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Abstract  
Peace-building activities range from the demobilisation and reintegration of soldiers, mobilisation of 

political and community support for dialogue and political compromises, emergency relief and food 

aid, to the repair of road and infrastructure. Peace-building sometimes lasts for years after the end of 

a civil war, but a short-term assessment can be made a few years after the peace treaty is signed. Gender 

perspective, Including the views and needs of women, not only increases the fulfilment of the needs and 

interests of the wider population, but also responds to the fundamental human rights of women as equal 

players in those processes. In promoting women participation, institutions and actors in charge of peace 

processes and negotiations become more inclusive and effective. Without a gender perspective, peace 

processes and negotiations lack substance, which may jeopardise their very sustainability. A gender 

perspective calls for more equitable peacebuilding institutions, processes and structures. Gender 

equality is a core human rights principle and is key to peaceful development. The equal participation 

of women and men in peacebuilding contributes to the fulfilment of fundamental conventions about 

human rights such as the Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) and important United Nations Security Council Resolutions, such as Resolution 1325 on 

Women, Peace and Security.  

 

Somali women have played a variety of roles in the struggle for peace. Studies have shown that women 

played critical roles in the lives of traditional Somali nomads, farmers, hunters and fishing 

communities. Women showed a great deal of courage in the struggle for independence, and today they 

are at the forefront of the search for peace and national reconciliation. They have made their presence 

felt as mothers, wives and sisters and professionals in all sectors. They established and utilized peace 

associations, and organized conferences and workshops promoting peace and tolerance. But despite 

all these efforts, women remain marginalised and excluded from key peacebuilding initiatives and 

conflict resolution processes in Somalia. This paper provides a deeper understanding of the war and 

conflict situation in Somalia by sharing findings of an in-depth research study conducted to set out 

policy and practical steps that should be taken to reduce violence, promote reconciliation and increase 

the prospects for peace. 
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Introduction  

Gender awareness in peace processes and negotiations is not a question of political correctness 

or the peaceful nature of the sexes involved but rather, the strategic analysis of an effective, 

sustainable and fair processes involved in dealing with the conflict and peace issues (Egnell 

2016). Even though assertions have been made to the effect that women are peaceful by nature, 

such assumptions have faced criticisms and backing from diverse groups. One of the famous 

descriptions of the ‘peace loving nature of women’ is in Aristophanes’ play, Lysistrata, in 

which the women used sex as a weapon – by depriving their men of sex and sexual pleasures 

– to end the war between Sparta and Athens (Charlesworth 2008). Reardon (1985) in her book, 

Sexism and the War System also presented an account of women as anti-militaristic, therefore 

innately peaceful. She even promoted merging masculine objective rationality with feminine 

intuitive rationality in her project which strived to identify positive values held in common by 

women and men that promote non-violent relations between individuals, nations and social 

groups (Quoted in Charlesworth 2008: 349). Interestingly, most arguments associate women’s 

motherhood and motherliness to some form of a natural affinity of women with peace. For 

example, Ruddick (1989: 3) asserted that “a mother’s preservative love” is a direct contrast to 

militaristic strategy or violence. Even though Ruddick’s association of women’s role in society 

with love and peace can be corroborated by the general actions and behaviour of women in 

most communities, it can as well be argued to be a social construct of sex roles. Just as Margaret 

Mead argued, if opinions and actions which have traditionally been viewed as feminine “such 

as passivity, responsiveness and a willingness to cherish children” are set up as masculine acts 

and responsibilities in a particular society and are outlawed in another, then we can no longer 

regard such actions as “sex linked” (Cited in Rosaldo, Lamphere, & Bamberger 1974: 18).  

 

Feminist theorists have rejected the idea that women are by nature peaceful, asserting that such 

thoughts “fixes sex with gender,” ignores the overriding effects of socialization and is 

challenged with contemporary evidence that women can be not only planners but even 

implementers of violence (Sylvester 1987). However, despite the critical feminist opinions 

about whether women are more peace loving compared to men, the overriding evidence about 

effects of wars and conflicts show that women suffer the consequences of violent conflict more 

than men. First, most women remain unarmed in conflict areas because they are not directly 

involved in the conflict of killing and destruction. Secondly, when men join armed groups or 

armies, women are entrusted with the role of taking care of children and families thus rendering 

them vulnerable to being victims of external attacks. Furthermore, the breakdown of the family 

system – perceived or real – in most circumstances necessitates the development and growth 

of innovative forms of organizing linking women with other women, men and humanitarian 

agencies in economic and other community-based actions albeit as survival mechanisms (El-

Bushra 2000: 69). Such traditional women led organizations – basic groupings – evolve into 

networks or NGOs to fulfil the roles left unattended because of war and conflict, or because of 

the absence of men in societies. With support from local and external organizations, such 

women led organizations form the entry point for peacebuilding initiatives (El-Bushra 2000: 

70). 

 

The idea of women as peacemakers and their peacebuilding roles has been featured 

prominently in recent times in documents with international legal significance and are 

becoming accustomed to international debates (Charlesworth 2008: 349). The recognition of 

women’s roles in peace and conflict resolution have grown steadily over the past four decades. 

From the declaration of International Women’s Year in 1975, and the adoption of the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 

1979, clearly the UN set the pace for creating room for women’s recognition and the assertion 

that women had equal rights in the determination of international peace and security. The 

international recognition of the role of women in war and peace, Security Council Resolution 
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1325 which was adopted in 2000 was another milestone for women. Resolution 1325 covers 

extensively a variety of issues including; the obligation to protect women during war or violent 

conflict, the inclusion of women in peace processes, gender mainstreaming in peacekeeping 

processes and gender mainstreaming in the UN peace and security arrangements. The 

Resolution affirms ‘‘the important role of women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts 

and in peace-building’’ emphasizing ‘‘the importance of their equal participation and full 

involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security, and the 

need to increase their role in decision-making about conflict prevention and resolution’’ (UN 

2000). Clearly the trend and the etymology suggest that women have a key role in conflict 

resolution and thus should be equal players in peacebuilding and conflict prevention.  
 

However, even with all the international recognition and support for women and the advocacy 

for their inclusion in planning and implementation of key peacebuilding and conflict resolution 

initiatives, women still face marginalization and exclusion. Even though challenges facing 

efforts to facilitate conflict resolution and state building initiatives in conflict states like 

Somalia cannot be overemphasised, exclusion or very minimal participation of women cannot 

be wished away.   

 

 

Background 

Somali women's participation in peacebuilding and conflict resolution has been dismal since 

the country has been engulfed in conflict and war for more than three decades now. Despite 

having been the ones entrusted with the survival of their households and communities during 

the war, where they had to put effort to provide food, shelter and protection to their children 

and other family members (El-Bushra 2000: 70), the advent of relative peace in Somalia has 

opened a new page of discrimination against women. Somali women have continually been 

marginalized in all aspects of decision making and governance. In cabinet there are few women 

and fewer in parliament and often women who are dismissed or are forced to resign are replaced 

by men. Lack of inclusion of women has been reported in peace and state building initiatives, 

hence the need to study various factors which promote or indeed inhibits Somali women’s 

involvement in the mainstream of peace and reconciliation. This therefore makes this study 

both timely and significant. A detailed analysis of this phenomenon will help contribute to the 

sparse knowledge in this area. This research exposes the gaps and assumptions in peacebuilding 

and conflict resolution in Somalia. In addition, the suggestions and recommendations offered 

in this study will help improve the level of women’s awareness about the obstacles they face 

and how to increase their involvement in key decision-making organs in Somalia.  

 

This research will help respond to the following questions in a broad context; What are 

women’s current roles in re-establishing the social fabric in the aftermath of conflict in 

Somalia? What do international agreements and resolutions say about the role of women in 

peacebuilding? As has been highlighted in the introduction of this paper, women play 

significant roles in peacebuilding since the impact of armed conflict upon both men and women 

differ greatly. However, in Somalia, men lead the discussions in virtually all formal peace 

processes while women are ignored. Advancing women’s participation in leadership in post-

conflict Somalia requires determined efforts not only by women themselves, but also by the 

government, the international community and indeed entire civil society. It is now widely 

recognized that women’s exclusion from decision making results in state institutions and 

policies that do not address gender inequalities and are unresponsive to women’s needs. Gender 

research explains the ways in which complex processes define gender and gender relations in 

Somali society. This applies both to the often-unequal distribution of power between men and 

women and it helps reveal how the perception of gender influences power and hierarchies in 

society. The realization of the effective participation of both women and men in the production 
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of knowledge on Somalia benefits equal opportunities. Investing in a gender-sensitive approach 

to research improves the objectivity of the findings thus adding value to both the peacebuilding 

and state-building discourses.  

 

Study focus 

The main objective of the study was to examine the extent to which women have contributed 

to the peace building and conflict resolution process in Somalia. The various dimensions of 

peace-building as set out in the African Union’s post conflict reconstruction and development 

(PCRD) framework and its emphasis on gender mainstreaming in peace-building efforts will 

serve as the framework for analysing the involvement of women in peace-building and 

development in the country. The various dimensions of peace-building namely, political 

transition, government and democratization, security, humanitarian emergence assistance, 

human rights, justice, and reconciliation, socio- economic reconstruction and development and 

gender - will be discussed in more detail below. In analysing the nature of women’s 

involvement in peace-building in Somalia, a distinction will be drawn between the role of the 

government in promoting women’s peace-building efforts on the one hand, and initiatives of 

women’s groups in Somalia and international organizations and agencies, on the other. 

 

Research questions 

The main assessment framework and guiding questions were;  

1. What is the level of women’s participation in conflict prevention, resolution and peace 

building in Somalia & what are the local perceptions to peace, security and women? 

2. What are the factors which constrain women’s participation in peacebuilding and rec-

onciliation & how can women navigate these constraints? 

3. What policies, frameworks, rules and regulations have the government put in place to 

encourage women at federal, regional and local political levels to participate in peace-

building initiatives? 

 

Methodology  

This is a social conflict research and strived to explore the social, cultural and political realities 

which affect the effective participation of women in peacebuilding and conflict resolution in 

Somalia. To navigate this research process, the research adopted the philosophy of 

‘pragmatisms’ which is a construct of the Mixed Methods Research (Thaler 2015: 2). 

Pragmatism was especially helpful in this research because of its focus on the decisions and 

actions of those involved in peacebuilding and conflict resolution (Gross, 2009: 367). In 

transitional societies, conflict situations compel individuals and groups with the reality that 

resolution must be sort through some structural and or agency action. Through the application 

of a mixed method research approach, the basis for both the structural and agentic actions are 

examined with practical focus placed on the meaning and basis for such actions. The mixed 

methods research was expected to capture the broader structural context, the motives and 

decisions of key players in such situations and processes.  

 

Research approach and design 

Being a mixed method research, sampling strategies employed both quantitative and qualitative 

i.e. probability and purposive sampling methods. Probability sampling method was applied for 

data collection where members of the general public were targeted. A multiple probability 

sampling involving three probability sampling techniques was combined to generate target 

respondents (Teddlie & Yu 2007: 80). In this technique, the first stage involved cluster 

sampling to define specific geographical locations in Somalia where data collection was 

conducted. In this context, the study targeted three (3) locations in Somalia namely Galkayo 
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(North and South), Kismayo and Garowe which effectively became the research clusters. The 

second stage of sampling involved identifying the units of interest within a cluster; and the 

final stage involved randomly sampling the members of the unit identified in stage two. 

 

Purposive sampling technique was used for the qualitative component of the research. Through 

this technique, the unique case sampling method was used since, the research questions are 

socio-political and targets specific respondents (Yin 2003: 42 in Teddlie & Yu 2007: 82). Key 

personalities – political, religious, civil society leaders, academicians and government officials 

– were targeted for key informant interviews while women leaders – purposively mobilized 

through their networks and groups – were targeted through focused group discussions. Even 

though this study adopted the mixed method data collection and analysis approach, quantitative 

data was collected separately from qualitative data. Structured questionnaires designed to 

correspond with the research questions were administered. Qualitative data were collected 

through two key research tools; a key informant interview guide –a qualitative interview tool 

designed and administered through physical interviews – and a focused group discussion guide 

– an open ended pre-set question guide used to facilitate sets of purposively mobilized focused 

group discussions of between eight to twelve members. In terms of timing the study was 

conducted within four weeks. Given the limitation of literature on women’s participation in 

peace building and reconciliation in Somalia, the selection of the respondents focused on those 

working directly on issues that address women’s participation in peacebuilding and politics in 

Somalia.  

 

Sample size and sampling  

As already mentioned above, this study targeted three (3) locations in Somalia namely Galkayo 

(North and South), Kismayo and Garowe. The target population of this study was 400 persons 

selected from the different segments of the society including such as university students and 

civil society members and government ministries. 400 people were interviewed through struc-

tured questionnaire while at least 6-10 Key Informants were targeted in each location. A sam-

ple of 400 respondents from the different sectors of the larger population were interviewed 

to determine the role of Somali women in peacebuilding and conflict prevention/resolution. 

In each research location 1 FGD was conducted.  

 

Research Findings  

 

Demography 

The quantitative data were collected through structured interviews carried out in three 

locations, Kisimayo, South Galkayo and North Galkayo. Nearly the same number of 

respondents were interviewed at each location (48 at Kismayo, 53 at South Galkayo, and 51 in 

North Galkayo) to make a total of 152 respondents, of which close to three quarters (74.3%) 

were women. The respondents were young with 50% being below 30 years of age and 79% 

being below 40 years of age. Only 5% of the respondents were above 50 years. Slightly over 

half of the respondents (53%) had a basic education (primary and secondary level) while 

slightly below one third of the respondent (31%) had a higher education (Diploma and degree).  

41% of the respondents were married, 37% were single and 16% were divorced. The remaining 

5% indicated their marital status as widow, other or missing. 
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Levels of women’s participation in peace building and conflict prevention and resolution 

From the questionnaire interviews, the majority of respondents (71%) felt that Somali women 

have an important role in peace building and conflict prevention and resolution. Those who did 

not think so were less than 20%, while 11% were either not sure or did not know. When this 

question was asked separating conflict prevention and resolution from peace building, 64% of 

respondents indicated that women took part in conflict prevention and resolution while 78% of 

respondents indicated that women took part in peace building, indicating less involvement of 

women in conflict prevention and resolution as compared to peace building. Respondents were 

asked to identify ways in which women prevented and resolved conflict from a list of options. 

The key ways identified by the respondents included preventing conflict at the household 

(37%), bringing up well behaved and peace-loving children (22%) including preventing youth 

from joining radical and extremist groups, mediating among community members (18%) and 

participating in community peace building committees (13%) among other ways. Respondents 

also identified ways in which women are involved in peace building. These included supporting 

children education (30%), informally advocating for peace within the community especially at 

the household level (24%), informally supporting community negotiations (16%), and 

facilitating family integration (12%) among others.  

 

Women building lasting and sustainable peace  

It is important to note that Somali women take part in peacebuilding in a more lasting, 

sustainable way then men, they are involved from the onset of things and continue to be till the 

end. Women do not see peacebuilding as a onetime application but rather an ongoing exercise 

whereby women are continuously involved in all stages. The central question in the focus group 

discussions was so much money is being used for war and conflict and for hurting people 
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instead of for peacebuilding and sustainable development. Women argued, that men resolve 

conflicts as they happen, right there and then instead of approaching it in a more holistic way. 

The number of regional conflicts is increasing in Somalia. Women argues that that is people 

don’t have trust or faith in their governments and they thus they form their own sub identities 

based on religion, ethnicity, extremism and so on and these in turn become divided 

communities with implications for all.  

 

Factors constraining women’s participation in peacebuilding and conflict prevention and 

resolution 

 

Social and cultural norms influencing women’s participation  

Respondents of the questionnaire interviews identified social and cultural norms that either 

encouraged or discouraged women participation in peace building and conflict prevention and 

resolution. Social and cultural norms that encourage women’s active engagement include 

women’s roles in cooking for men in peace building missions (45%), women’s roles in 

preparing peace building and conflict resolution meeting locations (20%) and women being 

given opportunity to air their opinions (20%). On the other hand, the social and cultural norms 

that discouraged women from participating in peace building and conflict prevention and 

resolutions include women being seen to be sensitive and emotional (39%), women being seen 

to be weak physically (32%) and women not being elected to be members of the community 

peace building committee (14%).  

 

 

 

The challenges that women faced when addressing these cultural and social norms include lack 

or low level of education among women (33%), limited financial capacity of women and lack 

of funds (24%), negative perception of women by the community (18%), early marriages (18%) 

and traditional and cultural discrimination against women (13%).  

 

Community perception on role of women  

Generally, the community has a negative perception on women’s role in peace building and 

conflict prevention and resolution. Interview respondents indicated that women are not counted 

by their clans (39%), are not capable to build peace (30%) and are physically weak (23%). 

Generally, the Somali tradition and custom restrict women to the house to take care of the 

household, children and cleaning. However, over two thirds of the respondent (68%) indicated 

that there was a changing opinion on this altitude, indicating a shift in the perception that the 

community has on women. 
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Challenges limiting women’s participation  

The challenges that women encounter when engaging in peace building and conflict prevention 

and resolution were discussed in the Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and the Key Informant 

Interviews (KIIs). Overwhelmingly, both FGDs and KIIs identified cultural and traditional 

barriers as the key constrains that limit Somali women’s participation in peace building and 

conflict prevention and resolution. 

Some of the issues noted as obstacles to women participation included; outright discrimination 

at the family level with expectation that women should remain at home and take care of family 

matters. The discussions revealed that Somali culture and tradition favoured men over women 

and the clan based political 4.5 representation system gives all decision-making powers to the 

male traditional elders who will not allow women to represent their clans. In many cases, 

women are denied opportunity to participate in community peace building committee while 

conflict resolution process is dominated by men. The other challenges highlighted included 

lower levels of education among women, lack of awareness and information among women, 

insecurity, lack of collaboration among women and lack of women role models in the 

government and in politics, further limiting the level at which women could engage in peace 

building and conflict prevention and resolution. 

 

Policies, frameworks, rules and regulations that encourage women to participate in peace 

building initiatives  

 

Existing mechanisms and policy options  

Many the respondents (66%) did not know of any mechanism in place in Somalia to build 

peace or prevent and resolve conflicts. Of the other respondents, 18% indicated awareness of 

formal mechanisms while 13% reported awareness of informal mechanisms. Regarding policy 

options for enhancing women’s participation in peace building and conflict prevention and 

resolution, nearly half of those interviewed through structured questionnaires (46%) indicated 

that there were no such policy options. Less than a quarter of the respondents (22%) indicated 

being aware of such policies while more than a quarter of the respondents (26%) had no option 

on whether such policy existed. Over half of the respondents (58%) indicated that policy 

options for enhancing women’s participation had not been tried compared to slightly over one 

quarter of the respondents (28%) who indicated that these policy options had been tried. For 

the respondents reporting application of policy options, 40% reported success; 31% reported 

failure and 25% did not know the outcome. 

 

Policies and strategies which promote women’s participation  

Key informant interviews explored the existing government and organizational policies, strat-

egies and laws which promote women participation in peace building and conflict prevention 

and resolutions. Strategies that ensured women’s participation included government enforce-

ment of the 30% quota for women in parliament and government jobs and continuous aware-

ness creation on women rights through campaigns, public forums and media. Currently only 

24% of the 30% women’s quota is achieved.  
 

The informants however observed that the policies, strategies and plans were only operating at 

the state and regional levels but not at the district level. Strategies that promoted women’s 

participation included development of women affairs by government though women’s 

ministries (for example women organization by the Ministry of Women, Family Affairs and 
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Human Rights in Jubbaland), development and use of numerous women development 

principles and agreements, and lobbying by civil society organization and women associations. 

 

Over the past 10 years, Somali women have organised themselves to be seen and heard. There 

have been two women presidential candidates, at least 2 other women ran for seats as mayors 

in Garowe and Qardho. Additionally, Somali women have mobilised themselves to form polit-

ical movements such as Somali Gender Equity Movement (SGEM) and Talowdaag. A woman 

was recently appointed Brigadier General, becoming the highest ranking female in the Somali 

Police Force after recent promotion. The Chair of the National Independent Electoral Commis-

sion is currently a woman. A National Gender Policy is being finalized and a Sexual Offences 

Bill is about to be passed.  

  

Conclusion 

From the focus of this study, several conclusions can be drawn from the study results. Although 

the study was not able to measure qualitatively the level of women’s involvement, women play 

importance roles in peace building and conflict resolution processes in Somalia. According to 

the study, the conflict and war in Somalia spanning decades have contributed to further 

disempowering of women especially leading to very low education levels. As a result, many 

women do not consider themselves as capable of fighting for their right to representation in 

key decision-making forums. However, despite many challenges and low level of participation 

and representation in top level roles, Somali women still contribute to peace building and 

conflict prevention and resolutions efforts in many ways among them advocating for peace at 

the household level, bringing up well behaved and peace-loving children and supporting 

community peace mediation and negotiations.  

 

Even though women participation is receiving global push and appreciation, the Somali 

community still has negative perceptions on the roles women can play in the country. In 

general, the Somali cultural and traditional barriers are the main challenges that limit women 

participation in key roles including peace building and conflict resolution initiatives. These 

barriers take many dimensions and range from outright discrimination, low family expectations 

for women, and lack of empowerment for women. Nevertheless, despite cultural and traditional 

barriers and limited policy options which enhance women participation and representation, 

many opportunities exist which if effectively explored can promote women participation. 

These include; improved women education, changing community perception towards women, 

increased women empowerment organizations working in Somalia, support for women affairs 

by development organizations, collaboration and networking among women and many more 

women led initiatives in Somalia and globally.  

 

Finally, the struggle for equal representation and inclusion in decision making for women in 

Somalia should be supported by key women and international voices. This is because for 

example, an advocacy for the inclusion of the principles of non-discrimination in the Somali 

constitution should be prioritised since the Federal government of Somalia already ratified 

Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). The 

advocacy should also put pressure on the government to domesticate the international standards 

contained in the UN Security Council Resolution 1325 which promotes full involvement of 

women in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of peace and security. If structural 

changes complement the already ongoing grassroots efforts by the Somalia women, then a lot 

of progress will be made, and women participation and inclusion will be realised. Based on the 

results of the study, a number of recommendations are made to the different stakeholders 
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involved in gender, peace and security in Somalia including the Federal Government and 

member states, UN and INGOS as well as the Somali people.  
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