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I nterfaith and faith-based peacebuilding: The need for a gender perspective
Report on the IFOR/WPP Consultation held 13-16 September 2010, Nicosia, Cyprus

The role religion plays in conflict is increasingly acknowledged; as a cause of conflict, but also more and more as a way to overcome conflict, resulting in a rising number of interfaith and faith-based peace initiatives. While most public attention underlines the oppressive aspects that exist in religion towards women; spirituality and faith can also be a driving force for women activists to become actively involved in peacebuilding. 
With the 10th anniversary of UNSCR 1325 around the corner, the IFOR Women Peacemakers Program (WPP) felt it necessary to further investigate the triangle of religion, peacebuilding and gender, as to analyze where the three intersect, and to emphasize the importance of a gender perspective in current interfaith and faith-based peace initiatives. 
To this end, IFOR/WPP organized a three-day consultation with 35 women activists from 21 different countries representing various religions and faiths. The group consisted of an inspiring mix of progressive female theologians, women rights and peace activists.
The consultation started with the participants mapping out the positive aspects of religion in relation to gender, as well as the obstacles women face within their respective religions and faith traditions. When sharing experiences during group discussions - positive and negative – the participants were amazed to see the many similarities between the different faiths in relation to gender norms. 
One recurring topic in the discussion was the existing hierarchical and sexist structures in most religions which in turn institutionalizes the exclusion of women from decision-making positions within the religious communities. The women also emphasized how these structures result in a male-dominated interpretation of religious texts and how oppressive traditions and religion often merge in their communities. Disconnecting religion from oppressive cultural practices by means of reinterpreting the religious texts from a women’s perspective was discussed as one way to challenge these practices. In relation to this, education and capacity building were named as additional strategies to empower women within their respective religions – many participants mentioned that women should start reading religious texts instead of just relying on what male religious leaders told them.
When talking about the intersection between gender, religion and peacebuilding, it became apparent that women are very present in (faith-based) peacebuilding initiatives at grassroots level, yet their number rapidly decreases when looking at higher decision making levels, due to structures which are exclusive towards women. Having a tool such as UNSCR 1325 in place unfortunately does not mean that the situation for women on the ground becomes automatically easier, as many of the participants confirmed. This is not only due to the fact UNSCR 1325 is little known on the ground, but also to a sometimes dismissive attitude toward the Resolution. As one participant expressed: “People on the ground say: There are so many other laws which are not respected, why should we respect 1325?” Many women shared how they have to come up with creative and innovative ways to bring their cause forward by using a “backdoor strategy”, such as finding influential allies in the current system which support them and their demands. A participant from Liberia shared how during the civil war, it was women of faith – Christians and Muslims – who decided to come together and oppose the war through nonviolent action. Time and time again the participants - next to being very critical towards women’s exclusion in religion and the threat of religious fundamentalism - also stressed that it is often one’s belief that carries one through the darkest hours. For many of the women, their spirituality made them stand up and challenge injustice in their society. Although the participants stressed that there is a need for women rights activists to be critical towards religion, they underlined that religion in itself was not the problem. Rather the interpretation and abuse of religion to victimize and keep women subordinated needs to be questioned and addressed.
The final day of the consultation was dedicated to coming up with strategies in order to put the discussions of the previous days into practical suggestions and actions. Education and capacity building was named, as well as involving progressive men as allies in the work for more gender-sensitive faith-based peacebuilding. 
A recurring point in these discussions was the support women can give to each other, through finding their own space to network, share information and experiences and organize themselves. In that sense the consultation itself was seen by the group as a start of such a support and activist network. The bonding between the women was remarkable considering the short amount of time, and many of them voiced how they felt empowered by sharing their stories with all these women from different countries and cultural and religious backgrounds. Or as one woman put it at the very end of the consultation: “I feel like I travelled the world.”
The outcomes of all these fruitful discussions, together with the strategies for a way forward will be compiled into a report by the WPP and will be published later this year. 
