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The move from “more” to “meaningful” participation is urgently needed –

not only in peacekeeping operations, but across the international efforts

to build and sustain peace, including – crucially – peace negotiations. In

this piece, Agnieszka Fal-Dutra Santos demonstrates what such a move

might practically look like in the context of a peace process.

Last month, Ingrid Munch and Callum Watson published an article on this

blog, making a compelling argument for a “radical, systemic change” to

not only increase women’s participation in peacekeeping missions, but

also to make it more meaningful. Munch and Watson argue that the

challenges of exclusion and gender inequality in peacekeeping cannot be
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resolved by simply adding more women, but that they require institutional

and attitudinal changes.

Peace agreements have become one of the most common, if not the most

common, ways of ending a violent conflict. Women’s right to participate in

those processes has been enshrined in international law, including the

United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 (2000), which

calls for “an increase in the participation of women at decision making

levels in conflict resolution and peace processes”, and the nine other

Women, Peace and Security (WPS) resolutions that followed it.

Furthermore, there is a strong and constantly growing body of evidence

that women’s participation increases the likelihood of an agreement being

reached, makes peace more durable, and contributes to the inclusion of

progressive provisions – such as those related to women’s rights and

socioeconomic conditions – in the final agreement.

Yet, despite the strong normative framework and evidence showing that

ensuring women’s participation is not only right, but also smart, women

remain severely underrepresented in peace processes. Between 1991 and

2011, only 2% of chief mediators, 4% of witnesses and signatories, and 9%

of negotiators were women. Women are also typically absent in early

stages of peace processes, when the agenda for future talks is set.

Experiences of Afghanistan, Syria and Yemen demonstrate that even when

women play key roles in responding to the impacts of conflict, have

mobilised and organised, and have the support of international actors,

they may be denied a seat and the voice in the formal negotiations. These

and other examples also demonstrate the potential cost of excluding

women from peace processes. Yet, one look at the negotiating tables in

the latest talks between Russia and Ukraine suggests that the bitter

lesson has not been learned. Even in contexts, which have been praised

for the inclusion of women in the peace process – such as Colombia –

women are excluded during the implementation stage, and the

mechanisms to ensure that the gains they fought for are not lost are either

non-existent or insufficient.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3651152
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N00/720/18/PDF/N0072018.pdf?OpenElement
https://www.inclusivepeace.org/sites/default/files/IPTI-UN-Women-Report-Making-Women-Count-60-Pages.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03050629.2018.1492386
https://gnwp.org/wp-content/uploads/GNWP-NYU_ResearchReport2020-final-web.pdf
https://wps.unwomen.org/pdf/CH03.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/30/afghanistan-women-taliban-peace-talks-biden/
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/83158
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/explore-the-data
https://kyivindependent.com/national/first-round-of-ukraine-russia-negotiations-inconclusive-as-casualties-pile-up/
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Between 1991 and 2011, only 2% of chief

mediators, 4% of witnesses and signatories,

and 9% of negotiators were women. Women

are also typically absent in early stages of

peace processes.

What is meaningful participation?

Thus, we urgently need more women in peace negotiations. However,

merely adding women to the table will not result in a more gender equal

and sustainable peace. What is needed is a redesigning of the table, to

ensure that women can not only participate, but influence the discussions

and the final shape of the peace agreement.

Munch and Watson define meaningful participation of women in

peacekeeping as the kind of participation “whereby women have equal

opportunities to access any desired functions, decision-making roles, or

hierarchal level with the absence of institutional or attitudinal barriers.”

Indeed, structural, institutional and attitudinal barriers are also a key

obstacle for women’s meaningful participation in peace processes. In the

context of peace negotiations, women are often viewed or represented as

not sufficiently qualified, and met with higher requirements for

participation than their counterparts. Because of patriarchal norms that

relegate women to the “private” or domestic sphere, women are also often
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viewed as “non-political beings”, and thus not relevant or not well-

equipped to participate in a peace process.

Finally, even barriers to participation that may at first sight appear

logistical – such as the lack of funds for travel to negotiation sites or to

arrange childcare – are fundamentally linked to deeper, structural causes.

One example of this is the unequal share of unpaid, domestic labour

carried by women, amplified by the artificial distinction between the

“private” and “public” realm used by peacekeeping and peace-making

institutions to view “family caregiving responsibilities as outside their

purview”.

What is needed is a redesigning of the table,

to ensure that women can not only

participate, but influence the discussions and

the final shape of the peace agreement.

Towards meaningful participation in peace negotiations

In a recent essay published by the Center for Humanitarian Dialogue, I

identify three key components of women’s meaningful participation in

peace negotiations:

1. Participation at all stages of a peace processes, from agenda-setting

and ceasefire talks to agreement implementation and monitoring

https://gnwp.org/sustaining-peace-report/
https://www.oecd.org/dev/development-gender/Unpaid_care_work.pdf
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/wps/2022/02/09/from-more-to-meaningful-six-strategies-to-make-womens-participation-count-in-peace-support-operations/
https://www.hdcentre.org/publications/towards-gender-equal-peace-from-counting-women-to-meaningful-participation/
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2. Participation at all levels and in various modalities – from negotiators

in formal processes, to advisors to the official peace process, to leaders in

community dialogues. Critically, one type of engagement or participation

should not be seen as a replacement for other forms of participation.

Notably, consultations with women peacebuilders or including women on

advisory boards must not replace giving women a seat at the table.

3. Participation of women in all their diversity– including civil society

activists, refugees and internally displaced persons, veterans and ex-

combatants, war widows, young women, women with disabilities, women

of diverse ethnicities, and lesbian, bi-sexual and trans-gender women.

How do we get there? I conclude by proposing three solutions, which –

together – can bring us a step closer to women’s meaningful

participation.

1. Institutionalising participation, so that it is not up to women to demand

it. Mediators or facilitators of a peace process – including the UN or

regional organisations – can use their influence to demand women’s

participation in a peace process – a strategy that proved effective in

South Sudan. It makes women’s participation “routine” and expected, and

makes it more likely that women will be included at all stages of the peace

process – and not only after considerable advocacy has taken

place.Critically – and in line with Munch and Watson’s argument such an

approach helps “shift the focus from individuals to institutions”, and place

the burden of ensuring inclusivity where it belongs – not on women peace

activists, but on the institutions facilitating the peace process.

2. Strengthen coordination and cohesion between different processes.

Women’s influence and leadership in informal peace processes is well-

documented and often highly praised. However, it rarely translates into

their participation at all levels – in particular in official, “Track 1”

negotiations. Moreover, the mechanisms to transfer the knowledge and

outcomes of the unofficial processes to formal talks are often lacking.

Once again, the burden of ensuring the transfers rests on women peace

https://www.hdcentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Towards_gender-equal_peace_WEB.pdf
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https://giwps.georgetown.edu/resource/advancing-womens-participation-in-track-ii-peace-processes/
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activists and their advocacy, as well as women negotiators (where they

exist), who are required to act as representatives of the broader women’s

movement. Better, more agile and systematic transfers for transfer of

knowledge and recommendations between formal and informal peace

processes are critical to more meaningful participation of women. Some

solutions already exist – these include Track 1.5 meetings organised

between official negotiators and local actors active in the informal

processes, as well as the use of digital technologies to support broad-

base inclusion in formal processes. However, these need to be

institutionalised and amplified.

3. Resource women’s networks and local women peacebuilders. More

inclusive financing systems are necessary to ensure women are included

in all their diversity. Participating in a peace process requires resources –

not only to travel to the negotiations’ location, but to organise, mobilise

and strategise ahead of it. However, women’s peacebuilding work is

grossly underfunded, and the available financing often concentrates in a

few, large organisations. Marginalised groups of women – such as

women from ethnic minorities and young women – face multiple layers of

structural barriers to access funding for their work.

These are three initial concrete steps that can be taken towards

“redesigning” a table. What is truly needed is a transformative change. On

the one hand, a transformative approach means challenging patriarchal

cultures and structures that view women as “non-political” and relegate

them to the realm of the “private”. On the other hand, it means a change in

narrow approaches that view peace process as linear, firmly time-bound

bargaining between the war-mongers, and recognise peace for what it

truly is: a process that is messy, iterative, driven by diverse actors working

at multiple level, and a goal that – ultimately – unites us all in a shared

humanity.

The views, thoughts and opinions expressed in this blog post are those of

the author(s) only, and do not necessarily reflect LSE’s or those of the LSE
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Centre for Women, Peace and Security. 
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