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. . . the toll on women and girls is beyond imagining; it presents Africa 
and the world with a practical and moral challenge which places gender at 
the centre of the human condition. . . . For the African continent, it means 
economic and social survival. For the women and girls of Africa, it’s a matter 
of life and death.1

In this passage from his 2005 Massey Lecture, since published as A Race Against 
Time, Stephen Lewis contrasts the 2002 HIV/AIDS crisis in sub-Saharan Africa 
with the situation in 2005: “if anything, things are worse,” he observes, “[e]very-
where I went it was a scene out of Dante.”2 Lewis offers a furious indictment of the 
United Nations’ refusal, rooted in the international community’s unwillingness to 
recognize the gendered nature of this crisis, to deal seriously with this pandemic. 
He insists that the crisis will not be met until the world is ready to challenge a long 
history of male entitlement. Lewis asserts that, at its core, this is a story of wilful 
neglect and violence against an entire continent and, most particularly, against that 
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continent’s women and children. HIV/AIDS in Africa is more than a health crisis. 
It is also a famine—now termed the “New Variant Famine”—arising from produc-
ers’ deaths; an orphan-maker, with women struggling to raise their grandchildren 
without education or financial support; a situation of ongoing sexual violence and 
rape to which the remaining women are subjected; and a clear demonstration of 
the United Nations’ inability and unwillingness to deal effectively with any or all of 
these factors. Ultimately, all of these failings can be traced back to women’s disem-
powerment. Lewis deplores the exclusion of women—despite their status as primary 
agricultural producers and sole family heads, daily faced with violence—from the 
quest for peace. 
	 There can be little doubt that gender is crucially important in understanding the 
requirements for peace or peacemaking, in this situation or any other. Yet Stephen 
Lewis is one of the few international activists to have noted this feature. In fact, a 
gendered analysis of peace education is hard to find. With very few exceptions, the 
scholarly literature underpinning global and peace education ignores gender with 
troubling results. The obvious effect of omitting gender is to make a number of world 
crises, all of which are appropriate content for global and peace education, impos-
sible to understand. This includes, but is not limited to, the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 
Removing gender makes a holistic, integrated, and respectful analysis impossible. It 
obfuscates the naming of alternative approaches that are at the very root of peace 
education. The possibilities for peaceful solutions to any problem are also embed-
ded in a clear understanding of the problem’s sources, some of which are oppressive 
behaviours that must be condemned, not celebrated. 
	 It has been observed that where peace education has been introduced into 
teacher-education curricula, more women than men tend to select these courses.3 
Despite a lack of formal research, anecdotal evidence from youth workers and advo-
cates for peace and global education seems to confirm the same pattern in community 
organizations. The history of peace education in particular confirms the alignment 
of peace, education, and gender. This paper explores the dominant definitions and 
theoretical frameworks for peace education, and examines some of the implications 
of the absence of gender analysis for the scholarly field and for those teachers who 
wish to engage these materials with their students, our future teachers.
	 Where peace education is offered at the school level, it is often under the broad 
rubric of “global education.”4 But long before the emergence of global education in 
the 1970s, peace education had been developed in the late nineteenth century by 
groups such as the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom.5 Histori-
cally, promoting peace was seen as the role of women, while men were thought to 
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be drawn to war and violence.6 The nineteenth-century notion of “maternal femin-
ism” depicted women as holding the moral high ground, and therefore as especially 
important in providing, through education, a blueprint for a morally upright and 
peaceful society.7 As well, the nineteenth-century peace movement understood the 
potential of education, through the use of national and international networks, to 
be a powerful means of creating peace-loving citizens. Emily Hermon observes that 
peace educators assumed that education was a “long-range strategy, challenging the 
acceptance of war and building attitudes for peace.”8 Much of this was accomplished 
by women, and yet, as Deborah Gorham observes, the record of women’s contribu-
tions represents “a tradition that has been all too often overlooked.”9

	 To chart the implications of this omission, this paper is organized into three sec-
tions. First, a survey of peace education and pedagogy will demonstrate some of the 
intersections with the broader field of global education; second, a brief survey of the 
history of peace education will show the close interplay between women’s activism 
and peace education; finally, we will consider how a gender-blind analysis of peace 
education may affect the students we hope to attract to this field, the teachers who 
undertake this educational task, and our collective future.

Peace Education and Pedagogy Defined
Like the broader global education movement of which it has become a part, peace 
education encompasses a wide variety of aims and approaches, depending on the 
audience and the socio-political and ideological contexts. Also, like global educa-
tion, peace education overlaps and shares theoretical and practical ground with other 
types of “progressive educations,”10 including development education, environmental 
education, human rights education, and multicultural education. David Hicks and 
Andy Bord note that peace education shares with global education its concern with 
contemporary problems as the basis of its content and a belief in participatory and 
active learning strategies.11 Peace education has also been identified as sharing com-
mon ground with citizenship education through beliefs in the interdependency of 
the world and citizens of the global community,12 and through its faith that tolerance, 
respect for difference, and appreciation of the rights of others produce peace.13 
	 The connection between peace education, gender equity, and justice is even 
closer. In her discussion of “negative peace,” one of peace education’s foremost au-
thorities, Betty Reardon, agrees with other feminists that

. . . there is a fundamental interrelationship among all forms of violence, 
and that violence is a major consequence of the imbalance of a male-
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dominated society. Forms of various types, from the intimidation of rape 
to the social imposition of dependency, maintain this balance. In itself, 
the patriarchy is a form of violence.14

	 Within these shared frameworks, then, peace education has been defined as 
including non-violence, human rights, social justice, world-mindedness, ecological 
balance, meaningful participation, and personal peace.15 Others define peace as all 
times when a nation is not actively at war, and peace education as everything sup-
porting that condition.16 An important source on peace education, Ian Harris and 
Mary Lee Morrison’s Peace Education, defines the field as comprised of diversity 
education, violence-prevention, conflict resolution, and civic education.17 Human 
rights and disarmament education figure prominently in some models of peace edu-
cation,18 while others concentrate on anger management, environmental awareness, 
and responsibility and tolerance.19

	 Strikingly, however, aside from the work of Betty Reardon neither peace educa-
tion nor its current protector, global education, includes gender disparity within its 
core definition. Despite global education’s strong moral base,20 in which individual 
or national desires are to be subsumed for the common good,21 different value 
systems tolerated,22 and the interdependence of all societies encouraged,23 gender 
is rarely evident as a group or category24 for analysis. In those rare instances where 
gender is discussed, it is subsumed in broader categories of human rights and social 
justice, competing with other forms of global inequity. Of the leading proponents 
and theorists of peace education—Ian Harris, Mary Lee Morrison, Swee-Hin Toh 
and Virginia Floresca-Cawagas, Graham Pike, or Meri Merryfield—none offers a 
gendered analysis of peace education. An otherwise useful article on classroom prac-
tices of peace education in a collection entitled Women and Peace never mentions 
women or introduces a gendered analysis, either in its theoretical underpinning or 
pedagogical expression.25 In their assessment of international models of peace educa-
tion, Robert Aspeslagh and Robin Burns conclude that there is greater recognition 
among peace educators of the need for intercultural dialogue than of issues related to 
sexism and patriarchy.26 Berenice Carroll notes that women have been shut out of the 
peace movement itself: “. . . we often find ourselves outsiders: if not excluded, then 
accepted mainly as exception or as servant.”27 
	 Betty Reardon, the above-mentioned exception to the omission of gender 
analysis within peace education literature, continues in her stirring 2001 teachers’ 
unit, Education for a Culture of Peace in a Gender Perspective,28 to put forward the 
feminist case for the causes and amelioratives in achieving a culture of peace. That 
her analysis is exceptional in considering gender is both surprising and troubling, 
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especially when one considers the rise in the 1980s of ecofeminism, with its thesis 
of the “organic interrelatedness of living systems and the imperative to survival of 
nurturing relationships.”29 The reflection of this view in the Earth Covenant, in the 
United Nations Decade for a Culture of Peace and Non-violence for the Children of 
the World, and in UNESCO’s Statement on Women’s Contribution to a Culture of 
Peace30 all illustrate the relevance and importance of a gender-informed blueprint for 
peace education.
	 Sadly, this powerful feminist vision of global security, grounded in social equity 
and policy, ecological balance, and biosphere health, is excluded from the broader 
global education movement. Stephen Lewis’s 2005 Massey Lectures address the depth 
of this loss in the United Nations’s efforts to assuage Africa’s distress. He entitles this 
segment of his Massey Lectures “Half the World, Barely Represented”:

Despite all the lip service paid by the UN member states to the 
importance of gender equality, only 11 of the 191 ambassadors, or 5.7 
percent, are women. Worse still, the make-up of the workforce of the 
UN agencies … is similarly distorted. The funds, programs, and agencies 
will tell you, proudly, that up to 33 percent of their professional staff are 
women, but quite aside from asking why it should be only 33 percent … 
a closer scrutiny will show that the concentration of women is invariably 
at the lower professional grades . . . . But that’s just the half of it, and the 
lesser half. The other aspect of multilateralism, astonishing and offensive 
in equal measure, is the absence of any single, powerful agency within the 
UN system to represent women.31

It does seem that in the United Nations’ structures for peace education, as the song 
says, “Sisters are [Mainly] Doin’ it for Themselves.”32 
	 Part of the explanation for peace education’s failure to address gender in the face 
of world crises is its conceptual imprecision. Gavriel Solomon points to the panoply 
of goals and the inadequacy of most peace education models to understand, much 
less act on, many world conflicts.33 Ken Montgomery finds, in his examination of war 
and peace in secondary-school textbooks, the production of “narrative mythologies 
about the [Canadian] nation as a peaceful and tolerant entity to be emulated by the 
rest of the world,” where peace is presented as something others need, and peace edu-
cators are depicted as “moral citizens who somehow transcend histories and legacies 
of racism, colonialism and other interlocking oppressions.”34 Gada Mahrouse points 
to a basic essentialist and universal notion implicit in peace education in which 
human nature is assumed to be good, with non-violence a visible expression of this 
goodness.35 Postmodern critics especially point to peace educators’ “grand narration” 
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as unrealizable and essentialist.36 Some researchers find that problematizing peace 
educators’ moral certainty aligns critics with “repression and violence.”37 Harris and 
Morrison note assertions that peace education lacks intellectual rigour and that it is 
excessively value-laden.38

	 Pedagogy that effectively teaches peace has developed as an adjunct to the 
global education movement, and draws on many of the same progressive approaches 
common in global education. Pedagogical practices that support a culture of peace 
are holistic, reflective, and woven through other disciplines, such as history, and 
they stress such empathetic strategies as role-playing and simulation, “transforma-
tive inquiry,”39 and authentic community partnerships and associations. Many peace 
educators recommend critical thinking strategies, such as value clarification and 
multi-perspectivistic discussions.40 Peace education is future-oriented, rather than 
focusing on the present or the past,41 and relies on textbook accounts of peace as 
well as war.42 Impassioned teachers, though ones eschewing propaganda in favour 
of open-minded discussions,43 are also assumed to counteract the culture of violence 
dominating popular culture. Betty Reardon summarizes the “most urgent task for 
peace education” as “teaching the skills and capacities necessary to create and pursue 
alternatives to the present order.”44 To appreciate how peace education has come to 
mean so many things to so many people while using a wide variety of pedagogies, we 
now turn to a brief history of peace education.

The Origins of Peace Education
Education that promotes peace is credited with an almost 400-year history, begin-
ning after the Treaty of Breda between the Netherlands and Britain, when the 
Czech educator Comenius linked formal education and peace.45 However, the 
contemporary peace education movement dates from the late-nineteenth century, 
when peace societies in Europe and North America encouraged “internationalism” 
through educational programs. The Societé d’Éducation Pacifique, founded in 1901, 
aimed to create a network of teachers who would encourage peace curricula. Not 
coincidentally, this era also featured the feminization of the teaching force in North 
America, providing women with an opportunity to implement peace education with 
their students.46 At the same time, women developed civic aspirations and a “ma-
ternal feminist” identity. They justified a public role, “world-mindedness,”47 because 
of their presumably greater virtue and natural disposition for peace, whatever their 
culture, race, or class.48 This moral leadership in both private and (circumscribed) 
public spheres substituted for a national civic involvement, which was denied them 
until women gained the right to vote in most Western nations during or immediately 
after World War I.49 
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	 Peace societies often had strong female membership. For example, by 1905, the 
Swiss Ligue Internationale de la Paix et de la Liberté was about one-third female.50 In 
this period, peace societies also appeared in France, Italy, Germany, Belgium, Britain, 
and Scandinavia. Most had the objective of drawing the attention of “young women 
to the dangers of the current international system (or anarchy)”51 while urging them 
to demonstrate alternatives. In North America, peace organizations adopted an 
analysis that argued that violence was rooted in both individual actions and systemic 
societal failures, and that both were changeable through education.52 Canadian as-
sociations included the Young Women’s Christian Association, the National Council 
of Women, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union,53 and many others, with 
chapters also in the United States and Britain, as well as international organizations 
to facilitate peace as part of their broad social activist agendas. 
	 By the First World War, an international network of both women’s and gender-
integrated peace groups had been established, and these, too, ultimately depended 
on education to further their principles. The International League for Peace and 
Freedom,54 the Woman’s Peace Party,55 and the 1915 International Conference of 
Women for Permanent Peace56 all turned to education as a critical force for change.57 
In many cases, these international associations also lobbied for peace education 
through national groups such as the American School Peace League;58 the Canadian 
League of Nations Society;59 the 1932 Disarmament Conference, which promoted 
moral disarmament; and the International Peace Committee, which approached 
peace through an action-oriented method.60 Veronica Strong-Boag notes that

For all their differences, internationally-minded women of many 
persuasions shared both a conception of their sex’s particular sensitivity 
to the costs of armed conflict and an essential optimism about the power 
of education and the limitations of prejudice. By instructing children and 
adults in the follies of war and the ways of peace, women could prepare 
the way, as surely as any diplomat, for a better world.61

	 The Second World War and the succeeding Cold War reignited a debate about 
the dangers of nuclear armaments. The most active educational agency for peace in 
this period was the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO), which encouraged a broad program of international education.62 
It was supported by a range of organizations, including the International Fellowship 
of Reconciliation, the World Association of World Federalists, the Friends Service 
Committees, and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. By the 
mid-1960s, an active International Peace Research Association was in existence, and 
by 1972, it was joined by the Peace Education Committee.63 
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	 At the national level, too, women in this period made a place for themselves 
in peace activism—in Canada through the Voice of Women,64 in the United States 
through Sisters Opposed to Nuclear Genocide,65 and in Britain at the Greenham 
Common Women’s Peace Camp.66 As peace proponents, they recognized the power 
of education as in the past, but increasingly they exploited political channels by 
attempting to construct a non-partisan peace movement made up of women from 
around the world. Hence, peace education preceded global education by many years, 
and it was adopted early on as a women’s issue. Although women often experienced 
lower status when in partnership with men, peace education was where women 
directed their energies.67 In all of these organizations, it was accepted that education 
was an important vehicle for encouraging peace.68 

Implications of a Gender-Blind Analysis 
Why has gender been ignored as a category of analysis in peace education? Several 
reasons suggest themselves. First, with the backlash against global education gener-
ally, and in the United States also against peace education, proponents in the field 
have been understandably worried about incorporating any obviously controversial 
topic, risking further erosion of support. In the case of feminism, there has been a 
clear backlash against popular feminism generally since the 1990s; thus, attention 
to gender seems to have suffered a double jeopardy. In addition, partly arising from 
the feminist backlash, and partly because of splits in the field of feminist analysis, 
there has been a reluctance by many feminists to entrench pacifism in feminism. 
Hence, there is some justice to the charge that feminists themselves are implicated 
in the failure to insist on a gendered public discourse.69 The result of this type of 
intellectual retrenchment is to sentence peace education—and global education—to 
stagnation, further eroding their scholarly integrity. Indeed, as I have already noted, 
this criticism of weak scholarship has been made of both global and peace education. 
Holding to the line of least resistance will not bring in new advocates or researchers, 
nor will it motivate students. 
	 A second explanation for the absence of gender analysis in peace (and global) 
education concerns the field’s elasticity. Eager to incorporate new developments and 
constituencies—for example, in the areas of diversity education, violence prevention, 
and civic education—peace education has expanded rather wildly in all directions. As 
new areas have been added, others, especially those perceived by some to be divisive, 
have been scaled back or not developed at all. This has not resulted in wholesale 
and sudden deletion of areas of work but in a gradual loss of support—death by a 
thousand cuts. Thus, gender has been largely ignored or sometimes discounted as 
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discriminatory, while the focus of peace studies has narrowed so that the area under 
examination is more immediate and instrumental to our current needs. In effect, the 
very definition of peace education has changed from one with a global focus to one 
concerned primarily with unpleasant personal behaviours in a local context. 
	 A third possible explanation is rooted in the progressive, child-centred peda-
gogy employed by peace and global educators. As the scope of peace education has 
expanded, so has the pedagogical range, generally to incorporate yet more interactive 
strategies. Hence, the field has developed great affection for topics and approaches 
that can be demonstrated through simulations, role-playing, or case studies. This, in 
turn, demands a certain conceptual simplicity of the issues and materials discussed, 
and it militates against pedagogies that will divide the class into warring factions. 
Difficult discussions such as those concerning structural sources of violence or the 
effects of gender discrimination might, it could be feared, result in chaotic, acrimoni-
ous student interactions.
	 What, then, are the results of ignoring gender in peace education? This paper 
began with Stephen Lewis’s impassioned analysis of the shortcomings of the world’s 
response to the HIV/AIDS pandemic and his explanation for this appallingly weak 
response: an unwillingness to take gender seriously. If global or peace education will 
never call anyone in the developing world to account for her/his decisions, despite 
the death sentence these decisions represent for women and children, this field will 
remain uncontroversial—and sterile. Bad decisions can kill people, and in this case 
the vast percentage of those dying are women and children. To write women out of 
this sad story by refusing to engage the disabling effects of gender discrimination 
is intellectually dishonest and morally repellent. The result is to hobble any clear-
sighted teaching of the viciously interrelated issues at play. A refusal to recognize 
the effects of privilege in developing societies or our own disempowers students, 
causing them to misunderstand the magnitude of the crisis, the invidious effect that 
gender inequities have had on a society, and the still-disastrous results of gendered 
discrimination. 
	 To integrate a gendered perspective that considers the many ways in which privi-
lege erodes peace guarantees nothing beyond a more equitable treatment of difficult 
issues. At the very least, however, by including gender analysis in the discussion we are 
alerted to the complexity of the task to which global educators must set themselves. 
In her moving account of the difficulties she faced in her Women and Global Per-
spectives course at the undergraduate level, Mytheli Sreenivas points out that “simply 
providing data about women around the world cannot suffice to develop a global 
perspective on gender in the classroom.”70 She describes her students as vacillating 



68 PEACE RESEARCH | Vol. 39, Nos. 1-2 (2007)

between the “shoals of ethnocentrism on the one hand and cultural relativism on 
the other,”71 unable to find a third perspective from which to ground their critical 
analysis. Sreenivas’s unflinching critique of her own efforts alerts us to the magnitude 
of the task of integrating a gendered dimension into the curriculum, but also to the 
importance of the learning in which her students were fortunate enough to engage. It 
also reminds us of feminism’s responsibility to educate for peace. As Berenice Carroll 
argues, “feminists may have a special obligation and a special role to play in creating 
peace, not because they speak for women, nor because they see any inherent or im-
mutable connection between women and peace, but because they speak to women, 
and seek the development among women of a changed political consciousness.”72

	 Global education arose in response to the Vietnam War, when in a dramatic 
denial of critical thinking, education was used as the handmaid of patriotic sup-
port.73 Today also, as the United States fights an increasingly unpopular war, peace 
education as critical thinking and as public act has never been more needed. The 
interrelatedness and interlocking nature of economic, social, media, and defence 
systems that global education elucidates also remind us of our collective culpability. 
As educators, we have a duty to return the peace agenda to global education, and to 
include gender analysis as part of that reconstituted education. Both are essential 
to a full understanding of global processes that give rise to and sustain inequity and 
violence.
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