused women to survive in the aftermath of mass
crimes.27
An additional benefit of micro-credit programmes is that many
women’s groups formed to provide collective surety for loans develop attributes of support groups. Since the members share similar backgrounds
and experiences, they are better able to relate to each other. The informal
interactions in these groups have therapeutic value and mitigate interethnic tension. In Rwanda, Newbury and Baldwin found that women’s
groups included both Tutsi (victims of genocide) and Hutu (the ethnic
group responsible for genocide) members, helping each other to rebuild
their shattered lives.28

Enforce women’s human rights
Although in the aftermath of mass crimes human rights are universally
emphasized and appropriate legal and regulatory frameworks are established, past experience indicates that women’s rights are not rigorously
enforced by law enforcement agencies. This has been particularly the case
in those tradition-bound societies where women did not enjoy equal social and political rights. Therefore, the international and local communities should support additional measures to enforce women’s human
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rights. They can fund programmes that create awareness about human
rights through radio, television and print media. If and when possible,
they can help establish comprehensive reporting systems to document
abuses of women’s human rights and support survivors in seeking redress
for the crimes committed against them. Finally, they can support special
training activities for law enforcement agencies so that they are in a better position to enforce women’s rights.

Support implementation of property rights reforms for women
Women’s lack of access to agricultural land and other productive assets is
a major problem in post-conflict societies. As mentioned earlier, women
are often denied legal rights to land and other resources owned by their
dead husbands, fathers or other close relatives. Consequently, widows and
single women are unable to engage in many productive activities, thereby
suffering abject poverty and deprivation.
The international community has been pushing for property rights for
women in post-conflict societies, and should continue these efforts. It
should press not only for constitutional and legislative reforms but also
for their implementation. It should support initiatives designed to build
public support for women’s property rights and actions to help resolve
bureaucratic inertia and resistance.

Foster women’s organizations
The international community has supported women’s organizations in
post-conflict societies both to channel humanitarian assistance and to empower women. Past studies have shown that in many countries, such as
Bosnia, Cambodia, El Salvador and Rwanda, women organizations have
played an important role in rehabilitating women victims of mass crimes
and promoting women’s economic and political rights.29 In Afghanistan
women’s organizations have been providing a multitude of services that
would otherwise be unavailable in many rural areas, running independent
girls’ schools, income-generation programmes, healthcare training and
legal aid clinics. In fact, “These organizations are often the only place
where women can go for support, education, protection, shelter or to
escape violence, forced marriages and other threats.”30
The international community should continue with greater vigour its
policy of fostering women’s organizations as an integral part of its efforts
to rehabilitate and reconstruct post-conflict societies. It should adopt a
policy of direct funding to women’s community-based organizations so
they can help female victims of war crimes as well as contribute to gender equality.
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Promote political participation of women
Post-conflict societies offer openings for women’s political participation.
Often democratic constitutions are adopted, providing equality between
men and women. Such constitutions also provide a legal framework for
women’s participation in the political arena. Because of their increased
involvement in public life during conflict, some women not only acquire
leadership skills and experience but also become aware of their political
rights and responsibilities.
The international community has provided modest assistance in the
past to encourage women to participate in political affairs. It should increase such assistance, and consider developing additional programmes
to facilitate greater representation for women in post-conflict elections,
assist women candidates in subsequent elections on a non-partisan basis
and support women’s advocacy organizations engaged in promoting
women’s participation in local and national affairs.
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4
Victimization, empowerment and
the impact of UN peacekeeping
missions on women and children:
Lessons from Cambodia and
Timor-Leste
Sumie Nakaya

The paradox of post-conflict reconstruction – the concurrent empowerment and victimization of women – is not unique to Cambodia and
Timor-Leste. The post-conflict peacebuilding process involves both institutional reform and social readjustment to the legacies of civil war, which
also defines post-war gender relations. While this chapter focuses on the
role of the United Nations in Cambodia and Timor-Leste, with a particular focus on peacekeeping missions, its implications are relevant to other
transition contexts. The author travelled to Cambodia and Timor-Leste in
July 2001 to assess the impact of armed conflict on women and their correlative role in peacebuilding as part of a global assessment supported by
the UN Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM). In extensive consultations on gender issues with civil society, legislators, government officials
and representatives of multilateral and bilateral donors, it was agreed
that violence against women and children had emerged as one of the
most pressing issues in both Cambodia and Timor-Leste.
In Timor-Leste, despite the massive mobilization and empowerment
of women’s groups for the first democratic elections in July 2001, the continued prevalence of violence against women and children was evident.1
Since 1975 the Indonesian military and militias have reportedly raped,
tortured and assaulted women and girls on a massive scale, although
irreplaceable data indicating such atrocities were destroyed during the
heightened conflict in 1999.2 Many women were abducted and brought to
military-run brothels, or taken as “local wives” by military members,
while spouses of prominent leaders of the independence movement were
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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targeted for punishment and surveillance.3 In April 2002 UNICEF reported that although political and social violence had plummeted since
1999, child abuse and commercial exploitation had increased – mostly
conducted by young males who perpetrated sexual exploitation and assault, including roughly 60 per cent of the reported cases involving children.4
In Cambodia the sheer extent of sexual violence and exploitation indicated the disadvantaged status of women and children in the post-conflict
society. Reported incidents of rape increased 30 per cent from 1999 to
2000.5 There were an estimated 14,000 sex workers throughout the country, and 35 per cent of commercial sex workers in Phnom Penh brothels
were children under 18 years old.6 The majority of children were forced
into the sex industry – of those 45 per cent were sold by abductors, 50 per
cent by family members and 5 per cent by boyfriends.7 The lowest age of
sex workers rapidly declined from 18 (October 1992) to 15 (April 1993),
coinciding with the arrival of the UN peacekeeping mission. By 1995 minors (12–17 years old) comprised about 31 per cent of the sex workers in
Phnom Penh and 11 other provinces; in Takeo, almost 50 per cent of sex
workers were below the age of 17.8
Two contrasting portraits of women emerged in Timor-Leste. The first
was positive: Timorese women won 26 per cent of the seats in the Constituent Assembly in July 2001, despite a lack of electoral gender quotas.
The second, however, was more troublesome: domestic violence con
tinued to be pervasive and nearly 40 per cent of all reported crime in
2001 involved violence against women and girls, such as rape, attempted
rape and sexual assault.9 Similarly, in Cambodia domestic violence had
become endemic. According to a survey carried out by the Project against
Domestic Violence in 1996, one in every six women in Cambodia had
been a victim of domestic violence, with the rates higher in areas where
the Khmer Rouge engaged in intense fighting.10
In both Cambodia and Timor-Leste changing gender roles in post-war
households and the failure of states to provide educational and socioeconomic opportunities marginalized women and children, in part reversing the leadership role women played during the war as the head of a
household or the primary source of income. For instance, before the
peace process began in Cambodia, the majority of workers in state industrial enterprises – 7,000 of 11,000 – were women, due in part to the absence of men during the war.11 In contrast, in 1998 women constituted
only 21 per cent of all government and state enterprise workers.12 According to a Cambodian female senator:
During war, more men were killed than women. Men had to witness, or even
help the Khmer Rouge kill others. Now these men are back at home, extremely
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frustrated and traumatized, with no jobs and no “status” at home. They beat
their wives. Who are the victims here?13

Faced with the magnitude of sexual violence and exploitation, civil society groups in Cambodia and Timor-Leste mobilized social support
networks, provided shelter and medical and psychological care for the
survivors and raised awareness of women’s and children’s rights and gender equality. Their governments, too, took measures to curb domestic violence and trafficking. Yet violence against women and children continued
to flourish in these war-ruined societies and appeared intractable.
What mechanisms sustain violence against women and children in both
times of war and times of peace? This chapter attempts to capture a multiplicity of responses to such violence in larger institutional contexts governing the political, legal and social status of women and children in a
transition from war to “peacetime”. Institutional frameworks, such as the
rule of law, determine not only the extent of prevailing violence against
women and children, but also violence in society at large and the extent
to which the principles of gender equality and respect for human rights
are adopted and implemented.
Institutional variables include the role of international interventions, as
international involvement in transitional reforms has a critical effect on
the emerging political, legal and social structures of war-torn countries.
The United Nations has increasingly assumed the administration of transitional processes, as in the UN Transitional Authority for Cambodia
(UNTAC) and the UN Transitional Authority in East Timor (UNTAET).
In Cambodia and Timor-Leste, in the absence of a legitimate, functioning
government, the UN administration was delegated sovereign powers for
a mandated period to carry out critical steps towards the consolidation of
peace and the establishment of stable, democratic governance. In this
process, security sector reforms that encompassed “the deployment of
well-trained police officers, closer military cooperation, a more sustained
focus on judicial reconstruction and conceptualizing law and order issues”14 were immediate and critical tasks to restore law and order and
create conducive environments that would enable institution-building. In
this regard, the performance of the United Nations, particularly in the
area of law enforcement, “invariably affects not only the credibility of the
UN mission and the image of local law enforcement agencies but also
the security of the local population”.15
International interventions in the transitional period have other advantages. First, international administration of local authority can generally
represent high human rights and gender equality standards in accordance
with international benchmarks, including the Convention for the Elimi-
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nation of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the
Beijing Platform for Action. Second, as the international administration
becomes the de facto government, it can exercise influence in the design
of the state system, thereby advocating gender equality in constitutional,
legislative, judicial and electoral reforms. The establishment of a gender
affairs unit in UNTAET largely achieved these goals by mainstreaming
gender perspectives in the UN mission planning and management and
interim national decision-making process at the Transitional National
Council16 (see Chapter 10 in this volume for the background to gender
mainstreaming in peacekeeping and Security Council resolutions). However, the conduct of peacekeepers in both Cambodia and Timor-Leste
largely discredited the legitimacy of the operations in the eyes of the local populations because of the association of the mission with the proliferation of sexual exploitation of local women and children.
This chapter focuses on institutional variables, including the rule of law
and reforms of criminal codes, police, the judiciary and civil and family
laws; the peacekeeping economy and its impact on sexual exploitation of
women and children; and transitional governance at the national level.
The two case studies highlight that women and children are inherently
vulnerable in the rapid shift towards political and economic liberalization
which characterizes the prevailing approach to peacebuilding. In the
words of Roland Paris:
A single paradigm – liberal internationalism – appears to guide the work of
international agencies engaged in peacebuilding. The central tenet of this paradigm is the assumption that the surest foundation for peace, both within and
between states, is market democracy, that is, a liberal democratic polity and a
market-oriented economy. Peacebuilding is in effect an enormous experiment
in social engineering . . . This paradigm, however, has not been a particularly effective model for establishing stable peace. Paradoxically, the very process of
political and economic liberalization has generated destabilizing side effects in
war-shattered states, hindering the consolidation of peace and in some cases
even sparking renewed fighting.17

Without recognizing the potentially destabilizing and negative impact
of prevailing peacebuilding models on marginalized groups such as
women, children and other disadvantaged populations, and thereby the
need for safeguarding mechanisms, post-conflict institutional arrangements run the risk of further limiting participation of women and children and sustaining the existing (and often patriarchal) structure of
power which continues to govern gender relations in many post-conflict
societies, particularly at the community and family levels.
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Rule of law
The rule of law is the first and foremost, although not the only, step to
combat violence against women and children and a culture of impunity.
The establishment of an effective judiciary is a priority for both peace
maintenance, in which a functioning criminal justice system is the core
feature of law and order,18 and the observance and implementation of
statutory laws guaranteeing the rights of women and children. Gender
equality and the protection of women and children in the rule of law encompass gender-sensitive reforms of basic and fundamental laws, including the constitution, criminal law and civil and family law, as well as
post-war justice, such as war crimes tribunals.

Constitutional reform
Both East Timorese and Cambodian constitutions use progressive language with regard to human rights and gender equality.19 For instance,
the East Timorese constitution includes a provision protecting children
born outside of marriage and recognizes the citizenship of children born
of rape by Indonesians or parented by international peacekeeping personnel.20 The Cambodian constitution mandates specific attention to
rural women, protects domestic workers with equal pay and provides
maternity leave from work. These gender-sensitive provisions are due in
large part to women’s participation in the respective constitutional drafting processes. In Timor-Leste a coalition of national and international
organizations such as Oxfam, the UNTAET Gender Affairs Unit and
UNIFEM established a gender and constitution working group, which reviewed various constitutional models from Portugal, Indonesia and Japan,
among others, from a gender perspective and involved local women in
consultations. Subsequently, Timorese women formulated a charter of
women’s rights, which was included in the constitution.21 Similarly, in
Cambodia UNIFEM supported consultations among women from all social and economic backgrounds on gender-specific dimensions of the constitution.
In both constitutions, however, the citizenship of minority women and
children remains ambiguous. The East Timorese constitution does not
permit dual citizenship,22 thereby excluding from the definition of “original citizens” Indonesian migrants to Timor-Leste, including women and
children trafficked from Indonesia to Timor-Leste prior to 1999.23 Similarly, the Cambodian constitution limits the definition of citizenship to
“Khmer citizens of both sexes”, and treats the ethnic Vietnamese and
Chinese merely as “residents”.
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Penal codes
Legal systems in Cambodia and Timor-Leste, other than as embodied
within their constitutions, were in a state of flux as a result of multiple
coexisting legal traditions. This legal pluralism involved traditional customary laws that substituted for the collapse of the judiciary during war,
colonial/foreign laws and varying approaches adopted by the United Nations.24 In Timor-Leste there were three officially operating laws: Indonesian laws, including the Indonesian penal code, which were designated as
a basic legal framework by UNTAET; UNTAET regulations, including
the Transitional Rules of Criminal Procedures; and a broad set of international laws introduced by UNTAET, including CEDAW and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. This arrangement was introduced to
avoid a legal vacuum in the initial phase of the transitional administration, and was made in consultation with local lawyers who had obtained
law degrees and training in the Indonesian legal system.25 However, it
was done without thorough review, clarification or systematization of the
three different legal systems, in part due to UNTAET resource constraints that prevented it from undertaking a comprehensive assessment
of those legal gaps within its limited duration.26
For most day-to-day matters, particularly in criminal offences, the Indonesian laws continued to apply, despite the antagonism and mistrust
among local populations towards any state apparatus of Indonesian origin. Although UNTAET maintained that Indonesian laws were only applicable when consistent with international human rights laws, some of
the UNTAET-issued regulations were themselves contradictory to the
Indonesian-based framework, thereby creating confusion and at times
arbitrary application of different normative and implementation standards.27 For instance, the Indonesian penal code did not provide adequate
protection of women and children from sexual violence and exploitation.
It defined sexual offences as “crimes against decency” and criminalized
adultery,28 but it did not recognize marital rape and attempted assault as
crimes,29 nor did it treat domestic violence as a distinct crime. It did not
regulate sexual crimes committed by the state, either.30 UNTAET decriminalized adultery in 2001, but did not address other aspects of criminal laws on sexual violence.
In addition, UNTAET permitted the continued use of alternative justice mechanisms at the local level.31 In cases of sexual and domestic violence, these traditional justice mechanisms were commonly used at the
suku (clan or subvillage) and village levels. Disputes at the community
level, including reports of violence against women, were often resolved
through mediation and compensation, such as the payment of dowry to
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the victim’s family, agreed among village chiefs/elders and men representing the families of the victim and offender.32 Traditional definitions
and treatment of violence against women and children are often incompatible with international standards. As a result, as Amnesty Interna
tional’s report on the justice systems in Timor-Leste notes, “The chronic
delay in establishing an effective criminal justice system by UNTAET has
reinforced an existing lack of confidence in formal justice systems and
contributed to a continued reliance on alternative forms of justice [with
the result that] . . . Traditional justice and other informal mechanisms are
being applied inconsistently without effective monitoring by, or full integration into, the formal judicial system.”33
Similarly, Cambodia’s legal system remained problematic. With UNTAC’s civilian mandates including the supervision of judicial reforms and
law enforcement, French and American lawyers were contracted to draft
a far-reaching set of criminal justice provisions compatible with criminal
justice systems in liberal democracies. Adopted in September 1992, the
Supreme National Council Decree on Criminal Law and Procedure, or
the so-called UNTAC penal code, provided a 75-article basic framework
of criminal justice. In January 1993 the Cambodian government adopted
its Law on Criminal Procedure, which applied concurrently with the UNTAC penal code.34 The relationship between the two sets of criminal procedures remained ambiguous, and early enactment of a code of criminal
procedure and a penal code was urgently needed to synthesize the two
laws. According to the Human Rights Task Force on Cambodia:
The essential legal and other structures and process to maintain the rule of law
are still very weak and subverted by endemic corruption at all levels . . . the
National Assembly – plagued by political in-fighting – has yet to pass critical
laws that can effectively protect and promote the rights of women and children
. . . Some of these laws [pre-UNTAC French law, the UNTAC penal code and
the 1993 law], particularly those relating to women and children, are either
weak in terms of clear implementing provisions, contradictory to each other, or
not consistent with basic human rights principles.35

The new penal codes did not criminalize domestic violence and marital
rape, although Cambodian women’s groups had lobbied vigorously to
change this through legislation since 1994. The bill they helped introduce
was still pending. More troubling, however, was that the latest draft of
the penal code even proposed to reduce the minimum sentence for rape
to one to five years from five to 10 years under the 1992 UNTAC penal
code. Neither the penal code nor the code of criminal procedures had yet
passed.36 In lieu of structural reforms of legal mechanisms, local women’s
groups organized a self-help system, providing local police officers with
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gender training and organizing workshops for community leaders to raise
awareness on violence against women and children.37
Consequently, in both Cambodia and Timor-Leste the inconsistent and
incoherent adoption of different legal norms and traditions created a
great deal of confusion among local populations, as well as national and
international law enforcement officials, and placed onerous burdens on
the scarce resources of local legal structures. In Cambodia courts preferred to rely on the 1993 law, ignoring the greater protections afforded
to defendants in the 1992 UNTAC penal code.38 Despite its support for
CEDAW, the Convention on the Rights of the Child and other international human rights instruments, UNTAET seemed content to accept
the role of traditional justice forms for “minor crimes”, without defining
what constituted a minor crime.39 UN Civilian Police (CIVPOL), entrusted to restore and maintain law and order until the local police services were fully established, were not familiar with the complex mix of
various legal jargons, had received no training on the substance of these
laws and did not know which laws to apply under varying circumstances.40
In some instances, including those involving rape, CIVPOL deferred to
traditional law and no attempt was made to charge the case formally
under Indonesian law or UNTAET rules.41 Language barriers, lack of
competence and professional misconduct also undermined CIVPOL’s
efficacy.42
In response to the growing criticism concerning the lack of protection
of women and children, UNTAET established vulnerable persons’ units
(VPUs) within CIVPOL, first in Dili and subsequently in other districts.
VPU Dili had female officers and translators dedicated to responding to
violence against women and children, and worked with the women’s
group Fokupers to provide shelter and psychosocial support to survivors
of sexual violence. During the author’s field research in July 2001, there
were two survivors with cases under investigation referred to Fokupers
by VPU Dili. In other districts, however, women rarely knew of the VPU
and often one CIVPOL officer was simply appointed as a VPU focal
point.43

Civil and family law
Reforms of civil codes and family law also faced considerable delay. The
task of reforming civil and family law was complicated by the breakdown
of family institutions during the war. In Cambodia in particular, the
Khmer Rouge sought to undermine family unity by the mass movement
of urban populations to rural areas, which separated many families. It
also did so by encouraging people to spy on their own families and promoting mass marriages. The breakdown of social fabric, the psychological
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effects of violence and oppression and the lack of community-based support systems during the conflict accounted for widespread violence within
families in post-conflict Cambodia, leaving few solutions available to
abused women and children. Existing civil and family laws in Cambodia
and Timor-Leste not only made divorce difficult, but also provided few
civil remedies in cases of divorce based on domestic violence.44
In Cambodia the 1989 Law on Marriages and the Family called for reconciliation as an initial and ongoing response to divorce requests. Court
officials were required to dissuade a person from seeking divorce.45 Divorce requests based on domestic violence were covered under the provision of “cruelly beating” (Article 39), thereby implicitly permitting some
degree of violence before a strong-enough claim for a divorce request
could be made.46 Similarly, the Indonesian Marriage Law (1974) provides
that divorce shall be carried out only before a court of law and only after
the court has endeavoured to reconcile the parties. Domestic violence
falls under “cruelty or mistreatment endangering life”, suggesting that
lesser, non-life-threatening violence is acceptable.47 Although divorce
may be the only viable option to escape domestic violence, these legal
barriers constrained women from seeking divorce. Many women, without
prospects of remarriage, gaining sufficient income or receiving state support, ultimately chose to stay in their marriage despite violence against
themselves and their children.

War crimes tribunals and truth and reconciliation commissions
The pursuit of post-war justice strengthens the sense of justice and confidence in the rule of law, if the process is carried out properly. Legal proceedings on crimes committed during the war should always promote
transparency and accountability, improve the local rule of law and contribute to collective memory in national catharsis and further reconciliation.48 Post-war justice thus often focuses on a restorative approach that
prioritizes the restoration of relationships rather than inflicting punishment.49 For instance, psychologists at Cambodia’s Center for Social Development argued that trials could help the Cambodian population (up
to 30 per cent of whom still suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder)
deal with their personal wounds.50 For the same reason, however, if improperly and inadequately planned and conducted, the pursuit of postwar justice could undermine trust in the rule of law and result in a culture
of impunity.
After long and painful negotiations, in January 2001 Cambodia’s National Assembly adopted the Law on the Establishment of Extraordinary
Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia for the Prosecution of Crimes
Committed during the Period of Democratic Kampuchea. At the insist-
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ence of the Cambodian government, the court took the form of a hybrid
trial in which the Cambodian judges constituted the majority of decisionmakers. Now, sexual violence could be prosecuted as a crime against humanity, as a breach of the Geneva Convention, or as homicide, torture or
persecution under the 1956 Cambodian penal code. However, the trial
was intended only for senior leaders of the Khmer Rouge, many of whom
had already been granted amnesty for surrendering to the government.
Moreover, the efficiency and impartiality of the trial were questioned by
international legal experts in light of the scarce resources of the Cambodian judicial institutions and the lack of judicial independence from state
interventions.
Timor-Leste began investigating and prosecuting “serious crimes” in
the District Court of Dili, which involved cases of genocide, crimes
against humanity, war crimes, torture and certain violations of the Indonesian penal code – including murder and sexual violence – that had
taken place in 1999.51 However, the Serious Crimes Unit, comprising predominantly international judges and staff, “was viewed with much anger
by East Timorese jurists, who felt that they had been excluded from the
process and that the atrocity cases, which they had previously been dealing with, were being taken away from them by the international community”.52 Furthermore, the Serious Crimes Unit did not try “lesser” crimes
and crimes committed prior to 1999, which included a large number of
cases involving rape, sexual slavery and sexual assault of women and children perpetrated by Indonesian military and militias.
In search of a workable alternative, the East Timorese proposed the
Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in Timor-Leste,
which was established by UNTAET in July 2001 (Regulation 2001/10).
Unlike the Serious Crimes Unit, the commission was headed by seven
national commissioners and staffed by East Timorese, with the logistical
support of a small number of international technical advisers.53 The commission was intended to address lesser-offence crimes by seeking truth
and facilitating grassroots reconciliation. For the survivors of sexual violence, this truth and reconciliation commission was a better venue for legal redress and remedies.

Peacekeeping economy
The arrival of large-scale peacekeeping missions corresponded to an increase in sexual violence and the exploitation of women and children in
two ways. First, the presence of large, foreign, externally supplied missions created an inflationary economy that was particularly destabilizing
in poor countries such as Cambodia, where such an economy had become
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“infamous for the rapid development of dual economies that had colonial
overtones”.54 The economic boom that exclusively centred on construction, trade and the service sector aimed at foreign consumption in Phnom
Penh relegated women to being the primary employees in restaurants,
bars, hotels and shops. Job security was non-existent, as peacekeeping
economies tend to be unsustainable and bound to downsize dramatically
once the international presence ends. In Timor-Leste the Dili-centred
emergence of a US$-based economy in one of the world’s poorest nations created a considerable urban-rural disparity. Although UNTAET
officials recognized the impact of UNTAET’s eventual withdrawal on the
local economy – and on women employees in the service sector – no concrete response had been developed.55
Vulnerability and exploitation of women and children in a peacekeeping economy are exacerbated by the failure of peacekeeping missions to
provide skills training, stable income-generating jobs, education and community development in rural areas. With the World Bank pushing for
downsizing the civil service, Cambodian women, even those with education and public service experience, found it difficult to get employment in
the government sector. UNTAC also failed to recruit local women in the
peacekeeping mission. For instance, November 1992 figures showed that
only 10 –15 per cent of the 6,000 Cambodians employed by UNTAC were
women, and no woman occupied one of UNTAC’s top 10 positions or
served as their deputies.56 In contrast, UNTAET and its national counterpart, the East Timor Transitional Authority, made a systematic effort to
recruit women for at least 30 per cent of all positions. As of August 2001
the 30 per cent goal was reached in the departments of education, health
and foreign affairs.57
Peacekeepers reportedly exploited local women and children sexually.
For instance, with the arrival of UNTAC, the number of sex workers in
Phnom Penh alone leaped from 6,000 in 1991 to 20,000 by the end of
1992, which was in large part attributed to the fast-growing demand for
such services by international UNTAC personnel.58 As a token of numerous complaints of rape and sexual exploitation by peacekeepers, 170 people signed a letter to the special representative of the Secretary-General
complaining of sexual exploitation and harassment by UNTAC and calling for measures to redress sexual harassment, convene an advisory committee on gender and ensure the immediate and widespread dissemination
of codes of conduct. In response, UNTAC set up an office to handle complaints. With the departure of UNTAC, the number of sex workers decreased to the range of 4,000 –10,000 in 1993. In Timor-Leste two members
of the Pakistani army engineer battalion were sent home in disgrace after
being found guilty of “inappropriate behaviour” involving East Timorese
women. Several Jordanian soldiers were expected to face charges at the
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local court after a UNTAET investigation concluded that strong grounds
for prosecution were found over alleged sexual misconduct.
The sexual exploitation of women and children within the peacekeeping economy is premised on an illegal war economy that generally develops during the war, “partly as a result of people’s coping strategies and
sometimes based on smuggling and/or drug production, trafficking, or on
extraction of natural resources”.59 In Cambodia the Khmer Rouge completely prohibited voluntary migration, trafficking and prostitution. The
trafficking and exploitation of non-Cambodian children, most of whom
(85–95 per cent) were Vietnamese, began after the fall of the Khmer
Rouge. Cambodia became a hub for sending, transiting and receiving
trafficked women and children, and it was widely believed that highranking officials in border control, customs, police and internal affairs
were involved in the trafficking and prostitution businesses that were run
by both Khmers and Vietnamese.
Until 2002 the United Nations did not have clear, coherent policies
that could guide or regulate staff interaction with local populations. It
also did not have a permanent mechanism in place to monitor, investigate and prosecute charges against peacekeeping personnel. Although
voluntary codes of conduct were established for peacekeepers – but not
for civilian personnel in peacekeeping missions or humanitarian and development aid workers – the sanctioning of conduct of UN peacekeeping
troops is left to the military courts or judicial systems of the sending
states. The maintenance of professional conduct within each mission varied
depending on the level of gender sensitivity of the mission leadership at
the highest level. UNTAET’s relative success in gender mainstreaming
was owed in large part to the leadership of the special representative of
the Secretary-General, Sergio Viera de Mello, who maintained regular
consultations with local women’s groups and took steps in August 2001 to
revoke the diplomatic immunity of peacekeepers when evidence of rape
was confirmed.60
In early 2002 the UNHCR (Office of the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees) and Save the Children UK released a study on “Sexual Violence and Exploitation: The Experience of Refugee Children in Liberia,
Guinea and Sierra Leone”, which featured accusations by children and
adolescents in refugee and IDP (internally displaced person) camps of
sexual exploitation and violence against them by mainly male, locally
hired aid workers as well as UN peacekeepers and other males with authority and/or resources.61 In response, the UN Inter-Agency Standing
Committee established the Task Force on Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in Humanitarian Crises, which developed a plan of
action, including new codes of conduct and core principles on the prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse.

108

Sumie Nakaya

Governance
Although recent international peacebuilding interventions are largely
guided by liberal internationalism, according to which transitions to
democracy and a market economy are the major areas of institutionbuilding, gender-insensitive planning and management of this process can
easily undermine instead of promoting women’s empowerment. In Cambodia democratization reduced the number of women in decision-making.
During the Vietnamese occupation, women occupied 21 of 117 seats (18
per cent) in the National Assembly and five seats (23 per cent) in the
21-member Central Committee.62 The 1993 elections saw only seven
women (5 per cent) in the 122-member National Assembly. None of the
ministers was a woman. This happened despite the fact that women constituted 56 per cent of registered voters and 58 per cent of actual voters.63
Women constituted approximately 0.5 per cent of village chieftains, with
no women at the district or provincial levels.64 Five years later, in the
1998 National Assembly elections, women received only 8.2 per cent of
the vote; in 2003 they won almost 18 per cent in the National Assembly.65
After the 2008 election women represent 21 per cent in the National
Assembly.66
Women’s political empowerment and participation are not ends unto
themselves, but part of the post-conflict democratic process in which
decision-making power is transferred primarily from those who were
waging war to every citizen on a basis of equality. Contributions to this
process stem not only from the fact that women constitute a sizeable constituency, if not the majority, but also because they have intimate knowledge of the diverse and complex needs of war-affected families and
communities. Women and girls constitute the majority of single heads of
household, and they know and represent the needs of the families and
communities they had cared for during times of war. Thus the participation of women from all kinds of backgrounds – refugees, IDPs, mothers,
widows, girls, minority and/or indigenous groups – is critical for structural
and social transformations during peace negotiations and post-conflict
reconstruction. Yet women continued to be marginalized in post-war
decision-making structures due to gender-discriminatory policies, attitudes and behaviours that pre-date the conflict.
One of the common safeguards that are considered to increase
women’s representation in the electoral process is the introduction of
quotas. Statutory quotas require parties to recruit a certain number of
women candidates. These quotas might be specified by the constitution
or national legislation such as an electoral law. Informal quotas might be
voluntarily adopted by political parties.67 In Cambodia, women’s groups
participating in the UNIFEM-supported consultations prior to the 1993
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elections demanded the introduction of a 30 per cent quota, which was
rejected by the political leadership.
Similarly, in Timor-Leste women’s groups demanded the introduction
of quotas for the July 2001 elections, but the National Council (an interim legislative body preceding the Constituent Assembly) passed the
electoral regulation without reference to the proposal. During the intensive negotiations between the council and several women’s groups, UNTAET did not forcefully intervene in favour of quotas, as UNTAET’s
Political Affairs Division and the UN Department of Political Affairs in
New York were reluctant to set a precedent for UN policies supporting
quotas. According to East Timorese women and other sources, UNTAET’s Political Affairs Division even lobbied against the quotas, particularly as they concerned the National Council. A prominent East Timorese
member of the Constituent Assembly summarized the views of East
Timorese women as follows:
We experienced threats from UNTAET’s Electoral Affairs Division; at one
stage, there was a threat that they would pull out and they would not run the
elections in Timor-Leste. They were also telling us that they thought the inclusion of quotas would detract from free and fair elections because it would force
political parties to choose certain types of candidates. The electoral affairs division of UNTAET asked the election assistance division in New York for their
comment on this issue. The response was that UNTAET has exclusive responsibility for holding free and fair elections in Timor-Leste and while some countries do have quotas for women and other groups, other democratic countries
vehemently oppose quotas. This would include members of the Security Council. Electoral quotas for women or any other group do not constitute international best practice for elections.68

To promote gender equality in post-conflict reconstruction, women
also called for establishment of a national women’s machinery. In Cambodia the Ministry of Women’s and Veteran’s Affairs was established in
1995, replacing the Cambodian Women’s Association, a gender wing of
the Vietnamese-installed government. In Timor-Leste heated discussions
took place concerning the future location of the equivalent of UNTAET’s
Gender Affairs Unit after the July 2001 elections. The Gender Affairs
Unit was part of the Transitional Authority’s National Planning Office,
and some argued that the gender office should be part of the Ministry of
Justice. Ultimately, an adviser of equality position was created, concurrently with an adviser of human rights, reporting directly to the chief of
cabinet. The efficacy of these offices, however, continued to be challenged
by the lack of budgetary and operational capacity to reach out to their
constituency (women in rural areas), and the lack of authority to influence
national law-making and budgetary processes. For instance, the Ministry
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of Women’s Affairs in Cambodia received only 0.12 per cent of the
national budget in 1994. The ministry’s failure to pass domestic violence
legislation since 1994 also indicates its lack of political weight in the
National Assembly.
As such, gender equality and the respect and protection of human
rights are part of improving governance that is based on transparency
and accountability. However, the development of civil society in Cambodia and Timor-Leste is focused mostly on the delivery of social services,
rather than political reforms. This was the case particularly in Cambodia,
where the July 1997 coup reinstated patrimonial decision-making and inherited traditional social structures, and replaced the outcomes of the
1993 UNTAC elections.69 The trend towards service delivery, including
among women’s groups, reflected the preferences of foreign donors.
Major bilateral donors tend to offer support to humanitarian and development non-governmental organizations (NGOs), rather than those involved in good governance or “politics”. Donors also tend to collaborate
with NGOs in the delivery of public goods, rather than strengthening the
capacity of the government apparatus, due in part to widespread governmental corruption and inefficiency.70 On the other hand, government inefficiency partly results from a lack of financial and operational support.
Due to lack of financial resources in the public sector, some local officials
are attracted to cooperate with foreign-funded NGOs. This was the case
of Cambodia’s Ministry of Women’s and Veteran’s Affairs, although Minister Mo Sochua, who established the first women’s NGO, Khemara, in
1993, was widely respected by women’s groups and donors alike for her
leadership and personal devotion. Similarly, in Timor-Leste the new government was under pressure from international financial institutions to
reduce the size of its civil service and public expenditures. As a result,
most assistance to the survivors of sexual violence and exploitation was
delivered by local women’s groups funded and trained by international
donors and NGOs. The need for training and strengthening of the civil
service in the areas of health and education, on the other hand, received
less attention.

Steps forward
To women and children, the “post-war” period brings new threats from
unresolved communal and domestic violence, from international peacekeepers and from the contest between the new international standards
and traditional or patriarchal law that may be discriminatory against
women and children. The UN “nation-building” interventions in Cambodia and Timor-Leste demonstrated that women and children continued to
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receive inadequate protection under the rule of law, decision-making and
the peacekeeping economy. The ambiguity of the United Nations regarding its policy on electoral quotas highlights the incoherent and inconsistent character of international gender interventions.
Since 2002 attention has focused heavily on the plight of Afghan
women and their participation in the reconstruction of Afghanistan. Owing in large part to international advocacy and pressures, women gained
160 seats among the 1,451 members of the Emergency Loya Jirga, a tribal
council held in June 2002. The UN Mission in Afghanistan included a
gender adviser and the interim government established a ministry of
women’s affairs. These steps taken in Afghanistan were largely a replica
of the Timor-Leste and Cambodian cases. Yet much remains to be learned
from women’s experiences in Timor-Leste and Cambodia, particularly
from the challenges caused by the incoherent introduction of international human rights standards and the lack of consolidation with national and local judicial structures; the fact that political and economic
liberalization was not accompanied by protection of vulnerable groups,
including women and children; and the weak capacity of the state apparatus, which resulted in heavy reliance on civil society organizations for
social service delivery.
Furthermore, the establishment of gender units in peacekeeping missions or national political architecture, although intended to enhance
gender equality in international and national decision-making processes,
may in fact marginalize the issues related to women and children by creating a weak agency without adequate authority, capacity and expertise,
but which alleviates the responsibility of all other relevant institutions to
take the needs of women and children into account within their mandates and activities. Thus bureaucratic institutionalization of gender issues is not a solution in itself and supplementary measures need to be
explored, including mandatory and regular “gender audits” involving
budgetary, personnel and operational performance reviews from a gender
perspective and recruitment of a gender specialist in a senior position in
every department of UN missions and interim/post-conflict governments.
The donor community bears the responsibility for translating token policies of women’s empowerment and gender equality into institutional and
programmatic arrangements to make tangible impact. However, such initiatives also require local and national ownership, thereby synthesizing
universal human rights standards and the principle of gender equality
with local and national norms and processes.
On the part of the United Nations, its approaches to post-conflict institutional reforms have generally been ad hoc, inconsistent and incoherent.
To address this gap, some policy-makers long ago proposed “justice packages” for peace operations,71 which focus on the establishment of a
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f unctioning criminal justice system as a crucial priority if the gains of a
peacekeeping operation are to be consolidated and a relapse into conflict
avoided. No viable government or social order could be built without
them, according to the advocates of justice packages, while there will be
situations where only the United Nations is capable of delivering them.72
On the other hand, the portability of justice packages should be designed
in relation to the existing customary and national legal/normative frameworks. The unilateral introduction of international standards, even for a
transitional period, may create more confusion, inaccessibility of legal
proceedings and a tendency to revert to customary practices for more
speedy resolutions of conflict, as the cases of Timor-Leste and Cambodia
have demonstrated.
In terms of gender-specific challenges of international human rights
frameworks, a normative gap remains in the treatment of domestic violence in international human rights instruments. While sexual violence is
now recognized in the statute of the International Criminal Court as a
war crime and crime against humanity, domestic violence is not distinctively recognized per se as prosecutable under international criminal
law.73 As a result, the definition of domestic violence in national criminal
justice systems remains ambiguous in many countries, including TimorLeste and Cambodia. While UNTAET recognized the increase of domestic violence as a societal issue, its response in January 2002 to launch a
nationwide advocacy campaign against domestic violence fell short of fulfilling a need for relevant legislation.74 On the other hand, the Viennabased UN Commission for Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice issued
a resolution in 1997 to enhance gender equality in the area of criminal
justice systems, which was approved by the General Assembly in December. This resolution and its annex provide guidance on a wide range of
issues, including criminal procedures, police powers, sentencing and corrections and victim support and assistance.75 They should be considered
for implementation in UN transitional administrations.76
The promotion of governance, including democratization, transparency,
accountability and civil society development, requires a regional and
international approach. In Cambodia many of the trafficked children
came from southern Viet Nam. Despite local and international efforts to
rescue and repatriate them, Vietnamese children were repeatedly sold
into the sex industry. Such regional, illicit trade often pre-dates peace
processes, as UNTAC failed to engage and disarm the Khmer Rouge
partly because of the involvement of Thai military in illegal mining and
logging in the Khmer Rouge-controlled border areas. Hence the early engagement of neighbouring countries from peace negotiations onwards is
crucial for the prevention of trafficking in women and children. Similarly,
much of Timor-Leste’s reconciliation and reconstruction has depended
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on relations with Indonesia, particularly West Timor. International involvement in peacebuilding thus needs to develop regional and international approaches that take into account the political, legal, social and
economic development of neighbouring countries.
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5
Frontline peacebuilding: Women’s
reconstruction initiatives in Burundi
Rose M. Kadende-Kaiser

Burundi signed a peace accord on 29 August 2000, two months before the
UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1325 on women, peace and security. Burundi is among the 185 countries that are signatories to the Con
vention to End All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW),
thus committing the government to a gender-sensitive approach to peace
and security. This represents a radical shift from the way politics was conducted during the five-year peace talks in Arusha, Tanzania, that denied
women’s right to equal participation.1 But despite this act of political exclusion, women were able to carve out a space for themselves, and took
part in what I define in this chapter as “frontline peacebuilding”.
Throughout the conflict that started in October 1993, women assumed
a leadership role in their communities. Not only did they organize to
bring former neighbours displaced by the war back together, but they
were also able to develop the skills needed for engaging their male counterparts during the Arusha peace talks that culminated in the peace
agreement signed in August 2000. With the support of several key mediators and the international community, particularly the UN Development
Fund for Women (UNIFEM, now known as UN Women), women were
given a chance to take part in the Arusha negotiations as observers. Together, the participants in the peace talks sought to achieve an end to the
war and recognition of the importance of power sharing, not only between all key political parties but also between men and women.2
This chapter explores women’s approaches to peace activism at the
grassroots as well as the highest level of political engagement. In BuDefying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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rundi, women initiated community-based activities that provided a safe
space for honest dialogue across the ethnic divide. In their neighbourhoods, villages and even camps for refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs), women were able to express among themselves feelings of
hurt and accounts of gruesome experiences, which opened doors for empathy, forgiveness, healing and reconciliation. Those who participated as
observers during the Arusha peace talks had their voices heard and ensured that the final agreement accommodated women’s recommendations. In a country torn apart by endemic ethnic violence, undermining
the importance of women’s participation and contributions to peacebuilding at both levels would have left out key ingredients for durable
peace.
This chapter is based on analysis of primary sources, including one-onone interviews and focus group discussions with more than a dozen organized women’s groups in post-conflict Burundi.3 Initial interviews with
individual women and focus groups were conducted in 1998. Follow-up
research was carried out in June and July 2000, following a workshop
in Burundi’s capital, Bujumbura, funded by the US Institute of Peace
(USIP) and organized to highlight women’s approaches to conflict management.4 Secondary source data obtained through desk research provided the framework for understanding women’s roles in peacebuilding
in Burundi and beyond. I have kept in contact with many of the women
who participated in the 2000 workshop; some of them, as well as others
whom I met during the time I returned to Burundi to work in 2009 and
2010, remain actively involved in efforts aimed at fostering post-conflict
community cohesion and reconstruction.
The first section of the chapter highlights the many ways women become victims of violent conflict and their relevance to the case of women
in Burundi in the aftermath of the civil war that started in 1993. The next
section explores key motivators for peace activism in violent conflict. The
bulk of the analysis, however, is reserved for exploring women’s peacebuilding initiatives in post-conflict Burundi. Case studies of two Burundi
women’s groups that proactively sought an end to ethnic animosities in
their communities by developing activities aimed at mutual support, forgiveness, healing and reconciliation are presented. The third case study
analyses the challenges and importance of women’s participation in the
Arusha peace talks, and concludes that final peace agreements are incomplete if they exclude the voice of women.
This chapter does not intend to highlight all the roles that women
played during the war in Burundi. Indeed, many women and children
joined the war effort and fought in the army and militias. Many girls were
forced to fight as child soldiers, while others were forced to provide for
and sustain male relatives who served in the army or had joined “militias”.
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While these roles are critical to a full appreciation of the ramifications
of the ethnic conflict in Burundi and are discussed briefly in the following
section, this chapter focuses primarily on women’s peace and post-conflict
reconstruction initiatives. Experiences of women who were instrumental
in the creation of various women’s groups for peace provide the necessary data for a deeper understanding of the gendered nature of reconstruction and frontline peacebuilding in Burundi.

War victimization
Women and girls suffer greatly during war and its aftermath. They are
victims of rape, forced to work as servants to militias and often left to
care for the wounded, orphans and the elderly. Armed groups from all
sides of the Burundian ethnic conflict repeatedly subjected women and
girls to violent atrocities that included rape and other physical and psychological abuses. Many rape victims became pregnant and were forced
to bear a new generation, ostracized in their communities and serving as
a constant reminder to the rape victim of the identity of the rapist. This
kept the trauma of violence fresh in the minds of many rape victims. A
2007 report by Amnesty International provides a detailed account of
rape prevalence in Burundi, including testimonies from victims. On average, 25 women were raped per week during a three-year period between
2004 and 2006. In addition to feelings of shame and ostracism in their
communities, victims require psychosocial and medical services that are
not readily available, especially for adult women who fear reprisal should
they take a public stance against the rapist. Rape also contributed greatly
to the spread of the deadly HIV that causes AIDS. According to Amnesty International, “the threat of rape often forced families to sleep
away from their homes at night. Certain categories of women, including
women living alone, widows, internally displaced women and refugee
women, were particularly vulnerable. Other women were targeted as they
searched for firewood or water.”5 Rape has far-reaching consequences,
causing ill health, alienation and dislocation of women and families in
both war and peacetime.
The war forced many families to seek refuge in IDP and refugee camps
and put a heavy burden on them due to the loss of loved ones killed
prior to or at the time of displacement, material loss including land and
other assets, and physical and psychological injuries. By 2003, 10 years
after the war had started, 44 per cent of households in camps were under
the responsibility of a female head.6 Men had died, disappeared or were
directly involved in the fighting and therefore gone from home during
most of the war. The increased number of female heads of households in
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Burundi is an indication of the greater loss of male lives in wartime, leading to a prevalence of widows in the country.7 When men’s traditional
roles as heads of household, providers and protectors of the family could
no longer be fulfilled, women had to step in to protect surviving members
of their families. Many of these women were traumatized and unprepared
for these new responsibilities. Recognizing the gendered nature of displacement, several studies have explored experiences of and coping
mechanisms employed by IDPs.8

Abuse and health risks in refugee camps
Those in refugee camps were exposed to new challenges and different
forms of abuse committed against them by male relatives, other men in
the camps and, at times, local authorities. While in times of “peace”9
women are also subjected to different forms of violence, in wartime the
situation is even worse.10 Women and girls suffered from gender-based
violence, including rape, health and food insecurity, and other deprivation. In some cases men prevented women from gaining direct access to
humanitarian aid. Human Rights Watch confirms that “when Burundi
women fled the internal conflict there, they expected to find safety and
protection in the refugee camps. Instead, they simply escaped one type of
violence in Burundi to face other forms of abuse in the refugee camps in
Tanzania.”11 Violence and attacks also target those in IDP camps, as the
International Committee of the Red Cross reports.12 Often men assumed
domination, undermining women’s search and felt need for safety, provision and protection.
In addition to gender-based violence, women in camps lacked access to
basic sanitation and healthcare services. Refugee International laments
the deplorable conditions in the camps for the “250,000 Burundians . . .
displaced from their homes in Bujumbura Rural Province”.13 The refugees lacked proper housing, clean and sufficient water and latrines, resulting in the contamination of new camps by human waste and an increased
risk of diarrhoea, dysentery and cholera. Due to poor harvests, landmines
and continuing insecurity in the country, food security was unachievable
in the camps.14
Some women who fled in search of safe havens moved in with relatives,
a choice that on the surface seems preferable. However, as one member
of the local organization United Against Hunger noted, those hosted by
relatives were often “packed in tiny rooms, with a mother forced to share
a room with older boys and girls as well as small children . . . In some
cases, family members have to take turns sleeping, as they cannot fit in
the one room dedicated to them by their host.”15 So staying with a host
family is not necessarily a viable option for many displaced families. In
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addition to health risks resulting from lack of basic means of survival,
lack of sleep leads to fatigue and general ill health among IDPs without
adequate shelter.16

Women’s access to land and job insecurity
Customary laws in Burundi restrict women’s rights to land and property
ownership. As a result, women constitute the largest number of victims of
unresolved land grievances. Women are often chased away from their
husbands’ ancestral property by male and female in-laws after their husbands have been killed or disappeared, even if they are legally entitled to
the property. Women’s access to land and property remains the greatest
challenge for displaced populations, as it does for the government of Burundi. Lack of access to land has a direct impact on economic security as
well as the physical and psychological welfare of the family.
Due to inflation in the country, wages have become so insignificant that
even most civil servants can no longer rely solely on their monthly salaries, which are barely enough to cover two weeks of living expenses. Parents are constantly in search of additional sources of income, working
long hours or in multiple jobs in an effort to supplement their meagre
revenues and ensure the survival of their children. In a country where
resources have become scarce, the displaced population had limited opportunities for competition on the job market. The World Food Programme and the UNHCR (Office of the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees), along with several non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
provided food assistance to these vulnerable communities to enable them
to survive critical periods of deprivation.

Changes in social and professional status
Life in refuge leads to changes in family roles and professional status for
women. Even with adequate education, many are unable to find appropriate employment in their areas of competence in the refugee or IDP
camps. Table 5.1, created by Sabine Sabimbona, a Burundian lawyer,
widow and active member of the Collective of Women’s Associations and
NGOs of Burundi (CAFOB), illustrates the effects of the war on 100 displaced women in Burundi.17
The greatest impact was felt by farmers and those who made handicrafts. As many had no other skills that would enable them to survive and
remain active in camps, they ended up joining those who prior to the war
had no occupation. The number of those with no occupation grew from
1.6 per cent before the war to 30.5 per cent in camps during the war.
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Table 5.1 Distribution of 100 displaced women aged 15 and above according to
current professional activity in camps and before the crisis
Activity
Farming
Handicrafts
Public employee
Private employee
No occupation

In camps

Before the crisis

61.4
0.6
0.9
0.5
30.5

87.3
1.0
0.9
0.5
1.6

 estroying hopes for a better future, unemployment was one of the facD
tors leading to increased frustration and anger, keeping the trauma of
war alive in the minds of those in camps. Unemployed men also tended
to be more violent.

Peace activists, peace movements and frontline
peacebuilding
This research builds on current studies on peace movements and “frontline”18 peacebuilding that seek to challenge assumptions that women are
passive beneficiaries of peace efforts, rather than active agents of peace.
It places Burundi women’s peace activism in the context of other organized women’s groups that have used non-violent means to bring about
necessary change.19 Peace movements are led by men and women concerned with the immediate and long-term effects of war. These activists
are influenced, as Ho-Won Jeong notes, by “a variety of traditions, motivated by a range of concerns and guided by diverse strategies”.20 They
operate at the highest level of political establishments, as well as at the
grassroots. Among them are physicians who raise public awareness of the
dangers of nuclear war by warning of its medical consequences; politicians who work for the legislation of disarmament and arms control; artists who express a moral voice for peace and the environment; scientists
who question the wisdom of new weapons; and many others who contribute to the public outcry against violence and oppression in large or small
ways.21 They also include grassroots women’s groups which employ moral
persuasion and other subtle but effective methods that lead to conflict
transformation and create the foundation for sustainable peace.
As social phenomena, peace movements benefit from the support of
“ordinary people who nurture ideas, initiatives and motivation for peace
as well as a commitment to the prevention of war or the abolition of the
war system”.22 Women emerge from ordinary circumstances, but as a result of war they are able to reach extraordinary achievements on the
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peace front. In small and big ways, women have been able to carve out a
niche for themselves as they build the foundation for durable peace.23

Burundi women’s political activism
Organized Burundi women’s groups did not emerge from a strong tradition of political activism, with the necessary skills and capacity to operate
as free and independent political agents. In post-colonial Burundi in the
early 1990s, L’Union de la Femme Burundaise (UFB – Burundi Women’s
Union) was the only umbrella organization that mobilized for women’s
political participation and networking. Prior to the 1990s, UFB members worked alongside the Union for National Progress (UPRONA), the
single political party in power from the late 1950s until the democratic
elections of June 1993 that brought the Front for Democracy in Burundi
to power. UFB was formed to encourage and engage women in national
policy-making and to support UPRONA through grassroots civic education.
The assassination of the democratically elected president, Mechior
Ndadaye, by renegade members of the army in October 1993 triggered
a civil war that lasted over a decade, killing more than 300,000 people.
The Conseil National pour la Défense de la Démocratie-Forces pour la
Défense de la Démocratie (CNDD-FDD) is the party in power today,
following a mediated agreement between major political parties that participated in the Arusha peace talks in 1998–2000.24 The peace agreement
resulted in all parties calling upon their members and supporters to stop
the fighting, and power sharing between most of the active political parties. Democratic elections in 2005 brought Pierre Nkurunziza of CNDDFDD to power for a five-year term. During the period between the 2005
and June 2010 elections, widespread violence had generally stopped across
most of the country.25 However, women and children continued to face
sporadic acts of violence following the contested 2010 elections. A positive outcome of the war was the emergence of a new wave of women
peacemakers who were eager to play an active role in community rebuilding and national reconstruction.
Empathy towards the tragedies of others was a major driving force for
women leaders, who developed initiatives aimed at supporting widows,
orphans and youth at risk, often irrespective of their ethnic backgrounds.
These grassroots initiatives focused on humanitarian aid, self-help and
dialogue. They opened doors that enabled women from one group to
reach out to those from another. Fundraising efforts enabled them to buy
and distribute food items, blankets and clothing, and to rebuild schools
and homes that were destroyed during the war. Active membership in
women’s associations protected many from the isolating experience of
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loss and ensuing traumas of violence. It also helped them to focus on
healing and enhanced their ability and willingness to move on as they
contributed to productive efforts aimed at rebuilding their lives and communities.26
Organizations also formed on the basis of interpersonal affinity and regional identity. For example, some groups found it more practical to look
after the needs of the displaced in their home town or village. Hence the
women of Gatumba joined together to improve the living conditions of
all the people who took refuge in Gatumba after 1993. The Association
des Femmes de Kinama (Association of Women from Kinama), the Association des Femmes de Rusaka (Association of Women from Rusaka),
Dufashanye Kinindo (Let’s Help One Another Kinindo) and the Union
des Femmes pour le Developpement de la Province Ngozi (Women
United for the Development of Ngozi Province) were all geographically
oriented. They were concerned about the welfare of people in a particular region of the country or a specific neighbourhood of the capital city.27
These and a number of other newer associations offering mutual support
and post-conflict community development are still active today.
Others aim to support a vulnerable or at-risk group, including the Association des Veuves du Burundi (Association of Burundi Widows), Appui aux filles descolarisees, concerned with supporting girls and young
women who dropped out of school, the Association of Women Heads of
Households and the Society for Women and AIDS in Africa Burundi. A
common denominator for all these is that they target a particular dis
advantaged group and seek resources for improving living conditions for
that group. There are others that are committed to direct peace and development efforts – the names they chose for their organizations reflect
this commitment. These include the Association de Femmes Eprises de
Paix (Association of Women Dedicated to Peace), Association des
Femmes Burundaises pour la Paix (Association of Burundi Women for
Peace) and Femmes pour la Paix, l’Equite et le Developpement (Women
for Peace, Equality and Development). New organizations continue to
form. The Women Allies Peacebuilders Network is one of the newer
groups: its aim is to create “better coordination in regards to civil society
initiatives related to the advocacy and monitoring of peace and security
issues, specifically UNSCR 1325 and 1820”.28
Most of these associations are affiliated with the Collectif des Associations et ONGs Féminines du Burundi (CAFOB), whose membership was
estimated at 52 in 2007. It was formed after the civil war began in 1993,
to address the needs of women and children in post-conflict Burundi.
CAFOB started with only seven members in 1994 and rapidly grew to
serve as the main umbrella women’s organization in the country. It coordinates the activities of all registered members and is the major national
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women’s organization in charge of monitoring and lobbying on behalf of
women as it contributes to grassroots peacebuilding and reconstruction
initiatives. As Sabine Sabimbona noted in reference to the raison d’être
of CAFOB, women were “convinced that they would be stronger if
united”.29 CAFOB also lobbied for women’s participation in the formal
peace process in Arusha. The umbrella organization engaged Burundi
politicians and other mediators in the peace process and was officially
recognized for the important role it played in peacebuilding. A major
achievement of this lobbying was women’s appointment to official roles
in the transitional and the democratically elected governments.

Frontline peacebuilding in Burundi
Victimization has not stopped women from active involvement in peace
efforts at the grassroots level and in seeking a voice at the highest level
of political engagement during the Arusha peace talks. This section examines the strategic roles of these two levels of involvement in the movement towards peace and reconciliation in Burundi. Conscious of the
impact the war continues to have on them, and of the important role they
need to play in post-conflict reconstruction, women organized themselves
and developed initiatives aimed at community survival and national healing. In a 23 October 2002 statement to the UN Security Council, Burundi
parliament member Sabine Sabimbona said that women’s associations
representing different groups united for peace at a time when men were
hostages of “ethnic ghettos”.30 Feedback from attendees at the USIPfunded workshop in 2000 revealed that elite, educated, urban women
tended to be the most visible activists, linking local organizations with the
international communities through fundraising activities, training workshops and peacebuilding conferences. There were also poor but visionary
displaced women who formed their own associations independently from
urban elites. However, they tended to focus most of their energy on
survival rather than broader political participation. The forces that most
effectively strengthen the peacebuilding and reconstruction efforts will
have to cut across not only ethnic but also class differences.
This wave of post-conflict women’s activism is driven by two categories
of women. The first group includes women at the front line, working hard
to improve living conditions of survivors and their families, seeking resources needed for self-help and at times risking their lives to ensure that
war does not erode the common thread that, prior to the war, held communities together. I place the grassroots women’s initiatives and political
activists who participated in and contributed to the Arusha peace agreement in this first group. These are the peace activists without whom the
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face of post-conflict Burundi would look quite different today. The second category comprises those who believe that peace can only be
achieved through the presence of deterrent force or waging war. Thus
some women have joined the army or police force, or are working alongside the “rebel” and militia groups, seeking to restore peace and stability
often through violent means. The focus of the rest of the chapter is on efforts made by the first category, who contributed to grassroots peacebuilding using subtle, non-violent but effective means to restore trust and
build community clusters committed to non-violence, dialogue and reconciliation.

Mobilizing for peace and survival
At the grassroots level, women developed productive activities that contributed to the survival of their families and communities. These are
women who, prior to joining the peace movement, primarily lived in IDP
or refugee camps or with relatives, but maintained a feeling of isolation
that held them hostage to the trauma of loss and violence they had experienced prior to forced displacement. Having lost trust in communal life,
many were reluctant to join community-based organizations. However,
they soon discovered that joining others with similar problems gave them
opportunities to share experiences of war and trauma of violence and rediscover a sense of community among war victims. Hence several organ
izations were born, and membership was dominated by IDP and returning
refugee women. Women’s initiatives included identifying and joining
other families in safe havens, as a way of preventing the temptation to
respond to violence through retaliation. In these communities, women organized themselves and developed cooperative farming or basket weaving, engaged in music, dance and informal peace discussions and shared
resources and ideas. They developed income-generating activities such as
keeping a vegetable garden, animal husbandry or arts and crafts production and sale.
Despite many limitations, women have a great capacity for survival.
Women’s groups that formed in post-conflict Burundi exhibited strong
resilience and a shared commitment to active involvement in peacebuilding. Women were aware that real peace (or “positive peace”) could not
be achieved without their direct involvement and without taking into account their interests and needs. As one woman interviewed during field
research in July 2000 stated: “Recognizing the level of suffering that the
war has brought to us widows and orphans should be a precondition for
engaging in genuine peace talks.”31
Several women political activists were resolute in their decision to
take part in formal peace negotiations, recognizing that women have an
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equal stake in the outcome of the political processes that would bring an
end to the war and pave the way for lasting peace.32 Those who participated in the Arusha peace talks also had opportunities to attend conflict
transformation conferences and training workshops that built their capacity for negotiation and peacebuilding and enabled them to be better
equipped for active participation in the talks. One of the three case studies below discusses the role and achievements of women during these
peace talks.

The experiences of Duhozanye and Gatumba women’s associations
This subsection looks at three women’s groups which contributed to
grassroots peacebuilding and made an impact on the peace process in
Burundi. First, I discuss the efforts of Gatumba women’s groups through
an analysis of interviews conducted with 21 group leaders. The Collective of Gatumba Women’s Associations (GWA) represents mainly elementary school teachers and educators who sought to provide educational
opportunities to youth affected by the civil war. Second, I reflect on
the initiatives of Duhozanye, an organization founded by an officer of
the Women’s Peace Center, a project of Search for Common Ground
(SCG), a Washington-based organization with an office in Bujumbura,
Burundi. SCG developed or supported various grassroots peace initiatives around the country and influenced some staff members to develop
and implement other peace projects on their own. Duhozanye worked
both in the capital city, Bujumbura, and in the north of the country in
the province of Kayanza. It was instrumental in renewing hope by facilitating peaceful cross-ethnic interactions and bridging a gap that had
been reinforced by inter-ethnic violence in the country. Third, this sub
section examines women’s search for full participation in the Arusha
peace talks.
These organized women’s groups were part of the frontline peace
movement. They engaged in successful activities that contributed to the
physical, psychological and economic welfare of their members and surrounding communities. Many groups included Hutu and Tutsi women
who joined with the intention of reaching out to the “other” or maintaining bonds that had existed before the outbreak of the war. Duhozanye
and another association called Twishakira Amahoro (All We Want is
Peace), which brought together residents of two ethnically segregated
neighbourhoods of Musaga-Busoro, both on the southern outskirts of the
capital city, gained national recognition for their successful efforts in
bridging the ethnic gap. Duhozanye and the GWA, which I discuss in detail, express the importance of informal peace initiatives led by grassroots
women’s groups in the country. The all-party observers at the negotiation
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table represent the partial success of these grassroots groups at influencing the formal peace process.
Case 1: Standing up for children: Key motivation for inclusive peace in
Gatumba
Building on Sara Ruddick’s Maternal Thinking,33 this discussion examines the extent to which women’s activism is focused on the welfare of
children in wartime. The GWA sought to prevent further deterioration of
the living conditions of children growing up amid insecurity. Does this
mean that women – and mothers in particular – are more interested in
children’s security and well-being than men? In Maternal Thinking, Ruddick suggests that socialization processes, rather than innate qualities, influence men’s and women’s knowledge of and interests in war or peace.
She concludes that women are not any more peaceloving than men. However, in the case of Burundi, as one woman explained:
In situations of scarcity, men tend to leave the house and disappear so that they
do not have to face the anguish of having nothing to offer starving children.
Mothers will stay around, trying to figure out what to do. Thus, women tend to
stay closer to their children and will not run away even during times of extreme scarcity. They are there with the children regardless of whether or not
they have something to offer. Women are always home with children.34

The story of a Congolese member of the GWA, who fled violence in
her home town of Bukavu in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo
and took refuge in Gatumba, seems like déjà vu, indeed a clear caricature
of displacement as it applies to women in most troubled parts in the
world. Her story exhibits bravery, empathy and activism. She was able to
relieve pain and suffering along the journey to an unknown destination
as she became a refugee in Burundi. In response to my question as to
why women have been more willing to engage in grassroots peace activism than men, she said that women “suffer more than men during wartime”. As I enquired more about what she meant by this, she explained:
When we fled from Zaire [Democratic Republic of the Congo], for example,
you know we also had conflict in Zaire, it was very difficult for us. You know us
women, you have to think about how to carry all the children, may be four of
them or five, you start looking for your husband and can’t find him, you don’t
know where he went. You, as the mother, are left on your own to take the children when you flee. It is very difficult. I know from my own case that it was
very difficult and I was lucky because when I left, we were going towards
Bubembe. I was carrying a basket with powdered milk and a little bit of cooking oil. And I remembered to bring a small pot along with a cooking spoon. I
wanted to make sure that as soon as I got there [somewhere safe], my children
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wouldn’t die from hunger. When I arrived there, these were so useful, and I was
able to help so many other people, who were able to borrow my plate and pot.
When I ran into someone with a stomach ache, I was able to give him/ her a
little bit of milk and they would feel better. When a kid was so hungry that she
couldn’t walk anymore, I would prepare a little milk and would give it to her
and they were able to keep moving. This is why it is so difficult for women because they can’t leave children behind. They are always passionate about their
children.35

This testimony demonstrates that the main motivating factors behind
her acts of charity were empathy and a concern for the welfare and survival of children fleeing from eastern Congo to Burundi, across the western border. Many Burundi children are orphans (udupfuvyi),36 after
having lost one or both parents. The war and the HIV/AIDS pandemic
have forced thousands of children on to the streets, and their number is
continuously on the rise. The fortunate ones, few in number, have been
adopted by extended families with sufficient resources to meet their basic
needs. Women’s activists for children’s rights and welfare recognized that
“attending school is the only hope for a better future for these children”.37 Otherwise, they turn to robbery:
They are heading down the wrong path. They spend all day roaming the streets,
playing in the dirt, you look at them and feel sorry for them and then you ask
yourself, what can I do to help? The task is overwhelming. There are too many
of them, they spend the night in public bars, or out in the open. We need help
so that we can teach them at least basic literacy.38

Women also feared that without prospects for a brighter future for
these children, peace and security will continue to be in jeopardy in the
country.
Organized teachers of the Gatumba district sought to educate displaced children despite the lack of adequate schools in the new location.
Schools have either been destroyed or were non-existent to begin with.
Therefore, until teachers and school administrators were able to secure
financial support to fix schools or build new ones, professional careers
could be halted. The women of Gatumba were proactive in seeking outside funding to keep the only school in their new location open after it
was destroyed during the war. As one woman explained:
we have approached the United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF] and they
have helped, by providing free notebooks for children whose parents were the
most dispossessed and this has helped a lot. This past year, we were only able
to secure funds to support those who have nothing; those who cannot even
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a fford to buy their own clothes and walk around in rags. But there are many
others who cannot afford educational materials.39

For the principal, who called herself the “director of the school that
everyone is lamenting, a school built out of sticks and worn-out tents”,
the challenge was twofold.40 First, the state of the school was deplorable.
The materials used for reconstruction were the cheapest available on the
market, and were non-durable and wore out within a year. Some of the
walls were made of thin wood and branches woven together to build
classrooms. The principal took it as her responsibility, every summer, to
raise resources needed to fix dilapidated structures.
The principal also had to manage public relations concerns with parents of children ready to enrol in first grade at a school where space and
capacity were already greatly overstretched. As the existing classrooms
were inadequate for those already registered, she had a moral dilemma,
wondering whether it would be more strategic to fix existing rooms before admitting a new cohort of students. The alternative would be to admit new students and leave everyone to deal with an inadequate learning
environment.
While school principals are usually respected members of their communities, heading a school for displaced populations in post-conflict Burundi was not an enviable position to be in. Tension between her and
parents who placed unrealistic expectations on her was almost unavoid
able. Parents wanted their children registered regardless of the circumstances. At the time of the interview in summer 2000, the school had 12
“classrooms”, mostly unfinished – some lacking a wall, others with a halfcovered roof. Approximately 1,050 children had registered for the six levels of elementary school. With the support of most of her teachers, who
were committed to taking part in fundraising meetings for the school,
and by raising public awareness about the needs of children in Gatumba,
the principal was hopeful.
What does peace mean for the GWA? Genuine (or positive) peace
generally encompasses the absence of organized and unorganized violence, including wife battering, rape, child abuse and street killings. Many
studies that now seek to draw a distinction between positive and negative
peace indicate that indirect violence, repression and other conditions that
reduce people’s quality of life, freedom of choice and fulfilment need to
be eliminated before positive peace can be achieved.41 For the Gatumba
women, positive peace would mean that children are being raised in families and parents or guardians have the necessary means to support their
children’s education. This would result in better safety for children, as
they would spend less time on the streets, where they are often at risk of
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abuse, and more time gaining the skills and knowledge that prepare them
for a brighter future as adults.
Women do not limit their expectations to the achievement of formal
peace accords and ceasefire agreements. Women’s interests look deeper
into the fundamentals of human rights, focusing on the combination of
negative and positive peace. Having experienced direct and indirect violence, psychological trauma or human and material losses incurred during
the civil war, women understood all too well that meeting basic needs
and bridging various fault-lines cutting across ethnic, regional or political
affiliations were not only the most practical ways to peace, but also secured their very survival. This is not to say, however, that women were
the only ones concerned with peace or the only victims of war. Men did
suffer greatly, and some were forced to take proactive roles in war simply
because of their traditional roles as family heads and protectors. In fact,
if we agree with Sara Ruddick, we realize that the dominant understanding of war and peace, which remains dichotomous and split along gender
lines, is problematic. If “a boy is not born, but rather becomes, a soldier”,
then the practice of violence in men is a learned process. To go to war,
men (and women) have to learn to “control fears and domestic longings”.42 Examining women’s roles throughout the conflict, and their dominant coping mechanisms during the transition period, one comes to the
conclusion that women’s roles in conflict and peacebuilding were greatly
influenced by their positions as mothers and family caretakers. The majority of the Hutu and Tutsi women with whom the author interacted
longed for peace and did not take a proactive role in support of war efforts after its outbreak in 1993. They simply lacked the capacity to control the war’s outcomes.
For the women of Gatumba, peace meant that they were able to sleep
comfortably without being woken up by night shootings in the neighbourhood or surrounding communities. As one woman explained, “if they
could spend a couple of nights sleeping through the night, then things
were getting better”. But they were not complacent about the renewed
sense of security. In fact, many attributed recent progress towards “peace”
to the fact that the army was always around, guarding the area against
potential attacks. For them, having “quiet nights” in their neighbourhood
was a first step towards the attainment of peace. However, positive peace,
which refers to “the absence of indirect and structural violence”, was still
absent in much of the country. For the GWA, positive peace also meant
addressing the needs of IDPs and returning refugees whose land had
been misappropriated. Representatives of the GWA expressed the hope
that eventually a national action plan will take into account the needs of
these two groups of displaced populations.
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While a ceasefire is often a precondition for productive peace talks,
many women viewed the ceasefire as only a step towards a broader goal,
increased safety for all, as well as the establishment of a fair and just system that would give displaced populations access to their property once
they returned to their original homes. Although the majority of those
who fled to Gatumba were Hutu, individual associations were sometimes
ethnically mixed or serving Hutu, Tutsi and ethnically mixed children in
the schools. The GWA did succeed in serving the children of the three
communities at the local school, bringing humanitarian support to orphans and children whose parents were most destitute, regardless of their
ethnic background or social status as either locals, IDPs or returning refugees. A ceasefire alone only leads to negative peace. It is a crucial first
step to bringing an end to violent killings. If implemented successfully, it
opens up doors for positive peace, expressed through the achievement of
fundamental human rights and access to basic education, food and healthcare for all, including returning refugees and IDPs. The GWA’s activities
aimed at healing the wounds of war by supporting orphans, widows and
local authority efforts to minimize violence in the community. Their ultimate goal was to achieve positive peace.
Peace built on a strong foundation yields the eradication of extreme
poverty, and respect for private property and the rule of law. This would
effectively prevent ubusuma (robbery), so prevalent in Gatumba that
night shootings were often committed by robbers rather than rebels or
the army. Through the rule of law it would be possible to combat robberies on people’s farms effectively so that farmers would no longer be targets of killings. Peace would also mean that people could return to their
original homes and regain access to their property instead of being forced
to move to other locations assigned to them by the same local governmental authorities that lacked the will or capacity to return individual
property to its legal owner.
For a Rwandan member of the GWA, a holistic approach to peacebuilding will also reserve room for spiritual healing, a belief in and fear
of God and respect for God’s creation. To her, peace could be achieved
“if people truly feared God and saw every human being as sacred”. Finally, peace requires “true leadership exhibited in the manners in which
those who are involved in the Arusha peace process will stop looking
after their own self-interests and start addressing the needs of the poor
who are among the worst victims of the current conflict”.43
Case 2: Duhozanye and mutual empathy in peacebuilding
The organization Duhozanye was started by an officer at the SCG
Women’s Peace Center, who recognized the divisive effects of the war on
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natives of her home region of Kayanza, in the north of the country. She
decided to invite Hutu and Tutsi women who were natives of Kayanza
and resided in the capital city to discuss possibilities of forming a joint
association. The reaction was positive from all who attended the initial
meeting. As the women organized discussion groups and developed peace
and fundraising activities, they determined that their efforts would have a
stronger impact if they involved relatives in the rural areas who had been
forced to move away as a result of the ethnic conflict. They organized an
initial visit to their home village and challenged parents and relatives to
follow their example. Their ultimate goal was for Hutu and Tutsi of that
particular region of the country, in rural and urban areas, to recognize
that both groups had suffered atrocities at the hands of the “other” group.
Duhozanye, which means “let’s console one another”, was founded on
this recognition of the “other’s pain”. Its mission was to help its members
engage in trauma healing and reconciliation processes through grassroots
development initiatives. Most of the activities were conducted on local
farms, where Hutu and Tutsi women met and grew various farm produce
as they shared stories about their losses, pain and suffering. Women were
able to discuss their concerns as they took part in creating a shared space,
open and accepting of cross-ethnic support.
Under direct guidance and support from the Women’s Peace Center,
and as a major programme of SCG, Duhozanye became part of a genuine
women’s movement that would be successful in renewing peaceful ties
across the ethnic lines for all its members. Its efforts were duplicated in
other parts of the country. In Bwambarangwe, in Kirundo province across
the Rwandan border, for example, regional subcommittees of women’s
associations decided to implement a series of initiatives aimed at welcoming back displaced members of their communities who resided miles
away. With logistical and material support from the Women’s Peace
Center and local authorities, they initiated an official visit to the IDP
camp, carrying with them a message of peace, unity, forgiveness and reconciliation. Representatives of the women’s groups expressed regret over
what had happened since 1993. They also made it clear that, for the most
part, women had no say in how the war had been carried out. As one
woman stated, “we are here to ask for your forgiveness, to express our
love for you. We miss you. Living by ourselves has not been good for us.
We have thought hard about the current situation and have decided to
come and ask for your forgiveness. We want to live together again.”
Throughout the speeches delivered by women’s representatives on the
day of the visit, the message of forgiveness prevailed. Indeed, if it were
up to the women, one could imagine a peaceful return of all the displaced
of this particular location to their original homes. But we know that other
factors, including the overall political situation in the rest of the country,

Women’s reconstruction initiatives in Burundi  135

affected the overall implementation of the women’s will for and interest
in restoring peace. The war moved around as the army followed rebel
groups across the country. As long as the government was unable to control violent attacks committed by rebel groups and the army, the success
of peace initiatives by the civilian population remained superficial at best.
Nonetheless, one can hope that the wider the range of people who join
this grassroots peace movement, the higher the chance of eventually
reaching a peaceful settlement of the Burundi conflict as elected officials
learn to represent the interests of their constituents.
Indeed, Duhozanye (and other women’s groups supported by the
Women Peace Center around the country) would not have been possible
had local government authorities, as well as male partners in the family
and the community, not cooperated to ensure a successful and wellcoordinated visit between the rural and urban groups and women from
the village and those in IDP camps. Coordination and cooperation between all interested parties are essential in successful implementation of
peace initiatives.
Although Duhozanye and its partners in the north of the country cannot prevent violence initiated by non-members, they have created trust
and hope that could be emulated by the future generations whose parents remain committed to peaceful inter-ethnic communication. Once
people were actively involved in these associations, the discourse shifted
from a focus on the victim/self and perpetrator/other frame of mind to
the recognition that both groups were victims and needed healing. Recognition that not all members of one’s group were innocent and did indeed commit atrocious acts against the other was part of a process that
enabled the innocent “other” to engage in healing and forgiveness. It is a
conscious act that recognizes that many members of the other group
were also victims.
The initiator of Duhozanye said that as groups came together and
openly shared their thoughts and feelings the outcome was “beautiful”,
as Hutu and Tutsi, children and adults alike, recognized and appreciated
the importance and symbolism behind inclusiveness. Members made a
conscious decision to join Duhozanye, knowing what it represented. As
they joined, they brought their families along, contributing to the reinforcement of the peace movement across ethnic and intergenerational
lines. Indeed, if the movement towards peace is to be sustained, the need
for a new generation of Burundians committed to preserving a culture of
peace is essential – while the opposite would be suicidal.
Case 3: Mobilizing for political inclusion: The Arusha Peace Accord
Formal and informal meetings between the major warring factions took
place during most years of the conflict: some were held in Burundi, while
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others were held in countries including Gabon, South Africa, Tanzania
and Italy.44 All these meetings aimed at bringing most, if not all, the conflict parties to the negotiation table. Mediation strategically targeted various groups at different times in the process. The ultimate goal was to
involve Burundians in developing mechanisms for non-violent conflict
transformation and reach an agreement regarding the way forward. Such
an agreement would restore the rule of law in Burundi.
Despite this goal of political inclusiveness, the formal peace process
failed to encourage participation of non-formal actors, the level at which
the majority of women operate. Yet as war and catastrophes are gendered
phenomena, an inclusive analysis of war and peace actors needs to account for men’s and women’s roles. Building a “house of peace”45 requires mutual support and cooperation between parties involved in such
an effort at the grassroots, mid-range and top levels of leadership.
Women’s voices and open participation were ignored throughout much
of the peace talks that eventually led to the agreement signed in August
2000. As women were not leaders of any political party, their inclusion
did not seem to be anyone’s priority.
For almost three years women tirelessly lobbied for inclusion in and
active contribution to the peace process. Their efforts were manifested in
different arenas. At a conference held in Addis Ababa in November 1997
on “Best Practices in Peace Consolidation and Non-violent Methods of
Conflict Resolution”, the six Burundi women’s representatives shared
their concerns regarding the impact of the economic embargo imposed
by regional countries on the civilian population in Burundi with other
female participants, among them former Ugandan vice-president Speciosa Kazibwe and minister of women’s affairs in Rwanda Aloisea Inyumba. Although the sanctions were not removed until January 1999, the
crucial role played by women in facilitating this cross-national discussion
on the plight of Burundians as a result of the embargo could not be
ignored.
This was part of the initial efforts marking many women’s unwavering
commitment to peace and reconstruction as they sought to be heard at
the highest levels of political involvement. With firm encouragement from
former South African president Nelson Mandela, the Mwalimu Nyerere
Foundation and UNIFEM, women had the opportunity to attend the AllParty Conference that took place on 17–20 July 2000 in Arusha, Tanzania.
This conference gave the participants the opportunity to discuss the impact the war had had on women in general, and determine how they
could benefit from the peace process and the role they could play during
this process.46
Many men were reluctant to allow women to participate during the
early phases of the negotiations. Indeed, as Imelda Nzirorera, then in-
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terim director of the Center for the Promotion of Human Rights and
Genocide Prevention, explained, “from the beginning on, men were not
pleased with our presence. They would say, ‘we do not understand why
you need to be here. You should be at home. Peace is a men’s issue.’ ”47
Eventually women were allowed to attend as observers, with no right to
take part in formal discussions.
Although only included as observers in the talks, without becoming
signatories to the Arusha Peace Accord, women were able to make written contributions on crucial issues that were debated in formal meetings,
leading to the drafting of the peace agreement that was signed on 28
August 2000. It is important to note that many of the recommendations
women made in their capacity as observers were included in the final
document. This was possible despite many factors that hindered progress
for women’s peace initiatives, including insufficient material support to
such efforts; underrepresentation in decision-making; feminization of
poverty; the weight of tradition, which undermines women’s roles; overall
low levels of education (70 per cent of Burundian women are illiterate);
and a lack of solidarity expressed by many men.
Nonetheless, as Swanee Hunt and Cristina Posa argue, women are crucial to inclusive security: “Every effort to bridge divides, even if unsuccessful, has value, both in lessons learned and links to be built on later.
Local actors with crucial experience resolving conflicts, organizing political movements, managing relief efforts, or working with military forces
bring that experience into ongoing peace processes.”48 As Hunt and Posa
conclude, “We can ignore women’s work as peacemakers, or we can harness its full force across a wide range of activities relevant to the security
sphere: bridging the divide between groups in conflict, influencing local
security forces, collaborating with international organizations, and seeking political office.”49 It would indeed be remiss to ignore Burundi
women’s contributions to peacebuilding and reconstruction. Despite all
attempts at political exclusion, women found ways to create spaces for
themselves, and to make their voices heard. They made conscious efforts to renew relationships at the community level, and were involved in
cross-national and international lobbying.

Conclusion
This chapter demonstrates how women’s grassroots efforts contributed to
peacebuilding at local and national levels through the peace process. Productive activities were fostered by a realization that the sole reliance on
male relatives for peace and security does not guarantee women’s and
families’ survival. The Burundian women’s peace movement operates in a
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fragile post-conflict environment characterized by a number of obstacles
that stand in the way of durable peace and security, including the lack of
basic means of survival for many war victims due to economic pressures;
inflation and limited sustained productivity among those who have not
returned to their original homes since the war started in 1993; loss of
years of schooling and productivity by youth at risk; and continued political instability.
This movement therefore needs to be strengthened through continuous
efforts at the local, national and international levels. Support at the three
levels would enhance the capacity of women peace activists and their
constituents on both sides of the ethnic divide to reach a level of maturity and a sense of security that a genuine peace movement deserves.
Women’s experiences of extreme deprivation and physical and psychological abuse, as well as forced relocation during periods of violent
conflict, explain why it is in their best interest to support a peaceful settlement of differences and seek an end to war. Burundi women took a
proactive role searching for peace in the one arena where they are least
considered to be a threat – the grassroots level. Women’s survival was
dependent on their creative abilities to form coalitions across ethnic lines,
driven by the fact that they played a critical role in family survival. Thus
they turned their misfortunes and victimization into opportunities for
strengthening the women’s peace movement, which needs to be supported at all levels to create a lasting impact in Burundi and the entire
Great Lakes region.
Despite the trauma of war and violence, women were less inclined than
men to resort to destructive measures, including violent retaliation. Instead, many devised practical approaches to survival, contributing (albeit
informally) to peacebuilding. Many of the women’s associations were
formed by those who decided to focus on reclaiming their own sense of
identity, reviving dormant skills and engaging in a number of activities
that were conducive to personal healing and economic productivity. As
peaceful responses to structures of oppression and violence, these associations sought productive means of survival in the hope that the war
would soon end. There was a need among many to change their mindset,
focusing less on individual traumas (kwiyibagiza amagorwa babonye, ivyo
baciyemwo kuko benshi usanga ari impunzi or “forcing oneself to forget
one’s traumas, what one has been through because as you know most of
them are refugees”) and needs due to loss of human lives and material
possessions (kugirango barabe ko bokwiyibagiza ubukene bwabo or “so
that they can force themselves to focus less on extreme poverty”). Women
decided to come together to identify ways in which they could best
support each other. Culturally sensitive trauma healing, forgiveness and
reconciliation programmes proved to be very helpful and need to be de-
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veloped and strengthened at all levels in similar situations, from the
grassroots to the top level of political leadership, to ensure that people
are not trapped in a cycle of hatred and violence. Some women at the
grassroots demonstrated that they were gifted with an innate quality of
forgiveness. Mutual support was necessary at many different levels. For
some, a search for internal peace and a sense of commonality away from
the isolating experiences of war motivated their decision to join organized groups. For others, associations served as forums for information exchange, enabling women to place their personal tragedies within broader
contexts while seeking mutual support. As one woman said, the association became the new context in which women could explore creative
ways to ensure their survival and create a new sense of stability in a very
unstable environment. They simply wanted to improve their living conditions and move on.
Women did not wait for safety and security to be assured before they
engaged in these activities. This chapter therefore credits the women at
the forefront of the peace efforts, specifically those who risked their lives
and were involved in filling a void and communicating across ethnic lines
at a time when the country had devolved into separate ethnic camps for
Hutu and Tutsi. The survival strategies employed by Burundi women
were often so subtle that even well-intentioned and informed practitioners and academics may have failed to recognize their critical role in
peacebuilding. Women’s creative, practical and non-violent approaches to
peacebuilding enabled them to focus less on “victimization” and more
on survival and reconstruction initiatives, which strengthened women’s
capacity as effective peace players. Frontline women’s peace activism and
reconstruction efforts are often the only hope in post-conflict societies
where governments are unwilling or unable to address issues that are
critical to the survival of women, their children and society overall.
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Women and children in the
post-Cold War Balkans:
Concerns and responses
Constantine P. Danopoulos, Konstantinos S. Skandalis
and Zlatko Isakovic

The wars that accompanied the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia
caused a plethora of traumatic and long-lasting economic, social, physical
and psychological disruptions for its citizens and often those of neighbouring societies. Although the physical damage may become less visible
with the passage of time, the psychological, mental and societal wounds
are much harder to heal. While no segment of society or age group escaped the trauma, women and children are the most severely affected.
Yet the two groups are not affected the same way: as Nadine Puechguirbal asserts, if we are to “have a better picture of the social and political
flux within societies”, we need to “change language and talk about gender perspectives instead of using fossilized categories like women-andchildren”.1 During the wars and their aftermath the burden of caring for
children and the elderly rested increasingly on the shoulders of women.
Decreasing budgets and reduced government spending on social needs
compound the problem. These tasks and responsibilities rarely disappear
with the end of the fighting, and in some cases can even intensify. Displacement, rape, unwanted pregnancies and other forms of violence during these wars are compounded by psychological trauma, community and
spousal rejection, economic hardships, prostitution and discrimination
that follow the termination of the fighting. Chris Corrin speaks for many
when she describes the Kosovo situation: “women tend to make up the
majority of targeted civilian casualties of war but are not just victims of
war, as their contributions and commitment to peace and reconstruction
testify”.2
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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Krishna Kumar’s conclusions are remarkably similar: “civil wars profoundly affect women’s personal well-being, their status and role in the
family, their access to economic resources, their political participation
and their attitudes and perceptions”.3 Puechguirbal concurs, stating that
“women have access to resources, but if they do not have control over
these resources, they remain dependent”.4 Julie A. Mertus is even more
direct, asserting that in wartime women are likely to “suffer more from
human rights violations than men will”.5
Although different, war-related damages to children are equally pervasive and arguably emotionally more lasting. Children are more vulnerable, and the sight of combat, loss of parents, lack of adequate nutrition
and removal from schools lead to devastating physical, developmental
and psychological consequences. In a report entitled “We the Children”,
UNICEF recognizes the immediate and long-term deleterious legacies of
pre- and post-war economic, social and psychological difficulties for children:
There are stages in life when children are capable of growing by leaps and
bounds – physically, intellectually and emotionally. They are also particularly
vulnerable at these stages to risks that lead to stunted growth, failed learning,
trauma or death. If a child’s cycle of growth and development is interrupted,
this often becomes a lifelong handicap.6

The report makes clear that “children are the most severely affected”.
Poverty and other war-related hardships strike “at the very roots of their
potential for development – their growing minds and bodies”.7
International and indigenous non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
and UN-related relief agencies are cognizant of the vulnerability of
women and children in war-torn environments and design their intervention strategies accordingly. The well-known and highly experienced NGO
activist Andrew S. Natsios identifies five general sets of humanitarian situations that are likely to stimulate relief organizations to intervene: deterioration or collapse of state authority; widespread abuses generated by
ethnic or religious conflict; severe food shortage; economic collapse; and
mass population dislocation of people looking for food or seeking to escape violence and death.8 The world economic crisis that arose in 2008 is
likely to intensify the plight of war-affected women and children.
The violent disintegration of Yugoslavia, coupled with a parallel economic collapse and international isolation, brought untold and ongoing
hardships on the citizens of that troubled land. As in other fratricidal and
inter-state conflicts, women and children bore and continue to bear the
brunt of the legacy of ethnic cleansing and the Bosnian (1992–1995) and
Kosovo (1999) wars that followed. Of over 1.5 million refugees and inter-
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nally displaced persons (IDPs), well over half were women and children.
World public opinion was exposed to pictures and stories depicting ethnic cleansing, concentration camps, rape, forced pregnancies, hunger, torture and other forms of violence, touching Yugoslav people of both sexes
and all ages and ethnic or religious background. To many NGOs and UNrelated relief agencies the situation in Yugoslavia displayed the criteria
for humanitarian intervention identified by Natsios, and they eventually
moved to alleviate the plight of the affected.
Even though the fighting has stopped and a modicum of uneasy peace
has returned to the Yugoslav successor states, the suffering has not ended,
despite the efforts of international and newly formed indigenous NGOs
and other relief agencies. Thousands are still displaced, poverty is pervasive and the emotional and psychological wounds have yet to heal. As
during the fighting, women and children continue to bear the brunt of the
pain and misery in the post-war environment. This chapter will identify,
explore and analyse the problems facing women and children since the
guns fell silent in the former Yugoslavia. It also assesses the record and
performance of local and international NGOs and other relief agencies.
A brief look at the Yugoslav conflict and its victims helps us understand
the nature and magnitude of the problems facing women and children, as
well as assess the performance of relief-providing organizations since the
fighting formally ended.9

Yugoslavia’s violent disintegration
The creation of the People’s Republic of Yugoslavia, later renamed the
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), by Marshal Josip Broz
Tito and his victorious communist partisans came on the heels of the Second World War and a failed inter-war attempt at south Slav unity. The
SFRY was a religiously, ethnically and culturally diverse entity held together by the force of Tito’s personality as well as the unique neutralist
posture it maintained in the Cold War environment. American aid, coupled with freedom of movement and access to Western markets and financial capital, enabled Yugoslav citizens to enjoy considerable economic
prosperity and social and cultural freedom.
Tito’s edifice consisted of six republics (Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia,
Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Slovenia) and two autonomous
regions within Serbia (Kosovo and Vojvodina). Ethnicity anchored on religious background formed the basis of ethnic group identity. The cumbersome collective/rotating presidency Tito established and his death in
1980 left a leadership vacuum, with no one institution or individual with
sufficient authority to tackle the country’s mounting problems. By the
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late 1980s, as the federal government began withering away, authorities
at the republic level filled the void. The parallel relaxation of Cold War
tensions affected the Yugoslav landscape. The weakening of the Soviet
Union eclipsed the threat that served as a catalyst of unity among the
republics following the 1948 Tito-Stalin split. Similar considerations prevailed on American policy-makers to downgrade the importance of Yugoslavia to Western security calculations. Washington was too preoccupied
with the Gulf War, and the European Union (EU) proved unable or unwilling to help check the thickening clouds of ethnic nationalism among
Yugoslavia’s constituent republics.
Yugoslavia came unglued when Slovenia bolted from the federation in
1991, followed by Croatia soon after. The Serb government, dominated
by Slobodan Milošević, made only a token effort to prevent Slovenia’s
secession. The short but destructive war that followed Croatia’s secession
in 1991 generated thousands of refugees and IDPs, and accompanying
atrocities. An uneasy ceasefire left most territorial disputes intact, and the
two countries fought a second round in 1995, resulting in additional expulsions, including 250,000 Serbs expelled from Krajina by Croatia.
Bosnia was an even more difficult matter. Burgeoning ethnic nationalism destroyed initial efforts by the three groups (Croats, Serbs and Muslims) to work out a power-sharing agreement. The three-year war that
followed caused more casualties and generated more refugees and human suffering than the Serbo-Croatian wars. The war in Bosnia turned
ethnic cleansing into a household term throughout the world. The 1995
Dayton Accords brought an uneasy peace to Bosnia and the rest of
former Yugoslavia. It called for the refugees and IDPs to return home.
Although some heeded the advice, many did not. It is estimated that by
the end of 1996 “more than one million Bosnian refugees and displaced
persons remained [and remain] in other parts of former Yugoslavia or
elsewhere in Europe”.10
The Dayton Accords did not end the Yugoslav drama, however; the
Kosovo problem simmered and blew up in 1999. The mass exodus of Kosovar Albanians, partly as a result of the NATO bombing that followed,
created more suffering and additional refugees and IDPs. With the
United Nations taking administrative control of Kosovo, the majority
of the refugees returned to their destroyed homes. However, almost the
entire Serb population of the province – about 200,000 people – were
displaced and joined other IDPs in rump-Yugoslavia, with virtually no
prospect of return. After formal fighting stopped, secessionist tendencies
in the area still simmered, raising the possibility of still more refugees
and IDPs.
UN relief agencies and American, European and other international
NGOs sought to assist the nearly 5 million refugees and IDPs generated
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by the various stages of the conflict in Yugoslavia. Although there are no
official statistics, Mertus cites what she considers reliable data and asserts
that “women and children were disproportionately affected by the displacements. As in most refugee and displaced populations, an estimated
80 per cent of the displaced population were women and children; over
half of the families had at least one pregnant or nursing woman.”11
Although somewhat late in coming, the response of international humanitarian organizations was considerable. At the height of the Bosnia
war more than 300 NGOs and UN organizations had offices in Sarajevo
and other major cities. UNICEF, Médecins Sans Frontières, Care, the Red
Cross and a variety of other international humanitarian organizations
moved in to provide food, medical care and other forms of assistance to
the needy. Some attempted to help with long-term needs, such as psychological trauma, education, fostering economic opportunity and helping
establish indigenous NGOs and civil society in the post-war environment.
Despite enormous structural, cultural, economic and other difficulties,
their efforts made a difference to the lives of those affected, especially
the most vulnerable: women and children.
Yet the role of NGOs and UN agencies in helping to create a civil society capable of addressing the needs of women and children in the Yugoslav successor states in the post-war period appears to have been limited.
UNICEF reported in 2000 that in post-war Yugoslavia “women have remained unsafe even in the sanctuary of their own homes”. The same document concludes that children and young people are equally “affected as
direct victims or witnesses of violence”, unemployment, drug abuse, trafficking and other forms of organized crime.12 Despite the fact that the
more visible effects have dissipated, the psychological and emotional dramas linger on. What is the nature of the problems facing women and children in post-war Yugoslavia, and what explains the inability of NGOs to
build sustainable structures to deal with these problems?

Women in the post-war environment
Even though the guns are now silent, social and economic conditions in
some Yugoslav successor states are appalling, with no prospects for immediate improvement. The majority of IDPs ended up in Serbia, BosniaHerzegovina, Montenegro and Croatia. Slovenia was largely unaffected.
It is estimated that about half of IDPs and refugees still live with relatives or in dilapidated and cramped government-provided quarters. This
is especially true of those who ended up in Serbia and Montenegro. More
than two-thirds of them are women and children. A sample of official and
other statistics paints a bleak picture. Compared to a decade earlier, in
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1999 the former Republic of Yugoslavia’s (FRY) GDP was only half its
previous size, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia’s (FYROM)13
was 71 per cent and Croatia’s 77.5 per cent. Bosnia-Herzegovina reported
that in 2000 the per capita GDP “stood at only $1,000, which was approximately half of the pre-war level”.14 Only Slovenia posted a gain of
7.5 per cent during the same period. Official unemployment data provide
little comfort, either: in 1997 the registered unemployment rate for the
FRY stood at 26 per cent and in Croatia and FYROM 18 and 42 per
cent, respectively. Unofficial statistics indicate much higher rates of unemployment: in Bosnia and Kosovo it was estimated to be close to 70 per
cent. UNICEF documents that “over 60 per cent of the population of
FRY was estimated to be living below the poverty line and in Croatia the
figure was some 20 per cent”. The report concludes that “increasing poverty and falling incomes have pushed many people into the burgeoning
black or informal economy for survival. Many have emigrated, adding to
the brain drain.”15
Interviews with on-the-ground observers Monika Kleck and Nila
Kapor-Stanulovic confirm the dismal state of affairs. Kleck reports that
“there are many families without any income [and] living, health, nutrition and other conditions are absolutely poor”. Kapor-Stanulovic concurs: “unemployment, uncertainty for the future and the breakdown of
the social and health insurance systems” have a devastating effect on the
population. Those employed in the burgeoning black market – and there
are many – have virtually no rights at all.16
Women and children are severely affected by the economic slump and
its implications. Data indicate that employment conditions for women
have deteriorated in the last decade. In their work Kapor-Stanulovic and
David report that in the FRY women’s average income is 20 – 40 per cent
lower than that of men. Moreover, 50 – 60 per cent of all unemployed persons are women.17 Many of these are widows or single mothers who have
shouldered the exclusive responsibility of caring for their children and
often their parents or in-laws. Ian Smillie’s work lends further support to
these observations:
Gender is an especially important area of concern. Women may have been protected from violence in some emergencies, but in many they have been targeted and in most the burden for children and for the care and feeding of their
families has increased.18

Yet a host of societal and cultural considerations work against needy
women. Citing a report by the UN Commission on the Status of Women,
Mertus feels that “affected women face discrimination in access to relief
supplies and are included in only token numbers in decision-making hu-
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manitarian work”.19 A US State Department human rights country report on Bosnia finds evidence that “women have been discriminated
against in the workplace in favor of demobilized soldiers”.20 A report by
the Swedish-based Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation points to a gender bias
in Kosovo, especially in rural areas.21 Similar situations prevail in Serbia,
FYROM and Croatia.
In addition to economic and employment-related problems, women
face equally devastating psychological, social and family problems. During the various Yugoslav wars, soldiers engaged in systematic and widespread rape of women of rival ethnic backgrounds, involving thousands
of Muslim, Croat, Kosovar and Serb women. Although the exact number
of victims may never be known due to lack of reliable data, an estimated
20,000 –70,000 women endured sexual assault during the Bosnian and
other wars. Raping women appeared to be a deliberate part of the war
strategy, with the aim of ethnic cleansing. According to the United Nations, ethnic cleansing is a deliberate and coordinated attempt to render
“an area ethnically homogeneous by using force or intimidation to remove persons of given groups from the area”.22
In traditional patriarchal societies in the Balkans, rape and impregnation of women of rival ethnic groups are believed to produce future soldiers who would carry on the ultra-nationalist dream of domination, since
the child’s nationality is derived from its father. Todd A. Salzman encapsulates this deeply held cultural myth as follows:
In the Balkan patriarchal society, the family name passes on through the male,
regardless of religion or ethnicity. Even though biologically the child shares an
equal amount of genetic material from the male and female, this does not overcome the sense that a child born from rape by a Serb will always be considered
Serbian.23

Despite the fact that the Serb side was widely blamed as the perpetrators of sexual violence against women, Salzman further notes that “the
Serbs were not the only group who accept this myth” and other Yugoslav
ethnic groups are guilty of similar acts.24
The same traditional masculine considerations hamper women’s social
and psychological status long after the war is over. Two broad groups
have been observed among affected women of all ethnic groups in postwar Yugoslavia. Fearful of shame, dishonour and stigmatization, an unknown but presumed large group of raped women chose not to share
their ordeal with family or friends, or seek professional counselling. The
majority of women in this group are those who did not become pregnant
or terminated the pregnancy without their family or community ever
finding out. Salzman points out that “All these factors tend to dissuade
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women from talking about their experiences with friends as well as seeking psychological counselling.”25 Reporting on the situation in Kosovo,
Kvinna till Kvinna found that “due to fear of being evicted from families,
women are very reluctant to come forward even when they need psychological help due to the consequences of the rapes”.26 But psychological
and other research shows that lack of openness and sharing of traumatic
experiences “hamper[s] the ability to heal emotionally, physically and
psychologically”.27 Women with untreated traumas experience difficulty
in employment as well as in community and personal relationships.
The second group consists of women whose experience with sexual
violence is known to the community. Their burdens are similar to those
afflicting the first group, but in some respects are more pronounced.
Balkan patriarchal attitudes tend not to perceive raped women as innocent victims. This creates an environment of suspicion that “stigmatize[s]
rape survivors rather than rapists”. As Sharlach argues, “When a woman’s
honor is tarnished through rape, the ethnic group is also dishonored. To
restore its honor, the ethnic group may ostracize or expel the raped girl
or woman.”28 Kvinna till Kvinna found that Kosovar women who were
encouraged to talk to the press about their ordeal faced condemnation
upon their return home. The report is disarmingly clear:
It was worse for women who had visible wounds and bruises and immediately
got a microphone in the face with questions as to whether she had been raped.
As the refugees returned to Kosovo, so did the silence about the raped women.
Incidents started to be reported about women having been thrown out by their
families.29

Lisa Sharlach refers to this treatment as “the second rape”,30 and feels
that it further complicates rehabilitation efforts. Increased prostitution
and trafficking of women for the purpose of sexual exploitation are but a
few of the undesirable consequences. Moreover, the arrival of UN peacekeeping soldiers led to an increase in the number of brothels in Kosovo,
as happened earlier in Bosnia.
These developments and cultural/societal attitudes impact negatively
on family relationships, leading to increased divorce and domestic violence. Azza Karam argues that “The existence of violence has been associated with increasing levels of violence in the society as a whole and this
sometimes translates into increasing incidence of domestic violence.”31
Yugoslavia’s experience supports her point. Citing interview data, Salzman argues that “one of the recurring concerns is that if [raped women’s]
husbands found out about the rape, [they] would not take them back or
they may be violently abused, or in some cases killed”. He notes that the
Helsinki-based International Federation for Human Rights reported in
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2000 that about 30 per cent of women in Bosnia were victims of domestic
violence. Such attitudes and practices appear to plague the Muslim, Orthodox and Catholic communities of the former Yugoslavia.32 Sharlach is
correct when she asserts that rape causes “serious physical and/or mental
injury to the survivor and [can] destroy the morale of her family and ethnic community. Rape is difficult to prove, there is no corpse left as evidence and war crimes tribunals and domestic courts seldom prosecute
soldiers for rape.”33 Mertus adds that in the former Yugoslavia “legal prohibitions and cultural mores often constrain women from reporting sexual violence or from receiving the assistance needed”.34
Violence and war created space for ultra-nationalistic and socially conservative views to reassert themselves. The rise of religion added to the
androgenic Balkan milieu. Such attitudes continue to be dominant in the
post-war environment. Yugoslav women, who had made steady civil, political and social gains in the pre-1990 era, now find themselves on the
sidelines. Their political influence and power have declined, and with
them the ability to influence policy-making. This is particularly true in
rural areas. The loss is reflected in the absence of women from decisionmaking positions.35 The US State Department report on human rights in
Bosnia agrees with Mertus’s assessment that few women hold positions
of responsibility.36 Croatian women work in low-level and low-paying
jobs and are first to be laid off when employers seek ways to reduce payroll expenses.37 Kvinna till Kvinna is equally direct, stating that Albanian
Kosovar women are “excluded from the closest circles of decisionmaking”.38 Under the circumstances it is not surprising that “women’s
needs and potential contributions are marginalized, not regarded as a
vital ingredient in all reconstruction processes”.39

Children in the post-war chaos
Children in Yugoslav successor states also feel the after-effects of war.
The severity of the economic crisis has an equally devastating and arguably more profound impact on them, impeding their health, physical and
mental growth, education and safety. A 2001 UNICEF report encapsulated their plight: “the economic collapse was having a profound impact
on both parental and state capacities to provide for children and as a result on the welfare status of children”.40 Indicators abound. Infant (one
year of age and younger) mortality per 1,000 live births in 1997 stood at
16.3 in FYROM, 14.3 in the FRY and 8.2 in Croatia. At 35 per 1,000, Kosovo had the highest infant mortality rate in Europe.
Even though official data indicate that over 95 per cent of children attend primary school, the situation on the ground is less rosy.41 Monika
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Kleck provides eyewitness testimony, reporting that severe shortage of
books, structurally unsafe buildings and other problems keep many children, especially girls and Roma children, away from school. The situation
in Kosovo has improved since the UN force moved in and managed to
bring calm to the territory. Most Kosovar Albanians have returned to
their homes, schools are once again functioning and medical and other
services have returned to a state of normalcy. Yet the psychological and
social effects of the war on women and children linger on.
Ethnic background, gender and patriarchal cultural traits appear to
play a role as well. Girls and children of Roma background post much
higher non-attendance and dropout rates. For example, evidence indicates that nearly all Roma children attending Croatian schools drop out
by the eighth grade. The dropout rate for girls in Kosovo is 34 per cent.42
While there are no reliable data, it appears that the percentage of girls
removed from school by their parents was lower before the war. Corrin
lists four factors that explain the unusually high dropout rates among
girls: “Security – fear of being attacked or raped; poverty – boys are
chosen above girls who are useful to work at home or on land;
unwillingness – often girls did not want to go because of a lack of encouragement at home or school; age – reflecting the fear girls in their late
teens will be too old to find marriage partners.”43
Ethnically based segregation and discrimination are also a problem,
particularly in Bosnia’s complex ethnic tapestry. The US State Department’s human rights report on that country is both troubling and revealing: students in minority areas frequently face a hostile environment in
schools that do not provide an ethnically neutral setting. At times minority children are barred from attending school. Students of different ethnic
groups may share the school building, but attend class on different floors
or use the same facility in shifts without ever actually interacting with
other students or teachers of a different ethnic group.44
Displaced, maimed and disabled children and those of non-dominant
(minority) ethnic groups are having an even more difficult time. Albanian
Kosovar youngsters who were used as child soldiers during the Kosovo
conflict and their Roma counterparts engaged by the Serbian paramilitaries are equally affected. A UNICEF report on Yugoslavia states that
“as at end-April 2000, there were 218,129 IDPs registered [in FRY], of
which 81,894 were children”. The report continues that this “in absolute
terms is the largest such population in any European country”, and points
to the “profound effect on society, public services and the national economy that is likely to endure for years to come”. Citing research data, the
document states that such experiences have devastating and long-term
consequences on the children themselves: “of those exposed to severe
war trauma, 62% exhibited symptoms of mental suffering and 35% were
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in need of professional psychiatric support. None have had normal
lives.”45 Unexploded mines have claimed the lives or limbs of many children. For example, in Bosnia since the end of the war “nearly 17,000 children were killed, 35,000 wounded and over 1,800 permanently disabled”.
In war-torn countries in the area, including Bosnia, “social services for
children are in extremely low supply. Children with disabilities lack sufficient medical care and educational opportunities.”46
Children born as a result of rape/forced impregnation are the worst hit.
Although there are no statistics on the number of such children, circumstantial evidence indicates that there are several thousand scattered
across various parts of former Yugoslavia, especially Kosovo, Bosnia and
Croatia. Owing to the view that the father’s ethnic background determines the child’s ethnic identity, these children are in dire straits. They
are discriminated because of their perceived ethnic status and carry the
stigma associated with rape by a male of a hostile ethnic group. It is hard
to know how many of these youngsters have ended up in orphanages or
are roaming the streets of various communities. These children have the
dubious distinction of not being wanted by their natural mothers, who in
a desperate effort to be accepted by society disown the flesh of their
flesh. The future of these unwanted, if not despised, children is in doubt
and very little is known about their situation.

Relief efforts: A balance sheet
Evaluating the effectiveness of relief agencies and NGOs in post-war Yugoslavia is neither easy nor judgement-free. If one sticks to the data and
the unsolved problems affecting women and children, an observer is led
to the inevitable conclusion that the relief effort has been a colossal failure. The many ills afflicting women and children in Yugoslav successor
states, years after the guns have fallen silent, provide ample ammunition
to support an unflattering view regarding the performance of relief organizations. One could also postulate that these problems would have
been a lot worse had it not been for the relief efforts of international and
local NGOs and UN agencies. UNICEF, the Red Cross and Red Crescent, Médecins Sans Frontières and many intergovernmental organizations and international NGOs provided food, medical and other types of
much-needed aid and technical assistance. While some help came from
Muslim countries like Saudi Arabia, the bulk of the funding as well as
relief-providing organizations came from the United Nations, the European Union, the United States and a number of other countries.
Centres for abused women were set up in Sarajevo, Brcko and other
Bosnian towns to provide psychological and other much-needed
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 ssistance. Their number has declined in recent years due to financial difa
ficulties and seeming lack of urgency, but many are still functioning today.
The same can be reported in Kosovo. In other words, the relief effort had
both successes and failures. The truth lies somewhere in the middle and
the performance and effectiveness of these organizations are mixed, containing both successes and failures. This section identifies and analyses
the achievements and shortcomings of relief organizations in the postYugoslav context.
As pictures of famished and haggard people made the nightly news in
the early part of 1992, a plethora of international NGOs and UN relief
agencies stepped in to provide food, medical care and other types of help
to thousands of refugees and IDPs. Only when they got to the ground did
the relief organizations realize the enormity of the crisis and the challenges facing them. Despite much experience and ample warning, “the
international community was unprepared” for the Kosovo face of the Yugoslav tragedy.47 Although somewhat tardy and lacking in coordination,
the response became substantial and concerted when the Bosnia conflict
became full blown. A similar pattern occurred later during the Kosovo
crisis. A multitude of NGO volunteers fed and comforted numerous hungry and suffering women and children, as well as men. Help ranged from
milk to medical and psychological care. It is estimated that more than
4,000 lives were saved during the height of the Yugoslav crisis thanks to
the relief provided by Médecins Sans Frontières, Caritas, UNICEF and a
host of other UN-connected agencies and NGOs. The same was true in
Kosovo, when about 1,000 Kosovar refugees were flown to and accommodated in different parts of the world, including distant Australia. And
although not every child’s life was saved and not every woman’s psychological and other needs were met, the fact remains that despite the magnitude of the task, relief organizations provided much-needed help at a
very critical moment. One can only speculate how many lives were saved
by the heroic efforts of NGO volunteers from around the world.
Much has occurred since NATO intervened in mid-1999 to reverse ethnic cleansing in Kosovo, Yugoslavia’s last war. Kosovo has achieved independence, Slovenia became a full-fledged EU member and Montenegro
peacefully left the federation with Serbia in 2006. Once-recalcitrant Serbia has taken steps to refurbish its image and cooperated with the international community to bring to justice some of those accused of gross
human rights violations, such as Milošević and, more recently, Ratko
Mladić. Progress can be noticed on the economic front as well. Although
badly trailing EU members, Serbia’s per capita GDP reached nearly
$11,000 in 2010. Montenegro’s is a bit less and FYROM came close to
$9,500. Wealthier republics like Croatia and Slovenia have done even
better: the former’s GDP stands at $17,700 and the latter’s at $28,400.
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With $6,600 and $2,500 respectively, Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo lag
behind and still depend on international handouts.
Despite improvement, unemployment and infant mortality remain
stubbornly high. In 2009, for example, infant mortality in FYROM stood
at 17 per cent, in Serbia 14 per cent, Montenegro 10 per cent and Croatia
8 per cent. The latest data (2010) show that nearly 20 per cent of Serbs,
18 per cent of Croats, 33 per cent of FYROM citizens and 27 per cent of
those living in Bosnia-Herzegovina were unemployed. The percentage
of those living below the poverty line has followed a similar trajectory.
The last available data (2007–2008) showed that 17 per cent of Croats,
29 per cent of FYROM’s citizens, 25 per cent of inhabitants of BosniaHerzegovina and 35 per cent of Kosovars had difficulty obtaining enough
food and other essentials. There are signs that the ongoing world economic crisis has worsened the situation. Citing survey data, Mark Baskin
and Paula Pickering report that “throughout the successor states, citizens
identify unemployment as the most important problem facing their countries. Poverty and corruption vie for second place.”48
Yet even though fighting has formally ended and there are signs of
economic improvement, the post-war situation for women and children
remains critical. In a 2009 report, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) stated that “well over 800,000 refugees
and IDPs were still seeking durable solutions by returning home”.49 It is
in the post-war arena that the performance of NGOs and other relief
agencies falls short. Shortage of funds and critical humanitarian needs in
the Congo and other parts of Africa, Afghanistan and other trouble-spots
caused a large number of relief organizations to pull out of Bosnia, Kosovo and other war-torn parts of former Yugoslavia shortly after the guns
went silent. Although with reduced budgets, UNICEF and other UN
agencies remain and continue to provide services, while many American
and fewer EU-based NGOs pulled out. Severe needs elsewhere led to the
removal and reassignment of the most experienced staff, even among
those NGOs that decided to stay. In our interview and correspondence
Kapor-Stanulovic observed: “The effectiveness of NGOs [still operating
in former Yugoslavia] has been low due to limited budgets and lack of
experienced staff.” She also reports that “UNHCR programs have been
of high quality, but do not target women and children specifically, rather
they serve the refugees in general.” The experiences of the other interviewee, Kleck, are almost identical. In other words, relief organizations
receive fairly high marks when it comes to delivering immediate, emergency help, but seem not to do as well in ameliorating problems once the
fighting is over.
Without a doubt, lack of funding, pressing needs elsewhere and personnel shortages are important contributing factors, as is the eclipse of the
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pressure generated by international news coverage. These elements only
tell a small part of the story, however. Unlike emergency assistance, longterm effectiveness depends on the “capacity-building” success/failure of
relief organizations. According to Sue Lautze and John Hammock,
“capacity-building is any intervention designed to reinforce or create
strengths upon which communities can draw to offset disaster-related
vulnerability”.50 The development of a civil society and building local
relief capabilities are essential to long-term success. In Smillie’s estimation, “one way to reduce conflict or to regain stability in a postconflict
situation is to strengthen civil society”. However, “support for civil society writ large – clubs, trade unions, NGOs, welfare societies and selfhelp groups – may not do much for democracy unless these organizations
are explicitly committed to their own independence from government,
and more broadly to principles of pluralism, democracy and human
rights”.51
Further elaborating on the crucial role of local capability and civil society, Peter Morgan states that capacity-building “is the ability of individuals, groups, institutions, organizations and societies to identify and meet
development challenges over time . . . It sets the strengthening or development of individual organizations in a much broader framework of sectoral or national efforts to improve development capabilities.”52
To be effective, local organizations must possess “organizational autonomy”. Julie Fisher identifies a number of factors that are key to organizational autonomy: clear and self-conscious organizational commitment to
autonomy; diversified financial support enabling the organization to act
“independently of any single donor, including the government”; welldevelopedgrassroots ties to the community; experienced and well-trained
staff; and strong managerial expertise and strategic knowledge.53
According to Ian Smillie, the ability of international NGOs to help
local capacity-building is anchored on three essential elements: “training,
timing and the capacity of those who would build capacity in others”.
Although important, textbook knowledge cannot substitute for practical
training. In practice, capacity-building “boils down to giving the intended
beneficiary a training program”. Time and timing are equally vital. In
Smillie’s mind, “the most effective kinds of capacity building take time
and short-term efforts applied on a piecemeal basis have limited impact”.
But capacity-building is neither simple nor quick; rather, it is a lengthy
process requiring commitment and may take up to 15–20 years. Finally,
the capacity to build capacity is arguably the single most important limitation. Smillie’s assessment is critical: international NGOs’ “capacity to
build capacity is limited”. A shortage of adequate funding, lack of time
and preparation and a host of other organizational and personal problems involving the field workers themselves are among the contributing
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factors. Relief workers are often “young, overworked, operating in highstress situations, and subject to sudden reassignment, [and] few are
equipped or mandated to gain a deep understanding of communities in
conflict, whether local civil society organizations or NGOs”.54
Andrew Natsios’s assessment is equally revealing. In his mind, relief
organizations “are seriously over committed in coping with demands
placed on them”. Describing the onerous responsibilities and tribulations
of aid workers, he states:
The emotional toll that these emergencies are taking on relief staff cannot be
calculated quantitatively, but it is significant. This has meant that NGOs and
UN organizations are increasingly sending inexperienced staff to the field to
run massive operations that even seasoned managers would find intimidating.
This work is not a nine-to-five, Monday to Friday job.55

Out of necessity or design, NGOs neglect problems of national governance and instead tend to concentrate on village or neighbourhood problems. In so doing, “they produce patches of green in barren landscapes,
patches that are usually small, fragile and usually unconnected to each
other”.56 As a result of the enormous difficulties and lack of the necessary capacity-building mechanisms, NGOs often fail to help empower
local organizations to alleviate the plight of women and children in postconflict environments: “capacity building, or the way it has been managed, has in many cases resulted in the opposite of what was intended”.57
Lack of cooperation on the part of weak and authoritarian governments,
which often view with suspicion local and international NGOs, complicates the situation even more.
The difficulties facing NGOs in delivering long-term relief to women
and children by helping to build the capacity of indigenous organizations
is exemplified by the situation in post-war Yugoslavia. Many international
relief agencies left the scene when the fighting subsided. Those who
stayed appear to prefer cities and not the countryside. Kleck’s observation is instructive: “many NGOs work in the bigger towns and reach
women and children, but not those in the villages”. Funding for psychological work has declined substantially and emphasis is placed on providing micro-credit and other short-term projects, such as hairdressing,
sewing and English lessons. Kapor-Stanulovic asserts that “most NGO
programs have been of limited duration and reach”. In her view, “the
main drawback is total lack of coordination among international NGOs”.
Although valuable, these efforts lack coordination and consideration of
possibilities for success. As Corrin argues, such “piece-meal, short-term
projects cannot substitute for longer-term development plans for offering
support and training to local women”.58
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These and other ills have hampered the ability of international NGOs
to help build local capacity; it may very well be their single most enduring failure. Despite their proliferation, local NGOs seem to be unable or
unwilling to help alleviate the plight of women and children in Bosnia
and other affected parts of former Yugoslavia. Lack of and/or competition for funding and organizational autonomy, weakness in managerial
and other expertise, as well as absence of clear vision and purpose are
some of the ills afflicting local NGOs. For example, the numerous
women’s and other NGOs that mushroomed in Bosnia after 1996 “were
quick to fall into competition with each other, vying for donor attention
and funding. [Many were given] basic project funds for a year, a little
training perhaps and then set adrift in a sea of jargon about sustainability.”59 Biljana Vankovska’s assessment is almost identical: in the former
Yugoslavia, she argues, “civil society manifests an extraordinary proliferation of NGOs and other forms of organization that remind us of the appearance of mushrooms after the rain”. Yet their small size and other
deficiencies force these newly created entities to engage in “grant hunting, mostly from foreign sources”.60 Under the circumstances, “nearly
every women’s NGO in Bosnia today relies on international sources of
support”.61 The authors’ own field research adds credence to these observations.
Besides funding, local NGOs manifest additional impediments in capacity. The majority of them tend to be phantom organizations devoid of
direction and goals. Smillie and Todorovic argue that in Bosnia “few developed out of community spirit and many [operate] without boards of
directors or anything resembling the sort of constituency that Western
NGOs take for granted”.62 Vankovska offers a similar if not more devastating view:
Local NGOs are nothing but “one man/woman shows” created with no intention and/or power to make a real impact on the societal/political sphere. For an
NGO to be [officially recognized], all that is necessary is a relatively good education, English proficiency and an attractive name (usually centered on democracy, peace-building or human rights).63

In addition to indigenous weaknesses, Smillie and Todorovic, Vankovska and other analysts call attention to the lack of capacity of international NGOs and funding organizations. Miroslav Hadzic’s comment is
indicative: “Not the least contribution to the silent and concealed antagonism among the [local] NGOs was provided by the donor foundations
themselves with their lack of clear-cut criteria and support procedures.”64
Finally, inability or unwillingness of local and even international NGOs
to establish and maintain their autonomy from governmental authority
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has impeded their capacity to provide relief to women and children in
post-war zones, especially in male-dominated societies like Yugoslavia. In
traditional patriarchal societies females are often in the background and
a host of cultural and religious norms prompt women not to share or
publicize a problem. In such settings women are also responsible for the
welfare of their children. Revealing a child’s problem indicates irresponsibility on the part of the mother and is looked down upon by the community. Under the circumstances, NGOs are often in the dark as to where
and what the needs are. Again, the evidence is overwhelming. Vankovska
is not alone in her assessment; she argues that the sensitive nature of the
situation in former Yugoslavia prompts many international organizations
to “prefer to work with the consent of host governments”. This usually
involves teaming up with a local NGO. Because of a lack of experience of
civil society organizations in the post-communist Balkans, the “perfect
local partner” tends to be “a phantom NGO, established either by the
ruling regime or by the former supporters of the overthrown dictatorial
regime who have just re-written their CVs and have put on attractive
labels (such as Atlantic Club of . . .)”.65
Civil society and local capabilities have a long distance to travel in
post-war Yugoslavia, and so does relief for the war’s hardest-hit victims:
women and children. Taking their cues from a US Agency for International Development study, Baskin and Pickering recently concluded
that in former Yugoslavia “ordinary citizens remain dissatisfied and even
view local NGOs as promoters of Western agendas and sources of support for opportunistic leaders. Civil societies remain dominated by organizations that promote narrow group interests rather than focusing on
crosscutting problems.”66

Concluding comments: Teach(ing) to fish
This chapter looked at the plight of women and children after the Yugoslav wars and assessed the role of NGOs and UN-related relief agencies
in providing assistance to those affected. Over 20 years, international and
national actors have done outstanding work on integrating women’s and
children’s priorities into post-conflict recovery in the Balkans. However,
the data reveal that the situation of women and children has improved
less than desired, despite efforts of UN agencies, EU and US organizations and local and other relief bodies. The magnitude of the post-conflict
reconstruction in combination with cultural and religious norms and
gender-discriminating practices militate against placing the priorities of
women and children at the forefront of the agenda of international and
local relief organizations. Lack of adequate resources relative to needs,
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high turnover among the largely volunteer and overworked personnel,
and increasing donor demands for expensive and time- and fundconsuming records and unhelpful interference on the part of host governments impede the performance of relief agencies.
As the Balkans case makes clear, the relief agencies are forced to
choose between giving people fish or teaching them to fish. Societal considerations as well as funding and other pressing issues facing NGOs and
UN relief agencies force them to concentrate on immediate and visible
problems at the expense of long-term capacity-building efforts that could
empower the affected to care for themselves and improve their lives. Yet
these agencies provide much-needed relief that saves the lives of those
affected by war and its aftermath. In sum, the findings of this chapter regarding the effectiveness of NGOs and other relief organizations lend
credence to Natsios’s thesis that “even the most charitable assessment
must conclude that their responses have had mixed results”.67
The international and national agencies could improve their effectiveness by concentrating on women’s involvement with mainstream activities in politics, the economy and social life. One example is teaching
women and children practical and job-related skills. The Balkans experience indicates that the limited efforts at teaching and training such skills
have empowered some women to take the first step towards independent survival. One sees a number of women-owned shops in Sarajevo,
Belgrade and other cities and communities. NGOs should encourage
skills training to help women and young people starting and running
small businesses. Providing small interest-free loans to qualified women
in post-war environments may be worth pursuing. A few such efforts
have been made, but not enough resources have been committed to
make a noticeable difference. The international donor community and
Northern/ Western NGOs should set aside some resources for long-term
solutions that can only come about through empowerment of women and
children. Finally, there is a need for more studies to assess and analyse
the long-term effects of the Yugoslav wars on the victims and society, and
to develop multilateral approaches aimed at fostering meaningful participation of Balkan women and children in mainstream political, economic
and social life.
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7
Emerging from poverty as
champions of change: Women and
children in post-war Tajikistan
Svetlana Sharipova and Hermine De Soto

Conventional logic maintains that any country in post-conflict transition
faces difficult challenges. However, the magnitude of Tajikistan’s challenges in its post-independence development has been striking. Civil war,
economic transition, high levels of migration and a re-emergence and invention of religious and patriarchal traditions have dramatically changed
the Tajik family and the position of women and children.1 Following the
collapse of Soviet rule, men gained power in almost all the important
new institutions of society, while women’s access to power in these institutions was curtailed. Further, the increased and multidimensional aspect
of poverty that confronted Tajikistan had the most dramatic effect on
women and children. Employing a gender and social development approach, combined with applied anthropological methods, this chapter explores how Tajik women and children have been coping with economic
and social constraints after the civil war (1992–1997).
In this chapter, gender is understood as the cultural definition of behaviour defined as appropriate to different sexes in a given society at a
given time. It is a set of cultural roles. The social development approach
employed here is based on the definition that social development transforms exclusionary institutions and, as such, promotes gender inclusion,
better growth, better development projects and better quality of life.
Most of the empirical data presented were collected by the authors, assisted by a local research team. Qualitative and quantitative research
tools, techniques and primary and secondary data included anthropological fieldwork and participant observation in various regions in Tajikistan
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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(Sharipova intermittently from 1997 to 2011; De Soto intermittently from
1999 to 2006). In-country primary data collection was undertaken by the
authors for poverty studies, gender analyses, rural social assessments,
needs assessments, country social analyses, monitoring and evaluation
and, finally, implementation of a women’s empowerment project. Secondary data included desk and literature reviews of development projects
and reports, as well as relevant academic work. While most of the primary data presented here were collected between 2000 and 2005, revisits
and recent World Bank development research indicate that social change
has been slow and has not significantly altered the socio-economic landscape in Tajikistan.2 By presenting a specific social development project,
the final part of the chapter demonstrates how local women transformed
regional conflicts into ongoing community-level peacebuilding efforts
(see also Chapter 14).
In brief, the problems that Tajik women face in the post-socialist and
post-conflict era are many: overcoming poverty and gender inequality;
finding jobs that present opportunities for advancement; balancing work
outside the home with almost complete responsibility for the household,
children and the elderly; obtaining education for children; maintaining
reasonable health; resisting male dominance over women and children in
the family and the extension of male dominance over women in society
in general; and avoiding crimes committed against women (such as trafficking and gender-based violence).3 Children in particular are affected
by issues that affect their mothers, as their lives are so intertwined. For
example, the impact of poverty on a child’s education (lack of teachers,
books, schools) is exacerbated when a parent requires a child to drop out
of school to help supplement the household income.
Tajikistan’s poverty reduction strategy paper (PRSP),4 the Voices of
the Poor poverty study5 and the country social analysis “Social Dimensions of Resource Flows in Education: Role of Formal and Informal Institutions in Tajikistan”6 were analysed in depth for the purposes of this
study. These and other resources are cited throughout this chapter.
The government of Tajikistan initiated a comprehensive PRSP with the
goal of improving living standards and dealing with the socio-economic
problems of the country. In general, PRSPs describe a country’s macroeconomic, structural and social policies and programmes to promote
growth and reduce poverty, as well as associated external financing needs.
PRSPs are prepared by governments through a gender-mainstreaming
participatory process involving civil society, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and development partners such as the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund, the UN Development Programme and the
Asian Development Bank (ADB), among others. The concept of bringing
gender issues into the mainstream of society was established as a global
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strategy by these multinational organizations in order to promote gender
equality. In brief, mainstreaming a gender perspective is the process of
assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, including legislation, policies and programmes in any area and at all levels.
It is a strategy for making the concerns and experiences of women as
well as those of men integral parts of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres, so that women and men benefit equally and
inequality is not perpetuated. Thus the ultimate goal of gender mainstreaming is to achieve gender equality.
To ensure the inclusion and participation of both Tajik women and
men in the PRSP process, the government supported a gender-sensitive
qualitative Voices of the Poor study. The study was carried out jointly by
the World Bank, ADB and a Tajik research team.
To understand the different impacts of poverty on women, men and
children after the war and ensure that the PRSP was informed by the different voices of poor women and children, as well as men, the authors
and the research team carried out consultations with three focus groups
selected for interviews in each rayon (administrative district). Each focus
group comprised 8 to 10 people, with one group of men, one of women
and one of children. Given the cultural barriers to women participating
with a formal voice in Tajikistan, these separate sessions proved to be an
effective technique to ensure their active participation.

Tajikistan’s political and economic background
The political landscape in Tajikistan has been rocky since its independence in 1991, in contrast to the stable regimes that have predominated in
the other former Soviet republics in Central Asia.7 The country has had
to grapple with far more than the conventional problems of economic
and social change in transitioning from one system to another, because
the challenge of transforming Tajikistan into a new nation-state was
thwarted in 1992 by a brutal civil war that lasted for five years.8 The elements that triggered the war arose out of a complex mix of regional, ethnic and religious differences that had been suppressed during the Soviet
era.9 “The civil war in Tajikistan is an extreme case of the region’s intraethnic disintegration, where the primacy of regional, clan, and opposing
political interests have resulted in a national tragedy.”10 Prior to the
Soviet collapse in 1991, relationships between the most important clan/
kinship, ethnic and religious factions were crucial in the allocation of
power and resources in Tajikistan. With the Soviet disintegration and the
loss of 40 per cent of GDP in subsidies, competition for scarce resources
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became intense. The enormous loss of resources stoked the fires of clan,
ethnic and religious differences and competition, leading to the eruption
of civil war.11
In the past, mounting economic problems and other tensions in and
between some of these subnational regions provided fertile ground on
which the conflict developed. The imbalances in power distribution and
the inability of the state to balance the needs of different sections of the
population and forge unity and an overarching national identity from
these disparate and potentially conflicting groups significantly contributed to the conflict.12
The civil war was fought between various alliances based on these subnational ties, which therefore deeply affected the social conditions in
various war-torn districts of the country. Neighbourhoods fell apart and
entire villages were forcefully displaced or driven into exile depending
on their alliances and allegiances. The civil war lasted five years, until
a UN-brokered peace agreement in 1997 paved the way to national
reconciliation. Tajikistan’s experience in ending the brutal civil war and
integrating opposition factions into its government has won deserved
praise.13
Wherever civil war and conflict occur, especially with a consequent
economic collapse, there is a huge impact on all members of society, but
especially on women and children. In Tajikistan, one undisputed fact was
the war’s heavy toll on the lives and well-being of women.14 Not surprisingly, men comprised the vast majority of those killed in the conflict. This
resulted in an estimated 20,000 widows and 55,000 orphans. Additionally,
more than 40,000 homes were destroyed. Of the 200,000 refugees who
fled, mainly to Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan and Russia, more than half
were women and children. About 100,000 citizens eventually returned
from abroad and about 80 per cent of internally displaced persons also
returned to their pre-war residences.15

Historical background on the roles of women
Under the Soviet system, women in Tajikistan were emancipated from
the “enslavement” of household duties and brought into the labour
force.16 However, in everyday life it appears that traditional gender roles
and socialization reproduced gender-specific activities at home and at the
workplace, and a contradiction existed between a public image of equality and a private reality of heavier responsibilities due to a heavier workload within the home.
Efforts were also made to include women in political and administrative processes. Unions were organized for women, and the members were
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allotted approximately one-third of government positions, although they
were rarely appointed to senior posts.17 Even though these unions allowed women to become involved in politics, the groups were organized
for women rather than by women. In Soviet states political organizations
were not independent as negotiating agents of interest groups and mediators between political parties and the state; rather, socialist organizations
were part of the official party, which represented in theory and practice
the socialist Soviet state.18
While women were important contributors in the labour force, the
Soviet system also promoted their reproductive and motherhood roles
through social and financial rewards: a safety net of steady employment,
pensions and maternity benefits, including maternity leave for up to three
years, a generous allowance for each child and access to state-supported
nurseries, kindergartens and after-school programmes. Such policies, it
was hoped, would assist in lifting women’s double burden at the workplace and in the domestic sphere. In addition, mothers with the largest
families were rewarded with titles such as “Hero Mother” (for bearing
and raising 10 or more children), “Mother Glory” (for seven to nine children) and “Medal of Maternity” (for five to six children). Women who
won such awards were entitled to early retirement and special pensions.19
However, with the collapse of the socialist system, most women lost both
their jobs and all the socialist welfare benefits.
Poverty is not a new phenomenon in Tajikistan. Before independence,
Tajik per capita income was one of the lowest among the Soviet republics
and the percentage of people living in poverty was one of the highest. To
a large extent, this was the result of an economic policy that virtually ignored the comparative advantages of the country and its regions, including abundant water and mineral resources, significant agricultural and
industrial potential and a large labour force. The civil war in Tajikistan
had and continues to have an enormous human, social and economic
impact in terms of poverty, death, displacement and trauma suffered by
the people. The increased poverty that now confronts Tajikistan has had
the most dramatic effect on women and children. This chapter focuses
on the impact and great burden of poverty on women and children after
the war, and their resilient responses to these challenges.
As in many post-conflict societies, women and children in Tajikistan
were extremely vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. Women suffered
extensively, which directly impacted children because their well-being is
intrinsically linked to that of their mothers. The civil war, the disintegration of the Soviet Union, severe drought and suboptimal implementation
of economic reforms have impoverished many households in Tajikistan,
depriving communities of local cultural, political and economic institutions as well as their former social cohesion.
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Tajikistan is one of the poorest countries in Asia, and about 80 per cent
of its households considered themselves poor in the immediate aftermath
of the civil war. Since most of those who died during the civil war were
male heads of household, their widows generally had to assume this
position. Women have also lost husbands through natural death (illness,
accident), official and unofficial divorces (traditional religious divorce)
and migration. Female-headed households represent 21 per cent of all
households, and these households are the poorest.20 The Voices of the
Poor study indicates that women – especially in single-woman-headed
households – experience unemployment rates of 70 –95 per cent in postconflict areas.21 About 38 per cent of these women-headed households
are in urban areas, while 62 per cent are in rural venues. Tajikistan is
more than 70 per cent rural, and poverty is most prevalent in rural communities.
In addition to being materially poor, women-headed households have
lost a sense of community, hope and confidence due to the post-conflict
situation in the country. As a result, social cohesion within communities
has decreased considerably, creating more distrust, instability and tension. Describing the psychological dimension of their poverty, members
of poor households say that life on the fringe of economic survival is
made worse by acute uncertainty, hopelessness and despair.

Gender perspectives on poverty: Challenges and
survival strategies
The focus group discussions demonstrated that although women and men
share some similar poverty indicators, they really have, for the most part,
very different perspectives on poverty and strategies to cope with its
numerous challenges.22
Women and men alike perceived indicators of poverty as being shortages of food, clothing and money; high unemployment rates; high incidence of diseases; rising illiteracy; and uncertainty about the future. In
addition, both focus groups were concerned about the lack of electricity,
water and irrigation systems. However, rural men believed the main reasons for poverty were the lack of employment, land for farming and
access to irrigation.
Women viewed the civil war as a major cause of poverty. They described poverty as not being able to provide both short- and longterm consumption items for their children. As stated, in some rayons
many women became war widows and consequently female heads of
households, and were perceived by both women and men as the most
vulnerable sufferers in Tajikistan. Most men expressed the belief that

172

Svetlana Sharipova and Hermine De Soto

women’s workloads had increased tremendously because women now
had to look for work in both the formal and informal economy while
continuing to take care of the domestic chores, the children and the elderly.23
The impact of poverty on women’s and children’s health is dramatic,
both regarding general health issues (lack of money for doctors, poor
health facilities, etc.), but especially in family planning and reproductive
health, which affect these groups the most.
As noted earlier, under Soviet rule women enjoyed a host of social
benefits which helped to support their families. With the diminishing
prospects for female employment these employment-related benefits
have diminished as well, representing a major contributor to female poverty,24 despite the hard labour that goes into growing commercial crops
on their household plots. With old certainties (such as allowances, job security and benefits) now removed, a secure income is no longer guaranteed.25
One study cautions that women’s formal labour market participation
has fallen less than men’s, with the result that their share in the total labour force has risen over the last decade. Still, women remain concentrated in the lowest-paid sectors of agriculture, education and health
where the wages are now at a level insufficient to live on.26 Women and
children are the majority of workers in the cotton fields, labouring
throughout the whole cycle of cotton production from weeding to harvesting. If women find work in agriculture or education, they are paid the
lowest wages.
Women’s efforts are further thwarted by the decollectivization of
kolkhozes (Soviet collective farms) and the land redistribution process.
Many women were excluded from obtaining land under the new dehkan27
farms. Land laws require that those applying for land have the necessary
knowledge, qualifications and agricultural experience to use it. Whether
or not it is intended by lawmakers, some of those who manage land distribution at local levels use this requirement to exclude many women
from the process. Female-headed household applications are often denied
on the grounds that they lack the capable manpower.
However, women do not seem to face significantly greater barriers to
self-employment. The majority of women are now self-employed, including family businesses. Women are engaged much more than men in the
informal economy, buying and selling produce and selling the products of
their sewing, clothing repairs, embroidery and knitting.28 Other moneymaking activities include cultivating small household plots and trading
small imported goods. Setting up a stand in local bazaars, many women
sell food and other household produce, or resell food products from rural
producers.
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There is thus reason to believe that in formal employment, discrimination causes women to be less successful at securing jobs, career promotion and opportunities to improve their qualifications, while they are
often the first to be let go during personnel reductions. In addition, male
corporate interests stand guard over the most prestigious jobs. Applications from males are considered long before those from women, and generally men are hired. Only rarely do women become top managers.
Women are also forced out of those fields of economic activity where efforts bring the greatest success in the form of high income, social status
and prestige.29

Social poverty – Women, gender and society
There are many examples of women’s limited social power that directly
affect their level of poverty. This section addresses some of these major
issues that women currently face, including unequal social relationships
within marriage, forced family separation due to husbands who migrate
to find work, crimes by women and violence against women.30
There is a growing awareness that the need to address gender inequalities is more imperative now during Tajikistan’s transition. Urgent actions
need to be taken to prevent Tajik women from losing all the advances
gained under the Soviet system. That system had institutionalized various
social rights and welfare policies31 under which women had been the key
recipients of the major benefits, including free education, guaranteed employment, state childcare centres and food subsidies.32 Furthermore, at
least on paper, women enjoyed equal rights with men.
In Tajikistan’s short history as an independent state, the country has
joined all major international conventions and declarations on women’s
rights and put in place a legal system to protect these rights.33 The “National Plan of Actions for Advancement of Women for the Years 1998–
2005” was adopted in 1998. The presidential decree “On Advancement of
Women” was adopted in 1999. Another provides education quotas for
poor rural women. These measures contain solid provisions intended to
change the disproportionate representation of women and men in different levels of society. Furthermore, the measures create foundations for
the development of gender-oriented and gender-balanced policy. However, most legislation is written in the masculine grammatical form,
“leading observers to believe that the language itself, while formulating
legislative acts and an expository legislative style as a whole, has a dominant tendency to identify women through men”.34
While there is recognition that there is no de facto gender dis
crimination in regard to political rights, there are limitations on women
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exercising their rights as compared to men. For example, during the
armed conflict women’s role in politics was non-existent because then,
more than ever, men monopolized the political arena. Therefore, women
were not closely involved in the national reconciliation process. However, in 1994 with the support of international organizations, a new type
of women’s socio-political activity appeared in which women began to
resume political activism and found their niche in the non-governmental
sector. There are currently more than 120 women-based NGOs. At the
outset, these NGOs were mainly involved in providing humanitarian assistance. Now they tend to focus their activities on issues that directly affect women. They call for women to have partnerships with the authorities
in order to improve their situation and, ultimately, achieve executable
equal rights and equal opportunities. Some of these NGOs make efforts
to get involved in the gender expertise of the legislative acts, while at the
same time lobbying for their interests at different levels in civil society.
For example, the Women and Family Legislation project participants
held roundtable discussions with parliamentarians and developed specific
proposals for amendments to improve the well-being of women and children.35
However, their level of political and legal sophistication admittedly remains minimal, despite a gradual increase in women’s participation in the
post-conflict reconstruction of society.36 Yet in spite of the resurgence of
interest in women’s issues and renewed activity of women’s NGOs, the
impact on the majority of women remains low. A strong voice is needed
to develop social partnerships, or new ways of working together for
everyone, but especially between the state and civil society, in order to
achieve equality between men and women.37

Unequal social relationships within marriage
Contrary to the Soviet vision, efforts at equal labour market participation
did not bring about gender equality, because women’s progress in obtaining equality in the public arena was not matched in the household. Men
were seen as the main breadwinners and there was little pressure on
them to absorb an equal share of household responsibilities, while women
were seen as mothers and wives first, primarily responsible for nurturing
the hearth and household. Gender roles and male dominance in society
and family remained unchanged, the abysmal economy took its toll and
women were left to assume the double burden of productive and nurturing activities, performing long hours of unpaid work at home in addition
to their paid contribution in the labour market.38
A survey conducted in 1998 found that women spent an average of 6.3
hours a day on unpaid work, compared with 3.3 hours for men (rural
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women spent 7 hours on unpaid work, while rural men spent 5.8 hours).39
Both rural and urban women spent more time on cooking, cleaning and
laundry, while rural men spent time on their private plot (2 hours), and
urban men on other tasks. Further, rural women spent more time on
housework than urban women because their access to utilities such as
water, electricity and gas was limited or non-existent.40 Many women,
particularly in rural areas, also lacked access to simple domestic appliances; for example, 20 per cent did not have a washing machine. In urban
areas women had less leisure time than men, while rural women had the
least amount of leisure time of all.
Quite often economic hardships and reduced production have led to
an increase in hidden unemployment, i.e. when workers are listed as employees of an enterprise but are actually forced to take prolonged unpaid
leave. As a result many men leave their families to work in other countries, such as Russia, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, while family responsibilities fall squarely and heavily on women’s shoulders, thus exacerbating
their workload.

The resurgence of polygamy
Although Tajikistan is 95 per cent Muslim, it is legally a secular state,
with a constitution that guarantees equality to all citizens regardless of
nationality, race, sex, language, religion, political views and social and
property status. The country’s cultural traditions and national customs,
suppressed during the Soviet era, enjoyed a resurgence during the civil
war and have had both positive and negative effects on society. On the
positive side, community tradition encourages people to assist family
members in difficult situations. However, religious orthodoxy has resulted
in the revival of polygamy; marriage of young girls; restrictions on education for girls and women; limitations on women’s behaviour and freedom
of movement, especially in rural areas; and prejudice against widows, divorced women and women who choose to remain unmarried.
Since 1992, when polygamy was outlawed in Tajikistan, there have been
no existing official data on how many people are involved in polygamous
relationships. In 1999 the parliament discussed this troubling trend as
part of a debate on the need to draft a family code.
A culturally pervasive and widespread view in Tajikistan is that the
man is the breadwinner in the family, thus making the woman dependent on her husband. This opinion was formed because women are
chiefly responsible for running the household, and this activity cannot be
measured in economic terms. Women with a low level of education are
particularly vulnerable to this economic dependency. The low economic and social status of some women is leading to a resurgence of
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 olygamy, which has been viewed by many as a form of social poverty
p
alleviation.
However, it is not only poverty and unemployment that contribute
to this practice. The resurgence of patriarchal views and genderdiscriminatory interpretation of religious norms is a major contributor to
the idea that men may have two or more wives. This view is clearly given
credence by a surah from the Qur’an, which states: “Get married to two,
three, four wives if you can be fair to all of them. And if you cannot,
marry only one.”41 Yet there is a current lack of meaningful understanding of the obligations inherent in polygamy, and the issue of fair treatment remains elusive. Consequently, in its effort to draft a family code,
the parliament acknowledges that polygamy is a sign of a moral crisis and
devaluation of family relationships. As available evidence suggests, some
women believe that the major cause of poverty is that their husbands
have several wives.42
Women sometimes support polygamy in the hope that it will serve as a
form of protection for themselves and their children. Meanwhile, there is
an increasing concern for the escalating vulnerability of second wives and
their children – who have no legal status or protection under the law. In
Tajikistan, there are two levels of marriage. A nikoh is a marriage that is
sanctified by a religious ceremony and is without state registration. The
contemporary civil marriage is registered with state officials, providing a
legal status. The type of marriage entered into determines the legal status
of wives and children.43 Case studies focused on the extent and nature of
post-war polygamy reveal that a woman who becomes a second or third
wife in the belief that she and her children will be supported by her husband finds that quite the opposite is true. Since a woman who has married in a nikoh is not registered as a legal wife, she is not eligible to
receive the protections of spousal and child support, as well as an equitable division of marital assets. However, there is an increasing trend
whereby a man who deserts his sole wife, although married only by nikoh,
may have her petition for support and bill of divorce recognized legally,
as if she were a wife in a registered marriage. The rationale follows that
the court may assume the husband has purposely refused to register the
marriage so that, if he chooses to desert his wife, he will not be charged
as a registered husband with continuing marital support. However, it is
unlikely that women who are subsequent wives in a polygamous marriage would be offered that consideration by the courts.

Crimes by and against women
Women’s lives changed rapidly in the post-Soviet and post-conflict social
and economic climate of Tajikistan. As described earlier, the devastation
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of the civil war altered the structure of the household and diminished the
status accorded to motherhood, while fiscal difficulties led to economic
hardship and inability to find work. These circumstances increased the
potential for some women to commit crimes, be drawn into criminal enterprises or be forced by gangs to carry out their criminal purposes, such
as drug trafficking, to make a living. It is unfortunate that increasing
numbers of women have become involved in the trade in illegal drugs
entering Tajikistan from neighbouring Afghanistan. Seduced by easy
money, these women discount the possibility of being discovered and
caught and therefore willingly take risks.
According to some observations, the number of female prisoners
housed in a women-only facility in the north of the country during the
Soviet era was no greater than 50, of whom only about five were Tajiks.
Currently the situation has changed. There are 432 female inmates in this
facility, half of whom are ethnic Tajiks.44 The most common crimes committed by these women are drug trafficking and murder; 255 out of the
432 inmates were convicted for drug-related crimes.45 However, some of
the women did not actually commit the crimes, but willingly took responsibility for crimes committed by their husbands or sons.
Crimes against women, specifically the trafficking of women and children, in Tajikistan (as well as in other countries of Central Asia) have
grown with alarming speed. According to the US State Department’s
2011 “Trafficking in Persons” report, many trafficked women and children are illegally transported to Russia, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi
Arabia, Kazakhstan and within Tajikistan.46 Most come from the poorest
families and suffer from psychological trauma, loss of social position,
family disavowal, loss of self-respect and a deterioration of health. Their
vulnerability is exacerbated by poverty, unemployment, labour migration
and their work in the informal economy where they are exposed to illegal activities such as prostitution and the drug trade. Tajikistan is the
principal drug-trafficking channel from Afghanistan to the countries of
the Commonwealth of Independent States and Eastern Europe, and the
lawlessness created by this situation puts women at high risk of sexual
exploitation by recruiters and criminals, particularly in areas without
strong traditional and religious influences. Recruiters tend to prey on
women who are young and impoverished; these women fall victim more
easily to false promises, kidnapping or fictitious marriages and are more
desperate to feed their families.

Violence against women
During the civil war women were subjected to pernicious forms of violence, including rape, torture and verbal abuse.47 The most vulnerable
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were refugees and women who remained in post-conflict areas, where uncontrolled militants perpetrated the mass raping of women after the seizure of inhabited localities, as either revenge or punishment. However,
information is insufficient regarding the number of women who were
subject to violence, i.e. beating and sexual abuse, including in family situations, as a result of military action.
About 87 per cent of women in Tajikistan experience family violence.48
Although actions that cause bodily injury are violations of the criminal
code, it is difficult for women to use the law to protect themselves. The
criminal justice system is controlled by men, many of whom perceive
family violence as a private matter or believe that women could avoid
violence if they learned to please their husbands. A wife who asks for
protection against her husband’s abuse is often divorced by him under
Muslim divorce law (talaq).
Several NGOs have conducted sociological surveys on the problem of
violence against women. The surveys point to an increase in domestic violence when there is pressure of economic hardships. Then, a woman is
subjected more often to violence by her husband, in-laws and sons. The
most common form of violence is beating. Generally, these cases go un
reported because women consider it shameful, even though they risk
suffering physically and psychologically from pain and diminishing selfesteem. Psychological violence has a high probability of a tragic outcome,
such as murder or suicide. Cases of suicide have begun to increase, and
“the reasons for suicide and its attempts are socially and personally motivated: financial difficulties of the family, interpersonal terms, a family
break-up, family squabbling, loneliness and nervous stress”.49
Although still at an extremely high level, family violence has decreased
since 1997. Women attribute this to their greater earning power in the
informal sector, a new-found authority within the family and the greater
vulnerability of men who are unemployed.
Several female-operated NGOs, including Women Scientists of
Tajikistan, Simo, Gender and Development, Tradition and Modernity,
Women and Family and others, run rehabilitation centres for women. In
these centres, women who have been victims of violence are assisted in
regaining social status through psychological training and legal and medical advice.
A sociological study conducted by the Women Scientists of Tajikistan
association50 observed an increased tension within families, mainly due,
as mentioned earlier, to economic hardships. Analysis showed that the
reason for violence against women is often a lack of will or ability by the
parties to resolve the conflict in a rational manner. Often women find
themselves in a protracted psychological struggle from which they are
unable to extricate themselves.
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One of the training sessions conducted for women by the association’s
crisis centre incorporated lessons that were learned in Tajikistan to settle
internal civil conflict. These lessons led to a new two-stage approach for
reaching reconciliation within the family: first, a process of dialogue
aimed at determining the dynamics of the relationships between the
conflicting parties; and second, the development of consecutive steps to
change these relationships for the better. The study’s conclusions regarding conflict resolution reflect that many women use compromise or negotiations, some use mediation and a smaller number of women use force.
Women also choose different patterns of behaviour in conflict situations,
where many prefer cooperation, some keep silent and do not interfere in
the conflict and a lesser number simply try to avoid conflict. The association believes that conducting training sessions helps in decreasing violence in society.51
Violence against women is an obstacle to equality and represents, in
part, the powerlessness of women that is embedded in a culture of un
equal institutional relations.52 The legal system does not provide female
survivors of violence with adequate and long-term protection. This feeds
a social and political environment in which men are able to exert power
and dominance over women with virtual impunity.
Currently there are formal and informal institutional barriers that
prevent women from improving their well-being, both individually and
collectively, and limit their choices to shape their lives, the lives of overall society and the stability of post-conflict peacebuilding environ‑
ments.53

Poverty’s effect on children
While women and men perceived poverty differently, the Voices of the
Poor study also revealed that children experience poverty differently
from adults. Both boys and girls felt that poverty meant lack of food,
clothes, footwear and education.
Most of the children who participated in the focus groups were inadequately and poorly dressed. Furthermore, most appeared to be undernourished and physically less mature than their biological ages. Many
said they worked at several jobs, which varied according to the area in
which they lived. In rural areas children herded cattle, collected firewood,
worked in grain-fed agriculture, bought and sold trade goods in the
bazaars, dragged cargo on trolleys or carried buckets of drinking water
sometimes two or three kilometres.
This section describes the specific effects of poverty on children, including the impact on education and the issue of street children.
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Poverty’s effect on the education of children
The impact of the war and poverty on the education of Tajik children has
been dramatic. Most children reported that their school buildings were
largely destroyed during the civil war and those remaining were very
poorly maintained, with broken or missing windows, no tables or usable
chairs and no water or toilets. Many mentioned a vast shortage of schoolbooks and other supplies. Just as critical, teachers were paid very poorly,
and could make more money from cultivating vegetables in their home
gardens than by teaching. Because of these stumbling blocks, children reported that their teachers were abandoning their positions. Indeed, there
has been an exodus of teachers from school systems.
Almost all children said that, due to their family’s poverty, parents
asked them to drop out from school to work in order to help support
the family. Girls generally stopped going to school because their parents needed them at home either to work or to care for younger siblings.
Children stated that they did not go to school in the spring or autumn
because they were needed to weed fields and help pick and process the
cotton crop during these seasons. In winter they skipped school because they either had no warm clothes or shoes or had to take turns with
siblings in wearing them, consequently attending school on alternate
days.
There are other concerns about growing gender segregation in primary
education and vocational training. Among urban children, there is no difference in school enrolment numbers between girls and boys. However,
in rural areas the number of girls attending school is significantly lower.
These disparities can be attributed to the civil war and subsequent economic recession, which resulted in a significant reduction of resources for
education in rural areas, including the departure of teachers due to low
wages. In addition, the requirement for compulsory secondary education
is not strongly enforced. In some parts of the country, where there are
few traditional and religious barriers, the main obstacle to some girls in
obtaining an education is their ability to afford it. Elsewhere, many girls
are involved in arranged marriage at an early age, even polygamous marriages, so that the family will have fewer mouths to feed.
In the more religious areas – such as the Karategin Valley, rural areas
in Khatlon oblast and some communities of Dushanbe city – girls and
women are barred from higher levels of education. Such barriers existed
even during Soviet rule. To address this problem, the president of
Tajikistan issued a decree in 199954 establishing a quota system to promote education for girls from rural religious areas. These girls are ad
mitted to institutions of higher education based on region and school
performance and receive assistance in the form of stipends, free meals,
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hostel accommodation and medical care or payments. Between 1997 and
2002 more than 1,900 girls received such assistance.

Empowering women and children after the war –
A successful peacebuilding effort in Buston
The areas severely affected by the war became a priority for peacebuilding efforts for the national government, civil society groups and international actors. Included in the peacebuilding programme was Buston, a
community on the outskirts of the capital of Dushanbe, where the government, a World Bank social development team (task-managed by the
authors) and international and local NGOs joined together to begin work
with women from Buston to build a women’s organization called Bonuvoni Navovar (BN) or Women Innovators. Based on the results of the
gender analyses, poverty studies and social and gender needs assessments
referred to earlier in this chapter, the authors designed a “women’s empowerment project”. Employing a project development concept in which
the relationship between agency and structure is emphasized, the project
design was guided by the definition that empowerment is “a group’s or
individual’s capacity to make effective choices, that is, to make choices
and then to transform those choices into desired actions and outcomes”.55
Arising from the widespread disharmony, disappointment and disillusionment resulting from Tajikistan’s civil war of the 1990s, Bonuvoni Navovar represents something of a rebirth and reaffirmation of the belief
that by working together, women and men can make a difference in their
own lives and those of others. BN was established in 2002 with the mission of economically and socially empowering women, and is based and
provides services in Buston. Using a participatory community-driven development approach and active networking by project staff and community members, the empowerment project has reached a critical mass of
over 11,000 beneficiaries and leveraged US$750,000 in cash, in-kind and
infrastructure donations, in addition to a World Bank post-conflict grant
of US$692,283.

Post-conflict challenges
Buston is an inwardly oriented community, distrustful of outsiders. Conflict was not inherent within the community but was caused by the civil
war. Buston can be viewed as a transitional post-conflict community that
was severely underdeveloped even before the war. It became an integral
part of the armed opposition and was one of the last holdouts against the
central government.
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Nevertheless, after the opposition by the warlords ended, the central
government reached out to Buston with partial compensation for destroyed homes, and requested World Bank gender and social development expertise. In close cooperation with the World Bank team, the
government selected Buston to be the site for a women’s socio-economic
empowerment project.

Economic and social challenges
Women were one of the most marginalized groups in this area. In Buston,
widows and wives whose husbands have left the home to be labour migrants generally live with the extended paternal family, where they are
often emotionally and economically disempowered. High unemployment
caused by the transition and the civil war affected the community as a
whole, but women in particular were vulnerable and adversely hit by unemployment. While during Soviet times women often worked together
with men in factories, in post-conflict Buston women faced a lack of job
opportunities, physical security, education and training.

Objectives of the women’s empowerment project
The women’s socio-economic empowerment project pursued the following objectives:
• Mobilization of community and external resources to support and empower women heads of households.
• Establishment and enabling of a central community mechanism, a pilot
women’s membership organization (Bonuvoni Navovar) capable of addressing post-conflict social and economic needs of women heads of
households.
• Increase of the employability and access to employment of women living in the project community.
• Documentation of the components of the economic empowerment
model for women that can be effectively replicated in other communities in Tajikistan or other post-conflict societies.

Lessons learned
A number of lessons can be learned from the project.
Lesson 1: Ensure that the goal of the project is accurately understood by
the whole community
The team succeeded in mobilizing the community to implement the
project using a participatory community development approach. Respect

Women and children in post-war Tajikistan  183

for local knowledge, culture and expertise was an important factor in developing trust in the community. In spite of this, the introduction of the
project did not come about easily, because male leaders feared that proselytizing might be the motive behind the activities: in the first phase, men
in the community were concerned that the purpose of the project was to
convert the women to Christianity. To change these misperceptions, the
local project team began a dialogue, met with religious leaders from
mosques and scholars from the Islamic Studies Centre and offered
courses to women on gender in Islam. Male secular and religious leaders
from the community agreed that the studies were beneficial for women
and the community as a whole. The chief of party, the implementation
manager hired by the World Bank and Counterpart International, participated in the dialogue on a day-to-day basis along with local staff.
Community mobilization involved establishing contacts with the mahalla (community) leader and the school principal; conducting a series of
community participatory assessments of women’s self-identified needs;
enhancing capacity through training for women to manage BN activities,
including management of the women’s centre; starting and managing an
NGO; and reaching out and developing synergies with other community
projects and NGOs. Training priorities focused on basic computer skills;
NGO administration and management; accountability; the NGO electoral
process; start-up of a business; maternal infant care; and access to credit.
Such training raised awareness of the difference between aid dependency,
participation and ownership. Interactive seminars were held on themes
such as responsibility of Muslims for their neighbours, women’s rights
under Islam, principles of citizenship and participatory democracy. As the
project evolved, continuous community meetings were held to explain,
discuss and suggest ways for it to progress.
The project activities were designed for women’s voluntary participation and organic emergence of women leaders. Women willingly organized themselves into four groups. As the training and seminars drew to a
close, the groups elected their leaders, who exhibited traits such as risk
taking and willingness to change their lives and take responsibility without aspiration for personal gain. These leaders comprised the founders of
the women’s organization. What became apparent, however, was that
women who only joined in the hope of material aid or jobs dropped out
within a few months – and only the real innovators remained.
Lesson 2: Engage the broader community early on in a project
The team and BN worked within the structure of societal and religious
traditions important to the community. At the beginning the project
risked marginalizing the extreme poor and drug addicts. The project team
addressed these risks by raising awareness of Muslims’ responsibility to
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the immediate neighbourhoods (guzars); furthermore, the district leader,
as a government appointee, expressed his full support for the project.
This was instrumental in convincing the formal and informal community
leaders to include the disadvantaged groups. These groups obtained access to water through the water users’ associations. Male leaders gained
an opportunity to play a larger leadership role in the community and as a
result became supportive of the women’s organization. Children, too,
could learn how to use a computer. This helped them with their studies.
Some young men who were members of Islamic extremist groups initially
opposed the idea of the project. Surprisingly, over time they began to engage in the dialogue with the members of the women’s organization and
supported discussions on women’s roles and Islam. Thus engaging the
broader community early on in a project contributes to reducing the risk
of marginalizing other groups of society.
Lesson 3: Effective communication skills are essential for women leaders
In a post-conflict community, skilled women leaders need to establish effective communication skills for smooth operation and implementation
of a project. Communication skills are crucial to create synergies between
local leaders, powerful interest groups and community residents, thus ensuring that conflict will not arise between these groups. This is important
in societies where local legitimate male leaders represent micro-political
structures (for example warlords, clan leaders and religious leaders) that
are suspicious and distrustful of innovations and social change. For that
reason, a line of diplomatic communication was established within the
project. The women elders in the community were some of the first to
champion this line of diplomacy with the mahalla leader. By communicating the purposes of the project to the local male leaders, the women
were able to achieve conflict aversion and male buy-in and support. Initially, communication was pursued house-to-house to talk about the
project; later the team distributed flyers. Meetings were organized in each
guzar, and community meetings were held at the school and the women’s
centre. Flyers were continuously distributed throughout the community
to announce and promote the events staged by the women’s centre.
BN is now a registered local NGO that helps to empower formerly
mistreated women in Buston. It helps women to improve their own
socio-economic conditions, as well as those of Buston generally. BN also
builds external community relations with national and international partners, including NGOs. The building where the centre is located has been
purchased and refurbished. Importantly, the facility created a space
where the community felt that women could meet in a sheltered and secure environment for training.
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Lesson 4: Fill in the gap between government services and community
demands
Community action led by an organization like BN is an efficient way to
gain results when the government is not interested in solving community
problems such as water supply and distribution. An unintended result
was that BN was able to establish a community water system – a problem
the local government had ignored for years. To resolve the issue, BN approached and built a partnership with the World Bank’s Dushanbe Water
Supply Project. The centre established a water users’ association that purchases water from the main Dushanbe water utility and is in charge of its
redistribution. The success of the water service delivery has resulted in
BN gaining the respect and recognition of the local government. This has
contributed to further improvement of public relations between the
government and the community as an essential condition for averting
conflict.

Key benchmarks and results
Based on two-year benchmarks set by the conditions of the post-conflict
grant, the project achieved the following results:
• Communication and mobilization: Women from the centre mobilized
the community’s human and financial resources and doubled the value
of the project’s approximate worth of US$750,000. These efforts included water system and school rehabilitation, labour for BN centre
refurbishment and a health clinic.
• Establishment of a women’s centre: The centre provides both a secure
environment and a space where women can learn to make their own
choices and regain self-esteem, and where their specific economic and
social needs can be addressed through tailored job and skills training
as well as community participation. The centre is equipped with computer resources, which can be used by members of the broader Buston
community.
• Smart economics: There is a need to set up mechanisms for sustainability. One of the first priorities of BN was to develop a financial foundation to sustain the project after World Bank assistance terminated. BN
researched numerous types of business endeavours and settled on a
bakery; this was chosen as the ideal economic activity because most
women know how to bake and the demand for baked goods in Buston
is strong. The bakery, named Sladkoezhka (Sweet Tooth), officially
opened in August 2004. It is managed by BN and employs 10 women
from Buston and two from Dushanbe.
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• Income generation: BN identified access to credit as one of the major
challenges faced by women in the community. Lack of access kept
women from the capital resources necessary for improving their economic conditions. With credit, women members of BN now engage in
business activities such as animal breeding, retail and small production/
processing. A group lending strategy created social, moral and economic incentives. Impact evaluation concluded that at the end of the
two-year grant project, activities funded by the loans provided the
equivalent of a family’s income for two months during each threemonth loan cycle. The post-conflict grant included a small loan fund of
US$25,000. Staff hired a business trainer from Counterpart International with expertise in micro-finance, who trained a woman from
the centre. Later this woman set up the loan programme using tool
manuals provided by the trainer. The loan programme was based on a
credit needs assessment and each woman had to take business training
and agree to the terms of a group lending guarantee as a prerequisite
to accessing a loan. The loan repayment was 100 per cent. After two
years of successful management of loans and mentoring from staff, the
loan fund is now operated by a Tajik micro-finance institution that is
owned by BN.
• Results: The project resulted in a number of achievements. First, it led
to the establishment of a women’s centre and building for training, assembly meetings and project management, providing business services
to the community and a place where women can voice their needs and
concerns. Second, it created active community involvement and support, proceeding from respect for local knowledge and expertise.
Women’s economic and social empowerment was fostered by regaining
self-esteem, employment, access to credit and sustainability. And third,
it developed a women’s empowerment model that was assessed by the
government and external evaluators as a best local fit for replication
countrywide and was selected by the World Bank as an example of
good gender practice.

Conclusion
Tajikistan has had to grapple with major political upheaval following
the break-up of the Soviet Union, as well as a brutal civil war that lasted
five years. Given the instability of the country’s political situation, major
economic problems ensued, which were exacerbated by the imbalance
of power distribution due to conflicting regional ethnic groups and geographic divisions. With the deterioration of its economic well-being the
country plunged into further poverty. Still challenged by problems inher-
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ent in maintaining peace, the process of nation-building and the devastation of the war, the country has yet to address the adverse social impact
of its economic transition.
Women’s responses to poverty have many facets. Economically, women
face diminished prospects for employment, and where employment is
found, it is concentrated in the lowest-paid formal sectors. Consequently,
the majority of women are now self-employed in the informal sector. The
effects of social poverty are probably greater for women than for men.
Under the Soviet system, women in Tajikistan were brought into the
workforce and treated equally. However, this was the public image. In the
domestic sphere women had a heavier burden as they maintained all
their responsibilities for the home and added the responsibilities in the
workplace.
There are many examples of women’s limited social power that directly affect their level of poverty. Tajik women currently face such major
issues as unequal social relationships within marriage (e.g. workload,
polygamy, early arranged marriages, etc.), unequal opportunities for
education, crimes by and against women (specifically the trafficking of
women and children) and violence against women (an estimated 87 per
cent of women experience family violence). Further, the country’s gendered cultural and patriarchal traditions, suppressed during the Soviet
era, have enjoyed resurgence and have had negative effects for women
and men.
The effects of poverty on women and on children are inextricably
woven together as their lives are so heavily intertwined. Hence the economic impact of poverty on women, in terms of household income and
health, education and social issues, is felt by children. Children are also
directly affected in various areas. For example, the impact of poverty on
their education has been dramatic, as there has been insufficient money
for school supplies, clothes, books and teachers. Due to lack of money,
parents have pulled children from school to work to supplement the
household income. Yet efforts made by various international and local
organizations to find solutions to the problematic effects of poverty on
children appear to be insufficient in terms of coverage and sustainability.
The government acknowledges that this is a critical issue. It is obvious
that children who have been severely affected by the war and postconflict development require special attention.
All the aforementioned issues are obstacles to equality for women and
represent, in part, the powerlessness of women that is embedded in a
culture of unequal institutional relations. Gender equality must have a
place in Tajikistan’s post-war transition; and women as active agents of
change must become part of the nation-building processes. It is clear that
the solutions should be based upon women joining together in a “politics
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of solidarity” and should be combined with research and on-the-ground
social development work by, about, for and, most importantly, with the
participation of women and children who have been commonly affected
by the war and post-war trauma. As we have shown in this chapter, by
building upon gender-sensitive studies and gender-mainstreaming strategies for designing a specific post-conflict women empowerment project in
Tajikistan, women’s agency and leadership helped to transform a postwar landscape into a peacebuilding community where women and children have become champions of change. This echoes other calls for
female leadership in peacebuilding in other contributions throughout this
volume. Along with positive change, women and the entire community
began to participate in peacebuilding and ultimately in empowering
themselves.
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Young mothers as agents of
peacebuilding: Lessons from an
early childcare and development
project in Macedonia
Deborah Davis

This chapter focuses on the lessons learned from an inter-ethnic peacebuilding project in the mountains of Macedonia,1 near the border with
Kosovo, carried out in quiet defiance of the ethnic wars in the Balkans.
The project, called Lifestart in Emergencies, was created by UNICEF to
underpin military and diplomatic peacebuilding efforts in the region with
social healing and sustainable community-level conflict resolution pro
cesses. Carried out in impoverished, isolated communities where the only
sources of income were subsistence farming, timber cutting and smuggling, and where women rarely left the home or spoke to their neighbours, the project attracted little attention during its five years of
existence. Further, due to the lack of documentation that characterizes
many emergency projects in conflict zones, it now has been largely forgotten, and would not have come to the author’s attention had it not
been for her association with the World Bank, which provided some of
the initial funding. However, the principles on which it was based – that
conflict-affected families of all ethnic groups need support and protection, and that the empowerment of women within families and communities helps in bridging ethnic, religious and political barriers – continue
to have a profound influence on the character of ongoing reconciliation
efforts in the region.
Lifestart in Emergencies was launched in 1996, shortly after the Dayton Accords brought an end to the ethnic violence in Bosnia-Herzegovina
and created space for other peace efforts in the region. The project was
suspended in 2001, when NATO launched air strikes along the KosovoDefying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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Macedonia border to prevent the ethnic conflict that had spread to Kosovo from also destabilizing its neighbour to the east, Macedonia – one of
the few Balkan countries that had not yet been engulfed in ethnic war.
The fact that Macedonia had managed to leave the Yugoslav federation
in 1991 without an outbreak of ethnic violence was a testament to the
effectiveness of long-standing power-sharing arrangements between the
country’s two largest ethnic groups, the Macedonians and the Albanians.
However, Roma, Turks and other ethnic groups had remained marginalized until the government acceded to UNICEF’s demands, during negotiations over the design of Lifestart, to include young mothers and
children from ethnic minority families, and to allow educational materials
in the Romani and Turkish languages as well as in Macedonian and
Albania.2
At the time Lifestart was launched, the families living in the Macedonian highlands had been “giving all they had – food, clothes, money”3 to
the tens of thousands of Kosovar Albanian refugees pouring over the
border to escape the Serbian invasion of their homeland. As the Kosovo
crisis continued, however, and the Albanian population in Macedonia
grew larger, the Macedonians began to feel overrun by the refugees and
resentful of their increasing demands for political power and bilingual
education. To help diffuse these tensions, Lifestart in Emergencies trained
a multi-ethnic team of family visitors – young mothers from the mountain villages who would meet with Macedonian, Kosovar Albanian, Turkish and Roma families in their homes and speak to them in their own
languages. Early childcare and development (ECCD) served as the entry
point for these interactions, which soon expanded to community meetings at which parents and grandparents from the different groups sat
together to drink mountain tea and discuss what they could do to give
young children a sense of security and hope for the future. Programme
facilitators talked about children’s psychological and physical needs, and
the need for adults to encourage them, treat them with kindness and help
them develop a sense of self-worth. They also talked about the Convention on the Rights of the Child4 and its requirement that parents act in
the best interests of their children. The parents were then invited to think
about how their children were affected by the behaviour of adults in the
family – particularly the impact that violence against children and their
mothers would have in creating an angry outlook on life and the perpetuation of violence on a larger scale.
From the beginning, Lifestart in Emergencies embodied the link between peace in the community and peace in the region, and an understanding of how both affect the well-being of families. Against the
memory of “mass executions; exploitation as human shields; rape; mass
expulsions; burning and looting of homes and villages; destruction of
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crops and livestock; suppression of identity, origins and property ownership by confiscation of documents; hunger, starvation and exhaustion; and
many other abuses of human rights and international norms of civilised
behaviour”5 that the Kosovar refugees had endured before reaching
Macedonia, the project aimed “to initiate and develop in the mother and
the other family members [a] culture of communication that would be
supported with love, respect and tolerance”, as a UNICEF evaluation of
Lifestart noted, while “the objective . . . was to develop the individual
personality of the mother [so she] would understand responsible parenthood”.6 The idea that women’s empowerment was central to community
peacebuilding – the organizing principle of the operation – was not articulated. Instead, facilitators took the approach that “the priority functions
and role of the female” were to protect and advocate for her children,
and therefore young mothers had to be given the “personal responsibility
and mobility” they needed to “devote a significant proportion of their
time to the development of their children”. Women were given permission by the male elder in the family to become involved in communitywide children’s learning activities, which soon included literacy classes
and, eventually, conflict resolution exercises across both religious and
ethnic boundaries. In this way, the project was able to build on its advocacy for children to “expand and improve community networks and
strengthen . . . the position of the women” within their communities.7

The strategic value of community peacebuilding
The family-centred approach to peacebuilding was first developed in the
border regions of Northern Ireland, where communities affected by the
many decades of “the Troubles” were showing alarming levels of violence
against women, depression among young mothers and high rates of
suicide – the leading cause of death – among young men.8 In the mid1980s the women of Northern Ireland – peace activists, advocates of
women’s and children’s rights, women in religious orders, psychologists
and academics – began to organize support networks, mental health programmes and home visits for conflict-affected families, particularly in
rural and Irish-speaking areas. In 1994, with the creation of the EU Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the
Border Counties of Ireland,9 these grassroots efforts were recognized as
community-based peacebuilding programmes and given EU funding.
One of these programmes was the original Lifestart of Northern
Ireland, founded by the Sisters of Mercy in the late 1980s. Like other
peacebuilding projects in Ireland’s border region, Lifestart provided
home-based services for conflict-affected families. However, it was
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 ifestart’s core parenting programme, built around early child learning
L
research from the United States, which attracted the interest of UNICEF
for use in Southeastern Europe.
As evidence emerged from Northern Ireland’s peacebuilding programmes that, as noted in a later EU evaluation, there is a need for
funding bodies to understand the “strategic aims” of community peacebuilding,10 UNICEF insisted that the project be inclusive, as described
above. The following section discusses the Macedonia project in more
detail.

The Macedonia project and peace in Southeastern Europe
As Britain and Northern Ireland made their difficult way towards a peace
agreement,11 women in Southeastern Europe were also building on the
self-help traditions of families and communities to create a subculture of
peace, in which peace was understood as inter-ethnic early childcare,
cross-border mental health and support for conflict-affected families.
Peace was considered not just the absence of war, but a dynamic process
of coalition-building, mutual respect and understanding at the community level, as well as responsible behaviour on the part of national and
world leaders. These sentiments were expressed in a petition to the
United Nations in 1997, signed by nearly 100,000 women from Western
and Eastern Europe – as well as Africa, Asia, the Middle East, North
America and Latin America – and addressed to the governments of the
world:
We are horrified at the levels of violence witnessed during this century, [and we
demand] that war . . . be delegitimized as an acceptable form of social behaviour, and that governments and civil society together develop new institutions
that do not resort to violence for the settlement of disputes . . .12

One of the women who signed the petition was Dr Flora Brovina, a
Kosovar Albanian paediatrician and co-founder of the Albanian Women’s
League (AWL), which UNICEF had selected as the implementing agency
for Lifestart in Emergencies. Dr Brovina was the granddaughter of a
woman who had been a resistance fighter. Half a century later, when the
Serbian army invaded Kosovo and decreed that ethnic Albanians could
not be admitted to hospitals – not even for childbirth, as they would be
“giving birth to terrorists”13 – Dr Brovina set up a network of underground clinics and trained thousands of women in basic medical care. In
1992, as the Serbian assault on her people escalated, she and 50 other
Kosovar Albanian women in the fields of medicine, law and academia
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formed the AWL in an effort to bring the peace work of thousands of
grassroots women in the region into public awareness.
UNICEF’s selection of the AWL as the implementing agency for Lifestart in Emergencies brought it to the attention of the international community. In 1999 – the year that Dr Brovina was captured by the Serbian
army and put on trial for terrorism for treating wounded Kosovo Liberation Army combatants14 – the AWL became a founding member of the
Gender Task Force of the Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe. One
of its early achievements was to have rape recognized as a war crime,
leading to the first rape trials by the International Criminal Tribunal on
the Former Yugoslavia. The task force was also instrumental in the work
leading to the passage of Security Council Resolution 1325 on women,
peace and security.15

In the midst of ethnic violence, young mothers challenge
family violence16
When Lifestart in Emergencies was launched in the AlbanianMacedonian border region in 1996, it was introduced as a means to help
young children whose lives had been disrupted by ethnic violence. What
the children had lived through was described in a poverty assessment carried out in Albania shortly after the war had ended:
[There] are pockets of severe poverty in the North mountainous . . . areas [and]
. . . the health of young children and their mothers is poor, with maternal mortality nine times higher than the national average and infant mortality three
times higher than the national average for 2002. [Nutrition] is often poor because of poverty and misinformation. Living conditions of children and families
are not only marked by traditional family structure and various forms of insecurity and isolation, but also by blood feuding and intercommunity tensions
and conflicts.17

These kinds of conditions had led to a decline in the under-five population in every country in Southeastern Europe. Between 1990 and 1996,
the year Lifestart was introduced, Albania lost nearly 9 per cent of its
under-five population and Macedonia lost nearly 8 per cent. By 2002,
when most of the violence had ended, Albania had lost nearly 30 per cent
of its under-five population and Macedonia had lost nearly 25 per cent
compared to 1990.18
It is remarkable that, under such conditions, Lifestart was able to reach
a total of 5,000 Kosovar Albanian, Macedonian, Roma and Turkish families, including 9,000 children, during its five years of existence. The family
visitors and educators who implemented the project were trained in
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f amily dynamics, the psychological dimensions of the crisis, the physi
cal, emotional and cognitive development of children, mental hygiene
and parents’ communication skills. As tensions in the region increased,
the project also introduced conflict resolution and community cohesion
components.
For their initial contact, family visitors spoke first with the grandfather
or other male in the household about the goals of the programme. They
would then ask his permission to allow mothers of young children to
attend community meetings. For Roma women, who generally were not
allowed to attend, an educator would work with mothers and children in
their homes. At these meetings, small groups of mothers – and often the
male elders who accompanied them – would hear discussions about how
children learn, the effects of abuse and neglect (beatings when they do
something wrong, tying them to trees when the parents are working)
and ways to help them feel safer and have hope for the future. This supportive, non-critical approach helped both mothers and their husbands
and fathers to see how the effects of political violence can be compounded by family violence. “Every child has the right to grow up in a
caring family”, a brochure for parents explained, and
there is support for families who have difficulty providing care. Psycho-social
support and home care can help children and their families to cope with mental, physical, emotional and social needs . . . There are many reasons why some
children cannot grow, sometimes due to illness or death of parents, but often
due to serious neglect and abuse. [If that happens], there are temporary alternatives that [can] provide such care until the situation in the biological family
is better.19

Aside from such parenting materials, Lifestart in Emergencies produced little documentation, as is often the case with crisis projects, except
for an evaluation by UNICEF, which included a Likert-type survey of
1,400 participating mothers from the different ethnic groups. The mothers
were asked about the changes they had noticed as a result of the project
– in themselves and their relationship with their child, in their families
and in their communities. The possible answers were “little”, “much”,
“very much” or “not at all”. As there had been no baseline survey, the
results must be viewed as anecdotal. Nevertheless, it is significant that
70 –90 per cent of respondents reported experiencing “much” or “very
much” change, as opposed to “little” or “none at all”, for every one of the
49 indicators.
Additional evidence of Lifestart’s impact can be drawn from other
projects that were also based on the model of involving parents from different ethnic groups in the education of their children. One such project
was Mozaik, funded by the Swiss Agency for Development and Coopera-
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tion and implemented by the NGO Search for Common Ground, which
focused explicitly on teaching conflict resolution skills to pre-schoolers.
While “At the beginning parents were very skeptical and faced a great
deal of pressure from their communities to withdraw their children from
the Mozaik kindergartens . . . Parents are now very enthusiastic about
Mozaik’s unique approach . . . [and] consider bilingual kindergartens as a
crucial element in their children’s development and extremely important
for the ‘healthy’ future of Macedonia’s ethnically diverse society.”20
Another project, the Children’s Theatre Centre, trained parents and
older children in tolerance and conflict resolution through the performing arts. The centre was funded by the Stability Pact for South-Eastern
Europe and implemented by the Open Society Institute. One activity was
Street Stories, in which about 90 children from different ethnic backgrounds (Macedonian, Albanian, Turkish, Roma and Bosnian) turned
ethnic conflicts they had witnessed in the streets into skits. Then they
acted out the different roles in front of other children, parents and teachers. “Parents had to be convinced that the project [did] not aim to take
sides in the conflict”, an evaluation noted.21 Once they understood that
the project aimed at creating a better life for their children, most parents
cautiously allowed their children to participate.
Both the Mozaik and Lifestart evaluations give a sense of the scepticism and lack of trust that characterized the population when Lifestart
was launched. They also provide a broader context for assessing the significance of the changes reported in the project’s micro-level evaluation
survey.

Lifestart evaluation findings
The Lifestart evaluators looked at a number of indicators of change in
the participating mothers, their children, their family relatives and their
communities.

Mothers’ changes in relation to the children
Between 70 and 80 per cent of participating mothers reported that the
project helped them to communicate more effectively with their children,
be more patient, create the conditions for them to investigate and play
more often, express love and praise, understand their stages of development and teach them personal hygiene. Notably, more than 55 per cent
said they no longer physically punished their children, and almost 25 per
cent said that as a result of what they learned in the project, they now
physically punished their children “very little”. However, about 20 per
cent said they still punished their children “much” or “very much”.

198

Deborah Davis

The mothers also had an opportunity to answer an open-ended question on the most important lesson they had learned about their relationship with their children. Their answers included:
• To create various toys and show my child how to use them
• To be less nervous with the child; to soothe my child when he/she is
nervous
• To educate myself about my child’s needs at his/ her age
• To change my behaviour towards my child
• To accept each developmental change of the child as natural
• To spend more time with the child than the grandmother does
• To meet and learn from other mothers

Changes in the mother
Participation in Lifestart helped mothers to understand the critical role
they play in their children’s development. They also became more aware
of their need for socialization and how to seek support when they had
problems. More than 80 per cent agreed “very much” with the statement
that “parents are responsible for providing conditions for the proper development of their child”. In the mothers’ own words, Lifestart contributed to their personal change in the following ways:
• I am now more relaxed, more tolerant, more satisfied and more
sociable.
• My expectations of the child are now more reasonable; I am now sure
that a kind word is worth more than any threat.
• I persuaded my husband to take part in the project.
• I am now more persistent in solving problems.
• Now I can solve problems easily and without frustration.
• I am now sure that the parents are crucial for a healthy family.
• I acquired new knowledge.
• I became more communicative; I made new friends.
• I now have an open attitude towards the children and we try to find a
common language.
• My self-confidence increased.
• I now know that there are times when the father can take care of the
child as well as the mother.
• I learned that one has to create appropriate conditions first before
planning to start a family.

Changes in the family
The survey also found that other members of the family recognized the
importance of the mother’s work and deferred to her on matters of child
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raising. Close to 89 per cent reported being treated with “more” or “very
much more” respect in the family after having participated in the programme; and 92 per cent reported that relationships in the family were
“better” or “very much better”. In addition, more than 87 per cent of the
women reported that their husbands were “more” or “very much more”
interested in learning about the development of children and in creating
a better environment for the child’s development; and 92 per cent of the
mothers said they were the ones in the family who decided what is best
for the child. In the mothers’ own words:
• The family is thankful for the programme and warmly welcomes it.
• The family members grew closer.
• We solve problems together.
• The father got closer to his child.
• My husband notices improvements in me.
• I consult my husband more often.
• There is greater understanding of family members for each other.
• I communicate better with the other family members.
• Now my husband helps me with the education of the children.

Changes in the community
Relationships in the community also improved as a result of Lifestart.
More than 80 per cent of the mothers said they now exchange opinions
with neighbours and other people “more” or “very much more” often.
Many conversations are about how to improve the conditions for children to play, and the important role of mothers in the family and community. Ninety per cent reported undertaking “more” or “very much
more” joint activities with other adults for the sake of the children; 94
per cent said that interest in “schooling for parenthood” had increased
“much” or “very much”; and 81 per cent said that both mothers and fathers had become active in creating better conditions for their children’s
development. In the mothers’ own words:
• The residents of the refugee settlements talk about the programme.
• Now there is a need for a kindergarten in our village.
• We talk more with others about the future of our children.
• People’s self-confidence and desire to create better conditions for the
children have increased.
• We would like to have a place where children can spend some time together in groups.
• Besides the mothers who participate in the project, the meetings were
also visited by mothers who were not part of the programme.
• We ourselves organized a meeting of the women from the city and the
villages who took part in the programme.
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The community-based educators trained by the project also reported
that they themselves had gained greater self-confidence through their
training and implementation of the project (51 per cent); greater authority in their own family (30 per cent); greater authority in the community
(34 per cent); greater knowledge of how to raise their own children (42
per cent); better cooperation with others in their environment (34 per
cent); and awareness of how to change their community for the better
(42 per cent).
Finally, educators asked the mothers what they would do to stimulate
their children’s development in the days to come. The mothers said they
would show their children more love and respect, help them with their
problems, praise them, build their self-confidence, play with them and
help them to learn so they can become useful citizens in society.

Discussion
Through Lifestart in Emergencies, women in isolated, ethnically divided
regions of Macedonia became aware of their own value and values, and
learned to overcome mistrust and work together across ethnic lines for
the sake of their children. Their initiative and self-confidence also had a
positive effect on their husbands, who gained more respect for their wives
and began to develop relationships with their children and with men
from other groups. These activities, in turn, increased social cohesion.
Women who met during the project began to organize inter-ethnic festivals and religious celebrations, and to establish local early childhood development centres in ethnically mixed villages. Many of these centres are
now supported by local governments, and the dual focus on child development and parental education has been largely mainstreamed into the
Macedonian education strategy and school system.
The programme’s success was due largely to the fact that it was nonconfrontational and was thus able to foster trust. Focusing on children’s
well-being proved to be an effective, non-threatening entry point for
efforts to address socially and culturally sensitive issues such as domestic
and inter-community violence.

After the war: Women continue to drive the agenda
in Macedonia
The principles of Lifestart have been incorporated into ECCD and
community-based development activities in hundreds of vulnerable communities, reaching tens of thousands of children throughout Macedonia.
The project was resumed and scaled up after the NATO bombing ended.
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The expanded project, supported by a US$600,000 grant from the World
Bank’s Post-Conflict Fund, covered some 30,000 children in about 700
predominantly Albanian, Macedonian and Roma communities all over
the country. It was implemented by the Forum of Albanian Women in
Albanian communities and the Lifestart Foundation of Bitola in Macedonian and Roma communities. The second phase of the project was also
supported by the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Skopje, which
provided training and continuous supervision of educators; by psychologists who addressed issues of women’s voice; and by the Center for Human Rights at the Institute for Social, Political and Juridical Research,
which provided technical assistance in conflict resolution, in collaboration
with the Ethnic Conflict Resolution Project. The project included technical assistance to central and local authorities related to the institutional,
technical and financial sustainability of the ECCD activities.
The scaling up also resulted in the creation of a national network of
local NGOs and 150 community educators specializing in ECCD, as well
as a system of 11 regional coordinators for monitoring and supervision.
These community-based educators and coordinators, many of them
women who were trained through their involvement in Lifestart, are now
a permanent presence on the national scene. They were instrumental in
the enactment by the Macedonian parliament of the Law on Child Protection, which states in part that:
Care and upbringing of pre-school education children is a form of child protection that includes housing, care, nutrition, upbringing, education, sports and
recreational and cultural-entertainment activities, measures and activities for
health promotion and health protection and improvement of the intellectual,
emotional, physical, mental and social development of the child . . . Any psychological or physical maltreatment, punishment or other inhumane treatment
or abuse of children is probibited . . .22

Many of these women were also involved in the drafting of the government’s education strategy, gender-mainstreaming strategy and the new
constitution, which guarantees equal rights to citizens of every ethnicity.
Further, the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare has endorsed community initiatives in early childhood education as a complement to the formal kindergarten system; and ECCD programmes and projects have been
written into a number of municipal budgets.
These programmes have benefited from the participation and guidance
of women who were committed to the belief that inclusion, respect for
differences and inter-ethnic dialogue for the sake of young children
can prevent conflict at the community level, where most ethnic conflicts
begin.
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1. While the full and official name of Macedonia is the former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia (FYROM), throughout this chapter the country will be referred to as
Macedonia.
2. Data from Macedonia’s 2002 census, the first conducted since the end of the conflict,
show the following official population shares: Macedonians 64.18 per cent (down from
65.3 per cent in the 1991 census), Albanians 25.17 per cent (up from 21.7 per cent in
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non-governmental sources, which put the number of Roma living in Macedonia at
80,000 –135,000. This would place Roma at between 3.95% and 6.67% of the total population.” See “Written Comments of the European Rights Centre and the National Roma
Centrum Concerning the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia”, submitted to UN
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 37th Session, European Roma
Rights Centre and National Roma Centrum, Budapest and Kumanovo, 19 September
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9. The EU Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border
Counties of Ireland, Operational Programme, 2000 –2004 can be found at http://ec.
europa.eu. This concept for the second phase of the programme, Peace II, summarizes
the purpose and results of Peace I:
			 In the autumn of 1994, shortly after the cease-fires were announced by the main paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland, the European Commission looked into practical
ways for the European Union to support the region’s transition to a more peaceful
and stable society. The Task Force set up at that time came to the conclusion that the
European Union had a clear interest and vital role to play in maintaining the momentum for peace and reconciliation, not only for the benefit of the region most affected, but also for the wider benefit of the European Union as a whole. On this basis,

Young mothers as agents of peacebuilding  203
the European Commission proposed to create a Special Support Programme for
Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Counties of Ireland
(also known as the Programme for Peace and Reconciliation, or SSPPR), to be implemented in the form of a Community Initiative under the Structural Funds for the period 1995 to 1999. The principle of such a special Programme and its initial allocation
of financial resources were endorsed by the European Council of Heads of States and
Governments at the Essen Summit in December 1994. After a wide consultation of
interested parties both in the eligible region and among European institutions and
organs, the European Commission adopted Guidelines for the Initiative in May 1995,
and formally created the Programme in July 1995, in agreement with the United
Kingdom and Ireland. In recognition of the EU’s continuing support for the peace
process in Northern Ireland, the European Council in Berlin in March 1999 decided
to continue the PEACE Programme for a further 5 years (2000 –2004). The implementation of the PEACE II Programme will take place in a new political and institutional context created by the implementation of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement
and by the new round of structural funds.
10. Ibid.
11. The Agreement Between the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland and the Government of Ireland, also known as the Belfast Accord or
the Good Friday Agreement, was signed on 10 April 1998.
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13. Interview with Dr Flora Brovina, The Guardian, 15 November 2001.
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peace negotiations, peace-building, peacekeeping, humanitarian response and in postconflict reconstruction and stresses the importance of their equal participation and
full involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security. Resolution 1325 urges all actors to increase the participation of women and incorporate gender perspectives in all United Nations peace and security efforts. It also
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Part III
Putting good intentions into practice:
National and global efforts to right
past wrongs
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9
Gender and transitional justice:
Experiences from South Africa,
Rwanda and Sierra Leone
Lyn S. Graybill

Africa saw in the 1990s both a model for restorative justice in South
Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission and a mechanism for
retributive justice in the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.
They preceded Sierra Leone’s attempt in 2002 to set up concurrent postconflict systems – both a truth commission and a special court – to deal
with crimes committed during its brutal decade-long civil war. To what
extent did Sierra Leone improve on the earlier examples in addressing
the issue of gender violations? This chapter discusses how violations of
women’s human rights committed during conflict were handled by these
earlier forums, and how Sierra Leone learned from and adapted the models to suit its unique situation. It suggests in conclusion that the limited
successes of all three countries in dealing with gender violations may set
the stage for continuing violence against women in Africa.

South Africa
Three hundred years of minority rule in South Africa, culminating in a
decades-long low-intensity civil war between resistance movements and
the government, ended with the nation’s first all-race elections in April
1994. The new government quickly passed legislation creating the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) to investigate gross human rights
abuses (defined as “killing, abduction, torture, or severe ill treatment”).1
Victims were invited to tell their personal stories at hearings conducted
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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by the Human Rights Violations Committee, and perpetrators were encouraged to make full disclosure to the Amnesty Committee for abuses
committed between 1960 and 1994.2

Gender crimes during apartheid
In the early hearings, women’s testimony before the TRC was largely
about abuses to male relatives, not to themselves. According to Ross’s
coverage of the first five weeks of hearings, 60 per cent of deponents
were women but over three-quarters of their testimonies were about
abuses to men.3 Under pressure from women’s organizations and fol
lowing a submission on “Gender and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission” by Goldblatt and Meintjes, the TRC attempted to refocus its
efforts on women.4 For instance, the commissioners amended the form
used for statements, cautioning women: “Important: Don’t forget to tell
us what happened to you yourself if you were the victim of a gross
human rights abuse.”5 The TRC accepted recommendations that women
be allowed to tell stories on behalf of other women; that groups of
women be permitted to come together and tell their stories as a collective; that hearings be held in camera when requested; and that women,
supported by social workers and psychologists, be permitted to tell their
stories before a panel of female commissioners in a meeting hall where
only women were allowed to attend.6 Three women-only hearings were
held in Cape Town, Durban and Johannesburg to address abuses of
women.
The TRC gave many women their first opportunity to tell anyone
about their abuse during the apartheid years. Two women at the Johannesburg hearing testified that this was the first time either had told of her
rape. Thandi Shezi, who was gang-raped by the police, testified, “I thought
I’d done something that I deserved to be treated like that.”7 Kedeboni
Dube, who was raped by Inkatha Freedom Party supporters, had only
told her family she had been kidnapped.8 A woman testifying anonymously at the Durban hearing also said she had told no one of being
gang-raped by Inkatha members as her husband watched. She explained:
“Sometimes I feel like I invited the trouble myself.”9
In addition to rape, other violations women suffered centred on their
sex and age. Many women testified that they were degraded during their
menstrual periods, forced to stand without benefit of sanitary pads with
blood running down their legs.10 Women were sometimes made to disrobe in front of male wardens, fondled by doctors and police officers and
genitally shocked.11
Not all women availed themselves of the opportunity to testify.12
Given the assumption of many South Africans about a sexually abused
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woman – that she had brought it upon herself – many women chose not
to speak out. Many high-ranking women in government who were rape
victims during the apartheid years may have worried how they would be
perceived if they came forward with their stories.13 Some women in government were former MK (Umkhonto we Sizwe) soldiers who had been
molested by their own comrades in training camps in Zambia, Angola
and Tanzania but may have not wanted to discredit fellow members in
the African National Congress (ANC).
The TRC’s final report identified 140 rapes, although the actual number
is certainly much higher,14 and confirmed the initial impression that
women had been reticent to speak about their own violations. Although
more than half of all deponents (54.8 per cent) were women, only 43.9
per cent of women identified themselves as victims of abduction, torture
or severe ill treatment.15 Still, this represented an increase in the percentage of self-proclaimed victims over the first five weeks of hearings that
Ross’s study analyses, and can be attributed in part to the decision by the
TRC to hold special women’s hearings.
A final curiosity is that while rape victims could identify themselves as
victims of “severe ill treatment”, this is one type of violation for which no
individual amnesty applicants acknowledged responsibility. No member
of the security forces or liberation movement applied for amnesty for
rape or other sexual violations. This is probably because they assumed
that rape would not fall within the guidelines, as an act had to not only
have a “political” motive but also be performed “without malice”. Can
one rape without malice? One view of why rape was not acknowledged
by perpetrators is its common occurrence in South Africa – so common
that it is not considered a gross human rights violation.

Post-TRC gender violence
One wonders whether the focus on gender violence at the TRC had any
impact in directing attention to gender violence in the post-apartheid era.
Despite the passage of the Domestic Violence Act in 1998, domestic
abuse is rampant in South Africa, affecting 25–30 per cent of women.16 A
study conducted by the Medical Research Council found that 27 per cent
of women in the Eastern Cape, 28 per cent of women in Mpumalanga
and 19 per cent of women in the Northern Province had been physically
abused by a current or former partner. In another study of 1,394 men
working for three Cape Town area municipalities, 44 per cent admitted to
having abused their female partners. In a third study of 1,800 working
men in the Western Cape, 22 per cent reported having forced their wives
or girlfriends to have sex.17 What happens in the home traditionally has
been seen as a private sphere out of bounds for government interference,

210

Lyn Graybill

leaving wives who are economically dependent on their abusive spouses
with few options.
South Africa also has the highest number of reported rapes in the
world.18 In one study, one in four men interviewed claimed to have had
sex without a woman’s consent.19 Interpol predicts that one in two South
African women will be raped in her lifetime.20 To compound this, rape
is the most underreported crime in South Africa, according to Human
Rights Watch.21 Even the official South African Police Services (SAPS)
statistics – widely perceived as being too low – documented 71,500 rapes
in 2008–2009,22 while the South African Law Commission estimates there
may be as many as 1.69 million rapes a year.23 Most disturbing is that
incidents of rape are rising: from an average of 16,000 official cases per
year in the 1980s – at the height of the conflict – to 55,000 official cases in
2006. The high-profile acquittal of Jacob Zuma, ANC deputy president,
for the alleged rape of his god-daughter highlighted the pervasiveness of
the problem throughout all levels of society, as well as the low conviction
rates.24
Conviction rates hover at just 8 per cent of reported cases.25 SAPS,
whose reforms have centred on race bias, have paid little attention to the
fair treatment of women rape victims.26 Even young girls find themselves
objects of sexual assaults. SAPS statistics reveal that 41 per cent of rape
victims are girls under the age of 12.27 Schoolgirls are raped, sexually assaulted and harassed by their male classmates and teachers, causing many
to drop out of school.28
In addition, circumstances force women to trade sex for goods. The incidence of the “sugar daddy” phenomenon – where women have “transactional sex” with usually older partners in return for food, clothing,
transportation, school fees or gifts – is high.29 Cross-generational relationships associated with low condom use and gender-based violence are
linked to high HIV/AIDS infection rates.30
In South Africa, where more people are living with AIDS than in
any other country, women are affected disproportionately,31 prompting
Stephen Lewis, the UN special envoy on HIV/AIDS in Africa, to describe
the pandemic in Africa as a “war against women”.32
Sexual harassment is yet another area of concern. It is estimated that
76 per cent of women have experienced some form of sexual harassment,
40 per cent of whom left their jobs as a result.33 Although perpetrators
can be indicted under a number of laws, including the Employment
Equity Act, there have been few prosecutions.
One theory to explain the high levels of sexual violence is that it is a
natural outgrowth of past political violence. Human Rights Watch maintains that there is “at least circumstantial evidence that those areas worst
affected by the uprising against the state and by intra-community polit-
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ical conflict are also those areas where reported rapes are highest”.34
Goldblatt and Meintjes hypothesize that men’s exposure to torture and
violence during the apartheid era has contributed to the current climate
of violence against women in South Africa.35 Conversely, Zwane links
rape in the townships to the end of armed struggle and the demobilization of youth who are trying to find meaning in their lives when there is
no longer a clear enemy.36 While Skully stresses the historical context for
gender violence, harking back to colonialism,37 Britton suggests contemporary events. She surmises that increased gender-based violence may be
a backlash against the constitutionally enforced gender equality of South
African women.38 Whatever the reasons, it has been suggested that currently women are experiencing “as much, if not more, gender-based violence in their communities than was the case under apartheid”.39

Rwanda
As South Africans were holding their first democratic elections in April
1994, 3,000 kilometres to the north Rwandans were massacring each
other in the fastest recorded genocide in history. After the airplane death
of Hutu President Juvenal Habyarimana on 6 April 1994, the Hutu went
on a killing spree, exterminating an estimated 800,000 Tutsi (and moderate Hutu as well) over the course of 100 days in an effort to thwart the
power-sharing arrangement with Tutsi to which the president had agreed
under the Arusha Peace Accords of 1993. The genocide ended when the
mainly Tutsi Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) defeated the remnants of
the interim government and stopped the carnage.

Sexual attacks during the genocide
Although the main casualties were men, women were particularly vulnerable to sexual violence. Human Rights Watch described how women were
individually raped, gang-raped, raped with objects such as sticks or gun
barrels, held in sexual slavery and sexually mutilated.40 Regarded as
prizes to be distributed to subordinates who performed well in killing
Tutsi, women were kept in sexual servitude either collectively or through
forced “marriages”.41
Although both Tutsi and Hutu women were raped (for instance a Hutu
wife of a Tutsi man, or a Hutu woman who aided Tutsi) – and especially
elite educated women of both ethnicities42 – Tutsi women suffered the
most rapes and other forms of sexual violence. Human Rights Watch
established that virtually every Tutsi woman and adolescent girl who
survived the genocide had been raped. The UN special rapporteur in
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Rwanda, extrapolating from the number of unwanted pregnancies after
the genocide (with 100 cases of rape resulting in one pregnancy), estimates that the total number of women raped was between 250,000 and
500,000.43
Women who managed to avoid murder were nevertheless under a
death sentence, since the perpetrators often carried the AIDS virus.44 According to President Paul Kagame, “We knew that the government was
bringing AIDS patients out of the hospitals specifically to form battalions
of rapists.”45 According to Lisa Sharlach, statistics from over a decade
ago indicated that half of all rape survivors were HIV positive.46 But
more recent figures from the World Health Organization in 2008 estimate
that 150,000 Rwandans are living with HIV/AIDS, including 78,000
women, down from its estimates in 2002 of 500,000 with HIV/AIDS, including 250,000 women.47 One can surmise that the downward trend is
due to AIDS-related deaths.

Justice and the ICTR
Contemporaneous with South Africa’s “pardon” experiment embodied in
the TRC, the government of Rwanda demanded “punishment” through
the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) for acts of genocide committed by the former regime. Mamdani explains the difference
between a truth commission and a tribunal in this way: “if South Africa
exemplifies the dilemma involved in the pursuit of reconciliation without
justice, Rwanda exemplifies the opposite: the pursuit of justice without
reconciliation”.48
While the ANC was hamstrung by promises to the National Party to
grant amnesty as a condition of relinquishing power, the Rwandan Patriotic Front, having ended the genocide and routed the remnants of the
Hutu government, was under no such constraint and heartily supported
(at least initially) the establishment of a Nuremberg-style tribunal to try
those who had fled into exile, and local courts for those detained in jails
inside the country.49 The Tanzania-based ICTR, which is set to complete
its work in 2014, has prosecuted the planners of genocide, crimes against
humanity and violations of the Geneva Conventions committed in 1994,
while the Rwandan state courts have prosecuted those who followed
orders. Under the state’s Genocide Law, the more serious Category 1
crimes originally carried a mandatory death penalty, with varying sentences for the lesser Categories 2, 3 and 4 crimes.50 In the years since the
genocide, approximately 7,000 people have been tried in the state genocide courts.
Although Category 1 defendants in state courts may include those who
commit acts of rape and sexual torture, few if any of the dossiers have
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included these charges. One reason is that the law does not expressly define the legal elements of either crime, such as force or coercion. Hence
court verdicts are inconsistent, law enforcement is confused and sexual
violence against women tends to be ignored.51 According to then deputy
minister of justice Gerald Gahima, within the Justice Department’s investigation teams “rape has not been receiving the attention it deserves.
The main focus has been on the killings and not as many women were
killed.”52 It is unfortunate that so few rape cases have been tried in the
state courts, since verdicts in local courts would likely be perceived as
more legitimate than those in an international tribunal outside the country, and thus have a greater chance of influencing community attitudes
towards sexual crimes.
In an effort to deal with the large number of suspects – 130,000 at its
height – the government in 2002 resurrected a traditional form of jurisprudence, gacaca, literally “justice on the grass”, to expedite justice
quickly and efficiently. Gacaca officially concluded in 2010.53 It was often
portrayed as reconciliatory, rather than merely punitive, because it aimed
to restore relationships by reintegrating perpetrators back into their
communities once they admitted their wrongdoing. Gacaca rewards confession with reduced sentences, and both mandatory apology and compensation to victims are written into the gacaca law.54
The gacaca panels, which heard testimony of Categories 2– 4 crimes
and reached verdicts through community consensus, were not originally
authorized to hear crimes involving rape or sexual torture. Women’s
rights activists had successfully lobbied the government to categorize
rape and sexual torture as Category 1 crimes which deserved the harshest
penalties. They argued that sexual torture has lifetime effects on its victims – a slow death more painful than murder – and therefore should be
elevated above murder, unintentional homicide and other serious assaults
in the hierarchy of crimes. In a sense, this acknowledges that rape is so
heinous that it must be prosecuted at the state level, although, as mentioned, few rape cases have actually been prosecuted at that level. Even if
the dossiers were to include rape, criminal courts are geographically, procedurally and financially inaccessible to the majority of women.55
Although rape could not be prosecuted in gacaca, the 2004 Genocide
Law nevertheless permitted a Category 1 suspect to confess at a gacaca
panel. If the suspect’s confession (along with an apology) was accepted,
he could get a reduced sentence (and avoid the death penalty). In that
way, rapists could be motivated to acknowledge their crimes.56 In 2008
the law was further changed to permit Category 1 cases, including rape,
to come under the gacaca jurisdiction. The change was opposed by most
women’s groups, which felt it minimized the seriousness of rape and
believed the sentences would be too lenient. Only one out of 20 rape
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 ictims interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they preferred gacaca
v
over the state courts.57
Few rape cases have been prosecuted in the ICTR either. In the tribunal’s first year it looked as though it would fail to mount even one rape
prosecution. One explanation was the lack of political will among those
leading the investigations. The perception of tribunal investigators was
that rape is a “lesser” crime not worthy of investigating.58 However, in
July 1996, under pressure from international women’s groups, a sexual assault committee was created within the tribunal to address problems related to the investigation of gender crimes. When former mayor of Taba
Jean-Paul Akayesu was arrested for genocide, the prosecutor of the ICTR
was asked by women’s and human rights organizations in an amicus brief
to charge him specifically with rape and other crimes of sexual violence.
As a direct result of their brief, the prosecutor amended the indictment
to include charges of rape and inhumane treatment. In addition, the
amendment recognized rape as a crime against humanity and a war
crime.59
Akayesu was convicted in September 1998 of inciting others to commit
genocide (marking the first conviction of genocide by an international
court) and of crimes against humanity (including extermination, assassination, torture, rape and other inhumane acts). He was sentenced to life
in prison. This case set the precedent that rape can be one means of committing a crime of genocide if it targets a particular ethnic or religious
group. It marked the first time that an international court had punished
sexual violence in an internal conflict.

Few rape prosecutions
Although the Akayesu case was ground-breaking, after that verdict prosecutors at the ICTR have been reluctant to bring indictments for crimes
of sexual violence.60 At the tenth anniversary of the genocide, only 30 per
cent of cases tried included rape charges, and only 10 per cent of those
defendants were found guilty for their role in widespread sexual violence.
Binaifer Nowrojee writes: “In real numbers, that means that, at the tenth
anniversary of the genocide, only two defendants had specifically been
held responsible for their role in sexual violence crimes . . . despite the
tens of thousands of rapes committed during the genocide.”61
The deputy prosecutor of the tribunal explains: “African women don’t
want to talk about rape. We haven’t received any real complaints. It’s
rare in investigations that women refer to rape.”62 Although rampant,
rape has been underreported by victims. Because of the stigma, most
women do not talk of their experiences. Linda Fairstein, a veteran prosecutor of sexual offences, argues that women’s reticence to testify at a trial
is based on the desire “to avoid what they anticipate will be the rigors
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of seeing their assailant and being cross-examined; reliving the terror of
their victimization, especially in a public courtroom; the humiliations or
embarrassment of describing the intimate acts forced upon them so violently; being questioned about their personal lives”.63
One woman revealed her discomfort about testifying before the tribunal:
They asked me what I meant by “raping”, I didn’t know what to do. I looked
around me for help. It is not something you do in Rwandan culture. They asked
me if it was for a man to put his penis in a woman’s vagina. I nodded. They said
I had to repeat it. So I repeated it. But then I started to cry because of the
shame. For a Rwandan girl to use such words in her life, you don’t know: it is
awful.64

The tribunal has gone some way in attempting to alleviate victims’ discomfort. It has eliminated a corroboration requirement, rejected the admissibility of the victim’s sexual history and defined the crime in terms of
force or threat of force applied, rather than the resistance offered.65 Rule
34 of the ICTR Rules of Procedure and Evidence addresses the need for
witness protection, and Rule 69 relates to non-disclosure of the identity
of a witness who may be in danger.66 Even with these reforms, women
have still hesitated to testify. One victim said, “There were no women
asking the question. If it was a woman, I would have told her.”67 Some
women complained that they had to speak to “returnee” translators –
Tutsi who had been in exile often for decades and returned after the genocide. Given the tensions between this group and surviving genocide
victims, women only felt comfortable speaking with others who had gone
through the same experience.68
Many also feared reprisals if they pointed the finger, since witnesses
could be protected in Arusha, but their safety could not be guaranteed
on their return home. One woman was killed in 1997 after she testified
against former Rwandan mayor Jean-Paul Akayesu – a chilling warning
to other potential witnesses.69 Another explanation for women’s resistance to testifying is “survivor’s guilt”. Women often feel shame since they
are regarded as collaborators with the enemy for having survived.70 Still
another reason for their unwillingness to testify is poor health due to the
AIDS virus, which keeps them from travelling to Arusha. Two-thirds
of the members of AVEGA-AGAHOZO (Association of Genocide
Widows) are HIV positive.71

Post-genocide status
Victims have suffered serious medical conditions from sexual violence,
including gynaecological and urinary infections, in a country that has only
five practising gynaecologists.72 Women who became pregnant had the
difficult decision of whether or not to have the child. Since abortion is
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i llegal in Rwanda, many women turned to self-induced or clandestine
abortions, which resulted in serious medical complications.73 Others chose
to bear these children, whom society refers to as “children of hate”,
“children of bad memories” or “devil children”.74 Some of the 2,000 –
5,000 war progeny have subsequently been abandoned or killed by their
mothers.75
The social consequences are enormous. Because of the genocide, 54
per cent of the Rwandan population are now female and 34 per cent of
Rwandan households are headed by women (60 per cent of whom are
widows), giving women new opportunities but new burdens as well.76
Given the number of men who were killed or are in prison, marriage may
be problematic even for women who were not sexually “defiled”. The
shortage of men contributes to increased polygamy and the practice of
sharing men, known as kwinjara, which has become so common that
health officials say it represents the greatest challenge in their efforts to
combat the spread of AIDS.77
AIDS is also being spread by the growing rate of prostitution. According to Newbury and Baldwin, so-called “defiled” women have been pressured into sexual liaisons with local officials since their experiences have
already made them “social outcasts”.78 There is increased prostitution not
only for young women but older women and teenage girls as well. Newbury and Baldwin write: “Although fully aware of the risks of HIV infection, these prostitutes could envisage no other way of earning enough to
stay alive.”79
Sexual violence continued after the genocide. Tutsi women who had
survived were attacked by Zaire-based interahamwe (Hutu militias) to
eliminate witnesses.80 In some cases, Tutsi women survivors were pressured into relationships with RPF soldiers as a reward for ending the
genocide. Some Hutu women were raped by RPF soldiers in retaliation
for rapes against Tutsi women, but since the ICTR, state genocide courts
and gacaca are trying just the Hutu who committed genocide and not the
Tutsi for revenge killings and affiliated acts, women raped by Tutsi men
will not receive justice.81 Since the genocide, domestic violence has become common, affecting one-fifth of Rwandan women, yet these cases
are rarely brought before the courts.82 However, in 2008 the government
of Rwanda passed the Domestic Relations Bill and the Domestic Violence Act.83

The TRC and ICTR: Serving women?
How successful were South Africa’s and Rwanda’s attempts at meeting
women’s needs for reconciliation and justice? As noted earlier, the TRC
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privileged reconciliation over justice,84 and the ICTR justice over reconciliation, but in looking at how the two forums handled gender crimes,
this distinction breaks down. It is not clear that women in South Africa
experienced the reconciliation between victim and perpetrator that was
supposed to be forged from the experience of telling their stories in a
safe space, hearing perpetrators acknowledge their acts and forgiving
perpetrators. Nor is it true that women in Rwanda feel justice has been
done by the tribunal’s punishment of Hutu who killed, mutilated or raped
female Tutsi. In both cases, the handling of crimes against women was an
afterthought. The TRC and ICTR took only halting steps towards recognizing the distinctive ways in which women suffered human rights abuses,
and both dealt with gender crimes as an “add-on” that was not central to
their work.
Both processes have let down women. For those few women who were
even aware of the work of the ICTR,85 anecdotal evidence suggests they
were not pleased with the court’s judgments, especially pertaining to
women.86 No doubt few Rwandan women survivors feel they have received the justice that was promised them in the ICTR format. The prison
term meted out to Akayesu for rape was just 15 years (concurrent with a
life sentence for extermination) – the typical sentence handed down at
the ICTR for rape – which to many women whose lives have been ruined
seems insufficient.87 Sentencing defendants to concurrent sentences sends
the message that rape is not as important as other crimes, since the punishment for rape is subsumed in the punishment for other crimes.88 Furthermore, the ICTR is prosecuting those who gave orders to rape but not
the actual rapists. Many women presumably live in neighbourhoods with
former rapists whom they must see daily, reliving the trauma over and
over again.
Although the ICTR represents an unprecedented example of prosecuting rape as a crime against humanity and a means of genocide, it was
prosecuted as an adjunct to other war crimes, for instance conspiracy to
commit genocide, and not by itself. In effect, this trivializes rape, confirming the view that it is the “least condemned” war crime.89
Copelon also criticizes the focus on mass rape and ethnic cleansing, because it represents a transfer of concern from individual women to the
nation or group. When rape is attributed to ethnic hatred, she argues,
women are given no specificity, which amounts to an added assault on
women. To view mass rape as a weapon of ethnic cleansing focuses on
the ethnic hatred and makes the gender hatred, and the individual tragedy, invisible.90
While victims were allowed to testify anonymously, there were examples where they were in full view of the accused. Several women also
spoke of their humiliation when defence lawyers and judges joined in the
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crowd’s laughter during their difficult testimony.91 Witnesses were subject
to hostile cross-examinations from defence attorneys. According to Mertus,
“Law does not permit a single witness to tell . . . her own coherent narrative; it chops the stories into digestible parts, selects a handful of these
parts, and sorts and refines them to create a new narrative – the legal
anti-narrative.”92 These procedures are supposedly to protect women and
ensure that their suffering is not put on trial, but witnesses long to “finish
their story” for themselves. Often the process of telling and observing
one’s story being heard allows survivors to become subjects again.93
In a fashion, this occurred at the South African TRC hearings, although
there remained procedural and cultural constraints to women’s voices being heard. At the TRC women could testify as injured parties without
hostile cross-examinations. Some women testified to the therapeutic
value of speaking out. However, after an initial sense of relief at having
unburdened themselves, there was a return and intensification of symptoms associated with the original violations as well as the onset of new
symptoms that may be related to further traumatization caused by retelling the story.94 A serious blow to female victims was the fact that no amnesty applicants confessed to rape, creating the situation of victims but
no perpetrators. It is difficult to see how women were reconciled in the
absence of acknowledgement by their assailants.

Sierra Leone
What did Sierra Leone learn from the earlier experiences in transitional
justice? Sierra Leone embarked on a two-pronged process to further
both justice and reconciliation: a special court to try those “who bear the
greatest responsibility”95 and a truth commission to hear from lesser perpetrators and victims. In fact, it was the first country where the international community set up simultaneously both a truth commission and a
court in a post-conflict setting.

Women during the civil war
The decade-long civil war in Sierra Leone was marked by barbarous attacks on civilians, including killings, amputations and sexual violence.96
Human Rights Watch estimates that between 215,000 and 257,000 women
were victims of sexual assault during the conflict.97 Physicians for Human
Rights concludes that one out of eight households had been subjected to
sexual violence.98
Women of all ages, from young girls to grandmothers, were both individually raped and gang-raped, often in front of their families. Some

Gender AND transitional justice  219

women were not only forced to have sex in front of family members, but
also with family members. Many pregnant women had their wombs
ripped open and their foetuses speared by assailants who took bets on
the sex of the unborn child.99
Rebels took women as their “wives” – perhaps 60 per cent of girls involved with fighting forces were taken as spouses100 – and branded the
name of their group on their breasts. If pro-government forces found
these marked women, they would kill them, accusing them of aiding the
enemy.
Virgins, or those perceived to be virgins, were preferred,101 which explains the young ages of many of the victims. The high value placed on
virginity in Sierra Leone culture means that these women were subsequently undesirable as marriage partners; hence the impact on women,
families and communities was enormous.
Every side of the conflict perpetrated human rights violations against
women – not just the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), the Armed
Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC), the Sierra Leone Army and the
Civil Defense Forces (CDF), but also UNAMSIL (UN Mission in Sierra
Leone) and ECOMOG (Economic Community of West African States
Monitoring Group).102

Prosecuting gender crimes at the Special Court
Some of the advantages that accrued to the Special Court of Sierra Leone
(SCSL) included the mixture of foreign and domestic jurists and its location within the country where the violations took place. International expertise complemented local understandings – an important contribution
since Sierra Leone is not advanced in terms of legal protections for
women against rape. For instance, in Sierra Leone law, rape is prosecuted
under customary law rather than general law, as most serious crimes are.
Only the rape of a virgin is considered serious (in Krio “to virginate”),103
whereas the rape of a married woman or non-virgin is not considered a
crime at all.104 The diffusion of legal knowledge may help the country to
internalize international human rights norms, including norms affirming
the rights of women.
As a hybrid court, the SCSL was able to utilize national as well as
international law. In addition to the state crime of arson, it covered offences under the Prevention of Cruelty to Children Act of 1926, including
“abusing a girl under 13 years of age”, “abusing a girl between 13 and 14
years of age” and “abduction of a girl for immoral purposes”.105 Also, the
advantage of having the court conduct its work in Freetown made it
easier for female witnesses to testify and see justice being done. “In this
respect,” writes Eaton, “the impact of the SCSL’s rulings may be felt
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more widely by the victims than has been the case with the ICTs [international criminal tribunals] decisions.”106
On the other hand, its location within the country made it harder to
protect witnesses, especially the identity of those testifying anonymously.
As with the ICTR, the prosecution limited the number of witnesses, with
the goal of having a few strong witnesses in order to speed up the trial.
As in all court cases, a witness could be subjected to adversarial crossexamination and not allowed free rein to tell her story in her own way.
Despite the adversarial court setting, witnesses were generally treated
with respect and dignity. Unlike most courts, psychological counsellors
were provided for witnesses to help them get through difficult testimony.107
Witnesses often felt a sense of release and closure by giving testimony,
and judges intervened to stop defence lawyers’ overly hostile questioning
of witnesses. Most witnesses were sheltered at a safe house in Freetown
once their identity was revealed to the defence, with victims of genderbased crimes separated in their own safe house from other witnesses.108
Unlike the ICTR, the SCSL indicted suspects for gender crimes not as
an afterthought or an add-on to its central work. The reason for this
proactive approach, according to King, is that before the hearings even
commenced, women’s groups and other civil society organizations formed
the Women’s Task Force on the Role of Women in the TRC and Spe
cial Court to ensure that gender crimes were adequately identified and
addressed.109
The SCSL statute lists the crimes against humanity that can be prosecuted: “rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy and
any other form of sexual violence” when conducted as part of a widespread attack against civilians.110 When former prosecutor David Crane
handed down his first indictments on 7 March 2003, in four of the five the
indicted were charged specifically with crimes of sexual violence, categorized as crimes against humanity. This marked the first time that an international tribunal had addressed the prosecution of rape as a major war
crime in and of itself in a situation not marked by genocide.111 This was
an important step in treating the crime of rape seriously.
The seriousness with which the court viewed sexual crimes was indicated by the number of investigators assigned to sexual assault violations
(two women, or 20 per cent of the investigation team, compared to
less than 2 per cent of the ICTR’s investigators who dealt with these
crimes).112 One attorney was specifically dedicated to prosecuting cases
of sexual violence. Three out of 11 judges (two in the trial chambers and
one in the appeal chambers) were women.113 Perhaps learning from the
poor record of the ICTR when it began its work,114 the SCSL statute
specified that due consideration be given to the appointment of prosecutors and investigators in gender-related crimes.115 The Women’s Task
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Force on the Role of Women in the TRC and Special Court also advocated for gender balance among the staff.116
The SCSL indicted leaders on all sides. This even-handedness was undoubtedly an advantage over its predecessor, the ICTR (as well as the
Rwandan genocide courts and gacaca), which just tried Hutu accused of
crimes against Tutsi and not Tutsi who were involved in revenge killings
(and rapes) in the aftermath of the genocide. However, like the ICTR,
the SCSL only went after leaders with overall command responsibility,
not the foot soldiers or the actual rapists.
In addition to rape, it was expected that other forms of gender violence
would be prosecuted. Crane added the charge “forced marriage” under
“other inhumane acts” in the legal category of crimes against humanity,
arguing that this was more than just rape as these women were held for
long periods of time and forced to clean, cook and porter for their “husbands”. This charge was added to the six indictments against the RUF
and AFRC defendants. However, in June 2007 the court found the AFRC
defendants guilty of rape but not guilty of sexual slavery or forced marriage.117 It was only in February 2009 with the rulings against the RUF
defendants that the crime of forced marriage (in addition to rape) was
successfully prosecuted.118
The court also refused to allow the prosecutor to amend the indictment of the three CDF defendants119 to include any acts of sexual violence (rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution and forced marriage),
which the prosecutor sought to do four months before the start of trial,
on the grounds that the prosecution waited too long to amend the indictment.120 Kelsall and Stepakoff argue that the court failed to appreciate
fully the difficulties encountered in investigating gender-based crimes (including reticence of victims to come forward, stigma in acknowledging
rape, fear of reprisals and the fact that many CDF combatants are considered national heroes by Sierra Leoneans for helping to defeat the
rebels, making it difficult for their victims to come forward). Witnesses
who had eagerly come to the court to testify about sexual violence committed against them by the CDF were silenced. Six of the seven who testified (to other acts but not sexual acts) later expressed their profound
disappointment at being stopped when they tried to speak of their
experiences of being raped. Kelsall and Stepakoff argue that the SCSL
“missed an opportunity to include as part of its evidence testimony about
a significant aspect of the Sierra Leonean conflict”.121

Acknowledging violations against women at the SLTRC
Working alongside the Special Court was the Sierra Leone Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (SLTRC), which was authorized by the Lomé
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Peace Accord of 1999 to placate those who were angry about the amnesty deal given to the rebels to get them to lay down their arms.122 The
amnesty deal was later withdrawn when the RUF broke the terms of the
agreement and went back to fighting, and the government asked for assistance from the United Nations in prosecuting the leaders of the rebellion in a special court. Nevertheless, it was agreed that the SLTRC would
proceed. Its aim was “to work to help restore the human dignity of victims and promote reconciliation by providing an opportunity for victims
to give an account of the violations . . . suffered and for perpetrators to
relate their experiences, and by creating a climate which fosters constructive interchange between victims and perpetrators”.123
Including the voices of both perpetrators and victims, it was hoped,
would create understanding through respectful listening as conflict
ing parties heard each other’s grievances. Mark Freeman and Priscilla
Hayner suggest that this aspect of truth commissions may help build empathy.124 However, just as there are critiques of the benefits of truth
telling/ hearing in the South African TRC, there are sceptics of this pro
cess in Sierra Leone.125
Since the Special Court was mandated to prosecute “those most responsible” – and limited funding has limited the number of indicted to
just 13 individuals (four of whom are dead)126 – the vast majority of perpetrators were exempt from prosecution and instead were invited to participate in a South African-styled TRC. Operating from mid-2002 to 2004,
the SLTRC’s focus was not punishment but reconciliation of perpetrators
and victims. Many more victims were able to testify in what was conceived as a more cathartic, healing environment than had been possible
in the SCSL.
With no mechanism to compel testimony and no incentive (amnesty)
to testify, it was wondered whether perpetrators would come forward to
confess. Despite Crane’s insistence that he would not use testimony given
at the SLTRC to indict someone in the Special Court, many perpetrators
remained suspicious and chose not to testify.127 The far-from-ideal situation of having two concurrent transitional justice institutions, confusion
about their mandates and lack of an amnesty agreement undoubtedly
contributed to the low number of narratives from perpetrators – just 1
per cent of all statements collected.128
Even fewer numbers of perpetrators actually apologized or asked for
forgiveness from their victims, as had been expected by the commissioners. Commissioner William Schabas notes, “in some cases [they asked]
pardon or forgiveness of their victims”.129 But Shaw observes: “No commander in . . . any of the hearings I attended acknowledged any personal
responsibility for child abductions, rape, amputations and other violations, leading to considerable probing and heated exchanges when the
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Commissioners questioned them.”130 She also notes that rank-and-file excombatants felt it was not their place to speak, leaving that role to their
commanders. In particular, few soldiers from the CDF testified, believing
they were not blameworthy as they were defending the country against
the RUF/AFRC forces. Those who did testify denied committing any
crimes.131
It is unfortunate that the SCSL would not allow CDF leader Samuel
Hinga Norman to testify before the SLTRC, as he had wanted to do. His
testimony would have added to the historical record about the war, and
he may have apologized for the human rights violations committed by his
forces, setting an example for his followers to confess as well. While the
SLTRC’s final report found that the majority of abuses (60.5 per cent)
were committed by the RUF/AFRC, the CDF was also guilty of violations (including rape), especially late in the war.132 The court’s refusal to
let Norman testify publicly before the SLTRC, arguing that he had a
legal right not to incriminate himself, is especially unfortunate since the
SCSL would not allow the prosecutor to add rape to the CDF defendants’ indictments, saying their due process rights would be harmed since
the original indictment did not include this. Thus, for victims of sexual
violence at the hands of the CDF, there was no acknowledgement. Nor
was there acknowledgement from UN peacekeepers with UNAMSIL or
West African forces with ECOMOG who had raped women, but who
did not participate in the SLTRC hearings and were not indicted by the
Special Court.
Like the Special Court, the SLTRC paid attention to the sexual abuses
committed against women during the war. The Lomé Peace Accord
(1999) had urged that since women had been particularly victimized during the war, special attention should be accorded to their needs. The
Sierra Leone Truth and Reconciliation Act followed up on this notion
of targeting women by ordering the commission to “implement special
procedures to address the needs of . . . those who have suffered sexual
abuses”.133 Duggan and Abusharaf attribute the attention to women’s
needs by the SLTRC to the pressure from national and international
women’s groups.134 Thus, unlike the TRC in South Africa and the ICTR,
investigating the special ways that women were targeted was no mere afterthought, but was central to the working of the SLTRC from the outset,
as it was to the SCSL. Even before the SLTRC was established, the
Women’s Task Force lobbied the government, demanding gender balance
among the commission’s staff. Three of the seven commissioners selected
were women, no doubt in deference to the task force’s recommendations.
Two of the female international commissioners,135 Ajaaratou Jow of
Gambia and Yasmin Sooka from South Africa, had extensive experience
of dealing with gender crimes.136
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Taking a page from the South African book, women were encouraged
to testify at special women’s hearings held over three days in May 2003.
These hearings were dedicated to looking at the specific ways in which
women were targeted. Women walked to the YMCA building where the
meetings were held, carrying signs that said “Justice for Women” and “No
Violence Against Women”.137 They were permitted to testify behind a
screen with their identities hidden, or to testify in camera or publicly if
they so chose. The sessions were opened by the Ministry of Social Welfare, Gender, and Children’s Affairs, and women from family support
units were sent by the National Police to observe. Only female commissioners questioned these witnesses. In addition to individual women, a
number of women’s groups provided submissions and oral testimony.
Nowrojee reports that women’s groups spoke positively about the special
hearings, and that rape victims who testified “appeared to have few complaints about their experience testifying”.138
Indicative of women’s voices being heard, and the crime of sexual violence being taken seriously, is the fact that hearings on gender violence
had the largest attendance of any of the hearings.139 Audiences heard testimony about torture, rape, sexual abuse, sexual slavery, trafficking, enslavement, abductions, amputations, forced pregnancies, forced labour
and detention, which were later highlighted in the final report.
The SLTRC’s final report established that 33.5 per cent of all victims
who gave statements were women, and identified war widows, aged
women, girl mothers, victims of displacement and female ex-combatants
as particularly vulnerable groups.140 Many “war brides” – girls captured
to serve as wives to rebel forces – have stayed with their “husbands” because of intimidation, lack of viable options and fear of rejection by their
communities.141 In particular, those whose unions produced children are
not likely to receive a welcome, given that family lines are patrilineal. It
was hoped that the attention paid to these crimes by the SLTRC would
provide their communities with the understanding and compassion to accept these women and their children.
But not all women’s voices were heard. Women who had fought for the
rebel RUF – even if they had been abducted and fought under duress –
did not testify before either the SLTRC or the Special Court, fearing they
might be prosecuted.142 Likewise, the shame associated with being a
“wife” of a rebel soldier, and the stigma associated with rape, kept some
women from testifying.
Still others, according to Shaw, either decided not to give public statements or gave statements that withheld information they thought would
be damaging to their families in order to protect them.143 This probably
had more to do with their uncertainty as to whether testimony would be
turned over to the Special Court, their fear of retaliation from former

Gender AND transitional justice  225

combatants or the government and their shame over being defiled, rather
than with any cultural aversion to verbal discourse of memories in favour
of social forgetting, as Shaw maintains.144
Jamesina King believes that the reason female victims hesitated to testify was “because they did not fully understand the SLTRC’s objectives,
and second, they did not think the commission would meet their immediate needs of medical assistance, micro credit schemes, and shelter programs”. Yet once the commission explained the SLTRC’s objectives and
the possibility of reparations, “women were more willing to talk about
the violations perpetrated against them and their families”.145

Post-SLTRC/post-SCSL legacy?
The two institutions’ focus on gender-based violence may help to raise
consciousness about such violence as a human rights issue. Nevertheless,
the impact of the Special Court will be limited. The force of law alone
will not end violence against women; at most, it may provide “symbolic
value in condemning the acts, demonstrating intolerance or moral repugnance for acts committed”.146 That a handful of wartime leaders have
been charged with rape (one-third of whom – the CDF defendants – had
all charges of sexual crimes thrown out) for the acts of their followers
will not resonate among those followers unless steps are taken to make
rape a serious crime domestically during peacetime.
Likewise, the SLTRC’s offer of a forum for women to tell their stories
of sexual violations may begin a psychological healing process in which
they are reconciled with their memories, and engender sympathy and
understanding in their communities. Still, the process had its limitations.
While women who testified may be “reconciled” with their memories, it is
hard to believe they were reconciled with their assailants, as few perpetrators acknowledged responsibility for wartime violence against women.
If contrition is necessary for reconciliation, little was forthcoming.
Whatever consciousness has been raised about the reality of gender
violence must be implemented in practical ways, since sexual assault remains a problem even in peacetime. Amie Tejan-Kellah, programme officer for the International Rescue Committee’s Rainbow Center, says
“Rape has been on the increase since the end of the civil war.”147 But few
rape cases make it to trial due to the inefficiencies in the judicial system.148 In addition, it is believed that HIV rates as a result of the war
may be much higher than the official figure of 1.6 per cent. According to
UNAIDS, of the 46,000 adult cases in 2009, 28,000 (60 per cent) are female.149 And the fact that 90 per cent of women have undergone circumcision means HIV infection is much more likely than in uncut women.150
In its final report the SLTRC recommended a number of reforms that
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address women’s needs. It called on communities to accept survivors of
sexual violence,151 and recommended that the government provide free
psychological support and reproductive health services to these women.
It urged the government to give a monthly pension not only to amputees
and other war wounded, but to victims of sexual abuse as well. By
making victims of sexual violence a prioritized category eligible for
reparations, the SLTRC’s report elevated rape as a serious human rights
violation.
The SLTRC also advocated for reforms in the legal, judicial and police
systems to make it easier for women to report cases of sexual and domestic violence. In particular, it mandated that laws which link the prosecution of sexual offences to the moral character of the complainant be
repealed – an imperative recommendation.152 It advised the government
to campaign against the customary practice whereby a victim of rape is
obliged to marry the rapist.153 It urged the government to enact specific
legislation to address domestic violence, help facilitate the prosecution
of offenders and empower women to access protective orders.154 Pointing
to the structural inequality of women, the SLTRC in its report called for
the repeal of all statutory and customary laws that discriminate against
women, including marriage, inheritance, divorce and property ownership
laws.155
In response to the SLTRC’s recommendations, parliament unanimously
passed three gender bills (on customary marriage and divorce, inheritance and domestic violence) in June 2007, which was remarkable since
the government has failed abysmally to implement any of the SLTRC’s
other recommendations.156 The bills were widely applauded as a positive
step towards gender equity, as they banned marriage before the age of
18, required that marriage be consensual and registered with the government, allowed women to acquire property in their own names (and not
be required to pay back dowries if the marriage ended), provided for inheritances to pass to the wife and children rather than revert to the parents and brothers (bringing an end to the practice whereby women are
forced to marry their husband’s brother) and introduced the new offence
of domestic violence.157 The domestic violence bill defines such violence
to include sexual abuse and provides mechanisms to address punishment
of domestic violence through criminal law and protection of women
through civil law. Until the passage of this bill, the law had not specifically prohibited domestic violence; wife beating and forced intercourse
were common.158
While the passage of the gender bills is a laudable step, there are real
barriers to implementation. First, access to justice is nearly non-existent
in rural areas in the provinces where customary law judges have no legal
training and may be unaware of the formal laws.159 Secondly, even women
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themselves believe that domestic violence is justified. Reportedly, “85 per
cent of women agreed that beating by their partners was justified for
going out without telling a husband, neglecting the children, arguing with
a spouse, refusing sex or burning food”.160 Not surprisingly, in 2006 (before the passage of the gender bills) only one successful prosecution was
brought for an offence of domestic abuse.161 Having the laws on the
books is a promising first step, but knowing the laws and having access to
the formal justice system remain a challenge.

Conclusion
During apartheid in South Africa, genocide in Rwanda and civil war in
Sierra Leone women experienced serious human rights violations that
centred on their sexuality. Acts of gender violence had occurred before
the eras of conflict, but the conflicts exacerbated the situation. Women in
post-conflict societies continue to feel the effects of violence as they confront a myriad of problems, including stigmatization, poverty, poor health,
AIDS infection and lack of physical security.
It is probably no coincidence that incidents of rape and domestic
violence have skyrocketed in post-conflict societies. A US Agency for
International Development report on six post-conflict countries asserts:
“Domestic violence against women increased as a result of the stress,
trauma, and social disorder that emerged during and following the conflict.”162 According to Amnesty International, increased rape and domestic violence have been reported in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Northern Ireland and former Yugoslavia. These studies suggest
that violence against women intensifies after conflicts have ended.163
Women in South Africa, Rwanda and Sierra Leone, where beliefs in male
supremacy, dominance and aggression are widespread, continue to suffer
gender-based human rights violations.
These three societies have attempted to deal with past violations (including those against women) through truth commissions, tribunals or a
combination of both. All three governments passed gender bills –
undoubtedly in response to the publicity about the extent of gender
crimes committed during the conflicts. Arguably, Sierra Leone has been
the most successful of the three countries in stressing from the outset
gender violations as an important component of its transitional work. In
particular, Sierra Leone activists were able to take the recommendations
from the SLTRC report and lobby effectively for the passage of the gender bills, although as noted in the case of South Africa, having laws on
the books that outlaw violence against women is just the first start in entrenching women’s rights.
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Attitudinal changes are paramount. Recognizing that rape in times of
conflict is wrong has not transferred into recognition that violence against
women in peacetime is equally prohibited. The systematic subordination
of women and entrenched social attitudes that preceded those periods
of conflict made the notion of women’s bodies as battlefields acceptable.
Women’s bodies continue to be sites of struggle. In the absence of gender
equality, violence against women pervades peacetime and will likely
erupt on a massive scale should intra-state conflicts reignite.164
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Empowering women to promote
peace and security: From the
global to the local – Securing and
implementing UN Security Council
Resolution 1325
Ancil Adrian-Paul

In a world of continuing instability and violence, the implementation of cooperative approaches to peace and security is urgently needed. The equal access
and full participation of women in power structures and their full involvement
in all efforts for the prevention and resolution of conflicts are essential for the
maintenance and promotion of peace and security.1

Despite this clear statement from the world’s governments in 1995 and a
number of internationally agreed instruments, women’s perspectives on
peace and security have until recently remained a marginal concern on
the global security agenda. Their experiences in armed conflict often go
unacknowledged, their roles in peacebuilding efforts are frequently dismissed and they are often excluded from seeking political office.2
Over the last few years there has been increasingly strong recognition
by the international community of the importance of gender equality and
the empowerment of women in the continuing struggle for equality,
poverty reduction, peace, security, democracy, human rights and devel
opment. In nearly every country and region of the world, progress in different areas has been made towards achieving gender equality and
women’s empowerment. Yet this progress has been uneven and the gains
remain fragile; almost nowhere are women’s rights given the priority they
deserve.
Despite increased global awareness, in many countries the rights of
women are still under threat.3 Women’s peace and security are inextricably linked to development, which suffers greatly during conflict and the
aftermath of conflict. In 2000 UN Security Council Resolution (SCR)
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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1325 on women, peace and security was adopted following concerted advocacy and other initiatives by civil society, UN agencies and member
states.4 It represents ground-breaking international law that recognizes
the negative experiences women face in conflict situations. At the same
time, SCR 1325 signifies a landmark in the recognition of women’s contribution to the maintenance of peace and security and acknowledges
their specific needs and concerns in armed conflict and its aftermath.5
The resolution acknowledges that women are not merely victims but also
have agency and are involved in active peacebuilding, mainly through informal grassroots diplomacy in conflict zones.
Resolution 1325 also recognizes that women have generally been excluded from the formal reconciliation, reconstruction and peacebuilding
processes in post-war transformations. SCR 1325 is now more than a decade old, and while there has undoubtedly been progress, with a number
of initiatives being taken by the United Nations, member states, regional
and subregional institutions and civil society organizations, its implementation has been slow and sporadic. Among the initiatives that have been
developed are four further Security Council resolutions6 on sexual violence in conflict, and there has been a concerted effort to develop action
plans at national, regional and subregional levels to accelerate the implementation of SCR 1325.
This chapter provides summarized information on the worldwide campaign Women Building Peace: From the Village Council to the Negotiating Table, which was developed and launched by International Alert
(IA)7 in 1999 with support from over 200 organizations around the globe.
It describes follow-up activities in the immediate aftermath of the adoption of SCR 1325, and highlights strategies and tactics used and the increasing concerted development of national action plans, focusing on the
Liberia National Action Plan as an example. It concludes with lessons
learned and some policy and research recommendations.8

The context
The Women Building Peace campaign from May 1999 to December 2000
was launched by the IA Policy and Advocacy Department based on the
recognition that during armed conflicts women suffer tremendously. As
peace support operations generally fail to include women, their perspectives are often marginalized, especially at the decision-making level. It is
now a commonly recognized fact that during armed conflicts women become targets of systematic gendered and sexual aggression by different
warring factions, with perpetrators ranging from regular armed forces to
peacekeepers.9 Sexual torture, rape, sexual slavery, forced pregnancy,
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forced abortion, forced prostitution, forced eviction and other such measures are often used to attack women individually and their culture as
a whole. As a result, women have been exploring legal strategies in
national and international courts to demand accountability, justice and
reparation.10
The economic impact of conflict on women is also extremely injurious.
It includes a marked increase in poverty, a drastic reduction in nutrients
and cultural, political and social disadvantages.11 Furthermore, due in
large part to insufficient understanding of the impact of armed conflict on
women, a clear gap exists in their protection, specifically in the delivery
of humanitarian assistance.12
Women are frequently put at risk by a lack of appropriate facilities for
refugees and the internally displaced. Often the camps constructed for
these groups of people, the majority of whom are women, are ill designed
and insecure, thus increasing the risk to women and girls of sexual and
other types of harassment.13
Although normally less visible than men, women have long been integrally involved in seeking solutions to issues intrinsic to peacebuilding,
including ecological balance, demobilization and the reintegration of
former child soldiers, along with demilitarization and disarmament. They
are highly visible in building street-level peace accords, peace villages
and bi-cameral citizen committees and promoting a culture of tolerance
at the local community level. Women are also often resource managers,
advocates for others in emergency and crisis situations and leaders in
community organizations.14 Yet despite their ability to offer innovative
peacebuilding initiatives, women are rarely found at formal negotiating
tables, and particularly infrequently at national and international levels.15
This exclusion from high-level decision-making has confined women’s
political participation to marginal civil society groups, with a corresponding lack of recognition for their generally innovative and dedicated
peacebuilding initiatives.
The history of traditional peacekeeping operations reveals that conflict
situations have been further exacerbated because peace support operations have often failed to include women and their perspectives.16 Peacekeeping, a traditionally male-dominated field, has changed dramatically
over the last decade, and UN peacekeeping operations are no longer a
one-dimensional matter of deploying military forces to maintain the
peace between countries. They now include such varied tasks as civilian
policing, elections, human rights monitoring, repatriation of refugees, demobilizing soldiers, demining and humanitarian relief. Importantly, many
peacekeeping missions, such as the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL),
now incorporate senior gender advisers and address sexual abuse and
exploitation, promoting zero tolerance through conduct and discipline
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departments.17 In addition, it is widely accepted that women peacekeeping personnel, both in the military and in the civilian component, can
help to improve the behaviour of male peacekeepers towards local
women and assist in minimizing friction between the United Nations and
the host-country population. Furthermore, females in peacekeeping missions can be important role models for local women: an example is the
all-female formed police unit deployed by India in Liberia.18

The campaign – Women Building Peace: From the Village
Council to the Negotiating Table
Preparatory steps to launching the worldwide campaign included systematic consultation with and mobilization of women from different conflict
areas brought together in an international conference on Women, Violent
Conflict and Peace Building: Global Perspectives.19 The conference was
funded by the UK Department for International Development and the
National Lottery Board, and organized by IA, the Centre for Defence
Studies (King’s College London) and the Council for the Advancement
of Arab/British Understanding. Women peacemakers, leaders and activists from conflict areas (Palestine, Israel, Rwanda, Burundi, Mexico,
Afghanistan and Lebanon) came together to share their experiences of
armed conflict, their agency and their positive role in peacebuilding. Participants acknowledged that a number of international instruments and
norms to empower and advance women had been developed, but these
had remained mainly rhetorical and not become reality.20 Following discussion, assessment and reflection on existing international mechanisms
to promote women’s advancement and empowerment, and the degree to
which these mechanisms have been interpreted and entrenched into national laws, the participants explored peace and security strategies and
the mechanisms by which their concerns could be highlighted internationally.
As a result of the discussions, the participants unanimously agreed on
the need for a campaign that would be a rallying point to highlight
women’s peace and security issues globally. Based upon pre-existing commitments made by the international community regarding women and
peacebuilding, they devised five concise demands and decided to run a
global campaign to advocate for their inclusion in peace processes and
the recognition of their role in peacebuilding. The “Women’s Five Demands to the International Community” were that policy-makers, planners and programmers:
• Include women in peace negotiations as decision-makers.
• Put women at the heart of reconstruction and reconciliation.
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• Strengthen the protection and participation of refugee, internally displaced and other war-affected women.
• End impunity and ensure redress for crimes committed against women.
• Provide women’s peacebuilding organizations with sufficient and sustainable resources – both financial and technical.
The global campaign Women Building Peace: From the Village Council
to the Negotiating Table was launched in May 1999 to provide a coherent
platform for women’s demands and encourage the international community to adhere to the commitments they made at the Fourth World Conference on Women.21 The “Five Demands” formed the cornerstone of the
campaign’s aims to achieve policy impact, increased participation and
partnership, highlight women’s peacebuilding agency and promote the release of funds for women’s peace and security activities.

Strategic activities to secure the adoption of SCR 1325
It was expected that a high-level political policy instrument would be
adopted by the UN Security Council and incorporate the “Five Demands”. Women believed that a resolution, which requires members of
the Security Council, member states and the international community to
implement it, would carry more weight than a presidential statement,
which, while it would raise awareness, would not be binding. A resolu
tion would oblige all relevant stakeholders to examine and incorporate
the needs of women into their own national policies, programming and
practice.
The UN Security Council was identified as the key policy target for the
campaign because of its global focus on the maintenance of peace and
security and because its resolutions are generally binding on member
states.22 At the beginning of the campaign the Security Council was gradually expanding its mandate, as evidenced by its thematic debates on
such issues as the protection of civilians, children and the HIV/AIDS epidemic. A number of high-level initiatives relating to peacekeeping had
been started. In 1999 the UN system was also preparing for the review of
the Beijing Platform for Action.23 This period was therefore an opportune time to highlight the issue of women, peace and security further and
engage Security Council members.
The Security Council meeting was to be held in October 2000, thus the
challenge to lobby and motivate for an agreed resolution by that date
was substantial.24 Campaign staff were acutely aware that momentous
policy initiatives such as the adoption of a Security Council resolution
are not achievable by any one organization working unilaterally. Rather,
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successful global advocacy requires tight multilevel collaboration among
a number of actors and demonstrable legitimacy. In order to shape and
impact policy at the global level, the campaign had to develop close linkages with a number of key stakeholders in the United States, Europe and
around the world to ensure widespread support. As a result, a 19-member
international advisory committee comprising representatives from countries in pre-conflict, conflict and post-conflict situations and women’s
organizations working in non-conflict countries was created to guide the
campaign and engage with crucial stakeholders, such as local and international women’s groups, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), UN
member states, the European Union and UN agencies.25 Engagement
with local and international women’s groups was critical to the development of a widespread, supportive and legitimate base. This was accomplished through a series of systematic consultations with women’s
organizations around the world, including in the United Kingdom, the
United States, the European Union, the South Caucasus, West and South
Africa and South and Southeast Asia, which helped to define further the
aims, objectives and focus of the campaign. These consultations provided
a regional, national and local issue focus, while the US and European
meetings contributed to the refinement of the cross-cutting themes, adding a global perspective that would appeal to the international community. On the broader front, the campaign mobilized grassroots NGOs with
an issue focus on women and peacebuilding as focal points to advocate at
local, regional and national levels.26 Approximately 350 of these organ
izations wrote to the international secretariat of the campaign requesting
that their names be included on the list of supporters.
To manage communication with these different structures, campaign
staff created tools including e-mail list-serves and a quarterly newsletter
to update the groups regularly on the campaign’s progress. A website was
set up, a series of posters depicting women’s positive involvement in
peacebuilding was commissioned and policy research papers were published. The communication materials and information on the first-ever
Millennium Peace Prize and opportunities to become involved in the
campaign were publicized through women’s networks, IA partners,
UNIFEM field offices and the partners of the members of the advisory
committee and the focal points.27
Support for engagement with the Security Council was achieved
through policy dialogues on the key campaign issues with a number of
UN agencies, funds and departments.28 These consisted of formal and informal meetings to cultivate personal relationships and understanding.
Discussions focused on the critical cross-cutting issues to be put on the
agenda of the international community and the target agencies that were
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most likely to offer support and exercise leverage. UNIFEM’s leverage in
particular was vital due to its invaluable experience in supporting women
in armed-conflict situations and its collaboration with NGOs with different constituencies. This relationship-building with policy officials strengthened the relevance of the campaign and made it realistic to the concerns
and issues of the policy-makers.
Research activities included the mapping of the women, conflict and
peace policies of 15 EU member states. The information was recorded in
an active database that formed the basis for a targeted distribution and
dissemination list for research papers, newsletters and documents produced by the campaign. Recipients included women’s organizations,
policy-makers, UK and EU officials and civil society groups. In addition,
bilateral meetings or telephone conferences to foster policy dialogue and
keep abreast of the discussions and negotiations were initiated with policy advisers and heads of departments in the United Nations, European
Union and country capitals of targeted member states in order to gain
essential support for the resolution.

Tactics
The campaign employed a variety of tactics to achieve its goals. These
included policy dialogues, local and global campaigning, policy research
and recommendations, awareness raising and resource sharing as well as
the strategic use of leverage.

Policy research, recommendations and dialogues
A methodology of research and dissemination of policy recommendations conducted in-house by the campaign’s policy team or commissioned externally from issue experts allowed campaign staff to engage in
persistent, vigilant and informed policy dialogue. Following the dissemination of policy products such as research documents with specific recommendations, campaign personnel engaged in bilateral dialogue with
policy-makers, eliciting their response and, where appropriate, engaged in
roundtables and workshops to discuss the issues. For example, following
the production and dissemination of a policy briefing on gender and
peace support operations, staff contacted the relevant UN agencies to arrange follow-up discussions.29 The campaign staff found this strategy of
proactive engagement and constructive discussion to be a particularly effective device, especially as women activists and experts from the local,
national and regional levels were involved.30
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Local to global campaigning
Extensive grassroots support and the participation and inclusion of
women’s groups at the local level generated much of the momentum for
the campaign, especially by translating the “Five Demands” into local
languages such as French, Nepali, Spanish, Bahasa Indonesian and Portuguese. The women’s groups produced postcards and leaflets encouraging
the international community to adhere to the commitments made regarding women, peace and security.
To highlight this grassroots support, the campaign organized a global
petition, addressed to the UN Secretary-General, calling for the implementation of the “Five Demands”; and 30,000 leaflets and postcards
incorporating the petition were distributed in 10 different languages to
more than 8,000 individuals and over 350 organizations around the world.
The petition was posted electronically on the campaign website, providing a link for those interested to download and sign. It was also circulated among the campaign’s extensive networks. The petition proved an
enormous success, with over 100,000 signatures collected. Helen Hakena,
head of the Leitana Nehan Women’s Development Agency in Papua New
Guinea, one of the winning organizations of the Millennium Peace Prize,
formally presented the petition to Angela King, then special adviser to
the United Nations on gender issues and advancement of women, on
International Women’s Day 2001.
The work of Portuguese NGOs in the campaign provides an example
of local to global engagement. Women’s groups in Portugal worked with
the local government authorities in Lisbon to produce billboards and
extra-large posters publicizing the campaign. They also coordinated with
partner organizations in lusophone (Portuguese-speaking) countries to
collect signatures for the petition. Regional and global NGO focal points
followed a similar format in the production of their campaign leaflets, an
initiative that was self-funded by the local, regional and national organ
izations, generating increased visibility and support for the campaign and
enhancing its legitimacy and credibility in policy-making circles.

Awareness raising and resource sharing
The production and dissemination of an electronic and print quarterly
newsletter in English and Portuguese enabled the geographically diverse
focal points to share information about their involvement in the campaign with others. The production of an interactive CD-ROM on women
and conflict, along with a campaign pack and leaflets, contributed to
raising the profile of women’s organizations and their peacebuilding

244 Ancil Adrian-Paul

 ctivities. The dissemination of information increased women’s credibility
a
within the international community and strengthened the process of informed constructive dialogue and collective action.

Use of leverage
The importance of leverage with key targets cannot be overstated. The
location of the campaign secretariat in the United Kingdom resulted in a
cordial relationship and a degree of leverage with the UK Department
for International Development and the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office. This relationship was invaluable in the strategic and targeted engagement with key member states of both the United Nations and the
European Union. Thus during the preparations for Beijing+5, and the
subsequent period of lobbying for the UN resolution, the NGO Working
Group on Women, Peace and Security, formed in May 2000, targeted
member states based on knowledge of a particular country or group of
countries and their policy position. Additional leverage resulted from
existing relations between a particular NGO within the NGO working
group and a targeted state.

UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on women,
peace and security
Adoption of UN SCR 1325
The adoption of UN SCR 1325 on women, peace and security in October
2000 was a major success of the campaign. SCR 1325 is a testimony to
the strength and fortitude of women the world over who had been campaigning, lobbying and advocating on these issues for over 20 years. Its
swift, unanimous endorsement by the Security Council and its incorporation of the sentiments expressed in the “Five Demands” surpassed the
expectations of even those advocating and lobbying for its passage.

Resolution 1325 – Gains and gaps
SCR 1325 highlights the need for action in several interrelated thematic
areas:31
• Participation of women at all levels of decision-making relating to the
prevention, management and resolution of conflicts.
• Gender perspectives in conflict and training of military and civilian
personnel in peacekeeping missions, including on the protection, rights
and needs of women affected by conflict.
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• Protection of women’s rights during conflict, including addressing the
needs of female ex-combatants, preventing and ending impunity for
gender-based violence and respecting the civilian nature of settlements
for those displaced by conflict.
• Gender mainstreaming in UN implementation and reporting mechanisms, including reporting by the UN Secretary-General on progress towards implementation of SCR 1325.
Following the formal adoption of the resolution, the immediate challenge for the campaign was to bring it back home to women, linking the
policy to practice on the ground. Campaign staff facilitated a number of
national and regional consultations with women’s organizations to inform
them of the resolution and provide a platform to discuss their perspectives on its relevance and utility to advance women’s peace and security
in specific conflict and post-conflict contexts. Regional consultations were
organized in the Caucasus (March 2002), East Africa (March 2002) and
South Asia (February 2003).32 National consultations took place in Nepal
(January 2002) and Nigeria (August/September 2002). During these consultations women agreed the following:
• Resolution 1325 is a political framework that provides a number of
operational mandates with implications for policy-makers, decisiontakers, programmers and funders. Stakeholders include the UN system,
the Security Council and the Secretary-General, individual member
states, civil society, the military, humanitarian agencies and researchers.
• Resolution 1325 could be used as a tool for demanding political accountability and the protection of rights, advocacy and lobbying, negotiation, leverage and securing inclusion and representation in peace
processes.
Despite its potential usefulness, however, the resolution contains a
number of gaps identified by women and civil society organizations,
which impact on women’s peace and security. For example, there are no
mechanisms for dealing with the needs of women living in unrecognized
territories and no benchmarks or mechanisms for civil society groups to
monitor implementation or assess impact. There is a lack of early warning and early response mechanisms and no mention of peace education
or of internally displaced persons and mechanisms for their protection.
The resolution also does not address issues of justice – a prerequisite for
sustainable peace.33

Lessons learned from the global campaign
The experience with the campaign points to some crucial steps and “must
do” actions that could assist organizations interested in initiating similar
campaigns:
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• Coherent strategy. Develop a coherent strategy, including elements of
research, dialogue and dissemination of key and follow-up messages.
Define clear roles and responsibilities and identify the lead person or
organization from the group for each activity or block of activities. Include a list of stakeholders to target, divided into those that are sympathetic, those that are neutral and those that are hostile.
• Secure sufficient resources. It is imperative to secure sufficient financial
and human resources before launching campaign initiatives. Without
such resources, opportunities will be missed and the campaign will
suffer.
• Know your stakeholders. Always identify stakeholders to a process
or an initiative. The Women Building Peace campaign identified key
stakeholders as women, UN agencies, key governments and member
states of the Security Council and the European Union. Know the
name and function of the correct individual responsible for the subject
of your concern, especially within the UN system and member states. A
well-constructed and continuously updated database is essential for the
management of contacts. Its creation enhances the process of effective
and timely communication.
• Engage in systematic and widespread consultations with multiple stakeholders. This should include regular communication in a two-way channel that disseminates the results of consultations, developments at the
policy level and news of unfolding events to the stakeholders. The
systematic consultations undertaken with the different constituencies
in South Asia, Europe, the Caucasus, West and South Africa and the
United States facilitated the refinement of aims and themes and helped
to frame women’s demands.
• Network and build alliances. Coalitions and networks are stronger than
individuals or individual organizations, and a collective voice expressing a common concern, informed from experience on the ground, is a
powerful tool for promoting change. A single organization is unlikely
to make as much impact as a tightly constructed, accountable coalition
of NGOs with a well-developed, coherent strategy, adequate resources,
consensus on objectives, key messages and well-defined goals and aims.
Mutual benefit from networks is derived through exchanging information, building coalitions, developing common strategies, expanding the
network, linking various groups with one another and managing crossconstituency relationships with tact and diplomacy.
• Make use of the media. The media can be a powerful ally if targeted
in the right way. Conduct research to identify journalists sympathetic
to the issue. Pool knowledge of media contacts and create a database.
Ensure that journalists are informed through regular, targeted and
concise briefings that communicate the issues clearly. Press releases
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should be short, sharp and to the point. Appoint one or two people
within the group to be spokespersons and ensure they are available as
necessary. There are now different types of media and more and more
groups are making use of e-mails and electronic networks. Consider
developing an electronic list of media targets concerned and interested
in the issue. Ensure that journalists have information in a timely manner. Where possible, introduce the human-interest angle by offering
interviews with women engaged in conflict and peace issues on the
ground.
• Be persistent, vigilant and informed. NGOs and other organizations
employ different methods for advocacy and lobbying. IA and the
global campaign did not believe in aggressive campaigning, but rather
utilized persistent, informed and vigilant engagement through dialogue.
The experience of the campaign to secure the adoption of SCR 1325
demonstrated the value of such dialogue. Constant attention and vigilance through systematic consultations will enable coalitions, alliances
and groups to recognize and capitalize on windows of opportunity as
they arise.

From the global to the local – Developing action plans for
the implementation of UN SCR 1325
In the 10 years since the adoption of SCR 1325 implementation has been
uneven, and concrete advancements in the equal inclusion of women in
peace talks, justice processes and peacekeeping still need attention. Yet it
is widely acknowledged that some progress has been made at the civil
society level, within the UN system and by member states.

Civil society
Many civil society organizations have contributed to raising awareness of
the resolution, for instance by translating it into different local languages.
Women’s advocacy groups around the globe have been strengthened and
new ones created to focus on its implementation. One such organization
is the NGO Working Group on Women, Peace and Security, formed in
May 2000 and based in New York, which has systematically monitored
the progress of implementation and offered strategic recommendations
to help the process. For example, in preparation for the Security Council
open debate on women, peace and security on 29 October 2008, the
working group argued that concrete advancements in the equal inclusion
of women in peace talks, justice processes and peacekeeping are still
woefully inadequate and urged a critical assessment of efforts to improve
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women’s participation in all aspects of peacemaking, peacekeeping and
peacebuilding, particularly in the work of the Security Council.34
The Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom in Australia has set up a website dedicated to tracking initiatives on the implementation of the resolution at civil society level. In Germany, the
Women’s Security Council has set up a postcard campaign and plan of
action for accelerating the implementation of SCR 1325.35 In Sri Lanka,
the International Centre for Ethnic Studies has collaborated with women
in the eastern zones to produce the film Educating Civil Society to advocate women’s participation in the peace process. Women affected by
armed conflict have successfully used SCR 1325 to lobby for their voices
to be heard in peacebuilding processes, in post-conflict elections and in
the rebuilding of their societies around the world. For example, the Kosovar Women’s Network used the resolution to lobby for the opportunity
to meet with a visiting Security Council delegation to Kosovo, and stated
that without this framework their efforts would have been completely ignored.36 In the UK, the Gender Action on Peace and Security Group has
been set up to monitor the UK’s implementation of the resolution.

The United Nations and the Security Council
The adoption of SCR 1325 has motivated and strengthened the InterAgency Task Force on Women, Peace and Security of the Inter-Agency
Network on Women and Gender Equality that has been coordinating
efforts to implement the resolution. An action plan with timelines for
implementation across the UN system was developed in 2005 following
a request from the Security Council to the Secretary-General. This was
reviewed in 2007 and an updated system-wide action plan (2008–2009)
was put in place.37
The Security Council has become more engaged with issues of women,
peace and security and has developed many innovative initiatives. It has
held seven open debates during which it has supported the broadening of
the UN’s integrated approach to women, peace and security (promoting
gender mainstreaming in peacekeeping operations, increasing the number
of women at the highest levels of decision-making and taking steps to
address ending impunity for those committing sexual and gender-based
violence).38 A number of resolutions have been adopted, including SCR
1807 (2008) on the Democratic Republic of the Congo where the Security Council highlighted the possibility of using targeted sanctions in response to sexual violence in conflict.39 Of crucial importance is that eight
years after its adoption, the relevance of SCR 1325 – and its largely
unmet promise – was reaffirmed in the passage of follow-up UN Security
Council resolutions that included SCRs 1820, 1888 and 1889. SCR 1820
culminated the Security Council’s June 2008 open thematic debate on
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“women, peace and security: sexual violence in situations of armed conflict”. SCRs 1325 and 1820 strengthen the links between gender-based
violence, human rights violations and international peace and security. It
is envisaged that together they will form the impetus for the establishment
of a mechanism to hold the perpetrators of violence and discrimination
to account at the international level.40

UN SCR 1820 on sexual violence in conflict
SCR 1820 is the first to recognize sexual violence as a stand-alone issue
affecting women’s peace and security, and was developed in response to
women’s experiences of sexual violence in conflict situations. There is,
however, an ongoing debate as to whether SCR 1820 eclipses SCR 1325.
Issues highlighted during the debate in June 2008 include questions
around the limited focus of the resolution, the fact that SCR 1325 needs
full implementation, the lack of transparency and full inclusive consultation and the debate’s focus on Africa to the exclusion of other regions
where women also suffer sexual violence in conflict.41

Regional and subregional organizations
In an effort to harmonize approaches, contribute to synergy and collaborate with the United Nations as the awareness that conflict transcends
borders grows, more and more regional and subregional organizations
are recognizing their essential roles in promoting peace and optimizing
resources. The African Union is actively mainstreaming a gender perspective in the implementation of SCR 1325, including the creation of its
Women, Gender and Development Directorate and the appointment
of an envoy to investigate sexual and gender-based violence in Darfur.
The Southern African Development Community has implemented similar measures. The Economic Community of West African States and the
Intergovernmental Authority on Development in East Africa have
worked on action plans to implement the resolution.
Within the European Union, there is the European Parliament Resolution on Participation of Women in Peaceful Conflict Resolution (INI)
2000/2025,42 and the European Peacebuilding Liaison Office in Brussels
has initiated the EU 1325 Partnership to coordinate implementation
efforts regionally. The Commonwealth ministers responsible for women’s
affairs agreed at their meeting in Uganda in June 2007 to establish a
working group on gender, peace and security to address gender issues
in peace and post-conflict processes. In the Arab region, the Arab
Women’s Organization held a conference in November 2008 on “Women
in the Concept and Issues of Human Security: Arab and International
Perspectives”.
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Member states and national action plans
Many member states have been motivated by the adoption of Resolution
1325 and have taken many initiatives. For example, Canada has formed a
committee on women, peace and security that focuses on the resolution
and its implementation in Canada. At the UN level, several member
states led by Canada have initiated the Friends of 1325 – a grouping of
states concerned about SCR 1325 and its gender-sensitive implementation.43
The commitment of member states is increasing, demonstrated by the
growing number of states that have developed national action plans
(NAPs) for the implementation of SCR 1325 on women, peace and security. The creation of such plans by member states was called for by the
UN Secretary-General in 2004 and is being supported by the UN Office
of the Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Gender Issues and
Advancement of Women with sponsorship from Norway. While there is
ongoing debate over the value of separate action plans for gender equality and the implementation of SCR 1325, NAPs are considered to be one
of the most effective ways for governments to move forward in translating the resolution’s goals, as they recognize the empowerment of women
as critical for achieving peace and security.44 NAPs set out a country’s
strategy for developing inclusive and effective peace, security and development policies, instituting changes in the government machinery and
developing stronger relationships with civil society through consultative
processes that lead to a roadmap for the promotion and empowerment of
women.45 The publication “Securing Equality and Engendering Peace: A
Guide to Policy and Planning” highlights the fact that NAPS can aid the
process of gender mainstreaming by providing opportunities for enhancement in the following areas:46
• Comprehensiveness – greater understanding of the full picture of gender, peace and security issues in a country and engagement in a planning process that encompasses each aspect.
• Coordination – promoting collaboration among all stakeholders involved in implementing SCR 1325 at the national level, including government, civil society, the security sector and international and bilateral
actors.
• Awareness raising – on the importance of SCR 1325 and women’s full
involvement in peacebuilding and state-building processes.
• Ownership – generating local recognition and acceptance of the importance of SCR 1325 and ensuring commitment to its implementation.
• Accountability – establishing specific responsibilities and reporting
mechanisms for the implementation of SCR 1325 that will ensure sustainability and deliver results.
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• Monitoring and evaluation – a realistic look at the concrete impact of
a national action plan for the implementation of SCR 1325 in the
country.
• A designated budget – a realistic assessment of required financial resources, as without adequate resources the NAP cannot be effectively
implemented and will most likely sit on a shelf.47
Between 2005 and 2009, for instance, 11 European and three postconflict countries (Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire and Uganda) are known to
have developed NAPs for implementing SCR 1325. These NAPs all differ in terms of the process undertaken, content, mechanisms, timeframe
for implementation and monitoring and evaluation processes.48 For the
purpose of this chapter, the NAP developed by Liberia is of particular
interest.49

The Liberia National Action Plan
The Liberia National Action Plan (LNAP) was developed through a
rigorous process of inclusive consultation and participation involving
roundtable discussions and bilateral interviews to assess issues affecting
women’s peace and security, map women’s positions and decision-making
power in institutions and agencies, identify projects directly or indirectly
related to SCR 1325 and, in the process, raise awareness and promote
knowledge of the letter and intent of the resolution and its principles regarding women’s peace and security issues. A priority of both the president of Liberia and the Ministry of Gender and Development was the
inclusion and advancement of rural and market women. Consultation
was therefore a bottom-up process which targeted representatives of
these groups and has resulted in a document validated at the community,
county and national levels.
The resulting LNAP (2009–2013) is a four-year “living document” constructed around four pillars that can be adapted according to changes in
the Liberian context: protection, prevention, participation and empowerment and promotion. Each pillar contains a number of strategic issues
and priority areas to be addressed, with outputs and indicators. The pillars include actions on policy review and development; capacity-building;
advocacy and lobbying; construction of facilities; research and documentation; and monitoring and evaluation. The LNAP was validated by strategic county dialogues, presentations to high-level policy forums and
discussions with a number of key stakeholders including the technical
oversight mechanism – the 1325 National Steering Committee.50 A shortlist of priority indicators was developed at a workshop organized by the
Ministry of Gender and Development with support from UNIFEM.51
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The LNAP is closely tied to both SCRs 1325 and 1820 and complements
initiatives such as the poverty reduction strategy and the four joint government of Liberia-UN programmes already in place.52 It focuses on additional and specific actions needed to promote and advance the inclusion
of women in all processes that affect their peace and security, foster
gender equality and gender mainstreaming and, ultimately, promote sustainable development.53 The NAP strengthens efforts to advance gender
equality, including Millennium Development Goal 3, which envisions the
elimination of gender disparity in primary and secondary education by
2005, and in all levels of education by 2015. Its implementation is not limited to the actions it highlights, but includes activities and measures that
can be initiated as necessary, bearing in mind the need for coherence and
taking full account of the coordination role of the Ministry of Gender
and Development.
Monitoring and impact evaluation are of priority importance in the
LNAP and must be mainstreamed into mechanisms already in place for
the monitoring of the poverty reduction strategy. Mechanisms for monitoring and impact evaluation will include an “observatory” composed of
women’s groups and other NGOs, the existing 1325 National Steering
Committee and a technical monitoring and evaluation task force comprising experts from government ministries and agencies, including the
Ministry of Planning and Economic Affairs and the Liberian Institute for
Statistics and Geo-Information Services. At the county level, monitoring
and evaluation will be the responsibility of the Ministry of Gender and
Development gender coordinators and support teams. Ultimately, however, responsibility and accountability for the implementation of the
LNAP will rest with ministers, who must ensure compliance with the implementation and results timeframe.
Reporting requirements include yearly reports to the president of Liberia on LNAP implementation status, an interim progress report to the
country at the end of 18 months and a final report to the president and
cabinet at the end of the four-year implementation period. At the international level, LNAP implementation will require reporting along the
lines of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. Successful implementation could contribute to the
broad objectives of women’s ownership of peacebuilding in Africa and
around the world.54

Conclusion
This chapter has provided information on the Women Building Peace:
From the Village Council to the Negotiating Table campaign that helped
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secure the adoption of SCR 1325. Ensuring women’s participation in the
urgent task of peacebuilding facing many countries today will enhance
the legitimacy of the process by making it more democratic and responsive to the priorities of all sectors of the population. The engagement of
women’s organizations during and after the Women Building Peace campaign reinforced this belief. Sustainable peace is inseparable from gender
equality. The global campaign was premised on the fact that peacebuilding is a process requiring the equal contribution of both men and women,
and women’s inclusion from the planning stages to implementation will
improve the impact of local and international interventions and make the
development of peace more just and sustainable. To further full and effective implementation of the resolution from the global to the local, it is
imperative that sufficient resources are allocated for work on women,
peace and security, including support for the development of NAPs as a
key strategy to advance all four SCRs on these issues. The “accountability
gap” identified in the recent monitoring report entitled “Women Count”
must be addressed.55 In conclusion, a number of recommendations are
suggested that may be taken up by international, regional, national and
local actors, including civil society organizations, member states and the
United Nations.

Recommendations for the United Nations and the Security Council
• Where sexual violence is a major and complex challenge, senior
gender-based violence advisers or coordinators should be deployed as
part of peacekeeping missions, as has been done in the Mission of the
UN Organization in the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
• Where possible and feasible, conduct and discipline units should be included in future peacekeeping missions.
• Develop and enforce strong accountability systems for the monitoring
and evaluation of SCRs 1325 and 1820, as called for by the SecretaryGeneral. In 2004 Sweden recommended that the Security Council
“could consider designating a focal point – possibly supplemented by a
working group – with a particular responsibility to monitor its own
work on resolution 1325”.56
• Planning for peace support operations and other field missions should
show a familiarity with SCR 1325 and its interpretation, and this should
be demonstrated at all stages, including pre-planning, during the mission and reporting back from the mission. This should also be the norm
in cases where the United Nations becomes a transitional authority.
Of particular importance is the integration of women’s interests and
perspectives and the implementation of a fair and equitable gender
balance.
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• Develop, consult and agree on standards of excellence for future
NAPS. Such standards could result from research and analysis into the
impact of NAPs, and may generate political will to replicate good practice in context-specific NAPs.

Recommendations for member states
• Gender balance and sensitivity in peacekeeping and peacebuilding activities must be assured. Security sector and defence policies should be
revised to strengthen pre-deployment gender training for peacekeepers
at the national level (see also Chapter 13 in this volume).
• The 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness highlighted the need
for greater coordination in gender equality programming among humanitarian actors.57 Reforms in this area should include aid provision
to ensure the equal participation of women and girls in all aspects of
humanitarian response, their access to capacity-building and employment, and more accountability for gender mainstreaming.
• Research should focus on more systematic collection of gender and
gender-disaggregated data.
• Donors should ensure that funds are set aside specifically to fund
women’s and pro-women peacebuilding initiatives. Donors should also
ensure that these funds can be disbursed rapidly and are sufficient and
sustainable.

Recommendations for the development of NAPs
• Ensure that the process of developing national action plans is right for
the country and current situation, and that the content responds to the
demands and expectations expressed by society. Include as many key
ministries as necessary and possible both to house the NAP and to
drive and sustain its implementation. In Liberia the cooperation of the
Ministry of Gender and Development was invaluable in this context.
• Create a process that is consultative, inclusive, participatory, sustained
and bottom-up as well as top-down; and develop a mechanism such as
a working group that includes the most appropriate stakeholders and
level of representatives for the institutions involved, which are well
suited for guiding and informing the development of a NAP and will
remain engaged throughout the entire process.
• Create a NAP that is visionary yet realistic, with firm timeframes, accountability mechanisms, outputs, indicators, budget indications and
implementation plans; and define gender equality priorities and validate gender-sensitive indicators before the NAP is completed in order
to leave some time for required adjustments.
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• Explore opportunities to “twin” with post-conflict countries in the process of developing their NAPs. For example, Ireland, Timor-Leste and
Liberia are linking their NAPs in a break-out from the traditional
donor-recipient relationship.
• Ensure that the NAP is financed adequately before or during its
launch.

Recommendations for civil society organizations
• Civil society organizations should be willing to be involved in consultations on the development and implementation of a NAP, including
being prepared to develop alternative reports and assist in monitoring
the implementation of their country’s NAP.
• Faith-based organizations and religious and secular leaders of local
communities can be constructive forces for conflict transformation and
peacebuilding within society. They should be consulted on SCR 1325
and provided with training on how the resolution could be used.
• None of the four SCRs (1325, 1820, 1888 and 1889) is gender divisive,
but rather they seek to be inclusive, involving stakeholders in solutions
and programmes to better women’s peace and security and their involvement in sustainable development. As such men, especially gendersensitive men, and children and youth should be more enthusiastically
and effectively involved in consultations and initiatives that affect
women’s peace and security, and especially issues of sexual violence of
all types, as they are both perpetrators and, at times, victims.
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State-building or survival in
conflict and post-conflict situations?
A peacebuilding perspective on
Palestinian women’s contributions
to ending the Israeli occupation
Vanessa Farr

On 4 May 2011 a historic reconciliation deal was signed in Cairo between
the two main Palestinian political parties, Hamas and Fatah. A week later
11 other political groups added their signatures. This agreement attempted to end a four-year split that has severely compromised the Palestinian political landscape, caused internal dissension and given rise to
a complex governance system in which parallel institutions are run by
Hamas in the Gaza Strip and Fatah in the West Bank. The significant regional changes that are marking the “Arab Spring” have also affected
political developments in the occupied Palestinian territory (oPt). The
“Palestine 194” appeal of President Abbas at the General Assembly in
2011 has so far met with inadequate Security Council support. However,
the Palestinian leader has vowed to continue with his statehood bid. His
determination and the unprecedented and escalating regional changes
have put the question of an independent Palestinian state firmly back on
the international agenda – the culmination of a lengthy process of readying Palestinian institutions for statehood which has been supported by
the international community but remains an indigenous project born of a
long and desperate struggle to achieve independence and national unity
in the face of the Israeli occupation.
The goal of declaring a state was first announced in Palestinian Authority (PA) Prime Minister Fayyad’s 2009 “Homestretch to Freedom”
government plan. It is reinforced in the National Development Plan
2011–2013, which declares that the “basic institutional building blocks of a
modern state . . . are now in place” and only impeded from full functioning
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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by the continued Israeli occupation and denial of sovereignty.1 When
progress towards the goal of Palestinian statehood was reviewed at the
April 2011 Ad Hoc Liaison Committee meeting for assistance to the
Palestinians, the United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and the Office of the Quartet, based on reports and recommendations from the parties, agreed with this view. The committee
concluded that the PA “is above the threshold for a functioning state
in the key sectors they studied and that Palestinian institutions compare
favourably with those in established states”.2
This optimistic discourse, however, must be tempered by constant reference to the realities on the ground: Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu immediately renounced the declaration of national unity and
the US government fairly swiftly followed suit, including threats to withdraw its foreign aid to the PA.3 Most significantly, the occupation continues to deepen its grip on Palestinian land and lives through untrammelled
illegal settlement activity in East Jerusalem and the West Bank and a full
military siege on the Gaza Strip. With such high political and ideological
stakes, the outcomes of the increased rhetoric about Palestinian state independence very much remain to be seen.
It is important to understand whose discourses are being given public
space in this discussion. As Eileen Kuttab expresses it, “the Palestinian
local elite represents the interests of small groups of nationals who have
employed political space to develop personal agendas and portfolios that
do not in any way include or reflect people’s aspirations, or work towards
the achievements of people’s democratic and national rights”.4
While the Palestinian leadership continues its highly publicized talks
about statehood and expresses its ambitions for the post-conflict moment
with little reference to what Palestinians themselves are saying, this chapter reflects on the little-heard voices of women.5 It examines some questions that are rarely asked in state-building rhetoric but have been
eloquently formulated in a recent study on the near-complete absence of
gender analysis in state-building processes: “who is represented within
each group [seeking statehood], who participates in state-society negotiations, and whose expectations and demands are expressed within these
negotiations?”6 These questions are significant for Palestine. Despite
their important contribution to the liberation struggle over many generations, women are strikingly absent from the current state-building discourse and occupy very little of the public political space that produces it.
At the same time the male political elites, whether Palestinian or international, do not consider or reference women’s organizing or engage with
international instruments intended to advance women’s participation,
such as Security Council Resolution (SCR) 1325 (2000) on women, peace
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and security and SCR 1889 (2009) on women’s involvement in postconflict reconstruction.7 In the oPt, as in other emerging-state processes,
exclusionary patterns of power are proving hard to shift. However, the
small and very recent body of work that is beginning to look at women
within state-building processes suggests that it is timely to amplify
women’s attempts to position themselves within this state-building paradigm, in the hopes that the current exclusionary power relations can be
concretely challenged and reshaped and that women can become more
effective rights claimants in a post-conflict, sovereign Palestinian state.
This chapter offers a focused analysis of Palestinian women’s organizing in Israeli-annexed East Jerusalem as an entry point to a consideration
of larger Palestinian statehood questions.8 The study draws on field research carried out with 12 diverse women’s organizations in occupied
East Jerusalem by the UN Development Programme – Programme of
Assistance to the Palestinian People and the Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation. The research was designed to update both Palestinian and nonPalestinian understanding of what a diverse range of Palestinian women
currently focus on in Jerusalem, how they view and contribute to the politics they encounter in their everyday lives and how they prioritize their
activities in an increasingly difficult operating environment.
The fieldwork has been embedded in a historical analysis of women’s
political organizing in the oPt in order to explain better where women
find themselves today after decades of resistance. Occasional comparisons have been drawn to another long liberation struggle and statebuilding process with high levels of women’s participation, namely that
which ended apartheid in South Africa, as useful lessons can be gleaned
from this approach.
The research reveals that the work of Jerusalem-based Palestinian
women has become increasingly diffuse and yet simultaneously professionalized as the forced displacement of Palestinians from occupied East
Jerusalem worsens. The most important findings are that Palestinian
women’s organizing in Jerusalem has changed as politically informed activism becomes increasingly constricted in this donor-driven and militarized context, and that the women’s liberation struggle, like the national
one, is being forced to confront ever-changing obstacles, risks and challenges, yet with limited success. A key apprehension, derived from a
comparative understanding of what South African women did to ensure
their concerns would be addressed in the post-apartheid state, is that
the limited but steady contributions made by women’s peacebuilding
strategies might not be translatable into real political gains in the postconflict moment if they remain at their current marginal levels of organization.9
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A brief overview of Palestinian women’s political organizing
Palestinian women, in both grassroots networks and more formal organ
izations (including trade unions and, more recently, the Ministry of
Women’s Affairs), have played a consistent, if under-acknowledged, role
in non-violent resistance since al-Nakbah of 1948, within the oPt since
1967 and in peacemaking with international and Israeli counterparts.10
The particular liberation struggle in which they are engaged is not, however, one that has intended to advance women’s equality as a core goal,
and there is little recognition of women’s particular organizing strategies
and political contributions in mainstream histories of Palestine.11 Despite
their record of contributions to resistance, patriarchal norms on appropriate behaviour for women have proven remarkably resilient in the oPt,
and deep structural inequalities between women and men echo and
enlarge the deep inequalities between Jews and Arabs. Even while the
political reality of the occupation has allowed some women to access
public spaces in a way that was until recently unimaginable in other Arab
countries, the majority of Palestinian women remain tightly confined.12
Nonetheless, as is discussed in more detail later, as in other countries
engaged in complex processes of political and social change, there are important ways in which engagement in the struggle has helped Palestinian
women oppose existing systems of power and control, both those within
Palestinian traditional society and those imposed militarily by Israel to
maintain the prolonged occupation. Their efforts have contributed to
women’s participation in public life and shaped men’s reactions to this
development. While written histories of women’s organizing and its institutional impacts may be difficult to find, in conversation male and female
Palestinians alike acknowledge that the depredations of the occupation
have been in some measure kept in check by civil society (including
women’s) organizations and women’s other activities at familial and local
level. Palestinian women have been and are directly involved in a spectrum of activities, such as provision of basic services, caregiving (including in emergency situations arising from violent conflict) and early
childhood education. Organized women have also played an important
role in civic education, especially on such taboo issues as violence in the
family. They have become quite skilful at helping Palestinians understand
the interconnections between public, militarized violence and violence in
the home.13
Women’s organizations throughout the oPt are making proactive contributions to legal reform and implementation, and supporting women’s
political education (and their right to education in general) and par
ticipation in public political life. They are working to ensure that the
goal of women’s liberation remains well positioned within the broader
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ongoing national liberation struggle and the protracted political, economic and social crisis produced by the occupation. As Eileen Kuttab
explains, “Palestinian women’s activism has been influenced by its relation to and identification with the national resistance struggle.”14 The
challenges they face are, however, identical to those which confront all
women interested in reformatory state-building processes: how to insist
that their views are respected and taken seriously, how to position their
efforts as essential contributions to state-building and how to enshrine
them in public institution-building in a more systematic way. As Shireen
Hassim observes in her analysis of women’s political organizing in South
Africa, “it is self-limiting for the women’s movement to pursue inclusion
in the state in a piecemeal and depoliticized fashion, seeking to include
women into existing policy frameworks without questioning whether the
overall policy directions are appropriate for poor women, or how to put
new areas of policy or law making on the agenda”.15 As in other protracted liberation struggles, efforts need to be made during the resistance
period to ensure that post-conflict institutions will recognize the con
tributions of women to ending the crisis and enshrine their equality in
political, social and economic institutions that are informed by and responsive to women’s needs.16

Security Council Resolution 1325 and Palestinian women’s
organizing
At the time of writing, political realities within the oPt continue to be
quite divergent as a result of the continued internal political divisions between Fatah and Hamas, which are exacerbated by the Israeli military
blockade of the Gaza Strip, lack of access to Jerusalem from the rest of
the West Bank and movement restrictions within the West Bank itself.
This fragmentation has particular impacts on women’s organizing. The
tenth anniversary of the passage of SCR 1325 in 2010 was seen as an opportunity to understand better how women are coping with the challenges of geographical and political division, and to assist women in
different parts of the territory to know more about each other’s plight
and strategies for survival.
Three goals of the research were strongly informed by SCR 1325.
Firstly, as the “quiet deportation” of Palestinians from East Jerusalem becomes increasingly noisy and violent, it is important to focus on how
women in Jerusalem are reacting.17 Secondly, referencing also SCR 1889,
there is a need to offer a gendered analysis of how women are being alienated from their own immediate struggle because of the tendency of
the international community and national governments to set limitations
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on local strategic priorities in line with decisions made in capital cities.
Thirdly, highlighting women’s struggles is a necessary corrective to the
tendency to focus on the big issues of the day as defined by officially recognized leaders in the oPt, Israel and the international community, which
neglect the interests of ordinary people and particularly of women. It
brings to light the ways in which women in this military occupation may
be able to exploit “small, temporary, invisible forms of resistance” by
using “tactics that exploit the gaping cracks within urban spaces and the
systems of power”.18
SCR 1325 is a useful lens to use in this discussion, as it was devised to
challenge the elitism of peacebuilding and state-building processes and
their almost complete exclusion of women at a global level. It establishes
a political framework through which considerations of women, peace and
security can be integrated into the international peace and security
agenda.19 From this perspective, SCR 1325 provides a framework within
which to examine the obstacles faced by Palestinian women organizing in
Jerusalem when they try to have their interests represented among national and international strategic priorities for Palestinians: the field research conducted for this study suggests that their most overwhelming
challenge is the silencing of their political voice – a problem that is taken
up in the more recent SCR 1889.
A traditional understanding of the realm of politics may exclude much
of what takes place in the private sphere, in the “politics of small things”,
the means by which people “address the pressing concerns of [their]
time”.20 In Jerusalem, however, every aspect of the political is also personal, and the political decisions made by the state of Israel have explicitly gendered impacts. Women experience two forms of oppression: that
stemming from political issues such as the construction of the separation
barrier, the occupation and encroachment of illegal Jewish settlements
into historically Palestinian parts of the city, restrictions on movement,
the emphasis on military instead of human security and frustration with
the political elite and failed political processes; and that caused by patriarchal control of their social, economic and political space. This double
burden affects every aspect of Palestinian women’s life and work in the
city. One example is the Israeli residential policies designed to speed up a
process of “bureaucratic eviction by cancellation of the residency rights
of Jerusalem’s indigenous population” that was started with the Law of
Entry into Israel in 1952. Under this law and subsequent amendments,
Palestinians in Jerusalem have to establish that their “centre of life” is in
the city. Unlike Israeli Jews, they may not hold dual nationality. As of
1982 children whose fathers are not Jerusalem residents have not been
registered at birth, and from 1994 Jerusalemite women have been unable
to apply for resident status for their spouses.21 The impacts of these laws,
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especially in cases of separation or divorce, are devastating for the wellbeing of individuals and families.
Jerusalemite women are also affected by the larger political sphere in
which the Israel-Palestine conflict is played out, and again they bear a
double burden of exclusion and control. Contrary to the clear directives
given in SCR 1325 to include women in all aspects of decision-making in
a conflict zone, Palestinian women are routinely excluded from high-level
negotiations on the Israel-Palestine question – by Palestinian males, the
state of Israel and the international community. The field research shows
that this exclusion from both local and international political arenas is
extremely negative, as previous gains in women’s empowerment are
being undermined and the interests of Palestinian women are being neglected, not advanced, despite a significant amount of rhetoric about the
need to promote gender equality as a part of establishing an independent
Palestinian state.22
In these circumstances, the field research shows that an overwhelming
depoliticization of the women’s movement has taken place in the decade
since SCR 1325 was passed, confirming findings already published.23
Nonetheless, there are important differences between women’s organizations. Living and working in the urban centre of Jerusalem, as Hanna
Herzog argues in her analysis of women’s lives in “mixed cities” where
both Palestinians and Israeli Jews live together (albeit divided along
ethnic-national lines), may in fact offer women some forms of liberation,
especially in terms of access to education and inter-class mobility.24
A 2010 study showed interesting differences between Jerusalem
women’s organizations: community-based organizations (CBOs) and
charities are most significantly depoliticized; non-governmental organizations (NGOs) tend to project an image of depoliticization despite engaging in highly political work; and feminist and specialized NGOs and
service providers are most likely to discuss openly their political role.25
Overall, however, Palestinian women’s organizations have moved far
away from the politically informed and proactive work that characterized
their interventions from the 1960s onwards. This finding is extremely
troubling in Jerusalem, which represents the heart of Palestinian identity
and has always been a home of the Palestinian women’s movement.

A history of women’s organizing in the occupied
Palestinian territory
After the 1948 creation of the state of Israel, the earliest Palestinian
women’s movements in the 1950s concerned themselves more with economic and social affairs than with political work. This began to change in
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1964, after the establishment of the Palestinian Liberation Movement,
when the General Union of Palestinian Women was formed and women
began to participate actively in political meetings, including the Palestinian National Council, which held its first congress in Jerusalem in 1965.
After the Jordanian closure of Palestine Liberation Organization associations in 1965, the General Union continued its work in secret. Women’s
associations proliferated, growing from a variety of interest bases.26
Although they had started from a conservative perspective that did
not prioritize women’s liberation, after the Israeli occupation of 1967
women’s organizations became increasingly involved in the social movements conceived by the Palestinian national leadership from the mid1970s onwards. This was seen as the best means:
to mobilize and organize people of different social categories including the
youth, women, workers and peasants . . . [in] decentralized, mass-based structures that enabled the national movement to challenge the series of economic
and political measures implemented by the Israeli occupation that sought
to destroy the cultural and socioeconomic infrastructure of the Palestinian
society.27

Strengthened by their own activism, the idea grew that women could
organize as women and should prioritize both social and national liberation. Women began to form networks and associations in rural as well as
urban areas, which were more explicitly focused on how the occupation
affected women as a distinct group. By the late 1970s grassroots initiatives had begun to proliferate. Women voted for the first time, alongside
men, in the municipal elections that were initiated by Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in an attempt to defuse the tensions arising from extensive rioting across the West Bank in 1976.28
When the first intifada broke out in 1987, it derived its energy from the
mass-based structures set up in the 1970s with a broad base of ordinary
people – male and female youth, workers and peasants. Women’s participation in various acts of resistance, including the first boycotts of Israelimanufactured goods and the provision of services as political conditions
worsened,29 was seen as a key part of a genuine, decentralized democratic
movement “to respond to the needs of the national struggle and to
promote women’s consciousness around national and women’s issues”.30
Highly localized neighbourhood or popular committees became part of a
particularly successful organizing strategy, allowing women to engage
with every aspect of political life and lead in the boycott of Israeli-made
goods. According to Islah Jad, however, their “role in the popular committees became an extension of what it traditionally had been in society:
teaching and rendering services”, a factor which may help explain why
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“the women question” remained subsumed in the “nationalist question”
in the sexually segregated mosques, cafés and prisons where political
strategizing was done.31
Yet despite their political invisibility to Palestinian men, women’s popular committees did not escape the attention of the Israeli military authorities, which banned them in August 1988.32 In December of that year,
in trying to mitigate the growing impacts of the uprising, the Higher
Women’s Committee was established. Comprising the Palestinian Union
of Women’s Work Committees, the Palestinian Federation of Women’s
Action Committees, the Working Women’s Committee and the Union of
Palestinian Women’s Committees, it articulated as an explicit goal the
need to address women’s liberation alongside national liberation.33 This
ideal would not be challenged until the signing of the Oslo Agreement in
1993, one effect of which was to create the local elite described by Kuttab, along with a strong sense of introspection in Palestinian organizing
as the full devastation of the agreement began to be felt. By destroying
Palestinian unity and heightening Israeli military control over the territory it occupies, the agreement also produced a diffuse sense that
women’s issues, with those of other marginalized groups, could be a focus
of concern removed from the project of national liberation.34

The challenges of the contemporary struggle
Civil society in Palestine has undergone dramatic changes since the preOslo period,35 and women have become less engaged with discussions on
how their own liberation struggle fits within the national one.36 Indeed,
after the last elections for the Palestinian Legislative Council in 2006,
Hadeel Rizq-Qazzaz observed that women may have participated only as
stand-ins for male family members, or because “they are deployed by
political factions without any real political participation”.37 She also observes that NGOs purporting to support women’s political participation
were in fact concerned only with “well-known women activists who had
both the ambition and the experience to run for elections . . . target[ing]
only their own members or members of established political parties”
while ignoring women who organized at the grassroots level.38
Academic analyses of the contemporary struggle in Palestine note that
today many women’s organizations are scattered in their objectives and
operate much more from within donor-driven global frameworks than
they did in the past.39 The result is that their agenda has become both
less indigenous and less politically focused on a national liberation
struggle that has the broad-based inclusion of women as a core goal.40
They argue that among other challenges, such as the geographical divides
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in the occupied territory, the alienation of young women from organized
resistance and the “displacement, confinement and domestication of protest”,41 Palestinian women’s organizing has been subject to what they
derisively label a “professionalization” or “NGOization” process, through
which “a small group of nationals [employ] political space to develop
their personal agendas and portfolios that [do] not in any way include or
reflect people’s aspirations, or achieve people’s democratic and national
rights”.42
In Eileen Kuttab’s view, this is not accidental. She makes a strong argument that many NGOs were deliberately created to limit the challenges
expressed by democratic movements, to replace an analysis of class politics with a community development approach and to undermine and coopt
leadership through the creation of technocrats. In her analysis, Palestinian women’s NGOs are designed as purveyors of “programs that provide
limited services to a narrow group of communities, programs that have
become accountable to overseas donors instead of their own people”.
Their purpose, she argues, is to “transform internal solidarity into collaboration and subordination into the macro-economy of neo-liberalism
through exploitation of the local human and material resources”.43
While their decision to work much more with formal, officially registered organizations than with grassroots constituents could indeed be
seen to imply a professionalization of women’s activities, the challenge
is that such NGOs have largely replaced less-structured or ad hoc civil
society organizing, drawn in the capacities of the elites and become dependent on (ever-changing) international funding parameters to such an
extent that they are no longer able to set independent or longitudinal
goals for their activities. All these changes, taking place as they are in an
ever-less-free environment, have led to a decline in women’s collective
action to resist the impacts of the occupation. As the second half of this
chapter shows, the different levels of Palestinian women’s organizing in
Jerusalem reflect an extremely diverse group of women with a broad
view of their work and its purposes. Is this diversity the most helpful
means to move women’s activities forward into reformed institutions in
the post-conflict moment? Can more effective organizing methods and
donor strategies be put in place today that will facilitate a growth in
women’s leadership and an expansion in the activities of women’s organ
izations beyond mere survival?

Findings of the field research
While they are all working with issues of poverty in the extremely limited
economic and social spaces for women in occupied East Jerusalem, in
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i nterviews the humblest groupings, CBOs and charitable organizations,
appear restricted by either a fear of being considered political or a limited capacity to articulate their political work. They do not openly engage
in discussions of the occupation, party politics or patriarchy as root
causes of poverty and women’s exclusion. In fact, while the women who
represent CBOs and charities may have a thorough understanding of
the political situation in their day-to-day life, they do not articulate a
political role and are unlikely to identify a connection between their
work and the ways in which political issues such as the construction of
the separation barrier, restrictions on movement and patriarchal control
of economic and political space affect every aspect of work in occupied
East Jerusalem. CBOs and charities are among the most depoliticized
organizations in occupied East Jerusalem, are completely unable to identify their political partners and prove to be the most vulnerable of all the
organizations surveyed.44
NGOs, by contrast, may outline missions and objectives which are
highly political, discuss the political causes of many of the difficulties
facing women and be better able to articulate and analyse (using donor
vocabulary) the ways in which the occupation and patriarchy contribute
to risks and obstacles for women’s organizing in occupied East Jerusalem. Nonetheless, they too tend not to recognize or discuss in explicit
terms their political role. Unlike CBOs, which appear to lack the capacity
to analyse the political situation in such a way that they can develop campaigns, programmes and policies effectively, NGOs have the ability but
hesitate to use it. The implications of this observation will be discussed in
more detail below.
Feminist NGOs and specialized NGOs and service providers are the
most likely of those surveyed to demonstrate an understanding of the
ways in which life in occupied East Jerusalem is politicized. They tend
to be more likely to recognize their political role, and simultaneously
demonstrate a much more thorough knowledge of the vocabulary and
mechanics of the donor system which enables them to negotiate it fairly
effectively. Their specialization, rather than detracting from their comprehensive understanding of the situation of women in occupied East Jerusalem, seems to be accompanied by an enhanced understanding of what
it means for their organizations to undertake political activities. They are
clear about the ways in which political issues permeate almost every aspect of their work. They are able to outline how the occupation, internal
Palestinian political divisions and patriarchy affect women, and the ways
in which the absence of political outlets and counterparts has made their
work (which in many cases would normally be carried out by governmental institutions) necessary. They prove to be among the most politicized
organizations working with women in occupied East Jerusalem.
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Interestingly, and in confirmation of Eileen Kuttab’s perspective that
the Palestinian women’s movement is becoming increasingly alienated
from its “historical political culture”, some respondents were confused
about what “political” could mean in light of what they see as pressure to
be non-partisan and avoid political factionalism.45 Some considered the
political to be confined to the sphere of politicians, political parties, governments, nationalism or, perhaps, mass demonstrations – but not to be
something that affected women privately. The extent to which many of
the organizations interviewed sought to disassociate themselves from
anything political was palpable, and the fear associated with any political
organizing in occupied East Jerusalem was very real. This confirmed
Kuttab’s observation that there is now a deep “structural imbalance” between “women’s rights vis-a-vis women’s practical and strategic needs,
versus requirements for the national liberation struggle”.46 It was also
clear from discussions that Palestinian women (including those currently
active in women’s organizations) have not heard about or benefited sufficiently from feminist and post-colonial forays into political science,
which have produced invigorating new perspectives on how everyday,
quotidian experience is also worthy of analysis as political activism.47
Ultimately, the research demonstrates that, despite international tools
such as SCRs 1325 and 1889 and their call to include women’s interests
in peace processes, there are a number of factors causing women organizing in Jerusalem to disassociate themselves from formal politics, with
the result that the historically strong women’s movement is disintegrating
along with the remnants of a coherent national struggle for liberation.
First, women’s organizations have come to associate “politics” with political parties and a political elite that is deemed untrustworthy and nonrepresentative. Second, they are convinced that expressing a political
opinion will undermine their relationships with their beneficiaries, their
partners and the donor community. As Shireen Hassim accurately puts it,
they are enduring “the reduction of the women’s movement to a ‘development’ partner”.48 Third, the traditionally patriarchal nature of society
and men’s domination of public politics means that only elite women in
well-connected families feel entitled (and are economically able) to take
an active political role. Fourth, political involvement when living under
occupation and annexation in East Jerusalem can and does lead to reprisals and violence against those who insist on exercising their rights to political voice. Fifth, the broader impacts of the Oslo Agreement and the
continued unwillingness of the international community to curtail Israel’s
escalating territorial expansionism (which relies explicitly on a divided
and fragmented Palestinian population) take their toll on a daily basis.
Contemporary Palestinian society, Kuttab observes, “suffer[s] not only
from a colonial occupation but also from a fragmented political system,
erosion of civil life, profound disintegration of social networks and class
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polarization”.49 Indeed, the field research shows that CBOs, charities,
NGOs, feminist NGOs and specialized NGOs and service providers are
choosing not to work together on a joint platform, operate with different
vocabularies, have different areas of expertise and are unlikely to engage
in conversations about the political role they might play together. Today,
CBOs and charities are not given the opportunity to develop their analytical capacities or engage politically. NGOs underreport their political
work and deny the extent of their political engagement, while the political work of most feminist and specialized NGOs and service providers is
isolated from that of other organizations working to realize Palestinian
liberation.
The isolation between each stratum of women’s organizations is compounded by divisions between organizations which are forced to focus on
survival-level interventions and those that work, perhaps with less urgency, on longer-term political agendas. Those working on a survival level
must make more formal political work a secondary issue, despite the fact
that their interventions are only temporary solutions to a problem which
is growing precisely because of a lack of durable political solutions. Yet
organizations with the funding and mandate to engage in long-term political work are unable to take on a political role because of their dependence on the whims of donors. These observations support the feminist
analysis of Kuttab, Jab and Shalhoub-Kevorkian, which shows that the
domestication and diversion of women’s activities through donor funding
are yet another manifestation of external efforts to derail and control
Palestinian aspirations for democratic, inclusive and sovereign statehood
– a response most recently seen again since May 2011 with the announcement of political unification.
Increasing religious conservatism is also playing a part in undermining
women’s activism. CBOs and charities do not always wish to be seen as
channelling women’s leadership, and have become isolated from other
organizations that still try to cling to visions of empowering women. Ironically, they remain the most deeply embedded in their communities and
focus on a client base which represents the poorest and most marginalized women in Jerusalem. By contrast, while general, feminist and specialized NGOs and service providers offer sophisticated insights into
women’s vulnerability, they are unable to engage with their immediate
communities with the same effectiveness as CBOs.

Impacts of absent governmental and political counterparts
The ongoing colonization and Judaization of Jerusalem mean that Palestinians living there have little direct contact with their leadership. As a result, CBOs, charities, NGOs and specialized NGOs and service providers
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were largely unable to name governmental and political counterparts and
could not identify the authorities to which political issues, as well as concerns regarding risks and obstacles, can be brought. They also expressed
the view that their political and governmental representatives are partisan, non-representative and corrupt. They feared that working with acknowledged political structures could lead to alienation from the donor
community and local actors.
The unwillingness of CBOs and charities to engage with political issues
meant that the majority did not identify anyone to whom they could
bring political questions. The highly charged nature of the Palestinian
political system means that anyone working with political parties, governments or organizations can be perceived as partisan, which may alienate
members of the community, local NGO partners and donors. The implications of this impasse are clear and troubling: women’s organizations in
Jerusalem do not easily find support from those who are formally meant
to represent their interests. This is why there is currently “a desperate
paucity of independent-minded and outspoken leaders at both local and
national levels and a sense of directionless in how people see and use
political processes and structures”, a problem which is even more exaggerated among the poorest and most marginalized women.50
Women’s and feminist NGOs expressed similar difficulties with or fears
of identifying political or governmental counterparts. While it would appear logical that NGOs would bring their political issues to political leaders, the research showed that internal divisions between the two main
parties, Fatah and Hamas, make it risky to approach any political leader
or use any government institution. Furthermore, the Israeli annexation of
Jerusalem and the military regime in place to suppress unified Palestinian
resistance create innumerable obstacles to political action in Jerusalem
for Palestinians who are also active in the West Bank and Gaza, as many
larger NGOs are. Women’s organizations face a terrible double bind:
political and governmental counterparts are not easily accessible to Jerusalemites who live under the administrative control of Israel, but even if
it were possible to make better use of their political representatives,
women’s organizations would not do so, fearing that involvement with
these actors might pose a significant risk to donor, partner and beneficiary support. A core intention of SCRs 1325 and 1889 – to help women
make visible their peacemaking strategies and actions – would therefore
seem unavailable to Palestinian women in Jerusalem. They really do not
have anyone effective to whom they can report what they do or from
whom they could elicit support to enlarge these interventions and make
them more strategic and useful.
For those organizations that do identify their work as being political,
another challenge was visible: they identified as important a plethora of
political and governmental counterparts in a number of different envir
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onments. Indeed, they had such a broad understanding of who their political counterparts might be that they seemed to lack clarity about who
to work with. The instability in Jerusalem and the large international
observer community the conflict attracts mean that there are countless
people to lobby. Organizations listed government representatives (from
EU governments, Turkey, Libya, Morocco, Jordan, Saudi Arabia), foreign
diplomats, Palestinian Legislative Council members (although problems
with this body were emphasized), Knesset members, ministers and Palestinian negotiators among their potential counterparts. Some respondents
insisted that they would not deal with Knesset members or Israeli government bodies as a means to avoid normalization.
Many organizations were able to recognize the strategic shortcomings
of working with multiple counterparts, and spoke instead of a need for
stronger political representation and institutionalized mechanisms of support. These organizations were acutely aware of the absence of government institutions that would be capable of acting as counterparts. Indeed,
many only exist as specialized organizations because they provide services that cannot be delivered by the absent Palestinian government and
are denied by the Israeli government to Palestinians living in Jerusalem.
It becomes clear that, when faced with political issues, risks and obstacles, Palestinian organizations working with women in Jerusalem are at a
loss as to who can or will provide them with the support they need. Nor
do they know whose support they can rightfully demand. They are profoundly shaped by what Jad and Kuttab have described as a depoliticization process through which their energy and attention are directed into
“dealing with aspects of women’s lives such as health, education, legal
literacy, income generation, advocacy of rights and research” that cannot
be properly addressed in the absence of a state.51 Trying to provide services that women need but do not officially get, however, means that the
most capable and dynamic women are fully occupied and have little time
left for political work, whether this takes the form of analysis or lobbying.
They know and care little about their potential political support base,
while those who should be offering them political support know and care
even less about them.

Language and knowledge of international standards
An ongoing challenge is that SCR 1325 is not, “in itself, something that
ordinary women can wield effectively as a means to describe their peace
and security-building work. Nor does it enhance their existing capacities
to apprehend and use the sophisticated language and political procedures
that form the currency of high-level negotiations . . .”52 The research
showed, starkly, that CBOs do not have the capacity to use the language
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of the donor community. They tend not to know or engage with international protocols such as SCRs 1325 and 1889 and the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).
While none of the CBOs interviewed had knowledge of these international protocols, when the content of each was explained, the reaction
of CBOs was generally to eschew the political protocols. Instead of wishing to become more competent to engage with the language of international standards, CBOs expressed an intention to continue to work with
the familiar: the protections for women provided by religion and culture.
Adopting the language of international standards was, perhaps rightfully, frowned upon by CBOs, as they all know of instances in which
CBOs have made the jump from CBO to NGO, adopted the language of
the international system and ended up removed from their greatest
strength – their ability to engage directly with the community. On the
other hand, the inability of CBOs to communicate in the same language
that dominates the discourse among women’s and feminist NGOs, some
charitable organizations and specialized NGOs and service providers
may be undermining their ability to contribute to a united and comprehensive women’s movement. It certainly does cut them off from sources
of funding offered by donors who expect a certain type of approach and
level of engagement with those they support.
Unlike CBOs, more than half of the women’s NGOs surveyed were
aware of SCR 1325 and CEDAW. Such organizations used these international standards widely in programming, advocacy, training, media
campaigns and work supporting equality and women’s rights. Specialized
NGOs and service providers are also aware of SCR 1325 and CEDAW.
Despite being aware of these international standards, not all of the organizations used them; but those which did had incorporated them into
projects, programming and training. However, a challenge they all seemed
to face was that adopting donor and NGO vocabulary meant diminishing
their ability to communicate with and represent ordinary women rather
than the elite and the technocrats. Being able to navigate between the
two levels of localized community support and sophisticated international
discourse is clearly an obstacle that women’s organizations are unable to
surmount without considerable effort; and given how difficult it is to do
even their essential supportive work, they prefer to focus their time and
energies in that direction.

Conclusions
Security Council Resolutions 1325 and 1889 call for an amplification of
women’s voices in matters concerning peace and security, urging the
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i nclusion of women’s interests in national and international strategic priorities. However, this chapter shows that far from benefiting from the
intentions of these ground-breaking resolutions or being able to build on
their own considerable history of organizing, Palestinian women’s groups
in Jerusalem are facing intense depoliticization and silencing at a crucial
moment in the Israeli-Palestinian peace process.
In Jerusalem, women’s well-being is negatively affected by challenges
such as the deepening occupation of the Palestinian part of the city, displacement and deportation, an ineffectual and non-representative political system and an entrenched patriarchal structure that stifles women’s
creativity and energy. Organizations working with women in Jerusalem
have opportunities denied to besieged women in Gaza and rural women
isolated by the impassable illegal settlement network that carves up the
West Bank. Nonetheless, they face risks and obstacles that are unique
within the oPt, and have limited access to political and governmental
counterparts to whom they could bring their issues and grievances. They
face constant threats to their continued existence in Jerusalem. Yet they
hesitate to engage with the big political questions of the day, even when
these are key contributors to the social, political and economic hardships
facing women. To the detriment of those they serve, they leave the root
causes of many problems affecting women unaddressed and have a hard
time thinking about how they can mobilize to challenge the status quo.
They have become so consumed with the difficulties of survival and the
daily problems that prevent them from doing their work effectively that
they no longer even question why non-governmental service providers in
Jerusalem have proliferated and whether they should, in fact, all continue
to provide services that are the usual duty of the state.
At this critical point in their history, Palestinian women need to move
well beyond service provision. Evidence from other protracted liberation
struggles, of which South Africa is probably the closest example, teaches
that they will need to have clearly articulated opinions on a number of
issues, including the restoration of human rights through a just end to the
Israeli military occupation, the achievement of Palestinian sovereignty
and independence, inclusive state-building, citizenship rights, genderequitable institutional reform, social transformation, demilitarization
and peacebuilding.53 Yet Jerusalem-based women’s organizations, despite
their long experience of participating in the struggle for Palestinian liberation, currently lack a national strategy for the emancipation of women
within the state-building process and have no effective means to influence the high-level political discussions of the day.
It is precisely because they are so diverse and disengaged from each
other that the work of women’s organizations in Jerusalem is weakened.
Their inability to communicate effectively among themselves is one
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f actor in undermining a united political women’s movement for all Palestinians. South Africa shows that when they demand the right to be equal
partners representing the views of all women, no matter how diverse they
are, women’s organizations minimize the risks and obstacles they face
and become more effective at lobbying and mounting an organized challenge to their political leaders and to entrenched male dominance more
broadly.54 The donor community also needs to recognize and overcome
its tendency to disempower, even if not intentionally, women’s organizations and to develop more effective funding responses that value and encourage women’s public political participation.
Whereas Jerusalem women’s organizations are now increasingly divided, working in isolation of each other and fearful of losing funding or
being considered partisan or factional, an inclusive movement recognizing a number of very different women’s organizations as one unified interest group could help to bridge the gaps created by NGOization, donor
domination and limitations on certain organizations’ ability to connect to
the grassroots; obviate the need to focus solely on survival-based interventions; and address the isolation that often faces those who do take up
the political cudgels in a conflict zone. By working as an inclusive political movement, Palestinian women (both women in the youth movements
that seem to be gaining increasing coherence in the oPt and older women
with years of activist experience) might find a means to address their fear
of partisan politics and elitism within the Palestinian political system.
This is an essential first step in rejuvenating a unified Palestinian liberation struggle with women’s liberation as one of its key aims.
Beyond the women’s movement itself, respondents made it very clear
that they are not being heard by the donor community and feel that their
organizations should be partners in policy dialogue. Local and international donor discourses contribute to a feeling among women’s organizations that the political is an almost taboo subject to be discussed in
hushed tones. SCRs 1325 and 1889 could be useful in overcoming this
state of affairs if they were taken up by the donor community and other
international actors as a means to recognize, fund and promote a united
and inclusive movement for women’s empowerment as an important
strategic priority;55 again, there is good experience of cooperation between donors and local women in the South African women’s movement
from which to learn.56 Palestinian women are also watching contemporary developments in the Arab world, in Egypt particularly, with great
interest, to see whether any precedents will be set upon which they can
capitalize in their own activism.57
No one escapes the power of politics in Jerusalem, with daily events affirming how vital it is to understand, document and report on everything
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that happens to Palestinians as a means to counter the ever-enlarging
force of the occupying power. Politics, here, has never been confined to
the halls of government, but permeates every aspect of every Palestinian’s everyday life. To say that they need a politically nuanced approach
to their work currently seems burdensome to women’s organizations, and
is certainly a harsh reminder of a long history of failed resistance, failed
peace, a corrupt political elite, factional violence and partisan politics. In
such constraining circumstances, developing a women-centred politics
and political participation should be seen as an urgent necessity and a
previously untried means to challenge the impasse in the elite and maledominated political processes currently claiming world headlines. As
Shireen Hassim observes of the South African process:
Political transition shows that the degree of inclusion – who gets a place at the
table – shapes both the nature and the scope of institutions . . . as well as their
long-term legitimacy. Formal processes of negotiation tend to favour political
and social groupings that are already organised at national level, or have access
to national actors. Poorly organised and resourced groupings, such as women
and the rural poor, tend to be absent from institutional decision-making
processes.58

The diversity of women’s organizations in Jerusalem may be their
greatest strength, but channelling that strength effectively will require a
commitment to unified action whose scope is unprecedented in Palestinian history. If they succeed in this goal, given the desperate straits in
which Palestinians find themselves today and with particular resonance
given contemporary political changes in the Middle East, Palestinian
women will stand as a beacon of hope for all women facing the challenge
of political, social and economic exclusion in conflict and post-conflict
zones around the globe. Other experiences offer insights and warnings
that, if they are taken seriously, could substantially change the outcome
of the hoped-for post-conflict period for Palestinian women. The most
important of these is that the transition period can offer unprecedented
opportunities to advance women’s citizenship claims, but only if resistance from entrenched male elites is intentionally countered, including
through careful donor policies.
Gendered state-building cannot result from technocratic fixes: it is an
explicitly political process and requires the broad-based engagement of
all who will stake a claim to citizenship in the post-conflict state.59 In Palestine, women’s sophisticated analysis and long-term activism have more
than readied them for full partnership in building an independent state
whose institutions are trusted and capable of delivering to all its citizens.
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Notes
1. The state of Israel was created in 1948 through the expulsion of Palestinians from their
land, an event known to Palestinians as al-Nakbah (the catastrophe). Israel first began
to occupy more parts of the Palestinian territory in 1967, and has expanded its grip on
Palestinian land ever since through an organized process of territorial expansion defined by illegal “settlement” activity and the declaration of closed military zones: around
half a million Israelis now live in heavily secured enclaves in the West Bank, including
East Jerusalem. The Gaza Strip remains under full military blockade. The PA’s thirteenth government plan envisions the establishment of a sovereign Palestinian state
along the 1967 borders by 2011; this goal is reinforced in the “National Development
Plan 2011–2013: Establishing the State, Building Our Future”, which is cited here. This
chapter, finalized in January 2012, draws inferences for Palestinian women from the
political upheavals taking place in the Middle East and North Africa where these are
relevant and able to be analysed, for example in the decision by Hamas and Fatah to
proceed with unification talks after four years of bitter rivalry and separation.
2. The committee meeting was held in Brussels on 13 April 2011. The citation is from the
chair’s summary, available at www.ldf.ps/documentsShow.aspx?ATT_ID=3878.
3. For media accounts see “Palestine Rivals Fatah and Hamas on Verge of Historic Deal”,
The Guardian, 27 April 2011, available at www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/apr/27/
palestine-rivals-fatah-hamas-deal; “Questions About ‘Hamas-Fatah Reconciliation’ ”,
Electronic Intifada, 27 April 2011, available at http://electronicintifada.net/node/9879;
“US Affirms Aid to Palestinians – For Now”, Reuters, 28 April 2011, available at http://
news.yahoo.com/s/nm/20110428/pl_nm/us_palestinians_israel_usa.
4. Kuttab, Eileen (2008) “Palestinian Women’s Organizations: Global Cooption and Local
Contradiction”, Cultural Dynamics 20(2), pp. 99–117.
5. Partly, perhaps, as a result of space opened up in the region through the Arab Spring,
Palestinians are again speaking out loudly about what they want – “elections for the
Palestinian National Council that include ALL Palestinians, including the majority
which does not live in the 1967 occupied territories”, as Ali Abunimah puts it in his
Electronic Intifada blog.
6. Castillejo, Clare (2010) Militarization and Violence Against Women in Conflict Zones in
the Middle East: Integrating Gender into Post-conflict State Building, Madrid: FRIDE,
p. 2.
7. All Security Council resolutions on women, peace and security can be found at www.
peacewomen.org.
8. The decision to focus on Jerusalem alone was partly decided by the research team’s
relative ease of access to the city. It was also because Palestinians revere Jerusalem as
the future capital of an independent Palestinian state; and in the face of the current internal political divide, engage more willingly with findings from there than they might
do with Gaza-based research or studies conducted in the rest of the West Bank.
9. I thank Emily Scott for conducting the primary field interviews for the research on
which this chapter is based (June–August 2010) and Linda Ohmann of Kvinna till
Kvinna for supporting the research design intellectually and financially. However, the
interpretation of the data presented in this chapter is my own and is not to be ascribed
to the UN Development Programme or any other organization or individual. A briefer,
less academic version of the research has been published in English and Arabic: UNDPPAPP (2010) “Palestinian Women Organizing in Jerusalem”, UNDP, October, available
at www.undp.ps/en/newsroom/publications/pdf/other/womenorg.pdf.
10. Not all Palestinian women have chosen non-violent resistance. From 2002 to 2006, 10
women decided on suicide bombing as their contribution to the liberation struggle. For
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more analysis see Berko, Anat and Edna Erez (2007) “Gender, Palestinian Women, and
Terrorism: Women’s Liberation or Oppression?”, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 30,
pp. 493–519.
For a highly detailed account of Palestinian history see Farsoun, Samih K. and Naseer
H. Aruri (2006) Palestine and the Palestinians: A Social and Political History, 2nd edn,
Cambridge, MA: Westview Press. While Farsoun and Aruri offer a fairly detailed discussion of women as victims of violence and as workers, no mention is made of how women
organize politically.
The “Arab Spring” has, however, been characterized by a high level of public visibility
of women, especially young women, although this is not much commented on by Arab
male leaders. Whether or not women’s activism will translate into long-term gains, especially through their entry to public office, still remains to be seen. For a useful commentary see “An Arab Spring for Women”, CBS News, 26 April 2011, available at www.
cbsnews.com/stories/2011/04/26/opinion/main20057432_page2.shtml?tag=contentMain;
contentBody. On the specific subject of Palestinian women’s experiences, it is important
to remember that they are not, of course, homogeneous. For an interesting account of
Palestinian women living in Israel see Herzog, Hanna (2009) “Choice as Everyday Politics: Female Palestinian Citizens of Israel in Mixed Cities”, International Journal of Politics, Culture and Society 22, pp. 5–21.
This statement is based on interviews and informal conversations the author has conducted in Jerusalem, Gaza and the West Bank from 2008 to 2010. Herzog attributes
some of the power of the Palestinian women’s movement to the fact that it has emerged
in urban settings, which has a “liberating” impact, she argues, on Palestinian women. See
Herzog, ibid., pp. 10 –11.
Kuttab, note 4. For an account of women’s struggle for education in a state of siege see
Shalhoub-Kevorkian, Nadera (2008) “The Gendered Nature of Education under Siege:
A Palestinian Feminist Perspective”, International Journal of Lifelong Education 27(2),
pp. 179–200.
Hassim, Shireen (2006) Women’s Organizations and Democracy in South Africa: Contesting Authority, Scottsville: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, p. 263.
Castillejo explores this issue in comparative case studies of Burundi, Guatemala, Kosovo, Sierra Leone and Sudan. Castillejo, Clare (2011) “Building a State that Works for
Women: Integrating Gender into Post-Conflict State Building”, FRIDE Working Paper
No. 107, March, Madrid, available at www.gsdrc.org/go/display&type=Document&id
=4112&source=rss.
Farsoun and Aruri, note 11, p. 227.
Herzog, note 12, p. 7.
Anderlini, Sanam (2007) Women Building Peace: What They Do, Why It Matters,
Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner; Cockburn, Cynthia (2007) From Where We Stand: War,
Women’s Activism, and Feminist Analysis, London: Zed Books; Farr, Vanessa (2011)
“UNSCR 1325 and Women’s Peace Activism in the Occupied Palestinian Territory”,
International Feminist Journal of Politics 13(4), pp. 539–556.
This term was coined by Goldfarb, Jeffrey C. (2006) The Politics of Small Things:
The Power of the Powerless in Dark Times, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,
p. 2.
Farsoun and Aruri, note 11, pp. 339–341. These authors do not, however, comment on
the gendered impacts of such policies, including their erasure of the agency, identity and
familial power of women who are spouses and mothers.
In my experience, such rhetoric is generally expressed by donors in funding decisions: in
project proposals much is made of the need to include a “gender analysis” and sometimes even explicit activities for women. Many donors are meant to be directed in their
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funding decisions by SCR 1325 action plans decided at headquarters. However, as this
chapter elucidates, there is great wariness about funding what women actually want to
do, especially when such activities are seen as politically sensitive.
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The sex-specific control of men was far more violent: the Israeli army set up impromptu
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process.
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12
Women’s participation in political
decision-making and recovery
processes in post-conflict Lebanon
Kari H. Karamé

The empowerment of women is seen as a crucial element of all social and
economic development during post-conflict transitions, and the success of
this process is further seen as a basic requirement for all sustainable
peacebuilding. Still, while women are active in most functions during
armed conflicts, both civilian and military, and also form the majority of
the militants in peace movements, they are usually marginalized from
decision-making levels in post-conflict peacebuilding processes.1
The post-conflict phase is rarely peaceful, and one of the priorities is
therefore to establish security and protection of civilians. In this period
women often experience a backlash, which puts them back into their
traditional roles in society.2 If women are not present at the peace negotiation table, neither the experiences they had during the war nor the capacities they developed will be taken into consideration in the planning
and construction of the future. The war(s) in Lebanon during the years
1975–1990 did not lead to a comprehensive peace agreement, as the Taëf
Agreement signed in October 1989 focused on a modified pattern of
power sharing and the disarming of the militias. No women were invited
to the negotiation table, and Lebanese women thus had no agreement to
lean upon to claim their place in the post-conflict reconstruction process.
It is generally assumed that women and men may have different priorities in post-conflict politics. Many authors argue that women’s entrance
into the political arena after a war has changed the nature of the political
agenda itself. Reproductive health and choice, nutrition, equality in education and work, family-friendly policies and environmental consideraDefying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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tions are only some of the topics that women have either brought to or
highlighted at both national and international levels.3 These should not
be framed as “women issues” only, as they are of great importance for
the well-being of the whole society. It may therefore also be asked
whether limited participation of women in political decision-making will
have an impact on a state’s priorities in the post-conflict rebuilding process.
This chapter uses the war and post-conflict situation in Lebanon as the
background for a reflection on women’s engagement in peace and recovery processes. It first explores the main obstacles to women’s participation in public decision-making, and argues that these are found in the
patriarchal culture and the political and electoral system of the country.
It then discusses the effect of an almost total absence of women from
public decision-making on the priorities of the reconstruction process
and on women’s peacebuilding activities, which have subsequently not
been recognized and supported by international and national actors.

Lebanon – An old country, but a young state
History and population
Lebanon is situated at the threshold between the Mediterranean and the
Arab world, bordering on Israel to the south, and Syria to east and north.
The population is composed of 17 different religious communities and is
today divided into approximately 35 per cent Christians and 65 per cent
Muslims. Each of these two main groups is again subdivided into sects,
with one dominating Christian community – the Maronites – and two
Muslim communities of almost equal size – the Sunnites and the Shiites.
The country gives refuge to some 350,000 Palestinians, mainly Sunni
Muslims. The size of the population and the balance between its various
religious sects have always been subjects of discussion and political
discord.
The origin of the modern republic of Lebanon was the creation of the
autonomous province of Mount Lebanon in 1861, while it was still under
the rule of the Ottoman Empire. In 1919 the country became a French
mandate, and in 1920 the Lebanese Republic was proclaimed within its
actual borders. In 1943 the country finally gained its independence. The
majority of Christians and Muslims had divergent views on the orientation and identity of the new state, in favour of either Lebanese nationalism or Arab nationalism. This resulted in a fault-line between the two
communities on both political and social levels. A uniting factor was the
use of Arabic as the official language of the state.
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The Lebanese political system
Traditionally, political power was in the hands of a few notable families
within each religious community. The late Oxford-based Lebanese historian Albert Hourani called this “a Lebanese feudal system, a hierarchy of
families having formal relations with each other”.4 The purpose was to
balance the interests of these so-called “big families”, their clients, their
communities and their districts.
In each constituency a certain number of seats in parliament are distributed among the different sects, according to their relative share of the
population. An electoral list should therefore contain candidates from
several sects, and a strong list in this context means a list with candidates
enjoying large popular support in all the sects and sponsored by a sure
winner. People usually vote for the whole list, and newcomers thus have
the best chances of success when they run on a “strong list”.
This form for power sharing became the pattern of the constitution of
1926, and later for the National Pact of 1943. The latter was supposed to
guarantee the rights of the respective religious communities, and to assert
Lebanese independence and sovereignty. The result was a weak state
whose inhabitants’ primordial identity is with family and sect.
According to the National Pact, all political offices should be distributed on a sectarian basis, and seats in parliament allocated between the
different religious communities and regions. Within this framework
emerged “a highly exclusive political circle that was composed of elected
and appointed representatives of the various sects who had a common
interest in maintaining the status quo”.5 In addition the family ties within
the political elite were close: in the 1968–1972 parliament, 43 per cent of
the deputies were sons, grandsons or cousins of either former or present
deputies.6
During the 1950s and 1960s important changes took place within the
Lebanese population. The Shiite community outnumbered both the
Maronites and the Sunnites, leading to pressure to adjust the mode of
political representation to reflect this new reality. The cities – in particular Beirut – grew rapidly, from 50 per cent of the population living in
urban areas in 1970 to 85 per cent in 2002. Among the urbanites, the politically active section of the population had expanded and the newcomers turned to ideologies more than to sectional interests. However, due to
the continuous lack of security and the problems related to rapid urbanization, people turned for protection and services to parties or organizations that “expressed their own identity” and thereby strengthened them.7
Hence parties and organizations also took on a confessional character,
even those which did not have this in their original political programme.
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They were to become the main political and armed bodies during the war
from 1975 to 1990, with Hezbollah from 1982 onward.

The wars
Even the nature of the wars in Lebanon has been a subject of disagreement, and they have been given many names: civil war, the wars of others,
rounds or events. The conflicts had both a national and a regional aspect,
but were played out within a national context of competing identities,
diverging views on national orientation and power struggles. These dissensions turned into confrontations after the Palestinian Liberation Organization moved its headquarters from Jordan to Lebanon in the early
1970s, and made the country a base for its fight against Israel. In reaction,
the Jewish state invaded Lebanese territory twice, in 1978 and 1982, and
occupied a zone along the border until the end of May 2000. Despite the
regional aspect, the war has usually been presented – in an oversimplified
way – as a conflict between Christians and Muslims, even though almost
everybody has been fighting each other, as well as being allies in a continually changing pattern.8
When the war broke out in April 1975, the Lebanese Army was confined to barracks to prevent it from breaking up along sectarian lines.
The vacuum created led to the appearance of militias that represented
the different political trends in the country at the time. In the course
of the war the state lost most of its prerogatives, and functions like tax
gathering, control over local security, hospitals and food distribution were
in many places taken over by the militias, thus increasing their power.
Each militia had a hard core of professional combatants, but could also
mobilize civilians – mostly men, but also women – during periods of
combat.
Lebanon emerged from the war as a devastated country and state: its
economy had fallen into shambles, public administration functioned only
partly and the physical infrastructure was literally in ruins. One-quarter
of the population – mostly male professionals and skilled workers – had
left the country. The unemployment rate was assessed at 40 per cent of
the active population.9 More than half the population had been forced to
leave their homes due to shelling, snipers or the risk of being kidnapped,
and 25 per cent were displaced for longer periods, some of them permanently.10 The war in 2006 gave another severe blow to the economy, with
great destruction of infrastructure, private homes, places of work and
property.
The human losses were enormous. From 1975 to 1990, 150,000 people
– or 5 per cent of the resident population – lost their lives. More than
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300,000 were maimed or injured, and around 100,000 of them were dis
abled for life.11 Some 350 civilians were killed in the Israeli-occupied border zone during the years 1990 –2000,12 and more than a thousand during
the war in 2006. Landmines and cluster bombs still kill and maim civilians in the south.
Although the war(s) took place in a multi-confessional country and led
to the displacement of hundreds of thousands of inhabitants, there are
few traces of gender-based violence in either popular narratives or academic publications. The indexes of Shehadeh,13 the most comprehensive
work on women and war in Lebanon, and Collings on peace and reconstruction14 include no references to rape, mass rape, sexual violence or
harassment. It is difficult to imagine that these did not happen at all, but
there may have been less than in other conflict areas. This may tell us
something about the nature of the conflict, whether or not it aimed at a
definitive separation of the different communities. But it may also well be
that women who suffered from gender-based violence preferred not to
tell, out of fear of the reaction of the traditional and patriarchal society.
The economic and material consequences for Lebanese society were
many and heavy. The middle class that constituted the backbone of the
society has shrunk; only some of the internally displaced persons have
returned to their homes; the traditional pattern of coexistence of people
with different religions has faded; and emigration and the death of many
young men during the war has led to an imbalance in the numbers of unmarried men and women.
In accordance with the Taëf Agreement (1989), the number of seats in
parliament was augmented to 128, equally distributed between Muslims
and Christians. At the same time the power of the president (always a
Maronite) was reduced and shared equally with the prime minister (always a Sunni Muslim) and the president of the parliament (always a
Shiah Muslim). This – and the disarming of the militias – should establish
the internal conditions for peace. But many observers feel that the agreement cemented the profound divisions in post-conflict Lebanon, instead
of building bridges across the fault-lines, as it did not address the sectarian nature of the political system.15
The Taëf Agreement was rejected by large parts of the Lebanese population, mainly among the Christians. One reason was that Syria was given
the role as the main supervisor of the terms agreed upon. Syrian troops
were deployed in Lebanon in 1976 to separate the belligerent parties and
became the main powerbroker in the country. The role of Syria in Lebanon’s public affairs and the timing of the withdrawal of the Syrian soldiers had become another question dividing the Lebanese people.16 The
agreement did not address the reconstruction of the country.
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Political representation in post-conflict Lebanon
As an immediate consequence of the Taëf Agreement, the old mechanisms of exclusion from or inclusion in politics continued into the post-war
period. Many political parties were weakened by inner power struggle,
while many traditional elite families made a spectacular return to the
political arena. Attitudes towards Syria’s role became a new element of
exclusion or inclusion in politics. In her study of the 1996 elections in
the Mount Lebanon governorate, Harik notes that Christian members of
the post-war regime needed to come from the pro-Syrian segment of the
community or families whose neutrality was not suspect, while members
of other communities were prevented from running for election. The
newcomers owed their entrance into parliament to either personal wealth
or power bases built up during the war. As Harik notes, “This practice
reveals the manner in which list leaders evolve inclusionary and exclusionary mechanisms of their own that have little to do with ideological
or programmatic concerns.”17 After 2005, being included in either the 8
March or the 14 March movements has become almost a necessity to run
successfully for parliament. Both men and women who do not fit into the
pattern were excluded from political participation by these mechanisms.
Women in addition have to overcome the barriers posed by the rules of
patriarchy, which prefer to see a man at the head of the family, the clan
and finally the state.

Women in Lebanese society
When the war erupted in 1975, Lebanese society was – under a modern
occidental mantle – still a traditional one, with a neat division into
female-private and male-public spheres. Both Christian and Muslim
women were socially defined by patriarchal social and cultural norms, as
daughters, wives and mothers of men. Each religious community has its
own family law, giving different rights to women concerning inheritance,
divorce and child custody. Other civil rights, like having your own passport and obtaining it without a male relative’s permission, having a
personal bank account or opening a business without a male tutor, were
granted to women in national civil law, but only as late as the 1990s.18
Lebanese women still cannot give their nationality to their husband if he
is a foreigner, or to their common children.
Girls in Lebanon have had fairly easy access to education, but disparities exist between urban and rural areas, social classes and probably between religious communities. If parents cannot afford to send all their
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children to school, they prefer to send their sons, who are the future
heads of family and should take care of their parents and unmarried
sisters.
Education was available to girls of the social elite from the end of
the eighteenth century, followed by the opening of Christian missionary
schools and colleges in the nineteenth century, and private schools established by local inhabitants. Some 5,000 girls were studying in newly established schools all over Lebanon at around this time.19 In 1878 the
Makassed Philanthropic and Islamic Association founded the first Muslim school for girls, as a response to the many foreign missionary
schools.20
By the beginning of the twentieth century some privileged women
started to seek higher education abroad, and most returned home to
work in Lebanon, in professions varying from medicine to nuclear physics and history. They were few, but important role models for the younger
female generation who had by then gained better access to education in
their own country.
The development of a public educational system took off after the declaration of independence in 1943. Schools were built all over the country,
and by 1973 the total number of students in elementary and secondary
schools, both private and public, was 665,301, of whom slightly less than
half at each level were girls.21 The Lebanese (State) University was
opened in 1951 and, because no tuition fees are charged, gave new groups
of the poorer segments of society access to higher education. This was in
particular an advantage to girls, because families with limited economic
resources usually gave priority to the education of boys.22 Still, according
to the educational statistics report of 1972–1973, there were 14 institutions of higher education visited by 32,230 students, but only 5,600 of
them were girls.23
Despite the war, educational reform continued in Lebanon. The gender
gap in enrolment was narrowed, and female enrolment has become
slightly higher than that of males at the preparatory and secondary stages
of education. The Arab Human Development Report 2002 explains the
rise in enrolment rates and the curbing of illiteracy during the 25 years
when Lebanon was in a state of war as an outcome of an undeclared
partnership between the public and private sectors of education and the
determination on the part of Lebanese families to get their children educated.24 A complementary explanation may be found in the nature of
the conflict, when periods of tension and combat alternated with calmer
periods, allowing schools and universities to function according to the
same rhythm.25 Women’s enrolment in higher education today is close
to 50 per cent on average; but despite an increasing number of women
studying medicine, engineering, journalism and business, most women
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study literature, education and social sciences, preparing them “for
gender-segregated, and hence socially acceptable, employment in the service sector”.26
Unfortunately, the illiteracy rate has also risen, from 9.6 per cent in
the early 1970s to 13.6 per cent in 1996, of whom around two-thirds are
women.27 These apparently incompatible figures reflect the growing
socio-economic disparities in post-conflict Lebanon.
Lebanese women’s way into the labour force has been hard for both
educated and non-educated, due to the traditional pattern of gender
roles, where the husband is the breadwinner of the family and the wife
takes care of domestic affairs. Between 1970 and 2011 the share of
women in the workforce increased from 19 per cent28 to 27 per cent.29
Women have slowly made their way into most professions, but rarely into
senior posts. It was not until the middle of the 1990s that a woman was
appointed as mudir ‘amm (general manager) of the Ministry of Social
Affairs. The rest of the public administration is marked by a dearth of
women in senior decision-making positions, except in professions where
women are in a majority, like nursing and health. In some areas, like the
media, women generally constitute 35–50 per cent of the workforce.30
More education, demographic changes resulting in a surplus of women
between the ages of 25 and 45, and the current socio-economic situation
are among the factors that have led more women into the job market.
Still, these figures show that women in Lebanon represent an underutilized and underestimated source of labour capacities.31

Lebanese women’s agency during the war
The war led to fundamental changes in women’s lives and roles in society.
Women from all religious communities became involved in the war in
many ways, varying from combat positions (the few) to supportive functions in different militias, activities within civil society and family and engagement in pacifist movements. These activities brought them into the
public sphere to a much higher extent than before.
Engagement in the militias was facilitated by the fact that active involvement in warfare seems to have been to a large extent a “family affair”, where brothers and sisters, cousins, uncles and parents fought on
the same side. Thus when young girls and women left the private sphere,
they were usually close to a male relative who could guarantee their
moral conduct in this traditional society.32
A number of young girls received military training and took part in
combat, some of them for up to 11 years. All the militias had women in
their ranks; but taking an active part in combat seems to have been most
developed on the so-called Christian side. As the war went on and the
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militias turned into paramilitary hierarchic organizations, women became
more and more marginalized as soldiers, and moved to women’s traditional supportive functions behind the lines, such as logistics, messing and
medical service.33
The vast majority of Lebanese women saw it as their main responsibility to bring their family safely through the turmoil of war. Half the Lebanese population had to leave their homes for safer areas for shorter or
longer periods, many of them several times, adding to the sense of insecurity and instability. The pre-war pattern of religious coexistence was rapidly replaced by Christian and Muslim areas, and the capital Beirut was
cut by a demarcation “Green Line” into the west part, mainly Muslim,
and the east part, mainly Christian.
The economic situation deteriorated dramatically for many families
due to the loss of income, death or disappearance of the main bread
winner. The number of women-headed families grew, reaching 25 per
cent of households in some regions.34 During these years of ordeal, the
most stable assistance the Lebanese civilian population could count on
came from their relatives, religious communities and the socio-medical
apparatus of the nearest militia, whereas the state apparatus was quasiabsent.
Women were very active in assistance networks and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), both local and international. More than 130 Lebanese NGOs were created to take care of the numerous victims of war,
orphans, handicapped and internally displaced persons.35 Women also engaged in pacifist movements that worked across the dividing lines.
Dressed in white, they met on several occasions from both sides of the
demarcation line in Beirut as a way to express their rejection of the division of the capital and its people, triggering the anger of the militias on
both sides. Their peacemaking role had a limited impact on the conflict,
however, and often took place just within their respective communities,
“since it requires power to make peace”.36 Some women completely
changed their engagement as the war developed, from the use of arms to
pacifist work. This was the case for a group of young women who had
been fighting with the mainly Christian militia, the Lebanese Forces. In
1985 they laid down their arms because they disagreed with the policy of
the leadership, and after a two-year period of reflection they started a
pacifist movement called the Lebanese Woman. The means changed, but
the aim was the same: the preservation of a free, multi-confessional Lebanon.37
Women’s organizations rarely confronted the societal order, because
this could be interpreted as going against the interests of their own families and communities. As a result, as Makdisi puts it, “the women’s movements become, over the decades, more and more part of the establishment,
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less and less rebel and adversary”.38 They thus seem to face the same
problem as many other NGOs in the country, namely the difficulty in
working for a common goal across the many dividing lines of Lebanese
society. The struggles for women’s rights were put on hold during the war,
as many women considered the survival of the nation as the most important cause.39

Women and political decision-making in Lebanon
Lebanese women earned their legal political rights in 1952, but until 1992
no women had ever been seated in the parliament, with the exception of
Myrna Bustani, who was appointed in 1963 to finish her father’s term
after he died in an accident.40
Over the years women have entered many spheres of public life in the
country, but they are still virtually absent from official political decisionmaking positions. Women have been members of various political parties,
although in smaller numbers than men. They have been active during
election campaigns, fundraising and the like, but never held positions of a
decisive level in a party, except for within women’s committees, if they
existed.41 In 1990 40 people were nominated to fill seats left vacant in the
first post-war National Assembly. Among them, Nayla Moawad was appointed to replace her late husband, René Moawad, who was assassinated
just after he became president of the republic in 1989. She was re-elected
in every election until 2009, when she stepped down in favour of her
son’s candidacy, and has been an advocate for more women in political
decision-making.
In the first post-war election in 1992, three women gained seats in parliament, two Maronite Christians and one Sunni Muslim. They all came
from one of the elite families, or were related to a former, now deceased,
male member of parliament. In the 2005 election six women won seats in
parliament, all of them Maronites or Sunnis.42 These elections took place
in the midst of a troubled political situation following the assassination of
the prime minister, Rafic Hariri. Although the number of women candidates had dropped from 34 in the 2000 elections to only 14, the result was
still the highest number of women ever in the Lebanese parliament.43
In 2006 the National Commission on Parliamentary Electoral Law –
also known as the Boutros Commission – was established. Among other
questions, this commission focused on how to rectify the gender imbalance among representatives. It suggested that each party list should include at least 30 per cent female candidates. Despite intensive work of
both international and national organizations with the active support
of the Ministry of Interior, the female quota was shelved when a new
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electoral law was adopted in August 2008.44 The elections in June 2009
saw a setback in the number of candidates and electoral victories, as only
four women were elected. Three former women parliamentarians stepped
down, one in favour of a male candidate and two to give way to their
sons’ candidacies.45
Women’s absence from, or limited participation in, political decisionmaking is a general problem in Arab countries. A 2009 UN Development
Programme (UNDP) report reveals alarming trends concerning the political and economic exclusion and insecurity of women in the Arab countries, where “many women are still bound by patriarchal patterns of
kinship, legalised discrimination, social subordination and ingrained male
dominance”. Also women are routinely “abused and violated while the
public looks the other way”.46 Another UNDP report suggests that human development in the Arab region needs to be assessed in a broader
context than a purely economic one, encompassing education, freedom
and human rights. It demonstrates how the region is hampered by three
key deficits: the freedom deficit, the human capabilities/knowledge deficit
relative to income and the women’s empowerment deficit. Only subSaharan Africa has a lower score.47 The low number of women in political decision-making positions in Lebanon may therefore be seen as a
cultural phenomenon rather than a conflict-induced problem.
For many years Lebanon was among those few states that had never
had a woman minister, eight of them members of the Arab League. But
Lebanon’s neighbours Syria and Jordan have had women in ministerial
posts several times.48 Seen against the background of Lebanon’s apparently modern way of life, the relatively high level of women’s education
and their increasing participation in working life, and because ministers
are often recruited outside the ranks of members of parliament, one
would expect to find women – at least a few – in the government. As
both Christian and Muslim women are seated in parliament, religion
should be ruled out as an impediment to women in government. Still, it
was not until 2000 that two women were appointed minister, one for education and one for social affairs. Again, the main causes are most likely to
be found in Lebanese political culture and patriarchy, which accord little
or no space for women in official decision-making positions, and which
were perpetuated in the Taëf Agreement.
Women in the Lebanese parliament have as a rule been members or
presidents of committees dealing with education, culture, social affairs
and women’s and children’s affairs, but have also been appointed to the
influential Budget and Finance Committee and the important Foreign Affairs and Emigrants Committee. This proves that once they are in parliament, they are not limited to what are traditionally seen as committees
working with women’s issues. They have been very engaged in the recon-
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struction of schools and the amelioration of access to education in every
region and for students from all social levels. They have often acted as
spokespersons for various organizations working on women’s and children’s issues. But because they are so few, they depend on their male colleagues to advocate for the cases they are promoting. Still, their presence
in the most public of all national arenas, parliament, is important, as it
demonstrates that women can be valuable players in the political game.

Mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion of women in political
decision-making
There are no legal barriers to Lebanese women’s participation in politics.49 UNDP’s 2000 report on women’s political participation and good
governance states that women’s access to political decision-making can
never be seen in isolation from their overall socio-economic status.50 In
many countries women do not possess decision-making power in the private sphere that they can transfer into the public realm.51 This is less the
case in Lebanon, where women usually have a lot of influence over the
family’s budget and education of children, and are the bonds of the extended family.52 Women of elite families hold power and exercise influence in the larger society in their capacity as mother, wife, etc., of a male
politician. People – mostly women – visit them and ask them to intervene
in their favour when they have a request to ask of the politician.53
Gender mainstreaming and gender quotas are two of the many tools
that have been proposed by international donors to ease the way of
women into politics, but the use of such means – often assimilated with
Western values – has also been the subject of discussion and discord,
above all in developing countries. The question posed for women is
whether to join the traditional political institutions, or to change them by
means of, for instance, quotas for women. Over the last few years a majority of Arab countries have given full political rights to women, and
some have introduced quotas for women’s participation in politics. In
Lebanon there are different opinions. The Lebanese Women’s Council argues that “the quota is the best way for women to forge into politics”, but
other advocates for women’s rights disagree because they fear that these
women will come from the same ruling parties as the men, and therefore
will not necessarily be able to push for women’s rights.54 As noted above,
in August 2008 the Lebanese parliament approved a new electoral law,
which was met with mixed feelings as two proposed reforms did not pass:
lowering the voting age from 21 to 18 years, and introducing a quota for
women.55
Lack of freedom of association in the Arab region may be another impediment for women to engage in political activities, as they can rarely
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count on huge women’s associations to support their candidature.
Women’s organizations do in fact encounter particular difficulties in the
rising tensions between some governments and the political Islamic
groups.56 Until this day, no woman has represented the Lebanese Shiite
Muslim Hezbollah organization and political party in parliament, despite
the participation of women within most fields of the organization’s activities.57 The main limitation to the influence of women’s associations on
broader female representation in Lebanon is the fact that they have remained a part of the very social and political patriarchal culture they are
denouncing.58 They will thus not automatically support and vote for a
woman candidate.
According to Jane S. Jaquette, a number of factors determine whether
women’s organizations and movements can have an impact on national
policy and help shape the ideological environment: a patriarchal ideology; the adoption of pluralist forms of social organization and more
transparent decision-making; the importance of identity politics; the
degree of religious opposition to gender reforms; and, for some postcommunist countries, the association of women’s equality with the negative legacy of communism.59 Several of these factors are relevant for a
discussion of the hindrances for Lebanese women’s participation in political decision-making, and in particular the patriarchal ideology shared
by all the country’s religious communities.
Errol Miller gives a definition of patriarchy that fits easily to the
family-based, patrilinear Lebanese society.60 In his words it is a “system
of reciprocal social obligations in which final authority rests with the
older men of the kinship collective, who exercise that authority over its
individual male and female members in the overall interest of the collective”.61 Shared identity, group solidarity, common bonds and mutual
obligations differentiate patriarchal collectives from one another. Genealogy and generation combined define the younger males as the potential
heirs of the older men. This was pointed out bluntly to the author in a
conversation with the president of a municipal council in a village in the
mountains north of Beirut. Talking about the upcoming municipal elections in 2010, the author asked him about the chances of seeing women
in the council of his village. The man responded that he saw no chance of
that happening, as none of the eight big families in the village would accept being represented by a woman. His answer stresses two important
factors in the Lebanese gendered political culture: first, the central place
that is still occupied by the traditional elite, and, second, the limits imposed by the rules of patriarchy.62
According to Miller, gender excludes women who become marginalized. But he also demonstrates how women “of the dominant groups” –
like families of the traditional political elite in Lebanon – may be
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“recruited when the supply of older and younger men of the groups is
insufficient to meet the demand”.63 Until now, this seems to be the main
mechanism of inclusion of women in the Lebanese parliament, as demonstrated in the following example.
In an interview with the author, former member of parliament Nayla
Moawad, widow of President René Moawad, told how she was persuaded
to present her candidacy “on the third day after the assassination of my
husband”, when 4,000 –5,000 members of his extended family urged her
to continue her husband’s work. In this way they gave the necessary
legitimacy to her candidacy and later to her mandate. All through her
married life she had participated in her husband’s political life, but in no
official capacity. She was therefore well informed about his activities, and
people knew it. They also knew her. As she said: “I took over.” But without saying it directly, she also pointed to another important aspect of the
confidence vested in her: “My son was only 17 years old at that time, so I
was the regent.”64 Nobody seemed to question her capacity to replace
her husband, because as spouse and companion she had acquired a broad
knowledge of how political life functions and she already knew most of
the other political leaders. She is a skilled and hardworking politician
who could, without any doubt, have reached the same status on her own
– but only within another political culture. In 2005 six women entered
parliament, among them Solange Gemayel, widow of the president-elect
Bashir Gemayel who was assassinated in 1982, and the wife of Samir
Geagea, leader of the Lebanese Forces, who was then still in prison.
Women are expected to vote according to their husband’s choice, and will
only reach political positions when “dressed in black” as widows.
Women elected on such a basis will primarily represent the extended
family or clan who form the core of their electorate. However, as the list
they run on will have candidates from all the sects present in their constituency, they will to some extent work across religious divides when it
comes to regional questions, which are usually of a material character.
On a national level, however, these divides seem more difficult to overcome, above all when ideological issues like secularization of the political
system and modification of the family laws are discussed.
Attitudes – both in society and among women themselves – may represent another impediment to women’s access to political life. A report
published by the René Moawad Foundation reveals that 74 per cent of
the total population and 100 per cent of members of parliament are in
favour of broader participation of women. The last figure suggests that
there is a gap between what is said and what is done, as there has been
no initiative as such from parliament to encourage women to enter the
political arena. Fifty-five per cent of the population declared that a
woman might well become minister – yet 80 per cent of those who
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 articipated in the survey agreed that the domestic chores were exclup
sively women’s responsibility.65 Political activity is thus not easily compatible with the traditional conception of womanhood. Exceptions to the
rule may still be acceptable, as long as the women manage to combine
the roles. In addition, many women express negative attitudes towards
political activity in general, even calling it dirty. They do not seem to hold
much hope of being able to make a change, and therefore often prefer to
work within NGOs.66 Both the society’s and the women’s own attitudes
may therefore represent hindrances to the participation of women in
politics.
Many of the mechanisms of exclusion from politics hinder women and
men alike – such as the distribution of the seats in parliament among the
17 religious sects and the regional redistribution of these, which may for
some sects result in just one seat in each constituency; the dearth of political parties in post-war Lebanon; the renaissance of the traditional elite
families; and finally the diverging views on Syria’s role in the political life
in Lebanon. In addition, women have to overcome the rules of patriarchy
and attitudes – both society’s and their own – that still place the burden
of all domestic chores on the shoulders of women only, and prefer representation by men. Until profound changes take place and independent
parties replace the elite families and the religious distribution of political
posts, it is unlikely there will be an increase in the number of women in
political decision-making positions in Lebanon. A potential future pressure group may come out of the growing number of young, educated,
unmarried women, a result of the imbalance between numbers of men
and women due to the many young men who died during the war or emigrated.

The reconstruction of Lebanon
Several reconstruction plans were launched by national, regional and
international initiatives throughout the years of armed conflict – from
1975 until 1990 for most of the country, and until the end of May 2000 for
the southern border area occupied by Israel. Optimism and hope for a
prosperous future in the region reigned for some time after peace negotiations were initiated between Israel and its Arab neighbours in Madrid
in 1991. The Declaration of Principles agreed upon in Oslo in August
1993 created new hope, even if it was accompanied by an uncertainty
about the future of the Palestinian refugees living in Lebanon – whether
they should be definitely integrated in the country or not. The reconstruction process therefore started up within a context of regional optimism,
and the ambitious projects can easily be seen as a challenge and a bid for
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a better future. But the priority given to reconstruction of physical infrastructure, like roads, the airport and official buildings, was put into question. When the public were allowed to visit the government’s offices,
located in a restored Ottoman palace, for the first time, visitors expressed
their anger over money spent on luxury when they were facing a declining living standard. Reconstruction of the electricity network has been
particularly difficult, as power stations were destroyed by Israeli bombardment on several occasions after 1990. Much less has been invested in
social infrastructure, like schools, hospitals, affordable housing, etc., which
all affect people’s daily life, and therefore women.
Damage and problems – caused by 15 years of combat, lack of
maintenance of both physical and social infrastructure, and disorganized
urbanization related to the displacement of more than a quarter of the
population – were enormous and represented a great challenge, not least
in the management of daily life, which is in particular a woman’s affair.
Displaced families often lived in overcrowded rooms or flats rented at
high cost, or sometimes occupied the homes of people who had been displaced to other regions. Many families found a roof with relatives who
lived in safe areas. Purpose-designed shelters were almost non-existent,
and people from whole neighbourhoods were forced to spend days and
nights together in cellars and underground garages, where the hygiene
conditions were deplorable. At home, housewives had to cope with scarcity of water and electricity, which were rarely distributed at the same
time. Fetching bread and vegetables became a dangerous expedition. On
countless mornings mothers faced the terrible dilemma of sending their
children to school or not, and many times they had to run to the school
to bring them back again safely as shelling became more intense. Children were wounded and killed in their homes, schools and playgrounds.
Many women experienced the disappearance of a son, a husband or a
brother after he was kidnapped or imprisoned by the enemy, never to be
seen again.67 Assuring physical security and reconstructing social infrastructure were thus critically important to meeting these women’s needs.
Peace had to some extent brought security, but the social infrastructure
remained inadequate.
A substantial part of Lebanon’s stock of residential and office buildings was either damaged or destroyed, but there is no comprehensive and
definite survey of this. Many families rebuilt and repaired their homes
several times during and after the war, because they chose to stay or
had no possibility of leaving. The displacement of a large part of the
population resulted in an imbalance between the demand for and supply
of housing.
Spending on social infrastructure has always been inadequate in Lebanon. Health services, education, housing, sanitation, electricity and water
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supply all languished, especially in rural areas. This pattern of inadequate
development of public spending continued during the war years. Between
1977 and 1987, 89 per cent of all public expenditure was spent on physical infrastructure, compared to only 11 per cent on social infrastructure.
Lebanon’s educational system, which was once considered the best in the
Middle East – although too expensive for many students – suffered from
both damages and repeated displacements. Many public schools had simply closed their doors. Despite courageous efforts to keep education on
all levels up and running, the sector faced huge problems – and still does.
According to a report of the Lebanese Council for Development and
Reconstruction, for the years 1992–1996 the total amount invested in the
reconstruction process was about US$3.8 billion. Of this 68 per cent went
into infrastructure projects, 13 per cent into social affairs and education,
and only 0.8 per cent into industry, agriculture and irrigation.68
During the years of war, and increasingly in the post-conflict phase, the
socio-economic profile of the population of Lebanon underwent profound changes. The middle class that constituted the backbone of society
before the war has been shrinking. This in turn had a negative effect on
the lower classes and the poor. This new reality made a growing number
of Lebanese dependent on public social infrastructure. The wealth of
Lebanon is now in the hands of 4 per cent of the population, whereas
one-third live under the poverty line.69

Would more women in decision-making positions have made a
difference?
In the introduction the question was asked whether the quasi-absence
of women from political decision-making in Lebanon has had any impact
on the prioritization of select sectors during the reconstruction process.
It was also stated that, in general, women’s entrance into politics has
changed the nature of the political agenda, where questions related to
health, environment, nutrition and equal access to education and work
are among the topics that have been highlighted.70 But other authors
claim that the correlation between women parliamentarians and womenfriendly legislation remains an unexplored area.71 We may thus end up
with pure speculation alone. Still, if we hold the focus of women in the
Lebanese parliament up against the areas that have received least attention in the reconstruction process, such as housing, health and education, we find that they match. There are therefore good reasons to believe
that more women in parliament would lead to greater focus on these
issues.
Women parliamentarians have seen education as key to a better future
for both individuals and the country.72 They are all active on a regional
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level and take part in international conferences and workshops. In that
way they draw attention to the situation and preoccupations of Lebanese
women in the post-conflict phase in regional and international arenas. As
a response to their and many other women’s efforts, the European Union
has started training in political awareness and activities for women in
Lebanon. On national and local levels, many Lebanese women use
women parliamentarians as spokespersons to promote issues concerning
the interests and needs of women in the post-conflict environment.
Still, female parliamentarians work mostly within the framework of the
public authorities, as none of them can be found among the main critics
of the official plans for Lebanese reconstruction. This may be a choice
based on pragmatic assessments of how best to promote a cause from
within the country’s political class through bargaining. But it may also be
a consequence of the basis on which they were able to run for parliament
as representatives of elite families or on a strong man’s list, which have
so far been the only ways in which women have had access to this assembly. As they are part of the political establishment, these are the groups
they will be accountable to and whose interests they serve. Moawad is
convinced that the only way to have more women in decision-making
positions is through abolishing the redistribution of political posts on a
sectarian basis, and the introduction of political parties.73 This will free
members of parliament – both women and men – from the pressure of
seeing first to the interest of the region and the religious and social
groups (i.e. their extended family) to which they belong, thus enabling
them to promote issues of national interest.

Conclusion
War exposes women to violence and suffering, and loss of both homes
and loved ones. But at the same time war also opens up opportunities for
new roles and activities in the public sphere, both civilian and military.
The many war-induced challenges they meet in the domestic sphere can
even lead to the empowerment of women within the family and community. On the other hand, when peace finally comes, women often experience a backlash that puts them back into their traditional, gender-based
roles. Whereas men’s participation in war may become the basis for future political power, the empowerment of women due to their war-related
activities is usually suppressed.
During the war in Lebanon women were present in all fields – a few in
combat positions, and others in supportive functions and the administrative apparatus within the militias. Many worked in the numerous local
NGOs that were founded to assist the victims of war, the handicapped,
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orphans and displaced persons. When the country became divided into
sectarian zones, Muslim and Christian women started pacifist movements
that tried to meet from both sides of the demarcation line in Beirut, triggering angry reactions by the dominating militias. The majority of women
saw it as their main duty to bring the family as safe as possible through
the conflict.
Some women in post-conflict Lebanon enjoy a high level of education,
while the majority of illiterate Lebanese are women. They have entered
the labour market in increasing numbers due to the high cost of living
and an increasing number of young, educated, single women. Women
gained their legal political rights in 1953 and many were active in the political parties that proliferated during the decades before the war. Against
this background it is striking that women are nearly absent from public
political decision-making forums. It was not until 2000 that the country
had its first two female ministers, while only four of 128 seats in parliament went to female candidates in the 2009 elections.
The Taëf Agreement ended the civil war, followed by the disarmament
of all but one of the militias and a 50/50 distribution of all political posts
between Christians and Muslims. This, in a way, enshrined the traditional
political representation, based on religious, regional and family belonging. Because most parties had become weaker, people again turned to old
and new political elite families. To be elected to the National Assembly
or a municipal office council, women would have to overcome the rules
of patriarchy that make people and groups prefer to be represented by a
man, unless no suitable male candidate is available. This is reinforced by
a political system that may produce only one seat within the constituency
for a specific sect. In addition, prevailing attitudes in society and among
women themselves have been impediments to women’s participation in
political decision-making. Profound changes within both the political system and the patriarchal culture will have to take place before the women
of Lebanon can fully participate in the public decision-making of their
country.
The war in Lebanon ended in 1990, 10 years before women’s experiences and roles during war had come to be considered as a valuable resource in the peacebuilding process, as called for by UN Security Council
Resolution 1325 (2000). Although the Taëf Agreement was supported by
the United Nations as well as countries such as the United States, women
were not invited to the negotiation table and given their rightful position
in the reconstruction process. Reconstruction plans focused on rebuilding
physical infrastructure, whereas social infrastructure was given less attention. As women in politics have generally focused their efforts on issues
related to both social and infrastructure development, including health,
education, public housing and protection of the environment, greater in-
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volvement of women in the Lebanese parliament and a larger number
of female government ministers would have likely resulted in a greater
focus on these issues in the context of Lebanese reconstruction efforts.
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13
Combating stereotypes:
Female security personnel
in post-conflict contexts
Kristin Valasek

A woman in uniform with a baby in one arm and an AK-47 in the other
continues to provoke shock, outrage, pride and disdain. With the prevalent sociocultural construct of “man = protector” and “women and
children = protectees”, the very notion of a woman, much less a mother,
as a security provider is often beyond the popular imagination. Predictably, reconstruction, peacebuilding and development initiatives in postconflict environments1 often fail to take women into account as actors in
the realm of security. As a result, men continue to be highly overrepresented in post-conflict security sector institutions: from 81 per cent of
Rwandan police officers and 96 per cent of the Republic of Sierra Leone
Armed Forces to 98 per cent of Nepali judges.2
In international discourse on women in post-conflict contexts, women
have gone from being trapped under the label of “victim” to an expanded
view of them as “victims” and/or “peacebuilders”. While it is occasionally
acknowledged that women are capable of supporting and perpetrating
violence (see other chapters in this volume, especially Chapter 2), these
roles are usually either silenced or sensationalized. This chapter argues
that these three categories do not adequately represent the multiplicity
of roles that women take on in post-conflict contexts. Moreover, this form
of categorization effectively excludes women from the pivotal role of security providers.
Adopting a broad definition of security provision encompassing both
state and non-state security and justice actors, such as the armed forces,
police, intelligence, border management, courts, prisons, customary/
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
United Nations University Press, 2012, ISBN 978-92-808-1201-5
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traditional security and justice providers and private security companies,
reveals the diversity of security positions that women and men take on.
Women and men also play a key role in security sector oversight, as
members of parliaments, civil society organizations, government ministries, ombudsperson offices and human rights commissions. However, this
chapter focuses on women as security providers within formal state security and justice provision institutions. Post-conflict disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) and security sector reform (SSR)
processes offer a window of opportunity to ensure the increased recruitment, retention and advancement of female personnel within these institutions.
This chapter provides a mixture of theory, policy-oriented information
and practical advice directed towards a broad audience, ranging from
peacebuilding practitioners and security policy-makers to gender-focused
academics. Information in this chapter is gathered from academic and
practitioner publications as well as personal experience from working on
these issues in Liberia and Sierra Leone. As such, it first includes a section linking peacebuilding, DDR, SSR and feminist theories. Then it
moves on to provide a rationale for strengthening the participation of
women within security and justice institutions and information on how to
overcome common challenges to the increased participation of women,
including cultural norms and stereotypes, lack of education, discrimination, sexual harassment and sexual violence. The chapter concludes with
practical recommendations for how to increase women’s recruitment, retention and advancement in post-conflict security sector institutions.

Setting the stage: Peacebuilding, DDR, SSR and feminisms
Linking peacebuilding, DDR and SSR
Post-conflict peacebuilding is a complex and multidimensional process
of transformation from a state of violent conflict to stability, security
and peace.3 Reconstruction and development activities can contribute to
peacebuilding if they are oriented towards ending the violent conflict and
preventing its reoccurrence (see Chapter 1). In this context, the transformation of security sector institutions is one of the key activities necessary
in order to provide justice and security and prevent the resurgence of
conflict.
Linked DDR and SSR processes are integral to a comprehensive transformation of the provision of security and justice in post-conflict contexts.
According to the UN Integrated DDR Standards, DDR is a “process that
contributes to security and stability in a post-conflict recovery context by
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removing weapons from the hands of combatants, taking the combatants
out of military structures and helping them to integrate socially and economically into society by finding civilian livelihoods”.4 As part of this
process, former combatants are also integrated into “new” security institutions, including the armed forces, police and border and intelligence
services.
The United Nations defines SSR as “a process of assessment, review
and implementation as well as monitoring and evaluation led by national
authorities that has as its goal the enhancement of effective and accountable security for the State and its peoples without discrimination and
with full respect for human rights and the rule of law”.5 In post-conflict
contexts, SSR generally entails a wide range of activities with the twinned
objectives of ensuring democratic and civilian control of the security sector and developing an effective, affordable and accountable security sector.6 This encompasses everything from security sector oversight training
for parliamentarians and civil society organizations to technical support
for the drafting of standard operating procedures for border control.
DDR and SSR processes are conceptually interlinked in a number of
ways; both falling under the umbrella of goals such as increased provision
of security to all people and post-conflict state-building. In concrete
terms, DDR shapes the terrain for SSR by influencing the size and nature
of statutory security institutions. In turn, DDR should be undertaken
with a comprehensive national vision of the security sector in mind.
DDR and SSR are directly linked through the integration of former combatants into “new” security institutions and structures. They both form a
part of the broader peacebuilding agenda and should be approached
together in order to ensure a comprehensive and sustainable reform
process.7

Coming to terms with women
With regards to the conceptual debates surrounding the role of women
within post-conflict security structures, specific schools of feminist thought
approach the issues differently. Generically speaking, feminism is an umbrella term for diverse political and social movements and schools of theory dedicated to achieving the full social, political, cultural and economic
equality of women and men. In the context of DDR and SSR, three main
schools of feminist thought are often invoked: cultural/essentialist feminism, liberal/equal rights feminism and postmodernist/poststructuralist
feminism.
As described in Chapter 2, cultural/essentialist feminists subscribe to
the understanding that there are core biological differences between men
and women which create physical and psychological differences that
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i mpact upon women’s and men’s role in providing security. Theorists
within this field claim that women are inherently more peaceful and more
apt to create a secure world because of their biological role of bearing
and raising children and/or their “feminine” traits of cooperation, caring
and nurturing.8 The predominance of men in positions of decision-making
on security issues is seen as promoting insecurity through men’s inherent
warlike behaviour and their espousal of “masculine” values of individuality, dominance and violence. With regard to female security personnel,
these lines of argument have been used both to declare women unfit for
combat duty and to promote women as especially fit to be caring, nonviolent security providers.
Liberal/equal rights feminists reject essentialist claims as gender stereo
types, and view men and women as equals in terms of underlying beliefs,
abilities and capacities.9 They focus on women’s equal rights as a platform to call for women’s full and equal participation in decision-making
on peace and security issues as well as their equal right to security. They
often highlight the importance of women joining security institutions, including combat positions in the armed forces, in order to be seen as full
citizens and security providers rather than as “weak” and needing protection.10
Postmodernist/poststructuralist feminists argue against essentialist gender stereotyping but also against uncritically advocating for women’s participation in security discourses and structures without a gender analysis
of the discourses and structures themselves. A common critique of security institutions involves their perpetuation of a culture of violent, militarized masculinities, which negatively impacts female and male security
personnel as well as civilians. Postmodernist feminists also challenge the
simplistic categories of “women” and “men” and note that, in addition to
gender, other factors can influence access to and provision of security,
including ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, religion, ability, etc. They
provide an in-depth analysis of the gendered characteristics of security
personnel, structures, policies and institutional culture and call for comprehensive transformation.11
This chapter draws upon the schools of liberal/equal rights and
postmodernist/poststructuralist feminist theories to argue that women
and men have an equal right to participate in security institutions, while
fully acknowledging that equal participation does not automatically make
– and stand for – equitable and gender-responsive security institutions.
Equal recruitment, retention and advancement of women within security
institutions must be accompanied by the integration of gender issues at
the levels of policy and procedures, institutional structures, staffing, training, operations, logistics and budgeting. More importantly, there must be
a process of fundamental transformation of the security institution to an
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institution that is focused on meeting the security and justice needs of
men, women, girls and boys.12

Female security personnel – Realities and rationale
Searching for weapons was a regular task in Kosovo . . . This is almost impossible without women in the team. If you suspect that weapons have been hidden
in a village, going into houses is much easier in teams of both women and men.
The female soldiers can talk to the women in the house because they often
have more trust in other women, and this reduces the risk for escalation.13

Currently, statutory security and justice institutions, ranging from the
armed forces, police services, customs, immigration and intelligence service to prisons, courts and private security companies, predominantly employ men. The handful of women who are able to take on the role of
security providers face the challenges of being relegated to low-status or
entry-level positions and suffering discrimination, harassment and violence from their colleagues. This is true for post-conflict, developing and
developed contexts. Post-conflict DDR and SSR processes can provide
the space needed to implement measures to increase the recruitment, retention and advancement of women within these institutions. There are
many strong arguments for why increasing the participation of women
within the security sector is viable, necessary and beneficial – including
equal representation, operational benefits and normative compliance.

Equal representation
It is imperative for security and justice institutions to be representative
of the population they seek to serve. A representative institution is one
that reflects the composition of the general population at all levels of the
organization, including in terms of ethnicity, geography, sex, religion, sexual orientation and language. As there is often a larger percentage of
women than men in post-conflict societies, it follows that a truly representative security institution should employ a comparable number of
women and men. Building representative security sector institutions increases local ownership, legitimacy and trust and is a key indicator and
requirement of democratic governance, especially in the aftermath of
intra-state conflicts.14
As democratic citizens, women are the civic equals of men and thus
share the same rights and responsibilities. Women not only have the right
to be equally represented in decision-making positions within security institutions, but also have the civic obligation to participate fully within all
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areas of the security sector.15 At the international, regional and national
levels, laws, instruments and doctrines create a normative framework that
binds governments and other actors to guarantee these rights and responsibilities (see subsection below on “normative compliance”).
Equal representation is further justified by studies showing that men
and women are equally capable of serving as security providers. For instance, research on the effectiveness of female versus male law enforcement officers has not found any meaningful difference in their activities
or productivity on patrol, their performance evaluations and their participation in training and other professional development activities.16 Quite
the opposite, as a representative security institution may inspire more
confidence and trust on the part of service recipients and may be better
able to deliver security and justice to a diverse constituency.

Operational benefits
Not only has it been shown that women and men are equally up to the
task of providing security and justice, but in certain cases increasing the
participation of women can have clear operational benefits. At a basic
level, fully opening up all positions in the field of security to women and
other underrepresented groups ensures access to a larger pool of potential staff. This both increases the availability of human resources and creates the potential to select better-qualified staff. In addition, due to
socialized gender roles, women tend to bring with them a key set of skills
and abilities that have direct operational benefits.
For instance, research within the field of policing has documented the
benefits of increased participation of women within security institutions.
According to a desk review of research on gender and policing:
Research conducted both in the United States and internationally clearly demonstrates that women officers rely on a style of policing that uses less physical
force, are better at defusing and de-escalating potentially violent confrontations with citizens, and are less likely to become involved in problems with use
of excessive force. Additionally, women officers often possess better communication skills than their male counterparts and are better able to facilitate the
cooperation and trust required to implement a community policing model.17

Not only do women often possess a useful skill-set, but in certain contexts their inclusion is not just desirable but “an operational imperative”,
according to the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations policy dialogue on enhancing gender balance.18
Hiring female security staff is an operational necessity, as they can
undertake certain critical tasks that men cannot. This is especially the
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case in post-conflict contexts where women are needed for the screening of female ex-combatants, widening the net of intelligence gathering,
performing the cordon and search of women, assisting in the aftermath
of sexual violence and assuring effective security service delivery where
the segregation of men and women is culturally required.19 Anecdotal
evidence also points to women peacekeepers as being better able to
gain the trust of civilians and ensure the full involvement of local women,
having better communication and crowd control skills and serving as role
models for increased women’s participation in national security institutions.20 For instance, UN and Liberian officials hope that the 103-strong
all-female peacekeeping unit from India helps inspire Liberian women
to join the police force, limit sexual exploitation and abuse by peace
keepers and redress the gender imbalance in peacekeeping missions.
The unit is performing police functions in Monrovia, including guarding
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, patrolling the streets, controlling crowds
and responding to calls for armed back-up from the national police.21
As a result, the Liberian National Police received three times the usual
number of female applicants in the month following the unit’s deployment.22
As a further benefit, women are more likely to report violence, including sexual violence, to female personnel. This is crucial considering the
appallingly high rates of violence against women during and after armed
conflict. For instance, sexual violence was used as a strategy of war in
Rwanda and Bosnia-Herzegovina, with an estimated 250,000 –500,000
women and 13,000 –50,000 girls surviving rape.23 In post-Khmer Rouge
Cambodia and post-apartheid South Africa, non-governmental organizations have reported an increase in the scope and intensity of domestic
violence.24 Post-accord escalation of domestic violence, including spousal
rape, has also been documented in Mozambique, Serbia and Guatemala.25
In addition to providing support to civilian victims of violence, increasing
the number of female personnel creates an opening to challenge and
change the cultures of security institutions in order to reduce internal
gender-based discrimination and sexual harassment.26
Although it is important to emphasize the benefits of increased female
participation, care must be taken not to portray women as inherently better communicators and peacemakers or more respectful of human rights.
Men and women have an equal capability to possess these traits. However, due to processes of gender socialization, girls and women are often
taught and encouraged to develop these skills to a larger degree than
men and boys – who might even be discouraged in this regard. Taking
this into account, it would benefit SSR processes to include more women
to ensure operational effectiveness within security institutions and improved service delivery to society at large.
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Normative compliance
Taking the initiative to increase the participation of women within security sector institutions is not only a matter of operational benefits, it also
ensures compliance with international, regional and national norms, instruments and laws. The current 194 UN member states are bound by the
instruments they have signed and ratified as well as by UN Security
Council resolutions. Regional and national instruments in post-conflict
countries also call for the equal participation of men and women in all
public sector institutions, including security sector institutions.
The substantial body of international instruments that address gender
issues and women’s rights provides specific and detailed mandates for
security sector actors. This includes the full and equal participation of
women in security and justice decision-making and institutions. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (1979) is an expansive instrument which legally binds the 187
states that are party to the convention.27 It specifically calls for measures
to eliminate prejudices and stereotyped roles for men and women; the
right of women “to participate in the formulation of government policy
and the implementation thereof and to hold public office and perform all
public functions at all levels of government”; the right to the same employment opportunities, promotion, job security, equal remuneration and
work-life balance; and equality before the law.
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, adopted unanimously
at the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women by representatives from
189 countries, includes 12 areas of critical concern and hundreds of actions to be taken, among which are numerous mandates for security sector institutions. More specifically, the Beijing Platform for Action calls for
the development of programmes and procedures to eliminate sexual harassment from workplaces, gender training for security sector personnel
and gender balance in public administrative entities and the judiciary.
In addition to these expansive instruments on women’s rights, there are
several instruments that focus specifically on women, peace and security
issues. UN Security Council Resolution (SCR) 1325 on women, peace
and security (2000) provides mandates for UN member states, parties to
armed conflict and all actors involved in peace agreements and DDR.
SCR 1325 stresses the importance of women’s “equal participation and
full involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of
peace and security”. It also calls for all those involved in planning for
DDR to consider the different needs of female and male ex-combatants
and their dependants. In addition, UN SCR 1820 (2008) requests that
DDR and SSR processes include the development of effective mechanisms for providing protection from sexual violence, demands that armed
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and security forces are vetted to take into account past acts of rape and
other forms of sexual violence and encourages the deployment of a
higher number of female peacekeepers and police. Combined with the
impetus of operational benefits and the rationale of equal rights, this
body of international instruments and laws clearly makes the case for the
increased participation of women in security sector institutions.

Challenges to increasing women’s participation
I am not a victim of sexual harassment. When sexual harassment occurs in the
United States Air Force, the Air Force and the citizens of the United States
whom we serve are the victims. Because sexual harassment interferes with our
military mission. It interferes with the job that I and other professionals have
been highly trained to do. That is why it has to stop.28

Despite the strong arguments for implementing measures to increase the
recruitment, retention and advancement of women within security sector
institutions, numerous challenges arise when attempting to put these
measures into practice. These challenges range from deep-seated cultural
stereotypes and a lack of educational and training requirements to discrimination, harassment and violence on the job. Men also face many of
these challenges, but to a lesser extent than women.

Gender-based norms and stereotypes
In many post-conflict contexts, cultural norms and stereotypes associate
the provision of security with men. Depending upon the specific context,
this can be a significant barrier to women’s participation in security sector institutions. If women grow up in families, communities and countries
where there are no role models of female security personnel or support
from their family and friends to pursue a career in security or justice provision, recruitment of women will remain an uphill battle. The few women
who do join are often stereotyped and marginalized by their own communities – as a form of social disciplining for breaking traditional gender
roles. For instance, in Sierra Leone women who join the police and armed
forces are often stereotyped as not smart enough to do well in school –
so they are seen as having joined up in search of an “easy” source of
income.
Compounded with cultural stereotypes, security sector institutions
themselves are infamous for their reliance on strict gender roles, including the stereotypes of men as security providers and women as vulnerable potential victims. The institutional structure and culture of security
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institutions often condone and perpetuate a certain form of violent masculinity. It is therefore not surprising that gender stereotypes imbue security institutions and personnel. For instance, research shows that male
law enforcement officers are more likely to express traditional views of
women’s roles in society, including the conviction that women’s main
duties should be confined to the domestic sphere and women are unsuited for police work.29
DDR and SSR processes can emerge from their own specific cultural
context without condoning stereotypes that limit women’s participation
in the sector. Specific action can be taken to challenge these stereotypes,
including participatory and gender-sensitive security and justice needs assessments; community and national-level awareness-raising campaigns on
the role of female security providers; gender awareness training for all
security personnel; supporting women’s organizations working with security sector institutions and female security sector staff associations; and
working with gender champions to mobilize political will at the senior
level.30

Lack of education and training
In post-conflict contexts, access to education is severely limited –
especially for girls and women, who already face barriers to their attendance. Due to the security risk and cost of sending children to school,
compounded by gender discrimination, school attendance by boys is
often prioritized. Girls’ and women’s lack of access to education becomes
a clear barrier to their participation in security institutions, where a highschool diploma is often one of the basic requirements. Initiatives to provide accelerated high-school education can help eliminate this barrier.
As part of the post-conflict reconstruction of the police service in Liberia, a strategic target was set for 20 per cent female officers. However,
prevailing gender stereotypes and female candidates’ lack of education
have posed barriers to their recruitment. In response to these challenges,
a programme of accelerated learning started in 2007 to provide 125 Liberian female recruits with the necessary high-school certificate. The threemonth educational support programme for women police candidates
between the ages of 18 and 35 provided them with training materials,
daily lunch and a monthly stipend. It was a pilot project designed by the
UN Police and the Liberian National Police in cooperation with the Ministries of Gender and Development, Education and Justice, the West African Examinations Council and Stella Maris Polytechnic. The course
ended on 19 May 2007 with the award of a high-school certificate for the
successful candidates and their immediate enrolment in the nation’s police academy.31 However, lack of continued on-the-job training has meant
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that many of these female officers still lack the skills necessary to perform their duties effectively – which in turn forms a barrier to advancement. Thus lack of basic education and ongoing training proves to be a
pivotal barrier for women’s full participation in security and justice institutions.

Discrimination in policy and practice
The UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women defines discrimination as any distinction, exclusion or
restriction made on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of
impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise of human
rights and fundamental freedoms. In the case of security sector institutions, discrimination can manifest itself in anything from verbal comments to unfair hiring and promotion practices.
It often starts with discriminatory recruitment processes that are targeted towards men. From only including pictures of men in recruitment
materials, to employing only male recruitment officers and interviewers,
to height regulations that discriminate against women, unfair recruitment
policies and practices are a concrete obstacle to increasing the participation of women. In post-conflict contexts, discriminatory DDR processes
reduce the possibility to recruit female ex-combatants into newly formed
security sector institutions. For instance, in Liberia an initial needs assessment estimated that approximately 2,000 female combatants qualified
to undergo DDR. However, after an awareness-raising campaign by
women’s organizations encouraging women and girls to participate in the
DDR process, 22,370 women and 2,440 girls were disarmed and demobilized.32 In other post-conflict countries, women and girls continue to be
excluded from DDR processes.
Once on the job, women are often relegated to feminized and thus
lower-status positions, including administration, health, maintenance and
other support services. Cultural stereotypes are often enacted on the job,
creating a discriminatory workplace where women are not given access
to on-the-job training or promotion possibilities. For instance, in the
Sierra Leonean police service “despite the hiring of women and gender
training for the lower ranks, ‘female police officers are sometimes expected to do little more than cook lunch for the male police officers’ ”.33
Within the armed forces, an additional obstacle exists in the form of a
discriminatory policy that does not allow women to hold combat positions – known as the “brass ceiling”. Without combat experience, women
often find it difficult to obtain higher positions and move up in rank.
Once again, this feeds a self-perpetuating cycle where, due to a lack of
role models, women are dissuaded from attempting to obtain leadership
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positions. Institutionalized discrimination is thus one of the major contributors to low rates of female recruitment and advancement.

Sexual harassment
Although legal definitions of and responses to sexual harassment vary
greatly from country to country, working in an environment free from
sexual harassment can be framed as a human rights issue. Sexual harassment is generally defined as unwanted conduct of a sexual nature, or conduct based on sex affecting the dignity of women and men at work. This
can include unwelcome physical, verbal or non-verbal conduct.34 As such,
sexual harassment encompasses a wide range of behaviours, from sexual
advances or propositions, offensive questions or comments about physical appearance or sex life and sexual jokes and insults to leering, the display of pornographic material and inappropriate touching.
Although research on sexual harassment in post-conflict security sector
institutions is largely non-existent, the high prevalence of sexual harassment in security institutions in developed and developing countries, along
with anecdotal evidence, suggests that it is a serious obstacle to the recruitment and advancement of female security sector personnel. For instance, according to the European Women’s Lobby, 40 –50 per cent of
European female employees have experienced some form of sexual harassment. Sexual harassment impacts its victims, the work environment
and the institution as a whole. Not only can it have devastating effects
upon an individual’s health, morale and performance, but it also affects
the work environment and can hinder the proper integration of women.
In addition, the institution is impacted by loss of productivity, absence
from work and higher rates of staff turnover. In the context of the military, a study in the United States has shown a strong correlation between
high incidence of sexual harassment, lower combat readiness and a poor
leadership climate.35
Studies have shown a high prevalence of sexual harassment within security institutions, especially within the armed forces, where harassment
is pervasive and firmly entrenched in the organizational culture. In 2006
an independent study commissioned by the UK Ministry of Defence revealed that more than two-thirds of servicewomen had been sexually harassed.36 A class-action lawsuit filed by female corrections officers in the
United States revealed sexual harassment to be pervasive and systematic,
including demands for sex from supervisors, groping and verbal abuse.37
When victims of sexual harassment file a complaint the tendency is to
settle the charges quietly and informally, and often to blame the victim.38
One key step towards reducing sexual harassment is to have a clear,
comprehensive and implemented sexual harassment policy. The Kosovo
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Police Service revised its policy on sexual harassment in 2003. It states
that “It is the policy of the Kosovo Police Service to provide a professional work place free from all forms of employee discrimination, including incidents of sexual harassment. No employee will be subjected to
unsolicited and unwelcome sexual overtures or conduct. Harassment will
be treated as misconduct with appropriate disciplinary sanctions.” The
policy also provides a definition of sexual harassment, including specific
examples, and outlines the reporting procedure and the duties of command and supervisory personnel.39

Sexual violence
Rape, sexual assault and other forms of gender-based violence are daily
threats for many female security personnel. Allegations of sexual exploitation and abuse perpetrated by peacekeepers, military personnel and
private security staff in Iraq, Bosnia, Liberia and the Democratic Republic of the Congo have undermined their operations and tarnished their
reputation. Such criminal behaviour has a deep physical and psychological impact upon its victims, diminishes operational effectiveness, creates a
work environment of insecurity and impunity and lowers civilian trust.
Along with sexual harassment, it is a clear barrier to the recruitment of
women as well as one of the reasons why female security personnel leave
their jobs.
Female, and to a much lesser degree male, members of security institutions face violence at the hands of their colleagues and superiors. In a
2006 student survey of the US military institute The Citadel, 20 per cent
of female cadets reported being sexually assaulted.40 In the US armed
forces, active-duty service members and their spouses report 20,000 –
23,000 spouse abuse incidents every year.41 This goes to show that many
of the obstacles to women’s participation in the security sector are not
just issues for post-conflict countries, but for developing and developed
countries as well.
In response to a 2004 UN report revealing a “shockingly large number”
of peacekeepers engaged in sexual exploitation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the United Nations embarked upon a range of initiatives to prevent and respond to sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA)
among peacekeepers. In addition to establishing a zero-tolerance policy,
it has initiated training on SEA for peacekeepers; complaint mechanisms;
conduct and discipline units; policy on victim assistance; SEA focal points;
measures to strengthen leadership accountability; improvements in living
conditions and welfare for peacekeeping personnel; amendments to legal
agreements with troop-contributing countries; and contracts with all
peacekeeping personnel to include prohibitions on sexual exploitation
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and abuse.42 Between January 2004 and November 2006, 319 peacekeeping personnel were investigated, resulting in the summary dismissal of 18
civilians and the repatriation on disciplinary grounds of 17 police and 144
military personnel.43 A 2006 conference on the topic recommended additional measures such as DNA samples, new international pacts and additional assistance to victims.44
It is imperative to take these various challenges into consideration in
order to design effective initiatives to increase women’s participation.
However, as each post-conflict context is different, adequate assessment
of the specific institutional challenges will provide a more solid starting
ground.

Entry points for increasing female recruitment, retention
and advancement
As noted above, creating representative security sector institutions where
men and women participate equally at all levels of decision-making is a
challenge in institutions where men are currently vastly overrepresented.
Although employment within security institutions is traditionally viewed
as men’s work, women are both qualified for and – sometimes contrary to
popular belief – interested in these positions. In many post-conflict countries, work within the security sector can provide financial security, which
is just as highly appealing to women as to men. Comprehensive and inclusive DDR and SSR processes can draw upon the potential interest
from women and take concrete steps to build an equitable sector with
a non-discriminatory work environment. Good practices for increasing
the recruitment, retention and advancement of women include the comprehensive integration of gender issues into reform processes; specific
measures focusing upon recruitment, retention and advancement; and
supporting female staff associations.

Comprehensive gender-responsive approach
Comprehensive assessment, planning, implementation and evaluation of
DDR and SSR processes that fully take into account the experiences,
needs, priorities and activities of women and men enable the creation of
gender-balanced security sector institutions. Currently, when gender issues are taken into account in post-conflict DDR and SSR, the result is
often piecemeal and ad hoc. Only a holistic and integrated approach will
produce sustainable reform of security sector institutions. For instance, a
strategic target for female armed forces personnel needs to be accompa-
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nied by recruitment initiatives focusing on women. Penal reform that
includes a revision of promotion policies and the adoption of a sexual
harassment policy also needs to implement staff training on sexual harassment and build the capacity of human resources to support account
able promotion procedures. To create equitable institutions it is necessary
not just to focus on female personnel, but to include initiatives targeting male personnel as well as security sector oversight bodies. A com
prehensive process of integrating gender issues – including women’s
participation – is a must.
In order to increase the number of women working within security sector institutions, recruitment initiatives need to be linked with reforms focused on retention and advancement. Simply increasing the recruitment
of women, for example, does not ensure that female staff are retained or
have equal access to decision-making positions. As described in the previous section, discrimination, harassment and violence, among other obstacles, pose formidable barriers to women’s retention and promotion.
However, an integrated set of measures that includes attention to policy,
recruitment procedures, human resources policies, training and promotion criteria can ensure that women not only join but stay.
A comprehensive approach also highlights the need to involve a broad
range of stakeholders. First, it is imperative to include a focus on men
within the security sector. In order to create an equitable workplace it is
necessary to involve the vast majority of employees – namely male security sector personnel. This includes adequate vetting of candidates that incorporates checking for a past history of gender-based violence. It also
means prioritizing gender training for all personnel, including training
sessions on prevention of sexual harassment. Ensuring that male and female security personnel are informed and trained on institutional gender
policies is crucial. Senior management must also take the responsibility
to enforce these policies and create a healthy work environment free of
impunity. Enlisting high-ranking male security personnel as gender champions, advocates and trainers is another good practice.
It is also important to involve civil society organizations and other
oversight bodies such as parliaments, government ministries, human
rights commissions and ombudsperson institutions. These bodies hold the
power to demand that security and justice institutions change their policies and practices to encourage equitable representation. For instance,
ombudsperson institutions can document and investigate cases of discrimination, harassment and violence against women. Parliamentarians
can pass legislation calling for increased participation of women, including strategic targets for female recruitment. Civil society can lobby for
gender equality and, in collaboration with the media, serve as a watchdog
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to ensure that policies are being fully implemented. Building the capacity
of oversight bodies to take into consideration issues of female recruitment, retention and advancement is thus another clear entry point. As
with security sector institutions, ways to build the capacity of oversight
bodies include increasing female representation, gender training, establishing gender focal points and collaboration with women’s organizations
and gender experts. Finally, in order to implement effectively a comprehensive and gender-responsive reform process that takes into account all
the key stakeholders, it is advisable to conduct a thorough gender audit
or assessment of the institution in question.

Specific measures to increase female recruitment, retention and
advancement
When the overarching goal becomes the integration of gender into security and justice institutions, it is important not to lose sight of the practical
initiatives that are necessary to increase the recruitment, retention and
advancement of female security sector personnel.
Current recruitment practices often fail to reach out to pools of qualified and interested female candidates, as is demonstrated by strikingly
low rates of female participation within the security sector. Through reforms in recruitment policy and practice, larger numbers of women can
take the step to join the police, armed forces, border guards, justice system, prisons and other security sector institutions. Substantially increasing the female applicant pool typically leads to hiring more women. One
clear entry point is the DDR process. Ensuring that DDR incorporates
female ex-combatants and women and girls associated with the fighting
forces opens up an avenue to recruit trained women for new security sector positions. It is therefore important that DDR and SSR processes are
well coordinated.
At the policy level, a first key step is the establishment of a strategic
target of 20 –30 per cent female recruitment, along with a gender assessment and the development of an institutional gender policy. In addition,
job descriptions and selection criteria and processes should be thoroughly
reviewed to ensure they are non-discriminatory and reflect the actual
skills and knowledge required for the positions in question. More specifically, basic initiatives such as hiring female and minority recruitment
officers, revising recruitment materials to include pictures and text mentioning women and minorities, giving gender training to recruitment
officers and distributing information on job opportunities to women at
places where women congregate are crucial. Other good practices include
raising public awareness on the role of women in the security sector, for
instance by training female personnel to speak at schools and with the
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media. Scholarships and internships for women can also be provided as
incentives for initial exposure and involvement in these institutions.
Similarly, to retain women and ensure equal access to decision-making
positions, it is helpful to have institutional policies in place on gender
mainstreaming, affirmative action and/or equal opportunities. Additional
measures are necessary to prevent and adequately respond to the challenges that block retention and equal promotion, such as discrimination,
harassment and violence. These measures include sexual harassment
policies, gender-sensitive codes of conduct, gender training, independent bodies to report violations to, hotlines, gender focal points and
awareness-raising campaigns. Men and women should have equal pay,
benefits, pensions and other non-salaried remuneration. In addition,
human resources policies and practices should be reviewed and made as
woman- and family-friendly as possible, including flexible work hours,
part-time and job sharing, daycare and school facilities, transportation,
nursing areas, access to psychological support and paid maternity and paternity leave. At a basic level, logistics and equipment need to be available for women, including separate and adequate numbers of housing
and bathrooms as well as appropriate uniforms and equipment.
Specific action needs to be taken to avoid the tendency for women to
become trapped in entry-level positions due to discrimination, family responsibilities or the lack of access to educational opportunities. At minimum, objective and non-discriminatory promotion criteria, clear and
transparent job evaluation standards and performance-based assessments
need to be developed and implemented. In some cases, establishing an
independent review board is necessary to avoid discrimination and nepotism. Women also need to have access to career advancement training.
The decision can even be taken to fast-track female and minority candidates with high potential. Finally, initiating mentoring programmes for
female staff and establishing strong female staff associations can provide
crucial support to female staff as well as serving as platforms to call for
internal reforms.
Female security sector staff associations deserve to be highlighted as a
crucial entry point towards creating equitable security sector institutions.
In many post-conflict countries such associations already exist. However,
they often focus on general social and welfare issues, such as organizing
networking events, hosting dances or providing financial support for weddings and funerals. Although useful as a support system for female staff,
these associations have the potential to be a strong force for change from
within security sector institutions. By supporting capacity-building and
mobilizing existing associations to focus on issues of policy reform, recruitment processes and professional advancement, female staff associations can become real drivers of institutional transformation.
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Conclusion
Taking action to support women’s right and responsibility to serve as security providers in post-conflict contexts not only transcends the conceptual barriers of women-as-victims and women-as-peacebuilders, but is
also essential to the practical efforts to support the creation of peaceful,
safe societies. Currently, security and justice institutions predominantly
employ men despite the many strong arguments supporting the need for
them to be representative. Especially for post-conflict security sector institutions, it is vital that diverse individuals and communities can identify
with and feel comfortable with security and justice personnel. Not only
does this build legitimacy and trust, but it enables access to security and
justice. Increasing the number of female security and justice personnel is
also supported by international, regional and national norms, instruments
and laws, and is shown to have operational benefits.
However, there are many challenges to overcome when attempting to
support the development of equitable institutions. Female security personnel continue to face deep-seated cultural stereotypes that deem security provision an exclusively male realm. In addition, security institutions
such as the armed forces are often overtly discriminatory in policy and
practice, and characterized by an institutional culture of pervasive sexual
harassment and violence. Yet another obstacle is that in post-conflict contexts, due to the limited access to education, especially for girls, women
often lack the basic education requirements needed to apply to police
and defence academies, not to mention law school.
Despite these challenges, there are numerous entry points for increasing female recruitment, retention and advancement as part of postconflict DDR and SSR processes. These include practical actions such as
establishing strategic targets for female recruitment, career advancement
training and support to female staff associations. For example, it is frequently the case that significant gender-related reforms, including strategic targets for female recruitment, have been incorporated into police
reform processes but remain alarmingly absent from other key security
sector institutions, such as the armed forces, prisons, intelligence service,
fire service, border management and the justice system. We can look to
these cases of gender-responsive police reform, such as in Kosovo, Liberia and Sierra Leone, for good practices and lessons learned that can be
applicable to reform processes in other security sector institutions and
other post-conflict contexts. Yet the objective is not simply to increase the
number of female personnel in security institutions. The end goal is to
have a peaceful, safe society complete with a security sector that is representative, accountable and capable of meeting the different security and
justice needs of men, women, boys and girls. Therefore, a comprehensive
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approach to integrating gender issues is imperative. This means effecting
change in deep-seated attitudes, behaviours and cultural norms, within
both security institutions and society overall. Rather than ad hoc isolated
initiatives to recruit more women, it is necessary to take fully into account gender and diversity issues in the entire process of assessing, planning, implementing and evaluating post-conflict DDR and SSR processes.
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Defying victimhood: Women as
activists and peacebuilders
Anara Tabyshalieva and Albrecht Schnabel

The chapters in this volume cover a wide range of women’s post-conflict
peacebuilding experiences in different parts of the world. Post-conflict
situations are windows of opportunity during which gender relations can
and should be rethought and which, if properly utilized, can serve as the
right moment to “rewrite” the rules and practices that previously served
as obstacles to the participation of women in society. Overall, our book is
meant to challenge the popular and often-propagated assumption that
women should be supported, empowered and given a voice merely in
their roles as victims. Collectively, we provide evidence in support of the
growing understanding at international, national and local levels that
while – and because – women are disproportionately affected by war,
they can be powerful agents of positive and sustainable change if brought
on board and given the chance to participate in every aspect of a soci
ety’s peacebuilding process.
We now return to some of our main analytical conclusions on how best
to reconsider and correctly interpret the roles, contributions, rights and
responsibilities of women in post-conflict peacebuilding. We first focus on
common experiences of victimization and revictimization observed across
the different chapters. These include the need to recognize and overcome
multilayered post-war challenges; the political and economic exclusion
generally experienced by women in post-conflict environments; the failure to address conflict-related traumas as well as continuing or new forms
of gender violence in the aftermath of armed conflict; and the resulting
(re)victimization of women based on gender discrimination and the
Defying victimhood: Women and post-conflict peacebuilding, Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (eds),
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r e-establishment of patriarchal norms, practices and power relationships
in both private and public institutions. While international – donor-driven
– efforts should be able to address missed opportunities to create space
and access for women to participate actively in peacebuilding processes,
weak aid effectiveness and accountability as well as incoherent and possibly even contradictory national and international agendas and objectives for post-conflict reconstruction are obstacles that prevent women’s
access to post-conflict rebuilding activities.
We then draw on the findings from the book chapters and highlight
experiences where women have managed to move beyond victimhood to
become active, acknowledged contributors to and owners of post-conflict
transformation processes. The reflections developed in this section focus
on women’s leadership roles; women’s empowerment, social cohesion
and different aspects of social transformation; evidence of successful
partnership with both national and international players; experiences
with coping and survival strategies of women at the community level; the
role of international aid in empowering women; the value of successful
awareness raising, advocacy and publicity; and the need for and impact of
enhancing gender equality in a society’s security and justice sectors.
We conclude with a number of recommendations – drawing on the experiences shared in the chapters – for facilitating and promoting positive
responses to women’s places and roles in rebuilding post-conflict societies. The general recommendations focus on the need to enhance women’s
political participation and empowerment. This includes efforts to increase
and assure their effective representation at all levels and in all activities;
the need to assure and enhance the physical security of women; and efforts to raise awareness among all stakeholders in peacebuilding about
the potential for women to serve as agents of peaceful change in postconflict transitions. Moreover, women need to be assured of access to
economic resources. This requires efforts to push ahead with grassroots
economic strategies to empower women on their own or in family units;
the introduction and support of micro-credit programmes for women; the
promotion of labour, land and property rights for women, including
through legal reform; and the integration of women into the transformation and management of post-war security institutions. Specific recommendations cover the need to address war and post-war distress, including
through faith-based institutions, indigenous healing ceremonies, truth and
reconciliation mechanisms and other such locally relevant methods for
assisting traumatized populations; to build coalitions and prepare for
peaceful transformation and prevention of violent conflict; and the crucial necessity to work with men – both adults who effectively hold power
in society and young men who hope for positive generational change in
terms of men’s attitudes towards women as equal partners, not inferior
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bystanders – in building and managing post-conflict societies. We close
with some recommendations for international state and local actors, including the United Nations, regional organizations and bilateral donors,
but also national governments, civil society organizations and national
and international research communities.

Common experiences and recommendations for change
The chapters in this volume focus on the experiences, contributions and
roles played by women in post-conflict reconstruction. Women are portrayed in their full complexity: not simply as helpless or innocent victims,
but as both victims and active agents of change.
Interactions among members of post-war societies are characterized
by new doubts and old concerns about prevailing hierarchical relationships between genders and age groups; and, most importantly, by crucial
opportunities to reopen debates about marginalized, thus vulnerable,
groups’ safety and access to political and economic resources in the critical immediate post-conflict phase. The reflections from different parts of
the world draw our attention to the differing dynamics of participation as
they play out in various local, national and international settings. Most
contributors agree that active facilitation and cooperation by all actors,
whether local or international, are crucial in engaging and supporting
women in the transformation of all aspects of a post-conflict society.
Although the following findings, recommendations and suggestions
draw on a limited sample of conflict and post-conflict experiences, many
are worth considering in a variety of other post-conflict and violenceafflicted contexts. Thus each case is relevant beyond its own context and
its lessons will likely resonate with the challenges faced and opportunities for change offered in other settings.

Women as victims in conflict and post-conflict environments
During the past decade international and national players have made extensive progress in mainstreaming gender in peacebuilding activities, such
as through gender analysis programmes, by focusing on gender equity or
with attempts at institutionalizing gender inclusion (Chapter 2). However, these remarkable advancements met with many obstacles and difficulties. While there is a committed network of individuals and institutions
that are dedicated to moving a pro-women peacebuilding agenda forward, widespread ignorance of women’s right to equality, a refusal to address violence against women and obstruction of women’s peace efforts
are still real constraints (Chapter 2). The chapters in this volume point to
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a great number of specific challenges that are characteristic of postconflict environments (see Chapter 1) and resonate strongly throughout
the various case studies. They are detrimental to, but also highlight the
need for, creative and feasible solutions to give women more just and
meaningful roles, even in the most adverse political, economic and cultural environments.
Political exclusion of women
The absence – and purposeful exclusion – of women in peace negotiations is a common phenomenon in the post-conflict world. Post-conflict
processes continue to serve the interests of male-dominated parties and
tend to overlook the needs and interests of women, as if they were a special interest group or simply one of many vulnerable groups rather than
half or more of society. Despite an international discourse proclaiming
that their views are important, women continue to be excluded from
peace talks and all other stages of the process. Moreover, women and
men are often trapped within patriarchal cultural norms that cause people to prefer to be represented by a man. Women might be considered
electorally only if there is no suitable male candidate, while those female
candidates who argue from a patriarchal perspective are more likely to
be accepted than women who represent the views of other women (Chapter 12). Structural efforts at the local and national levels to overcome this
challenge remain operationally weak. At present, whether women will be
seen as partners or not depends much more on the personal convictions
of individual actors than on a systematic implementation of policies of
gender inclusion. Yet individuals with the authority, willingness and diplomatic skill to trigger changes in attitudes and behaviours towards the
treatment of women as equal peacebuilding partners remain exceptional
in all current peacebuilding operations.
While representatives of international organizations should be much
more proactive, regrettably they often remain unreliable due to either
ignorance, neglect, a misguided sense of respect for local ownership or
their own unexamined prejudice. They rarely enforce their posturing on
women’s inclusion when it comes to negotiations in reality. For instance,
in her discussion of the Taëf Agreement (1989) in Lebanon, Kari Karamé
(Chapter 12) notes that even though the negotiation of the agreement
was supported by the United Nations and the United States, only men
were invited to the negotiation table. As Vanessa Farr shows in Chapter
11, more than 20 years later, “Contrary to the clear directives given in
SCR 1325 to include women in all aspects of decision-making in a conflict zone, Palestinian women are routinely excluded from all high-level
negotiations on the Israel-Palestine question – by Palestinian males, the
state of Israel and the international community.” The cases of Burundi
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and Tajikistan indicate that male-dominated political institutions were reluctant to delegate authority and responsibility to women during negotiations, as issues of war and peace were considered to be “men’s issues”
(see Chapters 5 and 7). In neither case did international actors override
these attitudes in favour of honouring their own stated commitments to
advance women’s inclusion. These experiences show that unless international actors are ready and willing to promote aggressively the norms
now enshrined in lofty statements and reports by the UN Security Council and Secretary-General, for instance, nothing will change.
Economic and security exclusion of women
In post-conflict environments in particular, women tend to face greater
economic problems than men because of their disadvantaged status.
Women without direct protection of adult men, including widows, second
or unofficial wives, unmarried mothers and single women, are particularly
often denied legal rights to land and other resources that were previously
owned by their deceased husbands, fathers or other close male relatives.
Often they are also unable to engage in productive economic activities
and, along with their dependent children, elderly or sick under their care,
subsequently suffer from abject poverty and deprivation (Chapter 3).
Marginalized by their community, some women support polygamy in the
often-vain hope that it will offer protection for themselves and their children (Chapter 7).
Similar dynamics are at play in a nation’s security institutions. Recruitment practices often fail to reach out to pools of qualified and interested
female candidates, as is demonstrated by strikingly low rates of female
participation within many of the institutions of the security sector, including the police services and armed forces. Even when women do gain
access, they face considerable difficulties in coping with discrimination,
harassment and violence, all of which pose formidable barriers to
women’s retention and promotion. Creating representative security sector institutions where men and women participate equally at all levels of
decision-making is a challenge, particularly in institutions where men traditionally tend to be greatly overrepresented (Chapter 13).
Failure to address trauma, health issues and post-conflict gender violence
Many women are physically disabled and psychologically traumatized
by the wounds of war crimes, which continue to haunt them long after
the end of armed violence. The international community has supported
some modest programmes for reproductive health and dealing with psychological trauma, for instance in Bosnia, Cambodia and Rwanda. However, such programmes usually only managed to reach a small fraction
of the suffering women and no precise information is available on their
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effectiveness. As the treatment of traumatized women is labour-intensive,
costly and often misunderstood, poor countries lack the resources, institutional infrastructure and cultural and social capacities to provide such
services on a large scale and in a sustainable manner (Chapter 3).
In addition, violence and harassment against women continue in the
aftermath of armed conflict. The cases from South Africa, Rwanda and
Sierra Leone show that there is an explicit acceptance of peacetime
gender-based violence. While wartime rape is increasingly seen as a crime
and thus usually prohibited, everyday violence against women in peacetime is not (Chapter 9). Equally, even though rape is now recognized in
the Statute of the International Criminal Court as a war crime and crime
against humanity, domestic violence is not distinctively recognized as
prosecutable under international criminal law. Moreover, in many countries the definition of domestic violence in national criminal justice systems remains ambiguous, such as in East Timor and Cambodia (Chapter
4). As domestic and sexual violence and harassment tend to proliferate
during the immediate aftermath of armed conflicts, women are further
victimized at an already particularly challenging time.
“Revictimization” based on gender
After war, patterns of gender discrimination and segregation that existed
prior to the outbreak of armed violence are often reproduced. In some
cases the worst aspects of the male-dominated cultural norms can be
rebuilt, such as polygamy, early arranged marriages and segregation.
According to Sharipova and De Soto (Chapter 7), the Tajikistan case
demonstrates that the “gendered cultural and religious patriarchal traditions, suppressed during the Soviet era, have enjoyed a resurgence and
had negative effects for women”.
Often, women are seen as victims and passive recipients of benign local
and international support; but if, during the course of the conflict, they
gained access to previously male-owned institutions, they are also seen as
a significant threat to male power. It is also clear that the rhetoric may
change without much institutional change being felt on the ground. For
example, especially in the aftermath of high-profile mass crimes, human
rights are likely to be universally emphasized and appropriate legal and
regulatory frameworks established. This is a positive development. Yet
such rights – and particularly women’s rights – are unlikely to be rigorously enforced by law enforcement agencies, as the institutions and personnel that are meant to safeguard human rights are in reality very
difficult to change, especially in traditional societies where women have
not previously enjoyed social and political equality (Chapter 3).
In countries such as South Africa, Rwanda and Sierra Leone, where
male supremacy, dominance and aggression are widespread, women con-
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tinue to suffer gender-specific human rights violations. As Lyn Graybill
argues, “The systematic subordination of women and entrenched social
attitudes that preceded those periods of conflict made the notion of
women’s bodies as battlefields acceptable. Women’s bodies continue to be
sites of struggle” (Chapter 9). Among the reasons for this problem is the
pattern of normalization of violent male behaviour during the years of
conflict as a legitimate way to reach socio-economic and political goals –
little is done to challenge or change this reality in the aftermath. As a
result, private, domestic gender-based violence and the use of violent
rhetoric or actual political repression by leaders are far too often seen as
acceptable male behaviour by both women and men.
In a post-conflict process, some new forms of patriarchy and gender
order may develop. As violence against women and children continues to
flourish in a post-war environment, sex trafficking, sexual exploitation
and prostitution challenge peacebuilding and recovery efforts (Chapters
4 and 7). It is not only in public institutions run by men and in male attitudes, however, that transformation is difficult and slow. In some cases
where there are efforts to reform policing and justice delivery in women’s
favour, women prefer to cling to the past, colluding in their own victimization by sacrificing themselves to protect their male relatives. An example from post-conflict Tajikistan tells of women who willingly took
responsibility for crimes of drug trafficking and murder that were committed by their husbands and sons (Chapter 7).
Lack of cohesion between international and national agendas and
mandates
There is little cohesion and insufficient collaboration among national and
international players, which greatly impedes cooperation on peacebuilding activities and empowerment of women. For instance, in East Timor
and Cambodia the situation of women is challenged by, among other
things, an incoherent introduction of international human rights standards and the lack of consolidation with national and local judicial structures. Unilateral introduction of international standards without the
human and financial resources to implement them creates confusion and
tempts local populations to revert back to customary practices, as these
promise faster and more predictable responses (Chapter 4).
Although the establishment of gender units in peacekeeping missions
or national governments was intended to enhance the promotion of
gender equality in international and national decision-making processes,
in reality they may have marginalized the agendas of women and children by creating weak agencies without adequate authority, capacity,
financing and expertise. At the same time the existence of such units
appears to have created the impression that other relevant offices and
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institutions are freed from responsibility for addressing the needs of
women and children within their mandates and activities (Chapter 4).

Achievements in moving beyond victimhood and towards
respecting the agency of women as peacebuilders
These continuing challenges aside, over the last two to three decades
there have been positive developments that allow women to play more
just and meaningful roles as peace agents in official post-conflict peacebuilding activities. These changes are being supported by both national
and international actors, and some could be emulated in other contexts.
The following observations highlight some of these positive and replicable experiences.
Women’s leadership roles
The value of women’s leadership in conflict management and peacebuilding is increasingly visible and recognized in public and official debates
and publications. One of the main messages in the volume is that the
need for women’s equal share of leadership positions in post-conflict activities is overlooked at both international and national levels. Yet even
in adverse political, economic and cultural environments and despite a
lack of government support and/or international assistance, in many postwar areas women’s grassroots groups have consolidated their peacebuilding efforts at local and national levels. When governments are unwilling
or unable to address issues of importance to the survival of women in
post-conflict societies, women’s peace activism and reconstruction efforts,
focusing on self-help, mutual support and survival, are the only spaces in
which the interests and rights of women and other marginalized groups
are discussed (Chapter 5).
There are numerous field stories about peace initiatives of women
which are bridging ethnic and religious divides in Africa, Europe, the
Middle East and Asia. In Burundi, female peace activists initiated a safe
space for inter-ethnic dialogue (Chapter 5). A different inter-ethnic dialogue was initiated in Macedonia by a programme called Lifestart in
Emergencies, where female victims of violence contributed to conflict
prevention activities at the community level (Chapter 8). In Lebanon,
which is divided into sectarian zones, Muslim and Christian women initiated pacifist movements to meet from both sides of the demarcation line
in Beirut, triggering the anger of the dominating militias (Chapter 12).
The Kenya Women’s Peace Forum meets regularly to evaluate and discuss how national policies and events affect women in the country. In addition, Kenyan women’s groups played important roles in organizing
women voters to support female candidates and create a relatively
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 iolence-free election in 2002 (Chapter 3). In the occupied Palestinian
v
territory, women are finding ways to achieve reconciliation between the
two main political factions as a means to restore national unity (Chapter
11).
In immediate post-war situations, women’s networks and organizations
are often the only places where women can go for support, education,
protection, shelter or to escape violence, forced marriages and other risks,
as well as to provide support for other women. For instance, in Afghanistan women’s organizations have been providing a multitude of services
that would otherwise be unavailable in many rural areas. They have been
running independent girls schools, income-generation programmes,
healthcare training and legal aid clinics (Chapter 3).
Women’s economic empowerment and social cohesion
Micro-credit programmes supported by multilateral donors have proved
successful in empowering women at the community level. Such programmes often aim to support the struggle for survival of poor and
widowed single heads of households and abused women in hostile postconflict environments (Chapters 3 and 6). Many micro-credit programmes
bring together women from different ethnic and religious groups and afford them access to financial loans to start up small businesses. In addition, the informal interactions within these groups have therapeutic value.
In Rwanda, for instance, women’s groups included both Tutsi and Hutu
women, who helped each other in rebuilding their traumatized lives
(Chapter 3).
Joint economic and social activities also have a preventive dynamic.
In the Balkans joint economic activities of women effectively bridged
post-conflict divides in society. Good practices include Yugoslavian and
Macedonian cases. Women teamed up for the Lifestart in Emergencies
initiative in isolated, ethnically divided regions of Macedonia and learned
to overcome mistrust and bridge ethnic divides for the sake of their children. The programmes had a positive influence on them and their male
and female relatives, inspiring them to develop relationships with men
and women from other groups. Such economic programmes have positive
impacts in many areas because of their non-confrontational character
and ability to foster confidence. Aimed at providing a better future for
their families and children, the programmes served as effective, nonthreatening entry points for women to address socially and culturally sensitive issues, such as domestic and inter-community violence (Chapters 6
and 8).
A sole reliance on male relatives for peace and economic security does
not guarantee women’s and families’ survival; the contributions by
women, in family units or alone, are crucially important. In Burundi many
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of the women’s associations were formed by those who decided to focus
on reclaiming their own sense of identity, reviving dormant skills and engaging in a number of activities that were conducive to personal healing
and economic productivity (Chapter 5).
Successful partnerships of national and international players
The international community and national actors have made praise
worthy progress in mainstreaming gender concerns in post-conflict reconstruction. The ground-breaking UN Security Council Resolution (SCR)
1325 (2000) has generated many hopes for a gender-sensitive approach to
post-conflict reconstruction across the world. The resolution was an important landmark in the recognition of women as peace agents. Although
a number of states ignore SCR 1325, it has become popular in the last
decade (Chapter 10). In addition, SCR 1820 (2008) focuses on the prevention of sexual violence in war. However, it takes a more limited view
of sexual violence and the victimhood of women, and narrows the geographic focus and agenda of SCR 1325. In fact it risks diluting existing
international law, limits the number of countries on the Security Council’s agenda and thus threatens the full implementation of SCR 1325
(Chapters 1 and 10).
Numerous UN agencies, in partnership with other international and national stakeholders, made a difference in empowering women as resourceful agents of peace. Particularly UNIFEM and several non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) have advocated for women’s inclusion in all aspects of peacebuilding (Chapter 10). Furthermore, on a regional level
the Intergovernmental Authority on Development in Eastern Africa, for
instance, has adopted a regional gender policy to enhance the role of
women in peacebuilding and post-conflict reconstruction.
Coping and survival strategies of women at the community level
In parallel with actions initiated by governments, civil society organizations and international actors, local communities continue to address
war and post-war trauma in time-honoured and traditional ways. Particularly in a post-conflict environment, women and men continue to appreciate the value of peaceful religious practices and indigenous traditions
of mutual support. The importance and contributions of traditional responses to war and post-war suffering are often overlooked. The chapters
in this volume report on a wide variety of faith-based and cultural practices of survival. In Cambodia, for instance, traumatized women visit
Buddhist temples for relief through meditation (Chapter 3). In many
tribal areas in Africa, local healers provide help to distressed women.
In Lebanon, Muslim and Christian women initiated “pacifist movements
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that tried to meet from both sides of the demarcation line in Beirut”
(Chapter 12).
Experience shows that despite the trauma of war and violence, women
are less likely to resort to destructive measures, such as violent retaliation, than men. Instead, more often than not they focus on productive
approaches to survival – and thus to constructive peacebuilding. For instance, in Burundi women were proactively engaged in peacebuilding at
the grassroots level, where they are not considered to be threatening national and state power structures and are thus free to become socially
and politically active. Associations, community groups and social movements offer a much-needed space for social and psychological healing
(Chapter 5).
Again drawing on the experience in Burundi, the survival strategies
employed by women were often so subtle that even well-intentioned
practitioners and academics failed to recognize their critical role in
peacebuilding. Women’s creative, practical and non-violent approaches to
peacebuilding focused less on “victimization” and more on survival strategies and reconstruction initiatives, which enhanced their capacity for
serving as effective peace players (Chapter 5).
International aid to empower women
Many field studies show a positive relationship between foreign aid and
the empowerment of women. The international community has supported
women’s organizations in post-conflict societies in order to channel humanitarian assistance and empower women. In many countries, such as
Bosnia, Cambodia, El Salvador and Rwanda, women’s organizations have
used such assistance to support the rehabilitation of female victims of
mass crimes and the promotion of women’s economic and political rights.
However, as Vanessa Farr shows in her case study of the occupied Palestinian territory (Chapter 11), if women’s organizations are afraid to touch
politically sensitive issues for fear of becoming “politicized” (or being
perceived as such by political authorities and donors), they lose their
ability to function as advocates for women’s rights. She thus argues that
“The donor community . . . needs to recognize and overcome its tendency to disempower, even if not intentionally, women’s organizations
and develop more effective funding responses that value and encourage
women’s public political participation.”
Successful awareness raising, advocacy and publicity
Post-conflict settings present new prospects for the participation of
women in the political arena. Often, post-war democratic constitutions
provide formal equality between men and women. As a result of their
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increased involvement in public life during and after conflict, some
women not only acquire leadership skills and experience but also become
keenly aware of their political rights and responsibilities (Chapters 3
and 8).
International and national awareness-raising initiatives and advocacy
have encouraged general public and government perceptions of women
as peace agents. Due to international advocacy and pressure in Afghanistan, for instance, in 2002 female candidates gained 160 seats in the
1,451-strong tribal council, the Emergency Loya Jirga. The UN Mission in
Afghanistan included a gender adviser and the interim government established a ministry of women’s affairs, similar to the practices in postwar East Timor and Cambodia (Chapter 4).
In many post-conflict contexts, discriminatory DDR (disarmament, demobilization and reintegration) processes reduce the possibility to recruit
female ex-combatants into newly formed security sector institutions. In
Liberia, for instance, an initial needs assessment estimated that there
were approximately 2,000 female combatants who qualified for DDR, but
were not given an opportunity to take part. Following an awarenessraising campaign by women’s groups that encouraged women and girls to
participate in the DDR process, eventually 22,370 women and 2,440 girls
were disarmed and demobilized (Chapter 13).
In many cases, growing publicity about the situation of women triggers
responses by the national government. In Sierra Leone, for instance, activists were able to take the recommendations from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report and lobby effectively for the passage of a
number of gender-focused bills (Chapter 9).
Enhanced gender equality in security institutions
The Vienna-based UN Commission for Crime Prevention and Criminal
Justice drafted a resolution in 1997 to enhance gender equality in the
area of criminal justice systems. Taken up by the General Assembly in
December of the same year, it provides guidance on a wide range of issues, including criminal procedures, police powers, sentencing and corrections, and victim support and assistance (Chapter 4).
Although employment within security institutions is traditionally
viewed as men’s work, women are both qualified for and – sometimes
contrary to popular belief – very much interested in these positions.
Within many post-conflict countries, employment within the security sector can provide financial and job security, both of which are highly appealing to women, just as they are to men (Chapter 13). Moreover,
making security institutions and the services they provide more representative of and relevant to all parts of the post-conflict societies they
serve necessitates the integration of women.
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General recommendations for change
Enhancing political participation and empowerment
Increase political representation of women!
During times of conflict, many women acquire leadership skills and experiences. They become aware of their political rights and the responsibilities they can and should shoulder in post-conflict settings (Chapter 3).
Post-war constitutions and laws should thus provide for formal gender
equality and the legal underpinning for assuring women’s right and duty
to participate in the political life of society.
Both international and national actors should encourage women’s participation in political affairs. Modest and sometimes symbolic steps taken
to increase women’s access and participation should translate into more
significant and visible decision-making roles. Programmes need to be developed to facilitate greater representation of women in post-conflict
elections, to assist female candidates in subsequent elections on a nonpartisan basis and to support women’s advocacy organizations engaged in
promoting women’s participation in local and national affairs (Chapter
3). Especially in male-dominated political cultures, some women have a
negative attitude towards political activities and prefer not to engage in
politics, choosing instead to become actively involved in the work of
NGOs (Chapter 12). Consulting with NGOs in general and women’s
NGOs in particular may thus offer opportunities to reach women who
are willing to play more active roles in society. However, as Farr shows,
this presupposes that women’s NGOs are free to participate in sensitive
political debates without fear of suppression and the risk of scaring
women away from participation (Chapter 11).
When attempting to raise women’s representation in political, economic and social life, it is important to avoid simplistic applications of
gender quotas. While quotas might offer short-term solutions, they do not
address the underlying reasons for the absence of women from positions
of power and influence. However, it is very useful to incorporate a gender
dimension at the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation
stages of peacebuilding programmes and projects. The objective of
gender-sensitive peacebuilding programme design and implementation is
not merely to raise the number of women involved, but to gain an understanding of the similarities and differences between the needs, priorities
and contributions of women and men, thus breaking down outdated and
discriminatory stereotypes and attitudes (Chapter 3).
For instance, when post-conflict reconstruction focuses almost exclusively on rebuilding physical infrastructure, the “social infrastructure”
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tends to be overlooked. More often than not it is women who highlight
and prioritize the need to rebuild such social infrastructure, including
health, education, public housing and protection of the environment.
The Lebanese experience tells us that primarily female government ministers lobbied for investments in social infrastructure, thus addressing a
crucial peacebuilding challenge that would have otherwise gone unnoticed (Chapter 12).
Include women in peacemaking and peacebuilding processes!
Peacebuilding consultations should take advantage of – and learn from –
the survival and coping strategies of women who have managed their
own lives and the lives of their families and communities in the midst of
tensions, armed violence and their aftermath (Chapter 11). Both international and national actors should pay greater attention to the voices
and experiences of women peacemakers and support their initiatives
(Chapter 5). Their experiences should inform the planning of peace
building programmes. Equal contribution of men and women from the
planning to the implementation of peacebuilding programmes is a precondition for enhancing the impact of local and international interventions and making the consolidation of peace increasingly just and
sustainable (Chapters 2, 10 and 11). Commitments to gender equality are
thus an essential requirement for peacebuilding activities. However, while
one or two programmes dedicated to the inclusion of women or women’s
organizations may show symbolic goodwill, they do not substitute for a
truly participatory process that capitalizes on the contributions of women
peacemakers and responds to and advances women’s specific needs and
experiences (Chapters 2 and 11).
Enhance the physical security of women!
National actors, bilateral and multilateral agencies, international organ
izations and NGOs need to formulate and implement programmes on
enhancing the physical security of vulnerable populations, which, in postconflict societies, include virtually the entire (male and female) population. Individual requirements of specific groups must be analysed,
understood and considered, particularly of those groups which are marginalized in peacebuilding processes and thus prevented from fully determining their own fate and making positive contributions to their society’s
future. Being one of these groups, women have been marginalized and
are now in need of proactive inclusion. Including these groups in programme planning and evaluation processes ensures that their requirements are properly considered. Security institutions are the official providers of security, yet often they are not trusted because of their
oppressive and violent behaviour during conflict. Security sector reform
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is thus an essential precondition for post-conflict reconstruction. The inclusion of women in these processes is key for ensuring that the provision
of security responds adequately to security threats experienced by women
and eventually giving “greater representation of women in police forces
and judicial processes, training to security staff on women’s rights, establishment of peace committees to prevent the eruption of violence and
special interventions for vulnerable youth” (Chapter 3; see also Chapter
13).
During the post-conflict moment, violence against women must be reduced and cannot be tolerated or accepted as customary, culturally legitimate behaviour. Concerns about unacceptable behaviour towards women
cannot be limited to wartime only. For example, the recognition that rape
in times of conflict is wrong must lead to the recognition that violence
against women in peacetime is equally unacceptable (Chapter 9).
In constructing a gender-equitable post-conflict society, health services
for women and girls should be prioritized. It is important to mainstream
concerns for the epidemic spread of sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS, especially in Africa (Chapters 5 and 9). So far, however,
experience shows that in the aftermath of conflict the health needs of
girls and women receive less priority than those of boys and men (Chapters 3 and 7).
Strengthen respect for women’s human rights!
After war, international and national actors need to work hand in hand
to promote women’s rights – or, better, to prevent the violation of human
rights in general, with particular consideration to understanding and alleviating rights violations as they concern specific groups in society, including women. They need to fund and develop awareness-raising programmes
via radio, television and print media. To end cultures of impunity, comprehensive reporting systems need to be created to document abuses of
women’s rights and support female and civilian survivors of the war in
seeking justice (Chapter 3). Following on the suggestions made in the
previous section, this needs to include special training for law enforcement agencies, which play an important role in enforcing women’s rights
at the community level (Chapters 3 and 13).
Raise awareness about women as peace agents in post-conflict transition!
Promoting public debates and media literacy about SCRs 1325 and 1820
(and subsequent resolutions) and about national responses to these important programmes in post-conflict societies is an essential step in raising awareness about and advocating for participatory roles of women.
In order to sensitize society and national actors to issues about gender
discrimination, particularly in patriarchal societies, women should be
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given opportunities to voice their concerns about perceived gender injustices and translate those experiences into supporting and leading roles in
transforming their society. In post-conflict reconstruction, particularly
girls and women should be publicly recognized and encouraged (and,
most importantly, not discouraged!) to play more active roles. This recommendation can be advanced by offering women opportunities to debate and analyse the language of SCRs such as 1325 in order to relate
them to the specific conflicts in which they are caught (Chapter 11).
The media can be a powerful and influential collaborator in publicizing
and advocating the end to discrimination of previously underrepresented
groups of society. Some practical and potentially useful steps drawn from
the case studies throughout this volume include the identification of journalists who are sympathetic to calls for women’s empowerment; the pooling and sharing of media contacts in an easily accessible database; regular,
targeted and concise briefings for journalists; and efforts to focus on positive angles in reporting on post-conflict developments and dynamics by
offering interviews with women engaged in conflict and peace issues on
the ground (Chapter 10). Moreover, strategies need to be encouraged
that promote women’s engagement and empowerment in utilizing the
media. Stakeholders need to develop and support programmes that create awareness about women’s needs and rights through radio, television
and print media (Chapter 3).
Women-only forums have proven to facilitate women’s participation at
community and national levels. Initiatives to establish such forums need
to be supported by national and international actors (Chapter 5). Particularly state actors must be convinced of the need to value, not sabotage
and repress, women’s organizations’ intentions to participate in public
debates on politically sensitive yet existential issues (Chapter 11). Such
women-only spaces are important ways to build bridges between women
from different identity groups, collect information about the types and effectiveness of current programmes and set priorities and strategies for
addressing violence against, and the political marginalization of, women.
They are safe spaces for discussion of highly personal forms of violence
and the unique perspectives of women that are often not discussed in
mixed-sex forums (Chapter 2).
Support training and education!
Education and training activities can prepare women and men for their
roles in post-conflict societies, including the responsibility of providing
leadership. Because of alarming trends in gender inequalities in education and training, which affect girls and women in a post-conflict society,
the problem of unequal access to education needs to be urgently addressed (Chapters 3 and 5).
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Women should be trained and educated to participate in peacebuilding
activities as experts, community and national leaders, decision-makers,
civil society activists and opinion leaders. Building capacity through leadership and communication skills is of strategic importance for current
and potential future women leaders (Chapter 7).

Providing access to economic resources
Push ahead with women-focused economic strategies at the grassroots!
Peacebuilding programmes need to take affirmative action to ensure
gender-based patterns of discrimination that prevent women’s equal access to resources and political and economic opportunities in post-conflict
societies will be broken (Chapters 2 and 11).
Relief agencies, NGOs and community groups should empower women
to take the necessary first steps towards independent survival. The Yugoslav example of women owners of shops in post-conflict Sarajevo, Belgrade
and other communities is an encouraging model. Providing small interestfree loans to qualified women and teaching them basic small-business
practices are effective steps in peacebuilding equality (Chapter 6).
To ensure job security for women and avoid discrimination and nepotism in fragile transition societies, it is crucial to establish an independent
review board for applicants for public sector positions. Women should
not be trapped in entry-level posts as a result of traditional discrimination, everyday family duties or a lack of access to educational resources
(Chapter 13).
Promote micro-credit programmes for women!
Micro-credit programmes should be promoted to serve joint humanitarian and developmental goals. In the context of such programmes, international lenders should continue to address needs of disadvantaged
groups of women. Micro-credit programmes in peacebuilding environments also have great therapeutic value through the informal interactions
they trigger at the community level (Chapter 3).
Support land and property rights for women!
Peacebuilding leaders often fail to consider the difficulties women face in
accessing resources, including their property and land rights. These deserve priority treatment, as in most agricultural societies gender equality
in access to land, water and other resources holds the key to women’s
survival. In this context, the international community and national actors
should monitor the implementation of constitutional and legislative reforms, encourage initiatives designed to build public support for women’s
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property rights and support actions to resolve bureaucratic inertia and
confrontation (Chapter 3).
Integrate women in post-conflict security institutions!
Established good practices for increasing the recruitment, retention and
advancement of women in security institutions include the comprehensive integration of gender issues into reform processes. This includes specific measures that focus on recruitment, retention and advancement, as
well as support for female staff associations, raising public awareness on
the role of women in the security sector and training female personnel to
speak at schools and with the media (Chapter 13).
To create equitable institutions it is necessary not merely to focus on
female security personnel, but also to include initiatives directed at male
security personnel and oversight bodies. Building the capacity of oversight institutions to demand and monitor female recruitment, retention
and advancement should be a priority. Ensuring that male security personnel are informed and trained on institutional gender policies is crucial. Senior management must also take the responsibility to enforce
these policies and create a healthy work environment free of impunity.
Enlisting high-ranking male security personnel as gender champions, advocates and trainers is thus a particularly useful practice (Chapter 13).
Ensuring that DDR processes incorporate female ex-combatants and
women and girls associated with the fighting forces opens up an avenue
to recruit trained women for new security sector positions. It is therefore
important that DDR and security sector reform processes, if not already
approached as complementary and highly interlinked activities, are well
coordinated – and that they are more gender-sensitive (Chapter 13).
Human resource policies and practices should be reviewed and made
as woman- and family-friendly as possible, including through the availability of flexible work hours, part-time and job sharing, daycare and
school facilities, transportation, nursing areas, access to psychological support and paid maternity and paternity leave. Logistics and equipment
also need to be available for women, including separate and adequate
numbers of bathrooms and appropriate uniforms and equipment (Chapter 13).

Addressing war and post-war trauma
Recognize the role of faith-based institutions in helping traumatized
populations!
International and national actors need to consider supporting traditional
approaches and institutions that deal with psychological traumas experi-
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enced by women, men, girls and boys. Traumas can lead to highly destructive behaviour towards oneself, the immediate family and community and
society at large. In this context, local religious beliefs and value systems
have customarily provided consolation to suffering populations and
should be consulted and utilized (Chapters 3 and 12). However, one must
be careful not to harm women’s positions by strengthening traditional actors who use their post-conflict activities to reinforce discriminatory practices. It is important to ensure that the goals and objectives of post-conflict
actions are correctly understood by local communities. Lack of expertise
and respect for the local culture may undermine the fragile trust generated within a traumatized society. In some cases local people also fear
proselytizing motives behind external activities. As Sharipova and De
Soto report in Chapter 7, in Tajikistan, for instance, men were concerned
that the purpose of a particular project was to convert women to Christianity.
Especially in male-dominated societies, support groups among women
are time-tested institutions that offer invaluable opportunities to share
problems and experiences. Such groups provide joint psychological support and need to be permitted to engage with women on issues that concern their existential needs and concerns (Chapters 3, 5 and 11).
Build coalitions to transform and prevent violent conflict!
Post-war activities should pay attention to proactive approaches to conflict prevention in fragile societies. The tremendous challenges of rebuilding post-war societies serve as reminders of the costs incurred in waiting
for conflicts to erupt and picking up the pieces afterwards. Efforts and
commitments towards conflict prevention are necessary to avoid the escalation of an intractable spiral of violence and destruction. As a logical
consequence, all women and men, young and old, in affected societies
should unite, build new coalitions and organize within social movements,
civil society organizations or political parties to prevent violence, transform conflict and, in the aftermath of war, create conditions for avoiding
its repetition.
Support greater participation of adult and young men!
Gender divides and inequalities can be narrowed only if both women and
men join in advocacy and awareness-raising activities. In particular, involving more men, especially gender-sensitive men, in consultations and
initiatives that promote women’s peace and security and address sexual
violence is a crucial requirement for converting the challenges of victimhood into opportunities for leadership (Chapter 10).
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Recommendations for international, state and local actors
After these more general recommendations, which focus mainly on
themes and actions, the following recommendations are directed at actors
that can facilitate positive change towards more sensible and just treatment and opportunities for empowerment and participation of women in
post-conflict processes.

International community
United Nations and Security Council
The United Nations is often criticized for – and is in fact guilty of –
ongoing gender imbalances among UN country-specific special representatives of the Secretary-General (SRSGs). In 2009 women held only two
of the 40 posts of SRSG.1 Moreover, in 2011 only three out of 14 peacekeeping missions were headed by female SRSGs, while only 45 out of a
total of 138 UN resident representatives were women.2 Particularly
where sexual violence – direct and structural violence – is a major and
complex challenge, advisers on gender-based violence should be deployed
as part of peacekeeping missions, as has been done for instance in the
Mission of the UN Organization in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (Chapter 10), and should be properly funded to do their work.
Where possible and feasible, conduct and discipline departments or units
should be included in existing and future peacekeeping missions.
Particularly as time passes and SCR 1325 becomes more of a historic
document, with fewer specific advocacy events and activities, its main
messages might become forgotten and the presumption that they have
been mainstreamed might turn out to be false. It is thus important to develop and enforce strong accountability systems for the monitoring
and evaluation of SCRs 1325 and 1820 and all subsequent resolutions
on women’s peace and security issues, as called for by the SecretaryGeneral. Planning for peace support operations and other field missions
should demonstrate a familiarity with SCR 1325 and its interpretation.
This should be demonstrated at all stages, including pre-mission planning,
during the mission and in post-mission reporting. It should also be the
norm in cases where the United Nations acts as a transitional authority.
Of particular importance is the integration of women’s perspectives and
a fair and equitable gender balance in the make-up of missions, setting
positive examples for national counterparts.
Special attention should be given to avoiding the pitfalls of many designated “gender units”. As mentioned above, in some cases the establishment of weak gender units in peacekeeping missions or national and
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local governments may in fact lead to the marginalization of issues related to the support and empowerment of women, thus “wasting” the potential that was generated with the designation of such units for advancing
women’s concerns in peace operations.
Ensuring national-level adherence to gender-equal practices includes
development, consultation and agreement of standards of excellence for
future national action plans (NAPs). Such standards could result from research and analysis into the impact of NAPs and may generate political
will to replicate helpful practice in context-specific NAPs already in operation (Chapter 10).
Systematic conduct and improvement of gender and socio-economic
analyses of post-conflict societies, as well as methodological development,
collection and analysis of sex-disaggregated data and gender-sensitive indicators, remain important issues. Gender-sensitive peacebuilding strategies depend on the thorough analysis of reliable and systematically
collected gender-disaggregated data (Chapter 10).
Bilateral and multilateral actors, including regional organizations
It is particularly important to engage civil society actors in consultative
processes during the planning of peacebuilding programmes. This will
help support local and national ownership of the implementation of and
follow-up to sustainable efforts, without which real change is difficult to
achieve. In this context, the contributions by individual women and
women’s organizations will be crucial. It would also be helpful to integrate issues of violence against – and security for – women in early warning and response mechanisms by multilateral organizations, or ensure
that national efforts are ready and willing to respond to escalating levels
of violence against women in a preventive fashion.
International actors can serve as models of coalition-building and cooperation with each other and with national and local actors. Humanitarian actors, for instance, are often on the ground before and during a
conflict, and are also among the first international actors present, addressing society’s most immediate survival needs, once official fighting
has halted. They are thus best placed to expand and deepen the collaborative efforts initiated before and during the conflict with civil society actors from the society they serve. Particularly as part of their work with
women, they should be among the first to champion and promote
women’s rights and ensure that women are an inherent component of all
short- and long-term assistance strategies.
There are also a number of post-conflict challenges that necessitate regional approaches by national actors, including those directly affecting
the situation of women. In Central Asia, for instance, women and children are illegally trafficked to Russia. Tracking, countering and mitigating
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such crimes require close collaboration among regional, national and
international actors (Chapters 4 and 7).
Development donor community
The development donor community is well advised to increase its support to women’s organizations and recognize this work as being political,
not just immediate service provision. Aid offered to war-torn societies
needs to take into consideration women’s human rights violations, government accountability and responsiveness and the involvement of civil
society groups in promoting, advancing and maintaining increased participation of women in setting and implementing post-conflict peacebuilding
agendas. In addition to incentives for post-conflict governments to create
space for the activities of such organizations, a coherent policy of con
ditionality should entice national and local governmental and nongovernmental authorities to support vulnerable groups as active agents of
peace and draw on their advice and active contribution (Chapter 11).
Women’s organizations need to be recognized as an integral part of externally driven efforts to rehabilitate and reconstruct post-conflict societies (Chapter 3). Direct funding should be made available to such groups.
However, long-term dependence of these organizations and their activities on external sources of aid should be avoided (Chapter 8). Women’s
organizations also need to be given the government’s assurance that they
will not be sanctioned for accepting financial support from external
sources and for possibly challenging prevailing cultural and social norms
that limit women’s rights, freedoms and opportunities to play active
peacebuilding roles.
Donors should work with national and local governments in developing mechanisms to support grassroots peacebuilding initiatives that help
women leave their victimhood behind and take substantial control of
their own futures (Chapters 8 and 11).
Funding should reflect women-sensitive budgeting: aid programmes
should show that women are intended to be among the major beneficiaries of peacebuilding projects in war-torn societies. Sufficient and sustainable funds must be set aside specifically for women’s peace initiatives
(Chapter 10).
Organizations that receive funding need to understand that the inclusion of women at every level of their staff and board is required in order
to ensure that these women have the support of other women and
women’s organizations and are not merely considered as token representatives put in place “to look good but keep quiet” (Chapter 2; also
Chapter 11).
Once targeted programme support has been implemented, aid effectiveness and outcomes should be monitored and evaluated by inter-
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national and national actors, with the assistance of beneficiaries. There
are high risks that funds for women are misused in post-conflict reconstruction, do not reach their intended audiences or support ineffective
programmes designed without the input of women peacebuilders. Particularly large multi-donor programmes should conduct needs assessments
of all community-based peace initiatives and identify those that would
benefit from more flexible, untied donor support (Chapter 8).

State actors
International peace operations can have a strong imprint on post-conflict
societies. Through their programmes and activities they impart values and
practices that may be new to their host societies. Strengthening the roles
of women in active participation in rebuilding post-war societies may be
among the more drastic suggestions made by international actors accompanying initial peacebuilding efforts. It is thus particularly important that
international peace missions practise what they preach – including their
own treatment and involvement of women in field operations. The gender
balance in peacekeeping missions must therefore be strengthened and
pre-deployment gender training for all peacekeepers should be provided
at the national level before individuals are sent on bilateral, regional or
international missions (Chapter 13).
The 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness highlighted the need
for greater coordination in gender-equality programming among humanitarian actors.3 The equal participation of women in all aspects of humanitarian response, their access to capacity-building and employment, and
more accountability for gender mainstreaming within humanitarian missions should be ensured. Research on humanitarian and other peace
operations should focus on the systematic collection of gender and
gender-disaggregated data, then redesign existing programmes and practices and ensure that new activities are gender-sensitive from the start.
National action plans reflect serious attempts to implement new international agreements or practices (such as the principles enshrined in
SCR 1325). The process for the development of NAPs must match the
needs and capacities of the country and its current situation. Their contents must reflect the specifically solicited and expressed needs of society.
NAPs need to be owned and implemented by as many actors in government and civil society as possible in order to drive and sustain their
implementation (Chapter 10). Ideally, such processes are consultative,
inclusive and participatory, and organized as bottom-up as well as topdown exercises. They should be driven by mechanisms such as a working group with the participation of all relevant stakeholders involved in
their implementation. The working group needs to guide and inform the
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process. Moreover, NAPs need to be visionary yet realistic, with firm
timeframes, accountability mechanisms, outputs, performance indicators
and a sufficient budget (Chapter 10).

Civil society organizations
In post-war environments, emerging civil society organizations face numerous unique problems and a lack of credibility (and track record)
when working with donors and the local population alike. Some local
NGOs are phantom organizations without specific directions and goals,
serving primarily the private interests of their founders while consuming
donor funds that could possibly be invested more effectively in the interest of intended beneficiaries. It is thus not easy for an NGO quickly to
establish a reputation as a respectable and credible actor. This also applies to women’s groups and other civil society organizations dedicated
to equitable and inclusive peacebuilding. NGOs must therefore improve
their capacity and legitimacy – towards the society which they serve and
the donors on whose support they depend – in part with the assistance of
international actors (Chapter 6).
If at all possible, civil society organizations need to involve men, especially gender-sensitive men, in consultations and initiatives that affect
women’s peace and security. This applies in particular to issues of sexual
violence of all types, as men are both perpetrators and, more often than
usually recognized, victims of such violence. It is important to note that
neither SCR 1325 nor SCR 1820 is a gender-divisive tool. Instead they
are intended to be inclusive and involve all relevant stakeholders, both
men and women, in solutions and programmes that are designed to improve women’s peace and security and their involvement in sustainable
development (Chapter 10).
Civil society organizations should be involved – and should be ready to
assist – in consultations on the development and implementation of national action plans. Ideally, they will be in a position to develop alternative reports, offer constructive advice on developing locally relevant
NAPs and assist in monitoring their implementation (Chapter 10).
With proper support, including of their political analysis and work, civil
society organizations can also serve as pools of future political leaders.
This is the case particularly during the immediate post-conflict formation
of a new political elite that does not merely resemble a new configuration
of wartime elites, but consists of educated and committed persons, both
women and men, without direct links to (or even in opposition to) the
former conflict parties. In addition, the recruitment of political leaders
and their more immediate staff from civil society organizations, particularly grassroots groups, will ensure that voices from civil society are car-
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ried into positions of social, economic and political power. They will
assure that peacebuilding efforts are relevant to the needs of society and
will positively impact all parts of the population regardless of their previous ability to exert influence and have their opinions heard and needs
considered. It is likely that the wishes and expectations of previously
marginalized groups will be heard much more prominently in decisionmaking circles if represented by civil society organizations that can now
place some of their own in positions of power. Such empowerment can
lead to greater governmental awareness of what really matters locally
and is expected by the population.
There is, however, one important caveat. One has to be careful not to
siphon off all gifted, progressive, well-educated and networked individuals from civil society organizations to work for foreign NGOs or serve in
government positions, parliament, security and justice institutions, educational facilities, private companies and any other institution where individuals who are ready and willing to embrace new thinking are a
sought-after commodity. This would be detrimental to the creation and
consolidation of a functioning and influential civil society during the critical post-conflict years. Foreign NGOs and international missions in particular need to be careful to avoid fuelling a domestic brain-drain that
attracts capable nationals away from local NGOs and state institutions by
offering higher salaries and privileges than the local market can bear. In
addition to aligning international organizations’ wages to local levels, it
may be necessary to offer special funds to public institutions and local
civil society organizations to enable them to pay competitive wages
(Chapter 5). Such financial support should be accompanied by demands
to pay fair and equal wages to both women and men.
Civil society groups may be in a privileged position to initiate and invest in the creation and expansion of South-South networks of other organizations operating in societies which have experienced or are currently
undergoing similar post-conflict transitions. This allows for the exchange
of experiences; it may also be useful in pursuing cross-border Track II
diplomacy and fostering a common approach to understanding and embracing women’s peacebuilding roles in post-conflict contexts. Such coalitions and networks can serve as collective voices to express a common
concern for promoting change – and a platform to unofficial Track II diplomacy across borders in contexts where official relations prove to be
difficult to establish for reasons that may pre-date or were created by the
armed conflict. Moreover, individual, often small, local organizations tend
to accomplish much less than well-respected and connected coalitions of
NGOs with a well-developed and coherent strategy, adequate resources,
members’ consensus on objectives and clearly articulated and defined
goals and aims. There are great advantages in exchanging information,
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building coalitions, developing common strategies or linking various
groups with similar objectives with one another (Chapter 10).
Religious leaders in particular can be either progressive or reactionary
forces in transformation and peacebuilding dynamics in post-conflict societies, particularly if conflicts were fought at least in part over religious
convictions. Religious leaders may thus be very influential and should be
consulted and engaged in discussions on, for instance, SCRs 1325 and
1820. They should be offered training opportunities on how these resolutions could be used to foster peace and justice at the community and national levels (Chapter 10).

Research community
Many of the calls and suggestions for improvements in the way peacebuilding activities should embrace contributions of women and prepare
the path for a more representative and inclusive and less discriminatory
society that is responsive to the needs of all its members are based on
thorough research, analysis and evidence-based argument. Patriarchal argumentation that has withstood the test of years, decades and centuries
may be easy to challenge, yet hard to change. Thorough research into
gender-related post-conflict challenges will detail the specific needs of
women, but may also unearth previously neglected needs of men. It will
support efforts to link specific, gender-disaggregated threat analyses with
the most relevant and potentially effective responses. It will show that
women’s experiences during times of peace and times of conflict are as
valuable as those of men in generating critical competencies as peacebuilders, and they can serve as active contributors to post-conflict stateand community-building efforts. Moreover, thorough research will show
how both women and society overall will benefit from putting an equal
share of post-conflict decision-making and leadership responsibility in
the hands of women.
Well-conducted gender analysis can lead to more appropriate programme planning and implementation. Furthermore, research informs –
and improves – training. For instance, gender analysis training
programmes among police in Cambodia led to new police initiatives to
address domestic violence and trafficking in women (Chapter 2). Research also allows a fair examination of the contributions and pitfalls of
traditional and customary practices – and the advantages and disadvantages of supporting or opposing such practices during the (partial) redefinition of post-conflict values, norms and practices. Particularly during
transition periods in which highly fragile state and society structures need
to grow into structures that are self-sustainable, it is important to identify
and draw on the support of local patterns or cultures of peace and par-
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ticipation that reflect traditions of mutual support and – quite often – the
very central role occupied by women. However, again one needs to be
cautious: while some traditional cultures, norms and practices offer innovative solutions, others, such as customary law in Burundi that impedes
women’s access to land and property ownership, further cement discriminatory and counterproductive practices (Chapter 5). Moreover, as Vanessa Farr observes in Chapter 11, growing religious conservatism may
play a significant role in undermining women’s activism.
In search of post-war or pre-war identities, some groups of women are
manipulated by conservative opinion leaders into accepting traditional
hierarchical relationships between the sexes and their victimhood status.
For example, when traditions of early and plural marriages, restricted access to education and training and everyday victimization of children and
women by both men and women are presented as religious or ethnic customs, great care should be taken in confronting such arguments and practices; they should be questioned, critically examined and openly discussed.
Ideally, such customs can be successfully challenged – and changed. Further research may reveal a multilayered picture of gender inequalities in
the post-war patriarchy and suggest solutions to reduce gender exclusions
and inequalities.

Concluding thoughts: Seizing the post-conflict moment
As the first chapter argued, post-conflict situations offer numerous opportunities for rewriting traditional “rules” and behavioural patterns that
would likely continue to determine the roles of women in post-war societies if not challenged during the formative days, months and years following the cessation of armed violence and the onset of building (and in a
few cases “rebuilding”) a society founded on the promotion of positive
peace. Social, cultural, economic and political justice changes the way in
which communities and population groups relate to each other. This of
course includes the relationship between men and women – a relationship that was often neither just nor equal prior to the outbreak of violent
conflict. Yet wars change geopolitical and cultural landscapes, and also
the way communities and individuals interact with and are positioned
relative to one other. They may show that prevailing attitudes, norms and
practices are counterproductive to social peace, stability and well-being.
Post-conflict societies need to change much of what has defined them
before and during the outbreak of violence if they intend to live a more
peaceful and stable future life. This does not merely mean that injustices
suffered during the war need to be addressed. Of course, war creates
much suffering – increasingly so among civilians, and disproportionately
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among women. Post-conflict peacebuilding programmes have to address
and redress these tragedies, assist victims in overcoming their suffering
and prevent the abuses from happening again, in times of conflict and of
peace. However, this book challenges the popular assumption that women
should be treated – and supported – only as victims. It offers a perspective of women as active and enthusiastic agents of change rather than
passive and helpless victims. There is a growing understanding, from international to local levels, that women can turn the tide – and should
be assisted in doing so by local, national and international actors – in
converting the challenges of victimhood into new leadership opportunities. Recent research, advocacy work and policy statements and guidance
are evidence of this positive and long-overdue development. We hope
that this volume, and the lessons and recommendations it has produced,
will help in maintaining this positive momentum by contributing to and
triggering further debates in research, learning and policy design and
implementation.
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to land and property ownership, 122
customs, 35
discrimination against women and
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women’s contributions to, 358
women should be trained and educated
to participate in, 349

371
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re-establishment of patriarchal norms,
practices and power relationships,
333–34
risks from armies with little or no civilian
control; paramilitary and private
security forces; and vast amounts of
arms and ammunition, 9
women are forgotten in post-war security
institutions, 39
women tend to face greater economic
problems than men, 337
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gender-sensitive approach to, 342
girls and women should be publicly
recognized and encouraged in, 348

INDEX
Lebanese women were excluded from,
286
legal matters and, 19
mainstreaming gender concerns in, 342
national and international agendas and
objectives for, 334
physical infrastructure vs. social
infrastructure, 345–46
of police service in Liberia, 318
programmes for girls and, 27
regional gender policy enhances women’s
role in, 342
risks that funds for women are misused
in, 355
security sector reform and, 346–47
women of all backgrounds and, 108
women organized themselves and
developed initiatives aimed at
community survival and national
healing, 126
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on Tajikistan, World Bank’s, 35, 167
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rebels branded their group name on
breasts of women, 219
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in Serbia, 315
sexism and, 51
in Sierra Leone, 218–19
by soldiers, 48
in South Africa, 208–11
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cleansing, 14, 18, 80, 151, 315
trauma healing and rape crisis centres are
needed, 58
UN Civilian Police and the traditional
justice response to rape, 103
UNTAC and rape and sexual exploitation
by UN peacekeepers, 106
victims experience social stigmatization,
physical and mental trauma, sexually
transmitted illnesses, unwanted
pregnancies and ill treatment, beatings
or death to restore the family’s honour,
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recommendations for change
for awareness raising, advocacy and
publicity, 343–44
for bilateral and multilateral actors and
regional organizations, 253–354
for civil society organizations, 356–58
for coalitions to transform and prevent
violent conflict, 351
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rule of law
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in Cambodia and Timor-Leste, 33, 98–104,
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(SEA)
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combatants, 311
culture of pervasive sexual harassment
and violence, 326
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of, 315
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gender stereotypes and, 318
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feminist theories and, 40, 310
includes deployment of well-trained
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Exploitation and Abuse in
Humanitarian Crises, 107
by UN peacekeepers, 106
by UN peacekeepers in Cambodia and
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