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The UN decade for Women 1976-1985 sparked an international movement 

that saw women in the frontline of all areas of development. They were seen as both 

the means and the ends of development, both economic and gender related. For 

example, the World Bank produced a ‘Smart Economics’ project that provided micro-

financing for small businesses run by only women in the developing world. 

Moreover, equality indicators are usually based upon the development of women 

rather than the development of men. Where women stand within a society has 

arguably become the measure of a country’s development.  

 
On recognising the importance of women, the international community began a 

significant global push to ensure that women were involved in all levels of conflict 

resolution and prevention; this is based on the recognition that women are 

disportionately targeted and suffer during and after conflict1. In the preamble of 

Security Council resolution 21222 it reaffirms ‘the women’s and girl’s empowerment 

and gender equality are critical to maintain international peace and security’. Security 

Council resolution 13253 is almost entirely dedicated to implementing women into all 

levels of decision-making, military involvement, peace building, and conflict 

resolution. This all sounds very encouraging and makes great steps towards equality 

within power. After the implementation of resolution 1325, Lesley Abdela states in 

her speech on ‘Shevolution’4, that ‘one third of the 26 parliaments in the world with 

30% of women members are as a result of post-conflict elections’. However, 

questions must be asked: Does it make a difference? Are these women purely a post-

conflict box ticking exercise to ensure continued support from the international body? 

How possible is it to have substantive female political participation? 

 

                                                
1 United Nations Security Council. (4 September 2013). Report of the Secretary-General on women 
and peace and security. Accessed from 
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/2013/525 
2 United Nations Security Council Resolution 2122 (2013). Accessed from 
https://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2013/sc11149.doc.htm 
3 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000). Accessed from: http://daccess-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N00/720/18/PDF/N0072018.pdf?OpenElement 
4 Abdela, L. (2010). ‘Women’s participation and leadership in conflict: from theory to practice’. 
Speech, transcript accessed from: 
http://www.entwicklung.at/uploads/media/Abdela_From_theory_to_practice.pdf 
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This paper will aim to address the questions above, review how the role of women in 

transitional conflict can or should lead to increased female political participation and 

how the success of female political participation is based on how women are seen 

within society. The paper will draw on the examples of Chile and Egypt in order to 

conclude that women have been theorised to be valuable assets in the process of 

conflict resolution and the protection of women’s rights in terms of gender 

mainstreaming, but regardless of their mandated implementation into high-ranking 

decision-making levels, they unfortunately continually hit a glass ceiling. This paper 

will discuss the differences between Chile and Egypt and try to argue that the 

international push for the female perspective in the peace process is not the most 

successful means of achieving empowerment and equality of women.  

 
The Global movement for the female perspective 
 

1995 brought the Beijing Platform for Action, the Fourth World Conference on 

Women that concentrated on action for equality, development and peace. An 

important aspect of this conference was a discussion around women’s involvement in 

conflict resolution. A product of the conference was a set of six strategic objectives. 

The first of these objectives was to increase participation of women in conflict 

resolution.  This started a rolling set of international events, treaties and resolutions 

that built upon this initial Beijing call for action. The Commission on the Status on 

Women (CSW) produced a series of agreed conclusions on women and armed 

conflict. In the 48th session (2003) it was decided that the lack of women in the peace-

process is directly related to lack of attention on women’s issues and in 2008 the 

CSW began a systematic review of the implementation of these agreed conclusions, 

revealing gaps and challenges in political participation, monitoring, accountability 

and funding.5   

 
The United Nations Security Council adopted resolution 1325 (2000), which having 

been voted for unanimously, promised to be revolutionary. It called for the adoption 

of a gender perspective that included the special needs of women and girls during 

post-conflict reconstruction. The proposed method in the resolution was to input 

                                                
5 Women’s watch report on Women and Armed Conflict (2009). Accessed from: 
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/beijingat10/E.%20Women%20and%20armed%20conflict
%20(Sep%2009).pdf  
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women into all decision-making levels within government, military and other public 

services. In 2009, the Security Council called for a wide range of measures to 

strengthen the participation of women at all levels of a peace process through the also 

unanimously adopted resolution 1889.6 The United Nations has also supported the 

Security Council through their Inter-agency Standing Committee, which produced a 

Gender handbook on Humanitarian Action.7 The UN also produced the Nations 

System Wide Action Plan8 on prevention, participation, protection, relief, and 

recovery and normative issues. At the same time as the adoption of resolution 1325, 

the Millennium Development Goals were also being produced. It specifically states in 

MDG 3, that in order to promote gender equality and empower women, the proportion 

of seats held by women in national parliament needs to increase significantly.  

 
It is clear that from these examples, that the international community is making a 

concerted effort to recognise the plight of women and girls during and after conflict, 

and the fact that these issues are not adequately addressed within previous or existing 

frameworks of peace-building.  

 
Transition Societies 
 

Concentrating on transition society conflict is an intriguing type of conflict because 

it’s revolutionary and social mobilisation aspect. The model of transition is moving 

from one political system to a different one, usually from an authoritarian government 

to a democratic system. This means that laws, policy and perhaps the constitution will 

change, and this is due to shifts in the values, beliefs and attitudes of the people 

within the society. Importantly, transition becomes a platform of opportunity for 

different actors to exert a certain amount of influence, for example a platform for the 

international community to give external guidance, suggestions and demands, or for 

unheard voices to come forwards and find their own space within the new political 

system.  

 

                                                
6 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1889 (2009). Accessed from: 
http://www.womenpeacesecurity.org/media/pdf-scr1889.pdf  
7 Gender handbook on humanitarian action. (2006) Accessed from: 
http://www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/documents/subsidi/tf_gender/IASC%20Gender%20Handbook%
20(Feb%202007).pdf  
8 Nations System Wide Action Plan (2005). Accessed from: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/ods/S-
2005-636-E.pdf  
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Transition conflicts tend to be initiated and escalated by civil society in response to 

the government and its action, or inaction. Women are an integral and active part of 

the civil society. Classically, women have begun their own social movement that runs 

parallel to and intertwining with the overall conflict, for example the women in the 

Zapatista Army in Mexico producing a mandate for women to be incorporated into a 

new constitution9 or the ‘Demandas de Mujeres’, a female specific list of demands for 

the newly democratised Chile.10 As Patricia Chuchryk discusses, civil society lays its 

foundations in tradition and culture. In the examples used in this paper, tradition and 

culture has a deeply embedded patriarchal skeleton, where the public and private role 

of a woman is defined by her very biology. However, this patriarchy is not confined 

to civil society, the political systems themselves tend to littered with the patriarchal 

glass ceilings for women, if not more so than in civil society. Men typically hold the 

leading decision-making positions, both in the public and private sphere and women 

are lead to believe that they will amount to nothing more than a mother and wife. 

Women not only have to struggle to assert themselves politically through civil society 

but also have to struggle within the very system that is supposedly protecting their 

equality.  

 
This is precisely why transition societies are so important. Transition conflicts could 

be argued to be ‘enlightening’ movements. Not only in terms of moving from one 

political system to another, but also in terms of how individuals see themselves within 

that movement. Conflict produces new roles, new necessities and new beliefs and 

understandings. Chuchryk discusses how in the Chilean transition women were very 

active in both the revolution itself and their own women’s agenda. Their perceived 

role as homemakers and wives caused them to deemed non-threatening to the existing 

political system and thus their reformist meetings were perceived from the outside as 

nothing more than knitting groups or women’s affairs meeting. Women transformed 

the private sphere into the birthplace of a political scheme that would eventually aid 

in replacing the military rule with a democratic government.  

 

                                                
9 Kampwirth, K. (2002). Women and Guerrilla Movements. The Pennsylvania State University Press.  
10 Chuchryk, P. M. (1994). From Dictatorship to Democracy: The Women’s Movement in Chile. In 
Jaquette, J. S.: The Women’s Movement in Latin America. Westview Press.  
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Kenneth Roth11 of the Human Rights Watch described women in the Arab Spring as 

‘no longer willing to be the passive subjects of self-serving rulers, they began to insist 

on becoming full citizens of their countries, the proper agents of their fates’ (p.1).  

However, women in Egypt were not welcomed into the revolution in the same way as 

the women in Chile were. In fact, very much the opposite; although the civil society 

demanded a change in the political structure, the protection of women’s rights were 

forgotten and actively removed from the political agenda.  

 
Using examples from countries is particularly important, as there are similarities that 

support the theories surrounding political participation in different regions and 

countries, however the transitions can be very different and shed diverse light on the 

issues at hand. The comparison between Chile and Egypt is interesting because 

women were heavily involved in both transitions through civil society, however in the 

Chilean transition, women were accepted as fellow comrades (to a certain extent) and 

the transition was a cohesive movement of the people against an oppressive 

government. On the other hand in Egypt, the transition became about the protection of 

Shariah law, and as such, women protesting for their rights was frowned upon so 

extensively that it lead to some horrific ‘counter-protests’. They were not accepted as 

autonomous individuals in civil society capable of making their own decisions, so 

how could these women be expected to be accepted into the leading decision-making 

roles in the new ‘democratic’ political system? 

  
Chile 
 
Latin America has been deemed to be one the most successful regions in the world in 

terms of progress in gender equality and political participation. But this is based on 

the significant number of female head of states in the region, and the success of the 

quota system that has been implemented in 62% of the countries in the region.12 

Regardless of the advancement, women still have difficulties breaking into the system 

and holding their own; they have had to fit into a male dominated world. This means 

not being identified as a woman, but as an individual who is capable of being and 

                                                
11 Roth, K. (Human Rights Watch Report 2011). Time to Abandon the Autocrats and Embrace Rights. 
Accessed from: http://www.hrw.org/world-report-2012/time-abandon-autocrats-and-embrace-rights  
12 Seligson, M. A., Smith, A. E. & Zechmeister, E. J. (2012). The Political Culture of Democracy in the 
Americas, 2012: Towards equality of opportunity. Accessed from: 
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/ab2012/AB2012-comparative-Report-V7-Final-Cover-01.25.13.pdf  
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doing the same as a man. The president of Chile is a woman, but she is first and 

foremost a doctor, a soldier and an individual with a tumultuous political past. She 

has been known to make a point about not being described in terms of gender, 

however she has made interesting inroads regarding the participation of women in 

public life. Currently, unlike her Latin American counterparts, Chile does not a 

compulsory political quota for women, and although Bachelet made 50% of her 

cabinet female, only 16% of the entire government are women.13 However, progress 

within the military looks very different: in 2005, 15% of the Military was female, 1 in 

5 Army officers in training were women, as was 1 in 3 students in aviation college.14 

This was a very deliberate action of Chile. Currently it is the only Latin American 

country to have its own National Action Plan15 to implement resolution 1325. The 

action plan does a good job of bringing to light the problems that women have faced 

and continue to face during armed conflict, and recognises that women and girls are 

disproportionately targeted victims of violence and harassment. However, although an 

extensive list of comprehensive action points are laid out, there is a significant lean 

towards equal participation in the military. This could be from Bachelet’s own 

experience of being a military woman, but it does seem biased and we must ask 

ourselves why this is the case. The NAP is littered with pictures of women looking 

impressive in their military uniforms, and this push for equal participation within the 

military is clearly working better than the push for female participation in 

government.  

 
As previously mentioned, women were welcomed as autonomous and useful members 

of civil society during the conflict. Not only were they involved with the overall 

social movement, they also has their own women’s movement that ran parallel. There 

is no denying that the women’s organisations did not come up against barriers and 

strong minded members of societies who did believe in their cause, but there was 

definitely more leeway for women to become politically involved. Whether it was as 

mothers or wives, or as the individual woman, the females of Chile became aware that 
                                                
13 Quota Project. http://www.quotaproject.org/uid/countryview.cfm?country=45 (Accessed 
12/03/2014). 
14 Ross, J. (2005). In traditional Chile, meet the soldiers with pearl earrings. Accessed from: 
http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/1107/p01s04-woam.html  
15 Plan de Acción Nacional para la implementación de la resolución del consejo de seguridad de la 
Organización de Naciones Unidas 1325/2000. (2009). Accessed from: 
http://www.peacewomen.org/assets/file/NationalActionPlans/chile_nationalactionplan_august2009.pdf  
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they were capable of being politically active, and more importantly, that they had a 

right to be. However, when the peace process of the transition was underway, women 

continued in their civil society level movements, but had very little representation in 

government itself.16 This tended to be because the women who were capable of being 

involved, were highly educated, their families were from political backgrounds and 

they had enough experience in order to engage with the politics. These women were 

few and far between, given the previous government’s distain for women’s 

participation within the labour force, the experience and education of women on the 

ground was limited. It became a difficulty for women to transition from strong 

positions within the protesting civil society into the newly democratic political sphere. 

I theorise that the Chilean push for gender equality in the military is a transitional 

method of equality progression. If women can be seen to be as strong as men, as 

useful and capable of serving their country as soldiers and/or military leaders, then the 

transition into the political sphere is less of a mental leap for both the men and women 

in Chile. It also acts as training for leadership and decision-making roles. Only time 

will tell whether this is effective.  

 

An important difference between Chile and Egypt is that the push for the participation 

of women in decision-making levels in Chile was an internal decision. The Beijing 

Platform for action occurred 6 years after the first democratic elections since the 

military coup in 1973, thus there was no international response or the expectations 

regarding to the amount of women involved in the peace process. However, this does 

mean that progress regarding this issue is a progression from within, whereas in 

Egypt, it was externally mandated. The questions remains, what extent does this 

distinction make on the short and long term consequences for female participation.  

 
Egypt 
 
Egypt is an interesting example, because it brings to light the issues that occur when 

transition towards democracy transpires, yet through this transition, there is a 

significant regression on rights. This is what caused women to take to the streets in 

protest and begin their own women’s movement. The following push for the 

participation of women in the peace process came from an external international 

                                                
16 Chuchryk (1994) 
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pressure based on the global commitments described in this paper. Regardless of the 

strong presence of protesting women within the transition, the only requirement the 

new Salafi government proposed was having at least one woman in every electoral 

list.17  

 

Fernandez and Ortega problematised the issue of women as victims. They analysed 

the sexual attacks of the protesting women in Tahrir Square as an example of men 

victimising women. By victimising the women, they aimed to show that the women 

had a lack of strength, they needed to be protected by men and extrapolating from 

this, they were not in a position to involved in such rigorous procedures as the peace 

process. This is in contrast to Chile, where the implementation of women into the 

military is an effort to demonstrate the very opposite traits. Fernandez and Ortega 

argue that in fact women in the Middle East have had a wide range of active roles in 

conflict, and in fact, for women, conflict can be ‘experienced as a time of liberation 

from the patriarchal social order’.18 However, the women in Egypt seemed to have a 

different experience. During the transition, the Muslim Brotherhood eliminated the 

Mubarak-era quota ensuring women 64 seats in parliament and one Salafi leader 

denounced the military government’s requirement to include women on the electoral 

lists as ‘evil’. Although the Salafi government stated that they would accept female 

candidates, these candidates were forbidden from revealing their faces in campaign 

materials, having to resort to replacing any images with pictures of flowers.19 Adding 

to this, Zahid Mahmood20 wrote a feature article in Public Service where he revealed 

that a spokesman for the Salafi government had commented on female candidates, 

stating ‘There is many, but no one takes them seriously’.  

 

At a 2011 senate hearing in the USA, the Ambassador Melanne Verveer gave a 

speech21 on women in the Arab Spring, and on Egypt, she expressed concern that 

                                                
17 Fernandez, R. A. A. & Ortega, O. M. (2011). Women’s Rights in the Arab Spring: A chance to 
flourish, A risk of hiberation. Revista de Estudios Juridicos. 
18 Fernandez & Ortega (2011), p.2. 
19 Coleman, I. (2011). Is the Arab Spring Bad for Women? Foreign policy. Accessed from: 
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/12/20/arab_spring_women  
20 Mahmood, Z. (2012). Arab Spring – have women’s rights been forgotten? Public Service. Accessed 
from: http://www.ikkevold.no/2012/04/arab-spring-%E2%80%93-have-womens-rights-been-forgotten-
public-service/  
21 USA Senate Hearing 112-205 on Women and the Arab spring, p.5-9. Accessed from: 
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-112shrg72399/html/CHRG-112shrg72399.htm  
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although women were active members of the protests in the country, the role of 

women in governance has been worryingly limited. No women were included in the 

committee that drafted the new constitution, and at the time only one female minister 

served in the cabinet. Based on this, she stated that she was concerned that there was 

‘no evident champion for women’s rights in the Egyptian government.’ In fact, 

women were eventually included on the constitutional panel, however their 

involvement was highly questionable. One member, Amany Aboul Fadl criticised 

‘Suzanne’s Laws’ (a set of laws produced by Mubarak’s wife to protect women’s 

rights in divorce and domestic violence among other things) as being ‘100% feminist 

mentality’ and that they were unfair to men. Manal al-Tibi was another female 

member of the panel who resigned. She had proposed that the new constitution spell 

out that the state was committed to eradicating violence against women, but this was 

overruled on the grounds that it would limit a man’s licence under Islamic law to used 

limited force to discipline his wife or child. She had also made other suggestions, 

which were quickly overruled to allow for social practices.22  

 

Furthermore Egypt has yet to ratify the optional protocol to CEDAW that would 

allow an inquiry into the violations of the state. If article 7 and 8 (political 

participation of women) is taken in conjunction with articles 3 and 4 (the 

advancement and development of equality through temporary special measures), then 

Egypt would be in violation of the Convention, however having not ratified the 

Optional protocol, they are not subject to inquiry.  

 
What do these examples tell us? 
 
It is clear from the examples of Egypt and Chile that the push for women to be 

involved in conflict resolution and peace processes is problematic. In both examples, 

women were very active in a variety of ways during the transition conflicts, using the 

conflicts as a platform for liberation from the patriarchal social norm, and to develop 

and to set in motion their women’s agenda. However, there is a clear difference 

between politically participating in civil society and making the transition to pushing 

this agenda within the political system. It appears in Egypt that women are chosen or 

influenced into thinking in terms of certain values and ideals which align with those 
                                                
22 Saleh, H. (2012). Egyptian women fear regression on rights. Financial Times. Accessed from: 
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/b203c126-06f5-11e2-92ef-00144feabdc0.html  
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of the government. It projects this feeling of tokenism, that women in decision-

making levels may have a minority physical presence, but the extent to which they 

have a say in any policy or substantive decisions is limited.   

 

In Chile, regardless of the significant input of women throughout the transition, the 

mentality that women should remain in the home prevailed and has continued to be 

difficulty to overcome.23 Perhaps the women of Chile are now lucky in that they have 

a female president who is also the head of the United Nations Entity for gender 

equality and the empowerment of women. And I feel that there is something positive 

to be said about the action plan to increase participation of women in the military; it 

seems to be an attempt to counter this customary concept of women as victims. It is 

not clear from the action plan exactly the purpose of this move, but I would suggest 

that it is a transition in itself for women to become further respected and trusted 

enough by the people to elected into office.  

 

Conclusion 

The international scheme for increasing participation of women in peace processes 

and conflict resolution is problematic. It is grounded in the fact that women are 

disproportionately targeted victims during and after conflict, and following from this 

it is important to ensure that a gender perspective is mainstreamed throughout the 

peace processes. However, this perpetuates the image of the woman as a victim, as a 

weak individual that requires protection. It also assumes that a small set of women 

would be representative of the whole gender, this of course is just not true. There also 

seems to be an assumption that women are gender experts, they may be able to use 

their own experiences and issues that they are aware of to produce or influence policy, 

but gender mainstreaming requires more than this.  

 

However, it is a necessity. Conflict resolution is a fast moving process where 

important decisions regarding a new state order get made. It is important that as many 

different voices as possible are heard and that their values are considered in the 

production of any legislation and policy. It is an opportunity that is essential that 

women grasp as strongly as they can. However, if you are not respected or trusted by 

                                                
23 CEDAW report on Chile (1995). Accessed from: http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/iwraw/chile.htm  
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the peers in the civil society from which your political evolution began, then you are 

already losing the war for achieving empowerment and equality for women.  

 


