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27. Prepare peace
  
Beyond the mythology that shows women to be by nature opposed to violence, it appears that it is often them who are at the forefront of peace movements. With the values that they put forward in these circumstances, they are often bringer, at a well larger level than just armed conflicts, of an opportunity for renewal in social life. 
Will women – or better still, will Woman be, thanks to her nature, more receptive to peace than men and Man? Nothing is less sure. One simply has to mention a few of the "great" figures of history, such as Joan of Arc, Golda Meir or Margaret Thatcher – not forgetting the women who knitted while enjoying the spectacle of the guillotine fall – for this to demolish the "universal" myth of innate female kindness; likewise today. On the subject of the Rwandan genocide of 1994, a recent UNICEF brochure mentioned, "It is no secret that some of the extremists were also women, who murdered their neighbors, colleagues, friends and even parents". However, the brochure also recalls that it was the combined efforts of the country's thirty two women's organizations, grouped in the "Pro-Woman/Twese Hamwe" movement, that led to national reconstruction several months later. 
A fact little noticed by the dominant media, but which is glaringly obvious for the readers of the specialized press of NGOs and people in the field, is that in all too many regions where conflicts are raging today, women check their tears and join together to build anew and restore peace.
Why women in particular? In all likelihood because of the traditional separation of roles between the sexes. As a woman doctor from Sarajevo said to a journalist "Men can die. At least they have this choice. When life has no price, dying is a luxury. As for women, they have to survive, if only for their children". Throughout history, women have always been the victims and even specific targets of war. Throughout history, they have also cried, consoled, fed, dressed wounds and sheltered.
Nonetheless, something new is happening. The appearance in ravaged towns of the famous "women in black" is proof of it. Women are refusing to accept their role as victims and consolers, saying "no" to those who make them and their children suffer. For example, in Colombia, they refuse to make love with men who bear arms. They say no to violence of any kind, violence that can be attributed to men in 90% of cases, at least for cases of physical violence.
But who were the precursors of this resistance? It was those admirable Argentinean women, the mothers and grandmothers of the victioms of the military dictatorship, who set up the May Square movement. These "madwomen", donning white scarves, demanded that those who murdered, tortured and kidnapped their children and grandchildren be tried and condemned. They were able to turn their individual pain into a collective struggle. Unfortunately, this struggle has not yet ended, but it has inspired women and mothers around the world to act against war, the Mafia, and drugs. In short, against organized crime.
This phenomenon is present in Latin America and Asia, but especially in Africa. It is hardly a surprise that the continent where women's initiatives for peace are now most numerous is that most ravaged by conflicts and violence and where women are the most often obliged to play the traditional role of wife and mother. Last May, a UNESCO conference was held in Zanzibar (Tanzania) on the subject "Women organized for peace and non-violence in Africa". It brought to light the recent mushrooming of women's committees, movements, and NGO campaigns for peace in nearly every African country. Some of these initiatives occurred after conflicts and consisted of healing, sheltering, reconciling, and rebuilding, but increasingly often – and sometimes within the same movements – they sought to act before the outbreak of violence. This was done by introducing the idea of a culture of peace in education, making use of traditional practices - singing, music, stories – to defuse smoldering conflicts, or by simply inviting the antagonists to sit down and talk. Another method, recently used in Mali, was to organize a boycott of arms imports.
Thus, instead of being a choice victim of conflicts, women are starting to resist. Increasing numbers of women are becoming what are known as "agents of change". These agents of change rarely have the opportunity, due to their exclusion from power, to intervene during conflicts, but they are more and more present both before and after, often calling into question the legitimacy and efficiency of the conflicts in the first place, and demonstrating that conflict can be dealt with in other new and non-violent ways. It is precisely because they are obliged to stand back and remain detached that they can see things in perspective. 
However, neither action, nor consideration are limited to the so-called "public" area of armed conflict. "War", one could hear in Zanzibar, "is being waged everywhere, in families, at work and in schools". By transforming their suffering into combat, the Argentinean mothers have erased the traditional line drawn between the private and public. The final document of the recent Alliance for a Responsible, Plural and United World "Women and Peace" meeting at Amsterdam, declared, "Peace is not simply a cease-fire, it can only be built on respect for the Other and on equality". Concretely, this also means fighting, for example, against conjugal violence and against prostitution, for the human rights of women, etc.
One question remains. When, in a future perhaps closer then we think, these women succeed in satisfying their claims on the levers of power, will they be able to reject the different forms of nationalism, competition and personal enrichment? In other words, will they be able to keep their own values and resist the temptation to act like men? 
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