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Conflicts pose a major challenge for relief and development 
agencies working in affected areas. In this issue of in brief, we 
view the debate on conflict and development through a gender 
lens. While gender is now an accepted development concern, 
gender analysis has yet to be widely applied to conflict situations. 
Media accounts of mass rape in Bosnia and elsewhere portray 
women as victims of war. We look beyond these sensationalist 
images to see how militarisation affects men and women and how 
new opportunities which arise in conflict situations can be used 
both to empower women and to promote conflict resolution. 
Currents, our backpage column, previews a future issue of in 
brief on gender mainstreaming.  

 

 From Crisis to Transformation? A gender 
persepective on conflict and development

 
  

The last decade of the twentieth century has been marred by 
unprecedented levels of political violence amidst ongoing and 
emerging crises in the Third World. Over 80 percent of wars now 
occur in the South. 'Armed conflict ... stands at the centre of 
concerns of agencies working with poverty and injustice.' (el-
Bushra and Piza-Lopez 1993: 6). It is within this context that the 
relationship between gender, development and conflict is being 
debated.  

  

Conflict affects men and women differently. Men predominate 
among armies and militias and as civilians are often targeted for 
attack, while women form the majority (65-80 percent) of the 
millions displaced by war. In the absence of men, women bear the 
burden of maintaining their families under situations of physical 
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insecurity, vulnerable to looting and asset seizure. Both men and 
women experience trauma as a result of violence, flight and 
bereavement but in different ways. Women also experience 
specific trauma resulting from sexual violence. A psychiatric study 
in Rwanda found that, eight months after the genocide:  

  

'at least four pregnant women were showing up daily at Kigali 
maternity hospital requesting abortion, which is illegal in 
Rwanda. These women had been raped during the war. Two 
women had already given birth, prematurely, and did not want 
to see the babies' (Hagengimana 1994).  

  

The prevalence of rape and sexual abuse during war highlights 
women's reproductive as well as human rights. Psycho-social as 
well as material needs must be addressed in a gender-sensitive 
manner.  

  

There are contrasting perspectives on the gender dimensions of 
conflict. Some analyses portray women as inherently peaceful, 
identifying war as an essentially male phenomenon (Longwe 
1995). But, while women are generally excluded from decisions to 
wage wars, they do participate in wars. For example, in liberation 
struggles in Eritrea, Namibia, South Africa and Nicaragua, women 
have served in guerrilla armies and even gained military command 
positions (Ferris 1993; Byrne 1995). They have also played 
supporting roles in conflict, inciting men to go out and kill, or 
feeding and sheltering fighters (Bennett et al 1995). In 1994, 
women were involved in the killing of civilians during the Rwandan 
genocide, where, it is claimed, the assumption of women's 
innocence has allowed some killers to evade justice (African Rights 
1995). The tendency to see women as 'victims' of war, obscures 
ways in which they can gain from conflict, through acquiring new 
status, skills and power and ignores the potential contribution of 
women to durable solutions.  

  

' The tendency to see women as 'victims' of war obscures 
ways in which they gain from conflict'  

  

Rather than viewing war as a 'male' phenomenon, it is useful to 
look at how gender relations are affected and how gender identity 
becomes politicised during conflict. Women are forced to take on 
new responsibilities, in spite of attempts to reassert traditional 
gender roles. Some women thrive on their increased status as 
cultural guardians, or as mothers, where this serves nationalist 
aims; others face severe social sanctions, or death, for challenging 
imposed norms of behaviour, such as wearing the veil. Equally, 
men may be stigmatised if they fail to live up to masculine ideals of 
courage and physical strength. As conscripts, they are brutalised 
and expected to conform to macho military cultures, which promote 
aggression and the abuse of women.  
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Conflict situations pose a severe challenge for relief and 
development agencies, testing claims of humanitarian neutrality. 
Relief aid can serve to prop up warring militias, diverting much 
needed resources away from women and their families and 
undermining civil society organisations representing women. The 
use of military personnel in relief and peacekeeping operations has 
been linked to a growth in violence against women and sex work, 
as in Cambodia and Liberia. Failure to address women's human 
rights is highlighted by cases of rape in refugee camps and by 
gender biases in asylum policy. At the grassroots level, women can 
build on new skills acquired and on new social organisations 
formed during conflict, such as informal sector traders in Somalia 
(Bennett et al 1995), the Mam_ MaquÌn organisation of women 
refugees in Guatemala, or the widows groups in Rwanda. Support 
to such initiatives needs to be sensitive to ethnic and other social 
divisions, e.g. between widows and married women, to ensure that 
these do not become entrenched. These organisations are vital to 
rebuilding civil society and in promoting women's participation in 
decision-making.  

  

The use of military personnel in relief and peacekeeping 
operations has been linked to a growth in violence against 
women and sex work  

  

Peace negotiations often involve a narrow range of actors, with 
limited accountability. Women were not included in the team sent 
to Ohio to negotiate the Bosnian settlement and were only allowed 
to attend the Mogadishu Peace Conference as observers. 
Increased representation of women in peace negotiations is 
important, although it should not be assumed that all women are 
non-partisan. This must be combined with efforts to address 
gender issues in peace agreements, for example, violations of 
women's human rights, reproductive rights and the need for new 
legislation to extend women's property rights.  

  

Women at local, national and regional levels are mobilising to 
promote the resolution of conflicts. Somali women played a 
significant part in mediating the release of several hostages. 
Important negotiations with Tuareg rebels were undertaken by the 
Mali women's peace movement. Guatemalan women demanded 
the setting up of a Truth Commission and an end to militarisation. 
In former Yugoslavia and internationally, women have campaigned 
for rape to be recognised as a war crime. For many women, lasting 
peace requires that issues of truth, justice and equality are 
addressed.  

  

There is a need to systematically document these efforts and to 
draw lessons for promoting women as agents of peace. There is 
also a need to link these initiatives to mainstream regional and 
international organisations working on peace and reconciliation 
issues. In these turbulent times, there are transformative lessons to 
be learned from the visions and actions of women, based on their 
gender-specific experiences of conflict.  
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Laketch Dirasse, Senior Manager UNIFEM/African Women in 
Crisis Umbrella Programme 

  

  

References (see also key resources):  
African Rights, 1995, Rwanda. Not So Innocent: When Women 
Become Killers, African Rights, London 
Hagengimana, A., 1994, 'Psycho-social trauma management,' 
Consultancy report to UNIFEM/AFWIC, mimeo 
Longwe, S., 'Men and women, war and peace,' in African Woman, 
Issue 10, Akina Mama wa Afrika, London Gender and conflict:  

 

  
 

 Guatemala: fighting for survival and against 
militarism
 
  

Women's organisations are in the forefront of opposition to 
militarisation in Guatemala, alongside men and in mixed 
campaigns. Women's struggle against militarism arises from their 
experiences of repression and injustice and the need for mutual 
support and means of survival in the absence of men.  

  

Over the past two decades at least 120,000 women have been 
widowed in the civil war in Guatemala. CONAVIGUA (the National 
Co-ordination of Guatemalan Widows) was formed in 1988, linking 
groups across the country to claim compensation for women who 
lost their husbands in the counter- insurgency campaigns of the 
1970s and 1980s. Recently, CONAVIGUA has established income- 
generating projects and literacy and numeracy classes which 
empower women to deal with unscrupulous employers and the 
bureaucracy.  

  

CONAVIGUA also campaigns against the conscription of young 
men, since many widows depend on their sons for survival: the 
organisation recently presented a draft law against militarism to the 
Congress. In August 1995, CONAVIGUA had a grassroots 
membership of 15,000 mainly indigenous women.  

  

In spite of threats to members of death or violence, psycho-social 
evidence from El-QuichÈ province shows that the widows who 
coped best participated in human rights and women's groups.  
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Mam_ MaquÌn was formed by Guatemalan women in refugee 
camps in Mexico in 1989, after women were excluded from the 
Permanent Commissions elected to negotiate refugees' return. 
Mam_ MaquÌn has pressed for women's needs to be considered 
and for the representation of women on committees organising the 
return of refugees. They have also set up projects in the refugee 
camps, focusing on economic needs and literacy. Mam_ MaquÌn 
plans to continue work with refugees remaining in Mexico as well 
as with returnees in Guatemala itself.  

  

By 1994, Mam_ MaquÌn had over 7000 members in 85 camps in 
southern Mexico. Its impact can be seen in a number of ways. 
Since 1992, women have been elected to both the Permanent 
Commissions and to the leadership of groups returning to 
Guatemala. In the first group returnee site - Victoria 20 de enero - 
one Mam_ MaquÌn leader is a member of the Permanent 
Commission and a further five are represented on other local 
committees.  

  

'Psycho-social evidence shows that the widows who coped 
best participated in human rights or women's groups.'  

  

For women in Mam_ MaquÌn, participation in training workshops, 
discussions and group enterprises has contributed to changes in 
their self image: ' 

  

We learned to be women in Guatemala. Our mothers taught us 
to obey and to work in the home without complaining about 
anything. In refuge, we are opening our eyes. We are coming 
to know our human rights. Here, women are different from 
before...'  

  

(cited in Mam_ MaquÌn/CIAM 1994). 

  

Mam_ MaquÌn started without external support and has established 
strong priorities and structures. It now receives support from 
UNHCR to promote women's participation and economic projects. 
In this case, international support is assisting women to become 
stronger advocates for their own rights and needs and their own 
vision of peace and development.  

  

  

Based on: Guatemala case study (by Rachel Marcus) in Byrne, 
B. et al, 1995 (see resources list). 
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Further references: 

  

Central America Report, Winter 1990; Jan/Feb, 1995, El Salvador 
and Guatemala Human Rights Committees, London 

  

Mam_ MaquÌn/CIAM,1994, From Refugees to Returnees: a 
Chronicle of Women Refugees' Experiences in Chiapas, 
CIREFCA/UNDP/UNHCR, San JosÈ, Costa Rica 

  

Zur, J., 1993, 'The psycho-social effects of "La Violencia" on 
widows of El-QuichÈ' in Focus on Gender, Vol. 1, No. 2  

 

  
 

 War and peace: for men only? conference report
 
  

In January 1996, a conference and Public Forum 'War and Peace: 
for men only?' in Amsterdam brought together around 35 
representatives of women's, human rights and refugee groups, 
researchers and staff of NGOs, donor agencies and UN 
organisations, from 16 countries. The conference aimed to 
exchange visions on conflict from a gender perspective, to develop 
strategies for NGOs in the North, South and East and to explore 
possibilities for mutual co- operation. A Dutch gender network, 
Vrouwenberaad Ontwikkelingssamenwerking (VBOS) and the 
Netherlands Humanist Committee on Human Rights (HOM) 
organised the event as part of a three-year project on gender, 
conflict and development.  

  

The organisers emphasised diversity in sharing perspectives and 
the need to view conflict as a global problem, not as something 
which happens in only in the South. Discussions focused on how 
gender relations are affected in different phases of conflict and how 
conflict is affected by gender relations. At the end of the 
conference, participants had a 'frank exchange of views' with 
directors and senior policy makers from northern NGOs and donor 
agencies and the main issues were presented at a Public Forum.  

  

Participants compared women's experiences of conflict in Peru, 
Costa Rica, Nicaragua and Colombia, Sri Lanka and the 
Philippines. They addressed genocide, state disintegration, 
religious conservatism and women's involvement in peace and 
reconstruction in Rwanda, Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia, Nigeria, 
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Algeria, Uganda and Mali. Strategies adopted in response to 
conflict were shared and evaluated, for example, the formation of 
women's groups; trauma counselling, co-operative and revolving 
fund initiatives; the use of UN mechanisms to respond to human 
rights violations; and campaigning, networking, documentation and 
advocacy work.  

  

Women seeking refuge in the North from conflict in the South felt 
that northern development NGOs should value them as a resource. 
Domenica Ghidei Biidu, representing a refugee women's 
organisation in the Netherlands stressed that 'it's not just telling my 
story - its my way of looking at the situation, my ways of solving the 
problems which must get a place.'  

  

Key issues which emerged at the conference were the emergence 
of civil society in conflict situations as a force for positive change, 
the inadequate asylum and protection response of northern 
governments and UN agencies and the need for a long-term, 
political perspective on intervention in conflict situations. Gender 
analysis is important at all stages, particularly in pre-conflict 
situations, where gender-based indicators could be incorporated 
into early warning systems. According to Domenica Ghidei Biidu, 'if 
a fieldworker notices that women's jewellery is increasingly being 
sold to meet basic survival needs, that is an early warning sign for 
possible conflict which must be taken seriously ' Conflict prevention 
requires investment in strengthening human rights, democratic 
institutions and civil society.  

  

'Gender-based indicators could be incorporated into early 
warning systems'  

  

One concrete outcome of the conference was the decision to form 
an International Working Group (IWG) on gender, conflict and 
development. The strategy of the IWG will focus on information 
gathering and documentation on violations of women's human 
rights and early warning systems to trigger public awareness and 
political action. Rather than building a new network, allies within 
existing structures and organisations will be used to channel 
information and lobby for change.  

  

  

Based on: Vrouwenberaad, Connections: Gender 
Perspectives in International Co-operation, March, No. 21 

  

  

Further information on the IWG and the full report of the 
conference (forthcoming, August 1996) are available from: 
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Vrouwenberaad Postbus 77 
2340 AB Oegstgeest, the Netherlands  
Tel: +31 71 5159392, Fax: +31 71 5175391 
Email: Vbosholwide@gn.apc.org 

 

  
 

 Land rights in post-conflict Rwanda

 

 
  

Around 70 percent of the adult population in post- conflict Rwanda 
is female and one third of women are thought to be widowed. In 
the aftermath of the genocide, widows may be forced off the land 
or unable to return because of their limited property rights. Widows 
without sons are particularly vulnerable to losing their property to 
deceased husband's relatives. Those widows who retain access to 
land may face labour shortages in peak seasons. In pre-conflict 
Rwanda, women did not have rights to own or inherit land but 
gained use rights through their husbands. Widows' access to land 
depended on the willingness of sons to protect their rights. Young 
widows were often driven from the former husband's land by his 
kin. Many marriages were unregistered, further weakening 
women's claim on land.  

  

'The seizure of women's land by relatives may be a serious 
problem in post-conflict Rwanda'  

  

Disputes over land were a major factor in the Rwandan genocide 
and this remains a highly political issue. The seizure of women's 
land by relatives, particularly brothers-in-law, may be a serious 
problem especially in the south where many Hutu women are 
widows of Tutsi men that were killed. Widows groups have sprung 
up across post-conflict Rwanda, ranging from clusters of women 
and children living together for support and protection, to a national 
network. Some are applying for funds to support income-
generation and house-building. In one house-building project, 
agreements are drawn up between the widow, the local authority 
and the former husband's family to ensure that the property is 
legally owned by the widow and that the family will not reclaim it 
after rehabilitation. Such initiatives could strengthen women's 
property rights in other areas.  

  

The rehabilitation framework drawn up in 1994 by the government 
and donor agencies overlooked gender but some organisations 
have recognised the need to address gender concerns. The 
Ministry for Rehabilitation, which is headed by a woman, has 
requested help to support advocates for widows to uphold their 
land rights. UNICEF is reviewing Rwandan law with the Ministry of 
Women's Affairs to see how it discriminates against women.  

  

Page 8 of 11BRIDGE Gender and Development In Brief 3: Conflict and Development

04/07/2006http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/Dgb3.html



If agricultural rehabilitation is to succeed in post- conflict Rwanda, 
the access of women farmers to land and other resources must be 
addressed, raising the question of women's, especially widows', 
land rights. This creates an opportunity for innovative work to 
promote these both nationally and at local-level  

  

Based on: Rwanda case study (by Bridget Byrne) in Byrne et 
al, 1995, (see resources list).  

 

  
 

 Gender and conflict: key resources

 

 
  

Bennett, O., J. Bexley and K. Warnock, (Eds.), 1995, Arms To 
Fight; Arms To Protect: Women Speak Out About Conflict, 
PANOS, London 

  

Byrne, B., 1995, Gender, Conflict and Development, Volume I: 
Overview, BRIDGE Report No. 34, IDS Sussex 

  

Byrne, B., R. Marcus and T. Power-Stevens, 1995, Gender, 
Conflict and Development, Volume II: Case Studies (Cambodia, 
Rwanda, Kosovo, Somalia, Algeria, Guatemala, Eritrea), BRIDGE 
Report No 35, IDS Sussex 

  

Dirasse, L., 1995, 'Gender issues and displaced populations,' in 
Heyzer, N. et al, (Eds.), 1995, A Commitment to the World's 
Women: Perpectives on Development for Beijing and Beyond, 
UNIFEM, New York 

  

El-Bushra, J., and E. Piza Lopez, 1993, 'Development in conflict: 
the gender dimension,' Report of an Oxfam AGRA East Workshop 
held in Pattaga, Thailand, 1-4th February, Oxfam UK/I, ACORD 

  

Ferris, E., 1993, 'Women, war and peace,' Research Report No. 
14, Life and Peace Institute, Uppsala, Sweden 

  

For further information about these sources, please contact 
BRIDGE .  
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 Currents in development and gender

 

 
  

Institutionalising gender: mainstreaming or sidestepping?  
  

Since the 1985 Nairobi women's conference, mainstreaming has 
become a byword of gender and development advocates. The 
Beijing Platform for Action also features recommendations to both 
governments and international agencies to mainstream gender in 
their organisations. However, after ten years of mainstreaming, the 
benefits to women are elusive and questions are being raised, 
particularly by activists in the South, about whose interests are 
being promoted by mainstreaming. The limited results of 
mainstreaming are often blamed on under-funding, technical 
constraints and lack of political commitment on the part of 
governments. Another view is that mainstreaming has led to the 
co-optation of once committed women activists and removed the 
political content from women's concerns. The shift in discourse 
from 'women in development' to 'gender and development' has 
sometimes been used to sidestep women's gender-specific 
disadvantage.  

  

A future issue of in brief will critically assess the mainstreaming 
experience and look at fresh approaches to institutionalising 
gender. If you are working on this area and would like to contribute 
to the bulletin, please contact BRIDGE at the address below.  

 

  
 

  

BRIDGE (briefings on development and gender) is an information 
and analysis service specialising in gender and development 
issues. BRIDGE's aim is to assist development professionals to 
integrate gender concerns into their work. Based at the Institute of 
Development Studies, in the UK, BRIDGE was set up with financial 
assistance from OECD- DAC agencies. The Special Programme 
Women in Development of the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (DGIS) funded this issue of in brief.  

  

© Copyright: Institute of Development Studies 1996 ISSN: 1358-
0612 
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Editor: Sally Baden.  
Thanks to Maja Mischke (VBOS) and Elise Kant (DGIS) for their 
input in the production of this issue.  
Thanks also to Geoff Barnard (Head of Communications, IDS), 
Anne Marie Goetz and Susan Joekes (IDS Fellows) and Rachel 
Masika (BRIDGE Information Officer), for advice.  
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For further information contact:  

Hazel Reeves, Manager  
BRIDGE Institute of Development Studies 

University of Sussex, Brighton BN1 9RE, United Kingdom 
Tel: + 44 (0) 1273 606261, Fax: + 44 (0) 1273 621202 

Email: bridge @ ids.ac.uk  
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