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Liberia and Nepal serve as exemplary cases of how donor-driven, checklist-
style peacebuilding interventions fail to ensure sustainable peace. In both 
contexts, the immediate aftermath of peace agreements was followed by 
the imposition of liberal peacebuilding elements such as disarmament, 
demobilization, and rehabilitation (DDR), without first adapting these 
frameworks to the specific local contexts. Steenbergen’s book critically 
examines these parallel cases from geographically distinct settings, focusing 
particularly on the evolution of women’s agency over the course of conflict 
and post-conflict stages.

One of the key strengths of the book lies in its methodological rigor. The 
author provides clear definitions of key concepts and honestly discusses 
the limitations inherent in her research process. For instance, the concept 
of “empowerment” is explored in detail, with the author highlighting 
how her approach to feminist peacebuilding differs from mainstream 
interpretations. The discussion of empowerment is situated within Rowlands’ 
(1997) framework, which delineates four types of power in empowerment: 
power over, power to, power within, and power with. This comprehensive 
framework is particularly useful for understanding the varied experiences 
of female combatants in both countries.

The book’s theoretical underpinnings are strengthened by a diverse range 
of interviewees, though selected through a snowball sampling method, which 
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allows for representation from a variety of social, cultural, and economic 
backgrounds, as well as differing levels of political authority. The rich 
primary data reflects this diversity.

The author is candid about her own potential biases, stemming from 
her cultural and racial identity, and actively addresses these throughout 
the chapters. The selection of interview locations was reconsidered after 
recognizing privacy concerns, demonstrating an adherence to best practices 
in sociological research.

A significant contribution of the book is its discussion of “urban bias,” 
a common issue in rehabilitation efforts. The author highlights that many 
female ex-combatants chose to settle in urban areas in search of economic 
and healthcare opportunities, only to find themselves disconnected from the 
psychological support available closer to home. The book also touches upon 
the challenge of social acceptance of these “empowered” women within 
conservative communities, raising important questions about the broader 
societal dynamics at play post-conflict.

The author argues that rehabilitation is not solely about how interventions 
shape a combatant’s life, but also about missed opportunities to design more 
effective interventions in a timely and thoughtful manner. Non-actions, or 
what the author refers to as “non-events” (p. 49), are equally significant in 
shaping peacebuilding outcomes. The author also draws on Codou Bop’s 
(2002) notion that women experience “gains” during conflict but face 
“losses” post-conflict, suggesting that the transition from war to peace can 
be particularly detrimental to women who were once empowered by their 
roles in combat.

The book is strong in its theoretical positioning but could have benefited 
from a more consistent presentation of facts across chapters. In the beginning, 
the author asserts that DDR in Nepal was limited to verified minors and 
late recruits (VMLRs) for political reasons. However, adult combatants 
were “disengaged, disarmed and rehabilitated” (6 rehabilitated, 15,624 
disengaged [voluntarily retired], and 1,422 integrated into the Nepal Army 
[Bhandari 2015]). Other chapters however correct this statement that adults 
were covered under the government package while VMLRs received the 
UN-led DDR. This inconsistency could have been addressed earlier and 
more thoroughly.  

While I acknowledge the author’s resource constraints during fieldwork 
as a PhD student, the analysis could have benefited from engaging in a 
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broader local dialogue—potentially through online discussions or more 
consultations with local experts. For example, the dynamics within the 
subgroup of female ex-combatants, particularly regarding the differential 
benefits that women with close ties to politically powerful men received 
compared to others, could have been explored in more depth. The author 
touches on this theme in the case of Liberia, where some women were able 
to manipulate power dynamics to their advantage, but this dimension remains 
underexplored in the case of Nepal.

The author argues that there was no female representation in the peace 
negotiations in Nepal. While it is true that female combatants were largely 
absent from the formal peace negotiations, it is worth noting that female 
leaders from the Maoist party did participate in earlier peace negotiations 
which, although unsuccessful, laid the groundwork for the eventual 
agreement. While the author’s claim of underrepresentation is valid, a more 
nuanced analysis of how even limited female participation affected the 
negotiation process would have added depth to the discussion.

The author also references the second round of combatant verification 
in Nepal, citing higher estimates from Human Rights Watch and Transition 
International. The book questions whether all combatants were covered 
in this verification process, but it overlooks the reasons behind the initial 
inflation and subsequent deflation of combatant figures. As is discussed in 
contemporary grey literature in Nepal, some youths were recruited into the 
rebel forces during the last ceasefire period, motivated by the belief that 
they would be integrated into the national army (and get jobs) once a peace 
agreement was reached. Incorporating such local narratives would have 
enriched the analysis. Similarly, there are other local narratives behind why 
some youths joined the Young Communist League instead of remaining in 
the rebel army. Election was impending and the rebel party wanted to make 
sure not all influential leaders join the national army. It needed some cadres 
who could be mobilized in the election process and could lead the political 
front. The book lacks the analysis of such political subtleties.

The author also suggests that female ex-combatants’ entrepreneurship 
contributed to their “empowerment” (e.g., p. 159), but it remains unclear 
whether this empowerment was a direct result of the civil war (and then the 
economic reintegration post-conflict) or if other pathways could have led 
to similar outcomes. The question of causality is thus not fully addressed 
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in this discussion, leaving room for further exploration of alternative routes 
to empowerment.

Additionally, some claims made in the book are overgeneralized, such 
as the assertion that the Maoist rebellion pressured the Nepal Army to 
recruit women. This statement oversimplifies the complex factors that 
led to increased female recruitment, overlooking the influence of Nepal’s 
participation in UN peacekeeping missions and the broader trend toward 
gender diversity within the military.

Finally, the book would have benefited from more thorough copy-
editing, as there are multiple punctuation, abbreviation, and spelling errors, 
particularly in the in-text citations where non-English authors’ names are 
incorrectly spelled, leading to duplications in the reference list (one example 
is Gauta instead of Gautam).

In conclusion, the complexities of rehabilitation and reintegration defy 
easy measurement, and there are no universal benchmarks for the success 
of post-conflict reintegration programs for female combatants. Gendered 
inequalities further complicate the post-conflict landscape. While there are 
limitations to what any single research project can achieve, it is crucial not to 
remain silent on these issues. As the author aptly quotes from Smith (1999: 
5), “research is not an innocent or distant academic exercise but an activity 
that has something at stake and that occurs in a set of political and social 
conditions.” The author has meaningfully fulfilled this epistemic imperative, 
contributing valuable insights to the field of peacebuilding.
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