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ABSTRACT
With United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, the United Nations 
recognized the vital role that women play in promoting the Women, Peace 
and Security (WPS) agenda. Though there is much focus on women and 
peace in the architecture of the WPS agenda, its nature, composition, and 
focus points are often based on Global North considerations. This article aims 
to address that gap by contributing toward a holistic understanding of 
women mediators in Africa. Valuing African women’s shared lived 
experiences as mediators addresses an underexplored area of research and 
necessitates a decolonial feminist theoretical framework that challenges 
existing colonial, patriarchal, and gendered notions present in practices of 
mediation. A qualitative research design was used to collect data via 12 semi- 
structured participant interviews with women mediators from Africa, after the 
identification of the literature gap during a state-of-the-art review on the 
topic. Their gendered, often contradictory experiences as women mediators 
are explored further in three themes: mediation as a patriarchal space, 
women as “natural” peacebuilders, and conflicting gender roles and 
expectations. Direct quotes from their narratives reflect the diverse theories 
and practices of gender-conscious mediation by women in Africa, as well as 
their social circumstances and personal experiences, highlighting the 
diversity of experiences in women’s peacebuilding.
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Introduction

In October 2000, the vital role that women play in the Women, Peace and 
Security (WPS) agenda was recognized through the groundbreaking United 
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Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325, which was adopted unan
imously (United Nations Development Programme 2019, 2). Yet, despite this, 
women remain largely invisible in and excluded from peace processes and 
negotiations. Feminists and women’s rights activists have rightly stated 
that it is impossible to build an inclusive peace when women’s experiences 
are absent from responses to conflict (Adjei 2019; Aggestam and Eitrem 
Holmgren 2022; Berry 2022; Wielenga 2022). Similarly, research that does 
focus on women and peace in the architecture of the WPS agenda often over
looks the fact that its nature, composition, and focus points are based on 
Global North considerations (Shepherd 2020). International policy discourses 
and practices that are inclusive of women are a necessary part of peacebuild
ing; as such, there is a need to construct local narratives in the development 
of gender-responsive WPS policies and practices tailored for the Global South 
(Limo 2018; Mbwadzawo and Ngwazi 2013). Understanding the role of 
women mediators in Africa will do much to highlight the experiences of a 
diversity of women in peacebuilding (Hendricks 2015; Hudson 2016, 2017, 
2021; Iwilade 2011).

This article aims to contribute toward filling the gap in the literature by 
using a decolonial African feminist approach to generate a holistic under
standing of women mediators in Africa, as well as their experiences of being 
professional mediators while dealing with the traditional gender role expec
tations that encumber all women. These individual narratives are necessary 
to reframe and shift the dominant perception of mediation as a Caucasian, 
male profession (Hendricks 2015; Mbwadzawo and Ngwazi 2013), which 
impedes African understandings of mediation. Reframing narratives of 
gender in relation to mediator identity can help to underline that it is co-con
stituted in a historically and culturally situated milieu (Adepoju, Gberevbie, 
and Ibhawoh 2021; Basu 2016; Cocodia 2023; Sugh and Ikwuba 2017). 
Indeed, some of the main critiques of decolonial feminism regarding the 
WPS agenda include Western dominance in peacebuilding and the failure 
to account for diverse intersecting identities, and, as a consequence, its instru
mentalized serving of neoliberal interests. By thinking in a decolonial feminist 
manner, this article sets out to avoid quantifying gender as the only factor to 
consider in policy implementation, but rather to reflect on the intersectional 
profile of women mediators in Africa and their experiences. Local narratives 
of African women mediators’ experiences, in global WPS systemic change, 
can do much to contribute toward policy development and understandings 
of gender in mediation and peacebuilding activities (Hendricks 2015).

Where are the African women mediators?

The WPS agenda calls for the inclusion of women and gender issues in 
conflict mediation. This recognition of women as leaders of movements for 
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reconciliation and reconstruction in their communities – as peacekeepers, 
relief workers, and mediators – is evident in the research globally (Smith 
and Yoshida 2022a) and has been championed in Africa (Aggestam and 
Svensson 2018; Haastrup 2019; Hendricks 2015). By making women’s partici
pation and representation a priority in grassroots peacemaking processes, 
African actors have established praxes that reflect the different experiences 
of women living through conflict, highlighting their efforts in its resolution 
and so contributing toward transformative change that seeks to bring 
about peace, security, and development for all communities (Chitando 
2021; FemWise-Africa 2018). However, while women in Africa have been at 
the forefront of movements and organizations working to achieve peace, 
they remain marginalized from formal peace processes, and peace processes 
brokered by the United Nations (UN) remain male dominated and focused on 
masculinized security issues (Coomaraswamy 2015; United Nations Women 
Africa 2018). Mediation is one of the areas of peace and security that has 
been the least responsive to the WPS agenda (Standfield 2020). Very few 
women in Africa have mediated violent conflicts, and those few who have 
participated in formal peace negotiations have not led the process but 
rather contributed either as observers, negotiators, witnesses, or facilitators 
(Hendricks 2021). To date, however, little research has explored their lived 
experiences of mediation (other than Hendricks 2021), and none has 
shared their personal narratives of being African women mediators. We 
uncovered this gap during a state-of-the-art (SotA) review in which we con
ducted extensive database and manual searches to provide a broad overview 
of key theories and literature on the participation of women in mediation pro
cesses in Africa. We included sources published in the past ten years, as well 
as foundational works from earlier periods that provided important context. 
This resulted in a final selection sample of only 23 articles that were actually 
related to women mediators in Africa. The final sample was thematically ana
lyzed, and the resulting codes were collated and compared to verify the SotA 
findings. The findings of this review are outlined in the literature to follow.

As reported by Catriona Standfield (2020, 630), mediation literature 
focuses on techniques and outcomes (Druckman and Wall 2017; Wall and 
Dunne 2012) or issues such as mediation entry and acceptance (Beardsley 
2011), but pays little attention to gender (Palmiano Federer and Gasser 
2016). During our SotA review, we found that existing literature, particularly 
in African contexts, follows this lead and is often framed in “Western norma
tive cultures” (Hudson 2016, 5). Within this framework, the role of mediators is 
predominantly depicted through a male-centric narrative that portrays them 
– particularly at high-level (Track 1) mediation – as “distinguished statesmen” 
whose personal prestige and experience facilitate serious negotiations 
(Hendricks 2021, 73). While this portrayal does not undermine women’s 
capacity to fulfill such roles, it does underscore the structural inequalities 
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that they encounter, limiting their access to economic resources, educational 
opportunities, and platforms compared to their male counterparts (Diop 2002, 
153; Iwilade 2011; Limo 2018; Mbwadzawo and Ngwazi 2013). These obstacles 
intersect with gender factors, shaping perceptions of women in mediation pro
cesses and differing understandings of gender equality between Western and 
African contexts. Heidi Hudson (2016) links this absence of women in political 
leadership positions to selective interpretations of Western liberal principles. 
Kara Ellerby (2016) contends that gendered perceptions portray women pri
marily as victims of conflict rather than as leaders or lead mediators. These per
ceptions, rooted in traditional norms, limit women to domestic and 
community roles, often labeling their abilities as “soft” compared to men’s 
“hard” power in mediation (Aggestam and Svensson 2018, 152; Turner 
2018). This is often evident in how women are relegated to supporting pos
itions in mediation processes, or even included simply for their ability to 
speak to women’s issues or those of marginalized groups. Furthermore, their 
inclusion in the mediation space often intersects with arguments that these 
spaces are predominantly patriarchal (Limo 2018; Mbwadzawo and Ngwazi 
2013; Sugh and Ikwuba 2017), particularly in their understanding of what 
gender equality entails and a lack of understanding of the varying circum
stances that women may face while participating in mediation. 
Consequently, traditional gender norms and perceptions present challenges 
for women in mediation spaces, yet women’s continued participation in 
mediation and conflict resolution reflects their adeptness at navigating the 
challenges posed by such norms and perceptions.

Studies of women’s exclusion from Track 1 mediation argue that this stems 
from a lack of recognition of their actual roles at other mediation levels 
(Hendricks 2021, 93). In particular, there are calls to broaden our understand
ing of mediation beyond Track 1 to encompass not only the actions that 
women take at Track 2 and Track 3 levels, but also their interconnected 
actions across those levels (Hendricks 2021; Limo 2018; Porter 2003). 
Examining women’s roles in local contexts such as their communities and 
civil society reveals their impactful involvement “on the margins of the 
mediation process” (McGhie and Wamai 2011, 20; see also Adeogun and 
Muthuki 2018; Aggestam and Svensson 2018; Page, Whitman, and 
Anderson 2009; Pelham 2020; Sugh and Ikwuba 2017; Tripp et al. 2011). A 
germane example of this is Cheryl Hendricks’ (2021) case study of Betty 
Bigombe’s experience as a woman mediator between the government of 
Uganda and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) from 2004 to 2006. 
Hendricks explains how Bigombe, in her approach, like many other woman 
peacebuilders, exceeded expectations in her efforts to build trust and 
convey warring parties to the negotiating table. Using her ethnic affiliation 
to gain acceptance and employing nurturing characteristics that included 
bringing them food, she was able to rebuild the trust vital in any mediation, 
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yet in the end she was excluded when the international community took over 
the negotiations. Similarly disappointing outcomes have also been reported 
by Sumie Nakaya (2003), who, when conducting case studies in Guatemala 
and Somalia, found that that even though women played pioneering roles 
in peace processes, this did not necessarily result in social transformation 
toward gender equality, as inequality in structural power relations can be 
reinforced by international policies after conflict.

The personal and political complexities of experiences uncovered in the 
case studies above highlight the shortcomings in the tendency to think of 
peace and agency in terms of binaries. “Mainstream portrayals of these con
cepts are that some women need to be ‘empowered’ and saved from men, 
who are the perpetrators, and at the same time some communities need to 
be ‘taught’ how to live peacefully” (Abu-Assab, Azarmandi, and Shroff 2022, 
22). Neither of these are helpful to women mediators who want to reclaim 
their collective agency and decrease their participation in patriarchal 
systems that perpetuate existing structures of power. Rather, Dipti Tamang 
(2020) encourages us to expand our conceptualization of women’s agency 
beyond Track 1 access and representation to include women’s grassroots acti
vism – peacebuilding efforts that are most often invisible to global policy and 
are not necessarily captured in globalized policy frameworks. This more holistic 
understanding of participation in the WPS agenda helps to make visible the 
work that women are doing to foster peace in their communities at all levels 
of engagement (Olaitan 2023). Rethinking women’s agency in peacebuilding 
and mediation should highlight these experiences and draw attention to the 
Global South realities that depict women as agents of change and active par
ticipants in peace processes. The literature that was uncovered during our SotA 
review underscores the intricate nature of the challenges that women face in 
participating in mediation and conflict resolution processes, as well as in 
asserting their agency in predominantly patriarchal systems. By synthesizing 
insights from diverse disciplines, this review adds to our nuanced understand
ing of these challenges, as well as of the strategies and agency that women 
employ across different spheres of engagement. Furthermore, the literature 
evidences the importance of acknowledging the contextual and gendered 
experiences of African women in their navigation of mediation spaces across 
the different track levels.

Decolonial feminist perspectives

Feminists have highlighted the need for women’s visible participation in the 
often militaristic and male-dominated field of mediation (Bell and O’Rourke 
2007; Zondi 2016), and thus there is advocacy in feminist scholarship for 
women’s meaningful inclusion in mediation, supported by policies such as 
UNSCR 1325 and the WPS agenda. However, the feminism present in these 
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policies tends to assume universal experience for women. As a result, feminist 
scholars are aware of the limits of employing gender as the exclusive analyti
cal category (Davis 1983). Moreover, mainstream feminism has been criticized 
by Black women in the United States (US) (Crenshaw 1989), Latin American 
women (Lugones 2008), and African women (Osirim 2008) for its inherently 
Western notions that continue to privilege white Western feminists and uni
versalize white women’s experiences for women around the world. Global 
South scholars have come to challenge such knowledge production that 
seeks to either shape or erase their humanity, knowledge, experiences, and 
perspectives (Lugones 2008, 2010; Maldonado-Torres 2007; Mazrui 1990; 
Mignolo 2007a, 2007b; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013, 2015; Zondi 2016).

Shweta Singh (2020) explains how there is a prescriptive universality 
embedded in the normative character of the WPS agenda, which fails to 
take account of the lived everyday experiences of women across varied 
different contexts. It is therefore important to situate this study within a 
theoretical framework that centers the experiences of women from the 
Global South, specifically the African continent, and their efforts to mediate 
conflict. Decolonial feminism acknowledges the continuity of colonial and 
patriarchal patterns as well as other forms of inequalities in the policies 
and structures of mediation that remain as barriers to women’s meaningful 
participation. In mediation practice, decolonial feminism can facilitate under
standings of why the representation of women in mediation “remains persist
ently low despite normative commitments made to increase women’s roles in 
peace and security” (Turner 2017, 2). Decolonial feminism emphasizes the 
agency of Global South women; this lens is necessary to reject “racial domi
nance and the colonial violence of Eurocentric epistemological and ontologi
cal macro narratives” (Mignolo 2007a, 483; see also Lugones 2007; Patil 2013) 
and to bring to the fore the overlooked and underrepresented experiences of 
African women mediators.

Methodology

This article emanates from a broader research study on African women 
mediators that used a combination of a SotA review and participant inter
views. This was a labor-intensive, deeply reflexive process that involved criti
cal discussions of privilege and knowledge reproduction, to ensure that we 
were not re-enacting colonial dynamics in the field of global higher education 
(Le Bourdon 2022). We came to understand that, of the literature reviewed in 
our SotA, not one author had actually interviewed African women mediators 
to understand their lived experiences; they all merely used various gray litera
ture sources to comment on African women mediators’ activities on the con
tinent. While this was helpful data that has been used in the literature review 
of this article, it revealed an enormous research gap that required us to 
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conduct our own interviews with African women who are professional 
mediators and local peacemakers.

Through purposive sampling, a total of 12 African women mediators were 
interviewed, with each semi-structured interview lasting between 50 and 
90 minutes. This sample size was suitable for such an exploratory qualitative 
study and the large amount of data collated from the in-depth interviews. 
Ethical considerations were paramount; approval was obtained before data 
collection from the University of Pretoria Research Ethics Committee, and 
each participant interview was conducted on a voluntary basis with signed 
informed consent forms and pseudonyms used. The interviewees hailed 
from across the African continent. They were of various ages and racial, 
cultural, and socio-economic backgrounds, as well as having various levels 
of experience in mediation. During the recorded online interviews, emphasis 
was placed on their narratives. Thematic analysis of the interview transcrip
tions was used to engage with the participant data to interpret their personal 
experiences and motivations as women mediators. This article highlights one 
of the most prominent findings of the larger project: that those experiences 
and motivations are gendered.

The lived experiences of African women mediators

The aim of this research project was to establish a holistic understanding of 
the experiences of professional women mediators in Africa. These gendered, 
often contradictory experiences are the focus of this article and are explored 
further in three themes that emerged both in the literature during the SotA 
review and during interviews with the women: mediation as a patriarchal 
space, women as “natural” peacebuilders, and conflicting gender roles and 
expectations.

Mediation as a patriarchal space

Through a decolonial feminist lens, it is understood that patriarchy and colo
niality are intertwined. Coloniality/modernity, Indigenous identity, and 
gender in the Global South are addressed by decolonial feminism by plat
forming the experiences of marginalized women (Lugones 2010) – in this 
case, those of mediators in Africa. Moreover, the way in which coloniality 
impacts on gender has consequences for how women are categorized in a 
patriarchal society. This is evidenced where conflict and its resolution are 
seen as male spaces, with women grouped together with other vulnerable 
populations such as children, as victims and not agentic stakeholders 
(Smith and Yoshida 2022b). This perception stems from entrenched colonial 
and patriarchal norms that categorize women as defenceless and under
values their roles, preventing them from being recognized as central 
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stakeholders in peacebuilding and mediation processes (Sugh and Ikwuba 
2017). This is particularly true of most African contexts, where remnants of 
colonial legacies, patriarchy, culture, and traditional perceptions and beliefs 
play a key role in entrenching the exclusion of women from peace processes 
(Limo 2018). This was evidenced in most of the women mediators’ narratives: 

It is patriarchal, the society is. So, when it comes to land, … then you have males 
dominating in the area. I have to reach out to the traditions of my culture, my 
own culture, [that] said women do preside over conflicts, though they are 
limited to facilitating mostly marital conflicts. (Rayna, Ghanaian, lead mediator)

It was difficult … when I started to speak and someone stood and said “No, we 
cannot be led by a woman.” And it was a shocker [sic]. It was the first time I felt I 
was actually a woman and I was rejected in a process because I was … a 
woman. (Rose, Kenyan, officer at an internationally recognized peacebuilding 
institution)

I feel I need to try and pull myself up and I don’t really know how to pull myself 
up to the status of a man because … I’m a female … There are other men in 
some cultures who say they don’t listen to women. “I cannot be listening to 
a woman. What is this woman going to say to me?” So, there’s always that  
… I find myself experiencing [discrimination] a lot of times. (Amani, South 
African, newly graduated mediator)

I find that, as a woman, the African men [look] down on me … [T]here’s an 
element of being undermined and … they look at me also in terms of my 
age: “What will this child tell us?” (Thuli, South African, lead mediator)

It would seem, then, that the coloniality of gender infiltrates all domains of 
socio-economic existence. As seen from the participants’ shared experiences, 
when women – particularly young women – do demonstrate their capacity to 
lead peacebuilding and mediation efforts, they are viewed by men to be 
violating culture and tradition (George and Soaki 2020). This then creates 
stereotypes of African women as incapable, dependent, and uneducated 
that Irene Limo (2018) states often push them to the margins of decision- 
making and mediation processes: 

I would say that the [biggest] challenge that we as … women [face is that] we 
don’t support each other. You already mentioned that there are lots of …  
women … in the mediation field but because we don’t trust each other, we 
don’t support each other in that field. (Palesa, South African, community 
manager with recent mediation training)

Issues of land are rooted in culture and history, [so men say] “Maybe she would 
not be an ideal person to help us to reach an agreement” … There was some 
resistance in the process – sometimes the parties that [were] complaining 
would, like, [not] talk about some things directly to me as a mediator … so I 
would realize that “OK, this is like … he’s trying to show me that I cannot 
manage this case.” Yeah, so … but I still had to remain professional in the 
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mediation process. (Chisomo, Malawian, lead mediator and former police 
officer)

It is no surprise that matters of coloniality, land, and gender are common
place in conflict and mediation due to the gendered nature of land owner
ship. This reveals the lasting impacts of colonial systems and gender 
dynamics on conflict and peace. Colonial legacies that tie land to power 
and economic control are prevalent in patriarchal societies in which men 
overwhelmingly own the land. Such ingrained patriarchal views that reinforce 
conflict and peacebuilding processes as a man’s world further discourage 
women’s active participation, and, according to Hendricks (2021), cannot 
be replaced by a more inclusive perspective through WPS resolutions 
alone. This sentiment was echoed by Sembe, a Senegalese lead mediator 
at an internationally recognized peacebuilding institution: 

I feel that … the framework is so patriarchal that it doesn’t even lend [itself] to 
women operating very well within the context, and sometimes I ask myself 
whether we should be changing the framework of mediation or [whether] we 
should be just asking for more women to be included because otherwise it 
becomes difficult … We generally have to travel, you have to stay there for 
quite a long period of time, and then you go away and you come back, so if 
you have a family … uh, it’s difficult.

Women as “natural” peacebuilders

Much has been made of the stereotypical notions of caregiving and nurturing 
being innate to the gendered role of womanhood (Parry 2024; Ramírez- 
Perdomo, Cantillo-Medina, and Perdomo-Romero 2024; Schmader and 
Block 2025). In the framework of the WPS agenda, women are seen to be 
better peacebuilders, with peace processes in which women are involved 
being proclaimed to be more sustainable (Mbwadzawo and Ngwazi 2013). 
This portrayal of women as the peaceful gender, who are more naturally 
prone to negotiate for peace as mothers, tasks them with the responsibility 
of caring for and protecting their communities (Sugh and Ikwuba 2017). 
Two of the interviewees agreed with this description: 

So, women, because of [the] advantage of raising children, it gives them a 
better advantage of understanding human beings and human behavior and 
patterns. So, in a conflict situation, women can actually be better than men. 
(Amani)

Women are passionate, women are multitaskers, women are peacebuilders. I 
find that a lot of people associate mediation with women … because we are, 
most of us are mothers. We are peacebuilders. We are used to multitasking. 
[L]et’s take all these qualities and mediate issues because we can manage  
… [I]t’s inborn. We have it in us. (Mercy, Kenyan, lead mediator and former 
judge)
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Unfortunately, this perception of women as “natural” peacemakers can be 
overly simplified, homogenizing and accommodating more women into 
spaces of mediation, while at the same time barring access for women who 
do not fit the stereotype. This instrumentalized women’s agency, as described 
by Tamang (2020), maintains a gendered order that may create a false 
impression of empowered women, rendering some women visible but not 
necessarily altering prevalent gendered practices. Three of the women 
mediators offered a more nuanced take on the issue: 

I think the wisdom, knowledge, and qualities required for mediation practice 
are not housed [sic] only in men or only in women. Any gender can be 
effective or not. (Rayna)

So, it [being a woman mediator] is very difficult but I still feel that it shouldn’t be 
something that should be a drawback, especially at community level. That’s 
why in most of the programs that we’ve been developing … we’ve been 
trying to make this point very clear and also we try to engage both men and 
women and bring them together when we’re talking about inclusive peace 
and security efforts, just for people to understand that we all have different 
roles to play when it comes to peace and security initiatives … because 
women are doing a great job out there even though our success stories are nor
mally not recorded, but that should not make us … draw back. (Chisomo)

And you know, they have this stereotype, and, you know, they have this 
mindset that women are just, you know, there. [Women] shouldn’t be at the 
forefront mediating or doing some stuff especially when it comes to 
[mediation], they don’t give us the opportunity to do international mediations. 
You know, the structural exclusion from decision-making positions, they don’t 
grant us that [access] … Women are not given leadership position in mediation. 
You know, the leadership spheres … is really reserved for men. You know, 
decision making [is] kept for men … So, there are lots of barriers to …  
women mediators, and especially again [due to] the patriarchal norms. (Tinu, 
Nigerian, collaborative lawyer, negotiator and mediator)

Gendered stereotypes that see women as “naturally” sensitive to the needs 
of others ignore the underlying patriarchal structural factors and power 
dynamics that exclude women from participation in peace processes 
(Madsen and Hudson 2020). When the emotional labor involved in mediation 
is not recognized as skilled work but rather the natural result of a gender role, 
it goes unrecorded and unrewarded (Standfield 2020). In much the same way, 
when women do not question the gendered colonial origins, intent, and 
language of the WPS agenda (Singh 2020), mediation and other peacebuild
ing efforts cannot be considered truly inclusive or transformative: 

[W]omen make up about 2 percent of mediators in major peacekeeping pro
cesses and we are very good. We are very effective even though men are 
also effective at initial settlement. Female mediators are significantly more 
effective in mediating binding settlements. So also, no nation can develop 
without women. Women and children will suffer a lot more when there’s war 
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and conflict. And again, [UNSCR 1325] talks about women participating in 
peacekeeping. Women play very good roles and … there should be inclusion 
for women in mediation in Africa. (Tinu)

Conflicting gender roles and expectations

As seen from the literature reviewed and narratives shared so far, women 
mediators navigate a complex situation in which they are both cast as 
“natural” peacemakers and constrained by prescriptive gender roles that 
were created by colonial and patriarchal systems to reinforce their margina
lization. African women mediators, much like their counterparts around the 
globe, are often disempowered when they are limited in terms of their 
gender alone, at the expense of broader professional capacities (Madsen 
and Hudson 2020). Decolonial feminism emphasizes the significance of 
recognizing and addressing the unique challenges encountered by African 
women, as colonial and patriarchal logic that prescribes the roles of 
women as “subordinated” permeates all areas of life, restricting their partici
pation in the public sphere. Women actively involved in the space of 
mediation in Africa reported how the gendered roles prescribed for them 
and the perceptions attached to these roles could hinder their agency as 
capable peacebuilders: 

They don’t give us that opportunity to [join] … Women shouldn’t be part of 
things like that – you know, the tradition, the culture and tradition. They also 
feel matrimonial preoccupations. You know, we [women mediators] have to 
look after children, take care of our home. We don’t have the emotional stability 
to do things like that. All those are barriers that women face, you know. (Tinu)

I suppose the issue of initial attitudes [is] because you’re a woman … because 
you’re a certain age … because you, you know, yeah. But I think it’s usually that 
you’re a woman and depending on who is [involved], but it’s initial. It’s just an 
initial reaction that can be countered once they get to know you, once they get 
to trust you, you know. So, it’s basically about attitudes initially based on 
gender, based on age … yeah, at least from the contexts that I’ve been in. 
(Faith, Zimbabwean assistant mediator)

[Stereotypical perceptions] still exist, and despite women making efforts in 
mediation, in their mediation rules … we still face resistance from men, even 
from fellow women who are involved in a conflict. They will still look at you 
and they’re not confident with you being their mediator. I feel like over time  
… because of the cultural backgrounds and also the different roles that 
women have been playing … it is something that over time has not changed 
in the minds of the people … They still feel like the role of a … woman is still 
in the kitchen. (Chisomo)

I think from the African perspective, we have very clear definitions of roles of 
what men and women do, and those things play themselves out when you 
are in a mediation setting … either in a way that people view you as a mediator 
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or the expectations that they have of you. (Busisiwe, South African, lead 
mediator and lawyer)

The role of social interaction to build trust versus gender roles in mediation 
was an area of concern for the interviewees and in the literature reviewed. 
Informal contact between negotiators and mediators is known to build 
trust, but also excludes women when these informal meetings and personal 
relationships are entrenched in patriarchal gender roles. Male socializing 
around alcohol is seen to be a taboo and even dangerous context for 
women, presenting a significant barrier to their participation in the process 
of mediation (Standfield 2020). A few of the women provided examples of 
this from their experiences as a mediator: 

There are places that you are not supposed to go and stand and talk on top of 
men. (Palesa)

I remember once being part of a mediation team … where I was the only 
woman. I remember being excluded from, you know, the plan, one of the plan
ning meetings because the meeting happened, like, at the bar … It is already 
quite difficult in terms of being a mediator … so it’s a setting where it’s compli
cated and I deal with all kinds of issues, but then you learn which battles to 
fight, you learn how to find different ways if you’re not going to be in the infor
mal settings, which has … all kinds of other cultural implications … So, do I 
want to find myself as an African woman sitting in a bar at night with ten 
men? (Sembe)

Mediation as a threating space for women was also evident in the process 
leading up to the signing of the Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict 
in the Republic of South Sudan (ARCSS). Sarah Pelham (2020) reports how 
women engaged in the process experienced incidents of sexual harassment 
and drafted a letter to the mediators, to be signed by all women delegates, 
calling for an end to the harassment. Similarly, during her participation in 
the implementation of Zimbabwe’s Global Political Agreement in 2013, 
Lindiwe Zulu, as part of the group of facilitators, was called a “little street 
woman,” evidencing how “women facilitators and mediators, therefore, 
bear the burden of having their credibility disparage[d] through an attack 
on their respectability” (Hendricks 2021, 91). In much the same way, some 
of the interviewees explained how their appearance was policed and how 
they had to think consciously about the way in which they presented them
selves in a mediation setting: 

For instance, the way in which you dress … where women are expected not to 
wear pants so, you know, if you’re wearing pants, and you find yourself there, 
you at least have a wrapper [cloth] that you’re going to be able to wrap around 
the pants because maybe there’s just an offense in the way men perceive 
women wearing pants … It’s like you have to work so much harder to be 
taken seriously because you present yourself as a female and so, you know, 
even the way in which you wear the clothes that you wear, you know, that is  
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… [It] becomes a really important thing because you need a little bit more 
stature and I think jokingly what the person said to me was that, you know, 
“If you’re able to put on some weight and come up and appear as an African 
mama between now and the time we start the project, that will really help 
because it gives you some clout when you sort of have put on a bit more 
weight.” (Busisiwe)

Yet, despite the everyday gendered barriers to participation that they 
faced, these women mediators had devised all manner of available strategies 
and resources within their reach to mediate and resolve conflicts (Sugh and 
Ikwuba 2017). They were not without agency – indeed, they were acutely 
aware of the complex dynamics of gender, age, and cultural relations in 
Africa – and so they devised strategies for participation that allowed them 
to make influential contributions on their own terms. This often involved 
using stereotypical perceptions about gender, age, and culture to their 
advantage in the mediation setting: 

[W]hen I work with a male mediator, what I do is … I let the men take the lead 
and speak on my behalf to the other side of men. (Amani)

I was the only woman sitting among those men … but they quite adopted me. I 
think that you have that in Africa … you have this, that respect and feeling … of 
a kind of seeing the women as a mother … mainly if you are sitting to facilitate 
and [resolve] conflict. So, I think that they would see you differently, as if you 
were their spouse or their children, … their girls and/or sister … Me, I didn’t 
face … any problem being a Black woman mediating in those societies …  
They called me “mama.” (Aisha, Ivorian, lead mediator at an internationally 
recognized peacebuilding institution)

I think you work a lot more to have to indicate that you are actually competent, 
you are non-threatening, you have the ability to command the room and 
command the process. You must be firm enough but not rude because a 
man can be firm and rude and that can still be acceptable, but a woman 
cannot be firm and rude and that continues to be unacceptable … you 
become offensive, you know. There may be jokes that are made which are 
unsavory and you will have to be able to know how to react to that so that 
you are putting the boundaries in place early, but not be offensive, because I 
think being a woman and being offensive is probably going to tank the 
mediation process … Really, you’re not going to be able to move forward. 
(Busisiwe)

These women demonstrated the need to develop innovative strategies 
and personal narratives to enable them to navigate between the tensions 
of historical colonial and patriarchal rhetoric in mediation spaces. Their 
reliance on non-traditional methods underscores the decolonial feminist 
critique of Western-dominated peacebuilding paradigms, such as UNSCR 
1325 and the WPS agenda, which often neglect the importance of localized, 
culturally grounded approaches where women mediators have to employ 
innovative ways to carve out spaces for themselves in peace processes. 
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Exhibiting both resilience and an ability to leverage their gendered roles, 
women find innovative ways in which to negotiate the power dynamics 
that they face and to amplify their voices, even when excluded from key 
roles in mediation, or even the process in its entirety.

Discussion

Multiple burdens to bear

The literature reviewed and the interviewees’ stories depicted here demon
strate how African women mediators can be rendered powerless but also 
reclaim power in their roles as mediators. The interviewees explained how 
society expected them to be both victims of conflict and peacebuilders. 
They also reported how the WPS agenda used stereotypical gender roles to 
make women “naturally” responsible as peacebuilders of sustainable 
conflict resolution, yet how these same restrictive gender norms limited 
their access to and participation in these processes. Thus, the women 
fulfilled the role of “naturally” caring mediators, but also of arrogant 
women interfering in patriarchal spaces, creating tensions and at times con
tradictions between their increasing responsibilities and their lack of recog
nition from formal institutions (Chigudu 2016). However, even if these 
women were disempowered by patriarchal structural constraints, as 
mediators they were able to act and express their agency by using diverse 
approaches and discourses to renegotiate power in their communities to 
advance gender equality in the practice of mediation in Africa. These 
diverse actions and discourses indicate that efforts toward gender represen
tation and mainstreaming touted by the WPS agenda are not enough, and 
that women need active, agentive participation in peacebuilding (Pelham 
2020; Sugh and Ikwuba 2017).

Hisako Motoyama (2018) contends that, rather than introducing the voices 
of women into peacebuilding spaces, the WPS agenda represents the liberal 
order of power by applying a universal one-size-fits-all approach that does 
not take into consideration the need to break from that colonial past or to 
highlight how the colonial past continues to linger in the present, affecting 
areas such as mediation. A decolonial feminist framework is required, as it 
rejects universalism and argues for diverse perspectives and approaches. 
Thus, diverse and critical insights of the personal and the political should 
be acknowledged and taken into consideration as the WPS agenda evolves. 
The novel contributions of diverse peacebuilding actors at all levels of 
involvement, such as the African women mediators interviewed, should be 
recognized as valuable and innovative, to be capitalized on as “a point of 
departure for pushing the boundaries of traditional WPS thinking” 
(Drumond and Rebelo 2020, 478).
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Depictions of diversity

In their research in Solomon Islands, Nicole George and Pauline Soaki (2020) 
consider what might be gained if there were more complex understandings 
of the working of UNSCR 1325 on the ground, which allow for women’s 
engagement in deliberative and Indigenous practices in mediating conflicts 
– efforts that are rarely afforded attention or comment in the policy delibera
tion or practice of the WPS agenda. Feminist peace discourse is often con
structed as a progressive and emancipatory movement emanating from 
the Global North, a view that is simplistic and ethnocentric and fails to criti
cally engage with the complex ways in which women build peace and 
mediate in Global South localities (Chigudu 2016). It is argued that UNSCR 
1325 offers a broad and all-encompassing policy framework for resolving 
the difficulties and gaps relating to women, conflict, peace and security; 
however, intersecting identity markers (such as race, class, age, gender, sexu
ality, and geography) and structural inequalities (such as colonial, racial, patri
archal, gendered, and heteronormative systems) are not considered. Thus, 
decolonial feminism argues that for the WPS agenda to be effective, these 
identity markers and inequalities need to be taken into account.

In this article, we have used decolonial feminist theory to deconstruct the 
Eurocentric, ethnocentric, gendered notions that are taken as the norm and 
to highlight the diverse perspectives of African women mediators (Lugones 
2010). Moreover, decolonial feminism has been used to address issues relat
ing to patriarchal and heteronormative dynamics in mediation – dynamics 
that are largely overlooked in existing WPS policy and normative frameworks. 
Instead, we have considered the agential roles of women mediators in Africa, 
using the universal values of equality and securing the dignity of women to 
situate their collective experiences in their local settings. Of course, this article 
is exploratory and so is limited by the dearth of studies on African women 
mediators uncovered by the SotA review, and the complete absence of 
research that addresses the lived experiences of such women in their own 
voices. These 12 interviews can hardly be considered generalizable to all 
African women mediators’ experiences, but this article represents a starting 
point toward greater consideration of the difficult questions of colonial lega
cies, gender roles, agency, and participation. It has aimed to contribute to the 
little existing knowledge about women’s mediation in the Global South 
through contextually specific exploration that deepens theoretical analysis 
and understandings of women’s roles in peace and conflict mediation in 
Africa. These women engage with the barriers to their participation in 
conflict mediation in a myriad of inventive ways, and it has been the 
purpose of this article to highlight such engagements, which generally 
remain unknown and overlooked, in the hope that their shared stories find 
spaces in the global discourse on women in mediation.
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Conclusion

This article has addressed an underexplored area of study concerning Global 
South voices and lived experiences, that of African women mediators, and it is 
in this context that we have deployed a decolonial feminist lens. Our aim in 
doing so has been to move away from the patriarchal/traditional practice of 
male-centric mediation and move toward an approach that includes women 
in all aspects of the processes. However, it has not been our intention to uni
versalize or generalize the experiences of our 12 interviewees to the experi
ences of all women mediators in Africa. Rather, owing to the exploratory 
nature of the research, the dearth of literature on the topic, and the 
absence of African women mediators’ narratives in this literature, we have 
sought to develop individual, intersected, deep, everyday understandings 
of African mediation through a holistic and complex lens of gender, 
culture, and tradition.

As stated by Diana Højlund Madsen and Heidi Hudson (2020), dominant 
discourses in WPS that are linked to the representation and participation of 
women in peacebuilding display a primarily linear understanding that 
draws on familiar gender scripts. However, the women mediators interviewed 
subverted these norms by exerting their agency in male spaces, using stereo
typical gender roles to conform while rebelling through their mediative pres
ence and actions. Our emergent discourse, along with others from the Global 
South referenced in this article, may reveal commonalities of experience or 
patterns across regions that could become influential sites of intersected, 
multiple identities. African feminisms such as those communicated in this 
article acknowledge diversity and intragroup variation rather than focusing 
on binaries between genders (Hudson 2016). In highlighting the discrimi
nation, policy gaps, and barriers faced by these African women mediators, 
we hope to have demonstrated the need for further research on the topic. 
This research should reflect diverse theories and practices of gender-con
scious peacebuilding, which recognize the structural and political forms of 
violence perpetrated against women (Riddle 2022) and focus on the inclusion 
and active participation of women in mediation.
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