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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Women of Substance!
‘If your dreams don’t scare you 
then you are not dreaming big 

enough,’ says Liberian President 
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf to the class 
of 2011 at Harvard. Little did she 
know that in 2014 her country 
would have needed all her leader-
ship skills to combat Ebola. 

If all goes well 
Liberia will be 
declared free from 
Ebola in Aril 2015. 
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, 
Leymah Gwobee and 
Tawakkol Karman. 
These three women 
won the 2011 Nobel 
Peace Prize. They are 

in the forefront in the 
fi ght for truth, justice 
and equality in their 
respective countries. 
Ellen and Lemyah are 
from Liberia while 
Tawakkol is from 
Yemen. It is the fi rst 
time in the history 
of the Nobel Prize 
Committee that three 
women have had this 
honor conferred on 
them in a single year. 
The fi rst woman who 
won a Nobel Peace 
Prize from Africa was 
Wangari Maathai of 
Kenya.

In awarding the 
2011 Peace Prize the 
head of the Norwegian 
Nobel Committee 
said that, “We cannot 
achieve democracy 
and lasting peace in 
the world unless wom-
en obtain the same 
opportunities as men 
to infl uence devel-
opments at all levels 
of society.” Ellen 
Sirleaf-Johnson is the 

President of Liberia. In 
response to the statement 
she said she did not want 
Africa to return to the 
‘men’s club’ and that she 
hopes to see the day when 
more women would be in 
power in Africa.

It is widely recog-
nized in the international 

community the President 
Sirleaf-Johnson has been 
able to restore Liberia’s 
credibility through hard 
work and diplomacy. 
When she took over as 
President Liberia was 
torn by internal strife and 
the country was overrun 
by warlords and there 
was anarchy. It was in 
1980 that an army offi cer 
Master Sargeant Samuel 
K. Doe seized power in 
Liberia. This set the stage 
for years of civil unrest.

Doe’s regime was 
brutal and Sirleaf John-
son found herself at odds 
with it. She became a 
critic and was arrested 
and threatened with 
death. But she remained 
undaunted and became 
more active in politics. 
It did not take long for 
Doe’s men to jail her. 
Sirleaf-Johnson fl ed to 
the United States where 
she worked in the World 
Bank. By the time she re-
turned Doe had fallen and 
was replaced by Charles 

Taylor. He was even more 
brutal than his predeces-
sor and the bloodshed 
continued unabated. 

An election was 
scheduled for 1997 and 
Johnson returned to 
Liberia to contest them. 
She lost and Charles 
Taylor responded by 
charging her with treason. 
When fresh elections 
were held in 2005 Sirleaf 
Johnson won handily 
and became President of 
Liberia. Since then she 
has worked hard to bring 
stability and peace to her 
nation.

As the war raged in 
Liberia Lemyah Gwobee 
realized that the margin-

alization of women had 
to come to an end. She 
began to mobilize women 
in Liberia to help bring 
an end to 14 years of civil 
war. Gwobee has been 
described as a ‘peace 
warrior.’ According to 
her, “ In 2003 it was very 
diffi cult. A group of us 
women decided to take 
action for peace-includ-
ing picketing, fasting 
and praying.” Gwobee 
currently heads the 
World Peace and Security 
Network that is based in 
Ghana. One of the urgent 
tasks of this group is to 
counsel women that have 
been sexually abused by 
militiaman during the 
wars.

The crowning 
achievement of Gwobee 
and her movement was 
to oust Charles Taylor 
from power in Liberia. 
This happened in 2003 
when Gwobee organized 
thousands of women to 
protest in Monrovia, the 
capital. Mr. Taylor went 

to Ghana for peace talks 
but Gwobee and her 
group followed him and 
more protests followed. 
In the end Charles Taylor 
was ousted and he is 
now at The Hague facing 
charges of crimes against 
humanity.

The citation of the 
Nobel Committee read, “ 
Leymah Gwobee mo-
bilized and organized 
women across ethnic and 
religious dividing lines to 
bring an end to the long 
war in Liberia, and to en-
sure women’s participa-
tion in elections. She has 
since worked to enhance 
the infl uence of women 
in West Africa during and 

after the war.” In another 
part of the world a wom-
an was creating waves by 
bringing peoples together 
to demand change.

The Arab Spring took 
the world by storm and 
saw the fall of a number 
of dictators. It started in 
Tunisia but where it will 
end is uncertain. In the 
interim the President of 
Tunisia fl ed his country, 
Hosni Mubarak of Egypt 
was toppled and Mum-
mar Ghadafi  was killed. 
The rest of the Arab 
world is in a state of un-
ease and the Arab League 
has passed a resolution 
censuring the government 
of Syria for killing its 
people.

In Yemen there were 
regular protests calling 
for the removal of the 
then President Abdullah 
Saleh. He had promised 
to leave on a number of 
occasions only to renege 
on his word. It was in 
this volatile atmosphere 
that Tawakkol Karman 

has emerged as a spokes-
person and leader. This 
young freedom fi ght-
er has been called the 
‘mother of the revolu-
tion’ in her country. She 
is aware of the dangers 
that are associated with 
opposing Saleh. Tawak-
kol is reported to have 
said, “ They will kill me 
and they will kidnap my 
children and throw them 
from the mountain but I 
will keep on fi ghting.” 
She believes that there 
can be no democracy 
in the absence of a free 
press.

As is the case with 
most freedom fi ghters 
Tawakkol has been jailed 

on a number of occasions. 
When she is let out she 
can be found in a place 
called “ Change Square” 
from whence many of 
her supporters mobilize 
themselves for action. In 
2005 Tawakkol founded 
a group called ‘Wom-
en Journalists Without 
Chains’ and in 2007 she 
staged sit-ins in front 
of the Parliament in her 
country demanding great-
er press freedom. But it 
is her direct opposition 
to President Saleh that 
has catapulted her in the 
public image.

When Tawakkol was 
arrested large crowds 
gathered in the streets and 
this marked the beginning 
of the Yemeni uprising. In 
her response to the win-
ning of the Nobel Peace 
Prize Tawakkol said, “ 
Martin Luther King has 
inspired me the most 
because he sought change 
peacefully. Also Gandhi 
and Nelson Mandela, 
but really to the largest 

extent it’s Martin Lu-
ther King. We try for 
change using his same 
methods.”

So far the methods 
have made an impact 
in awakening the con-
sciousness of the peo-
ple. Saleh, remained 
rooted while public 
confi dence his govern-
ment waned. He was 
forced to leave offi ce 
and was replaced by 
Mansour Hadi. He too 
was forced to fl ee in 
February 2015 with 
Tawakkol becoming a 
prominent fi gure in the 
call for peace.

Women and 
development have 

long been the subject 
of debate in offi cial 
circles. When women 
have to walk for miles 
to get drinking water 
for their children or to 
fi nd a school for them 
it adds to the burden of 
the family. In addition, 
in many countries 
women lack access to 
basic health care and 
face discrimination 
when it comes to em-
ployment.

Domestic violence 
and the cruelty of wars 
also leave their toll. 
It is not easy being a 
woman in today’s so-
ciety. The recognition 
then of three women 
who have won the 
Nobel Peace Prize is 
more than a symbolic 
achievement. It has 
sent a message that 
says if a single woman 
is suffering then we 
must all be concerned. 
Further, we should 
take action to improve 
the lives of women 
everywhere.
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