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About Speaking Their peace
Speaking Their Peace: Personal Stories from the Frontlines of War and Peace is a collection of 
eighty interviews with guerrillas and generals, mothers and widows, young people and 
retirees, government officials and religious leaders, professionals, working people, and “in-
ternationals” from eleven conflict zones spanning five continents. The product of a six-year 
project supported by the United States Institute of Peace, Speaking Their Peace presents 
an eye-opening series of first-person accounts of what it is like to live through conflict 
and the difficult, dangerous, and unpredictable transition to peace. The book contains raw 
insights into the toll conflict takes on individuals, families, and communities, and it provides 
thought-provoking examples of how people from different sides try to make peace with 
each other and build a fairer society and shared future.

The author, Colette Rausch, has spent twenty years participating in efforts to bring 
peace and stability to war-torn societies. She is the associate vice president for Gover-
nance, Law, and Society at the United States Institute of Peace.

Speaking Their Peace is published by Roaring Forties Press (ISBN 978-1-938901-38-6; 
www.roaringfortiespress.com).

About this Discussion GuiDe
This guide is designed to help your book club get to the heart of Speaking Their Peace by  
letting you identify and explore some of its key themes, share the ideas and emotions it 
triggered when you read it, and discover new angles and topics for discussion. 

The guide is divided into two sections. The first section asks about the book as a 
whole; the second section focuses in turn on each of the eight interview chapters. How 
you use the guide is up to you.  You can work your way through all the questions in order, 
or move around from one topic or chapter to another. However you use it, we hope it will 
make your conversation richer and more rewarding. 

Kay Spencer is a Senior Program Specialist, Rule of Law, in the Center for Governance, 
Law, and Society at the United States Institute of Peace. 

Roaring Forties Press 
Berkeley, California

United States Institute of Peace 
Washington, D.C.
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Questions About the book As A Whole

1. The dedication to Speaking Their Peace reads: “This book is dedicated to all those 
who have lived through violent conflict and persevered in their efforts to build a 
more peaceful world in the face of immense hardship, loss, and trauma.” 

• Did reading the book change your attitude toward the people it’s dedicated 
to? If so, how?

2. In the foreword, His Holiness the Dalai Lama says that the key to creating a world 
of peace, brotherhood, and harmony, is cultivating a sense of “universal responsibil-
ity,” and that each of us must learn to work not just for his or her own self, family, 
or nation, but also for the benefit of all humankind. 

• Do you agree? 

• If so, how did reading about the lives, struggles, and hopes of people experienc-
ing conflict expand your sense of universal responsibility? 

3. Colette Rausch was inspired to write Speaking Their Peace by the actor, writer, and 
broadcaster Studs Terkel, and his book of interviews with “ordinary” Americans, 
American Dreams. 

• What books, films, or other works of art have inspired you to pursue your 
dreams or to try to change the world in some way? 

4. Which interviews did you find most memorable? Why?

5. Did you find yourself identifying with some of the interviewees? Which ones, and 
why?

6. Were the stories you read what you expected to find when you picked up the 
book?

• Were you surprised by anything? If so, what?

7. The author reminds us that wars don’t suddenly end when a peace agreement is 
signed. This slow progress to peace is illustrated by the people in Speaking Their 
Peace. 

• Why do you think the process of making peace is so messy?

• Do you think the road to change is always this long and winding, for us as in-
dividuals as well as for enitre societies? Or is it sometimes possible for us to 
create lasting change—in our lives and/or in society as a whole—quickly and 
directly? 
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8. Some interviewees are still struggling to cope with and process their experiences 
of war, still harboring pain and anger, still seeing themselves as victims. Other inter-
viewees are focused on moving on, reluctant to see themselves as either victims 
or perpetrators. They want to break with the cycle of families and communities 
passing victimhood from one generation to the next. 

• Do you believe that for countries to find peace, we must all find our own in-
ner peace? 

• Do some generations or groups of people find it easier than others to look 
forward, rather than behind? 

• What sorts of things can help people to see themselves as having some posi-
tive control over their lives rather than being passive victims? 

9. Speaking Their Peace begins with summaries of all the conflicts described in the 
book.

• How familiar were you with the conflicts discussed (Afghanistan, Myanmar 
[Burma], Iraq, Kosovo, Liberia, Libya, Nepal, Nicaragua, Peru, South Sudan, and 
Yemen) prior to reading the book? 

• How has reading personal stories from these conflicts changed your percep-
tion of these countries?

10. Is there value in listening to the voices of ordinary people whose lives have been 
impacted by violence and conflict?

• Do you think interviews with ordinary people give us a more accurate or a 
less accurate picture of a conflict than a news report or a history book? 

• What do interviews give us that news reports and history books can’t or 
don’t?

• Do you think the interviewees’ impressions about causes and reasons for con-
flict are any different from what political leaders would say?

11. Each chapter begins by highlighting some shared experiences and attitudes among 
the people in that chapter.

• But are their differences more noticeable than what they share?

• Of all the groups interviewed, who do you think suffered most from the con-
flicts they lived through?
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12. This book includes interviews with people from a wide array of cultures, but the 
interviewees share universal concerns for things such as family and building a 
brighter future. 

• What other values seem to unite the interviewees—and, indeed, all humans?

• Discuss your own experiences with foreign cultures—things that you have 
learned, misunderstandings you have encountered, norms and customs that 
you have found surprising and/or charming.

13. Some interviewees hoped that by speaking to someone, their voices would eventu-
ally reach the ears of people with the power to do something about the political 
and economic situation in their country. Other interviewees hoped that their sto-
ries would be heard by, and would help, people in similar situations to themselves. 

• Do you think that politicians and policymakers might change their attitudes 
and actions if they read this book? 

• Do you think the stories told by the interviewees would be helpful to people 
in other war-torn countries? 

14. Has reading this book changed your attitude toward international intervention 
into foreign conflicts?

• If so, how and why? 

• If not, why not?

15. Did you learn anything from the interviews about:

• What causes conflict?

• How to avoid conflict in the future?

16. Almost all of the interviewees are asked, “What does ‘rule of law’ mean to you?” 

• What does it mean to you?

• Do you think there is one right answer?

• Should ordinary people try to live according to the rule of law every day, even 
if they live under corrupt governments or in war-torn countries where life is 
dangerous and difficult? 

• Should people in politically stable countries learn about the rule of law, or 
is this a topic that is only relevant to people in places where rule of law has 
broken down? 

• Are there small things every person can to do build a rule of law culture?
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Questions About specific chApters

WArfiGhters

1. Did you find more empathy for warfighters in general having heard their motiva-
tions for fighting? 

2. What motivates people to fight in your country? What would it take for you to 
join a war? 

Mothers, Wives, AnD WiDoWs

3. Do you think women suffer more in wartime than men do? Do women and men 
suffer from the same problems or from different ones?

4. Do you think the tendency to care for others that is shown by most women in 
this chapter is a trait that is inherent in women or is it something that is taught to 
women?

5. Does society have a responsibility to compensate war widows?

6. Do you feel as though the roles women play in conflict are overlooked? Were you 
surprised at any of the roles played the women in this book?

chilDren AnD Youth

7. In what ways are children more vulnerable than adults in wartime, and in what 
ways are they better able to cope than adults?

8. A number of the interviewees who were children or youths during wartime are 
now trying to build a brighter future for their societies as well as well as better 
lives for themselves. What do you think of the work these people are doing? And 
why do you think they are doing it?

9. Two interviewees describe being child soldiers and their struggles to reintegrate 
themselves—and others like them--back in to the communities they were forced 
to terrorize. How would you approach such a task? 
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GovernMent officiAls

10. Most government officials saw the rule of law as an essential component of a fair 
and peaceful society, and many defined rule of law in similar ways: everyone equal 
in the eyes of the law, and no one above it. Does this insight into the mindset of the 
public officials working in some of the most difficult environments challenge your 
view of government in conflict countries? 

11. Some of the government officials resented attempts by the international commu-
nity to introduce Western-style democracy and change traditional customs and 
practices. Do you think the international community should let countries—even 
countries that have been in conflict or under authoritarian rule for a long time—
decide what their own political system should be and how quickly or slowly it 
should change? 

reliGious leADers

12. Religion is often blamed for conflict, but it can also be a driver for peace. How is 
religion a driver for peace today? How can we use faith to promote peace?

13. How can societies at large, and religious leaders themselves, keep religion from 
becoming corrupted as a motivator for violence?

professionAls

14. How did the professionals interviewed in Speaking Their Peace use their profes-
sional skills to help their societies and bring about change? Are they the same sorts 
of skills that professionals in your country use to improve it? 

Workers AnD sMAll business oWners

15. Some of the workers interviewed noted that their friends and family members had 
left the country to find jobs. Do you think people should stay in their country to 
help rebuild it, even if times are tough? Do those who work abroad have a duty to 
send money back or otherwise help the country rebuild?

16. The workers and small business owners offer a wealth of insight in to conflict’s 
effect on society.  What about their position in society makes them so insightful?

17. Were you surprised that so many of the workers and small business owners were 
optimistic about the future?  Why do you think they were optimistic?
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internAtionAls

18. How familiar were you with peacebuilding as a profession before reading this book? 
Has your opinion of the people who work for international organizations such as 
the United Nations changed since reading these interviews?

19. Would you be interested in a career as an international? Do the paths that led 
these internationals to peacebuilding work mirror your story at all, even if you 
hold a different line of work?

20. A person doesn’t have to be an international to be a peacebuilder. How do you or 
could you work to build peace in your corner of the world?


