
Panel III – The Normalization of Violence and Impact of War on Women: How to 

Normalize Peace and Human Rights 

 

 

Moderator: Reverend Dr. Susan Thistlethwaite 

Panelists: Claudia Furaha Fundiko, Frances Greaves, Dr. Samira Al-Alaani Abdulghani 

and Jeremy Courtney 

 

The panel, The Normalization of Violence and Impact of War on Women, 

explored examples that illustrate how violence has been accepted as normal in 

society. Challenges in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia and Iraq were 

presented by the panelists: Claudia Furaha Fundiko, of the Episcopal Commission for 

Justice and Peace (CEJP) in the DRC, Frances Greaves, founder of Voice of Voiceless in 

Liberia, Iraqi pediatrician Dr. Samira Al-Alaani Abdulghani and Jeremy Courtney, 

founder of the Preemptive Love Coalition. Reverend Dr. Susan Thistlethwaite who is a 

Senior Fellow at the Center for American Progress and Professor of Theology at Chicago 

Theological Seminary, moderated the discussion in which participants from many 

countries added insights examples, drawing important connections about the impact of 

war and militarization across regions.  

 

Dr. Thistlethwaite began by describing a “Just Peace” concept developed by Christian 

theologians, later developing into a global interfaith “Just Peace” book outlining 10 steps 

that increase peace, reduce violence and promote justice.  The courageous work of the 

panelists, she suggested, exemplifies such practices. Thistlethwaite said, “This I know 

from decades as a peace activist: that violence loves the lie. It calls war security. It calls 

missiles peacekeepers. It calls the battering of women submission or God’s will.  In the 

Just Peace practice, we must say, ‘No, you are not telling the truth. The truth about war is 

that it has an exacerbated impact on women. Militarism is undeniably a women’s issue, 

as it is an issue for all those who profess peace.”  

 

The panel was brought together to discuss the normalization of violence and war in our 

society, yet what emerged was a dialogue that delved into the deepest recesses of human 

nature, examining the role of trust and truth, humility and forgiveness. While structural 

and institutional drivers cannot be overlooked, violence is, ultimately, perpetrated by 

individual human beings and it is also individuals who make the decisions to take a stand 
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against it. Advocating for peace does not require special skills or expert knowledge, 

simply conviction, as the extraordinary life work of these human rights defenders 

illustrates.  The moderator quoted Nelson Mandela, someone who grew up under 

normalized violence himself, who said that “…a saint is sinner who keeps on trying,” 

introducing the speakers as those who just keep on trying. 

 

The impact of war on women 

A stark example of the untold impact of war on women, Dr. Samira Al-Alaani 

Abdulghani, a pediatrician at Fallujah General Hospital in Iraq, testified as a witness and 

messenger from “Iraq’s Hiroshima,” as she describes it. Dr. Al-Alaani illustrated the 

crisis facing her city, relating the story of Fallujah’s mothers: “Women in Fallujah have 

different educational levels and different ideologies… but they all share the same fear: 

congenital malformation.  In Iraq people have not had a chance to educate themselves 

and become enlightened due to the wars, death, blood, sanctions and poverty. In such a 

society the mother suffers the blame, either explicitly or implicitly, for bearing a 

malformed child”. Fourteen percent of newborns in Fallujah are born with various kinds 

of congenital birth defects, she said.  She indicated that research has shown high numbers 

of birth defects have been caused by the use of depleted uranium munitions during the 

assault on her city, creating over half of the already high infant mortality in Fallujah.  The 

result, she said, is “the dream of being a mother had turned into a nightmare.”  

 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, “Sexual violence is being used as a weapon of war 

and the bodies of women are considered open for use and abuse,” Claudia Furaha 

Fundiko declared, sharing that rape has touched entire communities, targeting men and 

boys also, but mostly women, who risk pregnancy and the ostracism of themselves and 

their “children of the enemy.” Incredulous that her country has earned the label “rape 

capital of the world,” she related how the beautiful culture and diversity of the Congolese 

people is being manipulated to fuel the war instead of being valued for its richness. 

Untapped by the Congolese people due to lack of infrastructure and functioning 

governance, the natural abundance of the Congo is being exploited by corrupt officials, 

militias backed by U.S. allies including neighboring Rwanda and other nations, as well as 
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by foreign corporations, some of which have become complicit in financing the war 

economy. Claudia Furaha Fundiko called on faith leaders to act, citing how women from 

different faiths and religious organizations have come together to march for peace, yet 

deploring the lack of leadership from the Catholic Church, the largest religious institution 

in the country. “It is time for religious leadership to take a stand and advocate for justice 

and peace!” said Fundiko.  

 

Truth telling 

Frances Greaves, founder of Voice of the Voiceless, detailed the role women played in 

bringing an end to the Liberian civil war, and the work of her organization and others to 

ensure the inclusion of women in the peace building process. Greaves emphasized the 

importance of their participation in the truth and reconciliation commission for changing 

attitudes about sexual violence. The truth is often uncomfortable, she suggested, but “To 

consolidate peace, you, and your society must face reality”, she insisted. In Liberia, 

Greaves worked to raise the voices of women so that they could testify about the 

gruesome acts of violence that were perpetrated against them and other members of 

Liberian society.  

 

We must empower people to tell their own truths, for as Pewee Flomoku of The Carter 

Center’s Liberia program remarked, “we who speak on their behalf will not always be 

around to speak for them.  They must have the opportunity and platform to speak for 

themselves, so that their voices are heard forever.” The institutional incorporation of 

gender justice, so vital to the healing of Liberian society, from health provisions for 

survivors of sexual abuse, to legal reform on issues like rape and inheritance, to political 

participation, was only possible because women successfully rewrote a narrative that had 

excused and normalized sexual violence in society by sharing their own stories. It is an 

incomplete victory as much that Liberian women have worked to change has yet to be set 

into law, but it is an example of what can be achieved through inclusive peacebuilding. 

 

Calling for transparency, Dr. Al-Alaani exemplified the strength of individuals who 

speak truth to power, from whatever their position may be: “On behalf of the women of 
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Fallujah, I call on the US and UK governments to disclose information regarding all 

types of weapons used during the occupation, and to take the necessary measures to 

protect the right to life and health of the Iraqi people if a environmental contamination is 

found. Palwasha Kakar, a women’s rights activist from Afghanistan, responded by 

revealing that they are witnessing similar systemic health problems in her country. Dr. 

Samira’s response was to simply say that logically, the same impacts of war would be 

experienced in Iraq and Afghanistan because these two wars were conducted by the same 

nations. Sister Simone Campbell, whose organization brought a delegation of Iraqi 

women to speak before the U.S. Congress, articulated that space for women’s voices to 

be heard is vital, “because too often those who control policy never have to deal with the 

consequences of their choices, but women do”. The Bible says “You shall know the truth, 

and the truth shall set you free” (John 8:32). We need to hear the truth about the violence 

perpetrated by, and in, our own societies. 

 

Normalizing peace: building trust with humility 

 In times of war and conflict, as many scholars have examined, outsiders are often 

considered enemies, and societies tend to hold to conservative traditions and identities, 

defending them with intensified vigilance. The weight of this societal regression falls 

disproportionately upon women, who often represent the identity and projected dignity of 

the community. The irony of this was discussed by the group: that wars waged in the 

name of promoting human rights and democracy may have the opposite effect of 

entrenching outworn and repressive cultural practices.   

 In Iraq, Jeremy Courtney shared, “Everyone distrusted everyone, it seemed, at the 

height of the conflict, making every interaction open to suspicion and fear.”  Yet, with 

dedicated effort, people can overcome fear to build relationships and plant the seeds of 

trust. Courtney related a story of what he calls “preemptive love.” It was the story of a 

father forced to place his ailing daughter in the hands of a surgeon from another sect, and 

“the enemy doctor, the doctor who never should have been trusted… saved her life. The 

father had taken a risk against all odds and walked into enemy territory to love his 

daughter. The surgeon had taken a great risk to dislodge one of his own people and 

provide surgery for an outsider.” Through necessity, driven by love, they were able to see 
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the truth about the other and achieve “forgiveness, reconciliation, a normalization of 

peace.” Sister Simone Campbell responded to Dr. Samira’s story by committing to do 

what she can to raise awareness about the aftermath of the war in Iraq, saying, “when 

your heart breaks on behalf of someone else, what is fear?” 

 

“How do we normalize peace? The corollary question is how can you eat an elephant, 

one bite at time. One step at a time” Courtney asserted. He acknowledged the desire for 

revenge he felt following the attacks on the U.S. on September 11, 2001 and how that led 

him, as many others, to support a war of aggression that devastated the lives of millions 

of Iraqis. “If we want to normalize peace we have to normalize humility,” he said. “We 

have to normalize the ability to say we were wrong”.  Religious leaders from Ghana and 

Senegal were deeply moved by this statement, recounting their own challenge when 

speaking about human rights within their own communities because of the suspicion that 

it represents a Western concept, imposed from the outside.  The expressions of humility 

and truthfulness about the impact of America’s wars would go a long way to build trust 

and open the hearts of others in the effort to build a universal movement for human rights 

and peace, they said. Calling the Forum “a moment of truth”, Alhaji Khuzaima 

Mohammed Osman, reacted to this call for acknowledgment and acceptance of 

responsibility sharing that many in Muslim communities are reluctant to reveal “glaring 

facts” about the impact of military intervention and counter-terrorism policy for fear of 

being labeled terrorists. The use of drones is a clear example of the disastrous impacts, 

which Mossarat Qadeem described as including not only the loss of civilian lives, but 

also the spread of fear and increased radicalization. President Carter expressed his 

agreement, condemning the use of drones as “counterproductive”. 

Distilling the collective sentiment of these assembled believers, Jeremy Courtney 

appealed to religious leaders as “the people who should be leading this conversation 

above all else… for if our religious communities can't lead the conversation on this then 

our religion is absolutely worthless to us”.  

 

 


