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Abstract
Women account for the vast majority of those affected by conflict while being increasingly targeted by combatants. However, women are 
not only victims of conflict and instability, but are also active agents of change. This paper highlights women's peacebuilding initiatives 
which have been undertaken in times of conflict and post-conflict by focusing on their various roles, such as heads of households, 
spearheads of reconciliation activities and peace advocates in relation to the social reproduction and development of communities.

The latest annual report of the United Nations Secretary General 
on conflict-related sexual violence acknowledges women as 
vectors of change, peace and progress and underlines the 
necessity to amplify the perspectives and experiences of survivors 
to move from resolutions to results (S/2020/487). Likewise, a 
growing body of research points out the key role women have in 
the reconstruction of their communities and in advancing peace 
(Christien & Klugman, 2020; O’Reilly, Ó Súilleabháin & Paffenholz, 
2015; Stone, 2014; Anderlini, 2007). 

While acknowledging that women are a heterogenous group and 
that they can play different roles in armed conflicts including as 
perpetrators of violence, this paper reflects on their efforts and 
contribution to peace reconstruction undertaken in times of 
conflict and post-conflict. Furthermore, it also highlights their role 
as active agents in peacebuilding and recovery processes beyond 
their victimhood status. Indeed, social anomie, humanitarian 
crises, the fight for resources, tribal habits, and rivalries 
contribute to the shaping of a common pattern for women from 
conflict-affected areas. According to the United Nations Security 
Council resolutions on women, peace and security, women account 
for the vast majority of those adversely affected by armed conflict. 
Furthermore, they are increasingly targeted by combatants and 
armed elements. While they endure the same trauma as the rest 
of the population (e.g., bombings, torture, arbitrary imprisonment, 
forced migration, ethnic cleansing), women are also targets of 
specific forms of violence and abuse based on their gender (United 
Nations, 2002). Sexual violence is the most common tool used 
against women and girls during conflicts, including as a weapon of 
war (UNSCR 1820), torture, and punishment. It also serves as a 
method of ethnically cleansing an area and forcing civilians to 
relocate resulting in the destruction of the identity of a certain 
population or ethnic group (Stark & Wessells, 2012). As 

acknowledged by many truth and reconciliation commissions from 
all over the world where gender-based violence was investigated¹, 
rape was the most encountered form of sexual violence, used as a 
weapon of war and a systematic practice. One case in point is the 
Guatemalan Historical Clarification Commission², which found 
that women and girls were among the principal direct victims of 
rape. Indeed, the rape of Guatemalan women and girls was found 
to be a widespread and systematic practice by the State agents as 
part of the Guatemalan state’s counterinsurgency strategy and as 
a weapon of terror in total disregard for human rights law and 
international humanitarian law (Final Report, Chapter II 
continued, 13).

Yet, women and girls are not only victims of conflict and instability 
but are powerful and active agents of change. At the international 
level, women have been advocated to play a key role in the 
prevention and resolution of conflicts, as well as in peacebuilding. 
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action that emerged from 
the UN Fourth World Conference on Women in September 1995 
stresses that women’s full involvement in all efforts for the 
prevention and resolution of armed conflicts is essential for the 
promotion and maintenance of peace and security. Likewise, 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, and the other 
subsequent resolutions on women, peace and security also 
emphasize the gender-specific impacts of conflict on women and 
girls and underline the key role women play in peacemaking and 
peacebuilding. 

In many conflict zones, women contribute to alleviating the 
consequences of violence and become involved in peace efforts in 
a wide range of ways. Despite the traditional roles ascribed to 
them, in the absence of their husbands who disappear or have 
enrol in combat, women are determined to take on new positions 

and roles considered typical of men such as heads of households. 
In their new capacity, women work outside the home, act as the 
main family breadwinner and run errands, thus securing basic 
resources for the survival of their families. Moreover, alongside 
the mobilization to provide the necessary resources for daily life, a 
central preoccupation of women in conflict and post-conflict is 
securing greater access to medical services and education. As 
such, women focus on creating access to these resources and 
services, procuring them despite the violence they experience at 
the individual and structural levels. Through their actions, women 
are building their own security and that of their families while 
maintaining the social mechanisms through which a community 
preserves its survival. 

Women are also spearheading civil society and reconciliation 
activities aimed at building the capacity of individuals and 
communities to resolve conflict as well as facilitating the space 
for negotiations through advocacy (Conciliation Resources, 2013; 
Porter, 2007). For instance, in Cyprus, both Greek Cypriot and 
Turkish Cypriot women became actively involved in reconciliation 
and peacebuilding after the events of 1974. They established 
‘Hands across the Divide’, a non-profit organization focusing on 
bicommunal projects at the grassroots level. The ‘Peace Bus’ 
reconnecting former co-villagers from pre-1974 mixed villages is 
a case in point. Another example of Cypriot women’s peace 
advocacy is the Gender Advisory Team (GAT) comprised of scholars 
and activists from across communities in Cyprus. In 2015, GAT 
established the Technical Committee on Gender Equality attached 
to the official peace negotiations, and also managed to appoint 
gender focal points in the negotiators’ teams and later a gender 
expert in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to promote a feminist 
foreign policy (Hadjipavlou, 2020). Likewise, in Uganda, women 
mobilized and organized peace tables at the community level to 
inform the agenda for the official negotiations between the 
government of Uganda and the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army  
mediated by the government of South Sudan. During the peace 
talks in Juba, women ensured that the concerns and needs of 
Ugandan women which arose during the consultations they 
organized, were considered at the official level. Furthermore, 
community peacebuilding activities and skills building workshops 
at the grassroots level organized by Ugandan women incentivized 
the beneficiaries to further help build the capacity of individuals 
to mediate, reconcile and prevent conflict and encouraged women 
to take leadership roles within their church, clan, local council, 
civil society sector and even the Ugandan Parliament (Ugandan 
female expert, personal communication, 2017).

Through their peace advocacy, capacity building activities and 
spearheading of reconciliation, participation and equality, women 
pave the way towards the social development of their communities 

through which new relations and structures can be created and 
maintained.  Furthermore, these types of activities are extremely 
useful in supporting institutional and economic transformations, 
which by themselves, do not guarantee the creation of a more 
peaceful society. A culture of peace cannot replace a culture of 
violence by superficially passing from one to the other overnight. 
Rather, it implies working with the root causes of the conflict 
among which structural violence and the patterns of inequality 
and exclusion reproduced before, during and after the armed 
conflict; it implies changes at all societal levels, including in 
attitudes, behaviors and in the assimilation of a new ways of 
interrelating with oneself and others. This is where women’s 
peacebuilding activities come into play, contributing to the 
restoration of the social fabric and to the regeneration of the 
society as a whole, of its societal structures, and of the relations 
between its citizens.  

Looking beyond the victimhood of women means looking at their 
agency and capacity to mobilize for peace, despite the abuses and 
deprivation they widely experience during and post-conflict. In 
many conflict zones, women demonstrate extraordinary resilience 
through their actions to ensure the survival of their families and 
communities. Their efforts, despite being often unrecognized and 
shadowed by an overemphasis on their victimhood, contribute to 
the restoration of peace. As written by Noeleen Heyzer, Executive 
Director, UNIFEM (2002) in the foreword to the Independent 
Experts’ Assessment on the Impact of Armed Conflict on Women 
and Women’s Role in Peacebuilding authored by Elisabeth Rehn 
and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, “women have become the worst victims 
of war – and the biggest stakeholders of peace. I was prepared to 
find bitterness and hatred among the women who had experienced 
such horrific violence and loss, and pervasive trauma, but in many 
places, I found strength. I met women who had transcended their 
sorrow and discovered in themselves the courage and will to 
rebuild their lives and communities.”
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¹ See for instance the cases of Peru, Haiti, Sierra Leone, Timor-Leste, Liberia, Kenya, Morocco, Solomon Islands and South Africa.
² The truth commission in Guatemala entitled ‘The Commission to Clarify Past Human Rights Violations and Acts of Violence that Have Caused the Guatemalan People 
to Suffer’ (also known as the Historical Clarification Commission) was created by the peace agreement between the Guatemalan government and the Revolutionary 
National Unity of Guatemala (Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca – URNG) signed in Oslo in June 1994 under the auspices of the United Nations. 



The latest annual report of the United Nations Secretary General 
on conflict-related sexual violence acknowledges women as 
vectors of change, peace and progress and underlines the 
necessity to amplify the perspectives and experiences of survivors 
to move from resolutions to results (S/2020/487). Likewise, a 
growing body of research points out the key role women have in 
the reconstruction of their communities and in advancing peace 
(Christien & Klugman, 2020; O’Reilly, Ó Súilleabháin & Paffenholz, 
2015; Stone, 2014; Anderlini, 2007). 

While acknowledging that women are a heterogenous group and 
that they can play different roles in armed conflicts including as 
perpetrators of violence, this paper reflects on their efforts and 
contribution to peace reconstruction undertaken in times of 
conflict and post-conflict. Furthermore, it also highlights their role 
as active agents in peacebuilding and recovery processes beyond 
their victimhood status. Indeed, social anomie, humanitarian 
crises, the fight for resources, tribal habits, and rivalries 
contribute to the shaping of a common pattern for women from 
conflict-affected areas. According to the United Nations Security 
Council resolutions on women, peace and security, women account 
for the vast majority of those adversely affected by armed conflict. 
Furthermore, they are increasingly targeted by combatants and 
armed elements. While they endure the same trauma as the rest 
of the population (e.g., bombings, torture, arbitrary imprisonment, 
forced migration, ethnic cleansing), women are also targets of 
specific forms of violence and abuse based on their gender (United 
Nations, 2002). Sexual violence is the most common tool used 
against women and girls during conflicts, including as a weapon of 
war (UNSCR 1820), torture, and punishment. It also serves as a 
method of ethnically cleansing an area and forcing civilians to 
relocate resulting in the destruction of the identity of a certain 
population or ethnic group (Stark & Wessells, 2012). As 

acknowledged by many truth and reconciliation commissions from 
all over the world where gender-based violence was investigated¹, 
rape was the most encountered form of sexual violence, used as a 
weapon of war and a systematic practice. One case in point is the 
Guatemalan Historical Clarification Commission², which found 
that women and girls were among the principal direct victims of 
rape. Indeed, the rape of Guatemalan women and girls was found 
to be a widespread and systematic practice by the State agents as 
part of the Guatemalan state’s counterinsurgency strategy and as 
a weapon of terror in total disregard for human rights law and 
international humanitarian law (Final Report, Chapter II 
continued, 13).

Yet, women and girls are not only victims of conflict and instability 
but are powerful and active agents of change. At the international 
level, women have been advocated to play a key role in the 
prevention and resolution of conflicts, as well as in peacebuilding. 
The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action that emerged from 
the UN Fourth World Conference on Women in September 1995 
stresses that women’s full involvement in all efforts for the 
prevention and resolution of armed conflicts is essential for the 
promotion and maintenance of peace and security. Likewise, 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, and the other 
subsequent resolutions on women, peace and security also 
emphasize the gender-specific impacts of conflict on women and 
girls and underline the key role women play in peacemaking and 
peacebuilding. 

In many conflict zones, women contribute to alleviating the 
consequences of violence and become involved in peace efforts in 
a wide range of ways. Despite the traditional roles ascribed to 
them, in the absence of their husbands who disappear or have 
enrol in combat, women are determined to take on new positions 

and roles considered typical of men such as heads of households. 
In their new capacity, women work outside the home, act as the 
main family breadwinner and run errands, thus securing basic 
resources for the survival of their families. Moreover, alongside 
the mobilization to provide the necessary resources for daily life, a 
central preoccupation of women in conflict and post-conflict is 
securing greater access to medical services and education. As 
such, women focus on creating access to these resources and 
services, procuring them despite the violence they experience at 
the individual and structural levels. Through their actions, women 
are building their own security and that of their families while 
maintaining the social mechanisms through which a community 
preserves its survival. 

Women are also spearheading civil society and reconciliation 
activities aimed at building the capacity of individuals and 
communities to resolve conflict as well as facilitating the space 
for negotiations through advocacy (Conciliation Resources, 2013; 
Porter, 2007). For instance, in Cyprus, both Greek Cypriot and 
Turkish Cypriot women became actively involved in reconciliation 
and peacebuilding after the events of 1974. They established 
‘Hands across the Divide’, a non-profit organization focusing on 
bicommunal projects at the grassroots level. The ‘Peace Bus’ 
reconnecting former co-villagers from pre-1974 mixed villages is 
a case in point. Another example of Cypriot women’s peace 
advocacy is the Gender Advisory Team (GAT) comprised of scholars 
and activists from across communities in Cyprus. In 2015, GAT 
established the Technical Committee on Gender Equality attached 
to the official peace negotiations, and also managed to appoint 
gender focal points in the negotiators’ teams and later a gender 
expert in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to promote a feminist 
foreign policy (Hadjipavlou, 2020). Likewise, in Uganda, women 
mobilized and organized peace tables at the community level to 
inform the agenda for the official negotiations between the 
government of Uganda and the rebel Lord’s Resistance Army  
mediated by the government of South Sudan. During the peace 
talks in Juba, women ensured that the concerns and needs of 
Ugandan women which arose during the consultations they 
organized, were considered at the official level. Furthermore, 
community peacebuilding activities and skills building workshops 
at the grassroots level organized by Ugandan women incentivized 
the beneficiaries to further help build the capacity of individuals 
to mediate, reconcile and prevent conflict and encouraged women 
to take leadership roles within their church, clan, local council, 
civil society sector and even the Ugandan Parliament (Ugandan 
female expert, personal communication, 2017).

Through their peace advocacy, capacity building activities and 
spearheading of reconciliation, participation and equality, women 
pave the way towards the social development of their communities 

through which new relations and structures can be created and 
maintained.  Furthermore, these types of activities are extremely 
useful in supporting institutional and economic transformations, 
which by themselves, do not guarantee the creation of a more 
peaceful society. A culture of peace cannot replace a culture of 
violence by superficially passing from one to the other overnight. 
Rather, it implies working with the root causes of the conflict 
among which structural violence and the patterns of inequality 
and exclusion reproduced before, during and after the armed 
conflict; it implies changes at all societal levels, including in 
attitudes, behaviors and in the assimilation of a new ways of 
interrelating with oneself and others. This is where women’s 
peacebuilding activities come into play, contributing to the 
restoration of the social fabric and to the regeneration of the 
society as a whole, of its societal structures, and of the relations 
between its citizens.  

Looking beyond the victimhood of women means looking at their 
agency and capacity to mobilize for peace, despite the abuses and 
deprivation they widely experience during and post-conflict. In 
many conflict zones, women demonstrate extraordinary resilience 
through their actions to ensure the survival of their families and 
communities. Their efforts, despite being often unrecognized and 
shadowed by an overemphasis on their victimhood, contribute to 
the restoration of peace. As written by Noeleen Heyzer, Executive 
Director, UNIFEM (2002) in the foreword to the Independent 
Experts’ Assessment on the Impact of Armed Conflict on Women 
and Women’s Role in Peacebuilding authored by Elisabeth Rehn 
and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, “women have become the worst victims 
of war – and the biggest stakeholders of peace. I was prepared to 
find bitterness and hatred among the women who had experienced 
such horrific violence and loss, and pervasive trauma, but in many 
places, I found strength. I met women who had transcended their 
sorrow and discovered in themselves the courage and will to 
rebuild their lives and communities.”
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