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ABSTRACT
In West Africa, women’s organizations have created the Women’s
Situation Room (WSR) – a mechanism aimed at preventing and
responding to episodes of violence and instability. Drawing on
experiences from Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria, the article explores
how strategies developed and deployed by WSRs use gender as a
productive force to counteract violence. We identify three ways in
which WSRs take advantage of gendered constructions: feminist
organizing creates the political networks that make the WSRs
possible; women’s location outside formal politics gives them
legitimacy; and maternal constructions of femininity give them
the power to disrupt and coopt potentially violent actors.
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Introduction

The Security Council emphasises the important role that women and civil society […] can play
in exerting influence over parties to armed conflict. The Security Council welcomes women-
led prevention initiatives such as the Women’s Situation Rooms throughout Africa, which
have helped to prevent or mitigate the eruption and escalation of violence, inter alia
through observing and monitoring, and by engaging stakeholders in constructive dialogue
and peace advocacy. (United Nations Security Council 2016b, 2)

The role of women has become central in debates on conflict prevention, resolution and
peacebuilding, not least because it is on the Security Council’s Women, Peace, and Secur-
ity agenda. The introductory quote reflects this preoccupation. It endorses the Women’s
Situation Rooms (WSRs) – a conflict prevention mechanism created by women’s organiz-
ations in West Africa to forestall violence while strengthening women’s participation in
political processes. In 2012, the African Union (AU) declared them a ‘best practice’ and
recommended their replication in other African electoral processes (UN Women 2012).
Since then, WSRs have proliferated across Africa. Although initially conceived as a mech-
anism of election monitoring, they have proven to be far more than that. According to
Yvette Chesson-Wureh, one of the leaders of the WSR in Liberia, they have become an
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‘opportunity for women to influence how politics is carried out’ (Jackson 2017). WSRs are
thus a potent example of a women-led mechanism focused on conflict prevention.

WSRs pose anew the question of the relationship between women and peace. In this
article we employ the example of the WSR to shift the focus away from liberal feminist
framings that continue to inform the WPS prevention mandate to advance understanding
of how women have mobilized the force of gender and harness it to their ends. In high-
lighting how gender can become a force for conflict prevention, we show that the initiat-
ive draws on women’s movement networks, takes advantage of the actual and perceived
location of women outside formal politics, and activates the rhetorical power of African
motherhood to disrupt conflict dynamics.

The paper traces the history of the WSR, outlines its structures and practices, and
explores how strategies developed and deployed by the WSRs in Ghana, Nigeria and
Senegal use gender relations and constructions in their efforts to prevent and counteract
violence. Our selection of the three countries has several reasons. First, they have been
acknowledged in the grey literature as relatively successful cases. Second, they go
beyond Liberia, the country in which the methodology was first implemented, yet
involve two organizations that were central to developing and diffusing the method-
ology: Femmes Africa Solidarité (FAS) led the implementation in Senegal and the Liberian
Angie Brooks International Centre (ABIC) supported the implementation in Ghana. Adding
the Nigerian case helps us to understand how the methodology has been adapted in
another context by a different organization, the Women’s International League for
Peace and Freedom (WILPF). Third, the fact that the three countries are located in West
Africa provides for a level of control of regional political environments.

Our research spanned over seven years, from 2014 to 2021, duringwhich each of the co-
authors encountered theWSR in different settings. Drumond initially researched the initiat-
ive in Senegal with FAS and the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network; Prügl
came across it again in the context of her research collaboration with WILPF in Nigeria;
and Spano participated in an applied research project at the Graduate Institute that
explored the WSR in Ghana for ABIC. Our data include two types of sources: First, we com-
piled documents and reports of the WSR produced by ABIC, FAS and WILPF, their funders
and media outlets. Second, we conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 18
informants who were engaged with the initiative in our three case countries. Interviewees
included WSR leaders, representatives of local, national, and regional civil society organiz-
ations, as well as observers, analysts and journalist monitors. They reflected the diverse
areas of intervention of the WSR and represented the many walks of life of those involved
with the initiative: some were elite women with international credentials, others members
of local organisations working at the grassroots in different areas of security and develop-
ment. Interviewswere conducted in English and French in a semi-structuredmanner; some
were summarized in written form but most were transcribed literally.

Our analysis was informed by principles of inductive analysis that involved a coding of
our documents and interviews. Drumond’s report (Drumond 2015) was the starting point
for our analysis, and she brought together our materials for a first draft of this paper. The
theoretical conceptualizations emerged in our engagements with this draft and in mul-
tiple revisions, which led us back to revisiting our data and conducting additional inter-
views. As we quote from the interviews, we identify the leaders of the WSRs in the
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three countries with their permission, but keep the identities of our other interviewees
anonymous.1

In the following, we first provide a literature review on gender and conflict prevention
and present the foundations of our analysis. Second, we synthesize evidence of experi-
ences with the WSRs in Ghana, Nigeria and Senegal. Finally, we offer our analysis of the
three ways gender operates in the WSR: common identities of womanhood enable the
political networks that fuel the WSRs; exclusionary political structures allow women to
position themselves as neutral mediators; and constructions of maternal authority give
them the power to disrupt and co-opt potentially violent actors.

Gender and conflict prevention

The persistent inability of the United Nations (UN) and its member states to respond to
crises and prevent the outbreak and recurrence of violent conflicts has led to an insti-
tutional paradigm shift that has moved prevention to the core of the UN’s peace
efforts. The so-called sustaining peace approach is ‘broadly understood as a goal and a
process to build a common vision of a society… aimed at preventing the outbreak, con-
tinuation, escalation and recurrence of violent conflict’ (UN Security Council 2016a). In
advocating that peace must be people-centered and inclusive, it acknowledges the criti-
cal role of civil society and grassroots initiatives, underscoring the relevance of women’s
participation in preventing and resolving conflicts.

Conflict prevention approaches are traditionally divided into operational or ‘light pre-
vention’ on the one hand, and structural or ‘deep prevention’ on the other, although
these distinctions might be somewhat blurred in practice (Féron 2020, 242). Operational
prevention refers to short term actions taken to respond to the imminent escalation of
potential conflicts, including preventive diplomacy, targeted sanctions, special envoys
and mediation practices (Ackermann 2003). These activities tend to favor ‘top-down’
approaches that often rely on states and international organizations (Féron 2020, 242).
In contrast, structural prevention includes long-term activities aiming to tackle the root
causes of violence (Ackermann 2003). They are more grassroots-oriented and also often
involve national and international development agencies, non-governmental organiz-
ations and local civil society actors (Féron 2020, 242; Ackerman 2003). The WSR combines
light and deep prevention. It intervenes to forestall violence during elections, but it also
targets women’s long-term participation in politics, thus seeking to achieve structural
change through a more inclusive polity.

Feminist literature has shown that conflict prevention has been pervasively margina-
lized in the WPS agenda (Basu and Confortini 2017; Kapur and Rees 2019). Efforts to main-
stream gender into prevention strategies often have been narrowed to preventing
conflict-related sexual violence (Basu and Shepherd 2017) or to the development of
gender-sensitive early warning systems (Hill 2003). The latter are typically based on
sex-specific indicators that treat levels of gender-based violence as an indicator of
conflict risk (Saferworld 2015). Other conflict prevention mechanisms have favored oper-
ational strategies that accomplish little beyond adding gender as a ticking box exercise
focused on the number of women involved (Bargués-Pedreny and Martin de Almagro
2020). There is thus a need to provide a deeper understanding of conflict prevention
as a gendered political process.
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An extensive body of research explores the role of women in conflict prevention and
resolution. Some of this literature has suggested that women hold more pacifist attitudes
than their male counterparts and often display (or are perceived to display) more coop-
erative, flexible, and creative behaviour in efforts to resolve conflicts (Maoz 2009; Eckel
et al. 2008; Boyer et al. 2009). The association of women with conflict prevention has
also been attributed to their image as a ‘reservoir of experience and insight’ of potential
signs of conflict escalation due to their social positioning (Hill 2003, 18). According to this
perspective, women’s lived experiences are an ‘untapped resource’ that could make early
warning and preventive activities more effective (Anderlini 2003). Scholars have criticized
this type of argument as essentialist for conceiving gender roles as static and for ignoring
the situational and historical malleability of gender constructions, in this way reinforcing
stereotypes while discounting women as political actors (Aharoni 2017; El-Bushra 2007;
Vincent 2003). Countering this tendency, there is now a growing body of research that
shows how women’s groups have operated across and beyond formal politics to mitigate
and alleviate conflicts (Féron 2020; Rigual 2017).

Some of this research documents the stories and experiences of women in conflict-
affected environments and seeks to transcend the dichotomies between essentialist and
anti-essentialist arguments to show how the mobilization of nurturing, caring and maternal
roles can both ‘enable and restrict’ women’s agency (Kamenou 2020, 359). For example, in
her study of female survivors of post-election violence in Kenya, Mueller-Hirth sheds light on
how conventional gender frames were empowering, how they increased women’s ‘ability
to… participate in public and political life and contributed to transforming gender
relations’ (Mueller-Hirth 2019, 175). Similarly, Ismailbekova and Megoran show how
women engaged in peacemaking activities in Kyrgyzstan mobilized creative strategies
and practices ‘that play within rather than challenge patriarchal gender rules and roles’,
in this way securing a space for action (2020, 483). In West Africa, activists have similarly
mobilized gender stereotypes in peace-related efforts to take advantage of women’s tra-
ditional authority as mothers. Lawson and Flomo (2020) and Prasch (2015) have demon-
strated how maternal activism was key to position Liberian women as political subjects
in peace efforts, challenging their exclusion from male-dominated spaces during and
after conflicts. By taking into account the context in which these repertories are activated,
they reveal that rather than invariably victimized or inherently peaceful, women are
‘actively invested in what an emerging peace economy allows them to do: participate in
the political process, make rights-based claims, exercise a degree of agency over their
lives, (…) and contribute to rebuilding their communities’ (Lawson and Flomo 2020, 2).

Our article draws insights from these debates and applies them to the area of conflict
prevention through a study of WSRs. We join the efforts of those who embed women’s
activism into situated contexts and who recognize that it is enabled by gendered struc-
tures. More than that, we want to explore the productivity of gender in political processes.
In doing so, we seek to understand not only the power of gender to motivate activism, but
also how it makes certain practices meaningful and, in this way, propels political processes
in certain directions. Theories of gender tell us that its generative force comes from a
variety of sources including habit, social sanctions, functionality, social commitments
and epistemic common sense (Prügl and Rigual 2018). As such, gender fuels political pro-
cesses, it structures political spaces, and it encourages certain kinds of political agency.
Through social sanctioning, othering, conveying meaning, and performativity it
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becomes a force in conflict cycles and a resource for activists interested in conflict preven-
tion and conflict disruption (Mac Ginty 2022).

While gender thus drives political processes, it does not determine outcomes. Accord-
ingly, the three gendered mechanisms we identify in the WSRs cannot be taken as predic-
tive. Indeed, our research is not designed to measure whether the WSRs succeed in
preventing violence in the aggregate (if such non-events can be measured). Rather, we
are interested to show how WSRs matter because of the way they invoke gender to
break and disrupt conflict dynamics. When we argue that WSRs use gender as a pro-
ductive force, we take that to mean that the interventions undertaken are accepted as
right and appropriate by others, sometimes (but not always) causing them to change
their behaviour. Whether these aggregate to produce peaceful elections or societies
would need consideration of many more variables, the assessment of which is beyond
the scope of this paper.

The Women’s Situation Room

Civil society situation rooms have been put in place in many parts of the world to monitor
electoral processes. Through systematic data collection and monitoring they play an
important role in ensuring accountability and reducing tensions during elections. Yet,
they usually remain passive observers of political processes, with limited or no capacity
to promptly react to episodes of violence or rising social tensions (Manby and Odinkalu
2012, 4). WSRs are innovative in that they combine the passive monitoring strategies of
civil society situation rooms with proactive mobilization and local-level mediation
approaches (Drumond 2015; Limo 2016). Moreover, WSRs have expanded their remit to
ensure and encourage women’s participation in politics, combining operational with
structural conflict prevention.

The idea originated in the peacebuilding activities of women’s movements in West
Africa, in particular in the efforts to prevent violence during the 1997 general elections
in Liberia. At the time, FAS partnered with women’s organisations from the Mano River
to put together an election observation mission exclusively staffed by women, an experi-
ence it documented and repeated in 2005 (Interview with Bineta Diop, 10 June 2021). The
label ‘Women’s Situation Room’ emerged more than a decade later, during the turbulent
2011 elections in Liberia, when about thirty women’s groups under the leadership of ABIC
came together to coordinate their efforts to prevent electoral violence. They engaged in
peace advocacy, conducted trainings and election observation, and built a rapid response
capacity (Interview with Yvette Chesson Wureh, 27 February 2020; Interview with Bineta
Diop, 5 February 2015). Since then, WSRs have been replicated in Senegal (2012, 2017),
Sierra Leone (2012, 2018), Kenya (2013), Zimbabwe (2013), Mali (2013), Guinea-Bissau
(2014), Nigeria (2015; 2019), Ghana (2016), Uganda (2016, 2020/2021), and again in
Liberia (2017).

The structure of the WSR revolves around three conflict prevention mechanisms, or
what Bineta Diop calls ‘the triple M factor’, that is, mobilization, monitoring and
mediation (Diop 2012). Mobilization focuses on women’s active engagement in organiz-
ing diverse civil society segments, especially women and youth, for a peaceful democratic
election and violence prevention. The monitoring component involves training individ-
uals to observe the electoral process and report violence and risk factors. Mediation
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activities consist of undertaking constructive efforts to maintain dialogue between key
stakeholders and get their commitment to the peaceful resolution of disputes (Interview
with Bineta Diop, 6 March 2015; Interviewee A, 23 March 2015; Interviewee B, 31 March
2015). In all three types of activities, the WSR model mobilizes women as peace brokers
and takes advantage of the capillary reach of women’s groups on the ground for infor-
mation gathering, awareness raising, early warning and rapid reaction.

Organizationally WSRs consist of four entities: the pressure group, the observation
group, the physical situation room, and the contact group. Functioning as the mobiliz-
ation branch, the pressure group organizes mass mobilizations and roundtable discus-
sions to advocate for peaceful and inclusive elections. The observation group is the
monitoring branch, composed of observers and journalists that are deployed to keep
an eye on the electoral process and relay information to the situation room. The latter
functions as a physical watch room that hosts a hotline to report episodes of violence
and social tension that may disrupt the electoral process. It is equipped with technical
and analytical expertise as well as logistical capacity to document, assess and react to inci-
dents (Drumond 2015). Finally, the contact group is responsible for mediation activities.
Composed of eminent women and/or women trained as mediators, it provides
context-based knowledge, advisory capacity, high-level mediation, and liaison with key
stakeholders in order to manage potential conflicts and guarantee prompt responses
to reported incidents (Interview with Gifty Mensah, 14 November 2019; Interview with
Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019; Interview with Bineta Diop, 5 February 2015).

These four organizational entities make up the WSR formula, but they have been given
different weight in different countries depending on political and security environments
and responding to local needs and specificities. In Nigeria, for example, WSR leaders
decided to change the composition of the contact group after the 2015 experience:
instead of eminent women, they included a team of women mediators who had
conflict resolution skills (Interview with Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019). Another impor-
tant innovation in the Nigerian case was the decision to turn the WSR into a permanent
body after the end of the 2019 elections, becoming active in state and local elections, con-
tinuing to respond to incidents of gender-based violence, and advocating for an increase
in women’s meaningful political participation (Interview with Joy Onyesoh, 9 November
2019). In Ghana, a ‘Youth Room’ was created within the WSR structure to include gang
leaders from different regions who were sensitized on the urgency of mitigating tensions
and violence (Interview with Gifty Mensah, 14 November 2019). This idea responded to
women’s concerns about rising tension among local gangs and increasing youth involve-
ment in electoral violence. According to Yvette Chesson-Wureh,

we came to find out that the security apparatus in most countries actually utilizes these
youth. Not only the politicians, but even the security apparatus will go ahead and pay
them to be disruptive… and that’s when we started this separate room for the gangs. (Inter-
view with Yvette Chesson-Wureh, 27 February 2020)

The examples above illustrate that even though the 3-M formula seems to be mostly
related to operational conflict prevention, in practice, the WSR blurs the scholarly distinc-
tion between operational and structural prevention (Féron 2020, 242). In all three cases,
the WSR considered the advancement of women’s political participation and the need to
empower women as a pre-requisite for building sustainable peace, thus going beyond

6 P. DRUMOND ET AL.



conflict de-escalation to addressing structural inequalities. In Senegal, for example, the
WSR built on the momentum generated from the approval of the gender parity law to
help increase the number of women candidates and voters, and encouraged women’s
participation ‘in the management of polling stations, as presidents, assessors or candi-
dates’ representatives’ (Ëttu Jamm, n.d., 19; Drumond 2015; ONU Femmes 2012). Impor-
tantly, women’s mobilization continued after the elections (Interviewee C, 26 March
2015). According to one of our informants in Senegal, ‘After the elections, women have
left their kitchens…women are also more present at decision making levels’ (Interviewee
D, 27 March 2015). The WSR also advanced women’s participation through capacity build-
ing and mentorship, empowering women beyond the electoral process. Capacity-build-
ing included training and workshops that strengthened the competencies of
journalists, young female leaders and other key stakeholders on issues such as consti-
tutional laws, conflict resolution, and gender-based violence (Ëttu Jamm 2012). As
suggested by an electoral analyst, the skills generated from the WSR carried forward
into other activism: ‘The [Women’s] Situation Room allowed us to acquire an experience
that nowadays…we use to advance women’s rights in Senegal’ (Interviewee E, 24 March
2015).

Fostering democratic participation and good governance was seen as key to sustaining
peace and avoiding a return to conflict after the elections. In this sense, our interviewees
often referred to the WSR as a ‘peacebuilding process’ that mainstreams coordinated
conflict prevention and mediation strategies to sustain peace in troubled and divided
societies (Interview with Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019; Interviewee F, 28 July 2020).
In Nigeria in particular, the WSR was understood as a continuous tool for building
peace drawing on the idea of ‘women’s political participation as a peace process’ (Inter-
view with Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019; Interviewee F, 28 July 2020). According to Joy
Onyesoh, National Coordinator of the WSR-Nigeria: ‘Peace processes are very holistic. So
they involve different components, and political participation is one such core com-
ponent.’ And, she continued, the WSR ‘for us, it’s a peacebuilding process, it has got
to do a lot with community peacebuilding initiatives, awareness raising, interactions,
and then it climaxes during the elections and then we start again the process, like
we’ve started again for 2023 already’ (Interview with Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019).

The WSR thus mobilizes women to build peace by disrupting conflict dynamics during
elections, and perhaps more importantly to work on creating peaceful societies by sup-
porting women’s political participation year round. As such, it could be regarded as a
‘conflict disrupter’, promoting ‘actions and stances that create space for a lessening of
tension and violence, and possibly the development on something more positive’ (Mac
Ginty 2022, 8). It expands its actions beyond de-escalation repertoires and opens up
opportunities for ‘a change in attitudes or behaviour among conflict actors’ as well as
more significant social transformation (Mac Ginty 2022, 12). In the following we seek to
show how the WSR works not only because it mobilizes women, but also because it acti-
vates the force of gender.

Gender as a force for conflict prevention

Our close reading of WSR documentations and interview transcripts leads us to identify
three ways in which WSR interventions deploy the force of gender. First, the WSR
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builds on women’s political networks, summoning the power of their reach and organiz-
ing capacities. Second, the WSR takes advantage of the fact that women are often
excluded from formal politics and from political networks of patronage and calls up
the framing of women as non-political in order to gain them legitimacy as agents of
conflict prevention. Third, the WSR makes use of social constructions of femininity and
in particular of motherhood as a source of authority to influence potentially violent
actors. We elaborate on these mechanisms in the following.

Women’s political networks

Although peacebuilding discourse often highlights the role that women play in prevent-
ing and managing conflict, it might be more correct to point to the distinctive power of
women leaders and their networks. The WSR illustrates this power. It works in part
because it is run by women who are political in the sense that they are active in their com-
munities, lead organizations, and are broadly networked in their countries and beyond.
This quality of the WSR as a women-led political entity spearheaded by well-connected
leaders able to tap into their national and international networks was clearly visible in
the three cases under investigation here.

As outlined, the WSR is a product of West African women’s organizations coming
together to engage in election monitoring in order to forestall violence. According to
Bineta Diop, the WSR would not have been possible without the work of the Mano
River women: ‘they were the ones on the ground conducting this work and risking
their lives… and making the link between electoral violence and conflict prevention
much before the approval of Resolution 1325’ (Interview with Bineta Diop, 10 June
2021). Because the name ‘Women’s Situation Room’ first emerged in the context of
the elections in Liberia, Chesson-Wureh of the Angie Brooks International Centre is some-
times identified as its founder. But both FAS and ABIC have provided oversight and tech-
nical guidance in the implementation of the WSRs elsewhere. And Chesson-Wureh insists
that she is not the founder of the initiative: ‘The founders… are the women of Africa,
because as we go from country to country, we have found that there are tools that
come into the room that are within the context of that country, that we can put in the
armory of the Women’s Situation Room’ (Interview with Yvette Chesson-Wureh, 27 Feb-
ruary 2020).

If the WSR thus originated from ‘the women of Africa’, regional feminist networks
and leaders were crucial to its spread. FAS, the organisation responsible for the initiat-
ive in Senegal, is a ‘prominent continental role player’ (Hudson 2021, 149). The NGO
was founded by Bineta Diop in mid-1990s ‘to prevent and resolve conflicts in Africa
and to promote women’s leadership in peacebuilding’ (ibid). With a feminist mother
who held a leadership position in Senghor’s Senegalese Progressive Union, Diop has
strong political connections in Senegal and throughout the continent, and has
become a force in African Union (AU) politics on gender equality, serving since 2014
as the AU Commission chairperson’s Special Envoy on Women, Peace, and Security
(WPS). In the run up to the 2012 Senegalese elections, Diop, in her role as FAS Presi-
dent, mobilized women’s organizations at the local, national, and regional level as well
as eminent personalities, businesswomen and civil society leaders to set up a WSR in
the country.
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In Nigeria, the initiative is led by Joy Onyesoh, international president of WILPF and
president of WILPF-Nigeria, who also brings to the plate a combination of local and inter-
national networks and resources. As a WILPF leader, she provides strategic vision to the
oldest existing feminist peace organization at the international level, and has been
actively involved in the implementation of the WPS agenda in Nigeria.

Building on their extensive networks, these women leaders were able to mobilize
funding and human resources to put the WSR into practice. Thus, WSRs have received
support from UN Women, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and a
panoply of international actors, such as the governments of Canada, Norway and the
United Kingdom, and the private sector (WSR Ghana 2016; Onyesoh and Bangura 2015;
Interview with Bineta Diop, 6 March 2015).2 Other international actors, such as the AU,
the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), and the European Union,
have provided symbolic support with high-level representatives attending meetings of
the platforms in the three countries (Onyesoh and Bangura 2015).

Research on gender and peacebuilding has called attention to the colonial logic under-
pinning the complex interaction between local women’s groups, international NGOs and
the UN participating in the reproduction of racialised, patriarchal, classist and colonial
hierarchies (Hamilton et al. 2021; Tamale 2020; Kunz 2020). But perhaps a better concep-
tualization is to consider the WSR network as a ‘hybrid club’, a cluster of local and inter-
national actors that come together for development and peacebuilding initiatives, where
different clubs compete with each other, but the club internally also becomes the site for
performing and strategically deploying differences resulting from various positionalities
(Martin de Almagro 2018a). In Nigeria, for example, some NGOs outside the network
chose to set up their own WSRs rather than join the WILPF effort, led by a relatively
young leader. Inside the regional WSR network, there is a certain sense of ownership
on the part of the pioneers of the WSR and delicate negotiations necessary to recognize
this while generating local anchoring as the model has spread across Africa. Although the
leadership role of upper-middle class educated women in partnership with international
elites has been criticized in the literature (Martin de Almagro 2018b, 404; Hudson 2021),
our interviewees emphasized that a variety of women at the local and national levels were
actively included and participated in consultations and activities and that different people
in the network performed different roles (Interviewee I, 24 March 2015; Interviewee D, 27
March 2015; Interviewee H, 25 March 2015). When asked about the role of international
organizations and the involvement of local civil society in each case, they often shared
a view that the WSR is a bottom-up solution created by African women, owned by
local women’s groups, and only implemented upon their invitation. As one of our Sene-
galese informants put it,

I have seen that in other conflicts like this… solutions do not come from inside, they look for
an external facilitator and for outside intervention from international organizations… . Here,
it was women that led this initiative and the solution came from inside… the solution came
from us. (Interviewee B, 31 March 2015)

While different positions in the network may entail performances of difference, achieving
local ownership also needs an organizational basis. It requires that the WSR leaders have
deep networks in their countries, allowing them to access local women’s organizations
and their communities and to mobilize broadly. This was the case in all three of our
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case countries. In Senegal, about 50 NGOs partnered with FAS for the WSR, and 13
women’s organizations partnered with WILPF in Nigeria (Drumond 2015, 10; Onyesoh
and Bangura 2015, 9). Joy Onyesoh recounts how she and her WILPF team identified
their partners in Nigeria: ‘We have networks in all the 36 states, so the work we had
been doing on the ground…we had already identified those we wanted to work with
in the states based on some criteria’ (Interview with Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019).
In Ghana, the WSR was convened by a coalition of five women’s organizations/networks,3

similarly bringing to the table extensive connections in all 10 regions of the country (WSR
Ghana 2016, 2). Together, they supervised the activities conducted by the Secretariat,
assisted in the development and implementation of the process, and ‘worked closely
with the team of Eminent Ghanaian Women Mediators to reach out to key stakeholders
including political party leaders… to ensure that they understood and supported the
WSR process in Ghana’ (WSR Ghana 2016, 4).

These networks demonstrated formidable mobilizing capacities. These included
awareness-raising campaigns designed to bring together women of all ages, social, pol-
itical and economic backgrounds towards a common cause. They encouraged women
to take collective action especially during the pre-electoral stage in order to prevent pol-
itical polarization and escalations of violence. In Senegal and Ghana, for example, the WSR
organized women from across the political spectrum to march together for peaceful elec-
tions and greater political participation. In Senegal, the collective mobilization of women,
all dressed in white, gathered hundreds of participants in a ‘peace caravan’ taking women
leaders from Dakar to meet rural women elsewhere (Ëttu Jamm, n.d., 7). This experience
was later replicated and adapted in Ghana where the ‘1000 Women’s Peace March’ took
the streets in all ten regions of the country gathering women under a common peace
agenda. ‘Different parties, one Ghana’, ‘We stand for peace’, ‘Peace is in our hands’,
‘One nation, one people’ and ‘We need peace for sustainable development’ were
some of the slogans that reverberated their common message (WSR Ghana 2016, 13).

A critical innovation was the use of social media and digital networks, such as Face-
book, Twitter and WhatsApp (Drumond 2015, 13). Personal networks of the women
leading the WSRs played a ‘huge role’ in this strategy, as confirmed by one of our inter-
viewees in Nigeria (Interviewee G, 28 July 2020). Indeed, WSR leaders often have a formid-
able social media presence even outside the WSR (Onyesoh has over 4,100 followers on
Facebook, and Diop has 13,200 followers on Twitter), which becomes a valuable asset
when seeking to mobilize broad participation and buy-in.

In sum, the force of the WSR derives less from its mobilisation of women as a special
category of participants or ‘implementers’ (Bargués-Pedreny and Martin de Almagro
2020). Rather it is women organized around gender and their networks that propel its
actions and make it work. These networks are diverse, extend locally and internationally,
and have their own internal politics. But with internal diversity also comes an organiz-
ational base and resources that empower the network.

The political neutrality of womanhood

If the WSR thus emerges as an eminently political undertaking involving an organized
power base, it ironically styles itself as outside politics. This is not entirely wrong: social
movement organizing frequently is a reaction to issues not being addressed through
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formal political venues and to people being excluded. And electoral violence is intrinsi-
cally internal to a political system, involving and perhaps benefiting politicians at the
expense of those outside the formal political system. Because women less frequently
hold political positions and accordingly are less often entangled in electoral politics
and political patronage networks, they can credibly argue that they are outside politics.
One of our interviewees from Nigeria reflected on the impact of the WSR from this per-
spective, highlighting women as outsiders disrupting a rigged system:

Seeing us there, they knew that somebody had already… prepared this election for rigging,
and then you go there and you see a woman. First, you know that it speaks volumes. The way
that they rigged before will not be the same way they’ll rig now, because they do it with
caution.… I won’t say all men are corrupt, but it’s easier to buy the man. Now you see a
woman there and you have to think twice before you think of destructing the process. (Inter-
viewee F, 28 July 2020)

In this understanding the mere presence of women puts corrupt men on notice. Our inter-
viewees from Senegal supported this interpretation. According to Bineta Diop,

Women elders…were seen as non-politicians… and people respect them, and when they
see them talking on the TV they are able to say…‘we have never seen this woman in any
rally, so if she is speaking it must be serious’… , it’s an early warning that all of us should
be together in this moment. (Interview with Bineta Diop, 5 February 2015)

Another interviewee from Senegal similarly indicated that the specific location of women
led people to take their activism seriously: ‘When we started to march,… people started
paying attention to us because they knew we were serious’ (Interviewee H, 25 March
2015).

Thus, this is the second sense in which the WSR activates the force of gender: it gains
legitimacy from the (real and perceived) location of women outside formal political
systems. This does not mean that the leaders of the WSR do not have political connections
– indeed, as we have shown in the previous section of this paper, they are powerfully con-
nected. However, they are outside politics in the sense that they organize against the pol-
itical system, and the gendered organization of this system identifies them as outsiders.
Because they are thus perceived to be outside politics, they can cast themselves as cred-
ible intermediaries. Women, we were told, attracted support from different groups and
were able to act beyond identitarian divides because they were presumed to be strictly
concerned with peace rather than specific electoral outcomes (Interview with Bineta
Diop, Geneva, 5 February 2015; Interviewee I, 24 March 2015; Interviewee B, 31 March
2015; Interviewee H, 25 March 2015).

The astute mobilisation of notions of feminine political neutrality helped to create
spaces for dialogue and engagements. In Senegal and Ghana, this happened with round-
tables and other dialogue-oriented activities during the phase of mobilization, which
reached different political parties and sectors of civil society, including local NGOs and
grassroots movements. In Senegal and Nigeria, these became the basis for WSR-facilitated
National Women’s Platforms for Peaceful Elections that provided a non-partisan stage
where a diverse plethora of women’s local organisations could freely deliberate about
common concerns and voice differing views (Onyesoh and Bangura 2015; Interview
with Bineta Diop, 6 March 2015; Interviewee A, 23 March 2015). Our interviewees often
recalled the critical role of these Platforms in creating a reliable space for dialogue and
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deliberation while forging cooperation and coordination across political divides. As one
recalled, ‘Each of us had our own candidate, but when we were there, we forgot about
our candidates… , nobody knew who voted for whom because we were there for our
country, not for a candidate…’ (Interviewee H, 25 March 2015).

This image of women as non-political was an important asset in mediation efforts
advanced under the auspices of the WSR. Not being identified as potential political or
military opponents, women were able to enter critical areas in ways that male politicians
were not, and their non-threatening image increased their bargaining leverage in certain
situations. In Senegal, women from the contact group sought face-to-face meetings with
political parties, elders, and religious leaders from all faiths in order to get their commit-
ment for peaceful and fair elections and to prevent disputes and tensions from arising or
escalating (Interviewee C, 26 March 2015; Interview with Bineta Diop, 6 March 2015). They
also organized bilateral and multilateral dialogues with female leaders from all political
parties and with female relatives of politicians and asked for their commitment to help
ensure peaceful elections and advance women’s political participation (Interviewee C,
26 March 2015; Interview with Bineta Diop, 6 March 2015).

In all these efforts, remaining neutral was key. Thus, in Nigeria, when in 2015 the WSR
was not able to meet with one party candidate, the decision was taken to not meet the
other either: ‘Because we couldn’t meet with [Goodluck] Jonathan then we said, “Okay,
let’s not meet with [Muhammadu] Buhari so that we don’t look lopsided”’ (Interview with
Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019). Gifty Mensah, one of the leaders from Ghana, formulated
this as follows:

What makes the Women’s Situation Room so important within this environment is its neu-
trality. That is what we bring. We are not in support of party A or party B. We are just
there to serve as a bridge to find the middle ground or the point of compromise for each
party to serve the common interests of the country. (Interview with Gifty Mensah, 14 Novem-
ber 2019)

In Nigeria this aspect of the WSR became so central that it motivated the creation of a
women’s mediator network, a permanent institution that now subsumes the WSR,
ready to offer mediation of all kinds of conflict in a society rent with ethnic tensions
and violence (Interview with Joy Onyesoh, 9 November 2019). Onyesoh recalls how the
WSR intervened in ethnic violence in Lagos state during the 2019 elections:

There was this ethnicity thing playing out in Lagos State, where they were burning and there
was a lot of violence between the Igbos and the Yorubas in Lagos. It got so heated up, the
Women Situation Room had to reach out to the heads of the ethnic groups.… the WSR was
the only group that set up a delegation, we went to Lagos, we brought the different parties,
the state government, the leaders from the different groups, and we had a town hall with
them… And so we got that commitment from all the parties. (Interview with Joy Onyesoh,
9 November 2019)

Gendered political structures keeping women outside formal politics, gendered portrayals
of women as politically neutral, paired with deliberate efforts to remain non-partisan thus
explain in part how the WSR works as a conflict prevention mechanism. Women’s non-
political location and image enabled them unique access to stakeholders and rival poli-
ticians, boosting their convening power and the effectiveness of their monitoring and
mediation. Their identity as women and the gendered organization of the polity
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allowed them to emerge as embodying the non-partisan interest of the peace, lending
their activism force.

The power of African motherhood

The framing of women as neutral receives support from constructions that associate
African femininity with peace and maternal care. An electoral analyst for the WSR in
Senegal described the matter as follows: ‘Society traditionally relies a lot on women
when it comes to peace matters… , when there is a situation of conflict, people look
for women… and this gives a lot of power to women, and in general when women
talk for peace, they are listened to’ (Interviewee I, 24 March 2015). In other words,
women are associated with peace, and this association gives them authority – ‘they
are listened to.’ Moreover, this distinctive authority of women was often described as
related to African traditions. In the words of one of our Ghanaian interviewees:

In Africa, we have deep traditional structures and culture. In a typical African society, the
highest authority is a king or the chief. Chiefs are instituted by Queen Mothers. It is a
woman who decides. So women have that authority when it comes to our traditional settings,
in almost all countries. In Liberia, for example, if you meet a man and then you’re talking
about very serious business issues with him, he will say ‘I am going to “hang head” over
there and consult - in the evening, I’ll come back to you.’ What he means is ‘I’m going to
consult either my mother or my wife or my grandmother.’ So women have that authority
in our societies, coming from our traditions and our culture. (Interview with Gifty Mensah,
14 November 2019)

Clearly African cultures are diverse and the description provided above is situated in
Ghana and evokes Liberia. But we found the theme of African women’s traditional auth-
ority reiterated in connection with the role of women in peacebuilding also in Nigeria and
Senegal. As our interviewees often pointed out, cultural repertoires of gender centred on
the family empowered women and were critical to their conflict resolution strategies:
‘Men did not want to confront women because we are their mothers and sisters… . As
women, we give our tradition, we demand forgiveness and people listen’ (Interviewee
B, 31 March 2015). Women thus drew authority from styling themselves as mothers,
grandmothers and sisters. In these roles they could appeal to multiple constituencies
and forge informal spaces for dialogue in daily interactions. Rather than disempowering
them in the realm of political action, gender was activated to strengthen their voice and
made people listen.

While theorizing on African motherhood, Nigerian scholar Oyeronke Oyewumi argues
that ‘the most important and enduring identity and name that African women claim for
themselves is “mother”’ (Oyewumi 2000, 1097). The meaning of African motherhood has
little in common with Eurocentric notions of ‘nuclear maternity’ (Oyewumi 2003). Rather,
it draws on the dual systems of authority that have been described in many contexts of
pre-colonial Africa, in which women from ruling lineages often had authority over others.
Onyesoh (2021) describes how this legacy lives on in the Umuada, the group of first
daughters of a lineage among the Igbo. They have traditionally played a role in resolving
conflicts and are reinventing themselves as a civil society organization involved in peace-
building. The figure of the powerful mother thus enables a form of embodied citizenship
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that becomes a resource for African women’s political agency and enactments of political
leadership (Van Allen 2009).

The literature documents many instances where African women have evoked their
maternal identities for activism, allowing them ‘to speak to and for entire societies’
(Lawson and Flomo 2020, 1867; Prasch 2015; Gbowee and Mithers 2011). Lawson
and Flomo draw on the experience of Peace Huts in Liberia, to show how maternal
activism can create ‘vital sites for political mobilisation and agency’ and a space for
women to express themselves as political subjects to explore social problems that
inhibit peace and stability (2020, 1868). Analysing the work of Liberian peace activist
Leymah Gbowee and other members of the Liberia Mass Action for Peace (LMAP),
Prasch similarly demonstrates how they ‘activated their socially revered status as
mothers to constitute their individual and collective political agency’ (2015, 188).
The mobilisation of their maternal status allowed LMAP activists to find a common
language to convince other women to join the peace movement and navigate male-
dominated political spaces.

Likewise, in the narratives of the WSR, the authority of African motherhood is not
limited to the family and community, but projected onto the nation. One of our intervie-
wees in Nigeria went so far to frame the association of women with peace as constituting
women as a separate nation with different interests than men and less corruptible: ‘We
carry with us peace. As women, we are a nation because we’re bringing peace’ (Intervie-
wee F, 28 July 2020). But more frequently, we encountered tales of women playing a dis-
tinctive role in the country. In the words of an informant from Senegal, ‘women are
different from men, a woman is a mother… and we got together for peace in our
country’ (Interviewee H, 25 March 2015). Motherhood thus is not a private experience;
it is a potent figuration for the realization of collective projects.

Oyewumi (1997) also argues that from a Yoruba perspective, the category ‘women’
is a Western invention that disregards the fundamental way in which age defines what
it means to be a woman in her culture (Oyewumi 1997). This is relevant also for the
WSR, which has mobilized in particular older women for whom seniority is a source
of respect as they are seen as the keepers knowledge and tradition. Age was particu-
larly important when it came to mediation activities, which in Senegal and Ghana were
mainly conducted by eminent female personalities respected for their experience. Not
coincidentally, the target of their interventions were often ‘youth’, mostly male but
also female. As one of the leaders of the WSR in Senegal affirmed, ‘we are the
mothers of these children… , the perspective that we provide is not the same as
the perspective of a syndicalist and other actors’ (Interviewee A, 23 March 2015).
The moral authority that accompanied motherhood and seniority gave women signifi-
cant leverage when seeking to navigate traditionally masculine domains. It was key to
opening up dialogue and building trust with stakeholders and potentially violent
actors. Reflecting on the mediation work conducted with youth gang leaders in
Ghana, Chesson-Wureh noted

if they see us as women, they see us non-threatening, they see us as mothers who are able to
direct them. So, it’s a different matter when you bring in a woman to meet with a gang leader
…When we go in, we want to sit them down and say, ‘We’re your mothers,…we want to
knowwhat you think.’… . So, yes, it definitely has to do with you being a woman, and being a
mother and knowing how you talk to your children.
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WSR leaders understood that reaching youth required encountering them where they
were, including through the targeted use of social media. Understanding that many felt
alienated from the political system and that social unrest impacted young people in par-
ticular, they sought to engage them as agents of peace and ‘ensure that the youth felt a
key part of the WSR process’ (Onyesoh and Bangura 2015, 44). In Ghana, in addition to
setting up a Youth Room, the WSR promoted youth dialogues, youth peer-to-peer peace
processes, and youth coordination hubs in all regions of the country (WSR Ghana 2016, 17).

Claiming motherhood allowed WSR activists in Senegal and Kenya to gain the trust of
gang members and raise their awareness of the relevance of maintaining peace and stab-
ility. One of our informants described the strategy:

When the women meet with the gangs, they see them as their mothers. They see them as
their aunties. They see them as their grandmothers - people they have high respect for,
and so they listen to them. We don’t take men with us when we engage with the youth.
…We don’t sit in offices like this and invite the youth as all other initiatives do.…We go
to the ghettos and slums.… It’s just us: ‘Let’s have an honest conversation. You are our
sons, you are our children. Let’s talk about issues.’ So they listen and they are able to
decide for themselves what they are going to do next. You know how men are with their
moms, they listen. It would not be the same if we took men with us. (Interview with Gifty
Mensah, 14 November 2019)

Motherhood thus emerges as a powerful resource that WSR activists deploy consciously in
order to get access to a terrain often considered dangerous and not prone to dialogue and
compromise. Drawing on constructions of maternal power, and on the association of
mothers with peace, they are able to enlist into peace efforts those frequently recruited to
perpetrate electoral violence. ‘You know howmen arewith their moms, they listen.’Mother-
hoodconveys authority andenables a forceful disruptionofpotentially violent arrangements.

Conclusion

Conflict prevention is a foundational pillar of the WPS agenda. Calls for a greater involve-
ment of women in policy interventions to mitigate and counteract violence have been
repeated in policy circles, particularly in the context of the sustaining peace agenda.
However, efforts to build gender-sensitive conflict prevention strategies have resulted
in little more than ‘adding women and stir’ or the development of depoliticized and
decontextualized sex-specific indicators.

In this article we employ the example of the WSR to venture beyond the liberal feminist
framings that continue to inform the WPS prevention mandate to advance understanding
of how gender can be mobilized as a productive force to counteract violence and trans-
form conflict dynamics. The WSR works because it takes advantage of gendered political
networks, social structures and identity constructions: women’s networks enable political
agency, the gendered organization of polities gives women credibility, and gendered
understandings of motherhood endow them with authority. Thus, if it matters that
WSRs are led by women, this is so because the sign of ‘woman’ in its name evokes gen-
dered social constructions. It brings into play gender-based solidarities, allows to turn pol-
itical exclusion into an advantage, and makes available constructions of motherhood as a
source of power. In other words, WSRs work because of gender.
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Several conclusions suggest themselves for a policy perspective. First, programmes
that draw women into peace-related efforts need to navigate the dangerous shoals of
existing gender orders, including the inequalities they reproduce. This includes not
only essentialist constructions of women. It is critical to pay attention to how these prac-
tices might reinforce gender segregation and reproduce rather than challenge hierarchies
of power and masculinist structures of domination, including class differences. Second,
policies that want to advance gender equality while building peace need to focus not
only on the inclusion of women, but also on feminist politics. It is only through a feminist
politics that has in view women’s emancipation and the disruption of gender stereotypes
that the essentialism of women’s peace activism can become strategic.

If the WSRs thus clearly produce effects, these have not been the focus of our paper. And
it is important to recall that these effects can be multiple. They clearly include, as we hope
to have shown, mobilizing citizens for peace, fostering dialogues across difference, and dis-
rupting logics of violence. They also advance feminist agendas of women’s political
inclusion, supporting women’s entry into formal politics, strengthening their organizations
and networks, and enhancing their political capacities. But somewhat contradictorily,
because they work on the basis of women’s difference, they also inadvertently reproduce
constructions of women as always already or potentially mothers and imaginaries of
women naturally outside formal politics. WSRs thus provide a fascinating case study of
the workings of the way gender both enables and foils feminist politics at the same time.

With regard to future research, we hope to have shown the importance of studying the
way gender becomes performative, propelling logics of conflict prevention and conflict
disruption (Mac Ginty 2022). This goes beyond a relational understanding of gender
that brings into view men and masculinities, and which has garnered considerable atten-
tion in demands to focus on the role of gender in violent conflict. Rather, we believe there
is room to strengthen the understanding of how gendered social structures, spaces, and
imaginaries fuel political processes and propel different kinds of outcomes. Much work
remains to be done to provide a more thorough appreciation of the productivity of
gender in breaking cycles of violence.

Notes
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