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The Algiers Negotiations 2014–2015

In 2012, Mali experienced a coup d’état and 
a secessionist civil war in the north, followed 
by a deep political and humanitarian crisis. 
This spurred an unprecedented level of inter-
national engagement. Following UN Security 
Council Resolution 2085, passed on 20 Decem-
ber 2012, the Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS) initiated the Afri-
can-led International Support Mission in Mali, 
which began deployment in January 2013. 
The French military intervention Opération 
Serval (succeeded by Barkhane) also began 
deployment in January. This was followed by 
the establishment of the United Nations Mul-
tidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission 
in Mali (MINUSMA) in July 2013. The African 
Union (AU) and the European Union (EU) are 
also present with missions in Mali since 2013 
(la Mission de l’Union africaine pour le Mali et 
le Sahel and the EU Training Mission).

In order to put an end to the fighting, the 
ECOWAS, under the leadership of Burkina 
Faso’s president Blaise Compaoré, organized 
ceasefire negotiations in Ouagadougou in 
2013. A ceasefire agreement was signed in 
June, followed by presidential elections in 
November 2013. Negotiations for a compre-
hensive peace agreement then took place in 
Algiers from 2014 to 2015 and resulted in the 
Agreement for Peace and Reconciliation in 
Mali, signed in June 2015.

The three parties in Algiers consisted of del-
egations representing the government of Mali, 
armed groups closely aligned with the gov-
ernment (Plateforme), and opposition armed 
groups known as la Coordination des mouve-
ments de l’Azawad. The international media-
tion team was led by Algeria, with a number 

• Women’s participation in the Algiers 
negotiations was low and was met 
with resistance from the media-
tion team and the conflict parties in 
Algiers.

• Women activists campaigned for 
their participation and sought sup-
port from international partners 
including the UN, EU, and govern-
ments.

• Controversies specifically concerned 
how women should participate (at the 
table, through civil society hearings, 
from a distance), when women should 
participate (during negotiations or in 
the reconciliation), and which women 
should participate (civil society repre-
sentatives or members of negotiation 
teams).

Brief Points
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France, the UN, and the EU had established a 
military presence on Malian soil. The number 
of mediators involved in the Algiers process, 
the high profile of the negotiations, and the 
fact that the agreement was signed in two stag-
es and under duress,3 illustrates how there was 
considerable pressure to reach an agreement.

This case brief focuses on women’s participa-
tion in the Algiers negotiations, and while the 
talks were conditioned by shared norms of hu-
man rights and democracy enshrined in the 
Malian constitution, they were not subjected 
to highly inclusive participation. Given the role 
international actors such as the UN, the AU, 
and the EU played in the talks, one might ex-
pect that international normative frameworks 
that sanction women’s participation in conflict 
resolution (such as the UN Security Council 
Women, Peace and Security agenda, and its 
associated resolutions) would guide the talks. 
This was not the case.

The research on women’s experiences at the 
peace negotiations and the controversies over 
their participation presented here draws on my 
PhD research, including interviews with Mali-
an women who were present in different capac-
ities and at different instances of the negotia-
tions, and women’s activists who campaigned 
for women’s participation from Bamako. The 
findings have previously been published in an 
article in Swiss Political Science Review.4

of co-mediators to the process, including the 
ECOWAS, the UN/MINUSMA, the AU, the 
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation, the EU, 
and the governments of Burkina Faso, Mauri-
tania, Niger, and Chad.

The Algiers negotiations were conducted 
mainly using plenary sessions and themed ne-
gotiating groups (politico-institutional; defense 
and security; economic, social and cultural 
development; and reconciliation, justice, and 
humanitarian questions). Negotiations took 
place over several rounds, were not secret, and 
were, according to interviewees, highly media-
tized. At the same time, they involved mainly 
political elites and were criticized for the low 
level of involvement among wider populations 
and stakeholders. Among approximately one 
hundred delegates from the three parties who 
participated in the negotiations, there were 
only five women. Civil society consultations 
were also limited; however, delegations with 
representatives of refugees and the diaspora, 
traditional leaders, women and youth organiza-
tions, and religious leaders, were eventually 
invited to one week of civil society hearings 
during the second round of the negotiations.1 
Women thus participated in the Algiers ne-
gotiations as representatives of the parties in 
their official delegations, or as civil society rep-
resentatives.

The objectives of the negotiations were to re-
solve the conflict and end fighting between 
the parties in the north, and to reach an agree-
ment that respected the unity of the Malian 
territory as well the secular and republican na-
ture of Mali.2 By the time of the Algiers nego-
tiations, the peace process had become highly 
internationalized, and the ECOWAS, the AU, 
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to include community representatives and 
women for cultural reasons and because they 
thought it would delay the negotiations”.7 
Such implicit resistance was accompanied by 
explicit resistance when the lead mediator in 
his introductory statement remarked upon 
the complexities of mediation, suggesting that 
women were better suited for the kitchen.8 As 
the leader of the negotiations, the mediator’s 
position allowed him to explicitly resist the 
demands for women’s participation. This also 
set the tone very early on, making it clear that 
women’s participation would not be a priority.

While such explicit resistance was rare, im-
plicit resistance was common among other 
members of the international mediation team. 
For example, as the negotiations progressed 
competition for influence and leadership inten-
sified among the members of the mediation 
team. In the end, such struggles for influence 
and definitional power often took priority over 
other so-called “soft” issues, including wom-
en’s participation.9 While several members of 
the international community initially fought 
to include civil society, including women’s 
organizations, in the negotiations, they felt 
that this battle was lost and the initial focus 
on participation waned as the process went on 
and the power dynamics of the negotiations af-
fected the priorities of the involved actors. The 
conflict parties were also reluctant to include 
women’s representatives in the negotiations.10

Resistance to women’s participation in the 
Algiers negotiations can thus be ascribed to 
several reasons, all of which will be familiar to 
activists and scholars working on this issue. 
Importantly, the patriarchal norms and culture 
that often permeate in peace negotiations also 

When the time came for ceasefire negotiations 
to take place in Ouagadougou in 2013, wom-
en’s organizations were not invited. Without 
even knowing the venue of the negotiations, 
four women from civil society travelled to Oua-
gadougou to demand a seat at the table and an 
end to the fighting. These women felt that they 
had a right to be present, and they thought it 
was important that they were there to repre-
sent women’s interests.5 This view was sup-
ported by international partners such as UN 
Women, who provided funding for them to 
travel to Ouagadougou. Although these wom-
en had to force their way in, they succeeded 
at getting a seat at the table and were central 
in drafting the preamble to the Ouagadougou 
Preliminary Agreement.6 Given the initial 
resistance, this story is quite remarkable in 
terms of what the women were able to achieve. 
Unfortunately, when the Algiers negotiations 
began in 2014, women had to work to fight 
their way in all over again.

The Ouagadougou Preliminary Agreement 
had landed a ceasefire between the govern-
ment and rebel groups, which focused on 
short-term goals and failed to address issues 
regarding the future status of the northern 
territories and rebel combatants. Amid increas-
ing tensions, Algeria began discussions with 
armed groups in northern Mali in January 
2014, and in July 2014 the Algiers negotiations 
commenced. Here, women’s participation was 
met with resistance from several actors.

According to reports by international observ-
ers, women’s participation was initially a prior-
ity for the UN and the EU, but this drew little 
support among many in the international me-
diation team in Algiers, who were “reluctant 

Controversies over Gender Equality and 
Women’s Participation
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seem to have prevailed in Algiers. Further, 
there were assumptions that including women 
would complicate the negotiations, and thus 
lead to delays. And finally, women’s participa-
tion was overtaken by other issues perceived to 
be more urgent.

After Ouagadougou, women’s organizations 
had hoped that they would be involved and 
consulted in the Algiers negotiations. When 
they were not included in the initial round of 
negotiations in Algiers, women’s organizations 
perceived this as unfair and were frustrated 
with the resistance they faced. They launched 
a campaign and held a press conference to 
draw attention to their cause.11 This resulted 
in some concessions, and women’s organiza-
tions were finally able to meet with Malian 
officials. Women’s groups were also supported 
by technical and financial partners, including 
the EU, the MINUSMA, and UN Women. In 
the interviews, women further spoke about the 
Minister for Reconciliation at the time, who 
had been very supportive and had provided 
training for a group of women in negotiation 
and conflict resolution with support from the 
Swiss government.12 This joint campaign by 
Malian women’s activists and international 
partners also contributed to a consultative 
mechanism of civil society hearings being set 
up during the second round of the negotiations 
in Algiers. Refugees and representatives of 
civil society then travelled to Algiers to provide 
testimony and share their experiences with the 
international mediation team and the conflict 
parties. Again, we see that calls for women’s 
participation were initially met with resistance, 
but when pressure mounted some concessions 
were made.



7

as intermediaries who would convey the Bama-
ko women’s organizations’ perspectives to the 
mediation team in Algiers.15 Bamako women’s 
organizations that had been involved in contrib-
uting their reflections on the agreement with 
the support of the MINUSMA also highlighted 
this form of indirect participation. More spe-
cifically, this would take the form of meetings 
being organized in response to an event in the 
negotiations, such as when the roadmap for the 
negotiations was first made public. On these oc-
casions, women’s organizations came together 
to gather around a common message that they 
could share with the MINUSMA. In reference 
to this, the leader of a women’s organization 
said that although she remained disappointed 
about the manner in which women’s organiza-
tions had been included in Algiers, at least they 
had been kept informed about what was going 
on.16 Despite women activists’ pointed rhetoric 
about getting a place at the table, they displayed 
a willingness to adapt to the situation. Indirect 
participation from a distance thus emerges as 
an option for how women could participate that 
might be acceptable to many women’s organiza-
tions, especially if they perceive their concerns 
to be reflected in the peace agreement. In other 
words, many were open to relying on procedural 
justice and to considering women’s influence 
on peace negotiations as more important than 
whether they got a seat at the table. That being 
said, the majority of women activists I inter-
viewed expressed disappointment with the pro-
cess, feeling that their concerns had not been 
included in the final agreement.17

Women’s participation: When?

While women’s organizations were clear about 
the importance of participating in the actual 

As described above, there was a significant 
amount of resistance to women’s participation 
at the Algiers negotiations. However, there 
were also instances where actors responded to 
pressure from activists. The various controver-
sies over women’s participation can be catego-
rized as dealing with how, when, and which 
women should participate.

Women’s participation: How?

When it comes to how women should partici-
pate, issues of direct and indirect participation 
were central. Women’s activists often highlight-
ed the idea that women’s organizations should 
participate directly at the negotiation table. Inter-
viewees who had attended the civil society hear-
ings expressed disappointment that they had not 
been given a place in the actual negotiations.13 
Other interviewees also explained that the civil 
society hearings had not been part of the actual 
negotiations.14 So, while the international me-
diation team had opted for indirect participation 
through a consultative mechanism as a way to 
include women’s groups and other civil society 
actors in the negotiations, the women’s activists 
I talked to had a clear understanding that they 
should have participated directly at the negotia-
tion table, something they perceived as deeply 
unfair. In this case, women’s activism did not 
result in women’s direct participation. Instead, 
women’s organizations were able to send repre-
sentatives who participated in the civil society 
hearings in Algiers in September 2015.

In addition to promoting women’s participation 
in Algiers, the MINUSMA sought to convey 
women’s organizations’ input to the conflict 
parties. A MINUSMA officer in Bamako de-
scribed the MINUSMA’s role in the negotiations 

Zooming In: Controversies over How, When, 
and Which Women Should Participate
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in the process as members of the negotiation 
teams.19 Several interviewees also noted that 
members of the international community 
failed to send women representatives to Al-
giers. On the other hand, interviewees talked 
about how civil society was not independent, 
and how each party had its own civil society 
that had been brought to the hearings. In 
practice, while the delegations had women on 
their teams, the numbers were very low (less 
than 5%). Of those I interviewed, only one in-
terviewee shared concrete examples of how she 
had affected the peace agreement text. When it 
comes to the women who participated as mem-
bers of the delegations, the selection of these 
was up to the parties. The organization of civil 
society hearings did however eventually allow 
women from civil society indirect access to the 
talks. Here, the three parties each invited civil 
society organizations to nominate members to 
represent civil society at the hearings. To sum 
up, participant selection was highly conten-
tious and women activists had to adapt to the 
terms set by other actors.

For women’s organizations that sought par-
ticipation based on claiming to represent the 
shared interests of Malian women, it would 
have been a challenge if observers had the 
impression that they were divided along party 
lines. Previous research has shown that it is 
not enough for women to get access to the 
peace process. In order to have a substantive 
influence on negotiations and peace agreement 
outcomes there needs to be advocacy within 
the process, and women also need to have an 
explicit women’s agenda.20 It is thus possible 
that the contentions between and within wom-
en’s groups contribute to undermining their 
positioning vis à vis the negotiations.

negotiations, the conflict parties thought that 
women’s organizations and other civil society 
representatives should rather participate in the 
reconciliation phase that would follow the nego-
tiations.18 Still, there are no specific quotas in the 
agreement that detail how women should par-
ticipate in the implementation mechanisms and 
reform projects that would follow. The disagree-
ments over when women should be included in 
peace processes could be interpreted as a simple 
excuse to keep women out, but the lack of pro-
cedural rules or guidelines regarding women’s 
participation in peace negotiations makes this 
a point of controversy. UN Security Council 
Resolution 1325 emphasizes women’s contri-
butions to the prevention, management, and 
resolution of conflict, supporting activists’ claim 
to participation during negotiations. Further, 
when the international mediation team and the 
parties agreed to host civil society hearings, they 
to some extent accepted women’s organizations 
demand to participate also during the negotia-
tions. However, several interviewees underlined 
that the civil society hearings had not been part 
of the “actual” negotiations, demonstrating how 
this point remains a controversial one.

Women’s participation: Who?

Controversies over who should participate are 
related to discussions about representation 
that are at the core of all peace processes. In 
Algiers, interviews revealed certain contro-
versies related to who should participate and 
represent women’s interests in the talks. When 
I talked to women from civil society, they em-
phasized that they had wanted to participate 
in the negotiations on behalf of “the women of 
Mali”, and women’s organizations were critical 
towards many of the women who participated 



9

Perceptions of Fairness in Peace 
Negotiations: Lessons from the Malian Case

of women’s activism and their lack of direct 
participation. This is disappointing given the 
developments over the past twenty years in 
the normative framework, yet illustrates how a 
gendered order in which binary logics of mas-
culine/feminine and war/peace continue to 
prevail in peace negotiations.  

This case brief on the Malian peace negotia-
tions has revealed stark differences in percep-
tions of fairness when it came to women’s par-
ticipation among the different actors involved. 
This includes relatively strong resistance from 
the international mediation team and the con-
flict parties in Algiers towards women’s par-
ticipation. Women activists, on the other hand, 
considered their exclusion and the resistance 
they faced as deeply unfair. They voiced their 
concerns through national and international 
campaigns, and sought support from interna-
tional partners such as the UN, EU, bilateral 
partners, and individuals in positions of pow-
er. Even though exclusion dominated the Ma-
lian negotiations, the perceptions of this as un-
fair resonated enough with relevant audiences 
for the actors to enter into limited negotiations 
and adaptations with regards to how women 
should participate (at the table, through civil 
society hearings, from a distance), when wom-
en should participate (during negotiations or 
in the reconciliation), and which women should 
participate (civil society representatives or 
members of negotiation teams).

Despite women’s campaigning and the lim-
ited adaptations described in this case brief, 
there is a clear disconnect between the level 
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