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Investigating “Missing” Women: Gender, Ghosts, and the Bosnian
Peace Process

LA U R A MCLE O D
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Women usually play a limited role in peace processes, at times because of deliberate efforts to marginalize them. As a result,
academic and practitioner knowledge has focused on the absence of female bodies from peace processes. I argue that we
can generate knowledge about women and peace processes by exploring both the ways that women are omitted and the
enduring effects of their exclusion. I use the 1991–1995 Bosnian peace process, which culminated with the November 1995
Dayton Peace Agreement, to explore how we can find something meaningful at the site of “missing.” Avery Gordon’s language
of ghosts and haunting allows us to notice how women are made missing from stories of the Bosnian peace process. Ghosts
also linger, allowing us to notice how the past of exclusion continues to shape contemporary activism in Bosnia-Herzegovina.
Thus, by paying attention to the effects of being (made) missing we can understand how scholars and practitioners produce
knowledge about women and gender. Following ghosts highlights that when we find something missing, it matters how it is
missing. It is insufficient just to note the absence of women, whether from peace processes or from other political phenomena.
Rather, we need to examine the consequences of their absence.

Introduction

The United Nations (UN) Security Council, in particular
through Resolutions 1325, 1820, and 2122, urges member
states to ensure increased representation of women in pro-
cesses leading to the resolution of conflict.1 In July 2011
the UN General Assembly recognized “the importance of
full and effective participation of women” within peace pro-
cesses, and noted that “further efforts are necessary to ad-
dress the lack of women as chief or lead peace mediators”
(General Assembly Resolution 65/283 2011, 3). Transna-
tional and international nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and think tanks advocate and publish reports call-
ing to include women in peace processes (Butler, Ruane,
and Sastry 2015; Case 2016). Despite the prevalence of state-
ments urging inclusion, the tangible presence of female
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bodies during peace processes—as mediators, delegates, sig-
natories, advisors, and so on—remains rare (Castillio Diaz
and Tordjman 2012, 7–11). Underpinning the wish to in-
volve women is a perception that a female presence would
ensure the substance of peace agreements would be “richer,
subtler, stronger, and more firmly rooted in the societies
whose problems they aim to solve” (Potter 2008, 105).

However, existing research looking at women and peace
processes often focuses on visible female bodies. For ex-
ample, scholars seek to quantify the effects of female pres-
ence (Aroussi 2015, 192–202; Bell and O’Rourke 2010,
949–58), follow feminist activists and women acting for
women (Waylen 2014, 495–98; Anderlini 2007, 53–92), or
ask questions about women in so-called backstage positions
(Aharoni 2011). Much policy scholarship around women in
peace processes focuses on developing an evidence base to
show how “effective” female presence is (for instance, see
Coomaraswamy 2015, 40–44; UN Security Council 2010, 37,
39). Advocates for female inclusion—including UN Women,
international feminist NGOs, and scholars—claim devel-
oping an evidence base is necessary because “practition-
ers often take a goal-oriented approach to inclusion based
on what makes the process effective” (WILPF 2014).2 Put
together, producing gender knowledge about peace pro-
cesses concentrates on the justification, value, and worth of
women, as well as how their presence changes outcomes.

The problem with focusing on visible female bodies is
that we potentially miss questions about how gender plays
a pervasive part in the shaping of any peace process. What
about peace processes where female bodies are not evident?
How can we think about the effects of women on peace pro-
cesses even when they are absent? These questions matter.
A failure to consider the politics of missing women means
missing multiple and deeply entrenched gendered power
relations that operate during peace processes, shaping their

2 Patriarchy underpins the insistence that we must prove or demonstrate what
women do at the peace table: it is not merely something that is taken as the right
thing to do. Put simply, men are not subject to a need to justify their presence or
achievements at the peace table on the grounds of their sex
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outcomes both at the time and long after an agreement is
signed.

This article explores what we learn from paying attention
to how women are made to be missing from peace processes,
as well as the consequences of their erasure, by moving the
focus away from visible bodies.3 I use missing to recognize
that women are made missing, via an active and political pro-
cess of omission. I contend that when something is missing,
it matters how it is missing. It is not enough to note that
women are not present. Instead, we must also ask about
the effects of their absence upon political processes and
practices. When we look at the space left by those who are
missing, we think about why certain stories are made absent
and realize that powerful subjectivities work to create these
omissions.

I use the language of ghosts, haunting, and specters to
investigate the various materializations of “missing women.”
In doing so, I draw upon the work of the sociologist Avery
Gordon (2008, xvi), and her fascination with specters ren-
dered invisible but yet demanding our attention.4 Her ap-
proach aims to uncover the shapes described by absence;
these absences are not void, barren spaces, but are haunted
by ghosts. Ghosts are shadowy and evanescent figures we do
not initially see. They are invisible until their ghostly pres-
ence impinges upon us, and it becomes plain that “what’s
been concealed is very much alive” (Gordon 2008, xvi). Cru-
cial to this point is the realization that absence is never com-
plete, and it may materialize in various shades: from seem-
ing nothingness, to spectral shadows, to willful omissions, to
a productive lingering. The act of noticing “missing women”
ensures that they manifest as a presence, albeit a ghostly
presence. The presence of a ghost therefore is real. It de-
mands our attention, allowing us to study the enduring so-
cial and political effects of being made missing, as well as
how this serves to sustain and structure particular narratives
about the Bosnian peace process.

Several feminist scholars draw inspiration from Gordon’s
work, highlighting how following ghosts helps us make sense
of gender in global politics. For instance, Julia Welland’s
(2013, 902) exploration of UK soldiers’ basic training notes
that following ghosts enable us to “take a detour” from
the stories that we tell, for ghosts can “shift our percep-
tion on what we think we ‘know.’” Marysia Zalewski (2005)
also articulates the ramifications of spectral forces for our
knowledge in her reading of John McGarry and Brendon
O’Leary’s 1995 text, Explaining Northern Ireland: Broken Im-
ages, which purports to give a history of the conflict. Zalewski
(2005, 209–12) uses the logic of haunting to unpack how
McGarry and O’Leary subsume feminism, contain women,
and reconstruct spurious gender binaries. Again, following
ghosts enable us to develop new knowledge, but perhaps not
the knowledge that we expect. The literary theorist Shawn
Doubiago suggests that ghosts can draw our attention to dif-
ferent knowledge. Doubiago follows the specter of Zoulikha,
a female resistance fighter in Algeria in the midtwentieth
century. She recognizes that omitting women is epistemic vi-
olence, but that this omission tells us something (Doubiago
2016, 243). Engaging with the ghosts occupying these omis-
sions means that we can rewrite the past, and “write women

3 Missing in the Bosnian case carries a number of connotations with the cases
of missing persons in Bosnia. This is not my intended use here.

4 Jacques Derrida draws upon ghosts in his book Spectres of Marx (1994). Both
Derrida and Gordon draw on Marxist and psychoanalytical inspirations and use
ghosts to talk of a forgotten past and injustice. Derrida focuses upon the effects
of Marxism itself. Gordon unpacks the cultural experience of haunting. I asso-
ciate this article more closely with the work of Gordon because she highlights the
effects of ghosts upon the gendered nature of political and social life.

back into history” (Doubiago 2016, 243). Welland, Zalewski,
and Doubiago all highlight how following ghosts can draw
our gaze toward the gender knowledge gained by looking at
absences, silences, and omissions.

Noticing the ghostly absence and presence of women re-
veals the epistemic gaps in our knowledge of peace pro-
cesses. Paying critical feminist attention to the ghostly pres-
ence of women draws our gaze to the political nature of
these alleged absences. The language of ghosts and haunt-
ing asks us to think about how women are made marginal
and seemingly irrelevant, pushing us to see what we do not
expect to see.

Following ghosts also enables us to play with temporal-
ity. This is because ghosts are not dead and buried, but
rather are reactivated social figures making demands about
the present and future (Gordon 2011, 4). For instance, the
historian Rachel Johnson (2014) examines South African
parliamentary debates about abortion in 1975 and 1996.
She notes that the 1996 parliamentary debates are haunted
by reminders of apartheid, which continue to shape the
“new” parliament. Thus, ghosts unsettle linear conceptual-
izations of time, enabling us to appreciate temporal com-
plexity about the gendered ramifications of peace processes,
destabilizing boundaries between past, present, and future.

I develop these arguments by examining the 1991–1995
Bosnian peace process, often described as gender blind
and failing to include women (Grebäck and Zillén 2003,
3; Lithander 2000, 12; Bavčić and Delić 2014, 150; Hunt
2004, xv–xxiv). I contend that female bodies in the Bosnian
peace process only appear to be invisible—until their ghostly
presence impinges upon us. By following two spectral sites
of “missing women”—in memoirs of the peace process and
within contemporary activism—I trace the ghostly shape de-
scribed by absence. Paying attention to these absences can
tell a significant story about the peace process. I do not dis-
pute that female presence, gender concerns, or feminism
during the Bosnian peace process was minimal.5 Rather,
I aim to provoke consideration about “missing women”
(where the term women is typically understood as a biolog-
ically determined identity) to generate a different gender
knowledge about the peace process (where gender refers to
socially constructed identities). This challenges existing per-
spectives about researching gender and peace processes,
negotiations, and agreements. Focusing on how “missing
women” are construed is relevant in showing gendered ram-
ifications of all peace processes, negotiations, and agree-
ments, regardless of the number of women involved.

The article proceeds in three parts. I begin by develop-
ing a response to the popular feminist query “Where are
the women?” (Enloe 2014, 6), with specific reference to the
Bosnian peace process. Responding to this query allows us to
trace the logic of existing scholarship linked to the visibility
of women in peace processes to make evident how paying at-
tention to presence means that we miss the effects of those
who are “missing.” The second and third parts undertake
an empirical investigation of two instances where women
are made missing. I draw on (1) Richard Holbrooke’s mem-
oir of the peace process to highlight the willful omission of
women from accounts. By following the specter of women,
we can observe how gender plays a part in shaping polit-
ical subjectivities guiding popular perceptions about how
peace could be made. Such perceptions, as we will see,
omit stories about the attempts to preserve a unified, mul-
tiethnic Bosnia-Herzegovina. I also draw on (2) fieldwork

5 The term gender concerns refers to overt and specific discussion about gender
during the peace process.
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interviews carried out with contemporary constitutional re-
form activists in Bosnia-Herzegovina during 2013 and 2014.
These interviews demonstrate how “missing” women are in-
voked to support contemporary campaigns. Here, we can
see the shadows of exclusion haunting feminist activism in
the present, where the heritage of exclusion becomes polit-
ically significant, and is productively utilized to effect polit-
ical transformation. I conclude by highlighting the implica-
tions of paying attention to absence: we begin to notice the
political effects of being made missing, and that it matters
how being missing manifests.

Where are the Women in the Bosnian Peace Process?

The 1991–1995 peace process in Bosnia-Herzegovina was
drawn out and complex. There were several proposed set-
tlements (see Campbell 1998, 115–54). The most signifi-
cant proposed settlement was the January 1993 Vance-Owen
Peace Plan, led by David Owen, the European Commu-
nity chief negotiator, and Cyrus Vance, representing the
UN (see Owen 1995; 2013). United States engagement
with the peace process deepened from early 1994, result-
ing in Richard Holbrooke’s appointment as special envoy
in summer 1995 (Daalder 2000, 1–116). President Clin-
ton tasked Holbrooke with leading peace negotiations on
behalf of the US State Department. He conducted a se-
ries of initial talks before the formal peace negotiations at
an air base in Dayton, Ohio, USA, November 1–21, 1995
(Holbrooke 1999, 79–227). Teams representing the Fed-
eration of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, Croatia, a “contact
group” team (with representatives from the EU and Rus-
sia), an American team, military advisors from NATO, and
professional advisors and lawyers who worked for the US
State Department were all present at these negotiations. The
scholarship around the peace process explores the foreign
policy failures (Gow 1997), the cartographic consequences
(Campbell 1998, 115–64), and the US-led policies from early
1995 (Daalder 2000; Chollet 2005).

Only a handful of studies explore gender considera-
tions or the presence of women in the Bosnian peace
process. These analyses are generally limited to noting
how few women were present and how this shapes female
experiences in postwar Bosnia-Herzegovina. The Swedish
international NGO, Kvinna till Kvinna (Women to Women)
investigated the Dayton peace negotiations. The report
highlights that the process featured few women and was “a
dialogue of men,” and at Dayton, there were no women
within any of the regional negotiating teams (Lithander
2000, 20). Scholarly research also highlights that women’s
exclusion from Dayton continues to shape female and fem-
inist postwar experiences as citizens (Chinkin and Paradine
2001 168–76; Björkdahl 2012, 295–99; Deiana 2016, 104–6).
Annika Björkdahl (2012, 307–08) notes that gendered hier-
archies are built into postwar Bosnia-Herzegovina, marked
by a continued conservative backlash, in part because Day-
ton is not a gender-just peace.

To some extent, the limited scholarship around gender
and the Bosnian peace process is reflective of a limited fe-
male presence. It also reflects that negotiators paid, at best,
minimal attention to gender considerations and the po-
tential importance of female participation. Those speaking
publicly about the peace process suggest that it was “a pa-
rade of one man after another” (Ljujić-Mijatović in Hunt
2004, 143). According to Björn Lyrwall, a Swedish advisor
during the Dayton negotiations, negotiators did not discuss
gender considerations because the focus was ending armed
hostilities (cited in Grebäck and Zillén 2003, 3). Moreover,

during the peace process itself, women did not organize as
women to be present or demand that their concerns were
heard. With hindsight, this is surprising because much of
the media coverage of the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina fo-
cused upon gender violence (see Gutman 1994, ix, xiii), and
because Dayton came soon after the 1995 Beijing Platform,
which incorporated a call for women to be included in all
aspects of a peace process (Lithander 2000, 20).

Women, gender considerations, and feminist insights
were largely absent from the Bosnian peace process, and this
absence continues to shape postwar experiences for women.
During my fieldwork in Bosnia-Herzegovina throughout
2013 and 2014, my questions about women during the
peace process puzzled research participants. Respondents
reminded me that women were not present, and that no
one publicly considered including women at the time.6 This
echoes a tendency by some scholars, policymakers, and prac-
titioners to analyze visible female bodies, instead of also ask-
ing questions about how absence matters. Critical thinking
about the construction of missing women and how that ab-
sence is expressed is required to understand what work be-
ing missing does. This enables us to better realize how exclu-
sions shape processes and practices of global politics, with
such analyses reminding us that gender remains embedded
in global power relations even when women are absent. The
following paragraphs draw out the current ways by which we
come to know about gender and peace processes, noting the
focus on bodies that are present and visible.

Presence and Visibility in Peace Processes

The reliance on visibility occurs in four ways. First, there are
sophisticated quantitative studies that count female bodies
or references to female concerns during peace processes.
Such studies seek to quantify the number of women involved
in various aspects of the negotiation processes (Castillio Diaz
and Tordjman 2012, 4–5; Bell and O’Rourke 2010 949–58),
make links between key actors and the number of gender
provisions in the final agreement (Aroussi 2015, 192–202),
or examine the number of substantive references to, or pro-
visions made for, women’s rights and security (Anderson
2016, 11–30; Bell and O’Rourke 2010, 955–58; Ellerby 2013,
447–55; Aroussi 2015, 97–152). Other studies look at how
women are represented in peace processes (Ellerby 2016,
140–48). There is a growing concern with how the current
international demands for female inclusion rarely translates
into an increase in the number of women participating
(Aroussi 2015, 293–306). This literature focuses on identi-
fying causal factors and generalized patterns that shape out-
comes in peace processes, negotiations, and agreements for
women, giving us a better understanding of conditions un-
der which female presence flourishes.

The second group of scholarship concerned with visible
bodies focuses upon writing histories about women’s spe-
cific involvement (e.g. Waylen 2014, 498–516; Fearon 1999;
Anderlini 2007; Kaufman and Williams 2013, 53–92). This
work highlights instances of women acting for women, draw-
ing on examples such as the Northern Ireland Women’s
Coalition, a women-only political party elected to the talks
fora that culminated in the 1996 Good Friday Agreement
for Northern Ireland. This scholarship draws our attention
to how feminist and women activists sought to be involved
in peace negotiations as they developed (e.g. Waylen 2014,
500–02). These investigations unpack how a critical mass of

6 Interviewees typically mentioned this in the initial communication to set up
the interview.
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women shape peace processes, and they allow us to scruti-
nize how masculinity and femininity matter in determining
outcomes.

The third way in which gender knowledge about peace
processes relies upon visible bodies is by exploring women
in “background”’ positions. This relates to the idea that,
even where women are not immediately visible, we can at-
tempt to make their stories visible by asking “Where are
the women?” and following women into unexpected places
in the peace process (Aharoni 2011, 400–02). The popu-
lar feminist query: “Where are the women?” requires us
to “follow diverse women to places that are usually dis-
missed by conventional foreign affairs experts as merely
‘private,’ ‘domestic,’ ‘local,’ or ‘trivial’” (Enloe 2014, 3).
Portraying key political moments as all-male affairs means
that we miss the crucial effects of patriarchal power re-
lated to patterns of masculinity and femininity upon interna-
tional politics (Enloe 2014, 21–28). Analyses asking “Where
are the women?” contribute to a better understanding of
the involvement of women in unexpected places, such as
backstage workers in Israeli–Palestine peace negotiations
(Aharoni 2011, 404–09). These analyses are vital for under-
standing how “the work of invisible mediators can actually
maintain and reproduce social and political inequalities”
(Aharoni 2011, 413).

The fourth way in which existing gendered accounts rely
upon visible bodies is by highlighting the men and mas-
culinities present in negotiating and making a peace agree-
ment. For instance, we might notice that male military ac-
tors dominate prenegotiation processes (Haynes, Ní Aoláin,
and Cahn 2011, 516). We might also recognize that forms
of negotiations dominated by “horse trading,” “clinching
of deals,” and “informal ‘old-boys’ networks cemented with
fishing trips and birthday cakes” replicate forms of masculin-
ity that could serve to exclude women (Waylen 2014, 510).7

Thus, the existing accounts producing gender knowledge
about peace processes rely upon visibility and bodies that are
present. We could look at visible female bodies within the
Bosnian peace process, although as noted above, women,
gender considerations, and feminist insights were largely ab-
sent. What would looking at visible female bodies tell us?

Female Bodies in the Bosnian Peace Process

Tatjana Ljujić-Mijatović was the most publicly visible female
politician in Bosnia-Herzegovina working on the peace pro-
cess during the war. She was the only woman elected to gov-
ernment following the 1990 election, and she also served as
the Bosnia-Herzegovina Ambassador to the UN in Vienna
from 1993 (Aganović and Delić 2014, 145; Hunt 2004, 245).
As will be discussed later, excluding Ljujić-Mijatović from
certain narratives performs a sleight of hand reinforcing
popular gendered and ethicized perceptions about the war
and the cast of characters involved in the negotiations. We
can also spot two female interpreters: Amira Kapetanović
and Sabina Berberović. Kapetanović and Berberović trans-
lated for the Bosnian teams throughout the peace pro-
cess. Interpreters are not neutral black boxes, but rather
are agents in the negotiation process (Baker 2012, 3–4).
Kapetanović continued her career in diplomacy after the
war, as an ambassador to the Czech Republic and Aus-
tralia. She felt that she “learned about diplomacy not from

7 While I unpack some masculinities in this article by highlighting how
Holbrooke (1998) draws upon overt dominant or deviant masculinities in his
memoirs about Dayton, I do not look at masculinities per se, given that a study of
masculinities generates a different gender knowledge: we still would not necessar-
ily notice the effects of female absence.

books but ‘on the spot’ during the conflict,” where she was
not only the translator but also “PR, secretary, everything”
(Banham 2006).

If we look to the international teams involved, we can see
female bodies there too. Pauline Neville-Jones, the leader of
the UK team, was one of the signatories to the Dayton Peace
Agreement (Neville-Jones 1996, 45). The US ambassador to
the UN, Madeleine Albright, pushed the Clinton Adminis-
tration to become more engaged in the peace process in
the summer of 1995 (Chollet 2005, 19; Daalder 2000, 92–4;
Albright 2013, 178–94). Women also acted as administrators
to key negotiators: Maggie Smart (working for David Owen)
and Rosemarie Pauli (working for Richard Holbrooke), or
professional advisors from the US State Department (Eliza-
beth Jones, Miriam Sapiro, and Laurel Miller). Organizers
invited Elisabeth Rehn, the UN Special Rapporteur for Hu-
man Rights in former Yugoslavia, to attend one day of the
Dayton negotiations.8 Swanee Hunt, the US Ambassador to
Austria, was one of just five women present (compared with
ninety-nine men) at the White House signing for the 1994
Washington Agreement that created the Muslim-Croat Fed-
eration of Bosnia-Herzegovina (Hunt 2004, xix).

It is worth mentioning Biljana Plavšić here, as the atten-
tion paid to her highlights the politics of visibility. As mem-
ber of the (nationalist) Serbian Democratic Party (SDS),
Plavšić briefly became the first president of the breakaway
Republika Srpska in April 1992.9 Her role in creating peace
was minimal: the International Criminal Tribunal for Yu-
goslavia (ICTY) convicted her of war crimes in February
2003 (ITCY 2003). While the ICTY accepted her postconflict
conduct in upholding the Dayton Agreement as a “substan-
tial” factor mitigating her sentence (ICTY 2003, 27–30), it
is her hardline position to support ethnic cleansing that is
recalled (Gentry and Sjoberg 2015, 62–65; Drakulić 2004:
155–63). Plavšić is an instance of how feminized mother,
monster, and whore narratives are invoked to construct her
as different from “normal femininities” (Gentry and Sjoberg
2015, 69). That Plavšić is visible and the women mentioned
in the preceding two paragraphs are not is pertinent. Plavšić
is visible because of her abhorrent femininity. Thus, women
are often visible when they shock us by disrupting “normal”
and “accepted” boundaries of femininity.

Following these visible female bodies, or making these
women visible, generates knowledge about women in the
Bosnian peace process. We can count that few women were
present, we can see that women did not act for women (per-
haps with the exception of Rehn and Hunt, who are noted
feminists), and there are interesting stories that could be
uncovered through making women in unexpected places
visible. Visibility also means that we notice the complexity
of femininity, as Plavšić’s case illustrates. However, the fo-
cus on visibility avoids vexing questions. We do not ask why
women are omitted (although we might notice the omis-
sion). Nor do we ask about the enduring effects of being
“missing.” Nor do we fully realize the ways that even where
women are missing, their exclusion continues to shape gen-
dered power relations within international politics. Focus-
ing on visible female bodies serves to limit the potential of
feminist research on peace processes, and further attention
needs to be paid to the missing women. I begin to pay at-
tention to “missing women” in the next section by exploring
how women are missing from Holbrooke’s memoir of the
Bosnian peace process.

8 E-mail communication between the author and Elisabeth Rehn, June 13,
2016.

9 Plavšić was replaced by Radovan Karadžić in May 1992.
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Women Missing from Narratives

We see women missing from narratives about the Bosnian
peace process in Richard Holbrooke’s bestselling memoir,
To End A War. In Holbrooke’s memoir women are largely
absent, and it does not articulate gender concerns or femi-
nist ideas. Yet, gender “pervade[s] the text” (Zalewski 2005,
209). In my reading of Holbrooke’s memoir, I draw on two
ideas related to haunting: (1) the seething presence and
(2) how absences create presences. I take these ideas from
Gordon’s (2008, 8) awareness that “haunting describes how
that which appears to not be there is often a seething pres-
ence.” Marysia Zalewski (2005) and Shawn Doubiago (2016)
both extend this insight in their reading of gendered or fe-
male absence from textual accounts of the past. I contend
that gender has a “phantasmic and shadowy force” (Zalewski
2005, 210) haunting Holbrooke’s memoir. Thus, the ghosts
haunting Holbrooke’s memoir are “not simply a dead or
missing person” but an apparition where “something lost, or
barely visible, or seemingly not there to our supposedly well-
trained eyes, makes itself known” to us (Gordon 2008, 8).
A spectral force often “makes its mark by being there and
not there at the same time” (Gordon 2008, 6). This does
not mean that there are no female bodies mentioned in
the text. However, women, gender concerns, and feminism
are made to be marginal—almost missing—from the knowl-
edge of the Bosnian peace process portrayed in Holbrooke’s
memoir. My proposition is that by noticing and taking seri-
ously the apparently missing, and understanding these ab-
sences as spectral forces, means that we generate knowledge
about the manifestations of absence and presence.

Richard Holbrooke’s memoir, To End a War, is the focus
of this analysis because he is frequently held up as the key
protagonist of peace in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Holbrooke was
appointed in summer 1995 as the US State Department’s
special envoy to negotiate peace in Bosnia-Herzegovina. His
memoir focuses on the period August–December 1995, of-
fering a day-by-day account of the negotiations. The memoir
presents us with an engaging and dramatic picture of diplo-
macy filled with tension, reproducing a perception that the
peace process was instigated by male American superheroes
who pragmatically, and dynamically, ended the war through
a peace agreement that reified ethnic divisions.

Holbrooke’s memoir is packed with overt expressions of
various masculinities, but exploring masculinities does not
allow us to notice women. However, the logic of haunting
provokes an awareness of the complexity of “missing,” en-
abling us to use Holbrooke’s memoir to generate knowl-
edge about women in the Bosnian peace process. I follow
missing women within Holbrooke’s memoir to highlight
how their ghostly presence can tell a significant story about
the Bosnian peace process. First, the presence of ghosts
shows how oppositional muscular and deviant images of
masculinities are reinforced through exclusionary feminini-
ties. Second, detecting the “willful omission” (Doubiago
2016, 243) of one woman—Tanja Ljujić-Mijatović—from
Holbrooke’s memoir, demonstrates how epistemic violence
(Doubiago 2016, 243) manifests through the willful omis-
sion of a female body. Put together, such specters desta-
bilize the sharp lines between female inclusion and exclu-
sion and realize the epistemic violence of rendering women
absent. The violence being committed is more than just a
lack of knowledge about what women did. The specter of
women shapes political subjectivities guiding popular per-
ceptions about how peace could be made, drawing our gaze
to the attempts to preserve a unified, multiethnic Bosnia-
Herzegovina.

Crafting In/Exclusionary Femininities

In Holbrooke’s account of the Dayton negotiations, the mas-
culinized “muscular humanitarianism” (Orford 1999, 692–
95) of the American negotiators is all too apparent. Sport-
ing metaphors come to the fore: Holbrooke talks of a “game
plan” (Holbrooke 1999, 262) between mediators who were
“pumped” (270) and “almost ran” (264) between rooms to
strike deals between leaders. There were many late nights.
Chris Hill of the State Department played a tennis game and
then stayed up “until after 3:00 AM” to make progress on
the Eastern Slavonia question (Holbrooke 1999, 260–01).
The dynamism of the American team comes across pow-
erfully in the shuttle talks taking place during August and
September 1995, where the team tirelessly shuttled back
and forth between the Balkan capitals. Over Labor Day
weekend (September 1–4, 1995), the team visited Belgrade,
Bonn, Brussels, Geneva, Zagreb, Belgrade, Athens, Skopje,
Ankara, and, for the third time, Belgrade, and resolved the
“Macedonian Question” in a separate set of negotiations
(Holbrooke 1999, 112–35). Even the site of negotiations, a
military air base, “impressed the participants,” allowing the
Balkan politicians to “see this physical symbol of American
power” (Holbrooke 1999, 233). The text gives a sense that
the American negotiators were superheroes, leaping to the
rescue. Cindy Daase (2012, 107–08) draws parallels between
Holbrooke’s role as mediator and the 1966 DC Comics su-
perhero character, The Peacemaker, who “loves peace so much
that he is ready to fight for it!”

These images of American male muscular dynamism con-
trast with images of unpredictable, irritable, and volatile
Balkan men who drank a lot of alcohol. Particularly no-
ticeable are Holbrooke’s descriptions of the violent and un-
predictable mood swings of Balkan politicians during the
negotiations. Haris Silajdzić (the wartime Prime Minister
of Bosnia-Herzegovina) “seemed to combine despair and
barely suppressed fury” (Holbrooke 1999, 267), and the
Bosnian Serbs were “dark and brooding” (Holbrooke 1999,
245). The various Bosnian delegations were “screaming at
each other” (Holbrooke 1999, 261). Perhaps the Balkan
men were weaker: Holbrooke “worried about the added
strain on the frail Izetbegovic,” the chair of the Bosnian
Presidency (Holbrooke 1999, 245). The Serbian Presi-
dent, Milošević, is “cocky” (Holbrooke 1999, 264), and he
seemed to prefer striking agreements following a late-night
drinking session (Holbrooke 1999, 285, 299, 306). Such
representations echo what Claire Duncanson found in her
analysis of British military memoirs of peacekeeping opera-
tions in Bosnia-Herzegovina, where “the local soldiers [are]
presented as hyper masculine—aggressive, irrational and
violent. This portrayal of the “Other” constructs British mil-
itary masculinity as more controlled, civilized and intelli-
gent” (2009, 73).

These representations draw upon gendered spatial dy-
namics of the Balkans, including Bosnia-Herzegovina, as
a place of adventure for white Western men. Postcolo-
nial literature demonstrates how “The Balkans” contin-
ues to be reinforced as an “other,” where (Balkan) “fail-
ures” bolstered a positive sense of “European,” to which
“The Balkans” does not quite belong (Todorova 1997,
1–37). In Maria O’Reilly’s (2012, 531) reading of the
memoirs of Paddy Ashdown (the High Representative in
Bosnia-Herzegovina between 2002 and 2006), she highlights
how gendered representations were used to “differentiate
between ‘(ir)rational’, ‘(ir)responsible’ and ‘(im)mature’
partners for peace within Bosnia-Herzegovina.” O’Reilly
(2012, 531–38) notes how local leaders and politicians
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are characterized through a process of discursive linking
(Hansen 2006, 41–42) as being violent, irrational, underde-
veloped, barbarian, backward, tribal, primitive, and savage
(Todorova 1997). Ultimately, peacebuilding processes in
Bosnia-Herzegovina rely upon representations of “deviant,
threatening and hyper-masculine models of masculinity re-
quiring punishment and correction by the West” (O’Reilly
2012, 538). We can see these dynamics in the peace negoti-
ation process too.

Why pay so much attention to the depictions of overt mas-
culinities within Holbrooke’s account? I do so for several
reasons. First, I contend that a reading of masculinities—
although it provides us with an important gendered
reading—still does not tell us anything about women in
the peace process. Second, and importantly, to show that
these depictions of masculinities work to render women
as absent—almost missing—from the text, and presumably
from the peace process. Women appear, but in marginal
ways, and within the text, they are constructed as irrele-
vant. As such, the absence/presence of women slips, and in
this regard, “missing” is made more complicated. I suggest
that the shadowy presence of women haunts Holbrooke’s
memoir to reinforce oppositional colonial representations
of muscular and deviant masculinities.

What sorts of shadowy—female—specters do we see in
Holbrooke’s memoir? Holbrooke does not portray women
as key players in the negotiation process. The lead ne-
gotiator for the UK team, Pauline Neville-Jones, is only
briefly mentioned and sometimes in rather dismissive ways.
For instance, she opposed the location of a meeting in
September 1995, and Holbrooke’s memoir dismisses this as
a “time-consuming subplot” (Holbrooke 1999, 117). Women
are scattered through the text as wives, secretaries, and
hostesses. The US Ambassador to France, Pamela Harriman,
hosted talks in Paris during August that her late husband
“would have been so proud of” (Holbrooke 1999, 95), and
served dinner “in the impeccable manner that was [her]
hallmark” (100). Holbrooke asked Rosemarie Pauli, his ex-
ecutive assistant, to “befriend Sladjdzić [the Prime Minis-
ter of Bosnia-Herzegovina] by taking him for walks, joining
him for meals, or talking to him about his family and fu-
ture” (Holbrooke 1999, 280). Holbrooke’s wife, Kati Marton
(a renowned journalist), drew upon empathetic qualities
during a “striking conversation” to encourage the warring
leaders to profess “surprise at the dimensions of what they
had unleashed” (Holbrooke 1999, 245). These women oc-
cupy key political roles in their own right, but Holbrooke
describes them in ways that evoke the cultural representa-
tions of the feminine “Beautiful Soul,” which Elshtain (1995,
140–49) points out dominate myths about women in war
and peace. Set against the constructions of masculinity al-
ready discussed, these descriptions of women reinforce im-
ages of disobedient and volatile Balkan men who break rules
or need female intervention to admit that they did not real-
ize that the “fighting would be so serious” or “would go on
so long” (Izetbegovic and Milošević in conversation with Kati
Marton, cited in Holbrooke 1999, 245).

So, women do appear; they are not completely erased. Cer-
tainly, in looking for them, there are echoes of the “Where
are the women?” (Enloe 2014, 6) approach discussed earlier.
However, Holbrooke’s text portrays such rampant dominant
superhero or deviant masculinities as to feature women in
ephemeral, spectral ways. Consequently, Holbrooke’s narra-
tive portrays women as seemingly irrelevant and marginal to
the peace process. Alongside the total absence of gendered
or feminist considerations, we can see the different shades
of “missing.” This provokes us to realize that the boundaries

between inclusion/exclusion slip: women are excluded as
political actors and are included in rather exclusionary ways.

Willful Omissions

The specters of women haunting these masculinized iden-
tities highlight how the inclusion and exclusion of women
serves to shore up colonized and gendered narratives about
the Bosnian peace process. But there is more. Holbrooke’s
memoir is full of missing women. One is particularly in-
triguing in this discussion: Tanja Ljujić-Mijatović, a member
of the collective presidency, the highest elected decision-
making body in Bosnia, is missing from Holbrooke’s ac-
count.10 Omitting Ljujić-Mijatović is not unique to Hol-
brooke’s memoir, but is a symptom of the female specters
that haunt the broader Bosnian peace process. Ljujić-
Mijatović’s role is rarely discussed, except for a memoir writ-
ten by Mirko Pejanović, a Serb member of the collective
presidency during the war, who offers an account of the en-
tire Bosnian peace process in Through Bosnian Eyes: The Po-
litical Memoir of a Bosnian Serb (2004). Looking at Pejanović’s
memoir serves to draw attention to the specters within Hol-
brooke’s memoir. Alongside Ljujić-Mijatović, Pejanović rep-
resented Bosnian Serbs who did not agree with the divisive
policies of Radovan Karadžić’s nationalist Serbian Demo-
cratic Party (SDS). During the war, the Bosnian Presidency
was mostly unified around the goal of maintaining a single,
multiethnic Bosnia. Pejanović participated in the talks lead-
ing up to the 1993 Vance-Owen Peace Plan, and prior to
Dayton, lobbied the American and British governments for
a unified, multiethnic Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Tanja Ljujić-Mijatović participated in official peace talks
until July 1993, when she took up the post of Ambassador
to the UN in Vienna. She continued to lobby for a unified
Bosnia-Herzegovina during talks in London, New York, and
Washington, DC, in September 1995 (Pejanović 2004, 210–
17). Ljujić-Mijatović made a number of vocal statements
throughout the war about preserving ethnic unity. At a work-
ing dinner during the July 1993 peace talks in Geneva, she
made a speech where she attacked the theory that a com-
mon life for all nations is impossible in Bosnia, and that this
impossibility was the basic cause for war. She refuted this
with concrete examples of how people lived before and dur-
ing the war—she emphasized that Bosnia could have a hope-
ful future only if the peace solution ensured the equality of
the three nations and all citizens (Pejanović 2004, 181).

This contrasts with Holbrooke’s memoir, where women
are represented as holding a particular ability to “soften”
or “befriend” difficult and volatile Balkan men, or their
demands are perceived as a “subplot.” Thus, we should
ask questions about the significance of Ljujić-Mijatović’s ab-
sence from Holbrooke’s memoir. In attempting to follow the
trace of Ljujić-Mijatović within Holbrooke’s account, the ef-
fects of her omission become apparent. The things that are
left out are “not just an oversight, but a willful omission”
(Doubiago 2016, 243), and so it is crucial to find “the shape
described by her absence” (Gordon 2008, 6).

That Ljujić-Mijatović is missing from Holbrooke’s account
problematizes the dominant narratives for the foundations
of the conflict and acts as a reminder of the complexity
of Bosnian identity. (We often forget that many Serbs and
Croats did not support the nationalist separationist move-
ments.) It is a reminder that many did not support how the
Dayton Peace Agreement reimagines the Bosnian state (cf.

10 Bosnia-Herzegovina has a collective presidency made up of directly elected
representatives of Serbs, Croats, and Muslims/Bosniaks.
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Campbell 1998, 115–25). In this way, the “willful omission”
(Doubiago 2016, 243) of Ljujić-Mijatović (and in particu-
lar her lobbying trips during September 1995) from Hol-
brooke’s account serves to reinforce the assumption that
the conflict in Bosnia was one that could only be resolved
via partition and division, which was the policy of the US
government during the 1990s. Thus, the specter of Ljujić-
Mijatović haunting Holbrooke’s memoir acts as a powerful
reminder of both the alternatives that were available and the
subjectivities that guide our understanding of these alterna-
tives as being possible.

In Holbrooke’s memoir, discussions about gender con-
cerns are absent. Women acting for women are absent. Fem-
inism is absent. Some women are absent. Other women have
a shadowy presence and are made to appear irrelevant to
our knowledge of the peace process. In all these apparent
absences, “gender is very much at work . . . despite its seem-
ing unimportance” (Zalewski 2005, 208). These absences
materialize as a presence, and in this way, lead to a “social fig-
ure” (Gordon 2008, 8). This social figure, as Gordon (2008,
8) points out, is a ghost. Following these ghosts and realizing
that females are apparently absent (but very much present)
within Holbrooke’s memoir, we notice new things about the
Bosnian peace process. We learn that we too easily retell the
story of division and irrational “tribal warfare” that could
only be resolved via dynamic American men. The specter of
Tanja Ljujić-Mijatović within Holbrooke’s account of the ne-
gotiations reminds us how those who sought to retain a mul-
tiethnic Bosnia-Herzegovina are ignored. That women are
missing does not mean that there is nothing to know. Rather,
thinking about why they are missing produces knowledge—
but not necessarily the knowledge we are used to.

Narratives about Missing Women

This section explores a different knowledge produced by
the presence of ghosts: how specters act as a catalyst for ac-
tion. Haunting is recognized as an active process, whereby
something from the past continues to make itself felt in the
present—just as a ghost does. This is linked to the notion
that ghosts linger as a reminder of “the endings that are not
over” (Gordon 2008, 195), bringing to the fore unresolved
social or political problems from the past. I explore these
ideas by paying attention to how contemporary feminist and
women activists talk about the lack of female presence in
the peace process twenty years after the Dayton Peace Agree-
ment was signed. I contend that the past of exclusion has a
seething presence in discussions of contemporary advocacy
campaigns around inclusion in institutional contexts. The
specter of missing women lingers throughout campaigns for
political transformation.

To investigate these specters, I draw on thirty-four
interviews and four workshops or meetings in Bosnia-
Herzegovina during 2013–2014.11 These interviews took
place within the context of two initiatives influencing fem-
inist and women’s activism at the time. The first initiative
is a project of Women’s International League for Peace
and Freedom (WILPF), “Bosnia & Syria: Women Organiz-
ing for Change.” Transnational activists publicly launched
the “Bosnia & Syria” initiative in February 2014, with a work-
shop in Sarajevo gathering activists from Bosnia and Syria
to share their experiences of conflict (Svedberg, Alodaat,

11 Of these thirty-four interviews, twenty-one were with self-defined feminist or
women activists; five were with politicians declaring an interest in female inclusion
in elite political processes; two worked for government departments; two worked
for international institutions; and four worked on constitutional reform projects.
All citations were agreed with the interviewee.

Rees, and Porobić-Isaković 2014). Since then, some femi-
nist activism focused on issues provoked by the peace agree-
ment itself, taking steps toward a feminist reinterpretation
of it (cf. Mlinarević and Porobić-Isaković 2016). The sec-
ond initiative is the Women’s Platform for Constitutional
Reform, and it is a response to the constitution produced
by the Dayton Peace Agreement. The “Dayton constitution”
has been interpreted in an ethno-nationalist way, and it is
deemed to be in need of reform (Mujkić 2008). Since 2012,
activists organized as women for a specific presence within
the constitutional reform process, linking the contemporary
need for a female and feminist presence to their past ex-
clusion from the Dayton peace process.12 Both initiatives
meant that activists were involved in projects that brought to
the fore questions about female exclusion in political pro-
cesses. The interviewee and interviewer were in a context
where a deeper consideration of female exclusion at the
Dayton peace process was being actively supported by inter-
national donor organizations including WILPF and Kvinna
till Kvinna.

The research took place against a degree of uncertainty
about the viability of doing research on women and gender
in the Bosnian peace process. Several respondents to inter-
view requests during 2013 and 2014 exclaimed that, because
there were no women present, there was little to find out.
For this reason, once in the field, I altered my research fo-
cus to explore constitutional reform and the Bosnia & Syria
initiatives. Retrospectively, upon transcribing the interviews,
I found that female absence from the Bosnian peace process
resurfaced in the course of some of these interviews, suggest-
ing that the specter of missing women haunts feminist and
women’s organizing today.

Disturbances: The Resurfacing of Ghosts

Haunting is an active process of “neitherness” (neither
present nor absent; neither dead nor alive) where destabi-
lized boundaries prompts us to notice descriptions of the re-
cent past. This shares some commonalities with oral history,
recognizing that contemporary narratives about the past are
never quite about the past; they are also about the present
(Thompson 2000, 6). Interviews are not solely about remem-
bering. Rather, they can invoke narratives about the past as
a means of supporting hopes for the future.

We notice disturbed female ghosts when listening to ac-
tivists describe the practice of exclusion at the Dayton peace
negotiations. Such descriptions take place in the context of
broader social perspectives in Bosnia-Herzegovina about the
peace process. Many view Dayton as a pragmatic process tar-
geted at ending a war that people were desperate to end.
Bosnians felt shut out from the negotiation processes. In-
ternational teams led talks that took place overseas. Many
of the actors sitting around the table at Dayton had not
won elections in Bosnia-Herzegovina, or they were repre-
sentatives elected for other countries.13 As a result, gender
concerns were “not important at all, the political aim was
finishing the war and they put all efforts on that.”14 The
construction of “the problem” with the Bosnian peace pro-
cess tends to be one of Bosnian exclusion, implying that the
practices of exclusion are more than “just about gender.” In

12 See the website hosted by a coalition of activists and organi-
zations at https://womencitizensforconstitutionalreform.wordpress.com/. Ac-
cessed November 23, 2016.

13 Interview, Project Manager for constitutional reform initiative. Sarajevo, Oc-
tober 10, 2013.

14 Interview, Jasna Baksić-Muftić. Sarajevo, July 10, 2014.
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this way, Dayton is presented as a gender-neutral peace pro-
cess.15 What is intriguing is that during interviews in 2013
and 2014, some activists problematized “the fact that women
were not there” and noticed that “while creating a vision for
Bosnia they left out half the population.”16

By challenging the presumed gender-neutrality of the
Dayton peace process, activists go beyond remembering miss-
ing women, and start to trouble the absence of women. This
is a powerful reminder that haunting is an active process
where the specter of missing women has potentially produc-
tive effects. This is done via activists pointing to the conse-
quences of failing to include women at Dayton. For instance,
Nela Porobić-Isaković highlights how the desire to “just finish
[the war] and stop the physical fighting” meant the exper-
tise of women activists (in terms of refugee return and the
needs of victims) was missing, resulting in “a country that’s
not really a country, that has so many problems.”17 Some
argue that “it is not a speculation” that the provisions of
the Dayton Peace Agreement would be different if women
were involved, as they would have paid more attention to
questions surrounding refugee return.18 Activists question
female exclusion at Dayton to note how their lives would be
different now if women had been involved at the time. Ac-
tivists are not simply recalling that women were not present.
Rather, the narrative is being actively reshaped to draw at-
tention to the “something-to-be-done” (Gordon 2008, xvii),
and the enduring effects of being missing. The disturbance
of ghosts is, as Gordon (2011, 4) puts it, “a case of rebellion,
movement, a demand for a liveable future.” Disturbances
are related to our aspirations for the future.

These disturbances are more than simply recalling a
painful past. It is useful to consider this in relation to
trauma, collective memory, and hindsight. Trauma refers to
being bound and stuck in a past repeated in the present
or future (Gordon 2011, 4). Traumas have political conse-
quences as a result of being “inscribed and re-inscribed into
everyday narratives,” supporting specific configurations of
political community (Edkins 2003, 15–17). Similarly, collec-
tive memory is recognized as a social and political process
where “present needs shape what is told and retained about
the past” (Ross 2013, 91; Halbwachs 1992, 47). The concepts
of both trauma and collective memory realize the political
nature of temporality, and point to how narratives about the
past are reshaped to support specific needs in the present.
Hindsight refers to looking back and developing a revised
understanding of the past afterward. Rather than simply re-
shaping how the past is recalled, there is an acknowledg-
ment that something in the past was inadequate. I contend
that recognizing haunting as an active process suggests that
hindsight matters.

Hindsight is apparent when hearing explanations about
the emergence of modern feminism in Bosnia-Herzegovina
during the 1990s vis-à-vis the peace process. Unlike in
Belgrade and Zagreb, which were strong centers for au-
tonomous feminist organizing in the late 1970s (McLeod
2016, 47–51), signs of feminist and women’s organizing in
Sarajevo were limited.19 It was war that developed women’s

15 Gender neutrality refers to the notion that a particular issue is nothing to do
with gender, dangerous because the very “norm of neutrality is profoundly gen-
dered” (Chappell 2006, 226). Grebäck and Zillén (2003, 2–9) point out that the
apparently gender-neutral Dayton Peace Agreement has profound gender effects.

16 Interview, Nela Porobić-Isaković. Sarajevo, June 19, 2014.
17 Interview, Nela Porobić-Isaković. Sarajevo, June 19, 2014.
18 Interview, Retired feminist politician, Sarajevo, September 27, 2013.
19 Although Nada Ler Sofronić and Žarana Papić, both key players in the

early days of autonomous Yugoslav feminist organizing, were born in Sarajevo.
See Đokanović, Dračo and Delić (2014, 80– 83).

and feminist political consciousness in Sarajevo and the rest
of Bosnia-Herzegovina (Mlinarević and Kosović 2011, 132;
Helms 2013, 47–119). As a result, much of the activism at
the time focused on humanitarian concerns, and women
did not organize as women for a presence at the peace ta-
ble.20 During interviews, activists told me that:

Today we notice that not many women were involved
[at Dayton]. But then, those were specific conditions.
At times we were struggling just to survive . . . I am not
surprised that women were not there.21

We were doing a lot of humanitarian work but we
didn’t at the time realize how important this political
component is.22

And in an anecdote shared by Nuna, a coordinator of
a feminist NGO, who met Robert Owens23 and his wife in
Sarajevo during 1995:

I found out that he will be working on Dayton, even
before it was widely known. He asked me about my life,
my work and the situation . . . his wife started laugh-
ing when I said, “you don’t have a clue about Bosnia-
Herzegovina and you will be working on the [peace]
agreement?” So not even at that moment did it cross
my mind, to ask him where the women are.24

Today we notice. . . . We didn’t realize. . . . Not even at this
moment did it cross my mind. These claims reveal a sense of
hindsight about what could be done differently. There does
not seem to be a desire to cling onto the past or remain stuck
in that past. Rather, the past is recalled as something where
the needs of the present enable the past to be viewed as a
missed opportunity. Within these interviews, there is a sense
that things could be different, and that things are different
now. We did not think about it then, but we do now. Activists
hold up the past as something that remains disturbed and
unresolved.

These interview narratives suggest that specters in the
Bosnian peace process loom large for many contemporary
feminist and women activists. This acts as a powerful re-
minder of the ways in which haunting is an active process,
where ghosts reemerge to carry “the signs and portents of a
repression in the past or the present that’s no longer work-
ing” (Gordon 2011, 3). The resurfacing of ghosts is not sim-
ply recalling a memory, but instead, it highlights the possi-
bilities of a memory. Rather than recalling and creating a
performative memory (cf. Edkins 2003; Zehfuss 2011) or a
narrative, ritual, or symbol that reinforces and transmits col-
lective memories (Ross 2013, 96), hauntology allows us to
pry open that space of neitherness where the presence of a
ghostly matter can act as a catalyst for change (Gordon 2008,
xvi; Auchter 2012, 22). The ghostly presence allows us to
see alternative ways of being. In the interview narratives dis-
cussed, activists do not recall feelings of social injustice being
committed at the time. Rather, activists talk of a retrospec-
tive understanding of an injustice being committed, and one
that should now be addressed. Haunting allows us to explore
a recalling of the past in a way that is different to trauma
or collective memory. While trauma invokes mourning and
grief about the past, and collective memory prompts a se-
lective representation of the past, haunting claims the past

20 Interview, Kvinna till Kvinna employee. Sarajevo, June 11, 2014.
21 Interview, Besima Borić. Sarajevo, September 26, 2013.
22 Interview, Jadranka Miličević. Sarajevo, October 4, 2013.
23 Robert Owen was the legal advisor on the US shuttle team that travelled the

Balkan capitals during August and September 1995.
24 Interview, Memnuna (Nuna) Zvizdić. Sarajevo, September 26, 2013.
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in a productive and active way. The absences of the past are
invoked—and made present—to demand a better future.

Haunted by Exclusion

What is clear is that the specter of missing women from
the peace process looms large for contemporary activists:
a sign that there is still “something-to-be-done” (Gordon
2008, xvii). Indeed, the heritage of exclusion becomes polit-
ically significant. But why are these female ghosts disturbed?
How does noticing “missing women” provoke a political re-
sponse? And what knowledge do these disturbances create?

To consider these questions, we need to return to the in-
terview context. As discussed earlier, interviews took place
in the context of ongoing debates in Bosnia-Herzegovina
about constitutional reform, as well as transnational femi-
nist goals for inclusion in peace negotiations. To make sense
of why ghosts resurface in response to the something to be
done, it is useful to turn to Sara Ahmed’s invocation of a
brick wall. She uses the image of a brick wall in her explo-
ration of racism and diversity work within institutions, high-
lighting that “diversity workers acquire a critical orientation
to institutions in the process of coming up against” institu-
tional brick walls (Ahmed 2012, 173–74). The act of doing
diversity work generates knowledge of institutions through
the effort of transforming these institutions (Ahmed 2012,
173). It is not that doing diversity work simply generates
knowledge about institutions, but rather attempts to trans-
form institutions (to make them more diverse) generate
knowledge (Ahmed 2012, 172). This insight is relevant to
considering the specter of female exclusion from the peace
process within contemporary activist campaigns.

Put simply, activists are pushing for change in contem-
porary contexts, and attempts to transform these political
processes mean they hit a brick wall, disturbing ghosts. The
brick wall implies an immovable object. In this case, the
brick wall includes structural blockages to feminist involve-
ment in elite political processes, or the lack of interest for
their arguments outside of feminist circles. The resurfacing
of ghosts prompts critical consciousness about patterns of
exclusion in the past. For many activists there are strong par-
allels between female exclusion from contemporary consti-
tutional reform talks and how women activists were not part
of the peace process during the 1990s.25 Indeed, as Nela
notes, this “cycle” of exclusion “continues.”26 By noticing
such exclusion, activists are generating new knowledge. If
we recall, we didn’t realize how important inclusion was at the
time, but today we notice. Ghosts resurface because activists
continue to face female exclusion, encountering a “brick
wall” that generates new knowledge about the enduring ef-
fects of exclusion.

International and transnational NGOs and donor or-
ganizations nurtured knowledge of absences to support
broader feminist goals. Both the constitutional reform and
Bosnia & Syria initiatives are supported financially and lo-
gistically by international NGOs and donor organizations.
The Swedish donor organization Kvinna till Kvinna devel-
oped the Women’s Platform for Constitutional Reform by

25 Out of twenty-one interviews with feminist or women activists involved in
either or both the women’s platform for constitutional reform or Bosnia & Syria
initiatives, eleven interviewees made an explicit statement about how women’s
exclusion from contemporary processes was a continuation of the exclusion of
women from the peace process of the 1990s. This is a high proportion given that
the interviews focused on their contributions to the development of the women’s
constitutional reform or Bosnia & Syria initiative.

26 Interview, Nela Porobić-Isaković. Sarajevo, June 19, 2014.

providing financial and logistical support.27 Some activists
noted that they first considered the gendered aspect of
constitutional reform in a workshop organized by Kvinna
till Kvinna.28 Activists and donors drew parallels with the
exclusion of the 1990s, noting that: “Bosnian and Herze-
govinian women and civil society actors were excluded from
the Dayton peace negotiations, just as they were excluded
from the recent Butmir process” for constitutional reform
(Mannergren Selimovic 2012, 9).29

More overtly, during 2013 and 2014, WILPF developed
and supported the Bosnia & Syria—Women Organising for
Change initiative in response to female civil society ac-
tors being excluded from the 2014 Geneva talks, which
sought peace in Syria. Because the current Secretary-
General of WILPF, Madeline Rees, had worked in Bosnia-
Herzegovina between 1997 and 2006, she already had many
connections.30 She sought to include activists from Bosnia-
Herzegovina in this transnational initiative for female pres-
ence at the peace table.31 The workshops linked to this ini-
tiative asked activists to consider the consequences of female
exclusion at Dayton. For instance, Bosnian activists hosted
Syrian activists for a one-week workshop in February 2014, to
share experiences about female inclusion and exclusion in
peace processes (Cockburn 2014; Svedberg et al. 2014). The
aim of this meeting was to “put the Syrian experience and
Bosnian experience together” to identify the lessons learned
and ways of involving women in future peace negotiations.32

At these workshops, activists articulated connections be-
tween contemporary events and the exclusion of women
from the peace process. For instance, a July 2014 workshop
ended with activists discussing the crisis in Ukraine:

These Ukrainians have no idea what is happening to
them. They are refusing that it’s a war in their coun-
try. . . . Their towns and cities have hundreds of na-
tions, we told them that was also the case in Bosnia
and Herzegovina. God forbid something like Dayton
happens to them! . . . It is important to give them our
experience so they can learn from our pain.33

God forbid something like Dayton happens to them! This excla-
mation stresses the view of activists that their experience can
be usefully shared. Crucially, these meetings contribute to
establishing a greater coherence in narratives about the con-
sequences of female exclusion at Dayton, reminding activists
that there is still something to be done.

Across these initiatives, activists come up against a “brick
wall,” namely a lack of broader interest and engagement
with these debates outside of feminist circles, prompting
ghostly “disturbed feelings [that] cannot be put away”
(Gordon 2008, xvi). The invocation of ghosts serves a pur-
pose, by drawing our gaze to the structural conditions for
exclusion, and the effects of this exclusion. Activists invoke
the heritage of exclusion to play a role in contemporary re-
sistance. Yet, increased contemporary activism brings to the
fore ghosts. Exclusion in both the past (from the Dayton
negotiations) and present (from other peace processes and

27 Interview, Kvinna till Kvinna employee. Sarajevo, June 11, 2014.
28 Interview, Gordana Vidović, Coordinator Buducnost Modrica. Sarajevo, Oc-

tober 8, 2013.
29 The Butmir process refers to the autumn 2009 talks seeking to reform the

constitution of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Kvinna till Kvinna aims to support local civil
society actors in articulating their stances, and so this view can be said to be an
articulation of local activist voices.

30 Interview, Madeline Rees. Sarajevo, July 8, 2014.
31 Interview, Madeline Rees. Sarajevo, July 8, 2014.
32 Interview, Nela Porobić-Isaković. Sarajevo, June 19, 2014.
33 Observation, activist comment, WILPF Workshop on social and economic

rights, Hotel Sarajevo. Sarajevo, July 8, 2014.
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constitutional reform negotiations) unsettles ghosts fram-
ing narratives about gender in the Bosnian peace process.
Peace agreements can shape social and political life long af-
ter they are signed (cf. Chinkin and Paradine 2001, 168–76;
Bell 2000). But little literature looks at how the dynamics of
a peace process can endure for years (even decades) once a
peace agreement is implemented. This temporal complex-
ity of haunting, where past, present, and future intermingle,
reveals how ghosts linger productively long after the ink is
dry on the agreement.

Conclusions

If we allow apparent absence to manifest as a presence, then
we discover something meaningful at the site of the miss-
ing. Although we can generate gender knowledge by look-
ing at visible women, focusing on visibility avoids sticky ques-
tions about why the omission of women occurs and about
the enduring effects of missing women. In this case, we miss
the opportunity to think about what the apparent absence
of women does to our understanding of the Bosnian peace
process. For instance, we can see the shadows of exclusion
haunting feminist activism in the present. Or, our gaze can
be drawn toward the practices of colonial, racial, and eth-
nic masculinity that shape the outcomes of peace processes.
Following specters generates a much more intricate and re-
lational approach to studying gender, reminding us of the
complexity of inclusion and exclusion vis-à-vis the stories we
tell about, say, linear progress.

Noticing missing women affects our knowledge about
peace processes in three ways. First, we realize that to
be missing is not straightforward or simple. Observing
the omission of Tanja Ljujić-Mijatović from Holbrooke’s
memoir revealed much about the subjectivities guiding
his approach to the peace negotiations. Recognizing this
produces a different knowledge about the Bosnian peace
process—one that recognizes how the voices calling for a
multiethnic Bosnia-Herzegovina were quashed (although
see Campbell 1998, 115–64). The missing potentially hold
the information we need to move toward change (Doubiago
2016, 244). Narratives about missing women can manifest as
a transformative presence. In this regard, haunting is cru-
cial to social and political change because of its ability to
allow us to see what we do not expect to see. This opens the
possibility for transforming the processes and practices of
international politics.

Second, following ghosts adds to our understanding
of the relationships between temporality, knowledge, and
change. Ghosts allow us to occupy the past, present, and fu-
ture at the same time. Specters from the past emerge in our
present, and crucially, “gesture towards a still unformulated
future” (Davis 2005, 379). Activism is shaped by a complex
temporality of past, present, and future (McLeod 2013, 177;
2016, 24–5, 150), and so it should hardly surprise us that
the specter of female exclusion from the peace process of
the 1990s haunts contemporary feminist campaigns for elite
political transformation.

However, the appearance of a ghost when there is some-
thing to be done prompts us to reconsider the temporal re-
lationship between knowledge and transformation. We of-
ten assume that if we learn about something, or recall an
event (perhaps even reshaping it to support particular con-
figurations of political community), then that knowledge
will lead us to transformation. Ghosts, and how they ap-
pear, imply that this analysis may well be too simplistic. The
disturbance of ghosts does not point to a revised narrative

of the past, but rather the invocation of a past to make
demands for the present and future. The past is reconsid-
ered as activists face a “brick wall” that blocks their efforts
for change, which is a “form of practical labor, lead[ing] to
knowledge” (Ahmed 2012, 173). That is, attempts to change
in the present, meeting friction or resistance, can also gen-
erate knowledge about the past, via bringing ghosts to the
fore.

Third, following specters matters for how we make sense
of peace processes. If we only explore peace processes where
female bodies are visible, or seek to make female bodies
visible, then this constrains our investigation to a narrow
set of cases. To break this cycle, we need to go beyond the
claim that there were no women present, and undertake a
sustained consideration of missing women to realize what
“work” absence does. It is not enough to say that women
were not present. Rather, we need to ask why, and with what
implications. When something is “missing,” it matters how
it is missing. Merely noting that no, or only a few, women
were present serves to obscure the range and complexity
of “missing” that sustains patriarchal practices within peace
processes, negotiations, and agreements. With further re-
search we could extend this query to look at the effects of
marginalizing other social categories—including people of
color, subalterns, and those with disabilities—from peace
processes. Such research would highlight the consequences
of excluding groups that we currently do not deliberately
reach out to include.

Ghosts are disturbing to the study of international pol-
itics. Following ghosts prompts fresh lines of questioning
about visibility and temporality, and the attendant implica-
tions of this for our knowledge about international politics.
Ghosts make the world more complicated; their appearance
reminds us of the violence of modern political and social
life. Ghosts allow us to generate knowledge that we currently
consider to be missing or unknowable. By paying attention
to female ghosts, we are reminded of the epistemic violence
at work, as well as how female exclusion can haunt us for
years, even decades, after the peace process is finalized. This
is a reminder that it matters—for a long time—when we are
not attentive to gender inclusion. Following female ghosts
shows us that missing women shape peace processes even
when we fail to see it, reminding us that gender plays a per-
vasive role in global politics. Let us allow ghosts to disturb
us: they might surprise us.
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by Čaušević Jasmina, 109–48. Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina: Sara-
jevski Otvoreni Centar.

AHARONI, SARAI. 2011. “Gender and “Peace Work”: An Unofficial History of
Israeli-Palestine Peace Negotiations.” Politics & Gender 7 (3): 391–416.

AHMED, SARA. 2012. On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life.
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

ALBRIGHT, MADELINE. 2013. Madam Secretary: A Memoir. New York: Harper
Perennial.

ANDERLINI, SANAM NARAGHI. 2007. Women Building Peace: What They Do, Why It
Matters. London: Lynne Rienner.

ANDERSON, MIRIAM. 2016. Windows of Opportunity: How Women Seize Peace Nego-
tiations for Political Change. New York: Oxford University Press.

AROUSSI, SAHLA. 2015. Women, Peace and Security: Repositioning Gender in Peace
Agreements. Antwerp, Belgium: Intersentia publishers.

AUCHTER, JESSICA. 2012. “Ghostly Politics: Statecraft, Monumentalization, and
a Logic of Haunting.” (PhD Dissertation, Arizona State University,
2012).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isq/article-abstract/63/3/668/5519527 by guest on 03 June 2020



678 LAURA MCLEOD

BAKER, CATHERINE. 2012. “Opening the Black Box: Oral Histories of How
Soldiers and Civilians Learned to Translate and Interpret Dur-
ing Peace Support Operations in Bosnia-Herzegovina.” Oral His-
tory Forum d’histoire orale 32: 1–27. http://www.oralhistoryforum.ca/
index.php/ohf/article/view/433.

BANHAM, CYNTHIA. 2006. “Leading Ladies Alliance.” Sydney Morning Herald,
February 28. http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/leading-ladies-
alliance/2006/02/27/1141020023663.html?page=fullpage
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DRAKULIĆ, SLAVENKA. 2004. They Would Never Hurt A Fly: War Criminals on Trial
in the Hague. London: Abacus.

DUNCANSON, CLAIRE. 2009. “Forces for Good? Narratives of Military Masculin-
ity in Peacekeeping Operations.” International Feminist Journal of Politics
11 (1): 63–80.

EDKINS, JENNY. 2003. Trauma and the Memory of Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

ELLERBY, KARA. 2013. “(En)gendered Security? The Complexities of Women’s
Inclusion in Peace Processes.” International Interactions: Empirical and
Theoretical Research in International Relations 39 (4): 435–60.

———. 2016. “A Seat at the Table Is Not Enough: Understanding Women’s
Substantive Representation in Peace Processes.” Peacebuilding 4 (2):
136–50.

ELSHTAIN, JEAN BETHKE. 1995. Women and War. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

ENLOE, CYNTHIA. 2014. Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of
International Politics. Berkeley: University of California Press.

FEARON, KATE. 1999. Women’s Work: A Story of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coali-
tion. Belfast, UK: Blackstaff Press Ltd.

GENERAL ASSEMBLY RESOLUTION 65/283. 2011. “Strengthening the Role of
Mediation in the Peaceful Settlement of Disputes, Conflict Pre-
vention and Resolution.” July 28, 2011. Accessed November 23,
2016. http://peacemaker.un.org/sites/peacemaker.un.org/files/
GARes_StrengtheningTheRoleOfMediation_ARES65283(english)_1.
pdf.

GENTRY, CARON E., AND LAURA SJOBERG. 2015. Beyond Mothers, Monsters, Whores:
Thinking about Women’s Violence in Global Politics. London: Zed Books.

GORDON, AVERY F. 2008. Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagina-
tion. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

———. 2011. “Some Thoughts on Haunting and Futurity.” Border-
lands 10 (2). Ejournal. Accessed November 23, 2016. http://www.
borderlands.net.au/vol10no2_2011/gordon_thoughts.pdf.

GOW, JAMES. 1997. Triumph of the Lack of Will: International Diplomacy and the
Yugoslav War. London: Hurst & Co.

GREBÄCK, KERSTIN, AND EVA ZILLÉN. 2003. “Peace Agreements as a Means for
Promoting Gender Equality and Ensuring Participation of Women.”
United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women, Expert
Group Meeting November 10–13, 2003, Ottawa, Canada.

GUTMAN, ROY. 1994. “Forward.” In Mass Rape: The War against Women in
Bosnia-Herzegovina, edited by Alexander Stiglmayer, ix–xiii. Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press.

HANSEN, LENE. 2006. Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War.
London: Routledge.

HAYNES, DINA FRANCESCA., FIONNUALA NÍ AOLÁIN, AND NAOMI CAHN. 2011. “Gen-
dering Constitutional Design in Post-Conflict Societies.” William and
Mary Journal of Women and the Law 17: 509–45.

HALBWACHS, MAURICE. 1992. On Collective Memory. Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press.

HELMS, ELISSA. 2013. Innocence and Victimhood: Gender, Nation, and Women’s Ac-
tivism in Postwar Bosnia-Herzegovina. Madison: The University of Wiscon-
sin Press.

HOLBROOKE, RICHARD. 1999. To End a War. New York: Modern Library.
HUNT, SWANEE. 2004. This Was Not Our War: Bosnian Women Reclaiming the

Peace. Durham, NC, and London: Duke University Press.
ICTY. 2003. Sentencing Judgement. February 27, 3003. Accessed

June 3, 2016, http://www.icty.org/x/cases/plavsic/tjug/en/pla-
tj030227e.pdf.

JOHNSON, RACHEL. 2014. “Haunted by the Somatic Norm: South African Par-
liamentary Debates on Abortion in 1975 and 1996.” Signs: Journal of
Women and Culture in Society 39 (2): 485–508.

KAUFMAN, JOYCE P., AND KRISTEN P. WILLIAMS. 2013. Women at War, Women Build-
ing Peace: Challenging Gender Norms. Boulder, CO, and London: Kumar-
ian Press.

LITHANDER, ANNA (ed.) 2000. Engendering the Peace Process: A Gender Approach to
Dayton—and Beyond. Stockholm, Sweden: Kvinna till Kvinna.

MANNERGREN SELIMOVIC, JOHANNA. 2012. Equal Power—Lasting Peace. Stock-
holm, Sweden: Kvinna till Kvinna.

MCLEOD, LAURA. 2013. “Back to the Future: Temporality and Gender Security
Narratives in Serbia.” Security Dialogue 44 (2): 165–81.

———. 2016. Gender Politics and Security Discourse: Personal-Political Imagina-
tions and Feminism in ‘post-conflict’ Serbia. London: Routledge.
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