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Abstract 
 

The inclusion of gender equality in the guiding principles of peacebuilding operations led by the 
United Nations raises questions of effectivity. Indeed, while the commitment of the international 
community to gender equality is well defined and the importance of gender equality for durable peace 
has been widely demonstrated, there is no consistent research on the effects of the interventions of 
peacebuilding actors on dimensions of gender equality. The question leading this paper is “what is 
the effect of peacebuilding actors’ interventions on gender equality?” and this paper particularly seeks 
to research whether the influence of peacebuilding actors on power structures, that define unjust 
gendered relations of power, could improve gender equality overall. The theoretical underpinning of 
this paper identifies women’s political empowerment as a change in power structures with possible 
positive consequences. The theory is tested in a qualitative way with a comparison between case 
studies and through the method of Structured Focused Comparison. The results show partial support 
for the hypothesis. Indeed, the empirical assessment of Liberia and Rwanda seems to point to an 
increase in the international support of local women’s organisation as a successful strategy to 
challenge power structures and, consequently, gender inequality.  
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1. Introduction 

While women are often described as wars’ victims and powerless subjects, their role within a 

society is a crucial predictor of peace. Scholars of peace and conflict studies have been studying the 

relationship between gender equality and durable peace, with the latter being not a negative concept 

(mere absence of violence) but a positive one (reconstruction of an inclusive, equal society with long-

terms prospects for peace). Much research has supported a positive relationship between the two 

phenomena, and no study has provided empirical or theoretical reasons to disprove this relationship 

(Bjarnegärd et al. 2015, 102). Some examples of such studies can be found in Caprioli (2000; 2005). 

The author finds that states with higher levels of gender equality are more likely to settle international 

disputes in a pacific way and less likely to engage in an intrastate conflict. On a different note, the 

aftermath of a conflict discloses positive potential for a country that has been shattered by war, 

especially in the realm of gender equality. Scholars explain that since conflict destroys social ties, 

economic and political structures, the phase that follows it is full of possibilities (Cahn, Haynes, and 

Aoláin 2009; Bjarnegärd et al. 2015; Manchanda 2001). Indeed, while social roles are fixed and 

difficult to change in usual settings, conflicts allow such a drastic shift in cultural practices and 

individual identities and offer opportunities to transform gender power relations A shift from more 

traditional gendered norms, that legitimize the subordination of women (Melander 2005; Tickner 

1992), would allow women to enjoy increased rights, and, in general, more equality within the 

society. This opens to possibilities for an increase in gender equality, that would in turn heighten 

possibilities of durable peace and lack of relapse into conflict.  

Rwanda and Liberia are two countries that comparable on many levels. They have experienced 

a similar conflict in duration and intensity, had similar levels of gender equality before the war and 

yet, years after the conflict, score very differently on indicators of gender equality. This could be 

defined as an empirical puzzle: why such similar cases are then so different on the dimension of 

gender equality? An exogenous factor that could have an influence on gender norms in the aftermath 

of a conflict is the presence of peacebuilding actors. Indeed, gender equality is a principle shared and 

acknowledged by the international community, and thus institutionalised in peacebuilding operations 

through the idea of gender mainstreaming (Resolution 1325 - Women , Peace and Security 2000). On 

a theoretical level, gender mainstreaming being the promotion of gender equality through its 

integration on different institutional structures, shall successfully tackle inequalities (Rees 2005). On 

the other hand, critical literature has raised the question of effectivity of international interventions, 

claiming that such operations are not successful because not they are not addressing inequalities at a 

deeper level (O’Reilly 2012; Strickland and Duvvury 2003).  
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Given that the post-conflict phase has positive potential to change unjust social norms that are 

likely to have negative implications for durable peace and that peacebuilding actors have widely 

recognised and embraced gender equality, the lack of consistent research on the topic is surprising. 

While feminist academic work notes that without a change in power structures and gender norms 

there is no hope for improvement on a deeper dimension of gender equality (Strickland and Duvvury 

2003), there is no consistent research on this specific mechanism. The aim of this paper is then to 

address the existing research gap on the effect of peacebuilding processes on gender equality. 

Specifically, I argue that interventions of peacebuilding actors on women’s political empowerment 

can affect power structures and in turn improve gender equality. In the scope of this paper, power is 

defined as power over, where one subject can get another subject to do something that s/he would not 

do otherwise (Dahl 1957; Mosedale 2005). From this definition derives the idea that power structures 

are hierarchal relations between women and men, both in the public and private domain. This 

interrelation is problematic because, as briefly mentioned, it assumes that men are naturally more 

suited for power and decision making while women should be subordinate to the former (Tickner 

1992; Enloe 2014).  

The research question leading this paper, “what is the effect of peacebuilding actors’ 

interventions on gender equality?”, is thereby intended to contribute to a broader understanding of 

the relationship existing between peacebuilding processes and gender equality, specifically looking 

at the interrelation between power structures and gender equality. The following hypothesis will be 

then examined: “peacebuilding actors that lobby for women's empowerment on a political level are 

likely to cause a positive increase in gender equality”. The relevance of the mechanism analysed lies 

in the potential for improvement that could be deduced from the analysis. If the causal relation 

between peacebuilding interventions and gender equality, mediated by power structures, is 

confirmed, this could inform future policy interventions. Actors that participate in peacebuilding 

operations could then opt for a deeper and more successful approach aimed at the inclusion of women, 

in addition to the already existing doctrine on gender mainstreaming. The issue is especially relevant 

considering the existing literature that support a positive relationship between gender equality and 

durable peace.  

Qualitative methods will be used to analyse and compare Rwanda and Liberia in the hope to 

shed a light on the empirical puzzle and derived research question. Qualitative methods, particularly 

a comparison between case studies, allow to focus more directly on the causal relationship between 

the variables (Gerring 2007). The study of Critical Junctures will be then adopted in both case studies. 

The method consists in the analysis of specifically selected periods of time, critical junctures, where 
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there is higher probability that the agents’ choices will affect the outcome of interest (Hall and Taylor 

1996). Since peacebuilding actors can be present in a country for a long time, the use of Critical 

Junctures permits to narrow down the analysis to the moment in which they are more likely to 

influence the outcome of interest, in this case gender equality. Structured Focused Comparison (SFC) 

is the specific theory guided method used to analyse the selected period. In SFC, the author creates a 

standard set of questions based on the theoretical framework and to be asked at each case, thus 

allowing a comparison (George and Bennett 2005).  

The critical junctures analysed are the drafting process of a new Constitution in Rwanda and 

the period before the elections (including the reform of the electoral law) in Liberia. The results of 

the empirical analysis point to a modest support for the hypothesis: the only variation detected was 

in the assistance of peacebuilding actors to local women’s organisation. Despite the inclusion of 

similar dimensions in the operationalization of the IV, this classifies as an alternative explanation that 

speaks to the wider literature on the importance of involving local actors during peacebuilding 

processes. In Rwanda, peacebuilding actors supported an umbrella organisation, ProFemmes, that 

successfully lobbied for increased women’s inclusion at the political level. In Liberia, this does not 

seem to be the case and local women’s organisation seem to have received less support. Alternative 

explanations and limitations are identified and explored in the dedicated chapter.  

This paper is constructed as follow: Chapter two presents the current literature on 

peacebuilding and gender equality, further identifying the research gap that inspired this paper. 

Chapter three outlines the theoretical framework that guides the research and clarifies the hypothesis. 

Chapter four concerns the research design, the structure and methods to be followed during the 

analysis. Chapters five and six are dedicated to the empirical analysis of the case studies at hand, 

Rwanda and Liberia, while Chapter seven compares the results. Finally, in chapter eight the analysis 

done is summarised, conclusions are drawn and suggestions for future research are provided.  
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2. Literature Review 

The research question leading this paper is “what is the effect of peacebuilding actors’ interventions 

on gender equality?”. Before exploring the relationship between the two main variables, it is 

important to understand what previous literature says about it. To do so, main concepts such as 

peacebuilding and gender equality will be examined, together with the theories that explain their 

raison d’être.  

Peace and gender equality  

Peace can be of a negative type, that includes the end of violence or the absence of active conflict, or 

a positive one, that includes the restoration social systems, relationships and prevention of a relapse 

in violence (Galtung 1996). In the field of peace and conflict studies, durable peace is the most 

common conceptualization adopted. This concept regards the extent to which a conflict is resolved 

and peace is achieved in a longer period of time in a post-conflict society (Wagner and Druckman 

2017). Building on the literature, Wagner and Druckman try to find an encompassing definition of 

durable peace and they conclude that “the elements of durable peace include indicators of conflict 

management as well as positive (improving quality of life) and negative (improved security) peace: 

extent of reconciliation, improving governing institutions, improving security institutions, and 

economic development”(2017, 47). The aim of durable peace is then to (re)build an inclusive society 

after a violent conflict, a society where every individual is valued and can have a safe life.  

Within the context of durable peace, gender equality is a crucial component. The reasons 

behind the inclusion of gender equality to reach such a quality peace are rather intuitive: a society 

where a great part of the population is discriminated against cannot aspire to long-lasting harmony. 

Despite the more normative and ethical reasons that lie behind this, there are different scholars that 

have tried to empirically assess the relationship between gender equality and durable peace at a state 

level. Caprioli (2005) tests whether states characterized by higher levels of gender inequality are more 

likely to experience intrastate conflict, and her hypothesis is confirmed. She further explains the 

theoretical arguments behind her findings, and claims that gender inequality is connected to cultural 

violence and norms that help legitimizing violence (ibid.). Melander (2005) examines the relationship 

between gender equality and the changes in the level of intrastate armed conflict, therefore using 

different indicators for the independent and dependent variable than what Caprioli previously did. 

The author finds that more equal societies are associated with lower levels of intrastate armed conflict 

(Melander 2005). These results can be seen as complementary to Caprioli’s finding that gender 

equality is associated with lower risks of intrastate conflict onset (ibid.). Furthermore, Bjarnegård and 
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Melander (2011) investigate the relationship between democracy and peace, finding that the former 

can facilitate the latter but only in interaction with the level of political gender equality: “more 

democratic societies are more peaceful only if there have been moves to gender equality”(2011, 139). 

Besides domestic consequences of gender equality on durable peace, there is a clear link 

between gender equality and international peace. Indeed, Caprioli (2000)  runs a large-N study and 

finds that domestic gender equality has a pacifying effect on state behaviour on the international level. 

States that show higher levels of gender equality at the local level (thus including women as equal 

members of society) will be less likely to settle international disputes by military means (ibid.). This 

research is related to the theories claiming that “women and men's values differ in that women are 

less likely to advocate a military response to resolve international disputes”(Mary Caprioli 2000, 

56). There has been a significant amount of research that supported a positive relationship between 

gender equality and durable peace, and no study has yet provided reasons and empirical proofs to 

disprove this relationship (Bjarnegärd et al. 2015, 102). 

Peacebuilding operations 

Durable peace and peacebuilding operations are intrinsically connected, notably because the former 

is the foreseen outcome of the latter. Peacebuilding operations are a multifaceted concept, different 

from peace keeping operations and other UN missions. The term was firstly institutionalised in 1992 

by the then United Nations Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s Agenda for Peace, where 

peacebuilding was defined as actions to solidify peace and avoid relapse into conflict (United Nations 

Peacebuilding Support Office 2011). The concept was the broadened by the Report of the Panel on 

United Nations Peace Operations (also known as the Brahimi Report), that described peacebuilding 

as “activities undertaken on the far side of conflict to reassemble the foundations of peace and provide 

the tools for building on those foundations something that is more than just the absence of war” 

(Brahimi 2000). A final definition was then agreed upon in 2007, when the UN Secretary-General's 

Policy Committee agreed on the following conceptual basis for peacebuilding: "peacebuilding 

involves 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, and to lay the foundations for 

sustainable peace and development.” (United Nations Peacebuilding Support Office 2011). 

Before explaining more in details what peacebuilding operations entail, it is necessary to 

differentiate them from other types of missions initiated by the United Nations. Peacebuilding is 

situated outside the framework of peacekeeping operations because it was not originally included in 

the UN Charter. The Charter of the United Nations (Chapter VI and VII) describes four types of 
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peacekeeping operations (PKOs): traditional peace keeping missions, observational missions, peace 

enforcement missions or multidimensional ones (for an overview, see Fortna 2008). The 

Peacebuilding Support Office, part of the framework of peacebuilding actions initiated by the UN, 

was instead created ad hoc through S/RES 1645 (2005).  

Liberal Peacebuilding  

The whole concept of peacebuilding has developed after the end of the Cold War and therefore 

followed the main ideological paradigm present at the international level: liberalism. Liberal 

peacebuilding combines more traditional forms of peacekeeping, mediation, and negotiation with a 

broad set of tasks aimed to reconstruct (or construct) infrastructures, institutions and political, 

economic, and social dimensions of post conflict states (Ginty and Richmond 2007). This 

peacebuilding paradigm has the name of ‘liberal’, as reforms undertaken in post-conflict societies 

seek to reproduce the structure of modern western states, namely liberal democracies. Assuming this 

connotations, peacebuilding becomes synonymous with democratisation and statebuilding (Goetze 

and Guzina 2008). It follows that post-conflict countries characterised by peacebuilding actions 

should initiate a democratic transition following the liberal reforms suggested and supported by 

western partners. The democratic component implies that the ‘transformed’ countries will not 

destabilise the international order by waging new violence but will instead contribute to international 

peace. The reason that lies behind the achievement of peace at international level is the ‘democratic 

peace theory’, that hypotheses that democracies do not wage war on each other (Kant 1795; Newman, 

Paris, and Richmond 2009, 39). Creating liberal democracies from the ashes of failed states would 

then mean a more peaceful international arena because it is assumed that this form of state is less 

prone to be aggressive and attack other democracies.  

Liberal peacebuilding has been accepted as ‘golden rule’ by international organisations and  

actors active in the international arena and has been applied to many post-conflict states in the last 

twenty-five years (Richmond 2009). Peacebuilding assumes then a broader definition, as it is 

“extended international involvement […] that goes beyond traditional peacekeeping and 

peacebuilding mandates and is directed at constructing or reconstructing institutions of governance 

capable of providing citizens with physical and economical safety” (Chesterman 2004, 5). Liberal 

improvements supported by international actors, foremost by the UN as the main actor undertaking 

peacebuilding operations, comprehend political, social and economic reforms. Such reforms imply 

institution building, democratisation, rule of law programming, security sector reforms and DDR 

programs (de-armament, demobilization and reintegration), reconstruction, development, free market 
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reform and human rights upholding (Richmond 2009). Once again, the aim of liberal peacebuilding 

is to reach durable peace and not a mere negative one.  

Liberal peacebuilding and gender equality  

As explained at the beginning of the chapter, gender equality is essential to reach durable peace. In 

addition to this, it is important to note that the set of reforms that constitutes the heart of liberal 

peacebuilding includes, between others, human rights upholding. Gender equality is a principle that 

is widely shared by the international community and indeed recognised as belonging to the cluster of 

human rights. Gender equality refers to “equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women 

and men and girls and boys. Equality does not mean that women and men will become the same but 

that women’s and men’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities will not depend on whether they 

are born male or female. […] Equality between women and men is seen both as a human rights issue 

and as a precondition for, and indicator of, sustainable people-centred development” (Office of the 

Special Adviser on Gender Issues and the Advancement of Women 2011). What intuitively follows 

is that, since liberal peacebuilding is as an exportation of a set western values and principles, gender 

equality should also be included in such a doctrine.  

In relation to this, scholars have studied the relationship between women and peacebuilding, 

claiming that higher participation of women in such operations implies better prospects for a positive 

outcome and for durable peace (Gizelis 2009, 508). The UN itself find that women are central to the 

success of peacebuilding processes: “It is, at last, becoming widely recognized that the participation 

of women is also crucial to the success of economic recovery, political legitimacy and social 

cohesion” (Advisory Group of Experts for the 2015 Review of the United Nations Peacebuilding 

Architecture 2015, 20). The recognition of the need of women’s inclusion has been institutionalised 

through the adoption of the United Nation Security Council Resolution 1325 (SCR 1325), on 

‘Women, Peace and Security’ (2000). SCR 1325 has been described as a great accomplishment, as it 

was the first time that the UN identified women as agents of peace, security and post-conflict 

reconstruction (Willett 2010). The resolution, recognising the lack of participation of women in peace 

processes and peace operations, call for an encompassing strategy of gender mainstreaming – thus 

“adapting all work to create peace so as to ensure that men and women benefitted more equally” 

(Olsson and Gizelis 2013, 426).  

Gender equality is widely recognised as a core, guiding principle for the UN and its agencies 

and is institutionalised through SCR 1325 and following resolutions. These resolutions are: SCR 1820 

on the recognition of rape as war crime (2008); 1888 on the necessary protection (operated by 
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peacekeeping missions) of women and girls from sexual violence (2009) and 1889, that addressed 

the obstacles to women’s participation in peace processes and peacebuilding (2009) (Ní Aoláin, 

Haynes, and Cahn 2011, 16).  

Feminist theories  

When studying gender equality, it is important to mention the contribution of various feminist 

scholars. Following this strand of literature, the basic departure point is that gender is a social 

construction, as it concerns expectations related to one’s biological sex and it is linked with 

masculinities and femininities. Gender can be understood as “the ways that sex and sexuality become 

power relations in society”(Carver 1996). Gender also involves cultural beliefs, a division of power 

and  resources at the macro level, patterns of behaviour at the interactional level and formation of 

identities at the individual level (Ridgeway and Correll 2004). Enloe argues that, since gender is a 

social construction, it means that it is shaped by someone who holds power – namely, privileged men 

(2014). The author further explains that gender establishes power relations at the international level, 

where women are excluded from decision making and should be subordinated and dependent on men, 

the only ones supposed to have something insightful to claim (ibid.).  

Studying gender then means understanding a hierarchical relationship between masculinities 

and femininities, where the first is glorified, as men detain power, intellect and physical strength, and 

the second is subordinated, considered as domain of weakness, emotions and passivity. Indeed, the 

dichotomy of masculine-feminine originates from apparent natural and immutable differences 

between male and female biological bodies; the following gender hierarchies imply that the 

‘masculine’ is more valuable than the ‘feminine’ (Stern and Nystrand 2006). Since masculinities and 

femininities are subject to social influences, they can change over time and space but the hierarchal 

order between the two remains. In general, the western model of masculinity includes fatherhood and 

family responsibilities, rationality, physical strength and competitivity (Hooper 1999, 477). Through 

the establishment of hierarchical relationships between men and women, a public-private dichotomy 

is created. Due to gendered social contracts women will be less likely to be involved in political and 

social life, as their (supposed) pertinent domain is the domestic and not the public one (Pateman 

1988). The hierarchical relationships between men and women are determined by power structures, 

a concept that indeed concerns the division of power and will be further explain in the next chapter.  

The arguments just mentioned can be grouped together under the label of constructivist 

explanations. Indeed, they assume that gender roles are socially constructed, legitimize the 

subordination of women  but are also changeable (Melander 2005; Tickner 1992). Conflict has the 
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positive potential of destroying existing social ties and structures, thus leading to changes in cultural 

practices and individual identities and offering opportunities to transform gender power relations 

(Gizelis and Olsson 2015; Cahn, Haynes, and Aoláin 2009). Since international actors have widely 

agreed upon and institutionalised norms of gender equality (as explained in the previous section), a 

positive relationship between the two could be expected.  

Many scholars have, on the other hand, claimed that liberal peacebuilding does not have a 

positive influence on gender equality (H. Hudson 2012; Björkdahl 2012; O’Reilly 2012). O’Reilly, 

for instance, analyses the narrative of the OHR (Office of the High Representative) in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina1. She concludes that “gendered images were mobilised to construct the High 

Representative as a masculine protector intervening in a country still traumatised by war” (2012, 

531) and women were, in contrast, depicted as victims in continued need of protection from 

hypermasculine local population. This discourse, the author continues, allowed the OHR to 

implement its coercive strategies to reach durable peace but also perpetuated and reinforced gender 

stereotypes about masculinities and femininities (ibid.). Hudson explains that liberal peace discourses 

risk reproducing and re-institutionalising gendered relations of domination, subordination and 

insecurity (2012, 444) in a phase that, as mentioned, has great potential for positive change. She then 

adds that international actors are complicit in backlashes against women when they marginalise or 

ignore gender issues but also, and foremost, in their “selective use of gender (e.g. the threat of gender-

based violence) to justify forceful intervention” (H. Hudson 2012, 448). 

Gap and research question  

On a theoretical level, there is agreement on the need of participation of women in peacebuilding 

processes and increased gender equality in post-conflict societies (Gizelis 2011; Ní Aoláin, Haynes, 

and Cahn 2011). As just presented, some scholars have analysed the possible negative influence of 

peacebuilding actors over gender issues but there is not much literature on the positive relationship 

between peacebuilding interventions and gender equality. The present literature has indeed focused 

on the importance of gender equality for durable peace, demonstrating the relationship between the 

two concepts. If it is true that the international community endorses equal possibilities for men and 

women and the removal of hurdles that would impede that, there should be concrete proofs of that in 

the actions of peacebuilding actors. All considered, the effect of internationally led peacebuilding 

                                                 
1 The figure of the OHR was created in the Dayton Peace Agreement, that ended the Bosnian war, and it is “an 

ad hoc international institution responsible for overseeing implementation of civilian aspects of the Peace Agreement” – 
see more at http://www.ohr.int/?page_id=1139 .  

http://www.ohr.int/?page_id=1139


10 

 

operations on gender equality is somehow overlooked. This is surprising because of the important 

consequences of gender equality on durable peace and because of the attention that the international 

community itself has given to the issue.  

The focus of this paper will be on the research gap that concerns the relationship between the 

intervention of peacebuilding actors and gender equality, particularly analysing the role of power 

structures. Indeed, while feminist academic work notes that without a change in power structures and 

gender norms there is no hope for improvement on a deeper dimension of gender equality (Strickland 

and Duvvury 2003; Enloe 2014), there is no consistent research on this specific mechanism. I will 

contribute to the field by further analysing a causal mechanism, the interrelation between political 

power structures and gender equality, that has not been extensively researched in the context of 

peacebuilding interventions. 

The relevance of the mechanisms analysed lies in the potential for improvement that could be 

deduced from the analysis. If the causal relation between peacebuilding interventions and gender 

equality, mediated by power structures, is confirmed, this could inform future policy interventions. 

Actors that participate in peacebuilding operations could then opt for a deeper and more successful 

approach aimed at the inclusion of women, in addition to the already existing doctrine on gender 

mainstreaming. Indeed, this paper aims to investigate a mechanism on which peacebuilding actors 

could have an influence on, namely women’s political empowerment. It has been demonstrated that 

an increase in women’s political participation does have an influence on women’s societal conditions 

overall, therefore the contribution of peacebuilding actors could be vital in this regard.  

The research question leading this paper, “what is the effect of peacebuilding actors’ 

interventions on gender equality?”, is thereby intended to contribute to a broader understanding of 

the relationship existing between peacebuilding processes and gender equality. The following 

hypothesis will be then examined: “peacebuilding actors that lobby for women's empowerment on a 

political level are likely to cause a positive increase in gender equality”. The research question, 

mechanism and hypothesis will be further explained in the following chapter. 
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3. Theoretical framework 

The previous section analysed the state of the literature on peacebuilding and gender equality. In this 

section, the theoretical underpinnings and causal mechanism behind the research question “what is 

the effect of peacebuilding actors’ interventions on gender equality?” will be examined. The 

theoretical framework is constructed as in the following figure.  

 

Figure 1: Theory building path. 

Intervention on gender norms 

Feminist scholars have highlighted that, to achieve gender equality, it is necessary to change the 

unjust gender norms that dominate the relationship between men and women. Gender norms are 

determined by power structures, that regulate the relation between men and women. Power structures 

Power structures lay the basis for 
gender inequality 

Gender equality is a guiding 
principle of the international 

community

Peacebuilding actors strive to influence 
power structures

Power structures can be changed by 
lobbying for increased women's political 

empowerment 

Women's political empowerment will positively 
affect gender equality at a general societal level 

Hypothesis: “peacebuilding actors that lobby for women's 
empowerment on a political level are likely to cause a 

positive increase in gender equality"
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can be defined as the hierarchical relations existing within a society (or in the international domain). 

This concept concerns how power is distributed between different subjects (for instance, men and 

women or between states) and how these relationships will work (McLean 1999). The notion is 

situated into the broader discussion on power that can be found in the disciplines of sociology, 

political science and international relations. Between other authors such as Dahl (1957) and Weber 

(1978), Mosedale (2005) defines power as power over, where one subject can get another subject to 

do something that s/he would not do otherwise. This dimension of power is concerned with the idea 

of legitimising some voices and discrediting some others (ibid., 250). As already disclosed, gendered 

power relations assign most of the power to men and exclude women, that are thus delegitimised. In 

line with the mentioned approach on power, then, power structures will also be defined as power 

relations. 

Strickland and Duvury claim that, while the aftermath of a conflict has positive potential for 

the improvement of women’s conditions, “sustainable peace also requires a more permanent 

transformation of social norms around violence, gender, and power” (2003, 1). The authors also 

highlight that peacebuilding frameworks sometimes are not successful in addressing power dynamics 

and social gendered roles that contribute to the construction of  institutionalized gender discrimination 

(2003, 2). Schnabel and Tabyshalieva explore the role of international actors in changing such gender 

structures and find that “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” (2012). The research done by Degi Mount (2014) analyses 

unintended consequences of a World Bank investment in Bali, Indonesia. The author finds that the 

(liberal economic) measures adopted ended up reinforcing social structures of power that privileged 

the traditional elites, it being men (Degi Mount 2014, 67). In the author’s opinion, then, more attention 

should be brought to the ways in which humanitarian and peacekeeping interventions sustain power 

structures that then reinforce the privileges of the elites (ibid.).  

Power structures and gender equality 

While recognising the fairness of the critical literature just presented, I believe that it is crucial to 

research further the overlooked impact of peacebuilding actors on power structures, gender norms 

and, finally, gender equality. I here build on the theoretical premises of feminist literature, that 

identifies power as power of men over women (for an overview, see Allen 2016) and see power 

structures as the beginning of unequal and unjust relationships between men and women. I then link 
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it to the positive potential for change of peacebuilding actors. In this way, this paper contributes to 

close the existing gap in research concerning power structures and the relationship with peacebuilding 

initiatives. 

I argue that post-conflict societies characterised by liberal peacebuilding processes should 

witness higher levels of gender equality. This is because international actors’ undertakings are 

permeated with principles connected to women’s empowerment and equal opportunities, and thus 

they should also result in increased gender equality. Furthermore, liberal peacebuilding implies the 

exportation and application of liberal democratic principles, gender equality between them. 

Therefore, I argue that there is high likelihood that the intervention of peacebuilding actors will 

disrupt current power relations at the societal level and advocate for a new, more equal framework. 

Particularly, I argue that peacebuilding actors have the power to do so in influencing the adoption of 

mechanisms that empower women on the political level – with possible consequences for the overall 

level of gender equality. 

As explained in the previous chapter, peacebuilding is composed by a broad range of activities 

aimed at preventing a relapse into conflict. Schnabel and Tabyshalieva point out that peacebuilding 

is too broad and complex to be analysed as a whole, and thus needs to be narrowed and broken down 

into more manageable components (2012, 7). The analysis run in this paper will focus on a particular 

phase of peacebuilding (post-conflict peacebuilding), initiated by one particular actor (the United 

Nations and related agencies) and addressed to improve one special issue (women’s empowerment at 

a political level). Since the goal of peacebuilding is to foster durable peace and gender equality is a 

crucial component in this path, the contribution of peacebuilding actors in encouraging women’s 

political empowerment is vital.  

Conceptualising peacebuilding interventions  

The presence of the United Nations in post-conflict societies is well documented and the commitment 

of the institution in helping countries that exit from a violent conflict is included in formal guiding 

principles2. As briefly mentioned in the previous chapter, peacebuilding has been institutionalised by 

the UN with the establishment of a designated organism, the Peacebuilding Support Office. Indeed, 

in the founding resolution S/RES 1645 (2005), the Security Council “reaffirms its request to the 

Secretary-General to establish, within the Secretariat, from within existing resources, a small 

                                                 
2 For an overview on the role of the United Nations in maintaining International Peace and Security, see  

http://www.un.org/en/sections/what-we-do/maintain-international-peace-and-security/index.html. Consulted on 
23/03/2018. 

http://www.un.org/en/sections/what-we-do/maintain-international-peace-and-security/index.html
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peacebuilding support office staffed by qualified experts to assist and support the [Peacebuilding] 

Commission”(UN Security Council 2005). The role of the Peacebuilding Support Office (PSO) is 

indeed to assist and support the Commission, an intergovernmental advisory body that supports peace 

efforts in conflict affected countries, with strategic advice and policy guidance (United Nations 2014).  

There are then different UN agencies that work in peacebuilding efforts and are coordinated 

by the Secretary General and the PSO. In the context of this paper, all UN agencies involved in post-

conflict peacebuilding efforts will be considered. It is important to mention again SCR 1325 on 

Women, Peace and Security (2000), that includes guiding principles for every type of peacebuilding 

operation. In the resolution, the Secretary General recognises that women’s needs must be addressed 

in every stage of peace operation, going from inclusion in peace negotiations to full participation in 

post-conflict reconstruction. This is in line with the argument already presented.  

Women’s political empowerment as causal mechanism 

Gendered norms assign men the domain of political public life, while they relegate women to the 

private domain. Men hold the decision-making power, while women should not get into politics 

because it is a ‘dirty business’ (see, for instance, the description of how politics is conceptualised in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina: Helms and Bougarel 2008, chap. 10). A change in power structures and 

increased women’s political participation would alter this perception, possibly allowing a change in 

social norms and thus admitting women in the public domain. Once women participate to the public 

discussion, they can change the agenda, lobby for measures that target specific relevant issues for 

women’s group at large and change norms related to female representation (Gurirab 2010). Indeed, 

women politicians can “shape cultural perceptions in such a way as to undermine stereotypes that 

promote the idea that women do not belong in responsible positions, and erode traditional 

associations of men with public roles and women with private ones” (Bashevkin 2010, 6).  

Furthermore, there are empirical proofs of the existing relationship between women’s political 

representation and increased lobbying for women’s issues. Clots-Figueras (2012) analyses the 

relationship between female politicians and educational attainment in India, finding that the 

politician’s gender matters for educational achievements of individuals within the constituency. In 

the same way, Svaleryd (2009) runs a research in Swedish municipalities and finds that a larger share 

of women on a local council increases spending on education, childcare and elderly care. Thomas’s 

study (1991) reveals that in Northern American states with higher percentage of female 

representatives, more bills dealing with issue of women, children’s education and families are 

approved. Following this strand of research, a shift in political representation should then be followed 
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by a normative one in gender norms. The level of overall gender equality would benefit from this 

transformation because it would better women’s life on various aspects, ranging from education, 

participation to the labour force and health. The aim of this paper is to test whether international 

actors can positively influence this process of change and modify both power structures and gender 

norms at the local level. The hypothesis is built as follow.  

Peacebuilding, power structures and gender equality: constructing the hypothesis   

In the context of post-conflict societies, peacebuilding actors hold the power. They supervise and help 

with the reconstruction of shattered societies because they have both knowledge, capabilities and 

finances to do so. With great power come also great responsibilities, and the scope of this paper 

identify the responsibilities of international actors in contributing to countries’ efforts towards 

increased gender equality. In the construction of the hypothesis, I argue that peacebuilding actors can 

assist and lobby local governments in adopting measures that will affect women’s political 

empowerment. This would change power structures at a political level, cause an increase in women’s 

political participation and, in turn, in the overall level of gender equality. Indeed, I follow feminist 

theories in arguing that a positive increase in gender equality can be reached just throughout the 

transformation of gendered power structures and social norms. As explained in the previous chapter, 

this change is possible because international actors have included gender equality in their guiding 

core principles and therefore are assumed to apply it to their peacebuilding actions. This lead to the 

creation of the hypothesis that will be tested in this paper, that concerns what we expect to see 

empirically if the causal argument at hand is correct: “peacebuilding actors that lobby for women's 

empowerment on a political level are likely to cause a positive increase in gender equality”. 

Figure 2: Construction of the hypothesis 

 

  

Peacebuilding 
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4. Research design 

In this section, the methodological choices and research design applied to this paper will be examined 

and discussed. Particularly, qualitative methods such as the study of critical junctures and structured 

focused comparison will be presented. The operationalization of the variables studied and ratio behind 

case selection will also be introduced. 

Methods 

The methods chosen for this paper are qualitative. This choice is motivated by the nature of the 

analysis, namely studying the process that lead from peacebuilding operations to an increase/decrease 

in gender equality, via the intervention on power structures. Qualitative methods are particularly 

suited for this analysis also because of the existing research gap that it is intended to contribute to. 

Indeed, qualitative methods are generally used to study hypotheses that test processes while 

quantitative ones focus on outcomes (Powner 2015, 98). Causality concerns the reason why 

phenomena are linked to each other and examines whether there is a specific pattern in such a 

relationship. Since qualitative methods allow a closer focus to the mechanism, the investigation of 

causality when using such methods is improved. Qualitative methods also favour a closer look at the 

phenomena of interest and allow an exploration of alternative explanations. Due to the novelty of the 

issues at hand, this is crucial. On the other hand, quantitative studies are stronger in establishing 

covariation and isolation from confounders due to specific statistical methods to be used. Despite this, 

extensive quantitative analysis could not help shedding a light on the more multifaceted variables and 

mechanism at hand. 

Specifically, a comparison between case studies will be carried out. As Gerring explains, “a 

case study may be understood as the intensive study of a single case where the purpose of that study 

is – at least in part – to shed light on a larger class of cases (a population)” (2007, 20). The 

advantages of case studies concern the novelty of the issue at stake, as they allow a deeper 

investigation of the causal mechanism that link two variables (ibid.). In general, case studies generally 

achieve higher internal validity because it is rather easy to establish the accuracy of a causal 

relationship in a smaller number of cases (Gerring 2007). On the other hand, case study research bears 

problems of representativeness because it includes, by definition, a smaller number of cases (ibid.). 

With less representativeness it is more difficult to generalize the results to a bigger population. This 

is problematic because cases should be broadly representative of the underlying population, thus 

allowing to make inferences about it starting from the purposive sample (Powner 2015, 113). Issues 
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concerning external validity can be resolved through the case selection criteria, that will be explained 

in the dedicated section.  

Critical junctures and structured focused comparison  

The independent variable and mechanism will be researched through the study of critical junctures, 

building upon the framework laid out by Capoccia and Kelemen (2007). This method has been used 

in various disciplines, such as political science, international relations and political economy (see, for 

instance, Stark 2018; Donnelly and Hogan 2012), but I will adapt the theory used in institutional 

analysis to the field  of peace and conflict studies. The theory of critical junctures is situated in the 

wider framework of historical institutionalism. Proponents of this approach claim that history is 

characterised by periods of continuity interrupted by critical junctures, when substantial institutional 

change takes place (Hall and Taylor 1996, 10). Furthermore, historical institutionalist recognise that 

power and asymmetrical relations of power have a prominent role in the analysis of institutions 

because these “distribute power unevenly across social groups” (ibid.). Considering the mechanism 

and IV to be researched, the study of critical junctures perfectly fits the scope of this paper. 

The method consists of the analysis of specifically selected and short periods of time, critical 

junctures, where there is higher probability that the agents’ choices will affect the outcome of interest 

(Hall and Taylor 1996). The ratio behind this method is that, during critical junctures, institutional 

fluidity is heightened, thus increasing the likelihood of different results. The choices made during the 

critical juncture are supposed to have lasting impact and be very difficult to alter. In this context, 

decisions of influential actors are examined. This paper will then analyse whether the influence of 

outside actors during critical junctures can have an impact on the outcome of interest. Specifically, 

can international peacebuilding actors affect political power structures (in specific moments of 

change) and shape the level of gender equality consequently reached in a post-conflict society? It is 

important to note that the post-conflict arena where peacebuilding actors intervene is overall 

characterised by such a flexibility therefore it will be necessary to identify a particular moment where 

change in power structures is advocated. In addition to this, it would be difficult to analyse the long-

term involvement of peacebuilding actors in post-conflict societies and determine its effects on gender 

equality. The study of critical junctures allows the researcher to do so.  

Following the definition of critical junctures, there are some crucial features that need to be 

kept in mind. In the first place, the period analysed must be a ‘relatively short’ one, so “the duration 

of the juncture must be brief relative to the duration of the path-dependent process it instigates (which 

leads eventually to the outcome of interest)”(Capoccia and Kelemen 2007, 348). Consequently, there 
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should be a ‘substantially heightened probability’ that agents’ choices will actually affect the outcome 

studied. By that, the authors mean that “the probability that agents’ choices will affect the outcome 

of interest must be high relative to that probability before and after the juncture” (ibid.). In addition 

to this, it is necessary to indicate a unit of analysis, which is typically some institutional setting where 

influential actors’ behaviours can be analysed. To do so, several structured, theory guided methods 

can be utilised. The method chosen in this paper is structured focus comparison (SFC), where the 

theoretical perspective instructs the research objectives and choices.  

SFC is focused because it only examines certain aspects of the cases at hand, building on the 

theoretical framework and keeping in my mind the purpose of the study. Another main feature of the 

method of structured focused comparison is to ask a set of general questions to all cases, thus allowing 

a standardization of the data collected. In this way it is possible to obtain comparable data from each 

case, that can then be systematically analysed (George and Bennett 2005, 86). The study is then 

structured. The questions asked should be of a general nature and should not be formulated in such a 

specific way that is relevant to just one case but must be applicable to other cases as well (ibid.). The 

nature of the questions is instructed by the theoretical core of the analysis. Another crucial feature of 

the SFC is that “the researcher should always articulate the criteria employed for "scoring" the 

variables so as to provide a basis for inter-coder reliability” (ibid.). The required structure of the 

method allows then for a comparison between cases. The criteria between the selection of case studies 

will be laid out in the next section.  

Case Selection 

The most similar cases design 

As briefly explained at the beginning of this chapter, the qualitative analysis run in this paper will be 

a comparison between case studies. A crucial aspect to be considered when running small-N studies 

is case selection, as the selected cases must be representative of a larger population (Gerring 2007) 

and there are high chances of selection bias (Powner 2015). Within the analysis run in this paper, the 

general population is post-conflict societies that witnessed peacebuilding interventions in the 

aftermath of a conflict. A purposive sample is taken from the population, namely cases are chosen 

based on their values on certain key variables, so that it will be possible to generalize to the larger 

population (ibid.). There are different strategies that could increase representativeness and causal 

leverage of the selected cases, and the one adopted here is the most similar cases design, also known 

as Mill’s method of difference. The idea is to choose two cases that are similar on every aspect except 

the variable of interest, with the hope of revealing critical factors that could explain the outcome 
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studied (Gerring 2007; Powner 2015). Table 1 sums up the ratio behind the most similar case selection 

design.  

 X1 X2 Y 

Case A ? 0 1 

Case B ? 0 0 

Table 1: Most similar case selection design 

The procedure followed for the selection of two comparable cases will now be explained. I 

will identify two cases with a variation in the dependent variable (Y), therefore one with successful 

the dimension of gender equality, as defined by literature, and one with non-successful one. The cases 

selected should be similar also on background indicators, control variables, that could influence the 

levels of gender equality in the post-conflict momentum. Control variables are held constant across 

cases because they are very likely to affect the outcome of interest (Powner 2015, 112). First, the two 

cases should be similar in their values of gender equality before the conflict, to ensure that the levels 

of gender equality detected after the conflict are not due to differences inherited from before the 

violence. Due to possible data scarcity, I will use a broader proxy for gender equality as women’s 

share in parliament or literacy rate. Other control variables that should be held constant are intensity 

and duration of the conflict, time frame and conflict related sexual violence. Since armed conflict can 

have important consequences on gender equality, the duration and intensity of the violent struggle 

are controlled for. Indeed, if in one case the conflict lasted much longer than in the second case or it 

was much more intense, this could influence the results of the analysis.  

It is important to consider conflict related sexual violence (CRSV) as a control variable when 

choosing two case studies because it can have a great influence on gender equality in the aftermath 

of the conflict. Indeed, it is a widespread phenomenon related to warfare and often regarded as 

weapon of war (for an overview, see Carter 2010; Wood 2006). Without going into this debate, 

scholars have explained that victims of sexual violence are oftentimes stigmatised by their community 

and families and excluded from social life, with consequences for their return to ‘normal’ life 

(Bastick, Grimm, and Kunz 2007, 15). Being women the most affected by CRSV, the social 

consequences just explained could contribute to the creation of gender inequality at the overall 

societal level. Furthermore, there are health consequences that women need do address, such as 

HIV/AIDS. Women are more exposed to effects of war on health because “health and other 

infrastructure, such as roads needed for effective health system functioning, may be damaged, and 
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resources may be diverted away from health” (Ghobarah, Huth, and Russett 2003, in Buvinic et al. 

2013, 115). This could increase mortality rates due to chronic diseases and have other negative 

impacts on women’s reproductive health (Buvinic et al. 2013). In addition, armed conflict can have 

long-term consequences on sexual and gender-based violence because impunity for such acts 

committed during the war might perpetuate tolerance for the same abuses also in the post-conflict 

period (Bastick, Grimm, and Kunz 2007).  

In line with Mill’s method of difference, the selected cases will be equal on every dimension 

excluded the one of interest, levels of gender equality in the post-conflict society. This will allow an 

analysis of the influence of the independent variable on the dependent one: all else equal, the outcome 

should be explained by the variation in the IV (George and Bennett 2005, 81). 

Rwanda and Liberia as case studies 

A thorough research of two matching cases has then been done starting from the variable of interest, 

namely gender equality. Gender equality has been analysed in a specific point in time selected because 

the conflicts in the two countries ended in different moments, therefore it is necessary to examine 

data with a similar distance from the termination of violence. The measure of gender equality chosen 

is literacy rates, and it will be further explained below in the section on the operationalization. While 

the theoretical design of case selection is very clear, the research of two suitable case studies required 

a lot of efforts. This is mainly because of data scarcity. Indeed, the inquiry was run at a global level, 

and despite the existence of many databases and surveys, just a few sources included all the data 

needed. Moreover, as explained above, the cases additionally needed to score similarly on the control 

variables relevant for the research at hand. Once again, data scarcity must be considered as a huge 

hurdle. No database originally included all the important variables and each one of them was 

researched individually and starting from different sources. After considering data limitation and 

theoretical needs, two cases qualify: Rwanda and Liberia. Indeed, the literacy rate for women3 in 

Rwanda in 2010 is 76.9%4, while in Liberia in 2013 is 47.9%5. Women’s literacy levels are relevant, 

but it is also useful to compare them to men’s literacy rates to have a better understanding of the 

literacy conditions overall. Table 2 sum up the differences in literacy rates in the case studies.  

                                                 
3 Refers to women who attended secondary school or higher and women who can read a whole sentence or part 

of a sentence. 
4Demographic and Health Survey (DHS), Rwanda 2010. Consulted at 

https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR259/FR259.pdf on 06/04//2018. 
5 Demographic and Health Survey, Liberia 2013. Consulted at https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/fr291/fr291.pdf 

on 25/03/2018. 

https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR259/FR259.pdf
https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/fr291/fr291.pdf
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% of literate population Post-conflict 

gender 

equality  
 Women Men Difference  

 

Rwanda 

(2010) 

76.9% 80.4% -3.5% 

(of literate 

women) 

 

YES 

 

Liberia 

(2013) 

47.9% 71.4% -23.5% 

(of literate 

women) 

 

NO 

Table 2: Measuring gender equality in the case studies. 

The definition of intensity of the conflict follows the codebook of the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict 

Database, where “the intensity variable denotes what level of fighting a state-based conflict or dyad 

reaches in each specific calendar year". The variable has two categories: 

• Minor: At least 25 but less than 1000 battle-related deaths in one calendar year. 

• War: At least 1000 battle-related deaths in one calendar year. 

Excluding 1994, when Rwanda witnessed the genocide, the intensity of the two conflicts is overall 

coded as the same and it is minor (Allansson, Melander, and Themnér 2017; Gleditsch et al. 2002). 

Due to lack of data on women’s representation in parliament, the levels of gender equality before the 

conflict are identified following the percentage of women with secondary or higher education. In 

Rwanda, it is 7.9% of women6, while in Liberia is 11.7%7.  Even while considering different points 

in time but equally distant from the end of the conflict, the values in the dependent variable differ. 

This is puzzling because the values of the other identified control variables are arguably similar and 

therefore comparable. Why did gender equality increase in Rwanda but did not witness such a positive 

rise in Liberia, whereas all the other variables are equal? Table 3 below summarizes the control 

variables that were considered during the case selection. 

                                                 
6Demographic and Health Survey, Rwanda 1992. Consulted at  https://dhsprogram.com/Where-We-

Work/Country-Main.cfm?ctry_id=35&c=Rwanda&Country=Rwanda&cn=&r=1 on 20/03/2018.  
7 Demographic and Health Survey, Liberia 1986. Consulted at https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR22/FR22.pdf 

on 21/03/2018. 

https://dhsprogram.com/Where-We-Work/Country-Main.cfm?ctry_id=35&c=Rwanda&Country=Rwanda&cn=&r=1
https://dhsprogram.com/Where-We-Work/Country-Main.cfm?ctry_id=35&c=Rwanda&Country=Rwanda&cn=&r=1
https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR22/FR22.pdf
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Table 3: Case selection 

As it is possible to see from the table above, one empirical limitation is that the conflict in 

Liberia relapsed at the beginning of the 2000s, therefore lasted longer than in Rwanda. As already 

explained, it was challenging to find two cases that could precisely match on all the control variables, 

and in this case the indicators are not completely equal but are still comparable.  

Operationalization of the variables of interest  

So that it is possible to empirically assess the theoretical arguments and the derived hypothesis, it is 

necessary to translate the concepts into terms that can be empirically observed in the sources analysed. 

Indeed, operationalization is the process of identifying a valid, observable indicator for a concept that 

would otherwise be unobservable (Powner 2015, 49).  This will be done following the theoretical 

framework of structured focused comparison, namely a set of general questions will be asked to each 

case and the compared with each other. The careful case selection just outlined is crucial in the context 

of SFC, as the strength of the method lies in the “combination of tightly paired cases for each 

particular variable”(Powner 2015, 129).  In this section, an operationalization of the variables of 

interest will be completed and concrete indicators will be determined. 

Operationalization of the independent variable  

The intervention of peacebuilding actors is operationalised into any type of action or statement made 

by the UN, related agencies and key actors (such as the Secretary General) that make an explicit 

reference to the political process at stake. Furthermore, they must address either the present power 

structures (namely, political elites) or the issue of women’s political empowerment. This could be 

done through official resolutions explicitly directed at the local government, speeches with a clear 

 Nature of 
peacebuilding 
intervention 

Duration of 
the conflict 

Pre-conflict 
gender equality 
(% of women 

with 
secondary/higher 

education) 

Intensity of 
conflict 
(UCDP) 

CSRV Post-conflict 
gender 

equality (% of 
literate 
women) 

 
Rwanda  

 
? 

 
1993-96 

 
YES. 
7.9% 

 
YES 

 
YES 

 

 
YES 

76.9%; 
(2010) 

 
Liberia 

  

 
? 

 
1989-96 and 
2001-2003 

 
YES. 
11.7% 

 

 
YES 

 
YES 

 
NO 

47.9%; 
(2013) 

 



23 

 

link to the political situation of women, or investments on local women’s organisations. Since the 

degree of international intervention is not easy to investigate in a dichotomous variable of presence 

or absence of thereof, it will be studied in the form of a variable of scale, with an ordinal measurement. 

This allows a more nuanced description of the IV, to better account for the impact of different variants 

of intervention of peacebuilding actors on the outcome of interest, gender equality (George and 

Bennett 2005, 85). Considering that the multiple dimensions composing a variable of scale could 

point to various degrees of intervention, some specific criteria to be compared across cases must be 

defined (Mustasilta 2015). 

Due to the novelty of the research, the operationalization of the independent variable cannot 

be situated in an already present framework, but it is independently constructed on the theoretical 

structure presented beforehand. As Barnett et al (2007) demonstrate, there are multiple definitions 

and actualisations of peacebuilding, also depending on the agency at stake and the aim of the research. 

The lack of an affirmed operationalization of the independent variable and the consequent 

construction of it raises problems of validity and reliability. Validity addresses whether an indicator 

precisely capture the concept it is intended to capture; reliability refers to the measurement tool itself, 

that should allow to obtain the same value for a given case even when multiple researchers evaluate 

the case (Powner 2015, 138). As Powner notes, it is rather difficult to establish validity and reliability 

in qualitative studies but it possible to do so by clearly stating the expected values of the variables 

before the research (ibid.). The method of structured focused comparison is particularly helpful in 

doing so, and the necessaries values are identified below.  

This paper will adopt a difference between heavier, modest or lighter interventions conducted 

by peacebuilding actors on political frameworks. The former results in further pressure on power 

structures and therefore increased gender equality, while the latter is related to a smaller increment in 

gender equality. The first two questions pertain a significant degree of intervention on political issues, 

while the third and the fourth ones describe a minor amount. A combination of positive and negative 

values in the indicators will result in a modest intervention.  

1. Are there official UN (or related agencies) statements or resolutions that require specific 
political change concerning women? 

2. Is there explicit request of removal of the previous political elites?  
3. Is there explicit encouragement of participation of women’s organization in the process of 

political change? 
4. Is there financial support of international peacebuilding actors to initiatives aimed at women’s 

empowerment?  
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These questions are based on the theoretical framework laid out in the dedicated section. Questions 

n. 1 and 2 concern the potential of peacebuilding actors in influencing the construction of a liberal 

democratic model in post-conflict societies, particularly in calling for increased elites’ accountability 

and women’s participation. The logic behind questions n.3 is that an explicit call for participation of 

women’s organization means empowerment of actors that are not part of the current political elite 

and a challenge to power structures. The same reasoning lies behind question n.4. Indeed, through 

the financing of initiatives that address women’s empowerment, peacebuilding actors indirectly 

challenge power structures that would potentially exclude women. If women’s organisations organise 

initiatives aimed at women’s empowerment and are supported by peacebuilding actors, there will be 

an intersection between questions 3 and 4, therefore implying a positive score on such indicators. The 

questions and relative indicators are summarized in the table below. 

IV: intervention of peacebuilding actors   

Research questions Indicators 

Are there official UN (or related agencies) 
statements or resolutions that require specific 

political change concerning women? 
 

A) presence or absence of official UN (or related 
agencies) statements or resolutions that explicitly ask 

for specific political change concerning women 
B) presence or absence of official UN (or related 
agencies) statements or resolutions that suggest 

specific political change concerning women 

Is there explicit request of removal of previous 
political elites? 

C) presence or absence of explicit request of removal 
of previous political elites 

Is there explicit encouragement of participation of 
women’s organizations in the process of political 

change?  

D) presence or absence of explicit encouragement of 
participation of women’s organizations in the 

process of political change 

Is there financial support of international 
peacebuilding actors to initiatives aimed at women’s 

empowerment? 

E) presence or absence of financial support of 
international peacebuilding actors to initiatives 

aimed at women’s empowerment 

Table 4: Indicators for the independent variable 

Operationalization of the causal mechanism  

There is one main indicator used to detect if the intervention of peacebuilding actors had an influence 

on power structures, and it is the share of seats reserved to women in national parliament. Indeed, this 

is a straightforward indicator because political power is usually reserved to men, while women are 

excluded from the public domain and not allowed to enter the elite group governing the country. This 

paper will then research whether, after the juncture studied, a change in such a value can be observed. 
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The distance between the critical juncture and the observed value of women’s share in parliament 

depends on the type of juncture itself. Indeed, there are changes in the political arena that have 

immediate consequences on power structures, while other need more time to have an impact. For 

instance, the introduction of formal gender-sensitive laws prescribing an obligatory quota reserved to 

women have a direct influence of the percentage of women present in parliament. On the other hand, 

lighter political processes that include an ideological change, but not as straightforward as the one 

just mentioned, might be more time consuming. A positive repercussion of using this indicator is that 

it allows to determine temporal order between the IV and the mechanism. Indeed, the percentage of 

seats reserved to women in parliament is analysed at a set point in time that follows the intervention 

of peacebuilding actors. It is crucial to have temporal order between the observed variables because 

is one of the necessaries components to establish a causal relationship, together with covariation, 

isolation from confounders and a theoretical explanation for the mechanism. The question to be asked 

to both case studies is “Are there high levels of women’s political participation?”.  

Causal mechanism: power structures  

Research questions Indicators 

Are there high levels of women’s political 
participation? 

A)  Presence or absence of a high levels of women’s 
political participation 

Table 5: Indicators for the causal mechanism 

Operationalization of the dependent variable  

The dependent variable examined in the paper, gender equality, has already been approached in the 

section of case selection, but it will be further specified. The variable is inspected as a dichotomous 

variable: 

• X = 1, when the case analysed presents higher level of gender equality, therefore qualifying 

as a success case. 

• X = 0, when the case analysed presents lower level of gender equality therefore qualifying as 

a non-success case 

In order to assign either value to the variable is necessary to deploy a set of observable indicators that 

can describe the theoretical assumption. There are different opinions and choices within the academic 

literature that has studied gender equality. Some authors have operationalised it through the 

percentage of seats held by women in national parliament, fertility rates, rates of gender-based 

violence or sexual violence, literacy rates, differences in educational attainment of women and men 
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and many others (V. M. Hudson et al. 2009). Each approach has advantages and shortcomings, and 

due to space constraints, they cannot all be discussed here. It is though important to mention the 

different elements that compose gender inequality: “1) norms assigning discriminatory values and 

negative stereotypical assumptions and roles to men (related to masculinity) and women (femininity), 

2) resulting in unfair distributions of power and other material and immaterial resources to men’s 

advantage” (Forsberg and Olsson 2018, 5). Considering that norms are more difficult to 

operationalize and since such a conceptualization could face problems of consistency/reliability 

(ibid.), it is easier to study the distribution of resources. This can be done by detecting different 

investments in boys and girls by examining access to education, therefore indicators of educational 

levels, higher education attainment or literacy rates.  

In the context of this paper, gender equality will then be operationalised in the difference in 

educational attainments between women and men, namely gender deviation in literacy rates. Data on 

literacy rates of women and men are compared to give a better idea of the differential existing between 

the two categories and because the literacy rates of women alone could be misleading. The choice of 

studying education is made because of its relationship with women’s political empowerment, as 

already explained in the chapter on the theoretical framework, and due to its repercussion on another 

wide set of indicators of gender equality. The latter will now be explained.  

The UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality was developed 

within the framework of the UN Millennium Project. This, in turn, was commissioned by United 

Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan to develop a practical plan of action to meet the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). The task force identified different strategic priorities to follow to 

achieve the MDGs, and strengthened education is between them. In the report (Millennium Project 

2005) the task force highlights why this is the case by mentioning and gathering data from different 

studies. In the first place, increased education is associated with the empowerment of women. Indeed, 

educated women are better in extracting the most benefit from existing situations or opportunities, 

thus resulting in increased income-earning, decisionmaking autonomy, participation in public life and 

control over their own fertility (ibid.). Studies from all around the globe also show that higher level 

of women’s education result in an increase in the probability that women will engage in formal paid 

employment (Cameron, Malcolm Dowling, and Worswick 2001; Millennium Project 2005). 

Moreover, women’s education has an impact on infants’ mortality rate: “each additional year of a 

mother’s schooling cuts the expected infant mortality rate by 5–10 percent” (Millennium Project 

2005, 38). Other positive consequences of increased education concern women’s health and bodily 

integrity, age at marriage, and vulnerability to HIV/AIDS. Lastly, multiple studies found that a 
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mother’s level of education has a strong positive effect on daughters’ enrolment in school (Parker and 

Pederzini 1999; Lavy 1996; Lillard and Willis 1994). Indeed, there is a sort of ‘spill over effect’ from 

one generation to other: more educated mothers will fight to have more educated daughters.  

Higher levels of female education are then crucial to achieve gender equality on different 

dimensions and overall at the societal level. In addition to this, the choice made is also due to data 

availability: education is well documented in Demographic and Health Surveys, that cover a great 

amount of the world and allows for a precise comparative study.  

Timeframe and data collection  

The timeframe that will be analysed is the post-conflict stage. Specifically, the dependent variable 

will be analysed thanks to the data contained in the Demographic and Health (DHS) Survey around 

ten years after the end of each conflict. This is because changes in gender equality require time to 

happen and cannot be detected in a short time period. Furthermore, by choosing a point in time closer 

to the conflict, the risk of confounding factors influencing the value of the variable is higher. Since 

the conflict ended in two different moments, the point in time analysed will be equally distant from 

the end of the violence. The independent variable, intervention of peacebuilding actors, will then be 

analysed on a politically crucial moment, a critical juncture, shortly after the end of the conflict. This 

will be identified in the dedicated case section.  

The sources that will be used are secondary ones, such as reports of international organizations 

(in this case, UN and related agencies), national laws, DHS surveys and academic articles. Moreover, 

news reports will also be used to measure the state of the process. Since this paper will analyse public 

processes that concern a broader community, news reports will also give space to an alternative view 

of the events. When possible, the method of triangulation will be used to avoid the use of incorrect 

information and biases. Since the sources analysed will depend upon the actors involved and these 

are the same in both the cases studied, comparability across cases should not be an issue. The paper 

will now turn to an empirical analysis of the variables of interest in each case study. A comparative 

analysis of the results will then be carried out.  
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5. Case I: Rwanda 

Some information on the conflict in Rwanda will be provided to improve readability and 

understanding of the case. Moreover, following the methods explained in the research design, the 

critical juncture selected will be explained and indicators for the IV, DV and causal mechanisms will 

be examined.  

Rwanda: country background 

Ethnic tensions and genocide  

During the 19th century, the colonial powers of Germany and Belgium occupied the territory than is 

now known as the state of Rwanda. The people present in this area, linguistically and culturally 

homogenous, were divided in three new groups: the Hutu, the Tutsi, and the Twa. The Tutsis were 

considered as more socially advanced and were supported by the Germans and the Belgian 

colonialists as the means of colonial administration (UCDP 2018c). The Tutsi started assuming 

nationalist and anti-colonialist attitudes, therefore the administrator of Rwanda, Belgium, began 

favouring the Hutu (Nsereko 2001). The social divisions constructed by the colonialist rule continued 

after Rwanda became an independent state in 1962 and led to recurring clashes between the two most 

important groups, Hutu and Tutsi. When the balance of power shifted in the direction of the Hutu, 

they violently repressed the Tutsis, further exacerbating the ethnic divide (UCDP 2018c).  While 

small groups of Tutsis exiled in Burundi started attacking the Hutu government in the 1960s, the 

threat to the Hutu power became real in the 1990s with the formation of the FPR - RPF (Front 

Patriotique Rwandais – Rwandan Patriotic Front). Efforts were made to solve the intrastate conflict 

that had started, and the signature of the Arusha Accord (1993) marked the formal end of the civil 

war; a UN mission was sent to monitor the peace agreement (BBC 2017). The RPF kept infiltrating 

the country from Uganda, enduring the conflict until 1994, when the Tutsi rebel group finally 

overthrew the Hutu government.  

Despite the signature of a peace agreement, violence did not stop and both sides used one-

sided violence, which is the use of armed force by the government of a state or by a formally organised 

group against civilians (Eck and Hultman 2007). The 1994 genocide needs a special mention due to 

its large scale and great violence. The government of Rwanda (then composed by Hutu), the armed 

forces and Hutu militias perpetrated mass-killings of ethnic Tutsis, murdering between 500.000 and 

800.000 people in around 100 days (UCDP 2018c; Encyclopedia Britannica 2016; Nsereko 2001). 
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One-sided violence was also perpetuated by the RPF and other existing rebel groups. The United 

Nations were heavily criticised for their failure to prevent the genocide (Usborne 1999).    

The aftermath of the genocide 

After July 1994, the RPF created a transitional multi-party government with power-sharing features. 

They claimed that such a government was planned in the Arusha Peace Accord, signed in 1993. In 

reality, together with their allies, they excluded the MRND (National Republican Movement for 

Democracy and Development, the Hutu dominated party)  and assumed all of their posts rather than 

sharing them with the other parties (Longman 2004). Extremists parties that participated in the 

genocide were rendered illegal and political parties that were part of the power sharing agreement 

were in minority: the government was in essence controlled by the RPF (UCDP 2018a; Lemarchand 

2007). In the following years, a transitional government with power sharing features has been in 

place, with different parties sharing the various positions. This was true until the elections of 2003, 

the first multi-party parliamentary elections held after the adoption of the new constitution, were RPF 

won the absolute majority (Lacey 2003). It has to be noted that there were widespread doubts about 

the legitimacy of the outcome (The Economist 2003), also coming from the European Union Election 

Observation Mission (EUEOM) that monitored the elections (Kinnock et al. 2003)8.  

Examining the critical juncture: drafting of new constitution  

The aftermath of a conflict is generally characterised by institutional fluidity (Haynes, Aolain, and 

Cahn 2010), but due to the methods chosen for the analysis in this paper, it is necessary to identify a 

specific critical juncture. In the context of Rwanda, this is the drafting and consequent adoption of a 

new constitution. Such a period anticipated the elections of a new government, different from the 

transitional one theorised by the Peace Agreement (PA). Firstly, “the importance of constitutions lies 

not only in their definition of people’s political rights as citizens of a country. Constitutions also 

determine people’s economic and social rights, and thus play a central role in empowerment” 

(Sorensen 1999, 13). Moreover, the drafting of a new constitution after a conflict is a crucial moment 

where different parties can influence the outcome with higher probability than before the adoption 

itself. The Arusha PA, in Chapter VI - article 41, states that “the Constitution which shall govern the 

country after the Transition Period shall be prepared by the Legal and Constitutional Commission 

[…]. This Commission […] shall prepare, after an extensive consultation with all the strata of the 

                                                 
8 European Union Election Observation Mission, Preliminary Statement, 27 August 2003, reproduced in 

Report of the European Parliament ad-hoc delegation to observe the presidential election in Rwanda on Monday 25 
August 2003, www.europarl.europa.eu/intcoop/election_observation/missions/20030825_rwanda_en.pdf  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/intcoop/election_observation/missions/20030825_rwanda_en.pdf
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population, a preliminary draft Constitution which shall be submitted to the Government for advice, 

before submitting it to the National Assembly which shall finalise the draft Constitution, to be 

submitted to a Referendum for adoption.”(Arusha Pace Accord 1993).  

As mentioned in the PA, the constitution will govern the country and will set the ‘rules of the 

game’. Potentially, the adoption of a new funding document could allow a different distribution of 

power between groups present in the country. Specifically, this could be advantageous for women 

and other unprivileged groups (Haynes, Aolain, and Cahn 2010). During critical junctures, 

institutional fluidity is heightened, thus increasing the likelihood of different results (Capoccia and 

Kelemen 2007). The drafting of the constitution can therefore be defined as a critical juncture because 

it allows to different actors to substantially influence the outcome of interest. In the scope of this 

paper, the fluidity that characterises such a period could allow international peacebuilding actors to 

lobby for measures that promote gender equality. This is especially true because, “as post-conflict 

constitutional reform often involves a radical re-writing of the formal ‘rules of the game’, it offers 

the opportunity for a leap forward for women’s rights” (Castillejo 2011, 9). The juncture will then 

be analysed through the method of structured focused comparison.  

In 2000, the Legal and Judicial and Constitutional Commission (Constitutional Commission) 

was established and the constitution drafting process began in Rwanda (Ankut 2005). The draft was 

expected to be finished by July 2003. In fact, the constitution was adopted through a popular 

referendum in late May 2003 (Voice of America 2003). The referendum was later approved by the 

Rwandan Supreme Court and entered into force on the 4th of June 2003 (BBC 2003). The new 

constitution included extensive gender-based reforms, including the adoption of a gender quota 

system. This allowed women to gain a larger share of seats in parliament (Ankut 2005).  Since the 

focus of this analysis is the path that led to the adoption of such document, the content in itself is not 

important, therefore will not be further discussed.  

Independent variable: intervention of peacebuilding actors  

As explained in the ‘Research Design’ chapter, each variable will be asked a series of question to pin 

down the value of the indicators and compare them across cases. In this section, the drafting of the 

new constitution in Rwanda will be examined to understand whether international peacebuilding 

actors influenced it or not, then affecting the dimension of gender equality. The period analysed 

ranges between 2000 and 2003. It is necessary to note that the drafting of the constitution involved a 

large part of the population and participation was encouraged by the local elite, ranging from the Prime 

Minister (All Africa 2001a) to the president of the Constitutional Commission, Titus Rutaremara (Agence 
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France-Presse 2001; BBC 2001). As Rutaremara himself explained in an interview to Radio Rwanda 

(translated in English and published by the BBC 2001), the previous constitutions were not the expression 

of Rwandan citizens, thus the new one was meant to be shared by the population. The population was 

then educated on constitutional and democratic issues, in order to be able to properly participate to the 

drafting process and so that constitutional discussions could become an integral part of community life 

(Ankut 2005, 17; Legal and Constitutional Commission – Republic of Rwanda 2002).  

In the evaluation of UNDP contribution in Rwanda (2008) for the period 2000-2006, there is 

no mention of UNDP support to constitutional reforms, while it is stated that the agency has 

financially supported UNIFEM in the promotion of gender equality. It must be noted that, at the same 

time, UNDP financed other projects in support of gender mainstreaming (for an overview, see section 

4.3 in UNDP 2008). Notably, UNIFEM supported the parliamentary forum held in 2001 and 

organised by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) and the Forum for Rwandan Women 

Parliamentarians on the constitutional review process (All Africa 2001b; Ankut 2005). At that 

moment, Diana Opar, the Regional Gender Advisor for UNIFEM, talked about “The inclusion of 

principles of gender equality and women’s human rights for a gender-sensitive constitution” (Opar 

2001). Opar summed up the legal framework on gender equality already present in Rwanda and gave 

some other starting point to work on during the conference. At the same time, there are not more 

explicit calls for increased attention on matters of women’s empowerment coming from international 

peacebuilding actors. Indeed, while they supported local efforts, they never suggested different 

measures but rather praised the objectives achieved. This was clear with the visit of Dr. Noeleen 

Heyzer, Executive Director of UNIFEM, to Rwanda, when “she congratulated the President and his 

Ministers on their political will in promoting women's empowerment and gender equality and their 

dedication to mainstreaming gender in all policies, programmes and institutions”(UNIFEM 2002). 

Furthermore, she “was also pleased to see positive results from UNIFEM's support to women's 

participation in drafting a new constitution and their active role in peace-building and 

reconciliation” (ibid.). It could be argued that, because of the already widespread participation of the 

population to the drafting process and seen the progressive gender focus adopted, international 

peacebuilding actors did not aim their attention to such issues.  

There is very little evidence to suggest that international peacebuilding actors ever asked for 

the removal of Rwandan political elite. One possible explanation behind this is that a power sharing 

agreement was enacted, thus creating a clear and equal division of power between political actors. 

Furthermore, the elite governing the country was guided by RPF, that willingly cooperated with 
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foreign actors. At the same time, RPF was quite progressive and its members embraced notions of 

gender equality even before the adoption of gender quota in the constitution (Elizabeth Powley 2005).  

The participation of women’s organisation in the drafting process was widespread and they 

mobilized to ensure that equality would become a cornerstone of the new document (Elizabeth 

Powley 2005). Specifically, this happened thank to the umbrella organisation Collectifs Pro-

Femmes/Twese Hamwe (Pro-Femmes). Together with its member NGOs, Pro-Femmes coordinated 

efforts with the Ministry of Gender and Women in Development and women parliamentarians 

throughout all the process (ibid., 155). The women’s movement in Rwanda was strong and well-

organised. UNIFEM cooperated with local efforts and contributed with logistical and economic 

support. For instance, they circulated an illustrated brochure on the articles of the Constitution, with 

references on women’s rights and gender equality (Porter 2007, 177). Moreover, in the words of the 

President of the Constitutional Commission, Tito Rutaremara, “UNIFEM assisted us in organizing 

the debates, with financial support as well as publications and at times attending the meetings to talk 

to the women”(The UN Constitutional 2014). Haynes et al (2010, 521) highlight too how the 

capability of local grassroot organisations was enhanced thanks to international support, precisely 

UNIFEM, and the local support of the Ministry of Gender and Promotion of Women’s Development. 

The role of the international community seems to be quite clear: different sources highlight 

how the role of peacebuilding actors was limited to logistic and financial support (Ankut 2005; The 

UN Constitutional 2014; Gasamagera 2007; Porter 2007; Haynes, Aolain, and Cahn 2010). This could 

be traced back to different reasons, that will be further analysed in the section on alternative 

explanations: the already progressive ideology of the government; the exceptional organisational 

capacity and widespread participation of women’s group; the demographic consequences of the 1994 

genocide. Table 6 below summarises the empirical results obtained for the indicators of the 

independent variable.  

 IV: intervention of peacebuilding actors in Rwanda 
Research questions Indicators 

 
Are there official UN (or related agencies) 

statements or resolutions that point to specific 
political change concerning women? 

 

A) presence or absence of official UN (or related 
agencies) statements or resolutions that explicitly ask 

for specific political change concerning women: 
Absence of explicit query. 

 
B) presence or absence of official UN (or related 
agencies) statements or resolutions that suggest 

specific political change concerning women: 
Absence of specific suggestions. 
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Is there explicit request of removal of previous 

political elites? 

C) presence or absence of explicit request of removal 
of previous political elites: 

Absence of explicit request of removal of previous 
elites 

 
Is there explicit encouragement of participation of 
women’s organizations in the process of political 

change?  

D) presence or absence of explicit encouragement of 
participation of women’s organizations in the 

process of political change: 
Absence of explicit encouragement. 

Financing and support of women’s organisations 

Is there financial support of international 
peacebuilding actors to initiatives aimed at women’s 

empowerment? 

E) presence or absence of financial support of 
international peacebuilding actors to initiatives 

aimed at women’s empowerment: 
Presence of large investments 

Table 6: Case I - Indicators for the independent variable 

Causal mechanism: power structures 

Since the critical juncture examined, namely the drafting and adoption of the new constitution, sets 

precise boundaries for women’s empowerment with an immediate result, the indicator for the causal 

mechanism will be researched shortly after. Indeed, the adoption of the new constitution resulted in 

48.8% of seats held by women in the national parliament, with an increase of 31.7% from the previous 

legitimate elections9.  As mentioned beforehand, power structures (PS) determine the relationship 

between different actors, first of all between women and men. In the case of Rwanda, positive change 

empowering women in a fundamental law like the constitution does challenge traditional power 

structures that deprive women of political power and exclude them from the lite governing the 

country. The direct result is then an increase in their participation in political life. The next step is to 

analyse whether this improvement caused an advancement in another dimension of gender equality, 

specifically women’s education. 

Causal mechanism: power structures  
Research questions Indicators 

 
Are there high levels of women’s political 

participation? 
 

A)  Presence or absence of a high levels of women’s 
political participation: 

Presence of high levels of women’s political 
participation. 

Table 7: Case I -  Indicators for the causal mechanism 

                                                 
9 The proportion of seats held by women in national parliament in 1990, after the last legitimate elections, was 

17.1%. The proportion increased to 48.8% in 2003, just after the adoption of the new constitution. The difference between 
48.8% and 17.1% is 31.7%. Source: World Bank.  
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Dependent variable: gender equality 

The value of deviation in literacy rates is be examined in 2010, seven years after the elections held in 

2003 and following the change in power structures just analysed. In 2010, women’s literacy rate is 

76.9%, while men’s literacy rate is 80.4% 10. Overall literacy rates are very high, meaning than at 

least seven women over ten (and eight men over ten) attended secondary school or higher and can 

read a whole sentence or part of a sentence11. The difference between women and men that are literate 

is 3.5%, arguably very small, and therefore implies absence of substantial gender deviation in the 

variable examined. As already explained in the case selection, the dependent variable is assigned the 

value of X=1 and Rwanda is determined as a success case. 

 

                                                 
10Demographic and Health Survey, 2010. Consulted at https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR259/FR259.pdf on 

06/04/2018 on 06/04/2018. 
11 The DHS defines literacy as women who attended secondary school or higher and women who can read a 

whole sentence or part of a sentence. 

https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR259/FR259.pdf%20on%2006/04/2018
https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR259/FR259.pdf%20on%2006/04/2018
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6. Case II: Liberia 

A brief background section on Liberia explains the period of intrastate conflict that anticipate the 

extent of time examined. Following, the critical juncture is presented, and the variables of interest are 

examined.  

Liberia: country background 

Liberia is one of the few African states that has never been dominated by a foreign power. The 

Republic of Liberia was founded in 1847 by freed Black slaves from the Americas and was 

established with the help of the government of the USA (UCDP 2018b). The political life of 

independent Liberia was dominated, from the beginning, by Americo-Liberians, whereas indigenous 

tribes were marginalised and excluded from state power (ibid.). The Americo-Liberian  minority ruled 

the country until 1980, when Samuel Doe, a military leader belonging to the Krahn ethnic group (one 

of the Liberian indigenous groups), led a coup d’état and assumed power (Dennis 2006). Doe 

ethnicised further the Liberian politics, aggravating the tensions between ethnic groups. Armed 

conflict erupted in 1989, when the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL, composed mostly by 

the Gio and Mano ethnic groups and led by Charles Taylor) attacked the considered autocratic 

government (UCDP 2018b). Intra state violence continued until 1996 and happened again between 

2000 and 2003.  

While Taylor won the elections held in 1997 after a fragile peace agreement, opposition kept 

growing all around the country. This was led by the opposition group, Liberians United for 

Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD), that fought with the government forces throughout 2002 

(Dennis 2006). Peace was later backed by the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS), and the Accra Peace Agreement was signed in August 2003, ending the violence. 

Noteworthy is the participation of the Mano River Union Women Peace Network (MARWOPNET) 

as delegate, mediator and signatory of the Accra peace agreement (Debusscher and Martin de 

Almagro 2016). Later that year, the United Nations Mission in Liberia (UNMIL) was established and 

supported the implementation of the ceasefire agreement and the peace process overall (UNMIL 

2018; United Nations Security Council 2003). Throughout Liberia’s civil war, all the main actors 

perpetuated one-sided violence (for a quick overview of the civil conflict in Liberia, see Dennis 2006; 

BBC 2018). 
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Examining the critical juncture: the period leading to elections   

The intrastate conflict in Liberia ended in 2003, with the signature of Accra Peace Agreement. The 

parties agreed to hold elections once conditions were ripe, but not later than October 2005 (Accra 

Peace Agreement 2003). The National Elections Commission (NEC) and the National Transitional 

Legislative Assembly (NTLA) were responsible for electoral reform in the post-accord period (Kroc 

Institute for International Peace Studies 2018). The Chairman of the NEC explained that the new 

electoral laws would be guiding principles for the voting, would improve the electoral system and 

ensure a smooth electoral process (All Africa 2004b). The reason behind the study of electoral 

reforms lies in the potential that was openly disclosed for many stakeholder, including international 

peacebuilding actors, to influence the outcome (All Africa 2004a). This happened because the 

Commission asked for the help of more specialised actors in the field of legislative reforms. The 

importance of electoral laws on a theoretical level is perfectly explained by Grofman and Lijphart: 

“election rules not only have important effects on other elements of the political system, especially 

the party system, but also offer a practical instrument for political engineers who want to make 

changes in the political system” (1986, 2). This implies that peacebuilding actors could have 

influenced the political system through the reform of the electoral law and could have lobbied for 

gender equality. 

The amendment of the electoral law and the fluidity that characterises the period before 

elections allow us to categorise the time between the signature of the peace agreement, in 2003, and 

the elections, held in 2005, as a critical juncture. Indeed, through financial and logistic support, 

peacebuilding actors could have had the capability to influence both the process of electoral reform 

and the outcome of the elections towards a more gender equal option. This might include supporting 

a candidate that calls for increased gender equality in the society by bringing issues of women’s 

empowerment in the public arena or laws that set a minimum of women candidates for each party. 

Following the theoretical framework adopted in this paper, this would have consequences both on 

power structures and overall levels of gender equality. 

A possible limitation that follows this choice is that, since the critical juncture is very close to 

the end of the conflict, there could be some confounding variables in place. International 

peacebuilding actors could have not focused on gender equality because they had more urgent 

priorities, such as security issues, DDR programmes and sustaining a fragile peace. This could then 

explain the lack of attention to increased women’s empowerment. It must also be noted that, if the 

hypothesis will be proven by the empirical analysis, it will be a very strong result. Summarising, the 



37 

 

proximity of the critical juncture to the end of the conflict makes it theoretically less likely for 

peacebuilding actors to focus on issues of gender equality. On the other hand, if the empirical analysis 

will show that peacebuilding actors did focus on such issues, the hypothesis will be stronger because 

it will be proven where it is less likely to be true. With these limitations in mind, the focus will now 

be shifted on the structured analysis of the variables of interest.  

Independent variable: intervention of peacebuilding actors  

The first ever Liberian National Women Conference was held in May 2004. It was organised by the 

Ministry of Gender and Development and supported by UNDP, UNICEF, UNIFEM and others 

(Amnesty International 2004; UNDP 2004). The conference was organised to set a national women 

agenda and to ensure women’s full participation in the reconstruction process of the country; it 

gathered around 250 participants (Tapson 2004a). The Executive Director of UNIFEM, Dr. Noeleen 

Heyzer, participated at the conference. She asserted that "women of Liberia can now look to a new 

future by becoming key players in recreating communities and providing not just basic services but 

leadership role. This also offers a unique opportunity for the creation of new institutions through 

which a participating process that will ensure the rights and involvement of both women and men" 

(Garway 2004). She thus claimed that women’s participation and leadership were essential in the 

critical phase of recovery, indicating the need for increased involvement of women in decision 

making (UNIFEM 2004; UNDP and UNIFEM 2004). While these claims were not specifically 

addressed to the government, they indirectly sustained the necessity of heightened women’s 

inclusion. UNDP was committed to assisting the Ministry of Gender in capacity building and 

women’s empowerment, especially through the funding of the aforementioned Conference (UNDP 

2004).  

On the other hand, women from all over the country called for increased participation in 

politics, both during the National Women’s Conference and throughout the period before the 

elections. The Gender Ministry noted that women’s inclusion in the political life was a priority and 

that the reconstruction process in Liberia should have been strongly gendered (Sayon 2004). The First 

Lady sustained this view as well, calling for more women’s candidates in the upcoming elections 

(Tapson 2004). One of the main points raised after the end of the Conference was the necessity to 

adopt a provision of at least 30% of seats to be destined to women in any government position (Tapson 

2004c). This issue was also raised by the Women’s Wing of the Unity Party that called upon the 

National Elections Commission (NEC) to ensure a minimum of 30% seats destined to women at all 

levels of decision making in Government in the new elections law of Liberia (All Africa 2004c). 
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Women from other parties and local organisations started raising their voices as well, asking for 

increased women’s political rights (Karnga 2005; Dukuly 2004). The Chairman of the NEC has often 

stressed the need for women’s equal participation in government and the need to develop an enabling 

environment where women could exercise their political rights (Mills 2004). Consequently, the NEC 

submitted a proposed electoral reform bill to the National Transitional Government for approval. This 

bill, between other provisions, requested to every party running in the elections to ensure a minimum 

of 30% of women candidates (Wrokpoh 2005). Despite the NEC Political Parties Guidelines finally 

included the minimum representation of 30% (UNMIL 2005; National Elections Commission Liberia 

2014), few women succeeded in winning nominations within the specific parties: just 14% of the 

contenders at the elections were women (National Democratic Institute and The Carter Center 2005).  

While local actors have been asking for the inclusion of a clause of women’s participation in 

the new electoral law, international peacebuilding actors have been more hesitant. Indeed, if one 

excludes the recognition of the necessary participation of women, an important opinion but yet not 

binding, there are not crucial undertakings. Elections are mentioned various times in different reports 

of the Secretary General to the Security Council on the UNMIL, but no strong opinion is expressed. 

In the document there are concerns on the lack of transparency and presence of corruption of the 

Transitional Government, but there is no explicit query for actions such as the removal of elites. It is 

stated that the Government itself should fix the situation and investigate those allegations (Annan 

2005). In complying with the SCR 1325 on Women, Peace and Security, a Gender Unit within 

UNMIL was created. Even if the UNMIL mission was born as a Peace Keeping Operation, it carried 

on peacebuilding tasks. Indeed, the Gender Unit supported the Ministry of Gender and Development 

to strengthen its capacity and in training staff in gender-sensitive programmes (Amnesty International 

2004). A report compiled by Amnesty International highlights how these activities were constrained 

by the lack of resources, as “no funds have been specifically allocated to the Gender Unit for gender-

related projects. The activities of Liberian women’s organizations are also curtailed because of a 

dearth of resources” (ibid., 41). 

The Commission on Human Rights, on its report to the Economic and Social Council, adopted 

resolution 2004/83 and explicitly addressed the National Transitional Government. Between other 

concerns, they urged it to “increase the participation of women and girls in the process of peace and 

national reconciliation” (2004, 58). This request includes participation in reconciliation processes, 

necessary to reach durable peace, but not women’s political presence; this limitation can be explained 

by different priorities in the aftermath of a conflict, that will be examined in the section on alternative 

explanations. International actors contributed to the reform of the electoral law also thanks to their 
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specific knowledge. Indeed, a report from IRI (International Republican Institute) states that the NEC 

drafted the rules and guidelines for the elections “with significant input from the UNMIL legal 

division, as well as consultants from the European Commission and IFES” (2005, 10). Furthermore, 

the international community financially supported the country “to develop and distribute voter 

education materials, procure election materials, distribute salaries for poll-workers and rehabilitate 

offices” (ibid.). Overall, international peacebuilding actors have supported Liberia in the path leading 

to the first free and fair elections after more than a decade. UNMIL did so also by ensuring a smooth 

registration process and by employing civilian troops that could control the ballots (UNMIL 2005).  

Women’s NGOs participated in the drafting of the parties’ Code of Conduct; advocated for 

changes to electoral laws; engaged effectively in the registration process, civic and voter education, 

and monitoring of the national elections (Russo 2007, 53). It also must be noted that women’s groups 

supported over 100 female candidates, including two candidates for the presidency and four for the 

vice-presidency; furthermore, they led a mass awareness campaign to encourage women to register 

and vote, which finally resulted in a higher female than male turnout (Debusscher and Martin de 

Almagro 2016, 299). Despite this, international peacebuilding actors modestly supported and 

encouraged women’s organisation in the period examined. To the knowledge of the author, excluding 

the help supplied within the National Women’s Conference, there is no record of extended support 

of peacebuilding actors to women’s organisations.  

There is one last aspect that needs to be analysed, namely the election in 2006 of Ellen Johnson 

Sirleaf as the first female Head of State in Africa (BBC 2011). Despite it being outside the critical 

juncture examined in Liberia, it deserves attention because it signals a possible change in power 

structures. Followingly the theoretical framework adopted in this paper, women politicians would 

have the potential to influence women’s status, and this is the case also for the head of the State. This 

is especially true because Sirleaf has been the President of Liberia until the elections held in October 

2017 (Al Jazeera News 2017), which is arguably a long time to lobby for interventions on women’s 

status. This issue is relevant because, if peacebuilding actors are found to have supported Sirleaf as a 

candidate in 2005, then they would have influenced gendered power structures. Even if the Secretary 

General congratulated Sirleaf on the results achieved (United Nations 2005), there is no official proof 

of support coming from peacebuilding actors and directed to her candidacy. Due to her long-term 

involvement with international institutions such as the World Bank or the UN (for an overview, see 

Encyclopedia Britannica 2018), conjectures can be made on the support received from Sirleaf by 

western actors. Despite this, there is no empirical proof that supports this hypothesis, therefore no 
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assumption can be confirmed. The table below summarises the results obtained in the empirical 

analysis.  

Table 8: Case II -  Indicators for the independent variable 

Causal mechanism: power structures 

The analysis of the causal mechanism is run in 2011, when the second elections held in Liberia after 

the conflict were held. This choice is explained by the type of critical juncture analysed, that is 

unlikely to have direct effect on power structures and therefore requires more time. The percentage 

of seats destined to women in parliament in 2011 is 9.6%. In the last legitimate elections, held in 

1997, it was 7.8%, thus implying an increase of 1,8%. The scarce increase in the indicator can as well 

be explained by the long duration of the conflict in Liberia. Indeed, in 1997 the country was 

theoretically at peace, but violence was widespread. The comparison between case studies will then 

IV: intervention of peacebuilding actors in Liberia  

Research questions Indicators 

 
Are there official UN (or related agencies) 

statements or resolutions that point to specific 
political change concerning women? 

 
 

A) presence or absence of official UN (or related 
agencies) statements or resolutions that explicitly ask 

for specific political change concerning women: 
Absence of explicit query. 

 
B) presence or absence of official UN (or related 
agencies) statements or resolutions that suggest 

specific political change concerning women: 
Partial presence of specific suggestions. 

 
Is there explicit request of removal of previous 

political elites? 
C) presence or absence of explicit request of removal 

of previous political elites: 
Absence of explicit request of removal of previous 

elites 

Is there explicit encouragement of participation of 
women’s organizations in the process of political 

change?  

D) presence or absence of explicit encouragement of 
participation of women’s organizations in the 

process of political change: 
Absence of explicit encouragement. 

Partial support of women’s organisations. 

Is there financial support of international 
peacebuilding actors to initiatives aimed at women’s 

empowerment? 

E) presence or absence of financial support of 
international peacebuilding actors to initiatives 

aimed at women’s empowerment: 
Presence of limited investments. 
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be between the sole indicator of women’s share of seats in national parliament at the time designated, 

without considering the increase or decrease form the last elections.  

An important issue to be noted in the analysis of power structures in the context of Liberia is 

the long time difference between the critical juncture and the causal mechanism. A global trend in 

advanced gender equality has been noted in the second half of the 20th century (World Bank 2012, 

chap. 1). If the comparative analysis will demonstrate that in Liberia there was no improvement in 

gender equality despite this global trend and despite the longer time difference between the analysis 

of the IV and the causal mechanism, the relevance of the causal mechanism is more likely to be 

proved. This is especially true because a longer time frame between the analysis of CJ and mechanism 

should allow the global trend to have an influence on local gender equality. In synthesis, if the 

comparison between the two case studies will show that Liberia is a less gender equal country because 

of the lack of intervention of peacebuilding actors on power structures (even in the context of a global 

improvement in gender equality), the theory tested will gain explanatory strength. 

Causal mechanism: power structures  

Research questions Indicators 

 
Are there high levels of women’s political 

participation? 
 

A)  Presence or absence of a high levels of women’s 
political participation: 

Absence of high levels of women’s political 
participation. 

Table 9: Case II -  Indicators for the causal mechanism 

Dependent variable: gender equality 

Gender equality is analysed in 2013: the short period of time between the analysis of the causal 

mechanism and the DV is due to data scarcity. The last data to be found on female and male literacy 

rates are in the DHS run in 2013, thus allowing a comparison between them. The indicator of gender 

equality, indeed, is not just female literacy rates but the gender deviation in education. In Liberia, in 

2013, there percentage of literate women is 47.9%, whereas literate men are 71.4% of the 

population12. The difference between women and men that are literate is 23.5%, and it is quite notable. 

This implies presence of substantial gender deviation in the variable examined, which is assigned the 

value of X=0, and Liberia is determined as a non-success case. 

  

                                                 
12 Demographic and Health Survey, 2013. Consulted at https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/fr291/fr291.pdf on 

25/03/2018. 

https://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/fr291/fr291.pdf
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7. Comparative analysis  

The previous chapter has empirically investigated the variables studied in this paper, and the findings 

suggest partial support to the hypothesis – it being “peacebuilding actors that lobby for women's 

empowerment on a political level are likely to cause a positive increase in gender equality”. Indeed, 

in the success case peacebuilding actors did not influence power structures in a direct way, but rather 

subtly, by financing women’s organisation and sustaining their attempts to modify their political 

status.  In this chapter, a comparative analysis will be run between the two case studies, followed by 

possible alternative explanations or limitations.  

Case-by-case analysis  

In Rwanda, peacebuilding actors did not try to diplomatically overthrow local elites and therefore did 

not engage in a direct challenge of political power structures. At the same time, while the presence of 

the UN and related agencies was widespread on the ground, there is no official statement either 

explicitly asking or suggesting for a development in women’s political status. What must be noted is 

that the ‘UN family’ has been on-the-spot from their failure in preventing the genocide, in 1994, and 

thus has established its presence on the ground. This long-term being on the frontline implies better 

knowledge of the situation, closer ties with the local communities and could possibly explain the 

bigger support supplied to women’s NGOs. What deserves attention is indeed the logistical and 

financial support of the UN agencies to the umbrella organisation Pro-Femmes. Peacebuilding actors 

have not imposed their agenda openly but have instead supported local agents in the pursue of their 

empowerment and of a wider space in the political space. Pro-Femmes has also been very successful 

in coordinating efforts of women’s organisations in lobbying for a development of their rights – 

especially during the drafting of the new constitution (Elizabeth Powley 2005, 157–58).  When 

Noeleen Heyzer, Executive Director of UNIFEM, visited Rwanda, “she congratulated the President 

and his Ministers on their political will in promoting women's empowerment and gender equality and 

their dedication to mainstreaming gender in all policies, programmes and institutions”(UNIFEM 

2002).  

It is interesting to note that the case scores positively on indicators that have been assigned 

the label of ‘lighter peacebuilding intervention’, that were predicted to have a minor influence on 

gender equality.  The case of Rwanda is therefore just partially in line with the theory and is assigned 

the value of ‘light to modest intervention’. As just explained, there was no explicit challenge of power 

structures but an indirect type. Peacebuilding actors supported local processes aimed at women’s 

empowerment that challenged power structures and resulted in an overall increment in gender 
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equality. To be able to understand whether the hypothesis is supported or not is necessary to include 

the comparative element, therefore the second case study will now be analysed. 

In Liberia, peacebuilding actors did not demand the removal of elites nor presented the 

government with queries on improved women’s conditions. Moreover, there were bland suggestions 

that highlighted the urgency of having female leaders, such as the speech held by Noeleen Heyzer at 

the National Women’s Conference: “women of Liberia can now look to a new future by becoming 

key players in recreating communities and providing not just basic services but leadership role” 

(Garway 2004). This statement was though not specifically directed at the government, even if 

government officials were present at the Conference. Furthermore, two additional things must be 

noted. Firstly, it should not come as a surprise that the Executive Director of the main UN agency for 

women’s development called for increased women’s inclusion. Secondly, being this the only moment 

where peacebuilding actors partially suggested an increase in female leadership, it cannot be used to 

assign a final value to the IV at stake but can be considered as an indication. Peacebuilding actors 

supported both financially and logistically the drafting of a new electoral law. A provision of a 

minimum of 30% female candidates was included in the NEC Political Parties Guidelines, but parties 

failed in ensuring such a number of female candidates. This can be explained by the traditional 

liberian mindset that considers politics as a male-dominated arena (Boyle 2012). Another explanation 

of this is that the intervention of peacebuilding actors has not been deep enough to challenge neither 

formal power structures, resulting in the absence of binding measures on women’s involvement, nor 

local ones, implying the lack of inclusion of women in party lists. This will further be analysed in the 

section on alternative explanations.  

The empirical results from Liberia are also partially in line with the theory adapted in this 

paper. The case scores negatively on both indicators for an ‘heavier intervention’ and just partially 

on the indicators of a ‘lighter’ one, meaning that in Liberia there was a very light degree of 

intervention. Following the theoretical framework of this paper, this partially explains why levels of 

gender equality in Liberia are low. This will be further analysed in the next section. Table 10 below 

sums up the results of the analysis in the case studied analysed. 
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 Table 10: Summarizing empirical results. 

Between case comparison – implications to the theory tested 

The variation detected in the empirical analysis shows modest support for the hypothesis tested, 

namely “peacebuilding actors that lobby for women's empowerment on a political level are likely to 

cause a positive increase in gender equality". Implication for the theory and causal mechanism will 

now be discussed.  

Implications for the hypothesis 

The theoretical background adopted in this paper predicted that peacebuilding actors could be 

successful in incrementing gender equality only if they would have challenged power structures, 

therefore the hierarchical relationship existing between men and women. The empirical results partly 

confirm the theoretical expectations. As briefly mentioned beforehand, the noteworthy levels of 

gender equality in Rwanda can be partly explained by the external support received by local NGOs 

in fighting gender stereotypical roles and divisions of power. It must be noted that, in the scope of 

this paper, this is still classified as a light to modest intervention, and this is why the case is just 

Research questions Case I: Rwanda  Case II: Liberia 

Official statements of pb actors that 
point to specific political change 

concerning women 
 

• No explicit query. 
• No specific suggestions. 

 

• No explicit query. 
• Partial presence of specific 

suggestions. 
 

Explicit request of removal of 
previous political elites 

 
No 

 
No 

Explicit encouragement of 
participation of women’s 

organizations  

No explicit encouragement. 
Financing and support of women’s 

organisation 

No explicit encouragement. 
Partial support of women’s 

organisation. 

Financial support of pb actors to 
initiatives aimed at women’s 

empowerment 

 
Large investments 

 
Limited investments. 

 
High levels of women’s political 

participation 
 

 
Yes 

 

 
No 

 
Substantial gender deviation in 

literacy rates 

 
No substantial gender deviation. 

X=1 

 
Substantial gender deviation. 

X=0 
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partially in line with the hypothesis. In Liberia, on the other hand, the support has been smaller and 

local civil society has been less present in the period examined. This underscores the importance of 

the involvement of civil society, especially women’s organisations, but more importantly the 

relevance of the support of peacebuilding actors. 

Moreover, the theory is partially proved in a challenging context. Indeed, it (partially) 

demonstrates that the lack of commitment of the peacebuilding community in fighting power 

structures will result in scarce gender equality, even if there is a global progression towards gender 

equality. As already mentioned, the second half of the 20th century witnessed a worldwide increase 

in gender equality, that was supposed to have a positive effect also in Liberia. As just explained, this 

was not the case and thus allows the hypothesis be proven in a more challenging context. The absence 

of intervention of peacebuilding actors on power structures did not allow for an increase in gender 

equality, even if overall conditions were favourable (them being the less likely situation for 

peacebuilding intervention to matter). The table below compares the expected value of the variables 

and the observed ones, summarizing key theoretical implications.  

Case studies Value of the DV Theoretically 
expected value of IV 

Observed value of 
IV 

Support for 
hypothesis 

Rwanda X=1, gender 
equality 

Extensive intervention 
of peacebuilding actors 

Light to modest 
intervention  

Modest 

Liberia X=0, no gender 
equality 

Light intervention of 
peacebuilding actors 

Very light 
intervention 

Yes 

Table 11: Key theoretical implications  

In her paper about women’s organisations in post-conflict societies, Kumar (2001) conducted 

field research in six countries13 to assess what were the main gender issues and what was the nature 

of international assistance provided. The author concluded that there were several factors that 

contributed to the growth of women’s organisations in each country: the social, economic and 

political transformation that took place during the conflict; women’s disillusionment about their 

leaders and consequent creation of their own organisations (with a feminist agenda); political space 

that was created thanks to the reforms initiated as part of the peace processes; the assistance of 

international actors, that invested on NGOs to build up civil society institutions that could 

counterweight the government (Kumar 2001, chap. 4). Furthermore, the scholar concludes that the 

                                                 
13 The six countries were Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, El Salvador, Georgia, Guatemala, and Rwanda. 
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case studies show that “international assistance profoundly contributed to the growth, activities and 

continual survival of women’s organizations. The majority of women’s organizations would not have 

emerged without international assistance. Moreover, the international assistance enabled most 

women’s organizations to initiate projects that benefited women and empowered them” (ibid., VII). 

These results are in line with the ones just presented. International presence is crucial to the 

establishment or maintenance of women’s organisations that can in turn campaign for increased 

women’s rights. As the involvement of women’s organisations was not predicted by the theoretical 

framework, it will be further examined in the section on alternative explanations.  

It is puzzling that women’s organisations in Liberia had such an important role during the 

peace talks (see Gizelis 2011, 527) and strongly advocated for a peaceful resolution of the civil 

conflict but then did not engage in the electoral reform or in the period before the first free and fair 

elections. Importantly, the lack of extensive engagement of women’s organisations here refers to the 

reform of electoral laws and to the overall participation in election-specific activities. As mentioned 

in the chapter on the empirical analysis on Liberia, women’s organisation successfully mobilised to 

ensure that a high number of women would vote. The absence of involvement of NGOs could be 

explained by the lack of financial and logistical support coming from peacebuilding actors. Indeed, 

in a country shattered by conflict, independent local organisations could lack the financial capacity 

to engage in post-conflict issues. It would be erroneous to claim that in Liberia there were no 

interventions at all. Fuest (2008) indeed explains that in Liberia international agencies integrated 

gender concerns in  projects of national reconstruction and peacebuilding programmes.  

Women’s movements were very relevant both in Rwanda and in Liberia, but it seems that in 

the former case and during the critical juncture examined they received more help from the 

international peacebuilding community. Being this a preliminary result, it would require further 

research focused on a comparison between the amount of financial support provided by peacebuilding 

actors in the different cases. 

Implications for the causal mechanism  

The theoretical framework also forecasted a specific causal mechanism to be in place. Indeed, 

following the intervention of peacebuilding actors, gender equality is expected to increase because of 

the influence of the former on power structures. As already mentioned in this paper, PS ultimately 

determine the hierarchical relations between men and women, confining the latter into the realm of 

private life, not allowing them to be empowered, educate themselves and be equal to men. Higher 

presence of women in the local political elite was expected to lead to an increase in literacy rates, for 
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the different reasons explained in Chapter 3. As much as it happened for the values of the independent 

variable, the results partially uphold this part of the hypothesis, confirming that a lack of change in 

power structures will not result in improved gender equality. Indeed, whereas in Rwanda a high level 

of women’s political representation was followed by absence of gender deviation in literacy rates, 

this was not the case for Liberia. Even if just partially confirmed, these results do have important 

implications. Indeed, they corroborate the idea, discussed in the theoretical framework, that if women 

do have political space then they will fight for women’s rights, education and family issues. This is 

important because peacebuilding actors can actively act against discriminatory power structures, help 

women to gain their political space and in turn affect positively gender equality – with the already 

mentioned implication for durable peace.   

Broadening the analysis – alternative explanations and additional observations  

After running a comparative analysis between the case studies, it has been concluded that the 

hypothesis is partially supported but there are possible additional observations and alternative 

explanations that is necessary to consider. These will now be analysed and range from the importance 

of civil society actors to feminist critiques of liberal peacebuilding. 

Additional observations   

While the role of peacebuilding actors in challenging power structures through the support to 

women’s organisations is included in the operationalization of the IV, it is essential to further explore 

the body of literature that explains the importance of the involvement of civil society. Indeed, this 

strand of literature concerns the local side of peacebuilding, while the angle adopted in the analysis 

prioritises the action of international peacebuilding actors. The analysis shows partial support for the 

hypothesis that concerns the contribution of peacebuilding actors in undermining power structures, 

their support to local organisations being one of the indicators. This idea will now be expanded, 

shifting the focus on the literature that identifies local organisations as crucial actors in peacebuilding 

processes. 

 It has been noted that the participation of different women’s NGOs has been different in the 

cases examined. Women’s local participation can indeed have important effects on the prospects of 

favourable post-conflict reconstruction, high gender equality being part of it. This is because the 

inclusion and willingness to participate of the population, that therefore invests time and efforts in 

rebuilding the country, makes peacebuilding processes more likely to be successful (Gizelis 2009, 

510). Moreover, women’s organisation have the ability of creating the space necessary for women to 

express their interests and mould institutional structures, thus being able to organize more effectively 
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and employ greater influence (Gizelis 2011). In Rwanda, Pro-Femmes successfully coordinated the 

efforts of many NGOs and allowed their participation to the process of constitutional reform 

(Elizabeth Powley 2005, 155). On the other hand, in Liberia such a strategy was not in place. Given 

the complexity of the reconstruction process and the multitude of actors involved, it is possible that 

the lack of coordination of women’s organisations has had important consequences on the levels of 

gender equality. This is particularly true while considering the studies on the importance of the 

participation of women’s NGOs just mentioned.  

While the inclusion of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) is crucial, there can also be 

obstacles to it. Gizelis and Joseph (2016) introduce the concept of decoupling, defined as the gap 

between international norms/capacity and local norms/capacity to implement policies. They 

conducted a case study in Liberia in 2011, based on interviews with women’s organisations and 

external actors and complemented with secondary research. Between other results, the scholars find 

that there is resource decoupling, namely a gap between embracing new policies and the local capacity 

to implement and monitor the adopted policies. Indeed, they observe that “the structure and 

characteristics of what constitutes a CSO and social network in a post-conflict environment do not 

converge with international expectations”(Gizelis and Joseph 2016, 546). They recognise that the 

observed decoupling hinders the possibilities of peacebuilding actors to support local organisations 

because of a mismatch between the expected structure of local organisations and the actual one. 

Although the study was conducted later than the period examined in this paper, the results could 

partly explain the lower levels of international support to CSOs observed in Liberia in the empirical 

analysis. Gizelis (2011) runs a case study analysis of Liberia and Sierra Leone where she investigates 

the success of UN-led peacebuilding operations. Between other important results, she underscores 

that in both countries women’s networks have been primarily active at the local level rather than at 

the level of national politics (Gizelis 2011, 538). This could as well explain the lack of extensive 

involvement of women’s organisations during the process of electoral reform in Liberia and, more 

broadly, during the period before the elections.  

Alternative explanations  

A main strand of alternative explanations is in line with feminist critiques of liberal peacebuilding 

presented in the first chapter. Indeed, feminist scholars claim that many peacebuilding operations 

have not been successful in increasing gender equality because they did not tackle unjust power 

structures at a deeper level. Strickland and Duvury claim that sustainable peace requires a 

transformation of social norms around gender and power (2003, 1), and that peacebuilding 
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interventions are often not successful in challenging “power dynamics that lay the basis for 

institutionalized gender discrimination” (2003, 2). Hudson explains that liberal peace discourses risk 

reproducing and re-institutionalising gendered relations of domination, subordination and insecurity 

(2012, 444). Schnabel and Tabyshalieva (2012) insist that international actors seek cooperation of 

local, male-dominated elites and thus end up perpetuating discriminating power structures.  While 

the claims of the first authors could be applicable, the latter does not seem to be true in the case studies 

at hand. As observed beforehand, different agencies of the ‘UN family’ endorsed women’s 

participation in both cases, while they seem to have further financed organisations in Rwanda.  

Peace agreements are also important documents to be examined, as they serve as a ‘road map’ 

for the reconstruction of the society after the conflict and identify the stakeholders of peacebuilding 

(Ellerby 2013, 439). The Accra PA, signed in Liberia, includes clauses on women’s empowerment. 

Article XXIV concerns the creation of the National Transitional Legislative Assembly (NTLA), that 

should be composed by 76 members of which 7 being part of civil society and women’s organisations 

(Accra Peace Agreement 2003, 17–18). Article XXVIII further adds that “the Parties shall reflect 

national and gender balance in all elective and non-elective appointments within the NTGL” 

(ibid.,21).  These provisions could theoretically have the potential to address power structures and 

therefore increase gender equality. The emphasis of the analysis would then be on who lobbied for 

such measures: international actors, women’s organisation, or other parties at the table? The empirical 

analysis conducted counters this hypothesis. Even if the PA in Liberia did include clauses on women’s 

political empowerment, it would seem that they did not have a substantial influence on PS. This is 

just an assumption based on the data collected, but it certainly deserves more attention. 

A possible different explanation to the higher rate of women’s empowerment in Rwanda is 

the existence of the genocide with important demographic consequences. In the immediate aftermath 

of the genocide, the population was composed by 70% of female, both women and girls. Women took 

on multiple leadership roles and played a crucial part in the reconstruction efforts, sided by 

international agencies (Elizabeth Powley 2004). Scholars agree that the 1994 genocide changed 

gender roles, with women performing non-traditional roles even after the reconstruction process 

(Izabiliza 2005, 5; Uwineza and Pearson 2009, 15). Powley indeed explains that “the genocide in 

effect destroyed the social fabric in Rwanda. Demographics changed dramatically; women’s roles in 

society and gender relations were fundamentally transformed. In the aftermath, women assumed non-

traditional social and economic roles, stepped into the public sphere, and […] took on new 

responsibilities”(2004, 6). Even if in the middle of the 2000s the proportion of women within the 

whole population decreased, women remained a demographic majority in Rwanda (ibid.). What must 
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be noted, despite the demographic composition of the country, is the change in gender roles that 

benefitted women. It could be claimed that this could partly explain the differences between Rwanda 

and Liberia, because in the former gender roles had already changed before the period examined. On 

the other hand, the levels of gender equality before the conflict have been controlled for during the 

case selection. Indeed, the % of women with secondary or higher education was very similar in the 

two selected cases, and Liberia even scored slightly better than Rwanda. Even if the genocidal 

happening could have potentially influenced the degree of gender equality reached in Rwanda, this 

should not have influenced the analysis at hand because of the methodological solution just explained.  

Lastly, it has been mentioned that the progressive ideology of the Rwandan ruling party could 

explain the variation in the dependent variable. The Rwandan Patriotic Front - RPF included women’s 

inclusion as one of the main pillars of post conflict reconstruction (Burnet 2008). Powley identifies 

different reasons behind this choice (2005, 159). Firstly, the exposure of RPF members to gender 

equality issues in Uganda, where many members lived in exiles. Secondly, the early participation of 

women in the party’s armed struggle, that ensured them space from which they could advocate for 

women’s participation after the conflict. Lastly, members of RPF applied the narrative of Tutsi’s 

historical exclusion to women and thus embraced gender equality as guiding value, applying it to 

government’s policies. Furthermore, the RPF was the majority party during the transitional period 

and could have sustained specific policies. On the other hand, in Liberia the political situation was 

less defined, and political competition was high: there was not a majoritarian party with such defined 

opinions on matters of gender equality, which could have had an influence on the dependent variable 

here examined.  

Limitations and biases of the study 

After examining possible alternative explanation to the ones listed in the theoretical framework, this 

section will focus on different limitation or biases present in the paper.  

Limitations and biases in the research design 

The first methodological limitation regards the choice of critical junctures. Indeed, while they have 

been carefully selected, they have a different scope. Indeed, while the drafting of a new constitution 

is a rather narrow happening, the period leading to elections (even while including the more specific 

element of electoral reform) is a broader one. The width of the juncture implies two things: first, a 

narrower one is easier to analyse and therefore brings more results; second, a more definite process 

gives to peacebuilding actors more chances to influence the outcome. Furthermore, the proximity of 

the critical juncture to the end of the conflict in Liberia is a limitation because peacebuilding actors 
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could have focused on more urgent issues such as DDR programmes or security problems. Indeed, 

the immediate aftermath of a conflict is an important moment where fragile peace must be sustained, 

and gender issues are usually destined to later moments. This is a methodological limitation because, 

on the opposite, in Rwanda the critical juncture analysed is further from the end of the hostilities and 

there could have been more time to fix urgent matters and then focus on gender issues. The vicinity 

of the critical juncture to the end of the hostilities could influence the results and shall therefore be 

considered as a limitation in the research design. To clarify, this choice was done due to the proximity 

of the end of the conflict to the present date, that did not allow to analyse a different critical juncture. 

In addition to this, there is the possibility of a spurious relationship between the causal 

mechanism and the dependent variable. Indeed, while it is true that the weakening of power structures 

(represented by an increased number of women in parliament) could influence gender deviance in 

literacy rates, the relationship could follow the opposite direction. As Sorensen explains, “women 

may face difficulties in finding time to participate in regular political meetings, and due to illiteracy 

or a poor command of the national language they also have difficulties comprehending and 

articulating political goals and programmes” (1999, 10). It is therefore possible that women were 

not represented in national parliament because they were not educated enough to be candidates in the 

elections. It must be noted that literacy rates before the conflict were used as control variable in case 

selection, and Rwanda and Liberia scored similarly on such a dimension, that in turn should not have 

any effect on the different levels of women’s representation. In addition, the easier definition of 

temporal order in case studies helps to overcome this hurdle and strengthen the results.  

As discussed in the section on the operationalization of the variables, the lack of previous 

research to build upon could have consequences on the reliability and validity of the measurement of 

the thereof. Expected indicators for every question asked in the framework of the SFC were clarified 

beforehand and the analysis has been run in the most objective way possible. Despite this, low validity 

could affect the results of the research at hand. Reliability problems are then particularly relevant 

because each scholar can read the studied happenings in various ways and then label them differently, 

thus affecting the results. On the other hand, the combination of the study of critical junctures and the 

use of SFC should help clearing the aforementioned hurdles. The possible low validity interests both 

the operationalisation of the IV and the mechanism, because the questions asked in the SFC were 

independently formulated based on the framework but without previous literature to sustain them. 

This is a risk that can be met when researching a novel topic.  
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Lastly, one methodological limitation concerns the operationalization of the DV in a 

dichotomous variable. Indeed, this conceptualization implies that gender equality is either present or 

absent, while the reality is much more nuanced. This choice has been made both because it was easier 

to analyse and due of data scarcity. As previously explained, the case selection was largely limited 

by data availability and researching the DV as a dummy variable simplified the already difficult 

choice.  

Empirical limitations 

The empirical limitations are in line with the ones that characterise secondary qualitative research in 

general, namely data scarcity and use of secondary sources. Indeed, relying on secondary sources 

implies that the availability of data is limited to what other researchers have already collected or what 

is available in the public domain. In the scope of this paper, there are two main empirical limitations. 

Firstly, the lack of precise documentation on the involvement of peacebuilding actors during the 

critical junctures examined. The empirical analysis has showed that, even if there are hints of such a 

phenomenon, there is no presence of official statements or resolutions. The second limitation is the 

absence of data on investments operated by peacebuilding actors. While the data collected suggest a 

higher amount of investments in Rwanda and a smaller one in Liberia, it was not possible to further 

proof this first result through specific comparison. Furthermore, the credibility of the sources could 

be weak. The method of triangulation has been used and reliable sources (such as official UN 

documents) were utilised as well. Overall, I believe that the material selected is reliable. Another 

possible limitation is that the material used in the case studies was not identical and this weakens the 

findings.   

Theoretical limitations 

The concept of power structures is both novel and fluid, and as such it is difficult to theorise and 

detect. As explained throughout the paper, there are strong theoretical premises and scholars that have 

used such a conceptualisation, but not many of them have comparatively researched it in the field of 

peace and conflict studies. This in turn influences the possibility of researching the topic in empirical 

and comparable manners. Furthermore, the same is true for peacebuilding interventions. There is 

research on the topic, but since it is a wide concept there are different angles to it and it was difficult 

to define its scope. Further research should expand upon this, in order to review new ways to examine 

these issues in both empirical and comparable ways.  
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Conclusions  

Although there is a significant number of research on the importance of gender equality and women’s 

participation in post-conflict societies, there is not much research on the contribution of peacebuilding 

actors in reaching this goal. The aim of this paper was to shed a light on the relationship between 

peacebuilding interventions and gender equality, and it did so by investigating the research question 

“what is the effect of peacebuilding actors’ interventions on gender equality?”. Since peacebuilding 

actors have institutionalised the doctrine of gender equality between their guiding principles and seen 

their strong presence in post-conflict societies, an analysis of their contribution is crucial. Particularly, 

this paper has adopted the perspective that the concept of power structures is vital in the modification 

of unjust gendered norms that exclude women from power and from political participation, then 

affecting the overall levels of gender equality.  

Despite the methodological and empirical challenges originated by the theoretical framework, 

a comparison between two case studies, Rwanda and Liberia, has been run. Specific periods of time 

with heightened possibility that the actors will affect the outcome of interest, critical junctures, have 

been selected and analysed through the method of structured focused comparison. The empirical 

results show partial support for the hypothesis tested, namely “peacebuilding actors that lobby for 

women's empowerment on a political level are likely to cause a positive increase in gender equality". 

The successful rates of gender equality detected in Rwanda are partially explained by the level of 

support of peacebuilding actors to women’s organisations, that challenged power structures. The case 

of Liberia itself shows how the lack of this support might have had a negative influence on gender 

equality. In addition, the results of the analysis have highlighted the importance of inclusion of local 

organisations, particularly women’s organisations, in the achievement of gender equality and durable 

peace. The novel exploration of the causal mechanism has also shed a light on the reasons lying 

behind the need of support of local organisations, namely the weakening of power structures.  

Being peacebuilding actors highly involved in the post-conflict phase, it is crucial to determine 

if they have positive potential for action but mostly if their contribution can be improved in any way. 

The results of the analysis sustain the already present literature in arguing that a change in power 

structures is crucial to achieve higher levels of gender equality. This can inform future policy choices, 

that can then work to find deeper solutions to gender inequality. Furthermore, the support of 

peacebuilding actors to women’s organisations in defeating political power structures seems to be 

crucial to achieve higher levels of gender equality. In future interventions, such actors can add to the 

already existing doctrine of gender mainstreaming a deeper model of intervention that challenges, 
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directly or indirectly, the relations of power that exists within a society, especially at the elites’ level. 

Concretely, this can be done both by lobbying for increased women’s political participation or by 

increased support (both financial and logistical) to local women’s organisations. The analysis run is 

particularly relevant because of the wide body of research showing support for a positive relationship 

between gender equality and durable peace. Indeed, it has been demonstrated that societies 

characterised by higher levels of gender equality are more likely to endure in peaceful behaviours. In 

conclusion, more targeted intervention of peacebuilding actors could sustain and heighten the chances 

of durable peace.  

Due to time and space constraints, the author has not been able to further research whether the 

different levels of financial supports have had different impact on gender equality in the countries 

studied. Further research can analyse more in deep whether financial and logistic support to local 

organisations is enough to achieve this goal or if other solutions can be adopted. Furthermore, the 

research has suffered empirical limitations due to the use of secondary sources. Future analysis could 

benefit the use of mixed methods, so to shed a light on the overall relationship between financial 

support to local women’s organisations and then study in deep the causal mechanism here presented.  
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