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By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Denis Mukwege and Nadia Murad

Winners of the 2018 Nobel Peace Prize
      He has been called the main 
street of hope while she has led the 
fi ght to give more visibility to war-
time sexual violence against wom-
en. The Nobel Committee awarded 
the 2018 Peace Prize to Denis Muk-
wege and Nadia Murad for ‘their 
eff orts to end the use of sexual vio-
lence as a weapon of war and armed 
confl ict. Both laureates have made 
a critical contribution to focusing 
attention on, and combating, such 
war crimes.’ 

Mukwege grew up 
in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo in a 
religious household; 
his father was a Pen-
tecostal minister. He 
would visit victims 
with his father and 
came to the conclu-
sion that medical help 
was just as import-
ant pastoral care. The 
young Mukwege was 
from a family of nine 
children and money 
was scarce. But he 
wanted to be a doc-
tor. He studied for his 
medical degree in Bu-
rundi and worked at 
the Christian Hospital 
in Lemera.

Mukwege stud-
ied podiatry but he 
switched his attention 
to obstetrics and gyne-
cology after he saw the 
terrible conditions that 
aff ected women. In 
1989, Mukewege was 
stationed at a hospital 
in Lemera and moved 
to Bukavu to be close 
to women patients. 
The led him to set up 
a maternity ward with 
an operating room in 
Panzi Hospital.

When war broke 
out in the Republic 
of Congo in the nine-
ties, Mukwege found 
that the women vic-
tims had something in 
common. Genital mu-
tilation was used as a 
weapon of war. In a 
nine-month period in 
2014 a total of 11,769 
cases of sexual vio-
lence were recorded in 
various provinces in 

killed over 600 persons. 
Nadia’s brothers and 
stepbrothers were killed 
and she was taken into 
slavery. Nadia describes 
her introduction to slav-
ery, “I’ll never forget 
how my mother looked 

that day, her white head-
scarf pushed back, her 
hair wild and messy. 
Without saying a word, 
she rested her head on 
my lap. When one of 
the men grabbed me and 
tore me away from her, 

I screamed and begged. 
The last thing I heard 
my mother say was ‘I am 
going to die.’ I never saw 
her again.” 

Nadia was put on a 
bus with other girls and 
women. She was told 
that she was captured to 
be a sabaya or sex slave. 
The bus went to Mosul 
and the cruelty that took 

place was unimaginable. 
She was beaten, spit 
upon and burned with 
cigarettes. She said that 
the wives of the captors 
were just as cruel; they 
stood by and watched 
as thousands of Yazidi 

women were sold into 
slavery.

The captors prayed 
fi ve times a day, had 
families, and yet raped 
and tortured the Yazidi 
women. Nadia said that 
they committed crimes 
to her body until she be-
came unconscious. She 
prayed that they would 
kill her but they did not. 
It appeared that someone 
had a higher purpose for 
her.

In November 2004, 
after more abuse was 
heaped on her Nadia saw 
that one of the doors was 
left open. She made a 
run for it and arrived at 
the home of Omar Ab-
del Jabar. He took her 
in and hid her from the 
soldiers. ‘It was the right 
thing to do,’ Jabar said. 
Little did she know that 
her fate would be tied 
to that of Jabar’s in a 
strange way. Nadia con-
tacted her brother several 
miles away in Kirkuk. 
Jabar volunteered to take 
her; she would pose as 
his wife. Passing several 
checkpoints was diffi  cult 
but they managed to get 
to Kirkuk.

Nadia eventually 
made it to Germany. But 
life was not that easy for 
Jabar. He was identifi ed 

by ISIS as a traitor 
and had to fl ee from 
Mosul. He left his 
parents and his preg-
nant wife behind. Ja-
bar fl ed to Bulgaria 
where he was jailed, 
after which he ar-
rived in Germany 
and asked for asy-
lum.

In June 2017, Na-
dia returned to her 
village in Iraq. It was 
an emotional home-
coming. She has be-
come an internation-
al spokesperson on 
the atrocities of ISIS 
and with the help of 
Amal Clooney, and 
others, Nadia has 
been able to take her 
message to the world 
stage. She won the 
Sakharov Prize for 
her eff orts to bring 
the plight of wom-
en to the attention 
of the international 
community and also 
addressed the United 
Nations on the mat-
ter.

Nadia has pub-
lished her story in 
a book called ‘The 
Last Girl’ in which 
she spoke about her 
life and the capture 
and cruelty at the 
hand of ISIS. How 
did she feel when 
she learned that she 
had won the 2018 
Nobel Peace Prize? 
Nadia says, ‘When I 
received the news the 
fi rst thing I did was 
to look at my moth-
er’s picture and cry 
because I felt that I 
needed her. But not 
just her, it is also the 
80 older women that 
were all executed 
just for being Yazidi 
and for being older 
women. I feel they 
will be proud of me.’

We are proud of 
the work of Dr. Denis 
Mukwege and Nadia 
Murad and congrat-
ulate them on win-
ning the Nobel Peace 
Prize. Women should 
be treated with re-
spect at all times.    

the Democratic Republic 
of Congo. The violence 
against women was un-
speakable and Mukwege 
did his best to treat them.

He realized that the 
victims suff ered im-
mense psychological 
scars once reconstruc-
tive surgery took place. 
Mukwege decided to 
act by hiring a team to 
treat the emotional and 
psychological problems. 
He said, ‘We fi rst start-
ed by limiting ourselves 
to pure medical care, but 
we quickly realized that 

after being treated, the 
women refused to eat, 
drink, live and were dy-
ing from a form of sui-
cide.’

By being proactive he 
was able to break the cul-
ture of silence and denial 
and to bring the suff ering 
of women to the atten-
tion of the international 
community. This made 

him the target of assas-
sination attempts and 
some of his staff  mem-
bers were kidnapped, 
tortured and raped. But 
this only strengthened 
Mukwege’s resolve to 
continue the work. He 
spoke at the United Na-
tions in 2012 and called 
on the world to do more 
to help.

According to Dr. 
Mukwege, ‘The advanc-
es made by our civiliza-
tion are declining; they 
are declining through the 
new barbarities that we 
are seeing in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Con-
go and in Syria; but also 
through the deafening 
silence and the lack of 
courage of the interna-
tional community. We 
cannot silence the truth 
as it is persistent. We 
should rather confront 
it to avoid betraying our 
ideals.’ It is appropriate 
Dr. Mukwege was rush-
ing to perform another 
surgery when he was 
informed of the Nobel 
Prize. 

The Nobel Commit-
tee made another worthy 
selection in awarding 
the Peace Prize jointly 
to Nadia Murad Basee 
Taha. Nadia was born 
in Iraq and is from the 
Yazidi minority group. 
In 2014, when she was 
nineteen, the Islamic 
State fi ghters (ISIS) at-
tacked her village and 

Dr. Denis Mukwege has helped thousands of women to recover from the effects of 
genital mutilation

Nadia Murad speaks out on sexual violence against 
women. 


