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1. WHAT IS INTERRELIGIOUS COOPERATION? 
 
Interreligious cooperation refers to cooperative, and positive interaction 
between people of different faith tradition, denomination, spiritual movement, 
or religion at both individual and institutional levels to discuss critical issues 
creating conflict and social tensions such as perceived injustices, religious 
freedom, mutual intolerance, negative perceptions of the other and horrifying 
acts by violent extremists in order to find solutions to these issues. 
 
2. IMPORTANCE OF INTERRELIGIOUS COOPERATION 
 
Religion has been abused by extremists using religion to incite violence and 
hatred, by unscrupulous leaders manipulating sectarian differences for their 
own ends, by those seeking to exploit victims of poverty and to violate human 
rights.1 As noted by Mohammed Abu-Nimer, religious values can motivate 
people to fight or to reconcile.2 Thus, there is need for the engagement of 
religious communities to help drive peace processes, proffer solutions for 

                                                           
1 President’s Advisory Council on Faith-Based and Neighbourhood Partnerships – A New Era of Partnerships: Report 
of Recommendations to the President https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/partnerships-
interreligious-cooperation.pdf accessed on March 17 2020 
2 Mohammed Abu-Nimer, “Conflict Resolution, Culture, and Religion: Toward a Training Model of Interreligious 
Peacebuilding,” Journal or Peace Research 38, no.6 (2001): 686 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/partnerships-interreligious-cooperation.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/partnerships-interreligious-cooperation.pdf


security challenges, human development and respect for fundamental human 
rights.  
 
Religion plays a central role in people’s daily lives in Africa. Even before the 
arrival of the various missionary groups, the religious demography was quite 
diverse and often linked to ethnic affiliation. With more intense contacts with 
Europeans and Arabs, communities have tended to join one of the main 
monotheistic religions, Christianity or Islam. While religious diversity is still 
very much present—including Hinduism, Judaism and of course African 
traditional religions—Christianity (62.9%) and Islam (30.2%) hold a dominant 
position in sub-Saharan Africa.3  
 
Therefore, to overcome rigid and belligerent boundaries and obstacles to 
nonviolent dispute resolution, or to build relationships for reconciliation or de-
escalation of violence, the involvement of religious leaders in peace-building 
talks, initiatives and mutual cooperation is key. Opinions and teachings of 
religious leaders are influential in swaying the minds of their members.  
 
 
3. NEED FOR INCLUSION OF WOMEN IN PEACEBUILDING INITIATIVES, 

INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE AND COOPERATION  
 
In recent times, there has been growing concerns on the need for inclusion of 
women in peacebuilding talks and projects in order to challenge the male-
dominated conflict resolution structures. The non-inclusion of women further 
reinforces the gender inequality and patriarchal sociocultural patters prevalent 
in our society.4  
 
On October 31, 2000, the United Nations Security Council unanimously passed 
a Resolution 1325 (SCR 1325) which recognized that women have important 
roles to play in conflict prevention, conflict resolution, peacebuilding and that 
armed conflict affects women in particular ways. 
 
According to Women in Religious Peacebuilding Report, women and men have 
different experiences in violent conflicts. Women very often suffer more than 

                                                           
3 Catholic Relief Services – Interreligious Action for Peace: Studies in Muslim-Christian Cooperation 
https://www.crs.org/sites/default/files/tools-research/interreligious_action_for_peace_march_2017.pdf accessed 
on 24-03-2020 
4 ibid 

https://www.crs.org/sites/default/files/tools-research/interreligious_action_for_peace_march_2017.pdf


men and are more likely to be victimized. As observed by Jacqueline Moturi 
Ogega, “women face the trauma of rape, sexual slavery and child motherhood”5 
 
Accounting for the different experiences of women in conflict – and their 
responses to conflict – helps to break free from traditional, and often limited, 
approaches to conflict resolution that tend to be dominated by elite 
perspectives. As David Smock argues, “to exclude women is to neglect a 
particular set of opportunities that have often been neglected.”6 Women’s skills 
and social positions give them different perspectives on issues of peace and 
conflict, and across the globe, women have demonstrated their abilities to 
achieve common ground and work effectively to better their communities in 
instances where men have failed.7 
 
4. IMPORTANCE OF INCLUSION OF WOMEN IN INTERRELIGIOUS 

COOPERATION 
 

 Ability to facilitate peace work: according to Marc Gopin, “Women seem 
to have a capacity to make connections and to use many means to achieve 
that, including film, arts, and music.”8 
 

 Willingness to reach across religious and cultural divides to find 

common ground: Manal Omar observes, that following the U.S. invasion 

of Iraq in 2003, women “did it instinctively. And it wasn’t the case that it 

was safe for them to do so—it increased their vulnerability. I think there is 

a natural desire for inclusiveness amongst women. There is recognition of 

other viewpoints.”9 In Nigeria, the FOMWAN10 has transcended religious 

barriers and partnered with other women's organization such as the 

National Council of Women's Societies (NCWS), and Gender and 

                                                           
5 Interview with Jacqueine Moturi Ogega, May 27, 2012 in Katherine Marshall et all “Women in Peacebuilding”, 
Berkley Centre for Religion, Peace & World Affairs, Georgetown University. files.ethz.ch/isn/141384/PW71-
Women_Religious_Peacebuilding.pdf Accessed on 17/03/2020.   
6 Interview with David Smock, May 18, 2010, Katherine Marshall et all 
7 Ibid with Jacqueline Moturi Ogega 
8 Interview with Marc Gopin, May 21, 2010 in Katherine Marshall et all 
9 Interview with Manal Omar, June 5, 2010 in Katherine Marshall et all 
10 The Federation of Muslim Women’s Association in Nigeria is a faith-based organization and an umbrella body for 
all Muslim women's groups in Nigeria whose main objective is the promotion of unity, cooperation and common 
action among Muslim women’s group in Nigeria. 



Development Action (GADA)11 in advocating for issues of common 

concern such as the “Bring back our girls” campaign which was held to 

call for the release of the girls who were kidnapped from their school in 

April 2014 by Boko Haram. 

 

 Ability to bring fresh perspectives in peace processes: Dena Merriam 
concludes that there are differences in the way men and women 
participate in peace processes. Women, she argues, are simply “more 
finely tuned to how family structures are suffering, and how the different 
layers of society are damaged. They are also more prepared to plunge in to 
try to solve the problem, more prepared to sacrifice for the solution. They 
have less need to hold onto positions. That applies even to the hardest core 
women, who are deeply set in conflict modes, and have suffered terribly. 
Even they can focus on the issue of children and look for common ground. I 
have seen this again and again.”12 
 

 Relatable experiences in times of conflict: Elana Rozenman reports 
that, “in meetings with Israeli and Palestinian women, we find we are 
dealing with the same issues—our families, communities, about the 
problems of men dominating women, about sexual abuse and domestic 
violence, that have to be addressed also in terms of all the religions. When 
women get together, they immediately want to find out about personal 
issues, to share information about our families. Then immediately we move 
on from these personal topics and start work, far more easily.”13 
 

 Strengths of religious women as a fingerprint: “in terms of process, 
women’s religious groups tend to have greater networks and be more 
relationship-based. This is very helpful in creating trust in post conflict 
societies, and with refugees, IDPs [internally displaced persons], and other 
victims of conflicts. It is a very effective way to build movements for 
peace.”14 
 

 
                                                           
11 Rofia Ololade Sarumi et al, Transending Ethnic and Religious Barrier in Decision Making: A case of Muslim 

Women Civil Organisation in Nigeria https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6345104/ accessed on the 18th of 
March, 2020. 
12 Interview with Dena Merriam, May 17, 2010 in Katherine Marshall et all 
13 Interview with Elana Rozenman, June 30, 2010 in Katherine Marshall et all 
14 Interview with Maryann Cusimano, June 30, 2010 in Katherine Marshall et all 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6345104/


 
5. ROLE OF YOUNG WOMEN IN INTERRELIGIOUS COOPERATION 
 

 WHY FOCUS ON YOUTH? 
 
In post-war Bosnia-herzegovina (BIH) former Yugoslav Socialist Republic of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Choosing Peace Together (CPT) was designed to deep 
ethnic divisions and postwar trauma that continuously inhibited reconciliation 
in BIH.  As ethnicity—which overlaps with religious identity with each of the 
three major ethnic groups having a predominant religious affiliation: Serbs as 
Orthodox Christians, Croats as Catholics, and Bosniaks as Muslims—was a 
central driver of the wartime violence, many survivors retain deeply 
entrenched grievances toward other ethnic groups. For example, places of 
suffering and anniversaries of wartime tragedies are commemorated not just 
to memorialize victims, but to demonize the entire ethnic, social and religious 
groups of the perpetrators.15  
 
To effectively carry out the reconciliation project, there was urgent need for the 
inclusion of the youth in the exercise. This is because what young people one 
generation removed from the war have mostly known is the mono-ethnic 
enclaves created by the older generation. With little direct experience of 
interaction with other ethnic groups, young people have been absorbing the 
grievances and prejudices of the older generation and in some cases became 
more opposed to reconciliation efforts because they felt the weight of 
responsibility for their parents’ suffering.16 [CRS 40].  
 
Relating it to the topic today, we see these prejudices still holding sway among 

youths of today. Many intertribal or ethnic feuds are as a result of inherited 

hatred from their parents which they feel the need to avenge.  

Another example, is the assessment of the Tolerant Attitudes and Leadership 

for Action (TA’ALA) program (implemented between 2013 and 2015 in twenty 

villages in the three Upper Egyptian governorates of Assiut, Sohag, and Luxor, 

in partnership with the local Coptic Catholic Diocese and a variety of Muslim-

led organizations) determined that more attention needed to be directed to 

                                                           
15 Catholic Relief Services at pg 8 
16 Ibid at pg 23 



how women pass on belligerent attitudes toward other communities to their 

children. 

 
 WHY FOCUS ON YOUNG WOMEN? 

 
The TA’ALA program case study above illumines the complex ways in which 
negative attitudes are transmitted inter-generationally and, likewise, suggests 
important intersections with religious literacy, education and women’s 
empowerment. Identifying mothers as agents of violence stresses the need to 
expand the potential effectiveness of de-centered conceptions of leadership 
and influence. 
 
Young women need to be given equal opportunities as their male counterparts 
in interreligious dialogues and peacebuilding initiatives to avoid radicalization 
along religious lines. Their inclusion will help expose the atrocities of such as 
child marriages, sexual trafficking and other modalities of sexual exploitation 
prevalent in particular communities. It will also give young women a platform 
to mentor other women who are going through emotional or psychological 
trauma from sexual violence, post-conflict violence or domestic violence. 
 
6. RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION  
 
Women can adopt the following methods in pushing for inclusion and 
increased participation both in religious, domestic and political settings: 
 

 Social media: the media has been very influential in giving voices to a lot 
of causes thereby attracting massive support by the masses. A popular 
example is the #bringbackourgirls movement which gained so much 
support from known international figures such as former first lady of the 
United States, Michelle Obama; Oby Ezekwesili, influential female figures 
around the world and also world leaders. 
 

 Women led pressure groups: we need more women led groups like the 
FOMWAN who can push for the rights of women, inclusion in the affairs 
of the communities, states and country as a whole and create a platform 
where they can be heard. The bring back our girls movement even though 
not a strictly religious group was led by women of different faiths – whose 
religious background, values, teachings and morals helped them identify 



personally with the cause and came together to fight the social evil 
collectively and in one voice. 
 

 Research: when it comes to the role of women in interreligious 
dialogues, there is little material on the contribution of women in peace 
actions and drives. More research needs to be carried out into these 
activities to enrich academic discourse and encourage women who are 
doing a lot to foster interreligious peace in their communities. 
 

 Funding: funding from international organisations and local donors 
should encourage organisations that are women led and also contribute 
so much to the education of the girl child and empowerment of women. 
 

The inclusion and participation of young women in interreligious cooperation 
should be encouraged for the following reasons: 
 

1. To serve as an inspiration to the younger generation 
 

2. To serve as a building block for interreligious tolerance and peaceful-co-
existence 
 

3. As guardians of the unborn generations in their biological role as 
mothers, educating, enlightening and including them in interreligious 
discourse will automatically help train the next generation in 
interreligious tolerance, peace and love. 
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