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Preface

The past decade has seen a global proliferation of mass movements demanding
societal, constitutional and institutional change. These pro-democratic, peaceful
protest movements (PPMs) have arisen in response to various factors including
economic distress, systemic violence, political repression, or restrictions placed on
civil society. PPMs can become vectors of societal conflict, and experience direct and
often spontaneous confrontations between citizens and their governments that may
erupt into violence. As these clashes have grown increasingly prevalent, peacebuilding
scholars and practitioners began expanding their understanding of peace mediation,
from high-level formal processes aimed at resolving armed conflicts, to encompass
informal practices that frequently originate in grassroots movements. Often initiated
by individual ‘insider mediators’, these activities bridge gaps in state-society relations,
thereby further facilitating socio-political change.

Insider mediation in socio-political conflicts is conducted by locally-rooted individuals
who build bridges and facilitate dialogue between belligerent parties, enhancing trust,
preventing violence, advancing peaceful change, and contributing to sustaining peace.
They derive their legitimacy, credibility and influence from their closeness to the conflict
parties, thanks to personal and kinship relations, or socio-cultural proximity.

While the peacebuilding community has grown increasingly aware of the important
mediation role played by societal actors such as religious or traditional leaders, no
attention has yet been paid to the informal (and often invisible) spaces of mediation
occurring during peaceful protests. Nevertheless, social movement activists engage in
processes of informal and situated mediation - which occur during or between cycles of
protests - either between different factions within a movement, or between activists on
one hand and community members, government actors, security forces, or even armed
groups on the other. In particular, women often play prominent leadership roles in
protest movements, but may also take on less visible insider mediator roles; they build
bridges between various sets of actors, either to protect activists and mitigate violence
or to advance conflict transformation.

This report is part of a series of case studies uncovering the roles of women insider
mediators within peaceful protest movements. They examine their various roles and
attributes, and the gender norms which may facilitate or inhibit such roles, among other
limiting and supportive factors. They also reflect on strategies to sustain and leverage
these mediation roles, especially during formal dialogue and mediation processes.
Finally, they list key capacity-building and support needs faced by these women to
sustain and deepen their mediation engagements, thereby expanding the potential for
achieving peaceful change and conflict transformation.
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Each report draws on data collected through qualitative interviews with relevant
movement actors, activists, observers, as well as civil society organisations and state
authority representatives. The women interviewed and featured in the studies may not
necessarily self-identify as mediators, but are depicted as such by other activists and
observers due to their positions of trust and access to conflict protagonists, as well
as the positive outcomes of their interventions. In the spirit of participatory research,
the reports are authored by local scholars who had trusted access to the respective
movements, either as activists themselves or as close allies and sympathetic observers.

These studies will hopefully appeal to a broad readership. Readers who are experts or
interested in mediation and conflict resolution will find inspiration on ways to engage
with protest movements through internaland societal bridge-builders. Similarly, activists
and experts in the field of social movements and civil resistance will gain new insights
into the relevance of dialogue, negotiation and mediation in advancing peaceful change.

For further information on this report and the project which produced it, please contact:

Dr. Véronique Dudouet Lilian Bankiyan-Monfard
v.dudouet@berghof-foundation.org l.bankiyan-monfard@berghof-foundation.org


mailto:v.dudouet@berghof-foundation.org
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Acronyms and abbreviations

CEPAZ Centro de Justicia y Paz (Center for Justice and Peace)

CNE Consejo Nacional Electoral (National Electoral Council)

ICC International Criminal Court

MUD Mesa de la Unidad Democrdtica (Democratic Unity Roundtable)

NIMD Netherlands Institute for Multiparty Democracy

PSUV Partido Socialista Unido de Venezuela (Venezuelan United Socialist Party)
PUD Plataforma Unitaria Democrdtica (Democratic Unitary Platform)

UCAB Universidad Catélica Andrés Bello (Andrés Bello Catholic University)

1 Introduction

Over the past 20 years, Venezuela has gone through
a process of democratic backsliding, resulting
in political conflict between the governments
of Hugo Chavez (1998-2013) and now President
Nicolds Maduro, and their political opposition.
The intractability of this conflict has had dire
consequences: a complex humanitarian emergency,
nearly eight million forced migrants,' three protest
cycles (2014, 2017 and 2019) that were met with
heavy repression,> and a process of institutional
decay that led to a period between 2019 and 2022
in which parts of the international community
recognised the interim government of Juan Guaidé
rather than the de facto government of Nicolas
Maduro. Most recently, although the July 2024
presidential election was won by a landslide by
opposition unitary candidate Edmundo Gonzalez
(Alta Vista PVT Project 2024), the institutions

controlled by Maduro and the military have been
able to impose their will to remain in power.

Six negotiation processes — most of them involving
international actors — have attempted to find a
solution to the various crises and have failed.
However, the negotiation processes have acquired an
increasingly central role. As the social, humanitarian
and political crises become more acute, social actors
who were previously marginalised have acquired more
prominent roles within the pro-democracy movement
— among them, women. Moreover, for the first time in
its history, the Venezuelan opposition has a woman —
Maria Corina Machado - as its main leader. This study
stems from the need to understand the strengthened
roles of civil society and women in these negotiations
and explores the roles of women as insider mediators
within the Venezuelan pro-democracy movement.

1 This has been the second largest displacement crisis on the planet, second only to the one in Syria (ILO and UNDP 2021;

UNHCR 2023).

2 Under Maduro, almost 300 people have died in protests. When comparing the 2017 and 2019 protest cycle with the 2024 post-
electoral protests, it is evident that lethal violence has worsened incrementally. There have been 42 deaths over 4 months in 2014,
124 deaths over 4 months in 2017, 27 deaths over 11 months in 2019 and finally 25 deaths in just 3 days of protests in 2024
(Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social 2019, PROVEA 2024).
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The study seeks to describe and characterise the
role of women insider mediators, meaning those
women who build bridges within the Venezuelan
pro-democracy movement and potentially with
state actors. Insider mediation does not take place
in a vacuum. Women assume specific social and
political roles that allow them to mediate between
different actors — within political movements,
between different factions of these movements and
between state actors and political movements.s
These roles are performed at different levels of
society, from government and high-level decision-
making spaces, to grass-roots organisations.
Moreover, women may be building bridges between
actors while fulfilling roles as activists that may
overlap with, complement and promote their role
as insider mediators. Mediation in a movement
context with high divisions and low levels of trust,
as in the Venezuelan case, should be seen as a
process that involves creating or curating spaces to
build trust between the various parties, facilitating
communication between them and eventually
engaging in mediation to reach specific agreements.
For this study, 17 interviews (with 16 women and
one man) were conducted between September
and October 2023.4 Interview participants were
selected through a methodology that combined
purposive and snowball sampling, with two criteria
to ensure diversity: the level at which they do
mediation (grass-roots, mid-level organisations,
or higher-level decision-making spaces), and their
geographical location.

The report is organised as follows: Section 2
provides some background on the Venezuelan
socio-political process, the main protest cycles, the
actors’ evolution and the movement’s demands, the
main dialogue spaces created within the movement,
and the situation of women in politics, which affects
their capacity to have a role in the movement. The

Introduction N

subsequent sections address the specific roles
and mediation practices by women activists, the
gendered dynamics that shape their mediation
roles, the factors influencing their mediative
practices, and their needs for capacity-building and
support to strengthen their mediation practices.
The report then concludes with recommendations
for future programming to support women insider
mediators.

3 Women-led dialogue spaces which are more closely aligned with the government are not included in this study due to its focus

on mediation within peaceful protest movements.

4 The names and personal details of all interviewees have been pseudonymised for security reasons. Although not all
respondents expressed the need for their participation to be anonymous at the time of the interviews, we decided to anonymise all

interviews due to the increasing repression after the 2024 election.

5 With regard to the levels of intervention, five interviewees operate at the grass-roots level, seven in mid-level organisations and
five in high-level decision-making spaces. With regard to regional diversity, 10 interviewees are based in Caracas, four in local
communities within the capital, and three in other regions of the country.

11
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2 Background

For Della Porta and Diani (2006), social movements
are a distinct social process in which the actors
that take part in them are engaged in conflictual
relations with clearly identified opponents, linked
by dense informal networks, and share a distinct
collective identity. Therefore, we can conceptualise
the Venezuelan pro-democracy movement as a
network of diverse social and political actors who
have opposed the process of democratic backsliding
and autocratisation that began in the early days of
Hugo Chéavez’s presidency. This section will briefly
explain the composition of the movement, the
evolution of its demands, tactics and strategy, and
the role of women within it.

Pro-democracy
movement

Political
opposition

The figure below seeks to explain the anatomy of
the Venezuelan pro-democracy movement. The
political opposition which leads this movement
consists of political parties spanning ideologies
from right to left, each employing various theories of
change and strategies to achieve democratisation.
To strengthen itself, the political opposition draws
on its ability to mobilise millions of people through
the ballots or through street protests. This involves
the emergence of new movement dynamics,
characterised by the appearance of new grass-roots
organisations and civil society actors. This growth
of the movement requires dialogue, mediation and
negotiation between different entities within the
political opposition (formed by political parties),
between the political opposition and grass-roots
movements, and between political and social actors
within and outside Venezuela.

Venezuelan
Diaspora

Maduro
] regime

Chavismo
supporters

Figure 1: Anatomy of the Venezuelan pro-democracy movement and its counterparts
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Over the years, the movement has been led
by different entities, such as Coordinadora
Democratica® from 2002 to 2004, Mesa de la Unidad
Democritica (Democratic Unity Roundtable -
MUD)’ from 2008 to 2015, and the National Assembly
deputies elected in the 2015 legislative elections.
Between 2016 and 2022, the political leadership of
the pro-democracy movement gravitated towards
the National Assembly, and specifically the four
major opposition parties.® After several attempts
to achieve a democratic transition (e.g. through
a 2016 recall referendum which was sabotaged
by the Maduro-controlled courts, and increasing
pressure through two protest cycles combined with
international sanctions), this leadership ended its
cycle. In 2023, an important part of the opposition
agreed to hold primary elections as a method to
choose a unitary presidential candidate. Maria
Corina Machado, from the liberal political party
Vente Venezuela, won the election with 92 per
cent of the vote, with 2.3 million Venezuelans —
12 per cent of the electoral register — voting in a self-
organised election.

Although Maria Corina Machado has been the
movement’s undisputed leader since the 2023
election, there are at least five factions ranging from
radical to moderate forces within the pro-democracy
movement. On the hardliner side of the spectrum,
there is Maria Corina Machado and her coalition Soy
Venezuela. Next, there is the Plataforma Unitaria
Democritica (Democratic Unitary Platform — PUD)
which is a successor to the MUD, composed of the
main opposition political parties. Additionally,
there is a group of relatively new political parties
such as Fuerza Vecinal, Cambiemos, Alianza Del
Lapiz, Futuro and Avanzada Progresista which have
representation in the National Assembly elected in
2020 (in elections that were not recognised by the
mainstream opposition). It is important to note that
these political factions have different negotiation

Background N

mechanisms with the Maduro government: the PUD
negotiates through the mediation of Norway, while
the rest use national, ad hoc dialogue channels.

The 2014, 2017 and 2019 protest cycles are crucial to
understand the pro-democracy movement beyond
the political opposition, because they brought
along changes in the profile, actors and dynamics
of the movement. These protest cycles were the
consequence of movement actors adopting a theory
of change that sought to apply internal pressure
through mass protests and external pressure to force
international reactions to the Maduro government’s
repressive response towards protests. The following
table (see p. 14) portrays the length, magnitude and
main outcomes of these protests.

The 2014 protests were initiated by university
students and supported by only a part of the MUD.
They demanded Maduro’s resignation and were
relatively short-lived. The 2017 protest cycle was a
spontaneous, four-month national mobilisation
initiated by the opposition National Assembly
deputies and the MUD as a reaction to the regime’s
constant violation of the National Assembly’s
jurisdiction (Corrales 2023). Although initially the
aim was to restore the powers of the legislature,
it expanded later towards demanding complete
institutional and regime change. Finally, the
2019 mobilisations were initiated by the National
Assembly in support of the establishment of an
‘interim government’ led by its President Juan
Guaid6. The 2014 and 2019 protest cycles both
happened after presidential elections that were
either contested (as in 2013) or deemed fraudulent
by the opposition and by international standards
(in 2018). In the 2017 mobilisation cycle, the
protests started as a reaction to the worsening
economic situation characterised by scarcity and
hyperinflation, and to the regime’s decision to delay

6 During the first years of the Chavez government, Coordinadora Democrdtica was the alliance of the main opposition actors,
which were business groups such as Fedecamaras, trade unions such as the Venezuela Workers Confederation, the media, and the
Church, with the political parties taking a secondary role because the two-party system had just collapsed (Cannon 2016).

7 Emerging as the electoral coordination body of the main opposition parties, the MUD won the majority of seats in the National

Assembly in the 2015 legislative elections.

8 The “G4” consists of Accion Democrdtica, Un Nuevo Tiempo (centre-left), Voluntad Popular (centre-left) and Primero Justicia

(centre-right).
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2014 2017 2019
Approximate number of 800,000 2,000,000 1,500,000
protesters
States affected by protests 16 22 23
Number of protest events 3,671 6,769 6,211
Arbitrary detentions 3,127 5,051 956
Deaths of protesters 42 124 67

Table 2: Protest cycles of the Venezuelan pro-democracy movement during the Maduro era’®

and ultimately halt the recall referendum initiative
on Maduro’s presidency (PROVEA 2018b).™°

Although this study was conducted in 2023, it
should be noted that 2024 has seen a new wave of
mass protests following the presidential election
on 28 July. These protests were self-organised and
spontaneous, erupting the following day, between
the announcement of fraudulent electoral results
by the National Electoral Council (CNE) during
the night of the election and the announcement
of Maria Corina Machado’s actual election victory
the following night (AP News 2024). One week after
the election, between 130 and 210 protests had
occurred in 20 out of 23 states, resulting in 25 deaths
and hundreds of people detained (PROVEA 2024).

Throughout these junctures, dialogue spaces
within the opposition coalition have emerged
to address different kinds of tensions relating to
negotiations with the government, the pertinence
of participating in elections, and the complex

humanitarian emergency and its effects on
Venezuelan society, among other divisive and
strategic issues. However, these spaces are informal
in nature. Relevant groups in this regard are Foro
Civico — a platform of 690 social organisations and
194 civil society leaders founded in 2021 that defines
itself as a “diverse, plural and inclusive space that
seeks the re-institutionalisation of the country”
(Efecto Cocuyo 2023). Having participated in direct
public talks with Maduro in April 2022, the group
advocates for a negotiated solution to the political
conflictin Venezuela. Anotherimportant groupisthe
Venezuelan human rights movement, an informal
network of more than 100 organisations represented
in every state of the country and which has held a
yearly meeting since 2015 (Codhez 2022). Another
relevant nationwide civil society organisation
(CSO) is Creemos Alianza Ciudadana, a “platform
for civic articulation that was born as an initiative
of ... Andrés Bello Catholic University,"* with the
purpose of inviting leaders and organisations from
civil society to recognise, articulate, unite efforts

9 Sources: Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social (2019); La Gran Aldea (2020); PROVEA (2018a); Issuu (2014).

10 Itis worth noting that in December 2020, the Office of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court (ICC) stated that based
on acts of violence committed since April 2017, the ICC had reasonable grounds to believe that crimes against humanity had been

committed by state authorities in Venezuela (Dib and Woo 2023).

11 Andrés Bello Catholic University (UCAB) is one of Venezuela’s leading private universities and has always been a hub for
independent political thought and activism. José Virtuoso, who was its President from 2010 until his death in 2022, was one of the
founders in 2018 of the Frente Amplio Venezuela Libre, an opposition coalition of political parties and civil society organisations.

(=Y
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and plan activities to strengthen democracy” (Sobre
Creemos 2023). It currently comprises more than
350 CSOs, more than 17,000 people and 10 regional
entities (POLITIKAUCAB 2023). The diversity and
complexity of these civic networks require different
kinds of actors to create trust, articulate and
mediate between them so that they coordinate their
strategies and objectives effectively.

With regard to women’s roles, it should be noted
that women have not been visibly significant in
driving the various protest cycles, especially those
spearheaded by political parties. For instance,
the 2017 and 2019 protests were led mostly by
opposition National Assembly deputies who were
elected in the 2015 elections. Out of 167 deputies,
only 32 were women and 24 of these were part of the
opposition (Brandler 2021). In the 2023 municipal
and regional elections, the proportion of women
candidates never surpassed 15 per cent. Although
the CNE has passed resolutions to promote gender
parity in elections, these measures have been
sparsely implemented. There are no laws to promote
gender parity; instead, this is addressed on an ad
hoc basis during specific electoral moments (Red
Electoral Ciudadana 2023). Consequently, there
is no incentive for political parties to change their
hierarchical structures. Women are often relegated
to traditional roles at the base of their organisations,
handling organisational and logistical matters,
which makes it very difficult for them to reach
positions of true decision-making authority.
Similarly, women hold subordinate positions in
formal negotiation processes. For instance, out of
nine members of the government’s delegation for
the Barbados Agreement signed in October 2023,
four were women, while in the Unitary Platform
(PUD) there were two women out of eight members.

Background N

However, the 2024 presidential cycle has seen the
rise to prominence of many women political leaders,
such as Maria Corina Machado, but also Delsa
Solorzano (who was a candidate in the opposition
primaries and is the leader of the political party
Encuentro Ciudadano), Maria Beatriz Martinez
(president of Primero Justicia), Paola Bautista
de Aleman (from the same party), and Adriana
Pichardo (from Voluntad Popular). It remains to be
seen whether this will be translated into a more
prominent role for women in the formal negotiation
process.
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3 Women’s mediation practices

Four distinct but overlapping categories of
mediation practices emerged through the analysis
of the interviews, namely: community mediation,
violence de-escalation, capacity-building and
invisible facilitation. It is important to acknowledge
that most of the interviewed women did not
identify themselves as formal or even informal
mediators, as they were unfamiliar with the term.
We did not specifically seek out women who already
identified as (insider) mediators because many
were unaware of mediation as a distinct practice.
Instead, interviewees were selected based on their
roles as activists and peacebuilders. Moreover, the
four categories identified here primarily pertain
to informal mediation roles, as this is the most
common type of mediation women engage in, even
for those who participate in high-level negotiations.

3.1 Community mediation

Of the 16 women interviewed, four fit into
the category of community mediators. These
women mediate between various actors in their
communities, such as between CSOs and political
parties, between Chavismo™ and people with
other political affiliations, or between community
members and gangs. Two of the women used to
be members of the government party, the Partido
Socialista Unido de Venezuela (Venezuelan United
Socialist Party - PSUV) and engaged in mediation
from those positions. The other two are civil society
leaders primarily engaged in local-level work.

One of these four is Teresa, a community leader
from a barrio in Caracas, one of the largest and most
violent barrios in Venezuela and Latin America.

She identifies as a nonviolent activist, a role she
performed and learned about in the 2017 and
2019 protest cycles and through her participation
in nonviolent action training programmes. She
began her community work in 2010 while visiting
her mother, when she saw a giant garbage dump
that had been there for more than 40 years. Then
and there, Teresa initiated interventions in her
own community in which she grabbed a broom
and started to clean up public spaces, gradually
encouraging men, women and children from the
community to join her. After getting rid of the
trash, she built alliances with local, national and
international artists who produced graffiti and
other artistic interventions that increased the value
of public space in her community. This has since
become one of the key tactics of her organisation,
a collective that promotes civic values and social
cohesion through artistic interventions:

We love to invite people from the community councils
that are part of a political party structure but they
are from the barrio ... Sometimes they forget that the
barrio is also theirs, that the street that we clean is
where they walk, that the school that we painted is
where their children study ... When someone attacks
us verbally, | tell them to sweep; | tell everyone, come
along and sweep here; no one is going to fight.'s

When describing her role in the movement today,
Teresa states that she engages at the local level,
but “the civic movements that were born during
the protests transformed into local community
action ... We stopped focusing on the protest itself
or on the space of power, in the ‘going to Miraflores’
format* and instead we began to focus on our own
spaces.” In this sense, although she is a mediator

12 Chavismo is a left-populist political ideology and movement held together by the supporters of its leader, Hugo Chavez, a
Venezuelan politician and military leader who held the presidency of Venezuela from 1998 until his death in 2013. Chavismo is
characterised by a populist, nationalistic, anti-imperialistic and socialist rhetoric and symbolism (Smilde 2021).

13 Interview with Teresa (pseudonym) on 23 September 2023 in Caracas.

14 Miraflores is the headquarters of Venezuela’s executive branch of government.
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Murals and urban art in Caracas, the Venezuelan capital. Photo © PICTURE ALLIANCE / AA | Pedro Rances Mattey

in her community, Teresa also acts as a bridge
between local and national dynamics. An example
of this is Teresa’s mediation between the National
Commission that organised the 2023 presidential
primaries and her community: when the National
Commission changed her community’s voting centre
to an inaccessible location, she used her contacts to
ensure that the voting centre was switched back to
the original place.

3.2 Violence de-escalation

Four of the 16 women interviewed for this study
have been engaged in violence de-escalation;
in two cases, this overlapped with the roles of
community mediator and invisible facilitator. Their
experience is marked by intervening in situations
involving physical violence among various actors.
In two instances, interviewees recounted how
an important part of their activism during the
2017 protests was engaging in dialogue with
young, violent protesters. The other two women
successfully negotiated agreements between
violent gangs in their communities.

One such woman is Diana,® a social worker at Fe y
Alegria - an international organisation promoting
educational opportunities for society’s most
disadvantaged communities, based in the barrio of
Caricuao. There, a long-standing territorial dispute
between gangs had led to years of gun violence

15 Interview with Diana (pseudonym) on 12 October 2023 in Caracas.
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affecting many residents. Despite her non-partisan
stance and criticism of political figures on both sides,
Diana aligns with the pro-democracy movement
due to her affiliation with UCAB and because
she identifies herself with specific opposition
leaders with political aspirations, who often seek
her advice precisely because of her community
and peacebuilding work. With the guidance of
a Jesuit, Diana helped broker deals between the
rival gangs. She recounted a pivotal moment in her
engagement when she realised that the mothers of
the gang members were as important to achieving
peace as the gang members themselves. She
convened meetings of the mothers and initiated
the development of the Caricuao Agreements. One
reason for her ability to develop a rapport with
gang members was their recognition of her long-
standing community engagement. Over the years,
this included finding a plot of land, cleaning up a
landfill and building a community centre with a
kindergarten, a chapel and after-school tutoring.

3.3 Capacity-building

The third practice identified pertains to the creation
of capacity-building spaces in which diverse
movement actors can develop trust towards each
other and enhance their dialogue skills. All five
women engaged in this work are also active in other
categories, as invisible facilitators or community
mediators.

The case of Patricia shows how capacity-building
spaces can become spaces in which conflict is
mediated. She is the founder and director of an
organisation created in 2020 with the objective
of promoting gender equality and empowerment
for Venezuelan women in their spaces for action.
As a feminist and a member of an opposition
political party, Patricia felt the need to create a
safe space for women to learn about their rights
while also strengthening their skills as leaders. In
the following quote, Patricia explains her role as a
mediator and how the capacity-building space that

she curates has become a safe space for women
from diverse backgrounds:

| mediate ... among feminist organisations. For
example, they tell me, ‘The people of Tinta Violeta
are Chavistas.” And | say: but they defend the same
thing that you defend. ‘But feminist organisations
only talk to each other.” And | tell them: ‘And how
can they listen to you if you don’t come closer?’
‘Politics doesn’t help.” And I tell them: how will your
proposals have an impact if you don’t have alliances
in the political parties and with female politicians 76

For Patricia, there is always a need for conflict
resolution and agenda-setting spaces for feminist
and women’s rights leaders. But gathering people
together for the purpose of agreeing on a specific
agenda or solving a conflict puts too much pressure
on participants. However, education, capacity-
building and training can be a good ‘excuse’ for
them to develop a rapport and get to know each
other on a basic level. Before joining the workshops,
participants sign a letter of commitment that
establishes that there must be respect for all
people, there must be recognition of diversity and
a language that considers and respects the other
person.

The interview with Xenaida,” an indigenous
community leader in the Autana municipality
of Amazonas State, also sheds light on how
capacity-building spaces become spaces for
conflict resolution. Xenaida describes herself
as a community leader in training, who aims to
replicate what she learned in the negotiation,
mediation and dialogue training sessions she took
with the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
and a Caracas-based organisation that works on
training women in dialogue and peacebuilding.
After working with the opposition governor of her
state, she distanced herself from political party
activism in the last few years and transitioned
into community-based work. For example, in
2023 Xenaida helped organise a workshop with
indigenous women. One of the trainees was a

16 Interview with Patricia (pseudonym) on 20 September 2023 in Caracas.

17 Online interview with Xenaida (pseudonym) on 16 October 2023.
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teacher and community leader who used to lead
protests that often became violent. The protests
sought to keep soldiers from unlawfully seizing the
product that the indigenous communities wanted
to commercialise, alleging that they were hiding
drugs. Thanks to her participation in Xenaida’s
workshop, this activist and other members of her
community started using nonviolent tactics. Such
engagement combines community mediation with
capacity-building because — like Teresa — her local
organising work allows her to change the behaviour
of actors in her community.

3.4 Invisible facilitation

A majority of the women interviewed, 12 out of 17,
also qualify as invisible facilitators due to their
ability to foster encounters between diverse actors
in a discreet, behind-the-scenes manner, enabling
them to navigate various opposition arenas easily.
Six of these women also engage in elite-level,
formal negotiation processes.

For example, Carla works as a local coordinator
for an
researching policy solutions for conflict-affected
states to negotiate effective transitions out of war,
crisis or authoritarianism. Carla’s responsibilities
include building rapport and convening experts
and politicians to formulate proposals on complex
and contentious issues such as sanctions and the
management of frozen assets. This process requires
extensive listening to identify shared ideas that
work for all parties.

international think tank dedicated to

In order to understand, the listening process is very
long, especially on the issue of sanctions. So you
Start to test ideas ... to plant an idea in people’s
heads and add some water to the plant. After a few
conversations | keep adding elements and at some
point, | gather them in workshops and launch a
series of events where | socialise the ideas that have
come together.*®

Women’s mediation practices Hll

Although Carla conducts these conversations from a
formal position within her organisation, the process
itself is informal and the proposals developed from
these conversations are kept confidential. In 2019,
the think tank presented a set of recommendations
to formal negotiators and mediators. Thus, while
Carla’s mediation has been informal, it operated at
the elite level of negotiations. Carla also explained
her approach with more ‘radical’ opposition actors,
who were resistant to negotiation: instead of
trying to convince them of a particular approach,
she provided opportunities for them to learn
about experiences of transitions and negotiation
processes in other contexts.

Another case of invisible facilitation is that of
Andrea,” a civil society leader from Barinas State,
who gotinvolvedin political activism duetoherson’s
participation in the 2017 protests. Through various
initiatives such as Creemos Alianza Ciudadana,
Andrea has become a trainer in nonviolent action
and peacebuilding. She recounts how she mediated
a conflict between two individuals appointed
as electoral advisers by her Regional Primary
Commission. Although she was not a formal
member of the Commission, she was approached
to solve the conflict by providing technical advice
on appropriate appointment procedures. This is
an example of mediation between political parties
using the ‘go-between’ method because she had
already established a working relationship with
the commission members and was trusted by the
parties who sought their advice during the meeting.

18 Online interview with Carla (pseudonym) on 8 October 2023.

19 Online interview with Andrea (pseudonym) on 7 October 2023.
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4 Gendered dynamics

The interviews brought to light recurrent gender
dynamics that shape the mediation roles described
above. This section presents the three main trends
identified: social and thematic stratification;
cultivation of relationships; and maternal role.

4.1 Social and thematic stratification

The interviews revealed a consistent pattern:
women often take on mediation and negotiation
roles that are less visible or more informal than
those of men, reflecting their lower status in the
social hierarchy. Additionally, the topics on which
they intervene tend to be those traditionally
reserved for women, such as less contentious or less
political issues. The more political and contentious
the issue, the less likely women are to participate.
This gender dynamic significantly shapes the
practices of community mediation and invisible
facilitation. Carla, who, as mentioned earlier, has
been involved through discreet channels in high-
level negotiations in Venezuela since 2018, talked
about her experience as a woman:

Some actors and stakeholders don’t really like a
woman being involved; they feel it is a conversation
for men and it is hard to penetrate that culture. My
approach is to put my associate (a male colleague)
... to work on areas where | feel | am not going to be
heard.?°

Carla’s mediation role is more invisible because
the gender dynamic requires her to put her male
colleague (rather than herself) at the forefront of
certain conversations. In the case of community
mediation, Teresa feels that the gender dynamics
favour her:

| feel that ... the doors open everywhere, first
because | am a woman and | am a woman leader of
a neighbourhood who is not doing just any kind of
leadership thing, but rather we are creating a social
fabric for many people, not only in Venezuela, not
only in the neighbourhood, but with people outside
the country.?*

Teresa’s leadership extends beyond the barrio,
unlike most community leaders who remain within
their community sphere. This distinctive quality
grants her access to valuable opportunities, which
is why she does not feel discriminated against as a
woman.

Andrea, on the other hand, reflected on the
difficulties of involving young women in political
leadership:

We have been trying to find young women in these
roles and it is difficult. They do not like it; it doesn't
attract their attention. In social and charitable
activities, women are the most involved. But when
we tried to facilitate the workshops on electoral
participation, for example, there were only three
girls who dared to apply.??

4.2 Cultivation of relationships

Several women spoke about their capacity to
maintain healthy relationships with their networks
over time and to build a strong network of allies
and connections as a way to compensate for gender
inequality and sustain their mediation work. This
gender dynamic is especially linked to the invisible
facilitation role.

20 Interview with Carla (see above).
21 Interview with Teresa (see above).
22 Interview with Carla (see above).
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Berenice is a philologist and entrepreneur who has
been involved in several negotiation processes in
Venezuela at the elite level. In the early days of the
Chavez government, she participated as a formal
negotiator, while lately she became involved in
backchannel talks between the Church, the Maduro
government and the opposition. Recognising the
rare presence of women at this level, she mentioned
that the basis of her reputation is her capacity to
create trust, her wide international network and
her interpersonal skills:

This is a machista country. But once you have an
image and a reputation, you can impose your
ideas. ... The true mediator identifies the need of
the moment and the circumstances of the country
and the person. Then you identify the person who
can help you ensure that the need is fulfilled. You
identify the messenger ... But you also really need to
look at the way you treat people: people will never
forget how you treated them in a specific moment,
and that pays off.?3

Gabriela* plays a crucial role within the informal
network of the Venezuelan human rights movement.
Having previously worked with an international
NGO, she has utilised her established relationships
effectively in her current role as an NGO director
dedicated to promoting participation,
monitoring electoral processes and promoting
independent journalism. When asked about her
skills, she responded as follows: “I would highlight
my ability to coordinate. I am gregarious by nature.
I break with the traditional. I can be hard too but I
am also able to use that more feminine side to be
able to enter [a space].” The balance of femininity,
formality and affect suggests a disciplined
approach in which these elements are combined
in order to cultivate informal dialogue spaces and
sustain relationships as part of Gabriela’s invisible
facilitation work.

civic

Gendered dynamics I

4.3 Maternal role

An important gender dynamic that helps explain
the roles of community mediators and violence
de-escalators is the stereotypical role of women
as mothers and caregivers. Many interviewees,
particularly those working within communities,
cited their roles as mothers as both motivating and
facilitating their community roles. Geraldine, an
opposition party member and community leader
from La Vega, described it as follows:

I think that because we have kids, we are motivated
for everything. The mother is the one who wants a
better community, no drugs, who is distressed if a
child goes hungry and who wants their child to go
to school ... And this gives you the strength to carry
on. *

For Diana from Caricuao, previously mentioned
for facilitating a peacebuilding process between
violent gangs, being a mother is a source of respect
in the barrio: “Although some people say that
values have been lost, I think that there is respect
for women. It makes things easier when men have
the education they need to respect [us as] women
and mothers ... I think in Venezuela there is more
prejudice against women from barrios than just for
being women.”? She also mentioned that being a
woman gave her a more neutral role. A man would
not have been accepted as mediator between the
gangs. So Diana leveraged on her role as a mother
to establish herself as a mediator.

Finally, Andrea, the civil society leader from Barinas
who practises invisible facilitation, got involved in
political activism because of her desire to protect
her son when he decided to participate in the 2017
protests.

So I said: ‘I'll let you do it, but you must allow me
to take care of you and guide you.’ And that’s when
we found a group of stray boys who were protesting.

23 Interview with Berenice (pseudonym) on 19 October 2023 in Caracas.

24 Interview with Gabriela (pseudonym) on 12 October 2023 in Caracas.

25 Interview with Geraldine (pseudonym) on 6 October 2023 in Caracas.

26 Interview with Diana (see above).
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They liked to take a lot of risks, they were disorderly,
no one protected them, they did not have a plan.
| started to talk to the boys. | felt that | started
having some credibility and impact on them, and
they began to change their way of doing things
and allowed themselves to be guided. That's when
| connected with a professor who had been studying
nonviolent action for 15 years. She ran a workshop
for us ... and we managed to carry out planned and
orderly nonviolent actions. We did not allow the
protest to be infiltrated by armed groups from the
neighbourhoods.?”

The story speaks for itself. Mediating within her
community, Andrea de-escalated many tense or
violent situations during the protests in Barinas.

Nonviolent action by the families of victims of extrajudicial killings. Photo © PICTURE ALLIANCE / NurPhoto | Roman Comacho

27 Online interview with Andrea (see above).
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5 Factors influencing women’s

mediation roles

This section delves into the factors that have
helped or hindered insider mediation work for the
women featured in this study. Throughout their
life histories, some factors helped them become
peacebuilders, while others obstructed the roles
they assumed.

5.1 Hindering factors

Political culture: Polarisation and structural
hierarchy

While it may appear self-evident, political
polarisation does indeed pose specific
challenges to the sustainability of mediation
and collaboration spaces. Antonio, national
coordinator for a European NGO with offices in
Venezuela, points out that polarisation during
the 2024-2025 electoral cycle could jeopardise
the sustainability of a space the organisation
has been fostering to unite men and women
around a shared agenda for women’s rights and
gender equality. Moreover, women politicians
mentioned instances when male leaders
attempted to prevent them from meeting women
from other political parties. Josefina referred to
an initiative she organises in her state of Barinas
to bring together women from different political
parties and build trust between them:

In the opposition, we face a very bad problem of
fragmentation. The groups did not speak to each
other and failed to collaborate. So | tried to build
spaces for the most hardliners to the more moderate
opposition groups to meet. | did it so that once the

primary process?® was over, there was already a
foundation of trust among people who would need
to work together ... It has been a bit of a bumpy
ride because ... when you start to convene women
of different tendencies, the male leaders who make
decisions and manage the money do not like the idea
... So some of the women have been reprimanded for
meeting outside of party lines with other women.

Economic and financial dependency

All the women who mentioned their lack of
economic and financial autonomy belong to
political parties and hold relatively high and
established positions within their parties. For
example, Josefina — former congresswoman and
political prisoner, and member of an opposition
party — cited the funding of political parties as a
barrier to gender equality and the advancement
of women with peacebuilding agendas: “Many
resources for strengthening political parties
come from international cooperation. There
is a contradiction because the international
community wants women to be in positions of
power but gives money to men.”3°

Maria, an opposition politician and civil servant,
also highlighted the lack of financial autonomy
as a hindrance to women’s effectiveness in
negotiation processes:

If you depend economically on your boss, telling
your boss that he is wrong, that he is not considering
something is very hard, because it could cost you
your salary. And if you are not paid, how do you
finance your politics? Who pays for the posters,

28 This refers to the opposition primary elections that took place on 23 October 2023. They were organised without the assistance
of the CNE, so a high level of grass-roots coordination was required to hold the elections.

29 Interview with Antonio (pseudonym) on 24 October 2023 in Caracas.

30 Online interview with Josefina (pseudonym) on 8 October 2023.
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etc.? If your boss is the one who goes to the big
negotiating table where it gets decided if you are
the candidate or if you go to the negotiating table
with the government, how do you tell him, ‘hey, the
negotiation scheme is wrong, you are not taking
this into account’ ... That economic dependence kills
the participation of any woman at any table.3*

Unsustainable mediation and collaboration
spaces

While capacity-building training can create
spaces for respectful dialogue, Liliana* -
founder of an organisation that promotes
dialogue and peacebuilding skills for women -
mentioned that maintaining these spaces after
the trainings, e.g. through WhatsApp groups,
is very time- and resource-intensive after the
training ends. In the case of initiatives led by
INGOs, Antonio noted the unpredictability of
resources needed to sustain the spaces of
collaboration promoted by his organisation:

| am very open to the idea of things happening
beyond what we do. | wish it would happen but, in
the end, [the participants] are the ones who need
to determine this. The resources can be cut at any
moment. So at least they met, sat and reached some
kind of clear agreement. | really wish we could keep
generating that space.

Another element that hinders the sustainability
of mediation spaces is the difficulty of dealing
with growth crises in which these networks of
organisations start becoming more complex and
in need of decision-making processes as well as
accountability mechanisms. Gabriela talks about a
group in which very diverse people collaborate on
pro-democracy efforts:

They lost their path; a moment came in which they
had a growth crisis that was not approached in the
proper way. And the effort we made was lost. So now

I think it is more of a lobby group with political elites.
The interesting thing about ... these experiences is
that they start with great force and momentum, they
bring together many people, but they are diluted
over time or they do not know how to face growth
crises.’

5.2 Supporting factors

Strong sense of empowerment and agency

All the interviewed women share a deep
confidence and conviction in their democratic
values and beliefs. The meaning they derive
from their work is the main element that keeps
them resilient. In the following excerpt, Blanca -
one of the leaders of Foro Civico — responds
to criticism for engaging with the Maduro
government:

My reason for being an activist is precisely that | do
not share the practices of those in power. | do not
share them because they are abusive and violate
human rights. So | am willing to understand that
a conflict transformation process requires entering
grey areas without forgetting one’s principles and
values. | join these processes to improve practices,
never to support those practices.*

Bridge-building

Seven of the interviewed women shared the
experience of having to mediate, negotiate or
coexist with Chavismo in its early years as part
of their professional and political trajectories as
insider mediators. For these women, brokering
dealsandfindingcommon ground with Chavistas
was not a new concept. They had already
practised these skills earlier in their careers,
before peacebuilding and negotiation became
more mainstream practices in Venezuela.

31 Interview with Maria (pseudonym) on 27 September 2023 in Caracas.

32 Interview with Liliana (pseudonym) on 26 September 2023 in Caracas.

33 Interview with Liliana (pseudonym) on 26 September 2023 in Caracas.

34 Interview with Gabriela (see above).

35 Interview with Blanca (pseudonym) on 11 October 2023 in Caracas.
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Maria is an example of this. As part of an
opposition political party, she had to take partin
high-level negotiations between the opposition
and the Maduro government to attain this
position. Maria recounts her experience working
as a civil servant:

There were political levels that decided things,
but what the average officials wanted was to do
their job. | met incredible people from the other
sector, extremely efficient, brilliant, although with
a different ideology than mine. And we had very
respectful relationships. | remember one single
person who tried to tell me some propaganda. And
| told him, ‘Look, | have been to Havana twice and |
know very well what it is like to live there.’ ... That
experience brought me closer to understanding their
historical project, its goals and objectives. They are
ideologically different from me, but conceptually, at
least, | understand them.3¢

Nelly’sexperiencedealingwithaChavistacommunal
councilinthe early days of her political careertaught
her some lessons that are useful in her current role
as part of the PUD delegation to the high-level
negotiations. In 2006, she opposed a government
plan to rezone and build new homes in her middle-
class neighbourhood. By uniting neighbours and
negotiating across political divides, she stopped
the project and maintained the area's quality
of life, despite failing to win control of the local
council. Other women shared similar experiences,
such as Patricia, who recounted her time as student
leader at the Central University of Venezuela, and
Berenice, who recalled her participation in the
2002 and 2004 national dialogues between the
opposition and the government.

Nonviolent activism

According to several profiled women, their
experience as nonviolent activists during the
protest cycles is a strong identity marker that

36 Interview with Maria (see above).
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Woman participating in a nonviolent action protest to pay homage to victims of state violence. August 30, 2017. Caracas.
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leverages their work as insider mediators. For
Teresa, Andrea and Blanca, their nonviolent
activism has an important ethical element that
allows them to have a critical, yet constructive
perspective that they are continually trying
to convey in their dialogues with others in
the movement, especially with regard to the
maintenance of nonviolent discipline and
the use of a language that sheers away from
polarisation. In this excerpt, Blanca conveys
how her identity as a nonviolent activist is
what keeps her grounded with the bases of the
movement even though she has assumed roles
in more formal negotiation spaces:

Maintaining a presence in the streets through social
engagement: this comes first because that’s where |
come from. That is my primary identity, having been
an activist involved in nonviolent protest and it is
essential to me to maintain it. Then the practice and
responsibilities that the movement gave me took

me to more formal spaces, and as | say, there is no

academic training in this; [rather, itis] empirical and
organic training that has been developed through
practice.3”

Utilising platforms

One of the commonalities among all the
women interviewed was that they do not act
as individuals, but operate from organisational
platforms that they have built, which leverage
their bridge-building and mediation. These
platforms serve as a source of resilience
and sustainability for the work of women
peacebuilders.

For Teresa, founding her own grass-roots
organisation allowed her to advance local
peacebuilding efforts at a moment in which she
feltthatthe nationaldynamics and narratives did
not allow for this kind of discourse and action.
In Berenice’s view, if women work from their

37 Interview with Blanca (see above).
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own platforms, they develop more autonomy
and are better able to show their own results
and trajectory than if they depend on men to be
recognised or allocated specific roles.

The women who create spaces of collaboration
through  capacity-building operate from
initiatives they themselves have built. Teresa
does her community mediation work through
herorganisation, which has become a brand that
she has progressively positioned as a movement
to rescue and transform public spaces.

When it comes to high-level processes, Blanca
has also coordinated her work through the
platform of her organisation, an activist
collective she created during the 2017
protests. Foro Civico emerged as a result of
her organisation’s effort to gather support for
partial and sequential agreements in search
of a political solution. Foro Civico’s main
achievement was the renewal of the CNE in
2020, which constituted a “relative opening of
the CNE to change bad practices implemented
after the 2015 legislative elections” (Trak 2022).
This change in the CNE created trust and was
pivotal for the return of virtually all opposition
political parties to the electoral arena in the
2021 regional and municipal elections.

Support and mentoring

Another important supportive factor for two
women was the role of Church members
at various levels. Diana, for example, was
empowered by Jesuit Father José Virtuoso
(‘Joseito’) to assume leadership roles as a Fe y
Alegria social worker, which in turn positioned
her to mediate between the gangs in La Quinta
and Portillo several years later.

Factors influencing women’s mediation roles N

One day, we held an assembly in La Quinta and
Joseito suddenly announced that | was going to
coordinate the Guandabano health centre. | thought
| was going to die. ‘| don’t know how to do that,’ |
said. He always did this without asking, he just put
his hand on your forehead and said ‘I’m thinking’...
And then you knew that he had already thought
about everything ... That was the first time this
happened. The second time, in 2007, they sent
me to an assembly in La Quinta. The people were
complaining; they said the community centre was
not open to the community. Joseito felt that | had to
go there. | was terrified of La Quinta because it was
very violent. ‘Diana, | know that you are going to do
a good job’ ... So | went to La Quinta as coordinator
in the area of education, sport and health.>®

Other women cited being mentored by men or
making sure they had the support of key male
figures in their communities to do their job.
Teresa, for example, mentions her mentor as
someone who encouraged her to stand up
against social discrimination:

| think it also has to do with a personality issue
of self-esteem. My brothers taught me to defend
myself. | have never felt that because | am a woman
I have less opportunity, quite the contrary, | have
been discriminated against not because | am a
woman, but because | am from a barrio ... However,
after | become a mother and changed my attitude,
my mentor, Mr D., taught me that you can live
anywhere, but you have to be respected and not feel
inferior to anyone simply because they have a Rolex
and | have no possessions of my own.3*

38 Interview with Diana (see above).
39 Interview with Teresa (see above).
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6 Strengthening women’s insider

mediator roles

The final part of this report focuses on identifying
the women insider mediators’ needs for capacity-
building and support, which the interviewees say
would help them to sustain their work.

6.1 Capacity-building needs

Several participants mentioned continuous
learning as a source of empowerment to sustain
their mediation practices. Geraldine, for example,
noted that in the early 2000s, she received training
that allowed herto grow in her role. She highlighted
that technical training, provided on a continuous
basis, is crucial to enable women to remain effective
in their work.

Practical experience, peer learning and formal
qualifications

The need for practical experience, peer
learning and formal qualifications in dialogue,
negotiation and mediation was frequently
mentioned. Participants felt more confident
in their theoretical knowledge than in their
practical skills. Patricia expressed it this way:

My capacity-building need is not just about how
to conduct dialogue or negotiate. | already have
[theoretical] knowledge on multi-level track
negotiations, soft and hard power, the difference
between dialogue, negotiation and mediation [and
soforth]. What Iwant s field experience. | believe, for
example, that the United Nations could promote an
... exercise between potential women peacebuilders

and the actors who were at the negotiating table
in Mexico ... so that these women can see, can
sense the opportunity in the current state of the
negotiation process. Everyone wants to get involved
[in the negotiations] but there is no representation
because [they are] led by the political parties. And
the role of social movements is reduced to that of a
social dialogue commission.+°

Teresa also mentioned her interest in achieving
certification as a mediator or justice of the peace# -
something that would formalise her position when
dealing with the authorities. As she explains: “We
live in a country where you need that kind of status
for things to move forward.”+

Furthermore, two interviewees highlighted the need
for peer exchange with other insider mediators.
Liliana mentioned her interest in mentoring and
peerlearningto observe dialogue processesinother
countries or for experts to provide in-depth training
in Venezuela. Josefina recounts how an exchange
programme she was involved in through the NGO
Centro de Justicia y Paz (CEPAZ) helped her change
her perspective on the conflict in Venezuela, while
acknowledging that perspectives in such contexts
are continually evolving, underscoring the need for
consistent support:

In 2016 I travelled to a leadership programme on the
Women, Peace and Security agenda and there | met
other women victims. Among them was a woman
whose son was murdered by the Taliban, and yet she
made that effort to build bridges. These women had

40 Interview with Patricia (see above).

41 Justices of the Peace (or Jueces de Paz) are mandated, according to Venezuelan legislation, to mediate in community conflicts.
They are considered part of the judicial system (Pogrebinschi 2017).

42 Interview with Teresa (see above).

43 Center for Justice and Peace is a Venezuelan NGO based in Caracas.
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been victims of much more difficult situations than
mine, right? So [it made me realise that] we cannot
live in an eternal conflict or continue in this spiral of
conflicts. As time went by, my position changed and
I thought, ‘Well, | have certain skills’. Even though |
travelled and acquired knowledge, it was something
gradual and sometimes challenging in my own
mind because sometimes | felt that it should build
bridges, but at other times the same thing made me
withdraw and retreat to my original state.+

Women’s empowerment

Although women’s empowerment may seem
like a very broad topic, many interviewees
referred to the need to implement training and
education initiatives that improve women’s
confidence in their own abilities, especially in
poor and rural communities. Josefina recounts
her experience in Barinas, where women have
specific training needs because they come from
a rural community and do not have as many
connections as women in urban areas, where
peacebuilding training sessions usually take
place. Training programmes should therefore be
adapted to cater for the needs of these women.

Fundraising and economic autonomy

A crucial way to support women peacebuilders
is to build their connections and capacities
to do their own fundraising, thus supporting
their efforts to achieve economic autonomy.
Patricia recounts that even as a National
Assembly deputy, she lacked the knowledge
and connections necessary to raise the funds
required to launch her own initiatives:

[When | became] a deputy | did not know that one of
the ways to finance yourself was to design a project
and present it. Nobody tells you this. As a woman
you feel a little afraid of knowing that you have to
turn to a sponsor to support you to do a programme
in a community or help people in a community,
because you fear being sexualised, and you fear
what they will ask of you in return. Nobody tells you

Strengthening women’s insider mediator roles N

who to ask for funds. | asked myself, why me? | had
a lot of insecurity. | do not want this to happen to
anyone else. So my organisation became [a space to
transmit] the lessons | learned as a representative,
for the women in the neighbourhoods of Caracas.*

Two of the interviewees also mentioned that
they would like to learn skills to improve their
economic autonomy. Xenaida explained the
link between providing the means for women to
achieve economic autonomy, and providing an
alternative to activities that sustain the violence
in her community:

Iwould like to learn about methods forimplementing
a sustainable economy in indigenous communities.
It is important to learn not only about peace and
conflict resolution but also about tools for working
... to make a living. There need to be other options
beyond artisanal or illegal mining or joining armed
groups.4¢

Sustainable incomes and economic autonomy
would also allow women activists to free up
more time, resources and mental space for their
mediation work.

Strategies for mitigating polarisation

Given its pervasive nature, some interviewees
mentioned the need for capacity-building to
deal effectively with political polarisation. This
becomes especially crucial in the context of
advocacy efforts to promote women’s equal
participation and other policies for gender
equality. Women in Venezuela have not been
able to overcome the traditional political
barriers to advance these policies, underscoring
the need for them to develop specific skills and
capacities for progress.

44 Online interview with Josefina (see above).
45 Interview with Patricia (see above).
46 Online interview with Xenaida (see above).
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Communication skills

Several women expressed the need to
continuously improve their communication
skills to convey their messages effectively to
a broader audience and to better navigate
the nuances of communication in high-level
negotiation processes. For example, Geraldine
noted that she has already improved her
communication skills, but plans to continue
working on their development.

6.2 Support needs

Beyond capacity-building and training needs, the
insider mediators interviewed for this study also
identified a need for broader support that would
help foster a conducive environment for their
peacebuilding engagement.

Neutral meeting spaces

Two women emphasised the importance of
having a neutral meeting space to facilitate
mediation and collaboration with different
actors. For instance, Diana has been using the
La Quinta community centre as a safe space for
meetings between gangs, which proved crucial.
Similarly, Gladys, a director of awomen’s centre,
highlighted how her centre has, over the years,
become a hub for women from both government
and opposition to meet and organise their own
activities and agendas. Andrea also stressed the
need for a neutral space in San Crist6bal, where
meetings could be held without depending on
private homes of individuals with potential
biases.

Psychological and spiritual guidance

Some interviewees also expressed the need
for psychological and spiritual guidance. Maria
explains it strikingly well:

Ithinkwomenneedalotoftrainingincommunication,
confidence-building, a spiritual coach and a
psychologist. First of all, they encourage you to look

at what’s going on in your head. The thing about
peacebuilding is the loneliness ... | believe that to
build peace you have to be aware that you are going
to be permanently part of a minority and you cannot
feel uncomfortable with that loneliness.+

A similar message was also conveyed by Diana:

I believe thatsupportin this environment js essential
because in this job, when you work close to people
who are full of hatred, you have to listen to them and
you absorb all of that. You need someone to listen to
you and who can advise you ... You have to work on
grief from both dimensions, from the spiritual side
and with psychologists. Because no one can give
what they do not have inside ... | cannot tell you that
I forgive you if | do not forgive myself.4®

Moreover, two of the women highlighted that
when they faced prison and persecution, the
guidance, aid and education they received from
specific organisations helped them process
their trauma. For instance, Josefina, a member
of Primero Justicia from Barinas State, referred
to the support she received from CEPAZ after she
was released from jail.

47 Interview with Maria (see above).

48 Interview with Diana (see above).
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7/ Conclusion and recommendations

Women in Venezuela are acquiring a historically
unprecedented political role. Despite pervasive
structural limitations in Venezuela’s economy,
political culture and social system, women are active
at every level to facilitate sustainable political and
democratic change. The concepts of peacebuilding,
negotiation, mediation and dialogue are relatively
new in Venezuela. However, at the community
level, women have been performing the role of
insider mediators and peacebuilders for decades. At
the same time, there is a growing recognition of the
need for negotiation and dialogue in mainstream
political discourse.

This study aimed to explore the practices and
spaces in which women engage in mediation as part
of the pro-democracy movement. As highlighted
in the Introduction, effective mediation usually
starts with attempts to establish trust among
actors, as a precondition for enabling collaboration
and mediation between these actors. The study
identified four main types of insider mediation
practices: capacity-building initiatives, whereby
women can learn skills in conflict resolution and
collaboration and establish trust between different
movement actors; invisible facilitation, by forging
connections among various actors or contributing to
sustaining networks through dedicated platforms;
violence de-escalation, by intervening at protest
sites or gang-affected neighbourhoods to promote
nonviolent behaviour; and community mediation,
which enables dialogue and conflict mitigation in
specific territories.

In terms of the factors influencing these mediation
practices, it is notable that the women interviewed
for this study rarely identified specific gender
dynamics as obstacles, despite acknowledging
Venezuela’s culture of machismo. Few felt
discriminated against, possibly reflecting their
empowerment and resilience levels. Nonviolent
activism was seen as a factor that supports the
roles of women in mediation roles, with many of

them starting this journey as ethically-oriented
nonviolent activists before assuming prominent
roles in mediation between movement actors.
Establishing their own organisational platforms for
capacity-building, coordination and advocacy was
crucial for enabling their peacebuilding efforts.
Additionally, their maternal role proved supportive,
as it motivated some of the women to participate in
protests and is a source of status at the community
level, which provides them with respect even from
violent actors.

The main factor hindering women’s mediation
practices is the lack of sustainability of mediation
spaces. This includes challenges such as network
growth crises that leaders are not prepared
to confront, unpredictable funding
international actors to maintain those spaces, and
capacity-building initiatives that do not ensure
sustainability beyond workshop implementation.
A second significant barrier is women’s lack of
economic and financial autonomy, which forces
them into dependence on political leaders. This
dependence perpetuates traditional polarising
dynamics and divisions among opposition political
parties, hindering their agency to transcend these
dynamics.

from

The most encouraging aspect of this research
process has been to discover the significant ways in
which women consistently foster peaceful solutions
to Venezuela’s protracted crisis, and to better
understand how peacebuilding organisations
and other external actors can support their work.
Accordingly, we conclude this report with these key
recommendations:

1. Maintaining an intersectional lens: Women
engage in peacebuilding in all kinds of
different contexts and have different levels of
knowledge. They might face additional layers of
discrimination based on intersecting identities
such as race, class or political ideology.
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Training and education programmes need to
be adapted to remain relevant and effective for
women in rural and poor communities.

2. Providing mentoring and psychological
support: Offering mentoring and psychological
and spiritual guidance is essential to sustain
women’s resilience and foster an open
perspective in challenging circumstances.

3. Enhancing communication skills: Supporting
women in enhancing their communication skills
and abilities to navigate polarisation equips
them to advocate effectively for dialogue and
peace.

4. Supporting financial autonomy: Promoting
financial autonomy and the ability to engage
in fundraising enables women to sustain their
initiatives independently.

5. Enhancing practical knowledge on
mediation: Providing comprehensive and
regular training, coaching and peer learning
on the practical dimensions of mediation,
negotiation and dialogue processes enhances
women’s confidence in their ability to address
current and future challenges.

These measures collectively empower women
peacebuilders in Venezuela, ensuring that they
continue to play pivotal roles in fostering peaceful
change within their communities.

32



References N

8 References

Alta Vista PVT Project (2024). https://osf.io/5tmjg/

AP News (2024). “Little-known paper sheets are key to declaring victory in Venezuela’s
election.” 30 July. https://apnews.com/world-news/general-news-24358044ceag98b
3ce4f6a316bdbd3508

Brandler, Natalia (2021). “La participacién de las mujeres en posiciones de poder
politico en Venezuela: un recorrido histérico.” Netherlands Institute for Multiparty
Democracy.  https://nimd.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/The-Participation-of-
Women-in-Politics-in-Venezuela.pdf

Cannon, Barry (2016). “Making Sense of Opposition in Venezuela: From the
MUD to ‘La Salida® and Back.” Panoramas. 12 October. https://
mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/9331/?7_gl=1*63iiwv*_gcl_
au*MTU4NjM4NzE30C4xNzI3MzEzMjEs*_ga*NzAzODYoNzU4LjE3MjczMTMyMjA.*_
ga_HGRHKRE538*MTcyNzMxNzcyMy4yLjAuMTcyNzMxNzcyMy42MC4wLjA

Codhez (2022). “Los venezolanos y venezolanas saldremos adelante: Declaracién de
organizaciones de derechos humanos de Venezuela ® CODHEZ (blog). 10 December.
https://codhez.org/los-venezolanos-y-venezolanas-saldremos-adelante-
declaracion-de-organizaciones-de-derechos-humanos-de-venezuela/

Corrales, Javier (2023). “Venezuela’s Autocratization, 1999-2021: Variations in
Temporalities, Party Systems, and Institutional Controls.” In: When Democracy Breaks:
Studies in Democratic Erosion and Collapse, from Ancient Athens to the Present Day.
Oxford University Press.

Della Porta, Donatella, and Mario Diani (2006). Social Movements: An Introduction. 2nd
ed. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.

Dib, Laura, and Sienna Woo (2023). “Combating Disinformation: Venezuela’s Case
Before the International Criminal Court.” WOLA. www.wola.org/analysis/combating-
disinformation-venezuela-international-criminal-court/

Efecto Cocuyo (2023). “Foro Civico pide a la comunidad internacional que aumente su
observacion en procesos electorales en Venezuela.” 2 September. http://efectococuyo.
com/la-humanidad/foro-civico-pide-a-la-comunidad-internacional-que-aumente-
su-observacion-en-procesos-electorales-en-venezuela/

ILO and UNDP (2021). “Migration from Venezuela: Opportunities for Latin America and
the Caribbean — Regional Socio-Economic Integration Strategy.” International Labour
Organization and United Nations Development Programme. www.ilo.org/wcmsps/
groups/public/---americas/---ro-lima/documents/publication/wcms_775183.pdf

Issuu (2014) “Venezuela 2014: Protestas y Derechos Humanos.” Provea ONG - Issuu.
24 June. https://issuu.com/proveaong/docs/informe-final-protestas2

La Gran Aldea (2020). “Dos Décadas de Protestas En Venezuela.” https://protestas.
lagranaldea.com/

Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social (2019). “6.211 protestas en Venezuela
durante el primer trimestre de 2019.” 15 April. www.observatoriodeconflictos.org.ve/
tendencias-de-la-conflictividad/6-211-protestas-en-venezuela-durante-el-primer-
trimestre-de-2019

Pogrebinschi, Thamy (2017). “Jueces de Paz Comunal.” LATINNO Dataset. https://latinno.
net/es/case/19013/

33


https://apnews.com/world-news/general-news-24358044cea98b3ce4f6a316bdbd3508
https://apnews.com/world-news/general-news-24358044cea98b3ce4f6a316bdbd3508
https://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/9331/?_gl=1*63iiwv*_gcl_au*MTU4NjM4NzE3OC4xNzI3MzEzMjE5*_ga*NzAzODY0NzU4LjE3MjczMTMyMjA.*_ga_HGRHKRE538*MTcyNzMxNzcyMy4yLjAuMTcyNzMxNzcyMy42MC4wLjA.
https://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/9331/?_gl=1*63iiwv*_gcl_au*MTU4NjM4NzE3OC4xNzI3MzEzMjE5*_ga*NzAzODY0NzU4LjE3MjczMTMyMjA.*_ga_HGRHKRE538*MTcyNzMxNzcyMy4yLjAuMTcyNzMxNzcyMy42MC4wLjA.
https://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/9331/?_gl=1*63iiwv*_gcl_au*MTU4NjM4NzE3OC4xNzI3MzEzMjE5*_ga*NzAzODY0NzU4LjE3MjczMTMyMjA.*_ga_HGRHKRE538*MTcyNzMxNzcyMy4yLjAuMTcyNzMxNzcyMy42MC4wLjA.
https://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/9331/?_gl=1*63iiwv*_gcl_au*MTU4NjM4NzE3OC4xNzI3MzEzMjE5*_ga*NzAzODY0NzU4LjE3MjczMTMyMjA.*_ga_HGRHKRE538*MTcyNzMxNzcyMy4yLjAuMTcyNzMxNzcyMy42MC4wLjA.
https://efectococuyo.com/la-humanidad/foro-civico-pide-a-la-comunidad-internacional-que-aumente-su-observacion-en-procesos-electorales-en-venezuela/
https://efectococuyo.com/la-humanidad/foro-civico-pide-a-la-comunidad-internacional-que-aumente-su-observacion-en-procesos-electorales-en-venezuela/
https://efectococuyo.com/la-humanidad/foro-civico-pide-a-la-comunidad-internacional-que-aumente-su-observacion-en-procesos-electorales-en-venezuela/
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@americas/@ro-lima/documents/publication/wcms_775183.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@americas/@ro-lima/documents/publication/wcms_775183.pdf
https://protestas.lagranaldea.com/
https://protestas.lagranaldea.com/
https://www.observatoriodeconflictos.org.ve/tendencias-de-la-conflictividad/6-211-protestas-en-venezuela-durante-el-primer-trimestre-de-2019
https://www.observatoriodeconflictos.org.ve/tendencias-de-la-conflictividad/6-211-protestas-en-venezuela-durante-el-primer-trimestre-de-2019
https://www.observatoriodeconflictos.org.ve/tendencias-de-la-conflictividad/6-211-protestas-en-venezuela-durante-el-primer-trimestre-de-2019
https://latinno.net/es/case/19013/
https://latinno.net/es/case/19013/

Il Building bridges for nonviolent change: Women as insider mediators within the pro-democracy movement in Venezuela

34

POLITIKAUCAB (2023). “Lideres de Creemos Alianza Ciudadana se articulan para luchar
por un pais con instituciones democraticas.” https://politikaucab.net/2023/02/14/
lideres-de-creemos-alianza-ciudadana-se-articulan-para-luchar-por-un-pais-con-
instituciones-democratica/

PROVEA (2018a). “2017: Afio de protesta en rebelion.” https://provea.org/
publicaciones/2017-ano-de-protesta-en-rebelion/

PROVEA (2018b). “Dictadura vs. Rebelion Popular.” https://provea.org/dictadura-vs-
rebelion-popular/

PROVEA (2024). “Crisis postelectoral y de Derechos Humanos 2024 en Venezuela:
El informe negro de la dictadura.” https://provea.org/publicaciones/crisis-
postelectoral-y-de-derechos-humanos-2024-en-venezuela-el-informe-negro-de-la-
dictadura-2024/

Red Electoral Ciudadana (2023). “Participacién politica de las mujeres en Venezuela.
Construyendo caminos para la paz y la democracia.” CEPAZ. https://cepaz.org/
documentos_informes/participacion-politica-de-las-mujeres-en-venezuela-
construyendo-caminos-para-la-paz-y-la-democracia/

Smilde, David (2021). “From Populist to Socialist to Authoritarian Chavismo: Obstacles
and Opportunities for Democratic Change.” www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/
populist-socialist-authoritarian-chavismo-obstacles-and-opportunities-democratic-
change

SobreCreemos(2023). “Creemos Alianza Ciudadana.” https://creemosalianzaciudadana.
org/sobre- creemos/

Trak, Juan Manuel (2022). “;Apertura Truncada? El fallido intento de reinstitucionalizacién
democridtica en Venezuela 2021.” Revista de Ciencia Politica 42 (2): 461-88.

UNHCR (2023). “Over 4 Million Venezuelan Refugees and Migrants Struggle to Meet
Basic Needs across the Americas.” www.unhcr.org/news/press-releases/over-4-
million-venezuelan-refugees-and-migrants-struggle-meet-basic-needs


https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/populist-socialist-authoritarian-chavismo-obstacles-and-opportunities-democratic-change
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/populist-socialist-authoritarian-chavismo-obstacles-and-opportunities-democratic-change
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/populist-socialist-authoritarian-chavismo-obstacles-and-opportunities-democratic-change
https://creemosalianzaciudadana.org/sobre-creemos/
https://creemosalianzaciudadana.org/sobre-creemos/




Berghof Foundation
Operations gGmbH
Lindenstrafle 34
10969 Berlin
Germany

www.berghof-foundation.org
info@berghof-foundation.org
X @Berghoffnd

0 /BerghofFoundation

m /berghof-foundation

@berghoffnd



mailto:info%40berghof-foundation.org?subject=
https://twitter.com/BerghofFnd
https://www.facebook.com/BerghofFoundation
https://www.linkedin.com/authwall?trk=bf&trkInfo=AQHIqL9RGt2YQQAAAY_IqCHImFmB4ob_i8c1_lwFJ7qk_CCGi3L7Hf_smUV4mlZdpUwPanxg7IzsjfhdehxD_v5vlhq4uRTR2HCoDXPqquLHBsJ2bpvhoL5OG8EO4ggD-u7fnRY=&original_referer=&sessionRedirect=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fcompany%2Fberghof-foundation
https://www.instagram.com/berghoffnd/
https://twitter.com/BerghofFnd
https://www.facebook.com/BerghofFoundation
https://www.linkedin.com/company/peaceparadigms/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/peaceparadigms/

