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Abstract1

Within the literature on peace and conflict thexatill a lack of information about how
to integrate gender as a category of analysisdet@rocess of understanding conflict,
both its dynamics and its resolution. Nonethelessearch conducted by feminjst
scholars in the last couple of decades to make wowigible and the subsequent
growing empirical evidence gathered shows a graaety of experiences and roles|of
women during and after conflict, not only as viairbut also as perpetrators |or
instigators of violence and also as agents forgueac

In particular, focusing on the experiences of wonmepeace activism, different studies
have shown that throughout history women have asgdntrans-nationally to oppose
war, sexism and inequality, and that they have madwge contribution to peace
building. Some practitioners in the field of pedcglding even recognise particular and
distinctive peacemaking roles played by women inflaz afflicted communities, an
argument that eventually has become part of theodise of the majority of
international agencies and non governmental husmud@ait organizations, especially
after the United Nations Security Council adopte®ctober 2000 the Resolution 1325
onWomen, Peace and Security

This paper deals with some of the problematic goestthat arise when analysing the
women and peacassociation, taking into account that in the psscef engendering
conflict and peace there is a danger of instit@iising a discourse too simplistic and
close to essentialist standpoints for which women l@ologically determined to be
“naturally” peace builders and, at the same timenrare determined to be essentially
aggressive or violent. Beginning with some theawnarks in relation to women and
peace activism, this paper provides the analysith@fgender dimension of war and
peace in the case of El Salvador, paying particateention to the way “peace” |s
experienced and understood by local women’s orgé#ipizs in the post-war setting.

! This paper has been written in the framework ef Research Group dAuman Security and Local
Human Developmenbf the University of the Basque Country, based HEGOA-Institute on
Development and International Cooperation (httmiwhegoa.ehu.es). It is part of an ongoing research
on women’s organizations in post-war rehabilitatbomtexts.



Gender and peace-building: women'’s peace activism El Salvador

1. Introduction: women’s agencyand peace

The starting point for a more gender-sensitive apgin to the study of war and peace is
the recognition of the traditionally gender-biasaccounts of war experiences. As
denounced by contemporary feminist theory, armedlico and political violence have
been exclusively studied through the eyes of med,there is the need to also integrate
the experiences and war narratives of women. ;dbnse, the more empirical evidence
in being obtained about the diversity of women’'s waperiences and roles, the more
thevictimhood-agencgichotomy is under debate.

The fact that the use of violence is mainly mas®uhas led to the stereotyped image of
men as perpetrators and women as passive victimis. Way, women have been
traditionally denied their agency in armed conflaotd their experiences as socially
constructed actors. However, most research on réee @ women and conflict agree
that changes in the type of armed conflict after @old War has helped to defy the
conventional and essentialist portray of active esiglassive females as well as the
simplistic notions that view aggressiveness asratityy male, in contrast to women’s
‘nurturing’ and peaceful nature (Ferris, 1996). Tvast majority of current armed
conflicts are internal, highly complex, involve dde variety of state and non-state
actors, and the civilian population has become rttan target of violence. In this
context, both men and women are victims, but atdora in supporting or opposing
violence and in trying to resist the negative inpax the conflict.

Consequently, it is central to hold on to the notid agencywhen analysing women'’s
role and experiences of war and peace. Otherwisenem will always be wrongly
portrayed as victims in society, with no participat in the construction of social
reality. In words of the gender theorist Lata Mani:

“The discourse of woman as victim has been invdliat feminism in pointing
to the systematic character of gender dominatiaut.iBnot employed with care,
or in conjunction with a dynamic concept of agenityleaves us with the
reductive representations of women as primarilyngewho are passive and
acted upon...(Mani, cited in Andermahr et al, 2000: 14).

Therefore, based on the notion of agency, this pigmeises in the role of women as
agents of peace, dealing with some of the morel@noditic questions that arise in the
study of women'’s peace activism, as well as sonthefeatures of the peace building
efforts lead by women’s organizations.

2. Notes on women’s peace activism
2.1. Women as agents of peace

Although not recognised, there is a long historyvomen and organizations of women
in different contexts playing an active role in nteracting the negative effects of war
and seeking peace (Boulding, 1995). As peacemakepeace builders, women have
used different roles to try to minimise the effeafsviolent conflict and ultimately to

end its manifestation. Even if both men and womenehthe potential for peace



making, femininity is often associated with quaktisuch as the preference for non-
confrontational methods of conflict resolution ahé willingness to work for the good
of the collective. However, when it comes to thalgsis of the link between women
and peace, research findings are not uniform aedetlare differing interpretations
around the issue, which are reflected in the varidebates that are contemporary
underway in this area of study.

a) Although not new, a first unresolved debaténé bf‘essentialism’ vs. ‘difference’,

in which those who argue that women are biologycaktermined to be “natural”
peace-makers and men naturally violent, opposédeet who reject that neither men
nor women have an “essential’ nature; for the Jdtamans are not inherently violent or
peaceful but rather it is social and political €ast that contribute to war and its
gendered nature.

b) In relation to essentialism, a second issue mumlikcussion is whether there is
something universal about motherhood that predespagomen’s responses to war,
given the significant number of mother’s groupsamrging to protest wars in different
parts of the world. The question, then, is the mixte which women’s political activism
and their commitment to peace is the result ofrteeperience as mothers. Among the
many expressions of what is being callége politics of motherhood”,it is common to
find organizations that stress women’s role asrsaamd life sustainers, given that
motherhood is fundamentally identified with feekngf care, protection and love,
which are in principle opposed to hatred and vioéen

The most important criticism to this interpretatiohwomen’s participation in peace
movements is that it is too close to patriarchdiniteons of what should be the role of
women in society, given that they remain exclugiadsociated to the biological roles
assigned to them. Besides, this interpretationdcaot explain the fact that many other
women who are also mothers take an active paridlernt conflict, be it joining the
armed groups or supporting or encouraging violeand, that they do it precisely in the
name of their identity as mothers and their alleggsponsibility to guarantee a better
future for their childreh

c) A third important debate currently underway refeothe role women should have
in the military. Feminists supporting equality between women and meall spheres
of society defend women’s full participation in eweorganization, including the
military. On the contrary, it is also argued thatmaen should not participate in the
social institution that is most fundamentally séxisat is, more linked to structural and
cultural forms of male privilege and female subpadiion.

This debate acquires special relevance in thoseextsnof post-war reconstruction in
which programmes for the restructuring of militaagd security forces are designed.
Actually, when a more gender sensitive approacthése programmes is applied, the
result is that a quota for the participation of weanis established, but it is very unlikely

% Inger Skjelsbaek highlights the example of womenthe guerrilla movement in El Salvador and
Vietnam, for whom motherhood and the rationalitycafe and the defence of their families as well as
their country were their main motivations to pap#te in direct combat. SKJESLBAEK, Inger: “Is
Feminity Inherently Peaceful? The Construction efminity in the War”, in SKJESLBAEK, Inger and
SMITH, Dan (eds.)Gender, Peace and ConfliGAGE, London, 1999, p. 64.



that the principles and attitudes within the miltare challenged or that a process of
demilitarisation of society is initiated.

d) Finally, another issue on which research andrihieg is increasingly concentrating

concernsvomen and collective organizing Even if both men and women participate
in the peace building activities, women make upamity of peace activists in zones of
conflict and often they tend to form separate oigions. In all cases, women’s

collective action for peace is determined by thg w@acial and cultural factors (such as
class, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality and so affgct their war experiences. However,
taking into account this diversity shaped by contak social, historical and identity

factors, the issue still on stake is the extendhah women from different cultures and

social groups share the same gender preoccupatigreace building; in other words,

whether the politics inspiring women’s activism fogace and justice is gender specific
or not.

Underlying this debate is a critical question, thdn women’s organization play a
distinctive role in peace building, compared toestbrganizations, mixed or lead by
men? Is it relevant to remark a gender based diffar in this case? The search for the
answer to this question requires focusing on therattteristics of women’s collective
action in peace building.

2.2. The characteristics of women’s peace activism

In general terms, when analysing women’s collectagtion, research about their
participation in protest and social transformatiavements shows four different types
of objects or themes around which women have histily organized: a) Economic

survival (food, job, wellbeing) b) Nationalist othaic/racial issues (both from the right
wing and the left wing in political-ideological tes); ¢) Human issues and collective
wellbeing, such as peace, environment, public heafid public education; and d)
Women'’s rights.

However, when looking at the actions of women iasth different spheres, another
problematic thing is how the term “political” is uedly defined. The majority of the
activities carried out by women in local or comntyrbased groups are often labelled
as “voluntary”, “charity” or “social” action, eveihtheir work has a clear political focus
and impact. This has a direct effect when the oflevomen’s organizations in the
promotion of peace is looked at in the field of #ieh analysis and conflict resolution.
Negotiations to reach peace accords (peacemakimyakso peacekeeping operations
are generally considered to be the proper polisgelce, the “hard” space of conflict
management and resolution. And this is precisely #ipace in which women’s
participation is widely limited: women are rarelgepent in peace negotiating tables or
participate in transition governments.

On the contrary, peace building, which implies ager term perspective, a more
profound transformation of unequal power structuneslerlying conflict, grassroots
reconciliation initiatives, and so on, is usualbnsidered as a “softer” space of conflict
resolution in which, consequently, women’'s partéipn is seen as much less
suspicious and, in fact, it is progressively bewajued as positive in the general
discourse. In this sense, in the debates aboutiniipdication of women in peace
building, it is common to make a reference to théaiogical and caring role, so that



these activities are understood as a kind of aufa#textension of their intra-familiar
roles as wives and mothers. In other words, wompatsicipation in peace politics is
justified as an extension of their role as carers.

This type of interpretation has much to do witheesslist viewpoints in relation to the
“women and peace” association, for which women aodogically determined to be
“naturally” peace builders and, at the same timenrare determined to be essentially
violent. As mentioned above, this argument is gjlpweritised by feminist standpoints
for whom human beings are not inherently violent pacifist, but social and political
factors contribute to violent conflict and its geneld nature. From this perspective,
women are not peace builders by nature, but as &nghey escape the masculine
socialization, they will be able to formulate mdéreely a transformative, alternative and
non violent vision of society.

Differing interpretations when it comes to explaiomen’s participation in peace
building show that, just as women do not consti@mtbomogenous social category,
neither the organizations they create to promote@eare uniform. On the contrary,
throughout history, women’s organizations for pehese been created by virtue of
diverse objectives and strategies. Therefore, bybfierences in approach amongst
women’s organizations for peace, what could be idensd to be common to and
distinctive of their collective action?

In the literature about gender and peace, it igueat to identify three persistent
features of women’s peace activism that might ligfermine in what sense women'’s
activism against violence and war might be disitectcompared to other groups and
movements.

a) It is connected to a preoccupation for humaa Mvhich implies that is based on a
theorisation on the logic of care and the sustalitpabf life, as opposed to the logic of
economic accumulation and the militarization ofistc

b) It is based on the use of a variety of non vibktrategies, acts and techniques, with a
special significance given to the symbolic ones.

c) It is trans-political, very often trans-natior(alith a strong capacity for networking)
and it intends to reach women in the opposite side.

In 2002, UNIFEM report oWomen, War and Peac®mpared women’s peace actions
in 14 conflict zones around the world (Guinea, kideSierra Leon, Middle East, Latin
America, the Balcans, Camboya, East Timor and theatd_akes region), concluding
that peace Iinitiatives produced by women in suelerde contexts have in common the
following elements (UNIFEM, 2002):

a) The capacity to look beyond the national frastieeven if their governments
maintain isolationist or pro-war positions.

b) A vision of peace based on the respect for theity of the individual, irrespective
of the nationality, ethnicity or economic situation



¢) The understanding that peace is inherently trkeequity between women and men,
which means that, for women, peace will only besfas not in the absence of war but
in conditions of gender equity.

The redefinition of the concept f peace is onehef strategic elements of the political
action of women’s organizations in peace buildifige classic feminist criticism to the
conventional distinction between the notions oftfiel’ and “private” has allowed that,
in the field of conflict analysis and resolutiohetnotions of “war” and “peace” are also
challenged. Still today, even Johan Galtung's tbecal distinction between negative
and positive peace is widely recognised, therepsraistent tendency to associate peace
with the absence of war, and therefore to deal uegljgwith the direct and visible
manifestations of conflict. Thus, in relation tonder issues, conflict analysis
systematically ignores the fact that, even whemrrethe no open fighting, women
frequently confront high levels of direct violenttet is ignored because it takes place
in the private sphere, besides suffering a stratuisadvantage in economic, political
and social terms.

As a consequence, for women’s organizations isepabfy to use the categories of
violence-peacerather that conflict-peace or even war-peaceyrder to have a more

inclusive understanding of peace. This would besitiye peace characterised not by
the absence of direct violence against women bst &y the absence of indirect
violence and the absence of inequalities in thearand macro structures.

Based on the fact that violence as a sociologioacept is fundamentally concerned
with power, some scholars have developed theoletiwh operational frameworks that
identify types of ‘gender violence’ at differentvéds. El-Bushra, for instance, focused
on the gendered nature of conflict by exploring limks between the personal,
household, national/state and international levélbove all, she highlighted the
necessity to integrate on equal terms of relevéineessues ofeconomic survival and
organization; the personal, affective (feelings ardotions) domain; and social and
political relations” (El- Bushra, cited in Jacobs, 2000: 78-79). Far peat, Caroline
Moser identified a genderaxbntinuumof conflict and violence categorized in political,
economic and social terms, defining each categorglation to the type of power that
consciously or unconsciously uses violence to gaimaintain power (Moser, 2001).
These different types of violence -political, econo, and social-, coexist and overlap,
and can be identified at four different levels -théividual, inter-personal, institutional,
and structural-.

The usefulness of this framework is proven whes épplied to the analysis of wartime
and post-war time violence against women. It iscase of El Salvador, where not only
increased rates of street rape and intra-familiatence target women -and girls-
specifically after war, but also poverty and so@atlusion have a special incidence
amongst women. In the following pages, this pag&péns in the gender dimension of
war in El Salvador: the background to the conflibe gender dimension of war and the
aftermath of war and the interpretations of peackbtal women’s organizations which
daily confront the consequences of ttentinuumof violence affecting women in the
post-war period.



3. Case study: women’s activism for peace in El Saddor
3.1. Background: the armed conflict

The war in El Salvador broke out in 1980 and hasnbene of the longest, most

complex civil wars in Latin America. Since the ctyis independence in 1838 there

has been a succession of insurgent uprisings, #ie causes of which had been: an
unjust distribution of the land; high levels of goty as a result of huge social

inequalities; and lack of spaces of free speechiferpopulation and repression as the
only answer to demands of change (Herrera, 20049. @ the most important of these

uprisings was the 1932 popular insurrection ledAgustin Farabundo Marti aimed at

changing existing feudal structures and restoriegspnt’s rights to the land, but these
demands were brutally silenced by the dictatorégime of the time at the cost of

30,000 lives. This massacre was followed by decafissiccessive cycles of repression
by fraudulently elected military juntas.

During the 1970s a growing popular movement dewdoformed by rural and urban
discontent workers, teachers and students, sombofvere selectively assassinated or
disappeared. In view of the impossibility of palél opposition, some left-wing groups
started promoting and practicing armed struggle aseans to bring about social and
political change. Simultaneously, right-wing deatjuads, with the connivance of the
government, perpetrated high-profile acts of viokensuch as the assassination of San
Salvador Archbishop Monsignor Romero in 1980 anmtimber of opposition leaders,
as well as the extermination of popular militaritsrural areas, repression forced the
first displacement of people to refugee camps inddwas.

Both the popular movement and the newly formed Iigiamary armed groups

coincided in the demands of social justice. Conseatly, once opposition parties joined
to form in 1980 the Farabundo Marti National Liliena and Democratic Revolutionary
Front (FMLN), many of the repressed workers andietts of the popular movement
were ready to join the guerrillas. The first yeafsthe 80s were characterised by
unprecedented levels of violence, in as much asdébeme, -supported military and

economically by the United States-, intended toeumdne the social base of the
guerrillas applying a policy of burnt fields andatle squads. More than one million
people —one fifth of the population- had to fleee tbountry and thousands were
internally displaced.

The war continued throughout the decade, accomganiés later stages by the first
peace negotiations. In 1987 the Esquipulas Il Mali®eace Accord was signed, which
made possible the voluntary and massive repatniatioefugees from the Mesa Grande
refugee camp in Honduras. In 1989 tensions aroam,agnd the FMLN launched an
important urban offensive by which it took and h#ié northern belt of the capital. In
1990 a series of peace conversations began, mediatine United Nations. Finally, on
16 January 1992 Chapultepec Peace Accords weredsiggtween the FMLN and the
Salvadoran government, ruled at the time by thét#igng Alianza Republicana
Nacional (ARENA). This was the end of a twelve-yemil war that had claimed over
75,000 lives, displaced 500,000 people, and puskdost one million more
Salvadorans to flee the country. In general elastioeld in March 1994, a coalition of
the FMLN gained 21 seats in Parliament opposedtobdained by the ARENA.



El Salvador is one of the best examples of intesnatly brokered peace settlements,
and the process of negotiations and the signintpefPeace Accords have been even
presented to the rest of the world as one of thst muccessful exercises in the practice
of international conflict resolution. However, afteore than 15 years of the signing of
the Peace Accord, there are important interpretatidferences in the Salvadoran

society about its fulfilment.

The principal advances in the immediate aftermdthihe war were directed to the
political and institutional reform of the countrfthe majority of the efforts and

resources were put into institutional capacity dingy and ‘democratization’ in as much
as for decades the institutional apparatus of thee svas responsible for the worst
violations of civil and political human rights il country. However, the social and
economic elements of the reconstruction proceghenaftermath of war were never
seriously dealt with, as there were no sound pranwss coming out of the peace
negotiations that would allow to carrying out thegently needed socioeconomic
transformations in the country.

Today, the population confronts similar adversenecaic and social conditions to those
that were in the origin of the armed conflict: t@intry has seen an increase in poverty,
social exclusion, crime, insecurity and generalifgzat. The progressive lack of hope to
improve life conditions and to see socioeconomit palitical changes in their country
has led to a continuous emigration flow -abovet@iards the USA-, that affects by
now one fourth of the country’s inhabitants. Apgaoim the huge loss of working force,
the reconstruction period has also inherited theemate of thousands of people who
were disappeared during the war as well as thogehall been exiled.

In terms of emotional and social recovery from thwgact of war, high levels of
impunity remain as a major obstacle hindering ttahptowards democracy and
reconciliation. A ‘forgive and forget’ attitude wasmposed by the negotiations and the
Amnesty Law approved in 1994 meant that victimswar were never given any
material no moral reparation. As a result of theklaf political will to address the
sensitive issue of transitional justice and theetlgyment of some sort of reparation
mechanisms, El Salvador remains today a highly rpald society with recurrent
episodes of politically motivated violence, inclngiselected assassinations especially
during election periods. On the top of this, thedegpread impunity due to the
corruption and the inefficiency of the judicial % is affecting governance and the
prospects for democracy.

3.2. The gender dimension of war

When the war broke out the number of women direatiyolved fighting in or
supporting the revolutionary army was notably higlen if this has been also the case
of other Central American countries in which nasibliberation wars have taken place,
the proportions in El Salvador were outstandingaimarmed group of about 8,000
people as it was the FMLN, women accounted for3@8 of the combatants and 60%
of the total support social base (Herrera, 2001jirgt possible explanation of why so
many women joined or supported the guerrillas & the majority of women in El
Salvador were found in the poorest social classl #us they felt motivated to
participate in a war to change the situation ofggvand social inequality.



Again, the variable rural/urban seems to be an mapb one shaping Salvadoran
women’s war experiences. In the cities, routes doing the political-military
organizations led through university militancy, fessional associations or a
commitment to the Church of the Poor. In rural srepeople joined the armed
organizations in response to the peasant assow@apoomoted by the Church, the
consciousness-raising efforts of university stugemtd the experience of indiscriminate
repression (Ibafiez, 2001: 120). During the 196@s187Y0s, new political and religious
believes such as the Liberation Theology and itgy@ssive teachings had a profound
effect amongst impoverished rural communities, ilg@anany women to compromise
with the revolutionary struggle.

Based on women’s oral testimonies, research firsdislgowed that most of them
emphasised the positive rather than the negatit@omes of the war, which include:
satisfaction for having contributed to the changesurred in their country; feelings of
self-reassurance as women; the acquisition of ampdlitical vision as a result of their
participation; awareness of their capacity to deh difficult challenges; and having
reached important levels of self-sufficiency andeipendence (Vazquez et al, 1997:
226). In fact, during the conflict women participat in the revolutionary struggle took
on many different roles at different levels: thewrtipated in marches and
mobilizations, they led the defence of human righiteen repression spread throughout
the country, and they were crucial to the surviebkhe guerrilla camps, whether as
combatants or being the ones responsible of conwations and the supply of food,
clothing, medicine and munitions. However, it ist&imes pointed out that many of
the new roles fulfilled by women —mostly in rurakas- during war were in fact an
extended version of the traditional ones, in thaseethat women were assigned
functions related to their identity as mothers aarkrs and their participation became a
kind of “social maternity”.

Anyhow, the war experience for many other womenmh#a break with tradition, the
values and norms that were imposed to them bydhservative Salvadoran society. In
particular, participation of women during the castflresulted in changes in their
conceptions and practices around sexuality andrmigteespecially amongst those who
were directly involved as combatants. Many mythsl @aaboos, conventionalisms,
traditional formalisms and prejudices were viewadnf a much more critical

perspective and put into question both symbolicaly in practice. Family and the
household as the central space for women’'s sdifridnt broke down as a

consequence of the conflict and, while men becaombatants and were away from
their homes, women took over the productive rolevals as positions of responsibility
within their communities. For the first time, genel@ division of labour lost its rigidity

and the public sphere was open in rural areas toymamen, who learned how to
organize and work together.

Likewise, those women who had to flee and searftlyeeacross the border agree that,
hard as it was to be away from their homeland anchest of the cases taking care of
the children and the elder, they obtained someopafsgains out of their experience.
The refugee camps in Honduras, for example, whiehevestablished for thousands of
women and children, became known for their highelewof organization. Through
international solidarity groups and NGOs, many worhad the opportunity to extend
their education and develop new skills in the arefshealth, popular education,
productive experiences, and to fulfil non-tradisbpositions and roles in the economy.
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3.3. The gender dimension in the aftermath of war

When it comes to assessing the gender dimensitheiaftermath of the war, ‘absence’
is the word used by some researchers as the cathedfiest expresses the way women
participated in the formal processes of post-confieconstruction in El Salvador, and
in general in Central America: physical absencevoimen in the negotiating table and
in the spaces where decisions were taken on howvaed to finish the war; absence —
literal and symbolic- of women’s specific demandsthe peace accords; absence of
acknowledgement of their contribution to the sttegop favour of the disappeared,
human rights and peace; absence of their denouneeations and pains in the reports
of the Truth Commissions; absence of their orgdiura in the design of policies of
reconstruction; invisibility of their daily effortenade towards familiar and social
reconciliation; and absence of a gender analystharevaluation of the social impacts
of war and the processes of reconstruction (Mutdayaand Vazquez, 2001; 38-39).

In El Salvador, lack of analysis of the way armedftict altered the pre-existent gender
order had some negative consequences once thactard@ine to an end. First and
foremost, peace accords ignored both the partiopaand needs of women, and
consequently women’s experiences were not takem antount when designing and
planning the process of post-war reconstruction.

The peace accord consisted of three basic cona#pexjual importance —reform,

reconciliation and reconstruction-, and the prjogiven to the preservation of peace
made reinsertion of ex-combatants to civil societycentral issue in post-war

reconstruction programmes. However, interventiothia area showed a general lack of
understanding of gender-related issues amongshatitenal actors. In a conflict where
such a high proportion of women had fought or a&yivsupported the guerrilla

movement, this lack of a gender sensitive analgdighe conflict had especially

negative consequences for women in the aftermatianf

In El Salvador, women ex-fighters held 40% of leatg and 30% of combat roles, yet
were neglected during the Demobilisation, Disarmatmend Reintegration (DDR)

process with 70 to 80% of female combatants estich&d have received no benefits
under the government’s land transfer programme; &onvere also absent from the
UN-supervised formation of both a new National CRolice and the Armed Forces
Reserve System (United Nations, 2005). Thus, progres for the reintegration of
combatants to civil life were mostly directed to rméoth from the army and the
guerrilla), who were given priority in land-distttion, scholarships or housing.

More over, a social diagnosis disaggregated bysseaild have shown that in 1992
out of a total of 3,285 women demobilised, 80% bhddren under twelve and 29%
were head of households at the time (Murguiald®Q1?. The specific needs and
interests of these women were neglected when dagigeinsertion programmes, in
which neither job training nor economic compensatineasures were foreseen for
them. As a result, the great majority of ex-gulrmvomen had been ‘reinserted’ to civil
society fulfilling traditional housekeeping roldskewise, there were scare resources
oriented towards the social integration of womespldiced, returned or collaborators of
the guerrilla, despite the fact that the majorityconflict survivors in El Salvador were
women with childcare responsibilities.

11



When it comes to analysing the impacts of armedliconn gender relations, some
studies carried out to determine the extent to whittive involvement of women in the
conflict had empowering effects in the aftermathwaf tend to show a certain degree of
pessimism. Commenting on the balance of their @pédiion in the revolutionary
struggle, for example, some women acknowledge itnéeldd scope of the changes
occurred in gender relations:

“You ask if war contributed to our liberation asomen, | would say ‘no’: if we

had had a gender consciousness before the war endylvould have been
different, but without having all that, what hapee was that the roles we
played during the war were just related to the ranhfAlma, cited in Vazquez

et al, 1997: 203-231).

This type of reflection reinforces the idea thasifige outcomes for women in terms of
a redefinition of gender roles and gender iderstitlaring the conflict were just part of
an interval of exceptionality that could not hawntinuity in post-war reconstruction.
This interval ended and the emphasis was put gt back to “normality”, which is

most frequently understood as the re-establishroérthe previous gender relations.
Consequently, as it happened in other contextslewkomen’s roles in ElI Salvador
changed during the conflict, tradition expectedntht® return to their previous status
soon after the war ended.

However, the process back to normality inevitald@perates gender tensions, which are
normally resolved to the detriment of women’s ietts. Amongst others, there are two
sources of tension worth mentioning in the cas&lobalvador. On the one hand, the
complexity of the process of reintegration of cotabés was aggravated by the fact
that, not only there were a high proportion of exabatant women with specific needs
and interests, but also women were holding jobthénpublic sphere that prior to the
war had been men’s domain. As a result, in a mafehdated society that was
experiencing high unemployment rates after the wais new reality became an
important source of gender tension.

On the other hand, gender conflict in the afterntdtivar was perceived in the alarming

increase of intra-familiar violence and sexual &ae against women, a behaviour that
was to some extend reduced during the conflictgiVe an example, the rate of sexual
offences against women was 59.2% in 1998, increts@&{.6% by 1999 and reached

85.9% in 2000 (Las Dignas, 2003).

Therefore, the aftermath of the conflict in El Saler has not served to rebuild the
society on the basis of greater gender equity m&tead gender division of labour and
gender inequalities have been even more accentu@tetsequently, women perceive
that changes occurred during the conflict, inclgdime sexual and maternal practices of
the many combatants, were just the product of eifspenoment and inevitable because
of the war, and they had not been allowed the sfmapkace their war experiences as an
opportunity to challenge traditional schemes ofifenity imposed by society.

3.4. Women'’s organizations approach to peace
From the beginning, the active participation ofv@dbran women in the conflict was

motivated by the search of social justice and legectations of freedom and equality.
Thus, many of them joined the guerrilla in the hapdeing part of the building of a
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new society based on a true equity. Although tladformation of unequal gender
relations was never part of the political projettlee FMLN, the creation of women’s

organizations was promoted within the popular agnaand urban movement during the
1970s.

These organizations were formed by women consadbuseing part of the exploited
social class, but they lacked any analysis of gemdkntities and particularly of the
meaning of femininity in Salvadoran society. Onbe tonflict broke out, almost all
these organizations lost their entity and becamegrated in the broader popular
movement, in which tackling gender inequalities wasa priority. Among other issues
postponed by the conflict, reflection on gender again relegated: the “liberation of
women” had to wait until the greater objective afianal liberation was achieved.

It was after the conflict that a feminist movemelgveloped and several women’s
organizations were established to offer supportthose facing discrimination and to
reflect on gender relations. Women who had in serag participated or collaborated
with the guerrilla, especially those coming fronbam areas, formed many of these
groups. For some, this post-war experience was titmeeating that any other possible
change in their status during the war:

“Changes that | have lived are product of my expece after the war,

everything | have learnt has been through workwiomen in workshops... My
personal change was not caused by war but forajeortunities that | had

to learn things in its aftermath, in women’s greuSilvia, cited in Vazquez

et al, 1997: 233).

For the first democratic elections in 1994 morentfa@ty women’s organizations joined
in a common political platform, Women 94, and préed a campaign based on issues
such as human rights, right to the land, legalraisoation, intra-familiar violence and
sexual education. The platform’s position in relatto these issues included for the first
time demands that are traditionally consideredeasirfist, such as the eradication of
gender violence and the defence of women’s sexwthfeproductive rights.

However, feminist demands led by women’s organireginot only faced the virulent
opposition of the most conservative institutionsl atructures of Salvadoran society,
but also the incomprehension of the left wing paditand social coalition of the FMLN
that so many women had supported during the waia Asnsequence, many women’s
organizations started a process of gaining autonmamg the political party structure,
along with an increasingly elaborated feministeetilon and perspective about reality.
This process of gaining political autonomy and @y their feminist reflections has
allowed them play a fundamental role in the recoesibn and democratization of the
country. Their work is oriented to the transforroatiof gender relations. For these
organizations, gender equity in all spheres ofifa necessary condition for democracy
and social and economic justice. In particulan, participation of women in the peace
consolidation process is viewed and supported aobthe pillars for the reinforcement
of democracy.

On this basis, some of the principal fields of @ctof women’s organization in El
Salvador working for a project peace with gender justiae the following:
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a) Confronting gender based violence: denounceaahcacy

If sexual violence is the main source of victimiaatof women during armed conflict,
violence against women in its different forms (rap#ra-familiar violence, forced
prostitution, trafficking, and so on) prevails agxen increases in post-war settings. As
mentioned earlier, from a feminist perspectivedkplanation is that there c®ntinuum

of violence -political, economic and social- thatgocially invisible during “peace”,
mainly due to the cultural acceptance of a gendematchy based on men’s privilege
and women’s subordination. El Salvador in not aception, as intra-familiar violence
or any other type of abuse against women is frejuaonsidered as a “minor”,
“women’s problem”. Society’s response reflects dtural acceptance of violence
against women that puts them at specific risk duand after conflict.

Nowadays, the proliferation of small and light weag is a mayor source of insecurity
in El Salvador. It is a society heavily armed whiah it has been mentioned, holds one
of the highest crime rates in Latin America andats the world. It is estimated that
around 450.000 weapons circulate in the countryQ&D members of pandilla groups
(maras) are armed, 30.000 members of private $gamnpanies, 18.000 members of
the National Civil Police and between 18 and 20.6@nbers of the army. Therefore,
in the overall, approximately 100.000 people araeat in the country with 70-80% of
the weapons being illegal (Sanchez Trejo, 2006sqrexl interview). Again, the high
number and availability of weapons in El Salvadepases women to higher risk of
suffering gender based violence.

Recent studies in Central America about the in@deof feminicide, that is, the gender
based assassination of women, show that El SaNwadds the highest rate in the region
(11.15/100.000), followed by Guatemala (7.97/100)J@WRMUSA, 2006). Feminicide
constitutes the mayor violation of women’s humahts and an extreme form of power
exercise by men against women, compounded to ttdHat the vast majority of these
crimes go unpunished because of the weakness qiidtiee system as well as the lack
of political will to address the phenomena. Femdecsuggests, also, a link between the
gendered violence at the micro and macro levels @il$ for an inquiry into the
gendered dynamics of power from the household ¢ontitional and the international
arena.

Therefore, violence is a security issue very ddfeérfor men and women. Acts or threats
of violence in the household, community or statelebe it perpetrated or tolerated by
official institutions-, result in fear and a condtaense of insecurity in women'’s lives
and thus hinder the objective of equity. The thiatiolence is a major obstacle for
mobility of women and it limits their access to isasesources (education, health,
incomes) and activities (political participatioreaisions on the use of time).

As a result, a strategic objective for women’s aigations in El Salvador is to
counteract violence against women, as well asttoag defence of women rights, with
a special emphasis on women'’s sexual and reprogudghts.

b) Confronting economic vulnerability: the restacat of women'’s livelihoods

Another major issue in terms of the violemmentinuumduring and after war is that,
comparatively, women encounter more difficultiesréstore their livelihoods after the
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war. In the post-war period, the access of womeheaesources of society was limited
by a variety of factors, such as their exclusiamnfrthe reintegration programmes and
the fact that were among the most impoverished Ipdaghe country. In fact, the high
levels of poverty and social exclusion affect woraed men differently in El Salvador.
Feminity of poverty shows higher levels in almoktage groups (18-59 and over 60)
and departments of the country (UNDP, 2004).

Part of the explanation is that the majority of wesmare concentrated in the shadow or
informal economy of the country where there ardabour guarantees. This implies that
there are more women exposed to labour exploitaimhprecarious conditions, such as
longer working days, lower salaries and incomesk &f social security and labour laws
guarantees. When it comes to the formal economgthan feature from a gender
perspective is the massive incorporation of womerthie exporting manufacturing
industry, that is, the maquila. However, this imsed presence of women in the formal
labour structure has not reflected in higher sosedurity guarantee for them. In fact,
taking into account data from 2003, only 26,8% e tvomen working in the formal
labour structure had a system of social securityvidmtps.gov.sv). Besides, the under-
representation of women in the labour union stmectfonly 9%) is another sign of the
difficulties confronting women in the economy, &sneans that they do not have any
significant incidence in the improvement of themrking conditions.

Therefore, women’s organizations concentrate thefforts in counteracting this
structural economic disadvantage by helping wonestore their livelihoods, both for
their own survival and also for the maintenancethafir families, achieve economic
autonomy and improve their working conditions.

c) Confronting political vulnerability: support fothe participation of women in the
political process

The active participation of Salvadoran women in BMLN during the conflict was
motivated by the search of social justice and leggpectations of freedom and equality.
Thus, many of them joined the guerrilla in the hapdeing part of the building of a
new society based on a true equity. When the P&emerds were signed, many women
viewed their full participation of women in the ogstruction process as one of the
pillars for the reinforcement of democracy. Howeue fact that women and their
interests were absent in the design and planningosf-war reconstruction and that
their claims did not have any significant respoafter the 1994 elections, prevented
many women from further active involvement in dolt as there was a growing sense
of disappointment and resignation amongst women.

Added to this, it appears that women’s economimendbility does also have an
influence on political vulnerability, in as muchiagquality in the access and control of
economic resources influences negatively in theac&p of women to take decisions
from the household level to public institutionalhspe. Finally, other obstacles to
women participation in politics are structural andtural barriers impeding their full
and equal participation in decision making sphemagain, gender stereotypes and
discriminatory attitudes and practices are majostadles for women’s political
participation. As a result, today women in El Sdiwaare clearly under-represented in
the political decision making spaces, both at loedional levels.
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Therefore, women’s organizations place a stronghasig in the promotion of the
participation of women in the political processying achieved their main successes in
local politics, where women so far seem to be mahéng to participate rather than in
national politics.

d) Confronting social vulnerability: the restoratief familiar and social networks

Another crucial aspect in the work of women’s oligations in the aftermath of war
and in the process of peace consolidation in Bldgilr is the creation of spaces where
family and social relations and networks can beuifebFor women, this means the
possibility of having a space were their storied arperiences during the war can be
told and processed, and thus better deal with tieettled pain. In relation to this,
women’s organizations have critized the insuffitienportance given by development
and humanitarian aid to psycho-emotional suppagmmmes that could help conflict-
affected women in El Salvador in their post-warlimggprocess (Herrera, 2001).

Related to the emotional costs of the war, nonthefrecommendations of the Truth
Commission for the reparation of the moral damaae leen followed so far, and the
lack of a collective revision of war traumas resuibr many women in feelings of

bitterness, frustration, resentment and the beltbaé they do not have a place in the
reconstruction of their country.

Related to the restoration of the familiar and aboetworks after a civil war is the
question of reconciliation. In El Salvador, anotimeain working area of women’s
organizations is the reduction of social and paditipolarization. For organised women
in this country, the search for reconciliation algization reduction means the firm
and persistent claim of historical memory and flgatfagainst the huge impunity that
prevails.

4. Concluding remarks

Studies on war and the nature of conflict have eabently been extended to include
research on the impact of conflict on women. Event literature on women and war
has been characterized by the predominance of snafyjggomen mainly as victims,
dependant and vulnerable sectors, rather thanl smt@s with a particular agency and
identity in every social situation. Acknowledgingomien’s agency has an enormous
relevance for understanding the diversity of exgees and roles played by women
during and after violent conflicts. However, goibgyond the necessary description of
what do women do in war time, it is also cruciaktwalyse the interpretations given to
those activities. When it comes to analyse womentstributions as agents of peace,
there is a general tendency to associimen and peade a simplistic and essentialist
manner, without problematising what is really distive about women’s peace activism
and why.

In El Salvador, the civil war affected social norrtigat had traditionally shaped
women'’s and men’s expected behaviour. To a ceexient, transformations in gender
relations allowed a greater participation of wonmerthe public sphere, fulfilling new
roles, learning new skills and taking on new soaiadl political responsibilities. This
applied both for women who experienced war as céamts, guerrilla supporters or
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community leaders and for women displaced and esfsigvho managed to develop
new skills and organizational capacities duringwvilae.

However, changes in gender relations that couldcaffivomen positively were not
consolidated in the aftermath of war. After yedrsvar and extreme violence, men and
also some women were willing to above all restoteamal” life. And yet, definitions
of “normality” in terms of gender relations are fdient -very often conflictive- for
women and men, so that during the post-war phasdegetensions have tended to
increase. Men pushed to return to a situation imchvithey still retain a privileged
position in the gender order and have activelystediany change in this respect.

In El Salvador, much of the reconstruction effogiswdirected to the demobilization of
the guerrilla and the restoration of the economicastructure. However, a post-war
settlement was also needed in the relations betweenen and men. Gender tension
manifested in increased levels of direct violengaimst women, in particular intra-
familiar violence and different forms of sexual kgce (including rape, enforced
prostitution, and trafficking in women). Besidesyridg “peacetime” much of the
everyday violence against women in different dinems of society -political,
economic and social- passes as socially invisiblggart due to the prevalence of a
cultural acceptance of a gender order in which ndeminate and women are
subordinated. The conclusion is that, for womemcpecan be even more difficult and
complex than war.

Many women'’s organizations at the grassroots lgvéll Salvador were created during
the war but they lacked an analytical frameworkdeal with gender issues in a
challenging and transformative way. Faced withrdadity of a continued and increased
violence against women during and after conflictgr@ater consciousness of the
particularity of women’s problems and interestssarm many of these organizations. A
more feminist perspective was adopted to help pnétrand change reality, focusing
particularly on issues of gender based violence @owler inequalities. For women’s
organizations in El Salvador, peace not only mehmesabsence of war, but also a
positive response to the challenges of democramyeldpment and justice at all levels,
including gender relations.

The case of El Salvador is an example of how gerdaity in all spheres of life is a

priority and a necessary condition for peace, dmgk tfor the socioeconomic and
political security of individuals. Human securitpcahuman development for women
are not possible in the absence of positive pe@be. construction and defence of
women’s citizenship, the support for the developidra strong women’s movement,

the importance of their participation in the palti process and research on the
structural causes of gender inequalities are someasaprioritised by women’s

organizations in their peace building effort.
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