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In many parts of the world, warfare, violence and arms are typically associated with
masculinity. However, as seen in Nepal®, Sri Lanka, Eritrea, Zimbabwe, El Salvador® and
other countries®, women have taken part in armed conflicts - even as front-line combatants.
In fact, a study suggests that close to 40% of the civil conflicts that took place between
1979 to 2009 involved female combatants®. Despite their involvement, women’s specific
needs and inclusion in disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR)® measures as
well as in the overall peace processes have been long overlooked. A conflict analysis claims
that, while the contexts as to which conflicts erupt may differ, “the conflict scenarios were
strikingly similar in one aspect — women were visible in conflict-making but invisible in

peace-making”®.

In the recent decades, the international community has started to address the gender
blindness of DDR programmes. Unanimously adopted in 2000, the UN Security Council
Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 on Women, Peace and Security was a ground-breaking resolution
that encourages “all those involved in the planning for disarmament, demobilization and
reintegration to consider the different needs of female and male ex-combatants and to take
into account the needs of their dependants”’. The UN has taken a number of initiatives,
including the development of the Integrated DDR Standards (IDDRS) and an operational
guide. The IDDRS is a set of guidelines for policy makers and practitioners alike, which
signifies the importance of a number of cross-cutting issues, including gender

mainstreaming?®.



The key purpose of DDR is to enhance security, reduce and control arms, set the
environment for reconstruction and development, and prevent the re-emergence of a
conflict’. To do so, DDR primarily aims to enable ex-combatants to embrace new social
structure, learn skills to attain gainful employment, and ultimately reintegrate to the society
as active agents of peace'®. Principally, DDR includes three main phases - disarmament,
demobilization and reintegration'!. To put it simply, disarmament concerns the control and
disposal of arms of combatants and, if applicable, of the civilian population. Demobilization
refers to the formal discharge of combatants from armed forces or armed groups.!? Lastly,
reintegration is a long-term process, which concerns the socio-economic reintegration and

acquirement of a civilian status®3.

While traditional DDR has mainly targeted male ex-combatants, the IDDRS recommends to
involve more women and mainstream gender'®. Many of the conditions and considerations
needed to integrate ex-combatants and other personnel associated with the armed forces
and groups into DDR programmes are applicable for both men and women. However, there

are additional, unique challenges and considerations when involving women®.

Women in warfare — who are they, what do they do, and what are their challenges?

The success of DDR and overall peace processes depends on a number of contextual
elements and there is no one-size-fits-all solution. At the same time, DDR programmes are
known to gain effectiveness when various needs of men and women are addressed in the
process'®. Mainstreaming gender is an intricate, sensitive and a highly politicized matter.
Addressing the current gaps in terms of engagement and inclusion of women, require a
thorough understanding of, including but not limited to, the motivation behind women’s
engagements in conflict, the role they played, and the particular needs of women involved

in armed conflict in post-conflict era.

There are various motivations and other background contexts as to why women engage in
armed warfare. Some may join in support of political ideologies, while others may be

enlisted through threat and abduction'’. Furthermore, as in the case of Nepal'®, Peru'® and



other armed groups in the African continent®®, their promise of gender equality and freedom
attracted local women?!'. For some women, participation in militancy symbolized a pathway
to women’s emancipation, abolishment of other forms of discrimination and inequality, and
transition from oppressive, conventional gender norms®2. In fact, women have acquired
positions of command and authority as seen in the cases of Liberia and other civil wars in

Africa®3.

Women play diverse roles in armed forces and groups. There are the female combatants,
who take on front-line combats and perform other tasks that are no different from men?®*.
Other than the combatants, there are the female supporters or female associated with
armed forces and groups (FAAFGs), who mainly perform supportive duties, such as logistics,
translation, radio operation, camp management, cooking and nursing®. There are also the
female dependants, who are financially and socially dependent on the combatants (e.g.

wives, children, and siblings)®.

While women engaged in armed conflict may enjoy a certain level of status and power
during wartime, they face numerous challenges in post-conflict context. Given the diverse
ways in which they engage and experience war, their needs are far from unanimous. First,
many women undergo a series of traumatic experiences by witnessing and/or directly
engaging in extreme violence. While men are also at risk, women are more likely to fall
victim to conflict-related sexual violence. This particular nature of being a perpetrator of
violence as well as a victim?’, results in a unique combination of physical, psychological and
social needs?®. Second, studies also note the issue of identity crisis. Women, who enjoyed
an elevated position during war, may struggle to re-adapt to the conventional gender norms
once the armed conflict is over. They may be disillusioned, finding themselves yet again in
a subordinate position to men, confined in private spheres, and barred by legal and other
structural discrimination®®. Third, women may face a daunting range of social stigma, as
they are seen to counter local, conservative ideals of femininity>°. Furthermore, women
may face double standards. For example, in some contexts, while disabled male ex-
combatants are hailed as heroes, disabled female ex-combatant are perceived as a burden
to the local community as they cannot perform the duties expected of them?3!. Lastly, many

women and men in armed conflict lack formal education and vocational training, and in



some cases, are illiterate. However, in most circumstances, women tend to have lower
levels of education and training than men32. Yet, what profoundly distinguishes women from
men is that women often shoulder the obligation and the burden to look after their children
and family members*3. This has an implication on women'’s access to training and capacity
building opportunities, especially for those who have limited or no support from their
partners (due to their absence, disability, missing, still in fighting or death) or family
members. Given such contexts, options for women to access information on job market,
acquire necessary education and training, utilize hard and soft skills earned during militancy,

find gainful employment and access credit become severely limited compared to men>*.

Challenges involving women, mainstreaming gender in DDR

When it comes to inclusion of women in DDR, literature documents a parameter of
challenges and shortcomings. To mention a few, women engaged in armed conflict may not
prefer to be associated with the armed forces or groups in post-conflict setting for out of
fear of social stigma and threat to personal security®. Hence, they may resist participating
in DDR programmes. Second, while DDR programmes do not explicitly exclude women,
they may unintentionally do so by narrowing their target to those who are armed**. Since
women are less likely than men to be armed, they are often excluded from the target
group®’. Hence, FAAFGs and dependants, who may take on supportive, non-combat roles,
are more likely to be disqualified from DDR programmes>®. Lastly, it also does little justice,
when ill-designed, formal reintegration programmes allow women to only participate in
vocational trainings for professions that have been traditionally performed by women, for
example, weaving, cooking and tailoring®. Furthermore, there has been cases where
female ex-combatants were trained in a vocation that had little market demand in the post-
war economy®’. Hence, understanding the post-conflict economy and gender context, roles
of women in militancy, the challenges and stigmas they face, and the kind of skills and

competencies they possess, would enhance the quality of DDR programmes®.

The IDDRS and mainstreaming gender in DDR programmes

The IDDRS, aims to provide guidance to DDR activities based on the past interventions and



lessons learned. The IDDRS, a useful tool for both practitioners and policy makers, covers
numerous topics, which one of them is gender mainstreaming. To depart from the
conventional DDR programmes that focus almost only on male combatants, the IDDRS
notes the necessity to meet the needs of the following five groups: male and female adult
combatants; children associated with armed forces and groups; those working in non-
combat roles (including women); ex-combatants with disabilities and chronic illnesses; and
dependants*’. Furthermore, the IDDRS recommends mainstreaming gender at every stage
of the process. This starts from ensuring the needs of women and girls (whether
combatants, female supports, FAAFGs or dependants) are met and reflected during peace
negotiations, conducting gender-sensitive needs assessment, defining the eligibility criteria
for DDR, providing trainings and so forth. As for the eligibility criteria, the IDDRS to
encourage to go beyond the simplistic criteria of whether one is armed or not. Instead, it
recommends considering, for example, whether the women have been trained to use a
weapon, performed essential support functions, or whether she is economically dependent
on a male ex-combatant. In doing so, a larger proportion of women would become eligible

to all, combinations of, or at least one of the key phases of DDR programmes.

One may question the necessity to include the FAAFGs and dependants in DDR programmes.
The IDDRS notes that “even if they are not as much of a security risk as combatants, the
DDR process by definition, will break down their social support systems through the
demobilization of those on whom they relied to make a living”**. Furthermore, ignoring their
needs and excluding them would exacerbate their insecurities and overall vulnerability
during their transition period from a military to a civilian lifestyle. Moreover, given that DDR
is often one of the earliest interventions in post war, exclusion would result in delays in

meeting their immediate needs.

One of the key aims of gender mainstreaming is to enhance the participation of women
associated with conflict and responding to their needs. However, it is important to note that
gender-sensitive DDR is also equally relevant and important for men as well. For example,
male ex-combatants may face difficulties in securing gainful employment. As a result, they
may feel frustration for not being able to fulfil the gender roles, which emotions can turn

into violent behaviours**. Furthermore, while women are more vulnerable to gender-based



violence and sexual violence, men are at a greater risk of other types of violence, such as
homicide*. Hence, the IDDRS recommends that DDR combines both gender-sensitive
interventions, as well as female-specific interventions*®. By understanding how femininity
and masculinity are defined in particular contexts, and how that shape stigmas, stress, and

vulnerabilities, DDR programmes can better address the needs of both men and women.

The way forward

Learning from the past experiences, DDR has evolved into a more comprehensive
intervention, with links to a wide range of other interventions, for example, security sector
reforms, cross-border population movement and food aid programmes®’. Furthermore, a
number of national actors heralds gender mainstreaming and inclusion of women and girls
in DDR as one of their strategies in achieving the UNSCR 1325. For example, the
Government of Japan signifies the importance of including gender perspectives into DDR
interventions and responding to the needs of women and girls in their National Action Plan
on Women Peace and Security*®. However, given the current gaps, more work needs to be
done. The early post-conflict period often provides a critical window of opportunity for
women and men to redefine gender norms and promote gender equality®. As IDDRS notes,
“leaving women out of the process underestimates the extent to which sustainable peace-

building and security require them to participate equally in social transformation”>°.
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