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Abstract 

Despite the attention to gender and conflict in empirical positivist peace research, and the 

interest in local agency in recent peacebuilding literature, women’s understandings and lived 

experiences of peacebuilding are not necessarily well accounted for. This article, drawing on 

interviews, focus groups and observation research with 57 female victims/survivors of post-

election violence in Kenya, provides an ethnographic study of women’s largely informal 

peacebuilding activities, ranging from mediation and dialogue to economic empowerment. It 

analyses women’s constructions and ways of making sense of being peacebuilders, 

demonstrating that, while participants employed dominant gender frames, they exerted 

considerable transformative agency in their communities. It argues that their ‘gendered 

responsibility for peace’ at community level is simultaneously empowering and 

disempowering. The research aims to increase understanding of the gendered nature of 

peacebuilding and the ways in which women exercise peacebuilding agency through a focus 

on their own voices and lived experiences.  

 

Introduction 

It is well documented that violent conflict affects men and women differently and policy 

emphasises the importance of including women in all stages of peace processes and post-

conflict reconstruction. There is considerable scholarship on the links between gender and 

conflict/peace, and increasing attention to the importance of local actors in peacebuilding. Yet, 

the everyday experiences of women living in violence–affected communities are not always 

well accounted for. Rather, the question of women’s involvement in peace has often been 

answered by conceiving of peace as a top-down process or by observing peacebuilding at 

international or national levels (while noting the exclusion of women from these very arenas). 

This article analyses women survivors’ understandings of their peacebuilding activities through 

ethnographic research. It examines how women that are affected by violence exercise agency 

and the ways in which their activities are gender transformative.  

  

Research was undertaken in Kenya shortly before the contested 2017 elections. Campaigning 

was already impacting on people’s senses of safety and, for some, rekindled traumatic 

memories of past violence. While Uhuru Kenyatta was sworn in as president in November 

2017, political and ethnic tensions are extremely high and the country and communities remain 

deeply polarised. This renders peacebuilding more important than ever. The data that inform 

this article derive from a qualitative study with 57 participants that examined the reparative 
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and development needs of women survivors of the post-election violence (PEV) of 2007/2008.1 

Electoral violence is a sub-category of political violence, which can include physical and 

psychological harms,2 and, as it did in Kenya, violations of civil and political and/or social and 

economic human rights.3 The violence that erupted between December 2007 and February 

2008 included police use of excessive force against protestors as well as ethnic-based killings 

and reprisals by supporters aligned to both the ruling and opposition parties.4 It was partly the 

product of decades of political manipulation of ethnic tensions, tied up with other factors such 

as historical issues over land, corruption, political exclusion, regional inequality, and 

inequitable distribution of resources.5 1,100 people were killed, 660,000 displaced or forcibly 

removed, and 40,000 became victims of gender-based violence.6  

 

The participants in this research had experienced the following types of direct violence during 

the 2007/08 crisis: displacement, dispossession, being widowed, being raped/ sexually abused, 

having children born from rape, children injured/ sexually abused, severe ill-treatment. At the 

time of research in early 2017, heightened political and ethnic tensions were causing significant 

anxieties and feelings of insecurity for the majority of women, with a number of them already 

planning to move to home villages or other areas where they would be safer in the case of 

renewed electoral violence. Many participants had also been impacted by earlier cycles of 

election violence, having suffered gross human rights violations in 2002, 1997 and some even 

in 1992. This cyclical character of violence is important for understanding the context of 

community peacebuilding for the women in this study.  

 

The article proceeds by first discussing relevant literatures. The scholarship on gender and 

conflict includes positivist empirical peace research as well as more conceptual feminist 

critiques. Such accounts are important in framing this study, but they do not begin with the 

lived experiences and understandings of women peacebuilders themselves. In this regard, the 

paper draws from the ‘local turn in peacebuilding’ literature and its focus on local agency. This 

literature has on the whole not been gender-sensitive however and understanding of the specific 

challenges for women in peacebuilding, and of their agency, remains limited.7 The present 

article then provides an interpretivist qualitative analysis of peacebuilding agency in practice. 

This interpretivist methodology and details of the study are outlined in part three. Part four 

examines women’s peace activities in the field sites, arguing that, contrary to the arguments in 

the local turn literature, they are largely unfunded, informal and disconnected from ‘liberal 

peace’ actors. Section five analyses how women themselves made sense of their roles in 
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peacebuilding and their peacebuilding agency. Part six sets out the structural conditions in 

which women’s peace work takes places and develops the concept of a ‘gendered responsibility 

for peace’. 

 

The study contributes to the literature on gender and peace by, firstly, providing an empirical 

ethnographic study of the peacebuilding activities, conducted by victims/survivors of conflict 

themselves, that occur in violence-affected communities. Secondly, the focus on and analysis 

of women’s constructions and framing of their activities as peacebuilders is important: whereas 

scholarship has much to say about the importance of including women in peace and security 

processes and the roles women should play in these, it does not usually begin with their lived 

experiences. Contrary to positivist studies of gender and peace, definitions of peacebuilding 

draw from participants’ own understandings. Thirdly, given that peacebuilding in the 

researched communities largely occurred without the support of global or national actors, the 

participants’ accounts supplement arguments in the ‘local turn’ literature about agency and 

resistance against the liberal peace and provide a gender-sensitive perspective on agency. 

Finally, the notion of a gendered responsibility for peace grapples with the simultaneously 

empowering and disempowering effects of women being peacebuilders and increases our 

understanding of the spaces that they shape through their peace work in the context of structural 

constraints.  

 

2. Women and peacebuilding 

The literature on gender and conflict broadly demonstrates the positive links between women 

and peace, although there is disagreement over the reasons for this relationship. Feminist 

research has often been conceptual, problematising notions of peace and security.8 Women’s 

supposed peacefulness is attributed to motherhood, nurturance or caring responsibilities.9 This 

association of women with peace is criticised for entailing essentialist conceptions of what 

constitutes male and female (such as women’s supposed natural affinity with peace and men’s 

violence), ignoring power relations, neglecting women’s roles as combatants and perpetrators, 

and confusing sex with gender.10 Conversely, the constructivist perspective on gender and 

peace argues that it is women’s marginality in relation to political power that renders them 

more peaceful and that socialisation prepares girls for caring roles and boys potentially for 

confrontation or war.11 Whether conceived as biological or social, this linkage of women with 

peace might be used to ‘keep women in their place’12 and to stifle their roles as public and 

political actors.  
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A number of empirical studies have demonstrated that it is in fact more gender-equal societies, 

rather than women, that are more peaceful:13 ‘the explanatory power of biological sex is 

diminished once other factors, particularly feminist attitudes or attitudes to gender equality, are 

controlled for.14 This positivist strand in gender and peace research has often centred on 

international peacekeeping missions and conceived of peacebuilding as top-down processes, 

for instance seeing gender equality as increasing local cooperation to international operations.15  

 

Given that the above literatures do not take women’s experiences and interpretations of peace 

and conflict as their starting point, it is useful to consider recent scholarship on peacebuilding, 

which has involved an epistemological and methodological focus on local agency, on bottom-

up or everyday processes, and on the experiences of the marginal or subaltern.16 This ‘local 

turn’ developed out of a critique of the universalism and standardisation of the liberal peace 

paradigm that has characterised international peacebuilding efforts since the Second World 

War. It recognises the significance of peace actors at communal levels and their agency, rather 

than viewing them as the objects of top-down peace processes. There are different ways in 

which local agency in peacebuilding might be conceptualised. Mac Ginty & Richmond 

describe it as ‘small-scale mobilisation for peace in practical terms' […], often expressive of 

informal critical or tactical capacity rather than head-on public agency’, carrying ‘significant 

social legitimacy’ but facing considerable governmental power and structural obstacles to 

peace.17 Kappler conceives of ‘peacebuilding agency’ as one particular form of agency that 

relates to ‘transformative processes aiming to improve the social conditions of everyday life.’18 

Encounters between ‘the local’ and ‘the international’ have been variously discussed in terms 

of resistance or hybridity,19 frictions20 or infrapolitics.21 

 

There are problems with ‘the local’, however: it can be conflated with professional civil society 

or liberal NGOs,22 it can be overstating local resistance against ‘liberal’ international actors 

while underplaying the agency of national elites23 and the fact that actors frequently 

strategically reposition themselves in relation to ‘the local’ or ‘the international’.24 What is 

more, when ‘the local’ is seen as automatically more empowering, there is a danger that issues 

of power are neglected, for example gender dynamics, ethnic politics and corruption (to name 

only a few issues that were shaping the women’s lives in the areas where this research took 

place). Most significantly, despite the central role that this literature affords to the agency of 
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local actors, it has not been gender-focused: ‘whereas local agency is brought to the fore, such 

agency has not been theorized as gendered.’25 

 

This article then engages with two literatures – the scholarship on relationships between gender 

and peace on the one hand, and the epistemological focus on local actors in recent work on 

peacebuilding on the other – in order to produce a gender-sensitive study of local actors’ 

understandings of their roles and peacebuilding activities. In violence-affected communities in 

Kenya, peacebuilding is not ‘local’ in opposition to a ‘global’ liberal peace and external actors, 

but occurs where the international peacebuilding industry has largely disappeared. Women 

were mobilising themselves and peacebuilding was occurring mostly instead of national and 

international involvement. To think of women’s agency in terms of a ‘gendered responsibility 

for peace’ that is empowered but also constrained, provides empirical nuance to the critiques 

in the existing literature that see the framing of women’s supposedly innate abilities as 

reproducing gender inequality: many women constructed their roles as peacebuilders in relation 

to experiences such as motherhood (so might well be considered to be drawing on essentialised 

conceptions of womanhood or traditional gender frames), but were in fact able to exert 

considerable agency and at times to transform social relations in their communities. 

 

3. Study design 

A interpretivist methodology was chosen because it centres on the accounts of women and 

what peacebuilding involves in everyday life. It contributes to ethnographic peace research that 

seeks to understand ‘experience of conflict or peace as nested within and filtered through the 

social and cultural lenses unique to particular peoples in conflict or postconflict settings.’26 

Interpretivist approaches (whether explicitly feminist or not) seek to produce understanding of 

the meanings of phenomena by drawing from social actors’ definitions, interpretations and 

everyday activities themselves.27  

 

In line with this interpretivist methodology, the study employed qualitative methods, including 

observation research, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups with 57 victims/ survivors 

of the PEV. Research was carried out in January and February 2017 in various communities in 

Nakuru, Bungoma, West Pokot, Uasin Gishu, Kisumu and Nairobi Counties. Field sites were 

chosen because they were among the most severely affected during the PEV. Given Kenya’s 

linguistic, ethnic and cultural diversity and the varying impacts of colonial and post-colonial 
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politics of distribution, these areas differ in terms of gender relations, women’s participation in 

political and communal life and the forms violence and conflict takes. 

 

The large majority of the participants were women; male survivors were only included where 

local dynamics or access made this critical or unavoidable. Participants ranged from 23 to 67 

years and came from a range of different ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. Their names have 

been anonymised. In addition, the study included conversations with local and provincial 

government officials and other people working with and in violence-affected communities. 

Participants were recruited through community-based organisations (CBOs) and personal 

contacts. In Cheptais, Kapenguria and Bungoma, interviews were conducted while 

accompanying field visits of the Eldoret-based CBO Rural Women Peace Link (RWPL).  

 

Topics covered in the interviews included participants’ experiences of policies and 

programmes for restitution, reparation, and development (including the gender quota and other 

gender equality policies); their reparative, justice and development demands; and their 

understandings and experiences of peacebuilding, transition and transformation. The majority 

of interviews were conducted in Kiswahili and translated by a female CBO worker familiar 

with the research issues. The aim of the broader study from which this article draws was to 

understand the reparative and development needs of women survivors of the PEV, how to deal 

with the legacies of the violent past, and to assess if and how Kenya’s transitional justice 

mechanisms had been beneficial to women. Given the large amount of data generated, this 

article only focuses on women’s experiences of peacebuilding. The kinds of questions asked 

on this theme included ‘what does peace mean to you?’, ‘who builds peace?’, ‘what are your 

needs for sustainable peace?’, ‘what peace initiatives have you encountered where you live?’. 

The fact that so many of the participants – selected for this study because they were survivors 

of the PEV – were very active in peace work was unexpected.  

 

Analysis of interview transcripts and field notes was informed by a constructivist grounded 

theory approach,28 using qualitative data analysis software (NVivo) to manage the data and 

create codes. Open coding allowed the development and subsequent refinement of a cross-

sectional coding index. This produced codes such as ‘justice’, ‘reparations’, ‘land’ 

‘peacebuilding’, ‘memory’, and additional themes such as ‘coping’, ‘resilience’, ‘tribalism’, 

‘responsibility’, ‘empathy’ and ‘motherhood’. 
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4. Peacebuilding activities 

Many of the interviewees had become active participants in, or often instigators of, 

peacebuilding in their communities over the past decade. Activities included some NGO-

funded projects, but the vast majority were unfunded, self-led, self-directed and informal. 

Informal and unfunded peace work has recently been discussed under the banner of ‘everyday 

peace’, but Mac Ginty’s definition as ‘the routinized practices used by individuals and 

collectives as they navigate their way through life in a deeply divided society’ does not fully 

capture the more purposeful and ambitious activities of the women in this study.29 Women’s 

peacebuilding ranged from developing early warning systems to mediation, economic 

empowerment and counselling, as will now be detailed. 

 

Developing early warning systems 

Women organised informal initiatives to provide warning and response. One mother of five 

from Mount Elgon, whose husband had been killed by government forces, started her own 

foundation after the PEV, bringing together widows from all ethnic communities with the aim 

of educating themselves and their children on the benefits of peace. She said: ‘my greatest 

expectation is for more women to come together and to speak up, before issues escalate.’30 

Women from Kibera in Nairobi told me that they knew of no organised groups that educate on 

conflict resolution: ‘it’s just people like us now, we are talking, let’s embrace peace even if we 

are in women meetings, let’s just embrace peace after you have voted, you go to your house, 

you stay there.’31  

 

Some CBOs were however involved in supporting early warning systems in the research sites. 

RWPL had set up peace dialogues in the aftermath of the PEV, which enables the development 

of early response mechanisms whenever community tensions are heightened. In the run up to 

the 2017 elections, RWPL were building on women volunteers in order to develop early 

mediation capacity once again, drawing on network leaders in remote rural communities. 

RWPL operates in an environment of precarious funding, occasionally being able to access 

international donor monies but relying on volunteers and working largely as a membership 

organisation.  

 

Mediation and training 

As above, some mediation and training activities were successfully undertaken by CBOs, 

occasionally funded by international donors or international NGOs. This kind of support was 
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not available everywhere and has decreased over time, but the need does not disappear, 

particularly given the cyclical nature of electoral violence in Kenya. As participants regularly 

pointed out, training and mediation is needed after and well beyond any immediate violent 

conflict if peace is to be sustainable. 

 

Beyond such funded peace work, many women shared their experiences of mediating in very 

direct and physical ways, for example by ‘talk[ing] to the men to stop fighting, to stop burning 

houses […] After some time I started finding myself being a peace builder and the community 

were listening to me’. What allowed some women to be mediators is that, through marriage, 

they become part of the husband’s ethnic community. A few women spoke about the resulting 

ability to translate and act as a ‘go between’ in times of heighted conflict in ethnically diverse 

areas. Maria’s experience is instructive here. She is a Kikuyu married to a Kalenjin man in a 

Kikuyu area:  

 

So, I never knew that I would be attacked. But when 2007 came, the houses were burnt 

[…]  There was a girl and a boy in my house. So as our house was poured paraffin or 

petrol, they told me in Kiswahili, please, just go outside and tell those boys who are 

burning our house, tell them you are a Kikuyu. […] So, I went out [...] because that is 

what we had been taught in the peace meeting, stand up and shout, “why are you 

burning, stop it, there are children here, small ones, you are just going to burn them.32  

 

It is this very in-between status that can make women vulnerable though: ethnic conflict and 

marginalisation affects them more immediately and it can be dangerous to be considered 

‘other’. During the PEV, women have been victims of gender-based violence not only because 

they are women, but because of being members of particular ethnic groups.33 Interviews 

contained examples of women who were separated from their husbands and forcibly removed 

from their homes because of their different ethnic background; others were sent away even by 

their own families because the children were not considered to be of their tribe. One focus 

group in Kisumu with internally displaced persons (IDPs) highlighted the prevalence of sexual 

violence in IDP camps.   

 

Dialogue within families  

Some women felt that their roles as wives or mothers allowed them to initiate dialogue about 

political events and de-escalation. Ann explained: ‘as women we decided it is good for us to 
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talk about peace […] They are our husbands, they are our sons, so it is good for us to sit down 

and discuss with them. So that they can understand conflict is bad, it affects our family, our 

children, everybody.’34 Two women spoke specifically about their power of withholding food 

for male family members that chose violent actions, explaining that they encouraged other 

women to do the same:  

 

We gave them a message [...] it is so bad when you cook, you make that ugali for a man 

to go and kill another one’s child, another woman’s child, you are also a killer. So, what 

can we do? We told them simple method. When you are serving them, tell them, please 

my son, just talk in your house. Tell them in your family, me I won’t like to have killers. 

I won’t like to have people, people who burn houses, in my house. Please let us stop 

this nonsense, and as you talk, start with one step.35 

 

This kind of peace work in the private sphere is sometimes seen as not properly 

transformative,36 since it appears to reproduce stereotypical and traditional roles of women as 

wives and mothers, rather than challenging gender stereotypes.  However, as will be argued in 

more detail below, although the women in this study drew on particular gender roles, their 

diverse activities in the private and public spheres transform conflict dynamics and ultimately 

have the potential to change community relations. 

 

Economic empowerment  

Support groups that seek to reduce conflict include mentorship projects as well as women’s 

cooperatives and chamas (i.e. merry-go-arounds or micro-savings groups). Chamas can be 

empowering by affording women independent incomes and can indirectly promote peace 

through development. The chamas that interviewees in Kibera were involved in welcomed 

women from all ethnicities and were used as mixed spaces in which peace could be discussed. 

Again, these groups are not funded: women mobilise and empower themselves and others. 

Some CBOs in the research areas also focused on economic empowerment in order to 

encourage integration and reconciliation. Another example of economic spaces providing 

opportunities for peacebuilding is Burnt Forest market, which was destroyed during the PEV 

and rebuilt, with international funding, to operate as a place where Kalenjin and Kikuyu women 

trade together. 
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Training and capacity building 

Some of the interviewed women had undergone trauma counselling after 2007/2008 and 

largely found it useful. Survivors had sometimes been given training by NGOs to become 

trauma counsellors themselves, such as this survivor who is a leader of IDPs: 

 

As a leader I want people to be taught about trauma. They need to be counselled. If they 

are taught about trauma, they can then find ways of managing trauma […] We have 

about 2000 women, and NGOs only work with a few. If I am told to go and teach I 

cannot manage to teach all of these women. We need women to be taught so that they 

are able to go and train others so that they all become a network. Because if I am the 

only one who is trained, I am not healed myself.37 

 

Some reported that, in the absence of funding for counselling or the lack of facilities nearby, 

they had begun informal counselling sessions within their support groups. 

 

In summarising this section, much of the peacebuilding that occurred in the selected areas is 

not funded or formalised. There was little evidence of the elites and civil society activities 

commonly associated with liberal peacebuilding, just as there was little resistance against them 

where they did exist.38 Government (and to a lesser extent funded civil society) was perceived 

to be absent in relation to peacebuilding, particularly in Western areas. Ten years after the PEV 

and with another election and associated violence looming, the overwhelming sense gained 

from victim/survivors was that they had been ‘forgotten’ and that their ongoing needs were 

ignored. 

 

5. Women’s understandings of peacebuilding 

Three main arguments emerged from women’s accounts of peace and peacebuilding. To 

examine how they made sense of being peacebuilders is not to claim that women are always 

peaceful – in addition to the literature that criticises this conception, reviewed above, my field 

notes refer to instances when women committed violence – but to chart how the interviewed 

women framed their own engagement and exercised peacebuilding agency. This focus on their 

voices and lived experiences adds to the existing literature by producing locally-grounded 

research on women’s engagement in peacebuilding and their specific challenges. 
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Victimhood  

When asked how they came to be engaged in the above peacebuilding activities, most 

interviewees said that women are good peacebuilders because they have been victims first. For 

example: 

 

The experiences I went through are what made me a peacebuilder. First, in the early 

90s, when the conflict started, the tribal clashes, for me that was the first time that I saw 

[…] people kill one another. For me, it was the first time seeing people burn down 

houses. And for me, it was a very big traumatic event.39  

 

Victimhood and peacebuilding were run together in many interviews, and the suffering of 

women was often highlighted: ‘Unlike men, women are the ones who carry the burdens of the 

war, any war. […] Women are the ones who suffer. And so, they always fight for peace.’40  All 

interviewees felt that women and children being most affected led to their ability, willingness 

and need to work towards peace. Coupled with this recognition of suffering were expressions 

of empathy for women survivors from ‘the other side’: as Emma put it in a phrase that was 

echoed in other conversations, women from other ethnic backgrounds are ‘women like you.’41 

 

Empowerment 

In addition to victimhood, many women said they were able to work towards peace because 

they had been ‘empowered’:  

 

At first I was so traumatised. When I saw a place burning, I felt so bad, I could feel the 

fear. And that’s when I realised that it is not only me, there are some people who are 

going through the same. So at the end of the day, I felt that I have to go through a 

training so that I can help people to understand that problem. Empowerment is like a 

weapon you have given a person, it is like knowledge. This time I am empowered.42  

 

Women attributed their empowerment to training and education, as discussed in the above 

section, as well as to role models – other women who had played important peacebuilding roles 

in earlier cycles of violence in their community. Moreover, the consequences of mass violence 

can paradoxically lead to empowerment and changing gender relations because women become 

heads of households and sole or major breadwinners.43  
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Within development studies, women’s empowerment has been understood as the ability to 

make strategic life choices by those who were previously denied such choice (Kabeer 1999) – 

and to be able act on these choices in ‘ways that challenge power relations’ (Kabeer 2005: 14). 

The language of empowerment has global referents and has increasingly come to be equated 

narrowly with economic empowerment.44 Yet, although empowerment may be used by global 

agencies in ways that betray its radical transformative roots in feminist movements, the study 

participants, in interviews and focus groups, related it to widening political participation, 

challenging patriarchal norms and increasing their agency and independence, often through 

education, skills and knowledge.45  

 

Being women  

Interviewees moreover frequently constructed their peace work as relating to being women and 

what they perceived to be women’s traits:   

 

Because of being weak, women think of risks, other devices of not using weapons, and 

that is why women are more peaceful than men. And again, women were created in a 

way that they are, their hearts are soft, they are softer than men.  Women are emotional. 

So, their emotions are open… that is, their conscience is not dead.46 

 

Women can build peace. We can build peace because we are weak. I have seen 

scenarios where men have been at the forefront to instigate violence. But I have never 

seen a woman being put on the forefront. So women are weak but women are great 

peace builders at the same time.47 

 

In these extracts, women’s abilities to be effective peacebuilders are associated with risk 

awareness, softness, emotions, weakness and the ability to communicate. Other interviews and 

focus groups produced notions that women are more patient than men and more forgiving.  

 

Perhaps most centrally, motherhood was often seen as a reason for women’s engagement in 

peace work. Women are peacebuilders because of their ‘sorrowful heart. […] Given that we all 

have children, when something happens to them, even to other people’s children, we feel it in 

our hearts. We can even be sick for them. Yes we feel things very much. That is what makes 

women great peacebuilders.’48 Empathy towards other mothers allowed some participants to 
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overcome divides. One woman recounted that the shared experience of motherhood enabled 

women from different ethnicities to come together after the violence: 

 

The first meeting between the Kalenjin and the Kikuyu women was chaotic. They 

wanted to fight. We put something in between, like a wall. They threw words. “If I greet 

a Kikuyu, a Kalenjin man or a woman, [I need to] wash with anti-septic” So there were 

no greetings. […] The second [meeting] now they started listening. Some stood, even 

the Kikuyus, and cried, “My child is dying, she is bed-ridden, I don’t have milk. And 

this maize is so hard for my children.” In the next meeting, the Kalenjin were talked to. 

Please have mercy. When you are coming for the meeting, come with exchange goods. 

They are just women like you. Just come and give them something. So they came the 

next day: “Mama, we heard you crying because of your kid, how is your kid?”49 

 

When discussing, in a focus group, whether men do not also have ‘sorrowful hearts’ or 

empathy, there was collective sighing and mumbling. To agreement of others, a young woman 

said:  

 

I don’t think so. [...] It is easier to fight than it is to hold together the family at home. I 

don’t know what happens to men. But when I look at them, it is the other way around. 

Because why should I go and fight that neighbour of mine, who comes from a different 

community and we have been living together for over 10 years. As a woman, I would 

say, “No! That is my neighbour, whenever that neighbour is beaten I would be the first 

person to run out and say, please, forgive him”. [...] That’s how we feel as women.50  

 

The above extracts demonstrate that specific gender constructions were central to the women’s 

understandings of peacebuilding. Women often emphasised their peacebuilding agency in 

relation to roles as mothers, aunties or neighbours, drawing on particular femininities such as 

‘having a sorrowful heart’. 

 

There is a danger of understanding women’s contributions in terms of a particular image of 

femininity. The assumption of women’s caring nature, as reified in motherhood, in particular 

has been critiqued for reinforcing traditional stereotypes and stifling the goals of gender 

equality.51 Brewer distinguishes between healing/ reconciling and social transformation roles 

that women play in peacebuilding, arguing that only in the latter ‘women break out from 
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traditional gender roles.’52 As healers/reconcilers, they exercise stereotypical feminine 

qualities and skills such as ‘repairing relationships, healing divisions, bringing people together, 

caring and nurturing’, which distorts their engagement with peace processes.53 If women are 

included in peace processes because of an understanding that they have special womanly 

qualities, ‘their political agency will be limited to what is made possible by that representation 

and restricted to “feminized’ tasks’’ involving nurturing and mothering.’54 

 

The above narratives of becoming peacebuilders – through suffering, empowerment as well as 

through their caring and mothering roles – emerge from the accounts of women themselves, 

however. They are part of their ‘weapons’ and ‘knowledges’, as one interviewee put it in an 

earlier extract.55 The women’s framings represent their experiences of peacebuilding and 

demonstrate the successful and effective ways in which they work towards resolving conflict 

and initiating change. To better understand how women can and do exercise peacebuilding 

agency in their specific (and gendered) cultural and social contexts is arguably vital for 

developing solutions to conflict and should therefore not be dismissed outright as essentialising 

or stifling gender equality.  

 

This is not only an epistemological criticism: many of the above-discussed activities have been 

transformative. They have been successful in relation to conflict mitigation, for example when 

women initiated interethnic dialogues in divided communities. Social transformation can be 

witnessed in relation to leadership and political participation as well, such as the participation 

of women in Councils of Elders and the gradual, if slow, increase of female Members of County 

Assembly (MCA). In other words, the women in this study drew on particular gender roles but 

are nonetheless social transformers.56 Even though dominant gender frames shape women’s 

peacebuilding practices and understandings, their critical peacebuilding agency, in the sense of 

improving the social conditions of everyday life,57 also transcends this gender order.  

 

6. The gendered responsibility for peace 

So far, I have argued that the women in this study are involved in a wide range of mostly self-

organised peace activities and that they frame their agency in ways that partially draw on 

traditional gender roles but that are transformative and critical. Yet, it would be naïve to claim 

that their peacebuilding agency is not also shaped by social and cultural contexts, such as ethnic 

identities, poverty and patriarchy. The continuing political manipulation of ethnic conflicts in 

the national, county and local arenas was a main driver of the 2007/08 violence and was once 
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again present at the time of research. There are long-standing conflicts and injustices that relate 

to land, corruption, marginalisation, regional inequality and the unequal distribution of 

resources – dynamics that most participants referred to as ‘tribalism’ in shorthand.58  Some 

interviewees felt that, no matter how effective their peacebuilding activities were at a 

communal level, they could not transform the tribalism of national politics (which in turn can 

have serious local reverberations). For instance, during a focus group with women of different 

ethnicities in Kuresoi, one of the worst affected communities in the Rift Valley, participants 

were proud to discuss the effective conflict mediation activities they had jointly organised since 

2008, but feared that ethnic identities could be politically mobilised and would potentially 

override everything else.  

 

Another factor limiting women’s agency is the persistence of patriarchal cultures and values, 

particularly in rural areas. Women’s peacebuilding roles and changing identities clash with 

such gender-unequal norms, for example that women should not be speaking in front of men 

or participating in community decision-making. While Kenya’s new constitution of 2010 

includes provisions to promote gender equality, such as the one-third gender quota, many felt 

that this has only helped women who were already more educated or privileged: ‘it has not 

helped the woman who comes from the grassroots level’ 59 and ‘[rights] do not bring food at 

the end of the day’60  

 

The last quote draws attention to poverty as a further structural factor that constrains women’s 

agency. To be kept busy with ensuring survival of themselves and others in their care makes 

the task of being engaged in political life far more difficult.61 Where women became heads of 

households as a consequence of the PEV, they were more economically independent and 

involved in decision-making, which can be seen as empowering in its own right. But these new 

responsibilities can also constitute additional economic burdens. Female-headed households 

are the most socio-economically vulnerable in post-conflict societies.62 A sense of burden came 

through clearly in a number of interviews: ‘Being a woman in Kenya is a problem. Because of 

the responsibilities that women have. If you are a mother in Kenya, then you are a mother, you 

are a father, you are everything in that community. And a lot of bad goes to the women’.63  

 

Importantly, women’s new roles in community peacebuilding involved obligations in relation 

to peace, too. One community leader explained: ‘I have children. There is a lot of burden on 

the woman. We were taught how to heal so we can continue to fulfil our role as women in 
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society.’ Key among these ‘roles as women in society’ is the task of teaching their children 

about peace, as many participants noted. There is what might be called a ‘responsibility for 

peace’ placed on women: to either raise the next peacebuilders – or be the ones responsible for 

having raised the perpetrators in the next election violence. If their children end up becoming 

involved in political violence, does it mean that their mothers are at fault? A related element of 

this gendered responsibility for peace is that the women I encountered were expected, by their 

communities and wider society, to simply manage and cope with the consequences of violence 

(as in the above extract, they were ‘taught to heal so they can continue to fulfil their roles’), 

usually in lieu of external support from the state or from non-state actors. Moreover, on a 

practical level, participation in peace work or women’s groups can lead to unsustainable 

increases in work load64 and an immediate impact on precarious family budgets, particularly 

given that they might be the only breadwinner. 

 

I refer to this responsibility as gendered because of the duties that disproportionately fall to 

women, largely in the absence of men: to raise their children to be peace-loving, to cope with 

ongoing violence and poverty, and to be actively engaged in mediating conflict and building 

peace. It is moreover a responsibility that has developed partly due to the absence of 

international agencies and the state: put simply, the women have to be involved since no one 

else will. This local gendered responsibility for peace is not captured by the large-scale studies 

on women and peace, which focus on international actors and peacekeeping. Nor is it well 

understood in the local turn in peacebuilding literature, which ascribes a greater presence to 

the international than existed in the selected communities in Kenya and is not necessarily 

gender-sensitive. Crucially, women’s agency in communities is at once empowered and 

constrained by this gendered responsibility for peace. 

 

Conclusions 

This article has examined the activities and understandings of peacebuilding by women in a 

number of divided and violence-affected communities in Kenya. Analyses of and solutions for 

conflict are ‘fundamentally limited by our failure to understand how it is experienced by those 

who live through it.’65 By foregrounding women’s voices, this study has produced in-depth 

insights into their agency, perceptions, and contributions to peacebuilding. It documented the 

range of activities that women undertook. Contrary to how post-conflict peacebuilding is often 

imagined in policy and scholarship, electoral violence in Kenya has been cyclical and external 

funding for peacebuilding initiatives was limited at the time of research. As a result, most 
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activities were unfunded or informal and sometimes, though not exclusively, it was women’s 

roles as wives or mothers that enabled them to be effective peacebuilders in their communities. 

However, by drawing on the framings of women themselves, the study shows that although 

their constructions might mirror dominant gender frames, women exerted considerable agency. 

They are peacebuilders not because of essential qualities, but partly because of their positioning 

in a patriarchal gender order, by which their agency as peacebuilders is shaped but which it 

also transcends. So while participants might employ particular gender roles and 

understandings, these roles allow them to make transformative changes. 

 

At the same time, the notion of ‘peacebuilder’ (which emerged from women’s narratives) itself 

needs to be considered – we might ask if these women are not literally survivors, who are 

coping as best as they can in an environment of cyclical violence and a lack of resources, with 

a gendered expectation that they must be able to mediate. What I have called the gendered 

responsibility for peace partly appears to involve the responsibilisation of women in lieu of 

other support and structural changes. While the responsibility for peace is then an effect of the 

constraints of women’s agency, this article has also highlighted the ways in which it is 

empowering and transformative. Women’s peace work increased their ability to make strategic 

life choices, participate in public and political life and contributed to transforming gender 

relations. As such, a gendered responsibility for peace does not have to lead to gendered peace, 

where the needs of women are less adequately addressed than those of men.66 

 

Historical and contemporary socio-economic and ethnic-political tensions mean that Kenya 

continues to be deeply divided. Peacebuilding activities such as the ones discussed here are 

absolutely essential in the communities where they occur, and it is important to understand the 

opportunities and challenges they bring from the perspective of those involved in them. Despite 

the scholarly interest in women and peace, the experiences and realities of local peacebuilders, 

especially in contexts of ongoing or cyclical violence, are not well captured. This article has 

sought to contribute to our knowledge of the gendered nature of peacebuilding and of the ways 

in which women exercise peacebuilding agency. If we are serious about understanding women 

after conflict as active and autonomous agents, rather than as passive victims of violence, it is 

vital to put their accounts and constructions first. 
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Notes 
 
1 The research focus does of course not imply that the PEV did not affect men, boys and gender minorities. 
Neither does it seek to suggest that women in conflict settings are always victims, or that their victimhood ought 
to be opposed, in a binary fashion, to a conception of men as perpetrators (or indeed, to women as perpetrators). 
2 Fischer, “Electoral Conflict and Violence”. 
3 Robins, “Live as Other Kenyans”. 
4 Human Rights Watch, “Sit and Wait”.  
5 De Smedt, “No Raila, No Peace”. 
6 Amnesty International, “Crying for Justice”. 
7 Björkdahl and Selimovic, “Gendering agency,” 166. 
8 Olsson and Gizelis, “Advancing Gender Research”; but see Porter, Peacebuilding: Women in international 
perspective on women peacebuilders at grassroots levels. 
9  Ruddick, Maternal Thinking; also see Tessler et al. “Further tests,” for an overview of the women and peace 
hypothesis. Ruddick argued that mothering and its distinctive ways of thinking and social practices provided an 
alternative to male global politics, but importantly held that mothering did not have to be female. 
10 Buckley-Zistel and Zolkos “Introduction”; Charlesworth, “Are Women Peaceful?”. Research on women’s 
agency and violence moreover problematises the gendered associations of women with victimhood or peace and 
demonstrates that dominant narratives such as ‘the mother’ ‘the monster’ and ‘the whore’ curtail the agency of 
female perpetrators (Sjoberg and Gentry, Mothers, monsters, whores).  
11 Tessler et al. “Further tests”; ”; Bjarnegård & Melander, “Disentangling Gender”. 
12 Charlesworth, “Are Women Peaceful,” 348. 
13 Gizelis, “Gender Empowerment”; Melander, “Gender Equality”; Bjarnegård & Melander, “Disentangling 
Gender”. 
14 Bjarnegård et al., “Gender, peace, armed conflict,” 106. 
15 Gizelis, “Gender Empowerment”. 
16 Mac Ginty and Richmond, “Local turn in peacebuilding”; Mac Ginty, “Everyday Peace”. 
17 Mac Ginty and Richmond, “Local turn in peacebuilding,” 770. 
18 Kappler, “Dynamic local,” 876. 
19 Mac Ginty, International Peacebuilding 
20 Millar, van der Lijn and Verkoren, “Peacebuilding plans”. 
21 Richmond, “Pedagogy of Peacebuilding”. 
22 Paffenholz, “Unpacking the local turn”. 
23 Mac Ginty and Richmond, “Local turn in peacebuilding”. 
24 Kappler, “Dynamic local”. 
25 Björkdahl and Selimovic, “Gendering agency,”167. 
26 Millar, “Key Strengths”, 11. 
27 Blaikie, Designing Social Research. 
28 Charmaz, Constructing Grounded Theory. 
29 Mac Ginty, “Everyday Peace”, 549. 
30 Interview 13, 25 January 2017, Cheptais. 
31 Interview 21, 4 February 2017, Kibera. 
32 Interview 4, 23 January 2017, Eldoret. 
33 Robins, “Live as Other Kenyans”. 
34Interview 15, 26 January 2017, Kapenguria 
35 Interview 10, 24 January 2017, Eldoret. 
36 Brewer, Peace Processes. 
37 Interview 16, 29 January 2017, Kisumu. 
38 Cf. Paffenholz, “Unpacking the local turn”. 
39 Interview 5, 23 January 2017, Eldoret. 
40 Interview 12, 25 January 2017, Cheptais. 
41 Interview 2, 21 January 2017, Kuresoi. 
42 Interview 11, 25 January 2017, Cheptais. 
43 Buckley-Zistel and Zolkos “Introduction”. 
44 Cornwall and Rivas, “From gender equality”. 
45 Whether empowerment is a discourse that was ultimately brought about by engagement with global actors is 
not a question that my data allows me to answer. 
46 Focus group 2, 28 January 2017, Kisumu. 
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47 Interview 21, 3 February 2017, Kibera. 
48 Focus group 3, 28 January 2017, Kisumu. 
49 Interview 10, 24 January 2017, Eldoret. 
50 Focus group 3, 28 January 2017, Kisumu. 
51 Tessler et al. “Further tests”. 
52 Brewer, Peace Processes, 78. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Otto 2006, cited in Charlesworth, “Are Women Peaceful?” 
55 Interview 11, 25 January 2017, Cheptais. 
56 Cf. Brewer, Peace Processes. 
57 Kappler, “Dynamic local”, 876. 
58 Lonsdale, “Moral ethnicity,” defined tribalism as the use of ethnic identity in political competition with other 
groups. 
59  Interview 9, 24 January 2017, Burnt Forest. 
60  Interview 4, 23 January 2017, Eldoret. 
61  Fiske and Shakel, “Gender, poverty”, 111. 
62 Myrttinen et al., “Re-thinking gender”. 
63 Focus group 2, 28 January 2017, Kisumu. 
64 Pankhurst, “Women, gender”. 
65 Millar, “Key Strengths”, 1. 
66 Cf. Pankhurst, “Women, gender”. 
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