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Women and Power in Postconflict Africa

The book explains an unexpected consequence of the decrease in
conflict in Africa after the 1990s. Analysis of cross-national data and
in-depth comparisons of case studies of Uganda, Liberia, and Angola
show that postconflict countries have significantly higher rates of
women’s political representation in legislatures and government com-
pared with countries that have not undergone major conflict. They have
also passed more legislative reforms and made more constitutional
changes relating to women’s rights. The study explains how and why
these patterns emerged, tying these outcomes to the conjuncture of the
rise of women’s movements, changes in international women’s rights
norms, and, most importantly, to gender disruptions that occur during
war. This book will help scholars, students, women’s rights activists,
international donors, policy makers, nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), and others better understand some of the circumstances that
are most conducive to women’s rights reform today.

Aili Mari Tripp is Professor of Political Science and Gender and
Women’s Studies at the University of Wisconsin—-Madison. She is the
author of several award-winning books, including Museveni’s Uganda:
Paradoxes of Power in a Hybrid Regime (2010) and Women and
Politics in Uganda (2000). She is coauthor of African Women’s Move-
ments: Transforming Political Landscapes (2009). Professor Tripp is
the coeditor of the book series Women in Africa and the Diaspora. She
has served as president of the African Studies Association and as vice
president of the American Political Science Association.
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Advance Praise for Women and Power in Postconflict Africa

“In this book Aili Mari Tripp yet again sets the standard for excellence in
comparative feminist scholarship. Through rigorous research, she carefully
unpacks and explains why some countries emerging from conflict are able to
transform the gender order while others are not. Her careful analysis captures
the causal mechanisms that together produce change — gender disruptions,
women’s movements activism and international norms. As is usual with her
pioneering work, her skillful illumination of gender change processes in Africa
will provide the template for other scholars seeking to explain the conditions
under which transformation is possible in other regions of the world. The book
is a must-read for anyone interested in Africa, in post-conflict transitions, and
in gender transformation.”
Louise Chappell,
University of New South Wales
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Preface

When I went to Uganda in 1992 to carry out research, I was interested in why
Uganda, which had just come out of years of major conflict, had so many
women in top government positions and why the country had the highest
rates of representation of women in parliament in Africa at the time. What
I did not know then — and could not have known — was that this was the
beginning of a pattern that became especially evident after 2000: that post-
conflict countries had higher rates of female representation in politics, and that
they were making more women’s rights reforms in their constitutions and legis-
lation compared with non-postconflict countries. In my 2000 book, Women
and Politics in Uganda, 1 attributed the changes to shifts in gender relations
during the war, but primarily to the emergence of autonomous women’s
organizations, supported by international donors. Subsequently, fifteen other
countries have emerged from major conflict, exhibiting similar patterns.

This book shows how the trends I noticed in Uganda in the early 1990s are
now evident in other parts of Africa. It asks two main questions: What accounts
for this somewhat curious by-product of war that has resulted in higher
political leadership rates for women and more constitutional and legislative
changes regarding women’s rights in postconflict countries? This book also
asks: How were postconflict countries able, in a relatively short span of time,
to advance women’s status in key areas and in some of the most challenging
areas for women? They not only accomplished what the Nordic countries had
done over the course of 100 years in increasing legislative representation, but,
in some cases, exceeded their rates almost overnight. Moreover, the changes
were not simply in the area of politics, they extended into multiple arenas.

What happened in Uganda and in many other postconflict states was a major
shift in social and gender relations and in the gender regime, to borrow a
concept developed by Raewyn Connell. The changes have been far from linear
and are, in fact, quite uneven and messy. To activists in these countries, the
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changes have been all too slow and halting, but even the impatience with the
slowness in the pace of change is an indication of the way in which expectations
have been transformed. In nondemocratic countries, the changes are comprom-
ised by a lack of political rights and civil liberties. Taking a step back and
looking at the big picture, however, these shifts represent a gender regime
change in political institutions. This book focuses on transformations in the
political arena, but to fully appreciate the magnitude of the changes, one has
to look at the various dimensions of gender regime change, which include
increased political power, but also involve women taking on new leadership
roles in business, civil society, academia, religious institutions, and other insti-
tutions in which women had previously not been visible. Often attitudes toward
women and women’s leadership changed throughout society. In some countries
the changes were more extensive than others, where sometimes one saw change
only along a few dimensions.

I argue in this book that these patterns can be accounted for by (1) disrup-
tions in gender relations that are unique to countries experiencing conflict.
However, this explanation is insufficient because not all wars result in changes
in women’s status. Timing is critical. These shifts also occurred at a time when
domestic and international norms were changing regarding women’s rights.
Thus, they took place in the context of (2) a rise in domestic women’s mobiliza-
tion, which was facilitated by an opening of political space, even if limited, and
(3) changes in international gender norms along with pressures and encourage-
ments primarily from United Nations agencies as well as other multilateral and
bilateral donors. Although other countries may have experienced similar reforms,
the postconflict trajectory sped up these developments.

It is an understatement to say that there is still a long way to go until equality
is fully realized. Nevertheless, there has been too little attention paid to the
accomplishments and too little credit given to the African women and men who
brought about these changes. Too much of the credit has been given to donors
and to other external actors, as well as to government leaders, who have their
own agendas in all this. It is essential, however, to look at how these develop-
ments were tied to conjunctures of events that occurred at multiple levels.

Many scholars who focus on constitutional or legislative change, or the
introduction of electoral quotas, look more narrowly at institutional change
and what makes these institutions work for women. This study looks at what
institutional change tells us about society and politics more broadly. In parti-
cular, I am interested in institutional change in periods of transition and the
opportunity structures that facilitate or limit change.

The study also highlights the importance of looking at regional dynamics in
the adoption of quotas and women’s political representation. Although cross-
national global studies are important in highlighting overall trends, there are
regional specificities, such as a decline of many conflicts during the same time
period in Africa, that would not describe contemporary Nordic or European
dynamics, for example. By the same token, the fact that there are fewer new
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conflicts emerging and less reversal back into conflict in Africa is also positively
influencing these trends because they require a certain amount of stability.

It goes without saying that the claims about the link between the decline of
conflict and women’s rights and representation are not in any way a normative
prescription for or glorification of civil conflict and all its horrors, but rather an
analysis of the opportunities that such ruptures may have presented to women’s
rights advocates.

The study builds on a cross-national quantitative and longitudinal study
using latent growth curve analysis, which I carried out with Melanie Hughes
(Hughes and Tripp 2015), that explains the factors influencing female repre-
sentation in Africa. We found postconflict impacts to be highly significant and
independent of other factors such as the introduction of quotas and propor-
tional representation electoral systems when examined longitudinally. These
postcontflict patterns of women’s new political leadership are particularly vis-
ible in countries that have had conflicts long in duration or high in intensity
(high rates of death).

However, all of this requires explanation. Even the adoption of quotas by
itself does not explain why governments introduced quotas in the first place
any more than the decline of conflict explains why women were able to take
advantage of this moment in certain countries to advance themselves. This
book attempts to explain the causal mechanisms and opportunity structures
that influenced gender regime change.

Part I provides an overview of the main arguments in the manuscript.
Chapter 1 introduces the project and sets the stage by discussing the decline
of conflict in Africa after the 1990s. It looks at several alternative arguments
that potentially challenge the claims made in this book. It engages the litera-
ture on backlash to show that it is largely inapplicable to postconflict countries
after the 1990s in Africa. It examines similar trends in earlier periods in
history, namely the period after World War I, when women gained suffrage
in many parts of the world. The chapter outlines the main arguments in the
manuscript, including reasons for the distinct trajectory adopted by post-
conflict countries in bringing about changes in the gender regime in political
institutions. This is followed by an explanation of the opportunity structures
the women’s movements were able to take advantage of to assert their interests,
specifically peace negotiations and constitutional reform processes. At the heart
of these changes is a transformation in elite configurations as older elites and
coalitions are dislodged by new political institutions, making way for new
leaders like women.

Chapter 2 outlines the causal mechanisms or explanations of how civil
conflict influences women’s rights policy adoption and some of the alternative
arguments. The chapter then elaborates on the broad argument of the book,
linking the rapid changes in postconflict women’s rights reforms to the three
aforementioned factors (disruptions in gender relations, domestic women’s
mobilization, and changes in international norms).
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Part II of the book involves case studies of Uganda, Liberia, and Angola.
Uganda, which is examined in Chapter 3, was the first country in Africa where
postconflict influences on women’s status described in this book became evi-
dent. They became apparent with the takeover of Yoweri Museveni and his
National Resistance Movement (NRM) in 1986 after a five-year guerrilla war.
The chapter details the three key factors described in Chapter 1 that help
explain why postconflict countries have been more ready to promote women’s
rights and representation. The international factors became more salient after
1995, which was long after Uganda had already adopted women’s rights in
policy making, thus highlighting the importance of domestic actors, even if
international considerations were beginning to become relevant.

Liberia, which is the subject of Chapter 4, is one of the more recent countries
to emerge from conflict in Africa. The chapter discusses the evolution of the
women’s peace movement, which grew after the outbreak of conflict in 1989
and continued until the end of the second war in 2003. The peace movement
was transformed into postconflict women’s mobilization for political power and
women’s rights. As in the Uganda case study, the chapter systematically elabo-
rates on all three factors and shows how they were present in the Liberian case.

The case of Angola (Chapter 5) is contrasted with the Ugandan, Liberian,
and other African postconflict cases to show how the absence of key causal
mechanisms made it less likely that Angola would adopt woman-friendly
policies, in particular, the absence of an independent women’s movement and
the withdrawal of most donors after the war, especially those funding civil
society. Also, the lack of democratization as a structural precondition, and
the lack of a peace process in ending the war all served to limit the extent to
which gender policy change could occur in Angola. The same political elites
remained in power during and after the war as did the ruling party, similarly
constraining gender regime change. The country’s leaders did increase female
political representation through the adoption of quotas, and they introduced
a few woman-friendly policies, but not on the same scale or at the same pace
found in other postconflict countries. Angola thus shares many of the same
characteristics as other postconflict countries that did not see much significant
change (e.g., Chad and Eritrea).

Part III of the book looks at the opportunity structures more closely, in
particular peace agreements and constitutional reforms. Chapter 6 on peace
agreements explains the importance of how the war ends, demonstrating that
conflicts that ended with a comprehensive peace agreement provided significant
opportunities for women activists to assert their demands for representation
and set goals for a postconflict political order. They were not always able to
gain a voice in the peace negotiations, but where they were successful, peace
negotiations provided an important opportunity structure, influencing later
constitutional and legislative outcomes and processes.

Chapter 7 looks at the stark difference between constitutions in countries
coming out of conflict and countries that had not experienced major conflict,



