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Based on her 40 years of engagement in peace work, Dr. Hadjipavlou brings a field-based assessment of the Cyprus conflict while explaining how 
the UNSCR 1325 has impacted the lives of women on the island. 

Cyprus has been divided since 1974 amid fruitless 
peace talks. Consequently, the two major ethnic 
communities, Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots, 
have been living in a protracted situation of conflict 
and division. What is the relevance of UNSCR 1325 on 
women, peace and security to the Cyprus case? 

Indeed, the island has been geographically, ethnically, 
economically and psychologically de-facto divided for 
over 46 years, not to mention since 1963 which marks 
the first inter-ethnic strife. The Cyprus case has been 
characterized as an intractable, protracted and deep-
rooted conflict or/and a ‘frozen conflict.’ Consequently, 
a culture of conflict and an ‘us vs. them’ bipolarity 
developed over the decades.  Numerous efforts under 
the auspices of the UN to find a mutually acceptable 
solution led to impasse and repeated deadlocks, the last 
one being in Crans Montana in 2017. The Cypriot society 
is patriarchal, with a history of ethnic nationalism and 
militarization, as exhibited by the six armies and seven 
different flags on its territory. Within such an environment, 
there have been resistances from civil society, academics, 
activists and bicommunal organizations which promote a 
different narrative and analysis supporting co-existence 
reunification and cooperation. The UNSCR 1325 (2000) 
in its 20th anniversary has been hailed as a feminist 
achievement and, as elsewhere, Cypriot women’s groups 
across the divide promoted 1325 which is truly relevant 
to our situation on the ground in both communities. The 
Cyprus conflict is gendered. Experiences for men and 
women are different and, thus, have different concerns, 
fears and needs.  All four pillars of the resolution apply 
here - participation, protection, prevention and relief & support.

What does UNSCR 1325 mean for Cypriot women 
living in conflict? In what ways has the resolution 
improved their lives? 

Resolution 1325 is an important tool that recognizes 
women’s agency and meaningful participation in the 
peace building processes, both official and unofficial. 
Cypriot women have used this resolution to bring out the 
levels of omissions of democracy in all four pillars. For 
instance, the inclusion of Cypriot women at the official 
negotiating table on an equal status to that of men has 
been ignored for more than four decades of peace talks 
under the auspices of UN mediation. Of course, there 
are women working backstage or a few in technical 
committees but they remain mostly invisible. What does 
this tell us about equal gender participation on issues 
of women, peace and security? Statistics inform us of 
a very low representation of women in decision-making 
centers in the Republic of Cyprus. According to the 
European Institute for Gender Equality’s latest report on 
various indicators of gender equality, Cyprus ranks 21st 
on the equality indicators scale and its grading is eleven 
points lower than that of the EU. In the legislature only 
18 percent are women and no woman is a member of 
the European Parliament. It is stated that, in order to 
reach full equality between men and women in the EU, 
it will take another 60 years. There is still a long way 
in Cyprus for the UNSCR 1325 to be implemented and 
to also create its own action plan on women, peace and 
security. Of course, I must also say that there have been 
changes, that have given women greater visibility. For 
example, more than 70 percent are active in the labour 
market and active in civil society peace building and 
reconciliation efforts. We need to work at the level of 
structural inequalities starting from the domestic and 
public spheres of our life and to promote legal literacy 
to women. By this I mean knowing the legal safeguards 
against gender discrimination, gender-based violence 
and rights to seek implementation of the laws and 
relevant conventions including 1325.

How do women contribute to the peace talks and 
building peace in Cyprus? Could you give some 
examples of Cypriot women’s activism in peace 
building and the challenges encountered? 

The women of Cyprus became actively involved in 
reconciliation and peace building after the events of 
1974. I will mainly talk about the lesser known work of 

Cypriot bicommunal women  who initially got together 
when separated by a green line or ceasefire line, and 
found ways to communicate  initially for the Turkish 
Cypriot women getting permission for a few hours from 
the military authorities in the North to cross to the ‘ 
No-Man’s land’ or the buffer zone for our dialogue and 
reconciliation workshops. A memorable participation of 
bicommunal Cypriot women was in 1995 when the UNDP 
funded a bicommunal group of Cypriot women, some 
went on the Peace Train and others flew to Beijing to 
attend the UN Fourth World Conference on Women. It 
was the first time since 1974 that Cypriot women jointly 
presented the struggles of women across the divide for 
peace and their human rights to communication, live 
in a reunited island in conditions of human security 
and demilitarization. Many of these women established 
in 2001 the NGO ‘Hands across the Divide’ (HAD) and 
we did innovative work at the grassroots level and not 
only. One such activity included ‘the Peace Bus’ project 
reconnecting former co-villagers from pre-1974 mixed 
villages. We all know that feminism is not monolithic, but 
refers to a plurality of theories and movements. In 2009, 
after relevant research and seeing the need for real 
policy making, we established the Gender Advisory Team 
(GAT), comprised of scholars and activists from across 
communities. GAT developed specific recommendations 
integrating a gender perspective on governance, 
property, economy and citizenship and presented them 
to the negotiators, the UN and the public. To what extent 
these will be followed up in the negotiated agreement 
remains to be seen. GAT and the Cyprus Women’s Lobby 
put pressure on the leaders and in 2015 they established 
the Technical Committee on Gender Equality which 
is attached to the peace negotiations, but the impact 
of which has remained marginal for various reasons, 
one being the restrictive mandate and the deadlock 
in negotiations. Other positive gestures included the 
appointment in 2015 of the gender focal points in the 
negotiators’ teams and in 2018 the appointment of a 
gender expert in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to promote 
a feminist foreign policy, but unfortunately without 
adequate resources. Without a National Action Plan on 
1325, we still have a long way before the Resolution 
is to be implemented in Cyprus and gender equality is 
recognized as an essential aspect to be integrated in 
future agreements. Further, women’s presence at the 
table will increase the possibility of successful outcomes 
and recognize that ‘soft issues’ are as important as ‘hard 
issues’. Since 2010 all the reports by the United Nations 
Secretary General on Cyprus call for the inclusion of 
women, youth and civil society representatives in peace 
processes. One of the premises in my Conflict Resolution 
theories is that conflict and peace does not concern only 
the states and diplomatic level but societies as well, 
and that signing an agreed accommodation does not 
mean peace and the cessation of structural and cultural 
violence. Studies have shown that if women are present 
at the negotiation table during peace talks the resulting 
agreement is 35 percent more likely to last at least 15 
years and that the more gender-equal a country, the less 
prone to engage in violent conflict.  This fact tells us that 
we need a feminist foreign policy, more women ministers 
of defence and foreign affairs. In other words women’s 
inclusion is critical to the success of the process, as the 
UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres said on October 
8, 2020, that at Crans Montana in 2017, if women were 
also at the negotiating table the talks between the Greek 
Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots might not have collapsed.

You are a tireless Cypriot peace builder, scholar 
and advocate who have actively contributed to 
bicommunal civil society projects in Cyprus for more 
than 40 years. What inspired your work and what is 
your future peace building plan?

You are right, we all have multiple identities – in 
my case a feminist woman, a Cypriot scholar/
practitioner, an advocate of conflict resolution and 
non-violence, a mother, a grandmother, and a member 
of the Mediterranean Mediators Network , etc, and as 
I remain an active citizen my identities become fluid 
and expansive.  I have worked on many levels since my 
student years when I experienced what dictatorship in 

Greece meant for the people and the resistance. I also 
had opportunities to travel to countries of the former 
Soviet Union camp and experience how those regimes 
governed. Thus, I knew early on the perils and fragility 
of democracy and political and social freedoms. When 
the fascist coup d’état and Turkish invasion in 1974 and 
the forced disruption of our lives, I took this on as my 
personal issue for it violated all that I believed in. All my 
university studies - in the UK and the USA - had to do 
with the human condition (English literature) and issues 
of identity politics, displacement, feminist theories and 
movements, social psychology of international conflict, 
etc. A number of my professors, men and women, inspired 
me both with their scholarly works and their activism 
outside academia as well as many literary writers and 
I often recall them for their relevance to today’s issues. 
For instance, Simon de Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf, 
Carol Gilligan, Cynthia Cockburn, Martha Nussbaum, 
Floya Anthias and Herbert Kelman, poets like William 
Shakespeare, T.S. Eliot, W.H.Yeats,  Constantinos Kavafis,  
Katerina Angellaki Rouke are my must, apart from the 
struggles of disadvantaged women in oppressive regimes. 
My academic work is interdisciplinary, and I sometimes 
fantasize that our politicians could be more in touch 
with history, literature and cooperate with academics 
when they make policies! In my  2010 book Women and 
Change in Cyprus: Feminisms and Gender in Conflict, 
among other themes, I challenged the bicommunality 
of the Cyprus conflict and I spoke of multi-communality 
and multi-culturalism, thus getting away from the 
ethnic bipolarity Greek or Turkish and I’m so proud that 
after this many of my former students and researchers 
followed this perspective. We need to broaden the scope 
of our rich histories. At present my ambitious peace 
building project is working with a core group of women 
from all communities, Greek-Turkish, Armenian, Maronite 
and Latin, to engage women at the grass roots level in 
community dialogues and to bring out women’s visibility 
and voices with the ultimate goal to establish an island-
wide inclusive women’s coalition/feminist movement. At 
present we have had the support of the Commonwealth 
Foundation and are looking for more funding. It is a 
three year project though delayed due to the coranavirus 
situation.  My personal motto, apart from being in love 
with life, is ‘Every Day a New Discovery’.
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