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INTRODUCTION

WOMEN, PEACE & POWER

Between 1990 and 2017, 92% of peace negotiators were men. Women, Peace & Power 

follows the stories of female activists, politicians, and ordinary citizens in Afghanistan, 

Liberia, and Northern Ireland as they try to influence peace talks against all odds. 

While some of these peacebuilders use sit-ins and mass rallies to push for change, 

others win elections to negotiate at the peace table. All face challenges to their 

authority and legitimacy as they attempt to steer their countries away from war.

Women, Peace & Power was created by Peace is Loud, a nonprofit organization 

that uses storytelling to advance social justice movement building, with a focus on 

women’s rights and gender justice. This guide is designed for those who wish to 

screen this 23-minute film and facilitate a discussion following the screening.

To request a screening for your community, organization, or classroom, visit: 

bit.ly/WomenPeacePower

Women, Peace & Power features excerpts from the PBS documentary series 

Women, War & Peace, produced by Fork Films. This includes the films Wave 

Goodbye to Dinosaurs, Pray the Devil Back to Hell, and Peace Unveiled. To learn 

more about the series, visit pbs.org/wnet/women-war-and-peace. 

Production still of Wave Goodbye to Dinosaurs

http://bit.ly/WomenPeacePower
http://pbs.org/wnet/women-war-and-peace
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WHY WOMEN?  
A PRIMER ON WOMEN, PEACE, AND SECURITY

1. Jana Krause, Werner Krause, and Piia Braenfors, “Women’s Participation in Peace Negotiations and the Durability of Peace,” International 
Interactions (August 2018).

2. Ibid.

3. Council on Foreign Relations and UN Women, “Women’s Participation in Peace Processes 1990 - 2017,” https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-
participation-in-peace-processes/explore-the-data

Traditional approaches to resolving conflict are falling short in the face of increases 

in war, terrorism, and displacement over the past decade. But mounting evidence 

suggests that including women in peace and security processes could significantly 

reduce violence and advance peace.  

From Northern Ireland to Liberia and beyond, where women influence peace 

negotiations, peace prevails against the odds. If women participate in creating a peace 

agreement, there is a 70% chance that peace will hold for 20 years, compared to a 25% 

chance otherwise.1 In addition, the agreement’s provisions prove more robust and are 

more likely to be implemented.2

And yet, women still struggle to get a seat at the peace table, where the future of their 

societies is decided. Since 1990, 92% of peace negotiators 

have been men.3 

Women—like men—play myriad roles in war and peace: 

from soldiers and politicians to peace activists and 

bystanders. But they are typically under-represented 

among the warring parties and disproportionately 

affected by conflicts they rarely begin. 

As such, when women mobilize for peace, they frequently 

bring perspectives and priorities that may otherwise be lacking in the halls of power. In 

Northern Ireland, for example, the Women’s Coalition expanded the peace negotiations 

beyond narrow sectarian agendas to include reconciliation and victims’ rights—helping 

to address the root causes of the conflict. 

Women also repeatedly build broad coalitions to push for peace across divides. In 

Liberia, Christian and Muslim women successfully united to demand an end to decades 

of war through a strategic sequence of protests, petitions, and a Lysistrata-inspired 

sex strike. 

War affects men and women differently. Even though most men do not join armed 

groups, the vast majority of war’s perpetrators—and direct victims of violence—are 

  Women are 52% of the 

population...We have a 

right to be at the talks 

table. It’s our future that’s 

being talked about. 

“

”
—May Blood 

Wave Goodbye to Dinosaurs

https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/explore-the-data
https://www.cfr.org/interactive/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/explore-the-data
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men. Women are more likely to die from war’s indirect effects and experience conflict-

related sexual violence. Unpacking gender’s influence helps us to uncover the causes and 

consequences of conflict.

Moreover, the goals of gender equality and peace go hand in hand. Using the largest dataset 

on the welfare of women in the world, American scholars have shown that gender equality 

is a greater predictor of peace than a country’s wealth, religion, or level of democracy.4 Yet, 

just 5% of bilateral funding to fragile states has gender equality or women’s empowerment 

as its principal objective.5

In 2000, the United Nations Security Council passed a landmark resolution on Women, 

Peace, and Security, creating a global framework for increasing women’s inclusion in peace 

and security processes. In 2011, the United States created its own National Action Plan on 

Women, Peace, and Security and in 2017, the US Congress passed the Women, Peace, and 

Security Act, signed into law by President Trump. This bipartisan legislation acknowledges 

how much progress has yet to be made, seeking to ensure that US personnel advance 

women’s meaningful participation in the prevention, mitigation, and resolution of conflict.

4. Valerie Hudson, Bonnie Ballif-Spanvill, Mary Caprioli, and Chad F. Emmett, Sex and World Peace (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012).

5. UN Women, “Financing the women, peace, and security agenda,” citing OECD data from 2016, http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/
peace-and-security/facts-and-figures#_Financing

YEMEN 

4%

AFGHANISTAN 

6%

ISRAEL AND 

PALESTINE 

25%

SOUTH SUDAN 

25%

MALI 

5%

COLOMBIA 

33%

SUDAN 

15%

SYRIA 

16%

MYANMAR 

17%

WOMEN REMAIN UNDER-REPRESENTED IN PEACE TALKS.

Source: Council on Foreign Relations, 2015–2018

 http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/peace-and-security/facts-and-figures#_Financing
 http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/peace-and-security/facts-and-figures#_Financing
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During the discussion, the facilitator’s role is to spark conversation—
to empower participants to share what they learned from the film, so 
that they can also learn from each other. 

As such, the discussion prompts below are intentionally open-ended, 

allowing for a variety of valid answers. The facilitator should select 

prompts that seem appropriate to the interests and experiences of 

the audience. Usually, a couple of prompts will get the conversation 

started; one or two more can be used to keep things on track; and a 

closing prompt will help to conclude the conversation.

OPENING QUESTIONS

• What do you see as the film’s main message? 

• How did the film make you feel? Was there a moment that you found particularly 

moving or disturbing?

WHY DID WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN THESE PEACE PROCESSES MATTER? 

• The mediator in Liberia, Gen. Abubakar, noted that “The belligerents, during the 

peace talks, really they were talking about power, about position, about a job, 

and the control of the resources.” What priorities did women bring to the peace 

negotiations in each country? Were they similar or different from the existing 

agendas? 

• How might issues raised during peace negotiations affect women and men 

differently after a peace agreement is reached? 

• Why do you think that peace talks remain so male dominated? 

• Research by scholar Jana Krause and others suggests that when women influence 

peace processes, peace lasts longer. Why do you think that might be?

• In Northern Ireland, the chair of the peace talks U.S. Senator Mitchell stated that the 

women’s coalition “understood their role to be, to help bring about peace--more 

than just advancing the cause of one community or another.” Why do you think 

women are often seen as conflict resolvers? How might this impact their ability to 

pursue their own priorities for the future of their country?
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HOW DID WOMEN EXERT INFLUENCE ON PEACEMAKING? 

• What strategies and tactics did women use to exert influence in each country? 

What worked and what didn’t?

• In Afghanistan, Shinkai Kharokhail observed, “It was the first time that Afghan 

women come together with Afghan men and discussing the peace. Maybe it was 

very symbolic, but it was breaking something--a way to break the culture.” What 

obstacles to participation did women face across the countries? 

• What arguments did the women use when advocating for their voices to be heard? 

• In Liberia, policewoman Asatu Bah Kenneth recalled “It was the first time in our 

history in Liberia where Muslim women and Christian women were coming together.” 

What role do you think forming coalitions and networks played in each country? 

• Did you see any ways in which men and women adopted different leadership and 

negotiating styles throughout the film? 

• How did men and women already in positions of power facilitate women’s 

participation or make it more difficult? 

WHAT ACTION MIGHT YOU TAKE AFTER SEEING THIS FILM? 

• Do these stories make you think differently about how to analyze causes of conflicts 

and the pathways to peace? 

• What can we learn from these country case studies for other contemporary wars? 

• How might researchers, policymakers, mediators, donors, or peacebuilding 

practitioners help to create more inclusive peace processes? 

• How might women’s exclusion or inclusion impact other peace and security 

processes, such as initiatives to counter violent extremism or improve postconflict 

governance?

• How do the issues in this film relate to U.S.-centric movements for gender equality, 

such as #metoo and the Women’s March? 

• In Northern Ireland, Bernadette Devlin said “The story of the Women’s Coalition is 

largely not visible. Not because women get written out of history, they never get 

written in.” What are other ways that women could be written into history?
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FROM DISCUSSION TO ACTION

1. Demand Women’s Meaningful Participation In U.S. Talks With the Taliban

When the United States invaded Afghanistan in 2001, it promised “The rights of women 

in Afghanistan will not be negotiable.”

Since the U.S. reignited talks with the Taliban in late 2018, women have been absent 

from the negotiating table and their voices and perspectives have gone unheard. 

Without their effective participation, women’s rights are likely to be sacrificed for a 

peace that applies to only half the population. 

All Members of Congress need to hear from their constituents that women’s participation 

in the peace process is essential to protect their rights and to ensure the long-term 

stability and security of Afghanistan.

Find the phone number for your local representative’s office at   

bit.ly/FindRepresentatives and make a call.

Hi, my name is [NAME] and I'm a constituent from [CITY/STATE].

I’m calling today to request that [NAME of SENATOR or REPRESENTATIVE] 

urge Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and Special Representative Zalmay 

Khalilzad to protect women’s rights and ensure their full and meaningful 

inclusion in the current talks with the Taliban and Afghan government, in 

accordance with the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017. 

The inclusion of women in peace processes is essential for the success 

and sustainability of any peace agreement. 

Thank you for time and attention.

If leaving a voicemail, please leave your street address to ensure your call is tallied.

http://bit.ly/FindRepresentatives
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2. Ensure the Women, Peace, and Security Act Is Implemented 

In 2017, the U.S. Congress passed the bipartisan Women, Peace, and Security Act, which 

President Trump signed into law. The WPS Act states that “the United States should 

be a global leader in promoting the participation of women in conflict prevention, 

management, and resolution and post-conflict relief and recovery efforts.” 

To make this a reality, the Act required the president to submit a government-wide 

Women, Peace, and Security Strategy to the U.S. Congress by the end of 2018. However, 

as of February 2019, no strategy has been submitted.

This strategy should elaborate concrete steps that the Departments of Defense, State, 

Homeland Security, and the US Agency for International Development will take to 

increase women’s leadership in matters of peace and security. It is being coordinated 

by the National Security Council. 

All Members of Congress need to hear from their constituents that women’s participation 

matters for peace and security. 

If your Representative or Senator is a member of the House Foreign Affairs Committee 

or Senate Foreign Relations Committee, the message regarding the WPS Strategy is 

even more urgent. To find out if your Member is assigned to either of these committees, 

please check here: 

foreignaffairs.house.gov/members 

foreign.senate.gov/about/membership

Find the phone number for your local representative’s office at   

bit.ly/FindRepresentatives and make a call.

Hi, my name is [NAME] and I'm a constituent from [CITY/STATE]. 

I’m calling today to request that [NAME of SENATOR or REPRESENTATIVE] 

increase pressure on the National Security Council to produce a strategy 

for implementing the Women, Peace, and Security Act. 

The United States should support women’s participation in all matters 

relating to conflict prevention, management, and resolution. 

The bipartisan legislation that President Trump signed into law in 2017 

needs a strong strategy to become reality now. 

Thank you for time and attention.

If leaving a voicemail, please leave your full street address to ensure your call is tallied.

http://foreignaffairs.house.gov/members
http://foreign.senate.gov/about/membership
http://bit.ly/FindRepresentatives
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3. Make Women, Peace, and Security an Election Issue

As the 2020 U.S. presidential elections near, both presidential and congressional 

candidates will be speaking on call-in radio shows and stumping across the country. 

It’s important that candidates on both sides of the aisle know that voters care about 

women’s inclusion and human rights, and whether the U.S. will continue to champion 

these in its foreign policy. 

The next time you hear one of these candidates speak, consider calling in, reaching 

out on social media, or asking them a question in person to ensure this issue stays on 

their agenda. 

Here are some sample questions you could ask:

• In 2017, Congress passed the Women, Peace, and Security Act, which requires the 

U.S. to ensure that women and other populations disproportionately affected by 

conflict have a say in its resolution. How will you promote the implementation of 

this Act in ongoing U.S. engagements in places like Afghanistan, Myanmar, Syria, 

and Yemen?

• The U.S. has long stood for human rights, yet we often turn our back on women 

demanding them in places where we have influence, whether that’s in Afghanistan 

or North Korea. How will your leadership change that?

• Research shows that when women and civil society are meaningfully included in 

peace talks, the resulting agreements are likely to last longer. How does your office/

administration plan to make peace and security work for all?
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You will probably want to schedule 1.5 or 2 hours for your event to allow for 
introductions, screening the film (23 minutes), and an in-depth discussion 
thereafter.

To create a more powerful screening experience, consider partnering with local civic 

groups, university departments, student organizations, or institutions working on 

peace and security. Consider inviting women and men who have been involved in 

peacemaking and experts on peace and security to speak on a panel after the film, 

before broadening the discussion to include the audience. Or, for a more intimate 

experience, invite friends and colleagues into your home for a viewing party.

Choose a date and time that will work best for your target audience, and consider a 

venue that is fully accessible and welcoming to this audience. Share information about 

the event ahead of time via social media, flyers, newsletters, email blasts, and relevant 

institutional calendars. Linking the film to current events, a local angle, or an upcoming 

key date or anniversary can help to drum up interest. So can free food or refreshments! 

Closer to the date, make sure the projection equipment is reliable and test the sound 

and picture quality in advance. Organize the room so that everyone can see the screen 

and easily participate in the post-screening discussion. Post signs so that attendees 

can find the venue. 

If you’d like to inform guests of follow-up events or evaluations, consider setting up a 

registration desk so people can sign in and share contact details if they’re interested. 

Here, you can also have materials available for the attendees to collect, for example: 

• Copies of the following sections of this guide: Why Women?, Learn More, and 

From Discussion to Action; 

• Biographies of speakers or panelists (if any) at the event; 

• Copies of publications relevant to the film that you think would interest this audience.

Before screening the film, keep introductory remarks concise: welcome the audience; 

introduce or thank partners; inform attendees of the sequence of events. Make sure 

the discussion follows immediately after the film, without a break, to avoid losing some 

of the audience. If it is a small audience, ask participants to introduce themselves.

To request a download of Women, Peace & Power for a screening or training 

purposes, please visit bit.ly/WomenPeacePower

http://bit.ly/WomenPeacePower


PLANNING A SCREENING

12WOMEN, PEACE & POWER

PANEL OR INTERVIEW-STYLE EVENTS
If you decide to host a panel or interview-style event, you can adapt some of the 

questions above to pose to the panelist(s) or interviewee after the film ends. The 

questions should allow speakers to share their experience and expertise as it relates to 

key issues or themes in the film. 

Ask panelists to respond to two to three questions in a conversational style and to 

limit their answers or interventions (e.g., 3 to 5 minutes at a time). If you are asking 

questions of just one interviewee, there may be time for more questions and/or longer 

responses. Share your questions and these time limits with the panelists or interviewee 

in advance. On the day of the event, remind them again of the time constraints. 

Limit this format to one speaker (interview style) or a maximum of four panelists. 

Plan the event timing carefully so that the audience will have 30 to 40 minutes to ask 

questions of the panelists after you (the facilitator/moderator) have asked yours. If the 

audience has many questions, take three questions at a time and then allow panelists 

to respond to the question(s) most relevant to them. If the audience is not forthcoming 

with questions, have additional questions of your own prepared to fall back on. If you 

are planning but not moderating the event, work closely with the moderator to agree 

on the sequence, timing, and overall approach to the event. 
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Only nine women had served 

in the Parliament of Northern 

Ireland in its half-century of 

existence before the British 

government suspended the 

body to exercise direct rule 

from 1972 to 1998.

What started as a movement for civil rights in Northern Ireland in 1968 
descended into a violent conflict that lasted three decades. As Catholics 
demanded the same rights as their Protestant neighbors, vicious cycles of 
police brutality, riots, armed clashes, and bombings ensued. 

The Troubles, as the war became known, opened long-festering wounds: the dominant 

Protestant unionists wished for Northern Ireland to remain within the United Kingdom 

while minority Catholic nationalists traditionally wanted reunification with the Republic 

of Ireland. 

Paramilitary groups emerged on both sides, and the 

British army was deployed. Until the signing of the 

Good Friday Agreement in 1998, the Troubles claimed 

some 3,600 lives.

While women were vigorously engaged in the civil rights 

movement and labor activism in Northern Ireland, they 

were far less likely than men to participate in formal 

politics to address their grievances. Only nine women had served in the Parliament 

of Northern Ireland in its half-century of existence before the British government 

suspended the body to exercise direct rule from 1972 to 1998. Community divisions 

and violence plagued politics in Northern Ireland. Activist Cathy Harkin described the 

culture as “armed patriarchy.”

But during the Troubles, women’s civic engagement blossomed in community-based 

nongovernmental organizations on both sides of the conflict divide. In 1977, Betty 

NORTHERN IRELAND

Monica McWilliams, production still of Wave Goodbye to Dinosaurs
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Williams and Mairead Corrigan won the Nobel Peace Prize 

for their work organizing cross-community peace groups. 

By the time a window opened in the 1990s for a new 

political process to establish peace, many women who had 

felt excluded from conventional politics until now stood 

ready to demand a seat at the table. 

Following paramilitary ceasefires and diplomatic advances 

in the early 1990s, the British and Irish governments 

announced multi-party talks on the future of Northern Ireland would begin in 1996.

Peace talks typically prioritize the participation of governments, armed groups, and 

political parties, which all tend to be dominated by men. But the unusual design of 

public elections to the talks in Northern Ireland created an opening for women in civil 

society. A group of Catholic and Protestant women from working and middle class 

backgrounds came together to form the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition and gain 

representation at the negotiation table.

The Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition laid out a policy platform focused on achieving 

human rights, equality, and inclusion—to help make all voices heard in determining 

Northern Ireland’s future. 

In light of this commitment to inclusivity, the coalition became trusted intermediaries 

once elected to the peace talks. They were able to build strong relationships with parties 

on each side of the conflict divide and helped the mediator and other officials to gauge 

different parties’ positions on a given issue through backchannel communications. As 

such, they promoted dialogue and built trust to advance the peace process, even as 

progress stalled and some parties were excluded from the talks.  

The Northern Ireland 

Women’s Coalition laid out 

a policy platform focused 

on achieving human rights, 

equality, and inclusion—to 

help make all voices heard 

in determining Northern 

Ireland’s future. 

Production still of Wave Goodbye to Dinosaurs
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In addition, the Women’s Coalition had an agenda of its own for the peace agreement. 

It succeeded in ensuring the accord addressed issues vital to social cohesion in the 

postconflict period, with provisions addressing reconciliation, victims’ recognition, 

integrated education, mixed housing, and a stronger voice for community leaders in 

the legislative process. 

After 26 months of negotiations, eight Northern Irish 

political parties and the British and Irish governments 

signed the Good Friday Agreement, also known as the 

Belfast Agreement. The Women’s Coalition leveraged its 

civil society networks to mount a dynamic campaign that 

significantly influenced public support for the accord. An 

overwhelming 71% of the electorate voted in favor of the 

agreement in a public referendum.  

The Good Friday Agreement paved the way for a transition 

to democratic politics, providing for a nationalist and unionist 

power-sharing government in Northern Ireland. It laid the 

foundation for de-militarization and a decommissioning of 

paramilitary weapons. 

Unionists were assured that Northern Ireland would remain in the United Kingdom as 

long as this represented the will of the majority of residents, and that the Republic of 

Ireland would remove its territorial claim over Northern Ireland from its constitution. 

Nationalists were promised closer cooperation with the Republic of Ireland’s government, 

greater equality among Northern Irish citizens, police reform, and prisoner releases. 

In the 20 years since this landmark accord, Northern Ireland has made significant 

progress on the uncertain path toward long-term peace. Nonetheless, the delicate 

power-sharing arrangement has also experienced crises, most recently leading to the 

suspension of Northern Ireland’s government in January 2017. 

Although women’s participation in politics has increased, women remain virtually 

absent from the bodies created to monitor the peace process’ implementation. 

With the specter of Brexit threatening to reintroduce border controls on the island of 

Ireland, the country’s landmark peace agreement may be in jeopardy. But committed 

women and men are continuing their work to sustain peace for generations to come. 

The Women’s Coalition 

leveraged its civil society 

networks to mount a 

dynamic campaign that 

significantly influenced 

public support for the 

accord. An overwhelming 

71% of the electorate voted 

in favor of the agreement 

in a public referendum.
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LIBERIA 
This section features excerpts from an essay by Marie O’Reilly for The Peace Project, VII Foundation.

When warlord Charles Taylor seized the presidency of Liberia in a coup in 1989, 
he triggered a cycle of conflict that lasted nearly 15 years. Liberia experienced 
two civil wars characterized by the use of child soldiers and brutal attacks on 
civilians, including widespread rape of women and girls. 

Even as women found themselves targets of violence by predominantly male rebels 

and soldiers, many of them began to organize for peace. 

In the midst of the first civil war, human rights activist Etweda Cooper co-founded 

the Liberian Women’s Initiative. Cooper and her colleagues led street demonstrations 

and approached militia leaders to pressure them to return to the stop-and-go peace 

process. The women also arrived, uninvited, at the peace conferences, and sometimes 

convinced mediators to allow them to present position papers. When the first civil 

war ended in 1996, a member of the Liberian Women’s Initiative—Ruth Perry—became 

head of the interim government. 

But the peace did not last long. Many feared warlord Charles Taylor would return to war 

if he did not win the presidency, and that, anyway, he should fix what he had broken. 

In 1997 they voted him into office, singing "He killed my ma, he killed my pa, I’ll vote for 

him." The gamble did not pay off. Two years later, the second civil war began. 

The Liberian Women’s Initiative had been persistent and creative, but its influence 

remained limited. Tens of thousands of men again chose well-worn paths to politics 

and militia groups to address their grievances. More and more women wondered how 

they could change their country’s trajectory with so little access to the levers of power. 

Production still of Pray the Devil Back to Hell
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More arms flowed into and out of the country; more peace activists were needed. 

In 2000, women around the region joined the Mano River Union Women’s Peace 

Network, as conflict had spread across the Mano River into Sierra Leone. One year 

later, a second West African initiative emerged, the Women in Peacebuilding Network 

(WIPNET), with social worker Leymah Gbowee at the helm.

Gbowee, a mother of four who had focused on trauma and reconciliation on the heels 

of the first civil war, gained courage from her West African sisters. In 2002, she began 

to gather Liberian women in the capital, Monrovia, to pray for peace. As Gbowee’s 

peace initiative took off among Christian women, a Muslim policewoman named Asatu 

Bah Kenneth brought Muslim women together with the same purpose. The two groups 

joined forces to form the Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace campaign.

By 2003, a quarter of a million people were dead in Liberia, and the second civil war 

raged on. Thousands of Christian and Muslim women began daily demonstrations for 

peace. This nonviolent movement drew on religious convictions across faiths to bridge 

divides and push for peace. The women capitalized on their religious networks and 

mobilized male religious leaders in support of their cause. 

They also exerted influence by exploiting gender dynamics in society. 

In the face of a government rife with power grabs 

and political machinations, the movement leveraged 

perceptions of women’s neutrality to position itself 

above the fray, adopting one clear, nonpartisan 

message: “We want peace, no more war.” Beyond this, 

they demanded an immediate cease-fire; peace talks 

attended by both government and rebels; and the 

deployment of international peacekeepers in Liberia. 

The women did more than just list demands; they 

invoked their roles as mothers, wives, and sisters when articulating their positions. 

This allowed them to capitalize on the moral authority associated with these roles in 

Liberian society. It also enabled them to position themselves as nonthreatening in a 

context where other civil society activists, journalists, and human rights advocates 

were being intimidated, tortured, and killed. 

And, in a nod to the kind of subversive tactics once imagined by Aristophanes in 

Lysistrata, the women undertook a sex strike. Beginning in April 2003, they vowed to 

withhold sex from their husbands and partners until they acted to promote a peace 

process. Individual inaction, they announced on the radio, was tantamount to complicity. 

They encouraged women to withhold sex until their partners took action to advance 

peace. (The media attention that followed eclipsed gains from the strike itself.)

As the women’s protests grew and drew international attention, president Charles 

In the face of a government rife 

with power grabs and political 

machinations, the movement 

leveraged perceptions of 

women’s neutrality to position 

itself above the fray, adopting 

one clear, nonpartisan message: 

“We want peace, no more war.”
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Taylor agreed to meet them. Gbowee reiterated their demands, unequivocally. Shortly 

thereafter, bowing to both international pressure and the women’s domestic campaign, 

Taylor agreed to attend peace talks. 

Cooper and Kenneth were then dispatched to Sierra Leone to meet with opposing 

rebel leaders there. “As mothers and sisters” they insisted the men attend the talks. 

The leaders of different factions acquiesced. 

In June, as the warlords took up residence in a comfortable hotel in Accra, Ghana, 

to negotiate peace, progress stalled. Though not invited to participate in the talks, 

women from various groups arrived to push for peace. Staging a sit-in outside the 

room where the peace talks were being held, they refused to let the negotiators out 

until they committed to reaching an agreement. 

When it looked like she and her fellow campaigners would be arrested and forcibly 

removed, Leymah Gbowee threatened to strip naked—applying an African tradition of 

symbolic protest that exposes the female body in the public arena to shame powerful 

men into submission. 

After the sit-in, the negotiations’ momentum shifted. Two 

weeks later, on August 18, 2003, a peace agreement was 

signed. This one stuck. 

After the guns were silenced, Liberians elected Ellen Johnson Sirleaf as their president. 

The Harvard-educated economist had been known as the Iron Lady during her time 

in opposition. Now, she became “Ma Ellen,” caretaker of the country who would put it 

back on its feet. 

“Vote for Woman” became the slogan associated with Johnson Sirleaf’s campaign in 

2005. Women came out in droves to vote in the election, and 80 percent of them voted 

for Johnson Sirleaf. Sufficient numbers of men did too, allowing her to comfortably 

beat her opponent, professional soccer star George Weah. 

Sirleaf’s most significant accomplishment as president was ensuring that the fragile 

peace held, even as she faced significant challenges as the country sought to recover 

from 14 years of war as one of the least developed countries in the world. After her re-

election in 2011, Ebola wreaked havoc on the country, and poverty remained endemic. 

Sirleaf and Gbowee were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for their work in Liberia. But 

the role of the Liberian women’s movement as a whole in breaking the cycle of conflict 

cannot be overestimated.

In January 2018, the West African nation of Liberia experienced its first peaceful 

transfer of power in more than 70 years. Africa’s first elected female president stepped 

down following free and fair elections. While strongmen continue to cling to power 

after wars end across Africa and beyond, Johnson Sirleaf’s release of the reins means 

Liberia has hit a key marker of democracy.

Women came out in droves 

to vote in the election.
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“The rights of women in Afghanistan will not be negotiable.” That was the 
commitment then US Secretary of State Colin Powell made in 2001 as the 
United States invaded Afghanistan seeking to topple the Taliban regime. But 
many Afghan women have feared ever since that their rights will be negotiated 
away in attempts to make peace with the Taliban. 

The United States overthrew the Taliban after accusing them of harboring al-Qaeda 

terrorists who attacked American soil on 9/11. But much of the moral justification for 

the US military campaign focused on liberating women from the Taliban’s repression. 

Indeed, Afghan women bore the brunt of the Taliban’s five-year reign, which followed 

the country’s civil war. Applying a fundamentalist interpretation of Islam, the regime 

forbade women from working, denied them education, and banned them from 

participating in public life. Taliban commanders forced women to marry their fighters; 

religious police brutally beat women who showed their faces or hands in public; alleged 

adulterers were stoned to death. 

Yet women were agents of change even as they were targeted for their gender. The 

Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan launched a campaign of civil 

resistance. In the face of certain death if caught, these women secretly documented 

Taliban beatings and executions and then published them online for the world to see. 

They organized underground schools for girls and helped widows run businesses so 

they could support their families. 

Since 2001, Afghan women have won significant gains for their rights and freedoms. 

They united across ethnic lines to ensure their equal rights would be enshrined in the 

country’s 2004 constitution, including rights to work and education and a 27% quota 

AFGHANISTAN

Hasina Safi and the Afghan Women's Network, production still of Peace Unveiled



LEARN MORE

21WOMEN, PEACE & POWER

for women in parliament. With about nine out of ten 

Afghan women experiencing abuse in their lifetimes, 

the 2009 Elimination of Violence Against Women 

law provided groundbreaking legal protections for 

women’s security. 

But behaviors and attitudes are harder to change than 

laws and policies. 

As the Taliban has waged its insurgency against the 

internationally supported Afghan government, the group has assassinated women 

who participate in public life or seek to advance women’s welfare. Women living in 

areas under Taliban rule—the group has regained influence or control in 40% of the 

country’s territory—rarely enjoy the progress set forth in national laws. 

Despite Afghan women’s acute stake in securing peace in their country, they have 

repeatedly been excluded from on-again, off-again talks with the Taliban, which first 

began in 2005. 

Amid new momentum towards peace in 2009, Afghan women’s organizations 

campaigned for a more inclusive and transparent approach to building peace in their 

country. The Afghan government invited 20 women to participate in the Loya Jirga 

(Grand Assembly) for Peace held in 2010—a forum of politicians, tribal leaders, elders, 

religious scholars, and civil society representatives. As the Afghan Women’s Network 

lobbied for more seats and US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton threw her support 

behind them, 300 women eventually took up seats out of 1,600 delegates from around 

Afghanistan. 

The Loya Jirga endorsed President Karzai’s plan to form a High Peace Council that 

would broker a peace deal with the Taliban. But when Karzai announced the members 

of this council, just 13% of the 70 seats were given to women. Many more went to 

warlords and religious conservatives who had a very different vision for peace. The 

following year the peace process collapsed and war resumed.

Women eventually earned 26% of the seats on the High 

Peace Council and 20% on provincial peace councils. 

The women’s committee of the High Peace Council 

has mobilized popular support for the peace process, 

conducting a nationwide campaign to raise awareness 

about it and collecting 250,000 women and girl’s signatures in a petition for a ceasefire 

and lasting peace. At provincial levels, female peace council members have brokered 

deals with insurgent leaders to facilitate the release of hostages and the reintegration 

of former combatants. 

Women eventually earned 26% 

of the seats on the High Peace 

Council and 20% on provincial 

peace councils.

Afghan women united across 

ethnic lines to ensure their equal 

rights would be enshrined in 

the country’s 2004 constitution, 

including rights to work and 

education and a 27% quota for 

women in parliament. 
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New hope for more inclusive and successful talks with the Taliban emerged in 2014 

following the election of President Ashraf Ghani, as he prioritized reinvigorating 

the long-stagnant peace process. In 2015, following years of lobbying by women’s 

organizations, the president launched the National Action Plan on Women, Peace, and 

Security to ensure women’s participation in the country’s governance and development, 

including its peace processes.

But as high-level peace talks have repeatedly started and stalled, women have rarely 

been in the room. Instead, female members of the High Peace Council report that their 

male colleagues frequently undermine their authority and important decisions about 

the peace process are made in all-male meetings.

As U.S. talks with the Taliban reignited in late 2018 and early 2019, women were 

conspicuously absent again. The United States’ previous commitments to Afghan 

women appear long forgotten. Amid bombing campaigns by the U.S. and its allies, 

resurgent Taliban influence, and additional brutality against women by the so-called 

Islamic State in recent years, Afghan women have lobbied strongly for a functioning 

peace process. Without women’s effective participation, many activists fear women’s 

rights will be sacrificed for a peace that applies to only half the population. 
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