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FOREWORD

Stories and solutions to violence, war, and oppression too frequently add
women as an afterthought. If they are told at all, reports of women’s expe-
riences in these circumstances are usually those of suffering and silence, of
pain and passivity. They focus on rape and abuse, on helplessness and vic-
timhood. These stories are simultaneously important and inaccurate. They
are important because acknowledging the crimes committed against us is
not automatic. It was only 11 years ago when I stunned a room full of
Libyan ministers and justices just by uttering the word rape. For them,
rape was a crime committed by the victim, a burden to be carried in their
silence and shame. We have fought and we will continue to fight for rec-
ognition of the violence committed against our bodies.

But the burden we bear goes beyond this violence. In the Liberian civil
wars, it was women who had to keep the community alive: we hid our
husbands and sons; we searched for food and water; we made sure life
went on. When the time came, we also mobilized for peace. We sought
peace despite the fact that we had one of the worst dictators in Africa who
had created what could more or less be described as a police state. It was
dangerous, but the worst that could have happened to us had already hap-
pened in war. So, we protested, we did sit ins, we organized sex strikes, we
non-violently held peace negotiators hostage when talks were getting
nowhere.

Accounts of violence and of war that omit these stories, or frame us as
passive victims caught up in something we did not start and too
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complicated for us to finish, are inaccurate and perpetuate the same mar-
ginalization that harms women both in peace and in war. This book is a
platform for our truths and our actions in the pursuit of peace, equality,
and rights, to be spoken and heard. A dozen stories line these pages, but
there are millions globally. These are stories of our resilience, our resis-
tance, our bravery.

It is important to remember that these are not new stories. While there
is perhaps more recognition for historical women’s activism in the West,
such as the suffragette movement in the United Kingdom or the role of
women in the civil rights movement in the United States, when people
hear about women protesting in Africa, they seem to think that it is a new
phenomenon. They do not remember the 1929 Aba Women’s Riots in
Nigeria, for example. Twenty-five thousand women protesting against
increases in colonial taxes on the market, before the age of cell phones or
social media. But it has been men who have written history, and so it is
men who feature in it.

The twenty-first century is a crucial and turbulent moment for us, and
we must not allow for our voices and our battles to be written out of it.
There is conflict in the Middle East and in Europe, in Africa and in Asia.
In Latin America, levels of violence make many places into zones of war.
Women are mobilizing in all these locations to fight for our rights. In the
United States and Europe, South Africa and Brazil, women continue to
fight against domestic violence, for indigenous rights, and against racial
injustice.

Our fight does not start and end in time with the gunfire. In Liberia,
when we silenced the guns 20 years ago, we were expected to go back to
housework. After the peace agreement was signed in 2003 a minister con-
gratulated me, but said it was time for me to return home and take care of
my children. I refused. An agreement is only the start of peace, and we had
to make sure that every point was adhered to. Women’s bravery and activ-
ism do not end with men signing a piece of paper, just like wars do not end
with men signing a piece of paper. I still do not want to say that we have
peace in Liberia because peace to me is not the absence of war, but the
presence of dignifying conditions. We continue to fight to make the lives
of women in Liberia better. The same can be said throughout the stories
etched into this book, whether they hail from contexts of war, peace, or,
frequently, the area in between.

What makes these chapters so important is that we have written them.
We have written them in collaboration with our allies, but they tell our
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stories, from our perspectives. It is often the case that women’s activism
flies under the radar, especially when the activists are also marginalized
because of their poverty, race, sexuality, or ethnicity. Many of us do not
have the tools or opportunities to share our stories beyond our immediate
environment, but it is crucial that we do. Recognition of our struggles
brings value, wider awareness, and legitimacy to what we do. Hopefully, it
can also inspire women elsewhere to rise up and stand up for their rights.
I remember going to Israel and Palestine to screen the documentary Pray
the Devil Back to Hell about our movement in Liberia. It became part of
the inspiration for Women Wage Peace, who have worked since 2014 to
try to unify Israeli and Palestinian women to pursue peace together. Now,
more than ever, inspiration and solidarity are needed in the Middle East.
We must be united in our battles. The relationships forged by Women
Wage Peace between Jewish and Muslim women are the types of relation-
ships required to progress our collective and contextual struggles. One of
the main reasons for the success of our movement in Liberia—the Women
of Liberia Mass Action for Peace—was the fact that it drew together
Christian and Muslim women. We knew that all Liberian women were
needed to find peace, no matter their religion, age, class, or tribe. And we
know that all Liberian women now deserve better and equal lives. We used
to say, “Does a bullet know a Christian from a Muslim?” It became one of
our slogans. We appealed to our shared struggles and to our similarities,
but we never went into communities to tell them how to carry out their
activities. This is the kind of solidarity that we need in the twenty-first
century, and this is the kind of solidarity represented in this book. Not
only does each story reflect on how unity across difference was constructed
in each context, but the chapters themselves, co-written by activists and
academics, embody the solidarity we have forged with our allies from
across the world, who support our activism and collaborate to find ways to
further our objectives in intellectual, policy, and advocacy spheres.
Solidarity is a key component of our activism. Another is diversity. We
must be united across difference, but we must also respect and be attuned
to the difference. As women we share many similar struggles. But, as
imparted in these chapters, many of us also experience marginalization
because of our religion or race, our ethnicity or class. Think about Doiia
Ines, whose story is inscribed in Chap. 3 of this book. She faces discrimi-
nation on account of her indigeneity as well as her womanhood. Different
contexts call for different strategies and different objectives. There are no
one-size-fits-all solutions. Perhaps the most pivotal contribution of this
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book lies in its attention to a wealth of contexts from the perspectives of
those who live, unite, and advocate in each context. It celebrates diversity
and solidarity, difference and shared struggle.

The lessons learned from this book should extend from the most local
forms of women’s activism to the highest reaches of policy-making. I have
long criticized the copy-and-paste approach of UN peacebuilding. What
this book shows is that contextual analysis is always required, but that
women’s activism and bravery is pervasive and holds incredible potential.
Our job, as activists and academics, is to advocate for our rights, for gen-
der justice, and for equality, and also to open spaces in which the potential
of women and girls can be unlocked. There is no archetype for how this
can be achieved. But the stories woven through these pages can inspire. In
itself, this book creates a space, an opportunity to learn. By telling our
stories, we can hope to motivate more brave women to fight for justice in
the twenty-first century.

Leymah Gbowee

Founder of Gbowee Peace Foundation Africa.
Co-Founder of the Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace.
2011 Nobel Prize Laureate.
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