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There is an emerging consensus that women must play a more substantial
role in transformations from violence to stability. The UN Women, Peace,
and Security framework recognizes the unique challenges women face dur-
ing war and affirms the important role they play in the prevention and res-
olution of conflicts. Despite this framework and other related efforts,
peace remains elusive for many who have lived through armed conflict.
What prevents formal, internationally led peacebuilding efforts from fos-
tering sustainable peace in ordinary citizens’ lives? Put differently, despite
the variety of peacebuilding mechanisms offered, what prevents peace
from taking hold, for women in particular? In this paper, we focus on
two postwar cases: Bosnia and Nepal. Drawing on interviews with more
than seventy women in both countries, we identify five barriers that pre-
vent women from feeling at peace in their daily lives: economic insecurity,
competing truths, hierarchies of victimhood, continuums of violence, and
spatial and temporal dislocation. We conclude by outlining ways that
women in both countries work to overcome those barriers by pioneering
innovations in peacebuilding, which may reveal possibilities for future
interventions.

INTRODUCTION

In the past decades, the prevalence of war, political violence, and state

collapse has led to international convergence around the need for

peacebuilding. In postwar countries around the globe, the United

Nations and other international actors have engaged a range of mea-

sures in an effort to solidify peace and avoid a relapse into conflict.

Women, however, have been largely peripheral to these formal efforts;

they have comprised less than eight percent of negotiating delegations

in UN-mediated peace processes and are referenced in only 19 percent
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of peace agreements signed between 1990 and 2015.1 Yet with 40 per-

cent of post–Cold War civil wars relapsing into conflict again within

ten years,2 and 2014 standing out as the bloodiest year on record in

two decades,3 there is renewed recognition of the moral, practical,

and economic imperatives for lasting peace. As such, there is growing

agreement that women must play a more substantial role in transfor-

mations from violence to stability.

The UN Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) architecture,

launched with UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325)

in 2000, has worked to remedy the historical marginalization of

women in postviolence processes.4 Building on previous frameworks

like the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination

against Women (CEDAW) and the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action,

UNSCR 1325 was a landmark resolution that affirmed the unique

impact of violence on women and the vital role that women play in

achieving and sustaining peace. Eight subsequent resolutions have fur-

ther developed the WPS agenda by calling for appropriate parties to

protect civilians from sexual abuse, to collect and analyze data to

monitor women’s inclusion in peacebuilding processes, and to develop

a deeper and more consistent implementation of the WPS framework.

In an attempt to address some of the concerns about the general,

unenforceable nature of the WPS resolutions, in 2010 the UN Secre-

tary General released a Seven-Point Action Plan on Gender-Responsive

Peacebuilding, which included concrete targets.5

Critics have questioned the effectiveness of these efforts, pointing

to a lack of funding for implementation and immense red tape within

the UN. Additionally, some worry that the WPS framework’s empha-

sis on women’s formal inclusion in various conflict-related spaces risks

tokenism, that is, giving women a voice without really making a push

to change deeply rooted patriarchal and militaristic structures.6 Propo-

nents, however, note that these resolutions provide a critical frame-

work for women across the globe to “claim their space and voice their

views on peace and security matters.”7 Even though noncompliance

cannot be punished, many countries have made UNSCR 1325

National Action Plans in an attempt to translate the WPS agenda into

national policy.8 As such, the WPS agenda has, as a whole, made it

easier for women activists in countries emerging from violent conflict

to foreground discussions of women combatants, gender-based vio-

lence, and gender parity in mainstream policy debates.
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Despite these efforts, women remain vastly underrepresented in

formal peacebuilding processes, from peace negotiations to security

sector reform to local peace committees.9 Nevertheless, there is grow-

ing awareness that despite their exclusion from formal peacebuilding

spaces, women are at the center of informal peacebuilding processes

that occur at the individual or community level, often outside of for-

mal institutions.10 As Elise Boulding noted, women have shown an

“extraordinary creativity. . . in creating not only public spaces for

peaceful interaction in the midst of violence but also new ways of

thinking and acting.”11 Identifying what these creative and innovative

peacebuilding processes consist of—and whether they are useful for

building durable peace after conflict—requires us to expand our

understanding of what peacebuilding looks like.

Beyond the peacemaking targets of “negotiation, mediation, and

the development of peace accords,”12 peacebuilding must address the

inherent inequalities in the social and legal systems that led to disaffec-

tion and conflict in the first place. As feminist scholars have noted,

peacebuilding is fundamentally about allowing communities to heal

from multiple, intersecting wounds.13 Therefore, while formal peace-

building efforts often include institutional reforms, changes in domes-

tic laws, and formal and informal mechanisms for victims to seek

truth and justice, informal peacebuilding efforts can emphasize care,

embodied healing, and human interaction in everyday life.14 Such an

understanding of peace requires us to look for how violence operates

beyond the theater of war.

While acknowledging the extensive work that has been done on

women’s more formal engagement in peace processes15; disarmament,

demobilization, and reintegration programs16; and politics after war,17

in this article we focus on how women understand “peace” in their

own lives. Our primary goal is to identify the disconnect between for-

mal peacebuilding efforts and the lived realities of women in two post-

war countries: Bosnia and Herzegovina (hereafter Bosnia) and Nepal.

Our analysis draws on interviews we conducted with women in Bosnia

and Nepal between July and September 2016, which reveal the persis-

tent barriers to peace that women point to in their own lives.18 While

the wars and their aftermaths varied significantly in each case, here we

focus on the similarities in women’s experiences between the cases to

get at broader patterns affecting women after war.

We highlight five general themes that emerged from our inter-

views and reflect barriers that persist in women’s lives despite top-
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down, formal peacebuilding efforts. These include the following: (1)

the lack of economic security; (2) contested “truths” about the war;

(3) the continued and pervasive hierarchies of victimhood that privi-

lege the experience of some victims over others; (4) the persistence of

violence and trauma in women’s lives; and (5) the ongoing sense that

lives have been spatially and temporally disrupted as a result of war.

In our discussion of each, we pay attention to the degrees and varia-

tions in how women who are differentially situated by class, ethnicity,

caste, ability, widowhood, and any other category of difference experi-

ence these barriers. The discussion suggests areas where future peace-

building interventions might direct greater focus.

We conclude by illustrating some grassroots, organic ways of “do-

ing peace” that women in Bosnia and Nepal have pursued to make up

for the shortcomings of formal peacebuilding efforts. During this pro-

ject, many women we interviewed conceptualized peace as a personal

feeling and as something that is done and continually performed in

their communities, rather than as a stagnant status to be achieved.

Thus, we examine how women have taken steps to pursue modes of

peacebuilding that fall outside the frameworks typically offered by the

international community and that complicate our understanding of

what constitutes “peace” itself. These efforts might best be considered

innovations in peacebuilding because they eschew traditional rights-

and justice-based models of peacebuilding and instead reflect local

realities. As such, we argue that while formal peacebuilding interven-

tions play an important role as scaffolding for grassroots peacebuild-

ing work, these efforts will be insufficient insofar as they fail to center

the informal, emotional, embodied, and creative ways that women

pursue peace in their daily lives.

DATA AND METHODS

Despite their many differences, we compare Bosnia and Nepal in

this paper for two primary reasons. First, both countries experienced

armed conflict after the end of the Cold War. Second, both countries

experienced a tremendous influx of international actors—from interna-

tional NGOs to the various agencies of the UN—during and after the

armed conflict that aimed to end the war, provide humanitarian aid,

and assist each country in its transition from war to peace. These

international actors, alongside local political elites, pioneered peace-

building and transitional justice initiatives that aimed to offer justice
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to survivors and an accounting of the various war crimes that had

occurred. Both countries have thus been at the forefront of implement-

ing various components of the gender-sensitive peacebuilding

“toolkit” that has emerged as a standard after war.

To explore how these peacebuilding interventions played out in

women’s lives, our qualitative methodology relied on semi-structured

interviews, either one-on-one or in small groups, with women who

were directly affected by war, engaged in founding or convening

women in community organizations, or involved in politics at any

level. The interviews in Bosnia were conducted as part of the first

author’s broader book project.19 We interviewed women in three parts

of the country—the Drina Valley, the Krajina region, and Sarajevo.

We approached women through various organizations in their com-

munities to meet with women directly affected by the war. For this

article specifically, we met with twenty-two women in small focus

groups first, before splitting off into one-on-one interviews.20 These

interviews in Bosnia supplement more than one hundred additional

interviews conducted by the first author between 2010 and 2016.

In Nepal, we interviewed fifty-one women who were directly

involved with women’s empowerment efforts, peacebuilding, and poli-

tics in Kathmandu. While some respondents had been born and raised

in Kathmandu, many had moved to the capital city during or since the

war. Among these participants were former Maoist combatants who

had been integrated into the Nepali army, political elites, representa-

tives from women’s organizations, and participants in women’s orga-

nizations. We also made a particular effort to interview widows and

those who had lost family members in the conflict. In what follows,

we focus primarily on the similarities between the cases, while also

noting critical areas of divergence.

WHAT PREVENTS PEACE? EVIDENCE FROM BOSNIA AND NEPAL

When Does “Postwar” Become a Time That Truly Merits the Name

“Peace”?—Cynthia Cockburn21

Women’s greater inclusion and participation in peacebuilding

interventions and policymaking at the national and international levels

have become key priorities for states and development practitioners.

There are considerable gaps, however, between formal peacebuilding

efforts and women’s everyday realities. As a result, not all women’s
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concerns are reflected through internationally orchestrated, national

government, or NGO-sponsored programs. From the feminist litera-

ture on peace studies,22 as well as our own research, it is clear that

many factors impede efforts to establish peace in women’s lives. These

factors range from the lack of economic security to the fact that vio-

lence operates on a continuum between wartime and peacetime.23 We

also see examples of women asserting agency and claiming spaces to

advocate for peace, often in quotidian ways that make formal peace-

building efforts more robust. The two cases examined here help to

illuminate how violence continues to operate in women’s daily lives

after war, as well as what women are doing to counter violent legacies

and build a more durable and inclusive peace.

Bosnia24

The war in Bosnia between 1992 and 1995 left more than

100,000 people dead, two million people displaced from their homes,

and the entire population reeling from the violence which divided

cities, families, and the country as a whole.25 The conflict had its roots

in the disintegration of Yugoslavia, after Slovenia and Croatia

declared their independence in 1991. In 1992, Bosnia followed suit.

Days later, the Yugoslav National Army (JNA), controlled from Bel-

grade, Serbia, launched an attack on Bosnian soil. For the next three

years, the country was engulfed in a complicated and bloody war

which pitted a host of Serbian irregular forces, the JNA, and the

newly formed Serbian Army of Bosnia against Bosnian civilians and

the newly formed Bosnian Army. A third front featured the Croatian

Defence Council (HVO), which shifted allegiance throughout the war.

The violence varied widely across the country; Sarajevo was subjected

to the longest siege of a capital city in modern history, while citizens

in other parts of the country were targeted for murder, widespread

abuse, detention, rape, and other forms of sexual torture.26

The war came to an end as a result of NATO intervention and

the internationally brokered Dayton Peace Agreement, which divided

the country into two consociational entities (the Federation of Bosnia

and Herzegovina and the Republika Srpska) and allowed the political

parties most responsible for the war to remain in politics. Women

were completely shut out of the peace negotiations; they were neither

present at Dayton nor reflected in the terms of the agreement.27 Peace-

building efforts in Bosnia after the war followed an orthodox liberal
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peace logic, emphasizing democracy and market sovereignty. Under

the guidance of international actors—with the UN, NATO, and the

OSCE at the helm—reforms focused on police and security sector

reform, assessing the functioning of the judicial system, establishing a

human rights office, organizing elections, and facilitating freedom of

movement.28 The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former

Yugoslavia (ICTY), based in The Hague, took the lead in criminal

prosecutions and indicted 161 people responsible for war crimes and

crimes against humanity.29 The remainder of the judicial process was

left to the Bosnian state courts to sort out. However, these cases have

been fraught with delays, corruption, and accusations of judicial dys-

function. As a result, many war-period crimes have gone unpunished.

More than two decades after the end of the war, peace in Bosnia

remains fragile. Many cities across Bosnia remain ethnically divided;

schools have infamously adopted the “two schools under one roof”

policy, where children from different ethnic groups are taught different

curricula in ethnically segregated classrooms.30 Many Bosnians lament

that Dayton may have ended the shooting, but it did not end the war.

Unemployment in the country has hovered around 50 percent for the

last decade, leading many young Bosnians to migrate to countries in

the European Union when the opportunity arises. Bosniaks and Croats

who returned to their hometowns that now fall within the Republika

Srpska feel antagonism from their Serb neighbors; likewise, many

Serbs who once lived in mixed neighborhoods now find it uncomfort-

able to live in the Federation. As such, peace is tenuous for many Bos-

nians of all ethnicities.

Nepal

Nepal’s “People’s War” lasted from 1996 until 2006, leaving

more than 13,000 dead and approximately 1,300 missing.31 The vio-

lent leftist uprising led by the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoists)

had its roots in historical inequalities, including widespread caste-

based discrimination, the marginalization of indigenous communities,

unequal land distribution, and a disconnect between the urban politi-

cal elite and their rural constituencies. Moreover, a democracy move-

ment in 1990 raised the political consciousness of many Nepalis. In

this political context, thousands of disaffected youth from the rural

far-west picked up arms against the state in 1996. The People’s Army

attacked government outposts such as police stations, military
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compounds, public transportation, and schools. Government security

forces then pushed back, engaging in arrests, beatings, and assassina-

tions of suspected Maoists. After multiple rounds of stalled negotia-

tions, the mobilization of the national army, and two instances when

a state of emergency was called, the Maoists finally signed a compre-

hensive peace accord in 2006 with the Seven Party Alliance (a coali-

tion of seven political parties seeking to end autocratic rule). This

brought the decade-long civil war to a formal end. Women, notably,

were completely missing from the multiple rounds of peace negotia-

tions between 2001 and 2006 despite the history of women’s leader-

ship in the Maoist movement.32

Since then, Nepal has ticked off most items on the international

donors’ postconflict checklist: disarmament, demobilization, and rein-

tegration (DDR) programs, elections, democratic governance, and var-

ious transitional justice mechanisms. Free and fair elections for a

Constituent Assembly (CA) in 2008 saw the meteoric rise of the Com-

munist Party into mainstream politics. In 2013, Nepal successfully

integrated a little more than 1,400 former Maoists into the national

army, including a handful of women, who had fought alongside men

in great numbers.33 After an abortive first attempt, the country finally

promulgated its new constitution in 2015. Nepal is now widely her-

alded as a success story in postwar rebuilding and rehabilitation,

where international donors and development partners have played a

substantial—yet contested—role since the end of conflict. There also

has been a concerted push to promote gender-sensitive norms and

mechanisms, including a quota in the Constituent Assembly mandating

that women hold 30 percent of decision-making positions.34

A deeper look at Nepal’s transitional justice process, however,

reveals the limits of this surface-level success. In 2015, the government

set up two bodies to investigate war crimes and punish perpetrators:

the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and the Commission

of Investigation on Enforced Disappeared Persons (CIEDP). While

more than 63,000 complaints have been registered with the commis-

sions, political foot-dragging still plagues the process.35 The lack of

financial resources, legal framework, and qualified officers means that

few cases have been investigated properly. In February 2019, the gov-

ernment extended the mandates of the TRC and CIEDP for one more

year and said it would appoint a new commissioner by April.36 Politi-

cal stability and economic prosperity, too, have evaded Nepal thus

far, though the country finally held local elections after a gap of
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almost twenty years in 2017. While the economy never fully recovered

after the war, earthquakes and the subsequent blockade of the border

with India in 2015 have added additional economic setbacks.

Economic Insecurity

In these diverse contexts, the first factor impeding the success of

peacebuilding efforts in both Nepal and Bosnia is the continued preva-

lence of economic insecurity. Women face the primary burden of find-

ing and preparing food for their families in most societies around the

world. As such, in times of scarcity and economic insecurity, they

often carry a constant stress about where their family’s next meals will

come from, how they will pay rent or school fees, or how they will

manage all of the daily essentials required for the preservation of a

normal life.

This economic pressure is not only felt by women, of course;

many men feel tremendous economic insecurity in the aftermath of

war, especially if their prewar livelihoods are no longer possible, or

the end of their wartime military participation results in a depletion in

their social status. But prevailing gender ideologies and socially

prescribed gender roles within the family make the experience of

economic responsibility profoundly different for men and women.37

For women we interviewed, and particularly for women from

lower socio-economic backgrounds, a key point of focus was on their

children’s economic security. Given women’s roles as caregivers for

their families, economic insecurity affects women differently than

men. For many women, the inability of their children to thrive and

prosper in the current economy of both Nepal and Bosnia is a salient

barrier to “feeling” peace. One Bosnian woman lamented, “The big-

gest challenge is that my children are unemployed. They are all edu-

cated. My sons are not doing jobs that they went to school for. My

daughter does not work at all. . .My children are unable to live their

lives fully without jobs.38 “While the immediate concerns of finding

food and shelter have lessened in the years since the conflict ended,

the economic fallout from the war (and, in Bosnia, from the neoliberal

reforms that followed), and the general level of economic insecurity,

continues to reverberate through women’s lives. They worry their chil-

dren will have fewer opportunities in life because of their economic

status; seeing their children and grandchildren unemployed weighs

heavily on their minds and forces them to consider whether they
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would be in a better situation had the war not occurred. This question

“What if?” prevents women from feeling at peace.

Women in female-headed households or widows are particularly

vulnerable. In Nepal, many went into debt in order to pay for funeral

rites for their husbands.39 For Brahmin and Chhetri women,40 widow-

hood was (and is) particularly difficult, as widows have little family

support and are required to adhere to rigid mourning rituals while fac-

ing tremendous stigma and discrimination in the family. High-caste

widows are typically expected to leave their marital property and

move back in with their parents. Lily Thapa, the founder of the largest

organization advocating for the destigmatization of widows, described

how as a widow, one “can’t eat meat, you can’t wear red colored

things, you can’t do that. There are so many dos and don’ts for the

women to follow here, which is inhuman.”41 This loss of their inde-

pendence and financial bond with their husband is exacerbated as the

late husband’s family repossesses the couple’s belongings and property.

Widows from occupational castes and minority ethnic groups (e.g.,

Tibetan Burman groups) typically face less discrimination from their

families, although they can face more extreme financial insecurity due

to their (generally) lower socio-economic status. Beyond widows, the

percentage of female-headed households has nearly doubled over the

past fifteen years, jumping from 16 percent in 2001 to 31 percent in

2016.42

In Bosnia, widows from the war also face particular financial

challenges, especially as the pensions offered by the state are woefully

inadequate to live on. Women whose husband’s bodies were never

found (there are more than one thousand people still considered

“missing” from the war) have had a hard time obtaining these meager

benefits, as they had to prove their husband’s death without the pres-

ence of a body. These financial insecurities were compounded by the

fact that it is extremely difficult to find paid work in Bosnia today,

especially for older women—a legacy of the postwar neoliberal

reforms that dismantled the prewar social security system. Several

women we interviewed also expressed frustration that many of the

international aid programs offered in the aftermath of the war focused

exclusively on trauma healing, at the expense of women’s broader

needs.43 One described how a doctor took her to her prewar home as

a strategy for trauma healing; however, she described this jarring

experience as making her “sick and sad.”44 Upon reflecting, she

emphasized the importance of a holistic approach to peacebuilding
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that paid attention to everything from “our health to [our] everyday

needs.” Others expressed how they felt they could not fully participate

in psychosocial healing or formal justice processes while they were

preoccupied with their family’s immediate financial insecurity.

It would be difficult to overstate how linked economic security

was to peace among the women we interviewed. While this likely

applies to men as well, it has been well established that women are

particularly vulnerable to economic insecurity, in large part due to

their roles as care providers for their families.45 As such, it is probable

that women are more likely than men to seek economic security before

the benefits of formal transitional justice and peacebuilding efforts can

be realized. In both countries, women expressed that there was almost

no point in engaging with formal justice efforts or community-dialo-

gue programs, because without some basic level of economic security,

they could not focus and felt guilty taking time away from income-

earning activities. Some indicated that higher-class people might feel

at peace, but their own poverty leaves them feeling constant insecu-

rity. This suggests that gender-sensitive peacebuilding interventions

would do well to prioritize basic levels of economic security first,

before expanding into community-dialogue or trauma-healing

initiatives.

Competing “Truths”

John Paul Lederach noted that every conflict has, at its core, a fun-

damental truth that must be distilled.46 This truth involves macro-level

reasons why war broke out in the first place, in addition to more micro-

level truths about what happened to an individual person. Truth-telling

has emerged as a core principle of peacebuilding and transitional justice

efforts, and its proponents contend that it enables the creation of a

record of events, provides psychological and emotional release to vic-

tims, fosters reconciliation among social groups, deters future crime,

and helps ease the transition to a peaceful society.47

In both Nepal and Bosnia, however, this “fundamental truth” has

not been distilled; competing narratives and uncertainty remain about

why war occurred and what happened to many involved. This reflects,

in part, a failure of transitional justice institutions, which in both cases

suffered from political deal-making and a lack of adequate resources.

In the case of Bosnia, the ICTY in The Hague was the principal insti-

tution through which crimes of war were tried. Because the aim of the
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ICTY was to hold those in command positions responsible for their

crimes, the opportunities for widespread participation in the judicial

process were limited. Much of the responsibility was then shifted to

the national courts. This process meant that narratives of the

violence—often propagated by nationalist political elites—came to

define the war differently for different sides of the conflict. For Bosni-

aks, they were victims of ruthless and aggressive Serbs; for Serbs, they

were victims of an international smear campaign that did not account

for their historical suffering and insecurity under Bosniak rule. Such

narratives oversimplified the origins of the conflict for all parties—all

have suffered, albeit to different extremes. Contestation over the fun-

damental causes of the war led many victims to a feeling of confusion

over why the war occurred in the first place.

In Nepal, even sixteen years after the end of the war, the TRC

and CIEDP are not fully functional. These commissions suffer from

the distortion of their missions due to politics, weak legal frameworks

that do not meet international legal requirements, and a lack of ade-

quate resources. According to the head of a victims’ association:

It is impossible for the commissions to establish any sort of his-

torical truth concerning the events that took place and in turn

what actions must be taken to reconcile these grievances. In the

end, the commissions serve as window dressing in the sense that

their existence suggests that the problem is being addressed, but

their bootstrapped reality means that in practice nothing is truly

happening.48

Other institutions, such as Local Peace Committees (LPCs), were

designed to provide more grassroots involvement in the process of

truth-telling and transitional justice. Most victim groups, however,

lament the political co-optation of these LPCs, although they were

designed to balance competing political party demands. As one advo-

cate put it, “A peace process is something that has to come from

down below in the grassroots level. The process here started instead

from the top.”49 While it remains to be seen how effective the TRC

will be in Nepal, the legacy of previous transitional justice efforts in

the country is not encouraging.

The results of these shortcomings of transitional justice efforts

in both Nepal and Bosnia are twofold. First, people still debate the

reasons why the war turned bloody, pitting neighbors against
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neighbors. Second, many victims’ families lack answers regarding

what happened to their loved ones. In Bosnia, there is a widespread

sense that Serb authorities know full well where the one thousand

missing people are buried, but refuse to tell for political reasons and

fear of prosecution. This prevents many women from being able to

“move forward.” Tabiha, a former factory director, described her

“biggest pain” as her son who has never been found. She lamented

how she “has not found a single bone of his. . .I want to find him

so that I know where to go lay flowers and light a candle. It is a

tragedy that I cannot get over.”50 This inability to find her son has

tormented Tabiha, who feels an overwhelming need to recover

something of her child before she dies. For others whose family

members are missing, the hope of finding their bones with every dis-

covery of a mass grave leads to periods of frantic hope followed by

overwhelming disappointment.

Nepal faces similar challenges, with around 1,300 still considered

missing from the war.51 According to the 2011 census, there are

almost 500,000 widows in Nepal—a number partly the result of the

civil war, and partly the result of HIV, hard overseas labor, and other

forms of gender inequalities. For many women, the death or disap-

pearance of their husband during the war resulted in the sudden

uprooting of a life they once knew. Because Nepali women marry into

their husband’s families, widows lose control over their choice of

clothes and ornaments, their mobility, their finances, and sometimes

even their children. Hindu customs dictate that they lead isolated and

austere lives at least for the first year after the death. Wives of the dis-

appeared face an added layer of burden. They are often blamed for

their husband’s fate, pressured to carry out last rites, and excluded

from religious and social functions. Women who dare to step outside

their homes in search of justice put themselves at even greater risk

because they often lack their families’ trust. For instance, Babita Bas-

net, the director of a media advocacy group, described a woman she

had met who did not yet know if her husband was dead or simply

missing:

What she said was that she still puts on bangles, red sari, or red

tika on her forehead. But every time she looks into the mirror,

she thinks of if her husband has passed away and she should not

be wearing all these things that symbolize their marriage. Then

she told me that she takes them off. But then again, she feels like
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she is not a widow yet and there is no reason to look like she is

mourning.52

This sense of unknowing permeates women’s identities, situating

them in a liminal status between marriage and widowhood and

thereby preventing them from having a clear role within Nepali soci-

ety. When combined with the lack of a fundamental and objective

explanation about why bloodshed occurred, differing “truths” prevent

women from moving forward in their lives.

Hierarchies of Victimhood

A third barrier to peace that emerged in our discussions with

women was the divisions that the postwar political settlement and the

arrival of international humanitarian actors created between women.

These divisions were largely a product of a hierarchy of victimhood,

which prioritized victim groups favored by politicians, international

humanitarian actors, the media, and other actors.53

For instance, in Nepal, victim groups dominated by hill-origin,

upper caste Hindus, with English- and Nepali-speaking leaders tended

to dominate the discussions around victims’ needs. Moreover, as aid

was distributed to those directly affected by conflict, widows of the

state security forces (e.g., army and police) were granted large pen-

sions; in contrast, Maoist widows were not entitled to any compensa-

tion.54 Depending on who they were interacting with, women were

afraid to reveal themselves as war victims. According to one woman,

I found it scary to identify myself as a victim of the con-

flict. . .They asked me if I was a war victim. I was very scared. I

said I was not. They told me that they only work with victims

and told me to leave. Later they found out from my family mem-

ber that I was scared to tell them that. I was scared of telling

them about my involvement, scared that I might be sent to jail

for what I did with the Maoists.55

In Bosnia, “raped women” drew the bulk of the media attention,

which led to an outpouring of aid from international donors. Medina,

a middle-aged woman who survived a concentration camp, but

escaped sexual torture, described how this prevented her from feeling

like she could participate in certain women’s groups:
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[I was in an organization that had] knitting circles and they

would pay us and give us a bus ticket and most of the women

who were coming there were victims of sexual violence but I’m

not. When I asked if we were going to get paid for anything we

were producing, and the woman said that I wouldn’t because I

wasn’t a victim of sexual violence. . .I was then excluded from the

circle.56

This emphasis on rape survivors largely excluded male survivors of

rape, who faced tremendous stigma in joining groups of survivors or

publicly identifying as survivors of rape.57

Beyond survivors of sexual violence, victims from the Srebrenica

massacre were prioritized over others, as Srebrenica was the only mas-

sacre given the status of “genocide” by the UN and ICTY. This left

people from Prijedor, Foca, and other areas of the country who suf-

fered greatly feeling that their suffering had been diminished. Today,

Srebrenica is home to a memorial that commemorates the more than

eight thousand men and boys who were killed there in 1995. Each

summer, international dignitaries attend a commemoration memorial-

izing the dead. In contrast, those who attempted to organize memori-

als in Prijedor found their proposals shut down by municipal

authorities and were given scant funding or attention by international

organizations. Today, many of the buildings that served as concentra-

tion camps during the war are in disarray or are being used for other

functions, without any acknowledgement of the crimes that occurred

in them. For example, Omarska—one of the war’s deadliest concentra-

tion camps—is now a functioning iron ore mine owned by

ArcelorMittal, the world’s largest steel manufacturing company.

In short, the multiplicity of actors with competing interests after

conflict often inadvertently privileged those who displayed their vic-

timhood most effectively, creating hierarchies of victimhood that had

profound implications for the distribution of resources and access to

power.58 Such hierarchies have led to new divides between women—
such as between women who were raped and women who were not,

or women whose husbands were killed by the Maoists versus by the

security forces. Such divisions have created new feelings of alienation

and also prevented women from different backgrounds from organiz-

ing around their shared gender interests. These divisions likely miti-

gated the impact of peacebuilding efforts aiming to repair social

divides and foster community cohesion.

What Prevents Peace? 335



Continued Presence of Violence and Trauma

A fourth barrier to peace in both countries is the continuation of

violence, in different forms, long after the bullets have stopped flying.

These forms of violence are varied and include the low-level continua-

tion of conflict in parts of the country or upticks in intimate partner

violence or family violence. But they can also reflect the physical

embeddedness of war trauma in women’s bodies and minds, resulting

in depression, fear, sadness, physical pains, stomach issues, anxiety,

insomnia, and so forth. These lingering physical and psychological

scars of war have yet to be adequately addressed by postwar

peacebuilding efforts.

In both Bosnia and Nepal, women report high levels of intimate

partner violence (IPV). While there is still debate about whether war is

associated with an increase of IPV in the aftermath, there is ample

qualitative evidence that for some, at least, IPV is more likely because

of a partner’s trauma, experience of committing violence, and the

increased availability of weapons.59 In addition, alcoholism and drug

use often creep up during and after war as people seek to dull painful

memories. According to many women we interviewed in both coun-

tries, their husbands’ increased alcohol consumption after the war led

to an increase in violence within the home. This suggests a need to

address ongoing forms of patriarchal violence as part of peacebuilding

strategies, and calls us to deconstruct the binary categories of “peace”

and “war” by recognizing that violence often morphs and takes on

new forms after the formal end of armed conflict.

Further, the experience of violence or exposure to violent events

has lasting psychological and physical effects. A lawyer in Nepal, for

instance, was tasked with investigating a mass killing during the con-

flict. She described how, when documenting the case, she saw the

corpses of those killed and acknowledged that “[she] was dreaming

about those corpses for months and months.”60 Another woman

described how she witnessed her sister’s accidental death during the

war by Maoists who were staying in her home. Unsure of what to do

with her sister’s body, she described how “Maoists even came up to

me and asked me to put the body in a sack and then they would take

care of it. After that, I was very shaken. . .I get scared even when I

hear firecrackers now.”61

A fact-finding survey by Nagarik Aawaz summarized the contin-

ued legacy of war for sixty-eight conflict widows with the following:
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All of the widows reported that they had aged before time. They

had reduced weight and were anemic. Gastric problems [were]

reported which they blamed on the stress and worries that they

face as well as lack of adequate food consumption. . .All of the

widows reported lack of sleep, headache, restlessness, mood

swings, anger and irritation, sense of hopelessness and sadness as

well as laziness and inertia. Lack of appetite and munching with-

out being aware, alcohol consumption, smoking and severe men-

tal problems were also found.62

This shocking, and depressing, list of symptoms echoes what we heard

from many women in Bosnia. One survivor of a concentration camp

lamented that “war doesn’t end, it affects your children, and your

children’s children for a hundred years.”63 Medina, mentioned above,

was in Srebrenica when it was overrun. As she recalled:

A grenade fell near me and from the detonation my left side is

badly affected. And now I have a lot of health issues. And I have

to be at the doctor all the time. One piece of the grenade was in

my eyebrow and hit my head—I lost myself I couldn’t see any-

thing—at least once a month I have really bad headaches in the

place where a brick or something in the explosion hit my head.

The change of weather really affects me—from the fear I fell and

I thought I was hit but really it was just my legs, they stopped

working and I fell down. I never had experienced hearing a gre-

nade, so the first time it happened my legs stopped working and I

passed out. And even now sometimes that happened.64

In sum, despite the end of the war itself, violence is internalized

and embodied through trauma, memories, physical challenges, and

overall stress. Many who have survived the most egregious forms of

violence talked about their inability to find happiness, describing it as

“not long lasting,” fading quickly when women start to remember

their past. This continuation of violence, in its varied forms, is not

uniform across all women. While it certainly affects those who experi-

enced violence firsthand or the death of loved ones most severely, in

our study it appeared likely to be felt most deeply in the lives of poor

women from marginalized communities and backgrounds, such as

poor rural women in Bosnia, and women from lower castes and ethnic

minorities in Nepal. Such women often have amplified economic inse-

curity and limited means for seeking care and support.
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Spatial and Temporal Dislocation

Finally, the fifth barrier women in our study faced to feeling at

peace is a result of spatial and temporal disruption of lives, families,

and communities as a result of the war. By this, we are referring to the

way that many of our interviewees suggested that things were not

the way they were supposed to be. Women’s lives, as imagined before

the war, were no longer possible. In Bosnia, this was most pronounced

through spatial dislocation which scattered families across the globe. In

Nepal, there was a similar sense of spatial dislocation as a result of the

war, and in addition, women emphasized temporal dislocation, where

their lives and education plans were irreparably disrupted. In both

cases, these life disruptions have created a persistent—and likely diffi-

cult to change—barrier to feeling at peace.

In Bosnia, nearly 50 percent of the population was displaced dur-

ing the war, either within the country or abroad.65 This left millions

of people separated from their homes, families, and social networks.

Once displaced, families often became scattered; they migrated to dif-

ferent locations because of differing visa statuses or sponsorship

options; some families were resettled first in Germany and then later in

the United States, while others within the same extended family were

settled in Denmark, Australia, or Sweden. For those who remained

within Bosnia or returned in the aftermath, this has resulted in spaces

which are silent—a silence that feels all encompassing to women who

notice it in comparison with the prewar period. These “loud” silences

present barriers to feeling peace. As Lejla from Kozarac put it:

I can’t say I’m necessarily happy. The thing that is constantly in

my way, [that I am] not being able to fix [is that] my family is

scattered, my children don’t know their other cousins. In my

street of 20 houses, only 5 are occupied. Seeing the ghost town is

sad. We can carry on and live with it, but does not mean we are

happy, you cannot get over it regardless of how strong you are.66

Further, displacement persists in Bosnia. In 2016, 98,000 people

were still displaced internally, many of whom reside in collective hous-

ing centers, converted apartment complexes housing multiple families

in each unit.67 These centers are typically located in medium-sized

cities like Tuzla. They are densely occupied—families are lucky to

have a private bathroom in their unit, and many people sleep in a
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single room with little privacy. Many residents do not have the sup-

port they need to be able to return to their former homes or petition

for reparations. This has prolonged the sense of spatial dislocation, as

the displaced lack roots in the land, homes, and communities that they

had before the war.

Given the lower scale of the violence in Nepal in relation to the

size of the population, displacement is not as acute as in Bosnia. How-

ever, the Maoist insurgency displaced an estimated 150,000 people.

As of 2013, fifty thousand of these people remained displaced.68 The

violence pushed people from the rural areas into towns for protection;

many who feared recruitment or who had been targeted for violence

fled even further to Kathmandu. During the war, some young men

abandoned their homes to avoid recruitment, leaving entire villages in

the mid-western hills of Nepal without men.69 Families sent young

women to India to be married to remove them from the threat of con-

flict. Other young people joined the Maoists and found themselves

deployed across the country. After the peace agreement in 2006, many

former fighters were relocated to government-established cantonments,

where they stayed for years before being offered the chance to inte-

grate into the Nepali army or return home. In the years since the war,

displacement has persisted, particularly among former Maoists who

are not welcomed back into their communities or who have stayed in

Kathmandu, hoping to participate in government.

Beyond spatial displacement, some women in Nepal noted that

they felt the war had disrupted their studies and the future they had

imagined for themselves. This disruption was a profound barrier to

feeling peace. As one young woman put it:

Personally, I don’t think most victims have found peace yet. Our

studies got disrupted. . .We all had high dreams of studying and

making a great life for ourselves. My family and professors had

told me that if I had studied well, I could have been a doctor. I

had to leave my home in the middle of my studies to flee. I

haven’t been able to fulfill the dreams that I had for myself or my

family had for me. It is human nature: if your personal wishes are

not fulfilled, all sorts of problem arise.70

This emphasis on the disruption of studies was particularly pro-

nounced among women of lower class status, where education pro-

vides a ladder for increasing one’s socio-economic status. Another
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young woman noted that more educated people had a greater ability

to find peace because they could afford to remedy any disruption war

caused to their lives. Describing her own plight, however, she noted:

“We do not have capability or capacity to provide for our kids and

family. . . For people like us, I would say that there is no peace still.

Maybe for the country. Maybe for the well educated ones. Maybe

superficially, but within us, there is no peace.”71 These comments

suggest that the effects of dislocation of any kind are particularly

pronounced among the most vulnerable.

The five barriers to peace described above—economic insecurity,

contested “truths,” hierarchies of victimhood, continuation of trauma,

and spatial and temporal dislocation—reflect some, although certainly

not all, of the ongoing challenges facing women in postwar Bosnia

and Nepal. These barriers undermine progress toward peace in

women’s daily lives. We also see how women from marginalized class,

caste, or ethnic backgrounds often feel these barriers most acutely,

suggesting that efforts to build peace must center on the varied

oppressions and experiences of women. Peacebuilding interventions

will need to tackle each of these barriers directly if future interventions

are likely to have meaningful, intersectional, and durable success.

DISCUSSION: INNOVATIONS IN PEACEBUILDING

To conclude, we move from a discussion of what prevents peace to

what builds it. Despite the many barriers, women in Bosnia and Nepal

are working to cultivate peace in their households and communities,

often in creative ways. These creative peacebuilding innovations fre-

quently emerge to fill the gap between formal, institutional efforts to

cultivate peace and the continued feeling of insecurity that pervades

women’s lives. While insufficient alone to move these societies forward,

such innovations might inform ways internationally led peacebuilding

efforts might be altered or strengthened going forward. They are effec-

tive, in part, because they emerged from local realities and are rooted in

local knowledge; as such, they remind us of the need for international

interveners to listen first to local needs and concerns.72

Bosnia

In the aftermath of the war in Bosnia, returning the displaced to

their former homes was a chief priority of the international
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community. Yet for many who were displaced as part of the process

of ethnic cleansing, returning home after the war was not as simple as

moving back, as “home” no longer existed in its prewar form.73

Instead, it required re-entering spaces associated with the opposing

side, often after lengthy negotiations with government officials and

resettlement agencies. Upon return, many women discovered that their

homes were in terrible condition, damaged by the war, and scattered

with the abandoned possessions of the people who had lived there in

their absence. Thus, moving back into the homes and communities

they had lived in before the war required more than simply cleaning

and rearranging possessions: It required symbolically and spiritually

reclaiming the space for themselves and their families.

One of the innovative ways that women in Bosnia combat the

war’s legacy is through an attempt to “re-territorialize” physical

spaces through an explicitly feminine aesthetic of beauty and self-care.

Drawing on Jane Dusselier, we argue that these efforts are centered

around the idea of creating normalcy by converting hostile spaces into

arenas of identity articulation where women can enact subjectivity.74

This concept of “re-territorialization” emphasizes the active process of

creating spaces of normalcy and subjectivity amidst displacement or

hostility.75 In postwar contexts with high levels of displacement,

women may go about “making peace” in gender-specific ways. This

can involve an aesthetic consideration, as individual women work to

beautify spaces through feminized representations like flowers, light

colors, good scents, embroidery, and so forth.

During our fieldwork, several women described to us how planting

flowers, knitting, and embroidery “helped bring beauty back” into their

lives.76 Mirsada, a woman who survived rape during the war who began

to garden in the aftermath, described how she had been so excited when

the echinacea she planted had bloomed that she had called her friend

just to celebrate.77 When asked what they were most proud of in their

lives, almost all of the women we interviewed in Bosnia mentioned

something they created, built, crafted, or grew. They explained that this

was because they found pride in returning beauty to a place where they

also remembered darkness and suffering. Roses, lavender, and needle-

work reflected the transformation of a barren, war-scarred environment

into a place of comfort and served as physical embodiments of resili-

ence. Creativity centered around a gendered aesthetic of beauty—during

the war and in the decades since—suggests a way that women in Bosnia

continue to cultivate peace and resist the legacy of war.
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For some women, this process of re-territorializing physical spaces

also included the art of performing traditional roles in the family—
such as cooking traditional foods like pita or serving Bosnian coffee.

Many women understand that they were attacked during the war

because, as one woman put it, “when you attack women, you break

down family.”78 Sexual violence was often deployed with the goal of

destroying marriages, and perpetrators often indicated that rape was a

way of ending non-Serb women’s ability to reproduce. In response,

women we spoke to during our fieldwork described cooking and car-

ing for their families as daily acts of a conscious performance; they

were conscious of submitting to patriarchal gender roles as a way of

undermining the purported goals of the war itself, even more than

two decades after the end of the bloodshed.

We view these activities as politically substantive. For women

who have survived war, creating beauty to simultaneously resist the

war’s aims and engage in self-care might be considered political in the

same way that Audre Lorde considered Black women’s self-care in the

United States to be “an act of political warfare.”79 Moreover, after

surviving a war that explicitly targeted families (and especially non-

Serb families), performing traditional gender roles reflects a way that

women are actively engaged with healing themselves, rebuilding their

families, and promoting peace in the long run.

Nepal

In Nepal, women have created women-only spaces to allow

women from different sides of the conflict to come together to share,

heal, and appreciate their shared experiences. These spaces have

gained salience in the context of deeply patriarchal social traditions.

An essential reason women need these spaces is because they are more

likely than men to remain in the same homes or communities where

the killing or violence took place. Further, men in Nepali society gen-

erally have easier access to public spaces and the ability to socialize

outside their homes. Women, conversely, face social stigma and even

challenges to their reputation when they socialize outside of their

familial homes. Thus, when women want to share their experiences,

women-run community organizations are an essential place for healing

and building peace.

For example, Manika, a young woman whose father was killed

during the war, described how a training series put on by a women-
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led organization, Nagarik Aawaz, gave her an easy environment in

which to interact with people who had been on different sides of the

conflict. As she put it:

We got to know about the grievances of a lot of other people. I

never really wanted to keep links with people because of how my

father passed away. But then seeing that there are others who

were victim to the conflict as well eased the process of interac-

tion. Now I do not really feel like a victim anymore.80

Saujanya, another woman who had attended this program,

described making strong friendships through the program. She

described how “in the trainings, we began to understand that this did

not happen to just us. We began to understand how we were con-

nected.” This led her and her newly found friends to release some of

the anger they shared with her toward Maoists, who had killed her

father, a police officer. She described how they began to realize that it

was all happening in the situation of the war, allowing them to under-

stand that “it is not about revenge but about resolution. . .“81 In Sau-

janya’s experience, this women-only space for sharing was more

effective at bringing her a sense of resolution and peace than the

“broken” justice process.

Women’s organizations have also helped some women cultivate a

connection with nature and spirituality as a way of healing from

trauma. One leading woman’s activist described how “mud is like Pro-

zac,”82 explaining that rituals involving nature—including the human

life cycle, such as birth and death rituals—help displaced and trauma-

tized people reclaim a sense of place and normalcy and connection to

their people. These approaches have been effective both for those

affected by war as well as the 2015 earthquake, which created tremen-

dous insecurity and displacement. Organizations such as the Karuma

Center emphasize connection with nature as tied to peace and

women’s empowerment, structuring programs on social justice to

support indigenous and other marginalized communities.

Women’s organizations have thus played a critical, innovative role

in fostering peace and helping individual women heal from their war-

time experiences. These spaces have been particularly important

because unlike men, Nepali women face cultural limits on their ability

to socialize outside of their families and households. One woman even

described how Nagarik Aawaz “basically taught us to live again”:
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We were all scared before. Even the atmosphere in our family

made it impossible for us to share what was going on in our

head. Nagarik Aawaz helped us understand this deep grievance

that was rooted inside us. We learned that we have a support sys-

tem that has given us a lot of security. It was an organization that

acted like a mother figure. Just as a mother helps her children

learn how to adapt to their natural surrounding, the organization

played that role for us. It has given us a new life. A life where we

are able to smile and live in the society we are in. I think that is

the biggest thing.83

The effectiveness of these initiatives suggests that future interna-

tionally led peacebuilding interventions would be well served to ear-

mark funds for women-led groups to design programs that would

most effectively meet the needs of their members. It also reminds us of

the importance of informal, embodied peacebuilding work; sometimes

conversations and friendships forged between those on opposite sides

of conflict can bring an individual closer to feeling at peace than for-

mal justice and peacebuilding mechanisms.84

CONCLUSION

This article outlined barriers to peace in women’s lives after war,

reflecting areas for potential adjustments in internationally led peace-

building programming going forward. In Bosnia and Nepal, these bar-

riers include persistent economic insecurity, competing “truths,”

hierarchies of victimhood, the continuation of violence, and a feeling

that lives have been spatially and temporally dislocated. These barriers

do not affect all women equally; instead, depending on an individual’s

war experiences and their class, caste, ethnic, or regional background,

women are differentially affected by these barriers in their lives. More-

over, while our study did not explore how these barriers affected men,

it is likely that many shape men’s lives and experiences of peace as

well. Strikingly, the similarities between the women’s experiences in

such dissimilar cases as Bosnia and Nepal suggest that these barriers

may reflect more universal patterns in what prevents peace in

women’s lives after war.

Despite the profound barriers to peace, however, women are at

the forefronts of pioneering innovative ways to move their communi-

ties forward. In Bosnia, women have redesigned hostile spaces through
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an aesthetic of beauty and self-care, forging some semblance of nor-

malcy after war, and preserving their continued opposition to the

war’s aims. In Nepal, women are carving out women-only spaces, in

which they can form bonds with other women outside of their homes,

connect with nature, and engage in critical reconciliation work. These

innovations might not look like typical peacebuilding mechanisms.

However, they draw our attention to the essential, often unacknowl-

edged work women do to build peace after war. Peacebuilding efforts

at all levels—from international systems to the grassroots—must fore-

ground women engaged in peacebuilding work, value their experience,

and prioritize creative interventions that see embodied action, art, and

healing as potential pathways to transform trauma and build durable,

genuine peace going forward.
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