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Abstract

Unarmed civilian protection (ucp) is a nonviolent method of civilian-to-civilian pro-
tection and civilian self-protection. Without the use of weapons, ucp instrumentalises 
nonviolent bodies in the protection of themselves and each other, with methods in-
cluding interpositioning, protective accompaniment, and proactive engagement with 
armed and unarmed actors. Where traditional security actors may seek to reduce their 
own bodily precariousness and vulnerability, ucp practitioners instead embrace and 
instrumentalise their material vulnerability to violence in their own protection and 
the protection of others. This paper explores the complexity of the role of precari-
ousness and vulnerability in civilian-to-civilian protection and its intersection with 
gender, age, while making a feminist critique of associations between protection and 
strength. It does this through two case studies: Women’s Protection Teams in South Su-
dan – groups of women who come together to address physical and gender-based vio-
lence in their communities – and ucp engagement with boys and young men affected 
by blood feuds. The article seeks to demonstrate the possibility of pursuing protection 
not through strength but through an embrace of the vulnerability of civilians at risk of 
physical harm and sexual violence.
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Introduction

The protection of civilians from violence in areas of armed conflict has tradition-
ally been understood as a job for armed protectors, those who ‘save strangers’ 
(Wheeler 2002). The notion of direct physical protection is inherently gendered 
and racialised, built on an assumption of the strong protecting the weak, of 
‘white men saving brown women from brown men’ (Spivak 2010, 43-44). Follow-
ing this understanding, protection is provided through the strength of protecting 
actors, often through the physical and military strength of armed intervention.

The practice of unarmed civilian protection (ucp), however, challenges this 
association between strength and protection. ucp is a nonviolent method of 
civilian-to-civilian and civilian self-protection, in which civilians instrumen-
talise relationships and their nonviolent bodies in the protection of themselves 
and each other (Furnari 2016). ucp practitioners seek to build safer spaces for 
civilians in conflict-affected areas; to co-produce and build protection, rather 
than to give and receive it. While over 95% of uniformed UN peacekeeping 
personnel are male (UN, 2023), ucp is a far less male-dominated practice with 
many ucp organisations working toward or already achieving gender equality 
in protection teams. The nonviolent nature of ucp poses an even more funda-
mental challenge to masculine narratives of strength as protection, however. 
By instrumentalising the relational bonds between civilians, some ucp prac-
tices in fact seek to build protection through vulnerability and precariousness, 
rather than strength; this is what this article seeks to establish. Building upon 
ucp practices in South Sudan, this article challenges the binary distinction be-
tween ‘protector’ and ‘protected’ and argues that ucp offers the possibility of 
decoupling the deeply intertwined narratives of strength and protection. In its 
place, I argue that protection can be found within and built through vulnera-
bility.

This argument about ucp necessarily hinges on discussions of civilian 
agency. The question of agency in peace and conflict studies is much disput-
ed but has most recently been taken up by the so-called local turn. The ‘local 
turn’ in peacebuilding has increasingly focused on civilian agency in areas of 
armed conflict, and in particular on civilian protective agency (Mac Ginty and 
Richmond 2013). This literature takes seriously the role of civilians as peace-
builders and/or disrupters of violence (Wall and Hedlund 2016; Nilsson and 
González Marín 2019; Krause 2018), while also recognising the extreme risks ci-
vilians face in conflict settings (Jose and Peace 2016; Bonwick 2006). Macaspac 
(2019), for example, argues that the exercises of civilian agency and resistance 
such as peace zones need constant (re)production and repeated affirmation 
of their neutrality, which at once exercises civilian agency while also placing 



34� Ridden

journal of pacifism and nonviolence 3 (2025) 32–56

an enormous labour burden on those already facing extraordinary violence. 
Such literature also highlights that civilians do not always turn to nonviolent 
or unarmed methods of protection, and indeed may resort to vigilantism or 
engaging directly with armed actors as a method of self-protection (Paddon 
Rhoads and Sutton 2020; Dorlin 2022).

Literature on unarmed civilian protection has sought to outline concrete 
methods of nonviolent civilian self-protection as a community of practice (inter 
alia Bliesemann de Guevara et al. 2021; Julian 2020; Julian and Schweitzer 2015; 
Gray 2022a; Gray 2022b), yet a focus on strength as protection remains pervasive. 
This focus on the ‘strength’ of civilians being the basis for the exercise of agency 
risks failing to realise the radical potential of seeking protection through vul-
nerability and rejecting the colonial logics of strong saviours and weak victims.

This article begins with a literature review of feminist work critical of the 
masculine narratives of heroism and strength, and their association with pro-
tection. Within this review, I explore Judith Butler’s concepts of precariousness 
and vulnerability and identify a framework of understanding not the human 
but rather the body as a site of protection. Then, I introduce ucp practices 
which seek to build protection within and through the framework of vulner-
ability. This section begins by providing background information on forms 
of violence in South Sudan, which analysis then further unpacks. In doing 
so, it argues that the multiple intersecting identities classified as vulnerable, 
which produce the bodies of Womens’ Protection Team (wpt) practitioners, 
are a source of both precariousness and of protection. The bodies of young 
men are politically produced as fighters in waiting and legitimate targets, and 
thus precarious, not deserving of public grief, while older women are able to 
instrumentalise their deep vulnerability as a source of protection through 
centring their identities as non-threatening (Butler 2004). Here, I explore the 
complexities of building nonviolent protection in and through structures of 
violence. Finally, this article challenges the dichotomies of protector/protect-
ed, strong/vulnerable, and masculine/feminine to argue that protection can be 
built within and through the complex and negotiated relations between these 
apparently binary categories.

Protection as strength in the gendered imaginary

The Protection of Civilians (PoC) in areas of armed conflict is an objective pur-
sued through multiple ‘protection architectures’ (Gray 2022a). These architec-
tures may be produced through international law, humanitarian norms, eco-
nomic sanctions, diplomacy, armed intervention, and (military) peacekeeping. 
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These architectures are not mutually exclusive and often occur simultaneous-
ly; armed intervention can be sanctioned under international law, justified 
through humanitarian norms, and occur alongside economic sanctions, for 
example. Narratives supporting different protection architectures vary signifi-
cantly; the ongoing commitment to humanitarian norms need not be justified 
in the same terms as the authorisation of armed peacekeeping missions. What 
they have in common, however, is their reliance on narratives of strength. The 
Protection of Civilians operates on an understanding of something which is 
given and received; given by strong protectors who save vulnerable or weak 
strangers (Wheeler 2002). Indeed, the grouping together of adult women with 
children as ‘womenandchildren’ is itself a reflection of the gendered dynamics 
of armed conflict in which men must fight to protect the monolithic category 
of ‘womenandchildren’, while women’s political agency as actors in their own 
right, not only as carers to children, is erased (Enloe 2014).

Feminist scholars have long argued that war is an inherently gendered phe-
nomenon (Sjoberg 2010; Sylvester 2013; Enloe 2004; Millar 2021; Wilcox 2015; 
Eichler 2013); ‘war makes gender and gender makes war’ (Sjoberg 2014). The 
martial violence of war follows gendered logics which (re)produce the bod-
ies of women as vulnerable and in need of saving, and men as either heroes 
and protectors or violent bodies from which women must be protected. In her 
work on the collective identities of soldiers, Katharine Millar demonstrates 
how the ‘groupness’ of narratives of ‘the troops’ produces the collective body 
of ‘the troops’ as being at once passively following commands and therefore 
not personally responsible for failures or atrocities, and simultaneous hero-
ic, overcoming dependence and risk to save the vulnerable (2019). In areas of 
armed conflict, the Protection of Civilians is guided by a similar martial logic; 
strong states issue strong mandates for strong men to protect ‘womenandchil-
dren’. The ‘use of force’ in the protection of civilians invokes language and im-
agery of ‘heroic’ violence – saviours protecting the weak (Millar 2021).

Contributing to this martialisation of PoC is the UN’s ‘whole-of-mission’ 
approach, meaning that the UN is committed to embedding a duty to pro-
tect in the mandates of all mission personnel, whether civilian or uniformed. 
The responsibility for the PoC however is most closely associated with armed 
peacekeepers and the ‘use of force’, which has two effects. Firstly, the ‘whole-
of-mission’ approach has coincided with a move in the Security Council from 
authorising the ‘use of force’, in which civilians faced an imminent threat of 
physical violence, to authorising its use in response to more generalised threats 
of violence. As a result, peacekeepers are authorised to use deadly violence in 
many instances but required to use it in none (Gilder 2021). Such a broad au-
thorisation of use of violence then normalises the ‘use of force’ and the asso-
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ciation between weapons, martial violence, and protection (Millar 2021). This 
leads directly to the second effect: contributing to the narrative that unarmed 
or nonviolent methods of civilian protection equate to ‘doing nothing’ (Meyer 
2008), which is in turn framed as a passive, feminine state.

There are, of course, examples of armed UN peacekeepers quite literally ‘do-
ing nothing’ in the face of mass violence against civilians. In South Sudan, resi-
dents of an idp site faced three days of mass violence from government forces 
while armed ‘peacekeepers waited behind the gate’ (Gray 2022b; Cammaert 
2016). Gray cites residents of the site and ucp practitioners as witnessing ‘how 
peacekeepers watched from behind locked gates as women were raped out-
side’ (2022b: 314) – a case where peacekeepers quite literally did nothing. In 
this case, it was civilians who led the response in protecting themselves and 
each other, mobilising community-based protection practices. There is, how-
ever, a wider association between being unarmed and doing nothing, even if 
unarmed actors are in fact doing a lot. As Wallace (2018: 239) puts it, ‘the as-
sociation between weapons and protection is so strong and implicit that that 
the choice provided to the international community […] is usually framed as 
one between ‘intervening militarily’ and ‘doing nothing’’. Such an association 
also serves to disguise the ‘war like tactics’ (Holt and Beckman 2006: 51) which 
are used in so-called humanitarian intervention and armed protection mecha-
nisms, framing them as simply acting.

The promise of protection is thus inherently gendered. Cecilia Åse begins her 
chapter ‘The Gendered Myth of Protection’ by stating that ‘The myth of protec-
tion is based on the belief that men can and should protect women and children’ 
(2018) – thereby effectively summarising the ‘myth of protection’ in ir, and spe-
cifically the ideal of the protection of civilians from armed and violent conflict. 
She argues that at the heart of this ‘myth’ lies a set of binary distinctions between 
masculinity and femininity, protector and protected. These binary logics are not 
only simplistic, but as Åse demonstrates, they are also actively harmful. By repro-
ducing the association between femininity and the need for protection and help-
lessness, the binary distinction between protector and protected, masculine and 
feminine, restricts women’s agency (Sjoberg 2006). Through associating security, 
strength, and safety with masculinity, the myth of protection in turn justifies the 
ongoing power of men over women’s bodies (Wilcox 2015). If strong men are 
needed to save weak women, then an uneven power dynamic becomes not only 
replicated, but necessitated (Marhia 2013). Here, armed conflict and masculinity 
are co-constitutive, with the logic of each enabling the other (Hutchings 2008; 
Enloe 2000). Building on the work of Kimberly Hutchings (2008), Åse argues 
that masculinity is neither fixed nor static, but is relationally produced, meaning 
that ‘masculinity and femininity are opposing and mutually exclusive categories’ 
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(2018: 276). This co-production of binary opposites reproduces gendered logics 
of war and victimisation; women are victimised by men, but also saved by them. 
In both cases women lack agency and protection is something given or done to 
them, but not built by them (Ayotte and Hussain 2005; Wilcox 2015, 39).

Vulnerability and precariousness

While strength and masculinity are traditionally associated with protection, 
ucp offers an alternative: demonstrating the possibility of pursuing protection 
through vulnerability and precariousness. Judith Butler identifies ‘precarious-
ness’ and ‘vulnerability’ as bodily identities, insofar as they are politically and 
intersectionally produced through the body. Butler (2006) argues that whilst 
all bodies are inherently vulnerable to harm, not all are precarious. Vulnera-
bility is inherent in the production of bodies and is due to the fact that we are 
all physically dependent on one another, and therefore vulnerable to touch, to 
violence, and to harm. It is this ‘radical relationality’ which makes communi-
ties, and is an ongoing, productive, and normative condition that continues to 
reproduce bodies (Butler 2006). Similarly, Felicity Gray argues that protection 
is something to be built through ‘protective relational webs’ and something 
collectively produced rather than given and received between two individu-
als (2022b). These relational webs emerge through strengthening and centring 
the relationships between communities affected by conflict which can be in-
strumentalised in protection (Brigg 2018). Gray makes the case for reimagining 
protection ‘not as a “thing” that is embodied in a particular actor or outcome, 
but rather as a dynamic formation of relationships’ (Gray 2022b). Protection 
then becomes a relational process, co-produced between and through bodies, 
and thus challenging the notion of some bodies as ‘protection actors’. While 
armed approaches to peacekeeping and the protection of civilians rely on 
‘protection through strength’ and an understanding of protection in line with 
Arendt’s definition of strength as of ‘unequivocally designat[ing] something 
in the singular’ (1970: 44), ucp does something different. It recasts protection 
not as something singular or reminiscent of the individual heroism of the pro-
tector, but instead seeks to build protection through community and relations.

While all lives are vulnerable, levels of vulnerability differ as they are produced 
through socio-political power relations (Butler 2006). Gender identity, race, class, 
and sexuality can all make a body more or less vulnerable to material harm, some-
thing further compounded by the intersectionality of these factors. Rather than 
focusing solely on vulnerability, though, Butler introduces the framing of ‘precar-
iousness’. They argue that some lives are framed as precarious and that precari-
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ousness ‘implies […] that one’s life is always in some sense in the hands of the 
other. It implies exposure both to those we know and to those we do not know; 
a dependency on people we know, or barely know, or know not at all’ (2009: 15). 
Life moves from being vulnerable to precarious, Butler argues, when bodies move 
outside of the frame of ‘human’. Rather than reproducing this exclusionary frame 
of ‘self ’ or ‘other’, however, Butler argues that we must seek to ‘break out’ of it and 
refuse to (re)produce the binary distinction between the self and the other, the 
saviour and the saved (ibid.: 12). ‘What happens when a frame breaks with itself’, 
they argue, ‘is that a taken-for-granted reality is called into question’.

One of the most fundamental ‘taken-for-granted realities’ that exists in 
discourses of protection is that protection from violence necessarily requires 
further violence – something Duane Cady calls ‘warism’ (2020). Some ucp 
practitioners described to me their initial scepticism when they first read or 
heard about the possibility of nonviolent methods of civilian protection,1 and 
attendees at a Nonviolent Peaceforce workshop designed to provide training to 
US citizens expressed doubt that methods that worked in South Sudan might 
also be effective for them in the US context (Nonviolent Peaceforce 2020). This 
scepticism exists in part because of socio-cultural hegemonic assumptions of 
the efficacy of violence.2 When certain bodies and communities are framed 
as being intrinsically violent, then the only possible and ‘rational’ solution to 
such violence is further violence. Molly Wallace argues, however, that this fun-
damental assumption must be challenged, and that doing so involves a refram-
ing of bodies as socially and culturally produced, and as an ongoing process 
rather than a static binary (2017, 195-207). Unarmed civilian protection, then, 
is breaking the frame of violence which underpins traditional understandings 
of conflict-affected areas and the civilians living within them. By responding 
to armed conflict with nonviolent methods – something a participant in my 
research, a ucp practitioner, recalls initially assuming was ‘completely crazy’3 
– the framing of conflict-affected areas as homogenous spaces of violence, 
containing only inherently violent bodies or those of victims to be saved, is 
disrupted (Mac Ginty 2021).

Understanding the levels of vulnerability of some bodies which exist out-
side of the liberal frame of the ‘human’ creates space to make sense of nonvio-
lent bodies instrumentalising their very vulnerability in their own protection. 
One ucp practitioner recalled this instrumentalization specifically: that they 
felt a closer relationship with other unarmed civilians they were building pro-

1	 Interview 8 with ucp practitioner. Conducted online, 1 April 2021.
2	 Interview 13 with Meta Peace Team Practitioner. Conducted online, 9 April 2021.
3	 Interview 8.
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tection with than would have been possible were they armed, as their bodies 
were equally as vulnerable to the material violence of a bullet.4 ucp then re-
imagines bodies as nonviolent processes – always under construction and nec-
essarily relational and interdependent. It instrumentalises the very vulnerabil-
ity of bodies that ‘warism’ views as a weakness to build relational bonds, which 
in turn underpin protection (Gray 2022a). The practice reframes all bodies as 
agential actors, and centres the object and process of protection. Ellen Furnari 
argued that ‘relationships are critical to peacekeeping’ (2015), and I argue that 
so too are (inevitably vulnerable) bodies to ucp.

Methods

This research is based on qualitative research with ucp practitioners. Empiri-
cally, this work primarily builds on conversations with ucp practitioners work-
ing with Nonviolent Peaceforce (np), but is also informed by the work of Meta 
Peace Team, Operazione Colomba, and SweFOR. Each organisation approach-
es the practice of ucp differently, and np’s work differs dramatically in princi-
ples, organisational structure, and approach from, for example, Peace Brigades 
International (pbi) who are largely considered to be pioneers of nonviolent 
civilian-to-civilian protection. Whereas pbi only draw on international volun-
teers – thereby instrumentalising whiteness and/or colonial power structures 
for greater protective capacity (Koopman 2013; Coy 2011; Ridden 2024) – np 
seek to have at least 50% of their practitioners as ‘local’ or ‘national’ – that is, 
working in their own communities – and have a significant amount of salaried 
staff. Though the (de)colonisation of civilian protection practices is crucial to 
questions of civilian agency, I seek here – through my focus on np – to unpack 
the gendered role of civilian agency in (self-) protection and collective pro-
tection, as well as the way that vulnerability, rather than privilege, might be 
instrumentalised in nonviolent forms of protection.

This research is methodologically interpretive. Rather than seeking to study 
an objective world that exists ‘out there’ for an independent researcher to ob-
serve and discover, interpretive research approaches knowledge production 
as an interactive, social, and relational process (Soss 2014; Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow 2012). My fieldwork was scheduled to take place in Summer 2020, where 
I had anticipated international travel to meet with and interview ucp practi-
tioners. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent travel restrictions, how-

4	 Interview 24 with SweFOR practitioner, 14 July 2021.
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ever, I was forced to conduct my research online. From March 2021 until May 
2022, I conducted one online workshop5 with ucp practitioners based in South 
Sudan, and 27 online interviews with ucp practitioners working in a range of 
countries, including South Sudan, Albania, Indonesia, and the US, and I also 
attended many online training and dialogue events for ucp practitioners in a 
range of organisations. The practitioners I interviewed were all either actively 
or within the last five years practicing ucp on the ground (i.e., not those with 
solely management or administrative roles). In these sessions, I asked practi-
tioners to describe their work, how they understood protection to work, and 
how they felt when practicing ucp: Afraid? Excited? Safe? Vulnerable? I also 
attended over 30 online conferences, meetings, and other events hosted by 
ucp organisations from September 2019 – January 2023.

To reduce the distance created by the physical space between us, in the 
workshop I also asked practitioners to bring along photographs of things 
which represented to them the conflicts that they worked within and ucp it-
self. I wanted to create space for research participants to begin to reflect on 
larger research concepts and what they mean in their day-to-day lives, paving 
the way for future in-depth interviews. Xymena Kurowska and Berit Bliese-
mann de Guevara highlight the potential of arts-based methods to ‘unearth 
the polysemy of meaning’ (2020: 1219). The aide of photographs helped partic-
ipants to reflect on their everyday experiences and meaning-making processes 
supporting reflective practices (Switzer: 2019). Using photography as method 
also helped to recreate a shared space which is lost through digital fieldwork. 
Asking participants to photograph representations of key concepts from their 
everyday life and world helped to create a space in which their lived experi-
ence is privileged over that of the researchers and whereby participants can 
directly share an image to represent the situatedness of their meaning-mak-
ing processes as a foreground to verbal discussion (Mukumbang and van Wky 
2020). In both interviews and workshops, we discussed the photographs (or 
sometimes objects) that participants had brought with them to show how they 
made sense of armed conflict. In one workshop, a practitioner brought along 
pencils to describe how ucp is something creative and also growing, and an-
other added that the pencils also demonstrated the necessary adaptability of 
practitioners. Things can break or snap but then be resharpened and reused.6

5	 The workshop was attended by 22 national and international ucp practitioners working 
with Nonviolent Peaceforce, all based in South Sudan at the time of the workshop. Con-
ducted 7 March 2021.

6	 Fieldwork Focus Group Discussion. Nonviolent Peaceforce South Sudan practitioners 4 
and 7. Conducted online, 7 March 2022.
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Intersectional identities: The entanglement of age and gender in 
vulnerability and protection

In this section I will consider two intersections of age and gender to consider 
the ways in which these identities come together to produce distinct yet in-
terrelated bodily vulnerabilities that are responded to in different ways. First, 
I take the case of boys and young men who seek masculinity and adulthood 
through engagement in violent conflict, which in turn (re)produces their bod-
ies as vulnerable and as precarious: fighters-in-waiting who are considered 
both legitimate targets of deadly violence and no longer grievable as children. 
Second, I consider Women’s Protection Teams in South Sudan who foreground 
their heightened vulnerability to violence in order to contribute to collective 
self-protection for themselves and others. In particular, I focus on how the in-
tersection between age and gender produces their bodies as both vulnerable 
and powerful, protector and protected.

Young men, violent masculinity, and the reproduction of vulnerability 
and precariousness

The gendered body plays an important role in ucp, and references to it came 
mainly from practitioners either categorising women as more vulnerable or 
precarious (which will be discussed below) or highlighting tensions between 
commitments to gender equality and expectations and norms of the areas they 
were working in. In both my fieldwork and the broader literature, it is often 
assumed that references to gender must indicate women; gender and women 
become synonymous. Though the role of women in ucp is important and will 
be discussed in depth in the following sections, I want to focus here on the 
connection between masculinity, male bodies, and (expectations of) violence. 
Just as femininity and the female body have been traditionally associated with 
passivity and even nonviolence, so too can masculinity imply the opposite. Vi-
olence, for young men, can become a rite of passage into adulthood – a trans-
formation from being a boy to being a man.

This has been identified by Jana Krause in Jos, Nigeria, where ‘everyday vio-
lence networks are built on the poverty and vulnerability of poor young men, 
who use violent masculinity […] when alternative pathways to income, power 
and respect seem unavailable’ (Krause 2019: 1478). It is reflected, too, in a report 
from a Nonviolent Peaceforce Good Practices workshop focusing on ucp in 
Sub-Saharan Africa held in 2018. Discussing the particular gendered vulnera-
bilities of young people in conflict affected areas, workshop participants ob-
served that it was young men who were routinely targeted for recruitment by 
armed groups, while young women marry or have children when still minors 
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(Schweitzer 2018). In both cases, then, the gendered bodies are (re)produced 
through expected norms and their relations to militarised violence. The forced 
marriage of women and girls is itself a patriarchal, physical, and sexual vio-
lence in states where women’s (and girls’) bodies have been ‘appropriated for 
the war effort’, forced to bear children as fighters in waiting (Ibrek 2023: 64; 
Jok 2006). Here, boys become men through violence, and girls become women 
through childbirth and their marriage to men. These processes are diametri-
cally opposed: the creation of new life (albeit through violence) which trans-
forms girls to women is the antithesis of the killing and taking of life through 
which boys become men. The transformation from girl to woman is particular-
ly clear as ‘youth’ in South Sudan is ‘not a fixed biological category, but a fluid 
social construct’ (Price and Orrnert 2017: 2). ‘Youth’ here is a broad group that 
can generally refer to those aged between 18-45. Marrying or having children, 
however, removes one from this category, so a 19-year-old mother would not 
be considered a ‘youth’, whilst a 40-year-old single man might, again demon-
strating the social nature of categories often assumed to be purely material 
(Schweitzer 2018: 53), troubling the logic of binary categories.

Young men in South Sudan are at higher risk of being recruited as armed ac-
tors, and workshop participants noted that there was social pressure on these 
men to prove their masculinity – they risked being branded as a ‘coward’ or as a 
‘woman’ if they refused to fight (ibid.: 28). Violence is thus a way of performing 
their gender, which in turn (re)produces both the body as male and masculin-
ity as violent. That young men who do not fight are branded ‘women’ is telling 
here, too. It juxtaposes female as the antithesis of male, and the abstention 
from violence as the binary opposite of violence, rather than seeing active non-
violence in that role. There is a clear binary choice here, between male and 
female, fighter and coward – where the feminine end of the binary is routinely 
devalued. This binary is based on a particular concept of ‘hegemonic mascu-
linity’, whereby masculinity is primarily linked to the ability to ‘provide’ for 
one’s family and/or perform masculine violences (Enloe 1983; Tickner 2001).

Nonviolent Peaceforce attempted to re-engage these young men back into 
their communities without the need to use violence to perform their masculin-
ity. They did this by providing training in conflict de-escalation and unarmed 
civilian protection, as well as by forming Youth Protection Teams – community 
groups for young people who are at risk of being recruited into violent con-
flict. These groups provided protective accompaniment to other young peo-
ple, while also involving them in conflict mediation practices – work which 
remains ongoing. They encouraged young men to protect themselves and their 
communities through embracing their vulnerabilities as children and also 
sought to unravel associations between strength and protection, masculinity 
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and performances of violence, by reframing practices of violence de-escala-
tion, unarmed accompaniment and protective presence as active engagement 
requiring courage and conviction. Thus, this work had two distinct strands. 
Firstly, creating space for children to embrace their identities and live as chil-
dren, not simply aspiring adults. Secondly, efforts to cultivate nonviolent forms 
of (adult) masculinity to make clear that the distinction between childhood 
and adulthood, boyhood and manhood was not simply a matter of violence, 
but instead was a process where agency and strength could be pursued in a 
myriad of ways. These methods of building relationships between young peo-
ple and teaching boys about patriarchal violence and the damage it inflicts 
on whole societies sought to trouble hegemonic masculinity to the extent to 
which masculinity can be redefined and renegotiated to be ‘based on notions 
of equality and empathy toward women and men’ (Krause 2019: 1417; see also 
Duncanson 2015). Here, it is the relationships built through ucp practices 
that are central in complicating associations between violence and masculin-
ity, thus allowing boys and men to embody nonviolent forms of masculinity 
through exercising civilian agency and protection.

While armed conflict(s) in South Sudan is complex with many drivers includ-
ing socio-economics and state-level politics, a key driver of severe violence and 
flare-ups of violence is related to seasonal agricultural practices. Cattle-raiding 
is a longstanding practice in many pastoralist societies in East Africa (Gray et 
al. 2003), including in South Sudan. The practice has both economic and social 
implications. The militarisation of society in South Sudan, however, and the 
prevalence of weapons stemming from armed conflict pre-dating the indepen-
dence of South Sudan means that the practice is increasingly deadly (Wild et 
al. 2018). Hannah Wild et al. note that where cattle-raiding attacks were once 
launched ‘with spears’, those involved are now often ‘armed with ak-47s [… 
and] heavy arms’ (ibid.: 2). While this raiding is often politicised,7 Wild et al. 
identify the motivations for such raiding as being linked to socio-economic 
factors, rather the issues of political ideology. A Nonviolent Peaceforce South 
Sudan (npss) practitioner, described the need for ucp work addressing sea-
sonal cycles of cattle-raiding and other pastoral violence, which most often 
involve young men being recruited or volunteering to be ‘raiders’, while young 
women may suffer conflict-related sexual violence and abduction as part of 
the cattle-raiding process. He described the risk of young men in particular 
being ‘mobilised to go and attack a clan and bring back cows. There’s not peo-

7	 Interview 2, Nonviolent Peaceforce South Sudan practitioner. Conducted online, April 
2021.
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ple sitting at home thinking, “yeah I go, I might not go.” You have no choice.’8 
Describing the social pressure on these boys, he said the choice they faced was 
‘you can either be ostracised by your community or you can pick up an ak47 
and join the rest of the boys’.9 This once again highlights how the association 
between violence and being a man / masculinity is constantly reiterated in 
everyday practices.

Age is also brought into focus here, particularly through its entanglement 
with gender. Beyond the materiality of the body, age and markers of ‘youth’ 
and ‘adulthood’ exist in relation to societal frames, expectations and norms. 
Drawing again on Judith Butler’s notion of frames, that life and death exist 
in relation to societal frames which constitute them as such, so too is age a 
frame which produces and binds the body. Highlighting the specific relation-
ship between age and cattle-raiding practices, the practitioner above recalled: 
‘Young people also are the ones that are suffering because of fighting. They’re 
the ones that because of the nature of the culture you know, it’s not individual-
istic, they’re part of a clan’.10 In another example of the nexus between gender, 
age, and expectations of violence, he also described the inheritance of expec-
tations of violence; that some young men would be expected to ‘avenge’ the 
death of an older relative:

As you grow up as a young man you have to avenge the death of your 
uncle whose fate you have seen next to yours for the last 10 years. So in 
that way, like, you know I talked about a culture of violence, those kind of 
things where children are brought up almost purely as a tool of revenge 
you know, like, your mission in life is to avenge the death of your older 
brother or your uncles, your father etc. So one individual’s version of the 
conflict is their personal mission as a representative of their, their clan or 
whatever sort of sociological group they feel loyal to. It might be like your 
mission is to be violent and seek revenge.11

Here, the bodies of young men are produced as inherently violent, constituted 
by the memory of those who came before them. The transition from child to 
adult, boy to man, comes in part from the performance of violence through 
performing both masculinity and manhood. While innocence is associated 

8	 Interview 3 with Nonviolent Peaceforce South Sudan practitioner. Conducted online, 
March 2021.

9	 Ibid.
10	 Ibid.
11	 Ibid.
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closely with childhood, boys who perform violence while seeking manhood 
in these inherited conflicts are forgoing their assumed innocence in pursuit 
of the agency that masculinity and adulthood bring. The expectation of vio-
lence on the part of these boys produces their bodies as not those of children 
but rather those of fighters-in-waiting (Breslow 2019). This adultification of 
the bodies of boys and young men demonstrates that their age or association 
with the framing of youth is not entirely dependent on the materiality of their 
bodies but rather intertwined with the socio-political and gendered framing of 
what it means to be a ‘man’, graduating from the permeable category of ‘youth’. 
There is a clear intersection here between gendered and aged identities, with 
‘young men’ – the nexus of the identity of youth and male – being produced 
by an expectation of a particular relationship to violence (Schweitzer 2018) 
and to protection (of reputation, families, communities), perused through an 
explicitly masculine performance of strength and violence.

Practices of armed protection, whether the protection of family, reputation, 
or communities, can further feed the vulnerability of these boys and young 
men. As highlighted by Wallace (2018), the most prominent justification of the 
use of violence remains self-defence; however, such armed self-defence may 
reproduce the bodies of those defending themselves as legitimate targets, in 
turn justifying and legitimising the further use of violence against them (see 
also: Butler 2020: 12; Krause 2017). When some bodies are produced as inher-
ently violent or as fighters-in-waiting, traditional (armed) methods of self-de-
fence and protection are reinterpreted as acts of aggression or violence. Put 
another way, armed ‘self-defence is thus rendered irremediably impractical for 
the resisting body’ (Dorlin 2019: 7). While the adoption of armed protection 
is based on the association between taking up arms and reduced vulnerabili-
ties, this link is both racialised and gendered and, for many engaging in armed 
protection, in fact increases their vulnerability to being recast as a dangerous 
‘other’ and therefore a socio-politically legitimised target. Here, it is the inter-
section of age and gender, youth and male, that together produces the con-
ditions under which the bodies of these boys become politically constituted 
as dangerous fighters. This intersection at once increases their vulnerability 
to material harm from violence, while also increasing their precariousness as 
they start to be seen as less than human. The political grievability of a child 
who has been killed is significantly higher than that of an armed young man 
who was ‘neutralised’ or ‘taken out’ (among other violent euphemisms that 
may be used).

In response to the vulnerability of these boys to violence and the appeal of 
pursuing masculinity through violent engagements, Nonviolent Peaceforce 
South Sudan organised a ‘boys club’ ‘based around ending gender based vio-
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lent norms’.12 This involved workshops and events for young men in a relaxed 
environment, where both national and international np practitioners would 
discuss gender norms and expectations as well as gender-based violence with 
these young men. A ucp practitioner working with the boys club said that these 
clubs were an opportunity to ‘positively influence them [young men] to give 
them a really good understanding of gender, sex, sexuality, [and] how gender 
norms can be played out in a negative way. What the impact is for them, not 
just for women’.13 By providing education and information to young men on the 
negative impacts of certain forms/ performances of masculinity, and particu-
lar gender-based sexual violence norms, for themselves as well as for women, 
this engagement challenged the notion that gender is something women have, 
but men do not. These clubs tried to engage young men in their communities, 
to show how they could have positive impacts and become important in their 
communities without engaging in violence and perpetuating cycles of seasonal 
violence, thus pursuing protection through community and relational bonds, 
challenging associations between violence, protection, and masculine strength.

Rather than empowering boys to become men through violence, these prac-
tices sought to demonstrate that some dominant gender-based norms were 
actively harmful to young men, who were expected to risk their lives from a 
young age in cattle-raiding. These clubs brought young men, often from dif-
ferent clans, together. Instead of associating only within their own clans and 
therefore acting in line with expectations of more senior members, then, these 
boys – through these clubs – built relationships and friendships with one an-
other across clans and were empowered to make their own decisions. These 
practices also begin to unravel the imaginary of age and gender as categories 
which are based solely on materiality and are objectively given, rather than so-
cio-political processes – thereby challenging the gendered ‘myth of protection’, 
which frames the masculine as the antithesis of the feminine, with strong pro-
tectors saving weak victims. In short, while armed protection approaches iron-
ically reinforce the vulnerability of young men in their attempts to overcome 
it, this reconceptualization of masculinity as nonviolent agency can lessen the 
precariousness of young men and enable a different form of protection.

Vulnerability as protection in ucp in Women’s Peace Teams
Armed peacekeepers seek to overcome the vulnerability of their own bodies 
and of those they seek to protect through militarised material infrastructures 
such as weapons, armed compounds, high walls, and barbed wire, which physi-

12	 Interview 3, 2021.
13	 Ibid.
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cally separate the safe and good ‘protectors’ from the dangerous, outside ‘other’ 
(Smirl, 2015). The logic of armed defence is based on the premise that the bod-
ies of armed actors are less vulnerable to physical harm, as they have the ability 
to harm those threatening them – an imagination of protection as a zero-sum 
game. Whilst ucp practitioners do not have this option available to them, they 
are not simply soldiers or peacekeepers without weapons. Their very lack of 
such weaponry, Wallace (2017) argues, is what allows them to build protection 
with other civilians. Going further, I argue that rather than simply ignoring this 
perceived vulnerability, some ucp practitioners seek to emphasise and instru-
mentalise it as a tool of protection for themselves and others. Here, vulnera-
bility creates the possibility of acting as sources of protection as they are not 
associated with threat or fear, nor do they feed into escalatory cycles of violence 
by promoting pre-emptive or retaliatory violence that can occur in response to 
militarised protection methods. This section will explore this instrumentalisa-
tion through and within the narratives of my research participants.

Women’s Peace Teams (wpt) in South Sudan are an example of the instru-
mentalisation of vulnerable bodies. wpt s are groups created with Nonviolent 
Peaceforce, where women come together as protection practitioners. These 
groups are comprised of national volunteers,14 and some for a time had male 
members join, though this was controversial and remains rare (Schweitzer 
2018a). Women in South Sudan often face high levels of gender-based and con-
flict-related sexual violence (ohcrc, 2022), particularly when collecting fire-
wood and water.15 The issue, however, is not always taken seriously as one of 
violence (Schweitzer, 2019), and wpt s often work closely on this issue through 
the frame of violence. Elder women in the community are also frequently 
associated with wpt s though they may not officially join. These women, the 
‘mamas’, often have the ability and authority to engage perpetrators of gen-
der-based violence and, due to their status in their community, are at lower 
risk of retaliation.16 Their position here is unique, as they are at once vulnera-
ble to violence (as are all living things, though their vulnerability is heightened 
by their gender and age), yet they are not politically precarious. As they are re-
spected within their community, they are grievable and therefore in a position 
to instrumentalise their vulnerability in a way others may not be.

14	 The status of wpt members as unpaid volunteers remains a live question, and some prac-
titioners believe they should be paid. Interview 2 with Nonviolent Peaceforce South Su-
dan International Practitioner, April 2021.

15	 Interview 18, ucp practitioner based in South Sudan. Conducted online, 2021.
16	 Interview 19, ucp practitioner based in South Sudan. Conducted online, 2021
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Some wpt s also engage with tribal Chiefs who lead customary courts and de-
cide on a significant number of cases in South Sudan. A ucp practitioner working 
with Nonviolence Peaceforce recalled that while np was initially heavily involved 
in establishing wpt s, over time each team gained its own independence, drawing 
authority from the relationships the women in the team had with the wider com-
munity, and that cases which would ordinarily have been taken to the Chief to de-
cide on would be brought to the women instead. wpt s seized this opportunity to 
challenge the injustices which often compounded the violence of sexual and gen-
der-based violence cases by emphasising and instrumentalising the vulnerability, 
precariousness, and assumed lack of agency that their bodies had been assigned:

Normally when you take a case, especially a gender-based violence case 
to the Chief, some of the things that they would say were punishment to 
the perpetrator, was the perpetrator should take that girl and marry her. 
Remember this girl is very young, so women would realise that there is 
a gap, but because they can’t challenge the Chief, the Chief has already 
given a ruling they can’t challenge. So, what they would do, they would talk 
with the Chief in a very creative way to find a way […]. They would go to 
the Chief ‘you already have so many cases you’re handling. Why don’t you 
allow us to handle cases involving gender-based violence and women?’ So, 
with those discussion we would find that the Chief would be ‘Ok you han-
dle those cases concerning women’, so when the cases come to the women, 
the women would not tell the perpetrator that you should marry that girl.17

Survivors of sexual violence were often concerned that the perpetrator may 
continue to harass them or their family, and once they were able to ‘handle 
cases concerning women’, wpt s often spoke with the perpetrator:

What they would do was other than ask the perpetrator to marry the girl, 
they can ask the perpetrator ‘Do you think what you did was right?’ […] 
try to get into the conscience of the perpetrator and the moment the per-
petrator sits down […] they will talk to you like a mother. They will tell 
the perpetrator, ‘I’m talking to you like your mother’.18

The practitioner noted three outcomes of this form of justice. First, it was more 
effective in ensuring the safety of the survivor. Second, it created a chance to 
form a connection between the perpetrator and women, and to humanise 

17	 Interview 19.
18	 Ibid.
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women to him. Finally, that over time, some perpetrators of sexual violence 
would refer themselves to women in the community or wpt s. As a result, in one 
area a woman was invited as a representative into the Council of Chiefs, and in 
another a woman became a Chief who was in charge of handling cases.19

This account of the successes of wpt s, and in particular of how these 
women approached the Council of Chiefs initially, demonstrates the ways in 
which the unique vulnerabilities of bodies – intersecting age, gender, and so-
cio-political status – create the conditions in which vulnerability is a force for 
protection. Here, the women’s bodies are perceived as being vulnerable and 
non-threatening, meaning they can in turn instrumentalise those assumptions 
about their bodies and the lack of social, political, and physical ‘threats’ they 
pose. Women in South Sudan are at risk of sexual violence and, as the prac-
titioner cited above recalled, such violence is often not taken seriously, and 
survivors are often forced to marry their attacker. As a result, their bodies are 
precarious: at high risk of violence and not socio-politically protected in the 
way that others are. Rather than directly challenging this construction, howev-
er, the women in these wpt s embraced the power structures which produced 
their bodies as vulnerable and precarious. Such structures allowed these wom-
en to approach Chiefs without Chiefs imagining or viewing them as threats to 
their power or authority, instead framing their protection of survivors of sexual 
and gender-based violence (sgbv) as a form of help to powerful Chiefs.20 The 
material vulnerability of the bodies of these women, who were unarmed and 
in a category of high risk of sexual violence themselves, produced their bodies 
as non-threatening to powerful men. As such, the heightened vulnerability of 
their material bodies, produced through the intersection of age and gender, 
served to reduce the precariousness of at least some women. The socio-politi-
cal status and leadership roles enjoyed by the women on these wpt s mean that 
they are able to instrumentalise bodily vulnerability to reduce direct threats of 
physical and sexual violences against themselves and younger women.

The response of wpt s to speak to perpetrators ‘like your mother’ is another 
embodiment of non-threatening femininity that has a protective effect. Rather 
than seeking to directly ‘punish’ perpetrators of sexual violence or to recreate the 
social power and status of the male Chiefs, they instead chose to embody and 
invoke the image of motherhood – one of the most enduring symbols of caring 
and non-threatening femininity. They were then able to instrumentalise this real 
and perceived vulnerability to create protection structures for other women and 

19	 Ibid.
20	 Fieldwork Focus Group Discussion. Nonviolent Peaceforce South Sudan practitioner 2. 

Conducted online, 7 March 2022.
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girls without the need to directly challenge the patriarchal violence and authori-
ty which produced them as such. Age features heavily in the production of these 
women’s bodies as that of ‘mamas’, intersecting with imaginaries of vulnerability.

The bodies of these ‘mamas’, produced as such by the intersection of their 
age and gender, are at once imagined as equally vulnerable as, yet less precar-
ious than, those of the young women they seek to protect from sgbv. Moth-
erhood and pregnancy are closely interlinked with age categories, particular-
ly in South Sudan, where a girl or woman, no matter her age, would not be 
considered a ‘youth’ once she became pregnant or had children, shifting the 
gendered and aged frames of the bodies of these women (Schweitzer 2019). 
Age categories here are not binary. Categories such as ‘youth’ and ‘elder’ are 
linked in part to the materiality of the body, but also to other relationships 
between people, and their relationships in turn with the socio-political 
frames which (re)produce their bodies. Motherhood here is a particular in-
tersection of age and gender. Some of the women in wpt s were identified as 
‘mamas’ not because they necessarily were mothers themselves, but rather 
due to the interconnectedness of their gender and aged identities, and oth-
ers’ imaginaries of that. Their bodies were reproduced as those in a caring, 
mothering capacity, and as such they had the agency and ability to deal with 
perpetrators of sgbv from the respected position of a ‘mama’, rather than the 
precarious position of a girl.

At the same time, older women – these ‘mamas’ – are arguably equally 
(though differently) as vulnerable to violence younger women and girls, yet 
less precarious. In the Guidelines for Material Aid (South Sudan), Nonviolent 
Peaceforce outline eight categories of people who may be considered ‘ex-
tremely vulnerable’ (cited in Furnari 2016: 306-13). This list includes ‘pregnant 
women’, ‘lactating Mothers (especially if she has her newborn baby with her)’, 
‘women caring for an unusually large number of children in her household’, 
and ‘older persons’ (ibid.). Motherhood, then, is a key factor in the increas-
ing vulnerability of some bodies – those of pregnant women and mothers 
are deemed to be groups in some of the greatest need of protection. Being a 
‘mama’, however, also implies that these women are older, categorised differ-
ently to the girls who were treated without agency when seeking justice for 
sexual violence. There was an implied respect, in the account cited above, that 
perpetrators of such violence held for these women, seeing these elder women 
in mothering roles, which imbues them with respect. While these women were 
older, and their bodies more vulnerable (‘older persons’, thus fitting into mul-
tiple ‘extremely vulnerable categories’), their social position as elder women, 
‘mamas’, produced their bodies at once as less precarious. They were treated, in 
this instance, with more respect than younger women, due in part to the imag-
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ination of them and their bodies as being more vulnerable, less threatening, 
but also imbued with authority in their community.

This instrumentalisation of perceived vulnerability, however, brings with it 
many complexities. The instrumentalisation of structures producing these bod-
ies as non-threatening and agential only through their association with maternal 
femininity risks reproducing them. Rather than challenging oppressive struc-
tures that produce women’s bodies as agential only in relation to their status as 
mothers, this form of protection allows such structures to continue, and be repro-
duced. This is, again, an inherent tension which lies at the heart of ucp. Building 
protection through relationships and relationality often includes building protec-
tion through the structures and frames of oppression. The embrace of the percep-
tion of vulnerability allows wpt s to support the protection of other women, while 
reproducing the structures in which these identities come to be understood and 
materially conflated with vulnerability. Violent and oppressive structures here 
provide space for unarmed protection within them, but for the protection to pro-
liferate, so too must the structures under which it has been built, as is further 
demonstrated by the instrumentalisation of whiteness in some ucp practices.21

At the heart of ucp practices is the embrace and instrumentalization of 
bodily vulnerability – a general understanding that all bodies are inherently 
vulnerable and that some bodies are more vulnerable, or vulnerable in partic-
ular ways. This acceptance of vulnerability as something which can be mitigat-
ed but never truly escaped places ucp in stark contrast to armed protection 
actors, who seek to make their own bodies invulnerable to violence (through 
body armour, weapons, the ‘use of force’) and thus reproduce the bodies of 
those around them as even more vulnerable and reliant on their presence for 
protection. In this way, the instrumentalisation of vulnerability as a protection 
method through ucp is thus not simply unarmed peacekeeping; it is rather a 
fundamental rejection of the premise of armed protection – the notion that 
some bodies can become invulnerable to violence.

Conclusion

This article has challenged the association between strength and protection 
in the context of the protection of civilians in areas of armed conflict, an ap-
proach that often increases the precariousness of civilians. Building on femi-

21	 Many ucp practices explicitly rely on the instrumentalisation of whiteness, such as the 
leveraging of racial and passport privileges, or organisations having a preference for white 
volunteers (Koopman 2013).
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nist critiques of both the gendered production of war and the binary categori-
sations such a production is based on, it has sought to unravel the apparently 
distinct categories of masculine/ feminine, protector/ protected. While the 
intersection of racialisation and gendering of bodies in conflict contexts is re-
ceiving increased attention, this article seeks to further introduce the category 
of age. By exploring the entanglement of age and gender in the production of 
vulnerability, I take seriously the call of Christine Sylvester to understand the 
ways in which ‘war is experienced through the body’ (emphasis original. 2013: 5).

The case study of ucp practices in South Sudan which centre civilian agency 
does two things. First, understanding practices through which civilians protect 
themselves and each other troubles the notion that protection is given by a pro-
tection actor and received by a vulnerable civilian. ucp practitioners co-produce 
protection with other civilians and as such break the binary that those living in 
areas of armed conflict are either agential or vulnerable. ucp practitioners are 
both. Second, it demonstrates the possibility that vulnerability brings. Rather 
than seeking to instrumentalise institutional and physical strength to protect 
civilians, the practices presented here demonstrate the instrumentalisation 
and centring of vulnerability as a method of protection. While I do not claim 
that ucp presents a solution to the protection of civilians in all conflict-affected 
areas, this article introduces ucp as a possibility and a challenge to traditional 
and gendered associations of protection with (masculine) strength.
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