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Abstract 
Law and Gender development have the ability to positively or negatively affect human security 
outcomes in conflict situations. Placing particular emphasis on the contemporary geopolitics 
of land and borders, this article seeks to deconstruct the political, economic, and social impacts 
that law and international organisations have on internally displaced persons in two different 
regions of the globe. The contradictory impacts of (in)security and the relationship between 
government and citizen is discussed in this paper by critically theorising the historical and 
contemporary construction of internally displaced persons as a legal category in Palestine and 
Colombia. Applying a critical feminist approach to this comparative analysis, it becomes clear 
that various aspects of human security have been disregarded in the wake of greater political 
interests. The results of this analysis call into question the current migration paradigm that is 
pioneered by peace and security institutions and the failures within the conceptualisations of 
statehood and sovereignty. 
 
Keywords: Human Security, Gender, Development, Law, Migration, Colombia, Palestine. 
 
 
Introduction  
 
In international law, the state is considered the main provider of security for its citizens. 
Supposedly, its sole purpose is to maintain autonomy and sovereignty for the welfare of its 
citizens. At the same time, the state, under the weight of the “development” rubric and massive 
law production, constitutes a major source of insecurity when it fails to uphold actual human 
rights. Economic development, humanitarian assistance, and disaster management are 
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critical feminism, her research explores how peace is conceived and articulated as a human right in the 
Colombian legal system. 



 138 

employed to protect and ensure the safety of citizens, yet these institutions can and often do 
cause harm. This paper in no way implies that states should stop supporting inter-
governmentalism or cooperation. Its purpose is to generate a more transparent analytic 
discussion on how some of these serious human errors can be circumvented. At the 
intersection of gender, law, and development, this analysis will outline the human rights 
implications of international law and the impact of its implementation on the daily lives of 
internally displaced persons in Colombia and Palestine.  

The contradictory impacts of (in)security and the relationship between government and 
citizen will be discussed in this paper by critically theorising the historical and contemporary 
construction of internally displaced persons as a legal category in Palestine and Colombia.  In 
the case of Palestine, the logic departs from one assumption: if the state is unable or unwilling 
to provide the majority of its citizens with sufficient security, it is entitled to international 
assistance and support. Complicating the narrative of sovereignty, national leadership relies 
on an international network of complex systems, laws, and norms in order to ensure not just 
the security of its citizens but also the legitimacy of its governance. Without international 
assistance, the state wouldn’t be able to sustain itself. As a result, it would not be able to 
maintain power or rule over those it seeks to govern. In the case of Colombia, logic departs 
from a different assumption: if there is a social issue, the state solves it through its legal system. 
If the state has laws, it is a functional state. In that sense, law has the essential role of 
legitimising those practices and sometimes normalising the lack of will and ability of the state 
to provide security for its citizens.  

Applying a critical feminist approach and using the cases of Colombia and Palestine, this 
article examines two mechanisms of human insecurity: the discourse of development 
(Palestine) and the production of law (Colombia). We argue that these two mechanisms have 
created a false sense of security, protecting the interests of the state at the expense of those 
displaced by the armed conflict. Drawing from feminist and gender perspectives, such as Jane 
Parpart’s postmodern analysis in Who is the ‘Other’?: A Postmodern Feminist Critique of Women 
and Development Theory and Practice, this article seeks to challenge more liberalised dynamics 
within mainstream developmental paradigms.  

The UN defines human security as “freedom from fear and freedom from want”. For the 
UN, states (governments) are primarily responsible for “ensuring the survival, livelihood and 
dignity of their citizens.”3 Thus, the UN sees human security as an approach that “calls for 
comprehensive, people-centered, context-specific and prevention-oriented actions that help to 
improve the capacities of Governments and people to provide early warning, identify root 
causes and address policy gaps with regard to current and emerging challenges.”4 
Consequently, when the UN is involved in the implementation of international law and 
development, it creates a false sense of security. Yet if the UN chooses to, it can claim that the 
state is the sole entity responsible for the security of its citizens. We argue that this paradigm 
within migration governance is a source of insecurity for displaced persons. 

According to the UN, “human security and State security are mutually dependent and 
complementary. Without human security, State security cannot be attained and vice versa.”5 
Although human security advocates a shift in focus from the national to the human paradigms 
of security, some scholars argue that the shift has not been substantial. Instead, the logic 
embedded in the concept of security (the production of subjects and threats) remains the same. 
 

                                                
3General Assembly. Briefing on the Report of the Secretary-General on Human Security A/66/763. Geneva: 
United Nations, 2012. Accessed February 2, 2017. http://daccess-dds-
ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N12/285/37/PDF/N1228537.pdf. 
4 General Assembly. A/66/763, 3. 
5 General Assembly. A/66/763, 19.  
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Security, it suggests, is so important to being human that it can and 
should form the foundation of freedom, democracy and the good society. 
Regardless of the misery conducted on its name, the bombing and the 
maiming, the slaughter and the torture, state led security is still a ‘good 
thing.’ All it needs is to be humanized.6  

 
This article provides a framework for understanding why the security of certain privileged 
persons’ (i.e., those not directly impacted by political violence) is prioritised over others, and 
what legal and theoretical conditions allow for these decisions to be made in domestic and 
international political spaces. Although Colombia and Palestine differ geopolitically, these 
territories provide a transformative theoretical landscape for a comparative analysis of 
contemporary international security relations and global governance, particularly in the area 
of critical development studies, critical feminist legal theory and critical legal studies, because 
both cases outline particularly messy humanitarian interventions. In both cases, legal and 
operational norms were challenged, changed, and tailored to these individual unique cases. 

The first section of this paper provides a theoretical evaluation of contemporary feminist 
perspectives on human security and gender development. The second section provides an 
overview of legal and normative frameworks relating to IDPs in Palestine and Colombia, 
including a critical evaluation of the neoliberal assumptions underlying their policy. The third 
section analyses how these particular frameworks impact the specific cases under 
consideration. We conclude by summarizing our main points and proposing topics for further 
research. As a critical analysis, this article does not provide concrete recommendations but 
instead lays bare the need for future research and development reform. Furthermore, this 
article attempts to engage both the academic and practitioner in mutual discussion and 
cooperation. 
 
 
Gendered Approaches to Human Security and International Development 
 
Theories underlying human security and international social relations, such as neoliberalism 
and ethnocentrism, facilitate the practice and creation of legal and social norms in economic 
and development policy. Drawing on liberal feminist thinking in the west, the field of Women 
in Development (WID) focused on “integrating women into male power structures.”7 This 
development structure, defined as masculine, has resulted in the socialisation of violence and 
even the rewarding of violent human behaviour by socialising and normalising participants 
into an arguably toxic social system. These harmful structures fail to grapple with the 
complexity of social power, making invisible the needs of women and other minority 
populations. For critical feminists, the overgeneralisation of women as a homogeneous 
category privileges the interests of some women at the expense of many others. 
 

[T]he idea that women’s movements into workplaces was itself 
empowering or liberating seemed absurd or irrelevant to many working-
class women and of color. They were already working for wages, as had 

                                                
6 Mark Neocleous, “Inhuman Security,” In Critical Perspectives on Human Security: Rethinking 
Emancipation and Power in International Relations, ed. David Chandler et al. (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2010), 186.  
7 Jane Parpart, “Who is the ‘Other’? A Postmodern Feminist Critique of Women and Development 
Theory and Practice,” Development and Change, Vol. 24 (1993): 442. 
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many of their mothers and grandmothers, and did not consider access to 
jobs and public life ‘liberating’.8  

 
In the 1980s, critical feminists proposed that unequal power relations created disparities not 
only with respect to males but also among women. Zinn’s analysis “made it clear that women 
were not victimized by gender alone but by the historical and systematic denial of rights and 
privileges based on other differences as well.”9 In the case of women, “harm can be multiplied 
in many ways directly linked to gender, but also to gender in the context of race, class, 
ethnicity, political participation, rural life, or indigenous community.”10 Women in many so 
called “Third World” countries came to realise that the strategy of homogenising women only 
benefited specific groups of women, particularly elite classes. As Parpart points out, underlying 
feminist theory “explained” women as if the reality of white western middle-class women 
applied to women from all classes, races and regions of the world.11 With its narrow focus on 
economic development, liberal and neoliberal feminism is accused of reproducing social 
hierarchies that benefit elite classes and Western markets, as well as reinforcing male 
dominance. 

Zehra Kabasakal Arat explored the gap between theory and practice, stating that current 
development paradigms “fail to mention class oppression, capitalism, sexual orientation, or 
reproductive rights.”12 Development agendas that focus solely on gender equality and not 
intersectional systems of oppression and privilege have remained largely unsuccessful in 
ensuring sustainable human development.13 Developmental institutions are intertwined with 
neoliberalism and tend to ensure the continued prosperity of “First World” nations at the 
expense and continued poverty of the so-called “Third World.” As a result of the failure of both 
international and national governance, civil society was forced to create alternative values and 
institutions such as hospitals, schools, and social clubs to fill the social and economic gaps. After 
the 1985 Women’s conference in Nairobi, Kenya, many women’s organisations in the “Second 
and Third Worlds” adapted their own counter-feminisms. Hasso concluded that, 
 

[. . . ] even those who were well-known activists on these issues in their 
countries, were often unwilling to discuss them before Western feminist 
audiences because they viewed this emphasis on internal dynamics as a 
part of an overall agenda to culturally legitimate international economic 
and political inequalities.14 

                                                
8 Maxine Baca Zinn et al., “Sex and Gender through the Prism of Difference,” in Gender through the Prism 
of Difference, ed. Maxine Baca Zinn et al. (New York and Oxford: Oxford University press, 2005), 3. 
9 Maxine Baca Zinn et al. “Sex and Gender,” 3. 
10 Margaret Urban Walker, “Gender and Violence in Focus: A Background for Gender Justice in 
Reparations,” in The Gender of Reparations: Unsettling Sexual Hierarchies while Redressing Human Rights 
Violations, ed. Ruth Rubio-Marin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 55.   
11  Jane Parpart, “Who is the ‘Other’? A Postmodern Feminist Critique of Women and Development 
Theory and Practice,” Development and Change, Vol. 24 (1993): 443.  
12  Zehra F. Kabasakal Arat, "Feminisms, Women's Rights, and the UN: Would Achieving Gender 
Equality Empower Women?," American Political Science Review 109, No. 04 (2015): 679.  
13 John Robinson, "Squaring the Circle? Some Thoughts on the Idea of Sustainable Development," 
Ecological Economics 48.4 (2004): 369-384. 
14 Frances S. Hasso, "The “Women’s Front”: Nationalism, Feminism, and Modernity in Palestine," Gender 
& Society 12.4 (1998): 458. 
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Complicating international relations, “First World” nations struggle to escape their own 
standpoint, unable to recognise the growing threat of global inequality.15 
 
 
Current International Initiatives and Laws for IDPs in Palestine and 
Colombia 
 
The social construction and categorisation of IDPs is a relatively recent concept. Although 
forced displacement within the borders of a state is not new, it was originally understood as a 
domestic issue in which the international community did not have jurisdiction or influence. 
Initially, international regulations concerning forced migration related exclusively to refugees, 
that is, forced migrants who manage to cross national borders. The paradigm shift towards 
migration governance, although needed in order to ensure the security of refugees and IDPs, 
has come to create insecurity for migrant groups unwilling to conform to liberal ideas of free 
market capitalism and development.16 As mentioned before, the UN A/66/763 resolution, 
discussing the UN concept of human security, does not offer a particular definition of what is 
considered violence or a threat.  

In 2001, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
presented the “Guiding Principles of Internal Displacement.” As the first attempt to make 
visible and regulate IDP matters, it pioneered practice and allowed for the expansion of liberal 
mechanisms of power, such as capitalist classes, within the communities in which it operated. 
For women, the liberalisation of their security meant integration in male dominated power 
structures, particularly as producers and reproducers of gendered processes. Although the 
principles provided in UN resolutions focus on non-discrimination, protection from sexual 
violence, and rights for expecting mothers and female heads of households, liberalism made 
assumptions about the integration of women into these power structures and how the 
structure itself may be a source of insecurity. This was particularly apparent in Resolution 1325, 
which portrayed women’s role as that of peace builders and mitigator of violent social 
structures. These assumptions created a false sense of change that only served to uphold 
power imbalances and decrease the visibility of violence.  

The literature on gender and displacement concludes that women often face the most 
severe impacts of internal displacement. According to the Brookings Institute, “displaced 
women are often at greater risk than other affected populations because of the asymmetrical 
social structure of patriarchy.”17 Furthermore, women are also more susceptible to gender-
based violence (SGBV) and have the greatest difficulty securing housing, land and property 
rights. In general, women are excluded from or have limited participation in the decision-
making processes in the majority of public spaces. Focusing on this assumption, many 
international security and development programs are blind to the issues and challenges of 
women and other at-risk populations. 

                                                
15 See Vicente Navarro, "Neoliberalism as a Class Ideology; Or, The Political Causes of the Growth of 
Inequalities," International Journal of Health Services 37.1 (2007): 47-62, and Jan Nederveen Pieterse, "Global 
Inequality: Bringing Politics Back in," Third World Quarterly 23.6 (2002): 1023-1046. 
16 See Frances S. Hasso, "The “Women’s Front”: Nationalism, Feminism, and Modernity in Palestine," 
Gender & Society 12.4 (1998): 441-465, and Zehra F. Kabasakal Arat, "Feminisms, Women's Rights, and the 
UN: Would Achieving Gender Equality Empower Women?," American Political Science Review 109, No. 04 
(2015): 674-89 
17 Chaloka Beyani, Improving the Protection of Internally Displaced Women. (Washington, DC: Brookings 
LSE, 2014). Accessed February 17, 2017. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/Improving-the-Protection-of-Internally-Displacement-Women-October-10-
2014.pdf.  
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Several international legal documents, programs and guidelines claim to specifically 
address security issues of IDP women. However, these documents fail to address the unequal 
structures of power that govern social, political and economic relations which in turn 
constitute a major source of human insecurity. Also, the effectiveness of these laws and 
regulations depends upon their successful implementation.  Although Colombia and Palestine 
are not geographically or historically similar, the enormous and specific impact of violence on 
women, children, and other marginalised communities is dramatically similar. In this section, 
we aim to explain briefly the historical background of these two case studies, emphasising the 
role of regional geo-politics.  

The Colombian armed conflict is one of the longest running conflicts in the world. 
According to Human Rights Watch18, the Colombian conflict has resulted in the second largest 
number of IDPs in the world. According to the Colombian Unidad de Víctimas, as of November 
2016, the country had 8.2 million registered victims, including 7.1 million IDPs from January 
1985.19  Similarly, the Palestinian/Israel conflict has raged on for nearly seven decades as illegal 
Israeli settlements continue to encroach on Palestinian territory, affecting 5.3 million 
Palestinian refugees and millions more.  Violent and entrenched, both conflicts serve as 
particularly interesting case studies for analysis.  

According to the Colombian Unidad de Víctimas, 3,958,997 of the registered victims are 
women, 3,952,736 are men, and 1,818 are LGBTQ.20 As these numbers indicate, both men and 
women have been seriously affected by the war. In 2004, the Constitutional Court declared 
that the internal displacement of persons in the Colombian conflict constituted a massive 
abuse of human rights that seriously challenged the national Constitution. International 
development initiatives and massive production of legal machinery in Colombia have had 
serious implications for women, especially those not protected under the 1951 Convention on 
Refugees. As explained above, IDPs were not a matter of global concern until only recently. 
The forced displacement of people within countries was seen as an inevitable consequence of 
war and thus not considered a crime. Over the last several decades, international and domestic 
laws have been created to address the humanitarian crisis, which have made visible internal 
displacement as a crime of global impact. IDPs only became visible in Colombia in 1997 
through Law 387. Since then, the category of victim has been redefined and transformed in 
order to comply with international standards of protection and guarantees of victims’ rights.  

In 2005, the Colombian Congress issued Law 975 in order to regulate demobilisation of ex-
combatants. In 2011, the Congress issued law 1448 and explicitly defined the category of victim 
as a person who; a) Individually or collectively has suffered real, concrete and specific harm as 
a consequence of a violation of international humanitarian laws or international human rights 
laws, or b) Is a family member in cases of killing or disappearances, and has been affected by 
the internal armed conflict, or c) Has suffered harm when assisting a direct victim or when 
preventing or attempting to prevent the intended harm. The law applies to crimes committed 
since January 1, 1985, and in the case of land dispossession, since January 1, 1991. The law is to 
remain in force until June 10, 2021. The Constitutional Court has had an essential role in 
challenging and expanding this category, attempting to make it more inclusive and sensitive to 
the particular needs of women and other vulnerable populations. However, people who have 
suffered the consequences of war still have to meet certain requirements to be granted rights to 
truth, justice and reparations.  
                                                
18 Human Rights Watch. “The Risk of Returning Home: Violence and Threats Against Displaced People 
Proclaiming Land in Colombia,” last modified in March 2013, 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2013/09/17/risk-returning-home/violence-and-threats-against-displaced-
people-reclaiming-land.  
19 “Unidad de Víctimas,” last modified April 01, 2017, http://www.unidadvictimas.gov.co/.  
20 For more detailed information about registered victims of the internal armed conflict in Colombia, 
see: http://rni.unidadvictimas.gov.co/?q=node/107. Accessed April 7, 2017.  
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After that declaration (through the Sentencia T-025/04), the humanitarian crisis of IDPs 
became intensely visible and put pressure on the national government to create a 
comprehensive policy of attention, assistance and reparation to victims of the conflict. In 2008, 
the Constitutional Court released Auto No.092/08, which created special protection measures 
for women IDPs who, according to the Auto, have suffered a disproportional and specific 
impact of violence.  For that reason, the Colombian government decided to include a gender-
ethnic-class focus (enfoque diferencial) in all policies relating to the conflict in order to protect 
and effectively guarantee rights to vulnerable populations, including women and children. 
Although the legal system provides guarantees for protection of women, the implementation 
of these guarantees still poses a challenge. According to Merteens, “access to the judicial 
system should be improved at the local level, the granting of land titles to women should be 
speeded up and special protection should be accorded to women and their organizations in 
order to avoid re-victimization.”21  

The Colombian definition of victim established in Law 1448 (explained above) is 
particularly problematic in a context where the dangers derived from war are still present. In 
addition, corruption, neo-paramilitarism, drug trafficking and inequality are serious obstacles 
to an effective, fast and comprehensive response and guarantee for victims’ and citizens’ rights. 
As Merteens (2010) states, 

 
The armed conflict has had a considerable and disproportionate impact 
on women, as they suffer specific risks and confront specific 
vulnerabilities because of their gender. Examples include: forced 
displacement in conditions of marital abandonment or widowhood 
(leading to an increasing number of women-headed households in 
displaced populations in the cities); gender-based violence and especially 
sexual violence by armed actors as a weapon of war, the imposition of 
patriarchal models of social control by local power holders; and the 
historical lack of recognition of women’s rights that has facilitated their 
dispossession and violent seizure of their land.22 

 
Similarly, those internally displaced within Palestine have been shackled by the semantics 
used in the definition of their victimisation as “refugee”. The first mention of Palestine 
refugees was in the General Assembly Resolution 212, adopted November 19th, 1948. 
Recognized by the United Nations Economic Survey Mission of the Middle East, the resolution 
established the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) with the mandate to 
“carry out in collaboration with local governments the direct relief and works programmes as 
recommended by the Economic Survey Mission.” Less than a month later, the General 
Assembly passed Resolution 194 on December 11th. The resolution concluded that refugees, 
 

[. . .] wishing to return to their homes and live at peace with their 
neighbours should be permitted to do so at the earliest practicable date, 
and that compensation should be paid for the property of those choosing 
not to return and for loss of or damage to property which, under 
principles of international law or in equity, should be made good by the 
Governments or authorities responsible.23 

 

                                                
21 Donny Meertens, Forced Displacement and Gender Justice in Colombia: Between Disproportional Effects of 
Violence and Historical Injustice. (Washington, DC: ICTJ/Brookings, 2012): 157.  
22 Donny Meertens. Forced Displacement, 154.  
23 UN General Assembly, Resolution 194, December 11, 1948. Article 11.  
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As UNRWA operationalised and was granted programmatic functions, the UN High 
Commission on Refugees (UNHCR) came to define the rights and security of Palestine 
refugees as separate and distinct from other refugees worldwide.  The UNHCR argued, “for the 
non-applicability of the UNHCR Statute and the 1951 Convention to refugees receiving 
protection and assistance from another UN agency, unless and until such protection or 
assistance ceased without an internationally accepted solution having been found.”24 
Predicting a swift solution to the Israel/Palestine conflict, the UNHCR chose to focus on 
refugees elsewhere, effectively limiting the UNRWA’s power under international law with 
regard to protecting Palestinians. Legal academics, particularly Susan Akram and Nidal al-
Azza, have argued that Palestinian refugees are treated unequally and are not provided the 
same human rights as refugees worldwide, such as relocation and protection against violence. 
25   

The laws and procedures meant to protect Palestinians have now become the very legal 
mechanism that imprisons them under military occupation. The operational definition, as 
conceptualised by UNRWA, of a Palestine refugee is “persons whose normal place of residence 
was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 May 1948, and who lost both home and means 
of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict.”26 Although this definition provides protection to 
refugees produced between 1946 and 1948, it doesn’t guarantee protection, services or the 
symbolic title of ‘refugee’ to those displaced since 1948, and particularly those affected by the 
continued expansion of illegal settlements in the West Bank. As long as the Israeli government 
continues to support Israeli settlements in the West Bank, Palestinians will continue to be 
forced off their land and have their property and livelihoods taken from them without 
international protection or justice.  

In addition, defining Palestine refugees in terms of only those who fled between 1946 and 
1948 created a symbolic social status that allows for the reproduction of trauma within 
Palestinian society. In Palestine, communities of higher social and economic status tended to 
cluster in urban areas while those living in rural areas were considered lower class. The 
majority of those displaced between 1946 and 1948 were from rural communities who didn’t 
have the social or economic power to stay.27 Historically, these rural communities were often 
seen as weak or as not having defended their land effectively. These prejudices have been 
socialised into Palestinian culture and constitute an invisible force that manifests itself 
spatially through social and economic segregation of Palestine refugees from other 
Palestinians.28  

Researching Palestinian identity, Bowker concluded, “the inferior social status of refugee 
camp-dwellers, in the eyes of both non-Palestinian Arabs and Palestinians alike, has probably 
reinforced the boundaries between refugees and non-refugee populations more generally.”29 
These dynamics often remain hidden as development and humanitarian organisations focus 
only on external factors of violence and conflict. As a permanent symbol of the land, 
Palestinian refugees often feel obligated to register as a refugee in order to demonstrate their 
support of Palestinian liberation.  

                                                
24 Susan Akram and Nidal al-Azza. Handbook on Protection of Palestinian Refugees in States and Signatories to 
the 1951 Refugee Convention. BADIL Resource Center (2015): 32 
25 Susan Akram and Nidal al-Azza. Handbook on Protection of Palestinian Refugees, 32.  
26 UNRWA. “Palestine Refugees,” United Nations (2015),  http://www.unrwa.org/palestine-refugees 
27 Riccardo Bocco, "UNRWA and the Palestinian Refugees: A History within History," Refugee Survey 
Quarterly 28.2-3 (2009): 229-252. 
28 George E. Bisharat, "Exile to Compatriot: Transformations in the Social Identity of Palestinian 
Refugees in the West Bank," Culture, Power, Place: Explorations in Critical Anthropology (1997): 203-233. 
29 Robert Bowker, Palestinian Refugees: Mythology, Identity, and the Search for Peace (New York: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 2003)  
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Although UNRWA provides gender-focused support to Palestinian refugees, it does so by 
enforcing patriarchal policies and procedures. Palestinian refugee status, as it’s practiced, is 
passed down through male heads of household. Registered and eligible female Palestinian 
refugees terminate their rights and the rights of their children as refugees if she chooses to 
marry a non-refugee.30 When Cervenak finally brought forward the negative implications of 
these practices in 1994, the General Assembly decided that including non-refugee families of 
refugee women was too much of a strain on the general budget. These policies create social 
pressure for women, where female refugees may feel obligated to marry another refugee-
regardless of desire and want- limiting their agency and capability. 

Development practitioners are not intentionally or deliberately implementing 
development and law in a way that undermines human security, but they are confined by 
specific legal parameters. As a result, even so called “Third World” women trained at western 
institutions are not allowed to champion techniques and tools that were originally used in less 
hierarchical social class systems as solutions to issues of poverty and inequality.31 Within 
mainstream development, gender is often treated as a separate issue, while race, ethnicity, 
class, and sexual orientation are frequently ignored. These outcomes are caused by specific 
gaps in development theory. First, the assumption that development policy is devoid of 
international and regional as well as geographical and biological politics provides space for the 
passive complacency of practitioners and institutions in systemic structural and emotional 
violence. 

In other words, “developing agencies are not in the business of promoting political 
realignments” but that doesn’t mean they are politically neutral.32  In fact, this means that 
policies and their subsequent implementation maintain the status quo and don’t necessarily 
leave at-risk populations better off. Such assumptions perpetuate the suffering of those 
unfortunate enough to be born into economically and socially marginalised communities.33    

The development discourse adds to the assumption of law as neutral and inherently positive. 
This conception provides the idea of natural distance, a detachment between everyday lives 
and the rationality of legal knowledge. We argue that laws are not neutral but political. As in 
several cases of Palestine and Columbia, law and practice work as legitimacy tools for unequal 
power relations.  

Contributing to stereotypes of “Third-World women” needing to be enlightened by 
western liberal values, these institutions have largely utilised a top-down method of 
development with a feminist theory that “is often seen as an opportunity to enlarge liberal 
knowledge rather than as a change to explore the variety of modes of being female.”34 Without 
addressing the root causes of the conflict in Colombia, or without focusing on incentivising 
Israel to end the occupation, the language and semantics of international law and development 
have been tarnished and eroded. Facing complacency by the international community, many 
Palestinian and Colombian women have chosen to set aside their gendered need for equality 
and shift focus to survival.35 Disappearing into male dominated structures, many of their voices 

                                                
30 Christine M. Cervenak, "Promoting Inequality: Gender-based discrimination in UNRWA's approach 
to Palestine Refugee Status," Human Rights Quarterly 16.2 (1994): 330 
31 Jane Parpart, “Who is the ‘Other’?: A Postmodern Feminist Critique of Women and Development 
Theory and Practic,” Development and Change, Vol. 24 (1993): 444.  
32 Elizabeth Harrison, “Fish and Feminists,” IDS Bulletin 26.3 (1995): 41. 
33 Paul Collier, The Bottom Billion: Why The Poorest Countries Are Failing And What Can be Done About It 
(USA: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
34 Jane Parpart, “Who is the ‘Other’?: A Postmodern Feminist Critique of Women and Development 
Theory and Practic,” Development and Change, Vol. 24 (1993): 445. 
35 Ghada Heshem Talhami, “Evolution of the Palestinian Feminist Movement.” 2006. Jerusalem: 
Palestine Center. Accessed on February 17, 2017. 
http://www.thejerusalemfund.org/ht/display/ContentDetails/i/2600/pid/897  
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are lost within the chaos of internalised war.36 The inclusion of women in the peace process 
remains limited, and minimal at best, demonstrating the pitfalls of Resolution 1325 on the lives 
of both Colombian and Palestinian women.37 
 
 
Changing the Paradigm 
 
As stated throughout this article, law regulates the bodies of displaced persons, not only in 
Palestine and Colombia but elsewhere as well. We argue that it is necessary to investigate the 
ways in which the language embedded in laws and regulation is practiced. A gender sensitive 
approach to internal displacement is an essential starting point to create sustainable solutions. 
Questioning assumptions and practices embedded in international development would allow 
for greater agency and self-determination and encourage changes in the current migration and 
refugee paradigms, including legal modifications to more conventions and multilateral 
treaties. Challenging conventional approaches to law would allow us to evaluate the 
discourses, practices and power relations in law, especially how laws may legitimate impunity, 
gender, and race inequality and exclusion of certain populations.  

Parpart proposes Gender and Development (GAD) research, as a way to analyse “gender 
rather than women, particularly the social construction of gender roles and gender relations.”38 
Articulation among civil society groups is essential in promoting new epistemic communities 
that are able to challenge existing patriarchal institutionalism. Development research and 
implementation need to focus not only on empowerment of locals, but on the empowerment 
of all locals regardless of gender, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, race, religion, political 
ideology, or capability. According to Charlesworth, epistemic communities and NGO influence 
are essential to articulate and diffuse critical perspectives to gender development, stating,  

 
It is not simply the presence of women that would make a difference. 
Instead, it is the commitment and ability to develop, explore, rethink and 
revalue those ways of thinking that get silenced and devalued that would 
make a difference. For that to happen, men, too, would have to be central 
participants.39 

 
Conclusions 
 
The IDP crisis in both the cases of Colombia and Palestine has been approached through two 
main institutional mechanisms: international development and massive law production.  
Under the guise of humanitarian assistance and development, global institutions and the 
contemporary development paradigm have come to contribute to and reinforce social and 
gender hierarchies and inequality. In the cases of Colombia and Palestine, the law has an 

                                                
36 Ihab Aldaqqaq, “Palestinian Women’s Movements and Their Relations With the Palestinian 
Nationalist Movement: A History of Partnership and A Future of Challenging Cooperation” (PhD diss., 
Columbia University, 2014). http://academiccommons.columbia.edu/catalog/ac%3A176131  
37 Mohammed Al-Kassim, “Middle East: Israel and Palestinian Women Together in Peace,” Vision News, 
April 29 2010, and Paul Collier, The Bottom Billion: Why The Poorest Countries Are Failing And What Can Be 
Done About It. (London: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
38 Jane Parpart, “Who is the ‘Other’?: A Postmodern Feminist Critique of Women and Development 
Theory and Practic,” Development and Change, Vol. 24 (1993): 444. 
39 Hilary Charlesworth, “Feminist Methods in International Law,” The American Journal of International 
Law 93, No. 2 (1999): 394.  
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essential role not only in regulating these power relations, but also in legitimising institutions 
and systems that uphold violence as a way of producing and reproducing inequality.  

We argue that these two mechanisms contribute to human insecurity, as they facilitate the 
reproduction of violent social structures. Evaluating the underlying assumptions of 
international development and law, particularly the assumption of neutrality, this article 
explores how these assumptions come to negatively impact women, and make skewed power 
relations invisible. This article lays bare the need for challenging existing institutional 
arrangements that favour certain violent masculinities and certain types of violence against 
women. We echo Parpart on the need of applying gender and development approaches that 
promote an evaluation of research and knowledge about law and its connection with gender 
analysis.  
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