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Introduction

This collection of interviews was broadcast in October of 2001 during the aftermath of the September 11th attacks and the initiation of the subsequent US-led coalition bombing of Afghanistan. WLUML joined efforts both to bring women’s voices into the global analysis of these terrible events and to address some of the crucial issues that the events raised for all those seeking to bring about a more just world. The issues raised by the 2001 broadcasts remain relevant today, particularly in light of the aggressive US-led military intervention in Iraq that was launched in March 2003, the ongoing ‘war on terror’ and the repressive global and domestic policies that have been justified in the name of counter-terrorism in many countries, both North and South. Likewise, alternative media remains vitally important today as mainstream media and governments frequently refuse to hear popular protests against militarization and militaristic responses to global issues.

These broadcasts were produced by Feminist International Radio Endeavour (FIRE), an independent Internet radio station based in Costa Rica. FIRE is a long-standing WLUML ally and shares our goal of promoting international solidarity across boundaries. The broadcast, ‘Women’s Peacecast V: In Search of Justice, Human Rights and a Just Peace’, consciously sought to present a multiplicity of perspectives by bringing women from diverse nations, groups, philosophies and languages to join in these discussions. The participants stressed the need for peace, justice, political restraint and a commitment to the respect for all human rights.

The four WLUML speakers who participated in these broadcasts are all women’s human rights activists in their own contexts as well as long-standing networkers. They are representative of the scope and diversity within the WLUML network and include: Marieme Hélie-Lucas, a feminist scholar from Algeria who founded WLUML; Ayesha Imam, a sociologist from Nigeria who is the Executive Director of BAOBAB for Women’s Human Rights (an independent organisation that is also the WLUML Regional Coordination Office for Africa and Middle East); Farida Shaheed, a sociologist from Pakistan who is also a Coordinator of Shirkat Gah Women’s Resource Centre in Pakistan (an independent organisation that is also the WLUML Asia Regional Coordination Office); and Lynn P. Freedman, a lawyer from the USA who is a professor of Public Health at Columbia University in New York.

In their conversations with Maria Suarez and Catarina Forse of FIRE, the speakers addressed the many interconnected issues facing WLUML networkers and their allies in other progressive women’s and human rights movements. Exposing the intersection between seemingly unrelated trends is at the core of WLUML’s work. We stated in the network’s 1997 Plan of Action: WLUML Plan of Action, Dhaka, 1997, p. 1. “globalisation, i.e. the internationalisation of capital, marked by structural adjustment programmes, relentless privatisation and the growing power of transnational corporations; the changing relationship between the state and civil society; the militarization of society and the outbreak of armed conflicts (including between non-state actors); and the rise of the political right (characterized frequently by the emergence of extremist political groups organised around identity) all have a profound impact on our lives as women and as activists.”

The issues specifically highlighted in the broadcasted interviews included: the importance of definitions, specifically of ‘fundamentalisms’ WLUML Plan of Action, Dhaka, 1997, p. 5: “Though the use of the term ‘fundamentalism’ has been debated within WLUML for many years (some of us do not use the term; others find that it is the most widely understood and least objectionable term to name the phenomenon being addressed) we are in agreement about the broad nature of the phenomenon we refer to here as ‘fundamentalism’ i.e. the use of religion (and, often, ethnicity and culture as well) to gain and mobilize political power.” and ‘terrorism’ — two terms that are frequently used without precision even at the highest levels (such as in UN Resolutions); the conceptual links between anti-Americanism and Islamophobia; the curtailment of civil liberties by many governments following September 11th; the targeting of women and NGOs in the backlash that has followed the bombing of Afghanistan; and the failure of the mainstream international media to publicise democratic opposition to militaristic responses. Each speaker contextualised her discussion of these issues by offering an analysis of the factors behind the global rise of violent identity politics. These factors included global economic inequalities; the worldwide withdrawal of states from social responsibilities towards their citizens; the both opportunistic and naïve support given to politico-religious extremists by certain governments; and the linkages between fundamentalisms across various religious, national and ethnic lines. Finally, the speakers discussed women’s solidarity actions and other possible strategies for responding to these developments.

According to the speakers, the lack of a clear definition of ‘terrorism’ opens up the possibility of the term being used to justify the pursuit of multiple self-interested goals. They were particularly concerned about the US government’s threat to attack other countries whom they (the US government) accuse of supporting or hosting particular ‘terrorist’ groups. This threat has now materialised in the shape of the war on Iraq. The speakers warned that such a policy direction, if pursued without being shaped by a thoughtful analysis of the US’s contribution to current conditions, would only serve to strengthen anti-American sentiment and, in turn, to strengthen the fundamentalist agenda. Meanwhile, the opportunity to analyse the use of terrorism as a political tool and to examine the extremist politico-religious movements behind them is being lost due to an inappropriate focus on specific incidents and specific perpetrators of terrorism and the claimed process of bringing them to trial.

The speakers offered a contrastingly clear definition of ‘fundamentalism’ as “an extreme Right-wing movement which is both national and international in character and which cynically uses religion in order to gain political power.” Moreover, they pointed out that so called ‘fundamentalists’ are generally extremely ignorant about their own religion, a fact that exposes the reality that most people involved in these movements are politically, not religiously, motivated. The WLUML networkers also stressed that Muslim fundamentalism is only one brand of fundamentalism. These movements are growing all over the world; in Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist and other contexts. Indeed, various fundamentalisms reinforce each other.

When discussing the multiple and complex factors behind the rise of politico-religious movements, the speakers highlighted global economic inequalities and deepening poverty (notably caused by the IMF/World Bank Structural Adjustment Programmes) as key factors. For example, in Nigeria such programmes have resulted in a mass of disaffected, unemployed youth whose anger and frustration has been manipulated by fundamentalist leaders. The inter-community riots in the Nigerian city of Kano (in Kano state) were an enraged, largely spontaneous, response [of these youths] to the bombing of Afghan civilians. While the response was directly precipitated by the bombings, the intensity of feeling was inflamed by existing domestic tensions between communities. In contrast, the attacks by politico-religious extremists on women’s groups, development NGOs, and human rights organisations that took place in the Pakistan regions bordering Afghanistan at the same time were highly organised. Both events illustrate the impact that global foreign policy decisions can have on the domestic rise of extremism.
By linking women in such different contexts, international networks such as WLUML are in a position to develop a thorough analysis of the factors that contribute to the rise of fundamentalisms. For example on the one hand, in the Pakistan context, a major issue has been the failure of the national government to respond to violent attacks by fundamentalists on groups working for women’s rights and human rights. On the other hand, in Algeria and Afghanistan, foreign support (notably from the US) has been given to fundamentalist groups that were acting against national governments when this is seen to serve US economic interests. In addition, many European states and the US have played host to fundamentalists from Muslim countries and allowed them a political platform. At the same time, the voices of progressive women from Muslim communities (and their allies) that have been warning people about the likely repercussions of providing such space to fundamentalists have been dismissed by both governments and the international media. Similarly, the international media, while providing almost excessive coverage of the events of September 11th and the bombing of Afghanistan, has systematically ignored massive peace protests around the world.

WLUML networkers also noted the deeply worrying rise in racist attacks in the US on people identified as ‘Muslim’ or ‘Arab’. Such attacks not only violate the rights, safety and dignity of the victims, they also serve to support the common perception in Algeria, Nigeria and Pakistan that US foreign policy is directed against Muslims as a whole. However, at the very same time, the speakers raised the point that the foreign and domestic policies of many other governments, including their own, link with the dominant global foreign policy. Accordingly, a purely anti-American analysis is an inappropriately simplistic response that obscures the responsibility of local/national elites.

Across these diverse contexts, these many factors have contributed to the strengthening of fundamentalisms, both in diverse local contexts and as a global phenomenon. The result then is that these many factors all contribute to an ‘undeclared war on women’.

This ‘undeclared war’ has arisen in a context that is much broader than that of specific terrorist attacks and subsequent illegal military responses to them. In this broader context women are the focus and targets of an immense global struggle over identity. Women in Afghanistan have epitomised this situation. As described by the WLUML speaker from Pakistan, Afghan women have suffered through two decades of devastating armed conflict, starting with the Soviet invasion and continuing until the present as the equally brutal Northern Alliance, Taliban and other militant groups (alternatively armed and aided by the US military as has suited changing US interests) continue to struggle to gain political control. During this continuous violence, women have also had to suffer through the repressive policies of those in power (most notably the anti-women policies of the Taliban) and the US-led bombing campaign. The speaker also discussed the attacks targeting women’s NGOs and development workers in Pakistan that followed the start of the bombing in neighbouring Afghanistan. She points out how these attacks illustrate once again how events taking place in one country can have a very tangible effect on women in another.

The WLUML speakers also discussed women’s strategies in response to this ‘undeclared war’. Their first emphasis was on the need to challenge and transcend imposed identities. Equally crucial were the benefits of global alliances and solidarity across boundaries, North-South, South-North and horizontally. These solidarities have manifested themselves both as simple contributions to relief efforts for Afghan women and as letters of solidarity. In addition, women have shown their allegiance by participating in high-level lobbying to promote the representation and participation of progressive Afghan women (women too can be fundamentalists) in shaping their country’s future. Related to the issue of solidarity is the need to use creative analysis to determine who is acting as an ally and who is acting as an enemy in this ‘undeclared war’.

The WLUML networkers emphasised that women’s strategies should go beyond relief and solidarity. These strategies need to include strategically placing women in the decision-making structures of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the UN. Above all, they need to include supporting democratic movements, especially progressive women’s movements, by making them both more visible and more integrally involved in peace building and post-conflict processes. Such involvement would enable women to reclaim their cultures on their own terms rather than having their cultures narrowly defined and imposed upon them by self-appointed male leaders.

Regarding the immediate issues of September 11th and the bombing of Afghanistan, the speakers were clear that violence is not the answer and that ‘vengeance is not justice’. They spoke of the brutalisation of society and the cycle of violence that militarization produces. They emphasized the devastating effects that such militarization has on civilians’ daily lives as well as the manner in which militarization can be exploited to suppress civil society for political ends. The speakers encouraged women to support alternatives that are more likely to lead to the long-term democratisation of global society, including, for example, the International Criminal Court (ICC). They therefore called for women to pressurize/lobby their governments to ratify the ICC, to create or strengthen national human rights mechanisms, and to support international human rights law as an appropriate framework for addressing specific terrorist acts. However, their prescriptions were not restricted to policy-level advocacy. They also urged activists to take individual responsibility to move their discussions beyond their usual circles by bringing discussions to schools and community groups and alternative media forums.

As a longer-term alternative to militaristic responses and as a means of addressing rising fundamentalisms, all the WLUML speakers highlighted the need to both expose the role of dominant foreign policies in furthering the ‘undeclared war’ and to end the imposition of a globally dominant agenda. They called for such domination to be replaced with a focus on global democracy and economic justice. Furthermore, they stressed the need to ensure that all those who are usually voiceless, including women and minorities, can participate in decision-making processes. Accordingly, they emphasised that useful strategic initiatives need to focus on demanding and ensuring that these voiceless have a role and a stake in their economic, political and cultural futures.

WLUML is reproducing the FIRE ‘Women’s Peacecasts’ The sound archives for the Women´s Peacecasts on FIRE can be found on the FIRE website at http://www.fire.or.cr/oct01/peacecasts_main.htm in the hope that it will contribute to resistance of the currently dominant international agenda. Part of this resistance involves remembering all the nearly invisible conflicts that continue to take place around the world, including the continued violence going on in Afghanistan.

WLUML, International Coordination Office

Marieme Hélie-Lucas (Algeria)

Maria Suarez:
This is Maria Suarez and Catarina Forse from Feminist International Radio Endeavor in Costa Rica with the Fifth Peacecast about justice, peace and human rights. Today’s program is with the network Women Living Under Muslim Laws. They have issued a statement regarding what their position is concerning the 11th of September terrorist attacks and the war that is taking place right now in Afghanistan. Our first guest in this first segment of the program, which will run Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, is Marieme Hélie-Lucas, who is the founder of Women Living Under Muslim Laws. With no further ado… we have her over the phone now… I will turn the microphone over to Marieme and ask her to begin by sharing with us the position of the network regarding the aftermath of the 11th of September events. Marieme, it’s really a pleasure and an honor to have you on Feminist International Radio Endeavor once more. Adelante!

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
Hello, Maria! Well, the position of the network Women Living Under Muslim Laws has attempted to circumscribe the political problem of the attack and of the aftermath and of the reaction of the US. In particular, we wanted to state that we condemn the attack that has been launched on the US, and we say this from our particular point of view: the point of view of women who live in Muslim countries and communities where we have suffered under fundamentalism, and still suffer under fundamentalism. As an Algerian citizen I’m very well placed to say that for the past so many decades, and not only in the past one decade when the world has been hearing about attacks by fundamentalists in Algeria, but for three or four decades, we have suffered under the rise of fundamentalists in our country. But, we also want to point to the fact that although we have warned all our friends and also human rights organizations and states that this was the real danger, we have not been heard until the very day it hit the US. And, this is the big problem in our view.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you very much, Marieme. I would like you to explain to the listeners why it is that the network is saying that misguided retaliation will not be a solution?

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
Well, first of all, because… I want to say something very important here, Maria… The statement has been written collectively. But, what I’m saying here… I’m not speaking in the name of the network; I’m speaking in my own name. And, it is very, very important for you and for the listeners to understand that the network is not a political party. So, we may have no real divergences of opinion, but we have differences of opinion. However, we all feel in the network, and that is reflected in the statement, that retaliation will not solve anything. As far as I am concerned, I can say that I do believe that the war, the way it is being conducted right now by the US and the UK — and probably with the help of other countries in Europe, and some help from other countries, other Western countries — will not put an end to fundamentalism. From what I have heard so far, the US is very much willing to get into a compromise and have a coalition government in Afghanistan — a coalition that would include the Taliban and will include fundamentalists in general. This will not solve the problems of the people, certainly not the problems of women. And, that’s why I strongly question the idea that the war, the way it is being conducted right now, will end fundamentalism in our country; which is one of the declared aims of the US. On the contrary, we see more and more that the attitude of the US concerning the war itself, with all its consequences on people, may very well… and, actually is already feeding into the plans of fundamentalists.
And, we are afraid to see many of our countries fall into the hands of fundamentalist parties because right now they are benefiting, in a way, from the despair of people when they see Afghanistan being bombed. And, there are no strong policies for the Left forces in our countries, forces that could actually draw conclusions from what’s happening. Meanwhile, the fundamentalist parties are really benefiting in the sense that the people turn to them as the only alternative to the war and to the hegemony of the US.

So, we are extremely worried. And, we feel, certainly I feel, that when they are deciding upon war, this type of war, the US has disregarded the fact that this may lead countries like Pakistan, Algeria, Palestine and Egypt into the hands of fundamentalists. And, it’s in that sense, which is more of a political view of the situation and less maybe of the pacific view, that maybe I’m asked to speak about. I think this is an extremely terrible situation for all the democrats in Western countries and in other communities, including in Afghanistan — whatever is left of them. And, it’s terrible for women because we know what women suffer under fundamentalists. And, I would like to add here, if you allow me, and this again is my personal opinion, that when we speak of ‘terrorism’, I feel quite uneasy and unhappy. Because [terrorism] only reflects the means that people use in order to make their voices heard. When we speak about fundamentalism, I think most people understand that we are talking about religion or a religious party… Well, I think what I’m really talking about is fascism, an Extreme Right movement that is both national and international, that is using religion in a totally cynical way in order to gain political power in several countries.

Maria Suarez:
Marieme, thank you very much for your insight, which is always so profound and so brilliant. I was going to ask you to help the listeners to understand the nature of fundamentalism because I have seen in the discussions here in Costa Rica, and also internationally, that there is quite a bit of confusion. I would like you to discuss the nature of fundamentalism in terms of Islam in particular, so that people can have a better understanding. After that I would like you to share with the listeners the strategies that the network and the women in the region have shaped and foresee as really capable of tackling… putting an end to fundamentalism. Many people will agree with you that war is not going to do it, but they are asking, “So, what is it that needs to be done to be able to really eradicate fundamentalism and also terrorism?”

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
Yes, Maria, I think it’s important to realize that what has been called `fundamentalism’ in the past few decades exists everywhere; not exclusively in Muslim countries, although there are strong movements in Muslim countries, and we should not ignore that. But, I just want to remind you that the people who kill medical doctors performing abortions in the US are fundamentalist Christians, and they didn’t blink before killing. They also represent an Extreme Right political tendency in the US, not just Christian ideology: because most Christians are not following these views at all! And, we could say the same about the Hindu fundamentalists who are attacking Muslims in India (and also attacking Christians and other members of minority religions in India). They are in fact calling for murder in a massive way and are actually committed to an Extreme Right political position within India. And, we could say the same about Jewish fundamentalism and Buddhist fundamentalism, which is believed in the West to be so peaceful! And, we could say the same about a lot of political movements that are using religion for their own purposes, which are always political purposes. It’s really all about gaining political power in a country. Having said that, I’ll switch to Muslim fundamentalism, which is only one brand of that global phenomenon. I would like to say that, if we go back to the rise of Hitler in history, we can see that in times of insecurity, of increasing poverty, of exploitation, the people can seek a response from the Left, seeking more justice… But, when they are trying to gain
political power and to defend their interests, people can also have an Extreme Right response to poverty, insecurity, and despair. 

And, this is exactly what is happening in Muslim countries and communities. In nearly all of our countries, we have Rightist governments that exploit the people, and we also have the superpowers who exploit the world globally. And, in this context there are some politicians who call for a revolt against both the national government and the superpowers in the name of the common denominator, and in most cases, this is religion. That’s how they gather momentum and they gather crowds around the idea of Islam. Then these politicians claim they represent both the people and their religion. I think it’s extremely important for everyone here to understand that this is political; it’s not about religion. In my own country I can say for sure that the fundamentalists are extremely ignorant about religion. If you invite them to debate with Islamic scholars, with progressive Islamic scholars or with feminist Islamic scholars, you find that they are not interested in dialogue. This is because what they want is to control Algeria, to be in power — fully.

They are already in the National Assembly, in the government. We have had for a long time seven ministers in the government that belong to fundamentalist parties. Indeed, one third of the National Assembly comes from fundamentalist parties. So, it’s not that they are not represented. But, what they want is everything. They want to control it all. They don’t want to share the power.

We need to make a conceptual distinction between Islam — which is the name of a religion: that is, a philosophy and an ideology — and what Muslims actually do — which is not part of the same domain. Muslims are acting in the domain of reality, the domain of politics, the domain of sociology. So, among what Muslims do, there is this Extreme Right movement, which we call fundamentalist. And I don’t know if you think, Maria, that this is a sufficient explanation, or would you like me to go on further about this distinction between Islam, Muslims and fundamentalists?

Maria Suarez:
Marieme, that is excellent! I would like you to follow up by sharing your ideas about what kind of strategies could really unravel and dismantle the basis of fundamentalism in Muslim countries and communities in the way you have described it. And, let me just pose the next question because I have told the listeners… and, I should repeat, people can send questions in for you, either through the email address that they can see on the webpage or by joining the chatroom that is also right there on the webpage.

And, we have one question for you that has come in from Tim Symonds, who is the Executive Director of Project Parity in the United Kingdom. So, I would like you to address the issue of the strategies that need to be used to dismantle the fundamentalism that you have described… strategies developed through your experience, through the experience of the network and through the experiences that women in the region have been through. Adelante Marieme!

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
Maria, before I get into that, I think I need to say one more thing about fundamentalism. You see, we have in Muslim countries… in most cases… we have undemocratic governments. Sometimes we have military governments. But, this has been the reason invoked by states, like the US and the UK and France, for instance, not to support these governments. This has been a big mistake in my view. I absolutely need to speak, to address this issue… You see, let’s say that we have a government like the Thatcher government. This is a Rightist government. It ignores, to a large degree, the needs of the people. But, are we going to exchange Thatcher, because she is not good enough, for Hitler? Because that’s what the fundamentalists are! They are going to destroy whoever does not agree with them, and destroy the democrats and destroy all of the secular people in our countries. And, we should never forget that there are lots of secular people who want religion to remain in the private sphere where it leads to personal faith and not to politics. Well, because of this accusation, and it is quite an acceptable accusation that we have in many instances Rightist governments and undemocratic governments, the countries that pretend to be big democracies in the world — that is, the US, the UK, France etc. — have politically supported the opposition to these governments, even when they [the oppositions] are Extreme Right, Nazi, fundamentalist oppositions.

Marieme Hélie-Lucas
This goes for the US and Algeria for instance. We have seen published some four years ago an analysis of the situation in Algeria by Gran Fuller. This study has been - oh, I am not sure about the English for that - ordered, asked for, requested by the Rand Corporation, which, as we all know, is linked to defense in the US. And, in short, this study said that the US is very well placed to support the Islamic Front for Salvation, which was the first main fundamentalist party in Algeria, called FIS, a French acronym, because the FIS would not threaten the economic interests of the US in Algeria. And, it said that the US was in a very good position to persuade European governments that they should also support FIS for the same reason. Of course, in the process, human rights will be curtailed and real rights would be trampled. But, these are Algeria’s internal fears. I’m just quoting from the Gran Fuller pamphlet.

I think this is what we are witnessing everywhere. We all very well know that because of the pipeline going through Afghanistan, the US actually supported the Taliban regime and actually created Bin Laden through the CIA. And, we know that everywhere the US and European countries have been supporting fundamentalists for their own very selfish reasons, regardless of what it did to us, to us the democrats and the secular people and the women there. And, I think it’s very important to come back to that because when we want to speak about strategies, and strategies by women, this is the very issue that our strategies should address. We cannot just do lobbying against war or relief to the refugees. These things are being done, and it’s very useful, and I fully approve of it. But, we are not tackling the main problem, which is the role of the superpowers in our countries and their shortsighted views of whom they should support.

I believe that if the countries that now feel threatened for the first time — i.e. Europe and the US — would support the democrats rather than the fundamentalists, and the international human rights organizations would not focus exclusively on the violations that are committed by states (which of course need to be addressed too) but would also report on the crimes committed by fundamentalists; then we would make a step forward. As long as shortsighted economic interests lead US and UK policies, we cannot solve this problem. We just cannot solve this problem. And, being anti-war will not be enough. All these positions, which I hear more and more, which, you know, are very dear to my heart… 

But, I feel very strongly that it does not tackle the issue, the real issue. I would like to say that the UK has been a safe haven for fundamentalists, Muslim fundamentalists, for decades now. They have refused for six years to extradite one of the persons suspected to be the manager of the bombing of the Metro in Paris. And, only now do they say that they will extradite this person. But, we don’t know how long it will take to happen. Similarly, the US has been hosting, certainly, the Algerian fundamentalists and probably fundamentalists from other countries too. And while Haddam, who was the main representative of the FIS party abroad, has been in Washington for years and years — he’s presently in jail — a number of Algerian citizens have filed a case in court against him for being the instigator of killings and massacres. But, he has been hosted by the US where he could sit and have a political platform from, for a long, long time — as Bin Laden has been used by the US. So, in the strategies that women can put in place, I think we should go beyond relief and lobbying. Not that we should drop that, but we should go far beyond.

We should certainly make more visible the democratic movements and the women’s movements in our countries. For instance, we should never give weight to arguments that tell us: “It’s like this because it’s Islam.” Like with Christianity, with Islam you can have the most progressive interpreters of religion and the most backward ones. And, `backward’ is not the proper term; we should say fascist! You know, in Latin America you are well placed to know that some priests have been on the forefront of the struggle of the people while other priests have sided with the oppressors. Well, we have just the same situation; it’s not any different in that sense. The women’s struggle needs to be given visibility in our countries. We should not accept that religion is used against us. We have just as many rights as men, as fundamentalist men, to define religion… and, similarly with culture. We are also told “Well, it’s like this because it’s your culture.” Who defines culture? Why should it be Extreme Right men who would define culture? Why is it not women? Why is it not women? Do I have a right to defend my own culture, my living culture, which is something constantly evolving and not fixed in the past?

I just want to tell you and the listeners one little story that I heard last year at a time when Israeli troops were going into Palestinian villages in the night and firing at the villagers, killing people every night. A young woman, 27, an Israeli woman, armed herself with a loudspeaker, and each night she would go to a village. And, when the Israeli troops would gather around the village and prepare to fire, she would speak to them and say who she was, an Israeli citizen who disapproved of what they were doing. So, she used to tell them: “It’s illegal. And, in any case, because I am in the village, if you fire, you may kill me.” I think it’s a really wonderful story, and we should get inspired by her action and try to do the same to prevent the killings of innocents and also to make our voices heard.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you. Thank you very much, Marieme. I have a question here for you. I know that you have addressed the issue, but Tim Symonds, who is the Executive Director of Project Parity in the United Kingdom and is listening to us, has sent a question through the email for you. I hope, Tim, that you heard the first part of [this webcast] when Marieme first came on the air. But, this is the question, Marieme: “I want to ask three things. Afghanistan has surely been the worst and most shameful example of a nation’s women being put under terrible persecution by its government just for being female… with the rest of the world just wringing its hands until after September 11th.” Which is also what you said, Marieme
.
Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
To what?

Maria Suarez:
So, here are the questions. There are three very hard-core questions. First: “How can we try to ensure that there will be a lot of women of any…?”

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
Sorry? Can you read it again, Maria?

Maria Suarez:
Yes. First, “How can we try to ensure...? “ Can you hear me? (Yes) Well done! “How can we try to ensure that there will be a lot of women of any democratic persuasion in the post-Taliban administration? Bush and Blair speak of a broad-base coalition of the tribe and ethnic groupings, but how about women?” That’s one question, Marieme. Second question: “Who is going to write the new constitution of Afghanistan, and how can we all make sure women’s rights are fully recognized in any new constitution?” That’s the second question. And the third and last: “There should be universal rights for women that rise above any imposition of religious orthodoxy by any government. No government should be able to suppress women according to religious doctrine… not in any way that removes universal human rights. Does this require a new universal law, an amendment, or what? Best wishes and thank you very much, Tim Symonds, Project Parity in the United Kingdom.” Adelante, Marieme!

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
Well! Well, it’s really nice to have such questions! I think the first question, which is about trying to ensure that there are a lot of women in the post-Taliban government, is a very, very crucial one. And, I really don’t know how we can create such pressure, but it is an essential part of the action of women globally, internationally. I don’t know if you remember, Maria, but at the time of the conflict in Bosnia, and then in Kosovo, some of us tried hard to make sure that the Anti-War Women’s Movement, the opposition to Miloseviç within Serbia, had a place at the negotiation table. And, we did not see that. So, the whole question is: are we going to fail again? Or, will [including women] be our main line of work? Not just women, but progressive women, because it’s not enough to say `women’. There are women in the fundamentalist parties. And, this is not what we want! There are women who say, “Yes, women should be veiled. Yes, women should be under the thumb of their husbands.” So, yes, we need women, and, yes, we need a specific type of women — women who will promote a new Afghanistan, where the terms of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights will be applied… that simple… with no restrictions imposed by either religion or culture. And, it’s equally important because all governments use religion and culture for their own political purposes. So, it’s really important that we gather around this move to get women, and the right women, in the right place.

I guess that the question of the constitution follows suit. It’s the first time I’ve heard somebody speak to the need for a set of universal rights of women, and it seems like a very good idea. On the other hand, I feel that if only the conventions and resolutions relating to women were applied, we would not be where we are. For instance, how come the governments of the United States and United Kingdom can go to war in another country given the existence of the UN Security Council and the ICC, whenever it comes into force? And, I would like strongly to suggest, you know, that women should gather around the issue of pressing the last few countries to ratify their own treaties so that the International Criminal Court can come into existence. Then at least, even if what happened on the 11th of September would not be handled by it, at least what is happening now in the US, these biological attacks, could be fully under the jurisdiction of the International Criminal Court.

So, women of the world put pressure on your governments so that they ratify their own treaties so that the International Criminal Court can come into existence and can deal with what is happening. Because if we let these two countries go to war just the way they want to, we are not going to solve the problem of fundamentalism, which I call fascism and the international media calls terrorism at the moment. But, the term ‘terrorism’ just addresses the means that people are using, not their political intention and will, which is far more crucial than just the means they are using.

It’s so important also to realize that the US has asked for Bin Laden to be extradited. We cannot go through any other formal procedure between one country and another when one country asks for extradition… without an indictment… without a prosecution… It seems to me that Bush just said, “It’s Bin Laden… the deed happened.” Then he told Afghanistan to send Bin Laden; “… give us Bin Laden, dead or alive,” — is that what he said? And, this is not the way to deal with justice in the world. It is brute force; it is brute force! Not that I question the right of the US to defend itself; I’m just questioning the consequences of the way in which they have organized their strategies.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you very much, Marieme. I just… I’m so happy listening to you again. It’s always so encouraging, even in the midst of these horrible situations that always bring us together. It’s so encouraging to listen to your wisdom!

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
And, it’s so nice to hear you - to hear your voice once more!

Maria Suarez:
So, thank you very much. I think we have come to the end of the program. I really want to thank you for having taken the time… and I really wish that we can get together soon, Marieme.

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
I hope so too, Maria. I hope so too. And, I really encourage women to go beyond relief and lobbying. There must be other things that we can do more directly. The question suggested something really important, which is that we need to get women into the building of the new Afghanistan. Just if you will allow me a last word, Maria, I don’t know if you have time for a last word?

Maria Suarez:
You can have the microphone of FIRE for as long as you want it!

Marieme Hélie-Lucas:
I’m very worried, and I know I’m not the only one in my network who is worried about this. We are afraid of the declaration of the President of the United States that they will attack other countries that are hosting fundamentalists. This is very dangerous because it will only serve the plans of Bin Laden and of fundamentalists in general. I’m really afraid when the President of the United States says that they will attack the GIA in Algeria. The GIA is the Islamic Armed Group, which is the most horrible and fascist group. It has been massacring entire villages. Entire villages! They have been organizing the most terrible attacks and bombing and firing. In cities they have been kidnapping women and forcing them into slavery, domestic slavery and sexual slavery — in the name of Islam, mind you! So, how on earth could the US attack the GIA without bombing the Algerian people? This is exactly what they are doing in Afghanistan. Now, if they do that in various countries, popular sentiment will become so anti-American that the only force that will be capable of uniting this revolt will be the fundamentalist forces. Is that what we want? Can women clearly expose the consequences of such a move by the UN? We also want to have fundamentalist fascists eradicated, but not physically eradicated — politically eradicated.

Ayesha Imam (Nigeria)

Maria Suarez:
Welcome to the second segment of Feminist International Radio Endeavor. This is the Fifth Peacecast initiative made together with Women Living Under Muslim Laws, Women’s International News Gathering Service, and Feminists for the Gift Economy. Our guest in this next segment is Ayesha Imam from the network Women Living Under Muslim Laws. She is a women’s rights activist from Nigeria and is the Executive Director of BAOBAB for Women’s Human Rights. BAOBAB focuses on developing knowledge of, access to and extension of women’s rights in religious, customary and secular laws in Nigeria. Ms. Imam is also the regional coordinator (for Africa and the Middle East) of Women Living Under Muslim Laws and a researcher in women’s studies and gender analysis. She has lectured at universities in Nigeria, in the UK and in Canada. Ayesha, it’s our pleasure to have you on Feminist International Radio Endeavor in this Peacecast. Ayesha, this past weekend I was very glad that we had you programmed to come on the air today because we heard the concerning news that there have been manifestations of the Afghan crisis in your country. I would like you to address this issue for us because many of our listeners have been asking for an assessment of how what is happening in Nigeria relates to what is happening in Afghanistan.

Ayesha Imam:
The first thing that I need to say is that in some ways it’s a mistake to talk about what’s happening in Nigeria as if there were only one thing happening because there’s a huge range of different opinions in Nigeria about what’s happening. What I think most of them have in common is a shock and a hurt about the people who are being killed and who are dying. The demonstrations that you’re talking of took place in Kano, which incidentally is the city that I come from; I just came back from there yesterday. What happened initially was a wave of demonstrations by largely Muslim youth against the United States’ bombing of Afghanistan, particularly against both what they see as an attack on Islam and the hurt to Afghan civilians, especially women and children. Unfortunately, what [these demonstrations] also did was to play into politics here in Nigeria, the politics of tension between different communities. So, I was talking over this weekend with a lot of different people in Kano, from the Emir of Kano (the traditional ruler of Kano) to the people in the streets… people that I met and people that I know. And what a lot of people feel, and feel very strongly, is that this pretext of concern about Afghanistan was used to justify attacks on other communities within Nigeria… attacks basically made by unemployed male youths. And these youths started looting shops and attacking people in the largely commercial retail areas of Kano. And, the people there, who are largely but not wholly Christian, fought back. And that - that’s why there were so many clashes, so much bloodshed and so much damage to property. But, it’s really sad that a justified concern, which most people in Nigeria do feel about civilians in Afghanistan, was then used and turned into a really horrible thing — so many people dying and injured. We ourselves were… were threatened, but were lucky to get away without being attacked on the way. In a way [the violence] actually has nothing to do with innocent civilians being hurt or protests against that. So, it’s something that there is a tension and unhappiness about now in Nigeria.

I don’t think that what happened in Kano could be characterized as terrorist. I mean, the people who started the problem were people who… the young men, the unemployed youth, were people who are, if you like, hooligans, ruffians. They were certainly violent. And, in the broadest sense of the word, they committed acts of ‘terror’ on innocent civilians who then fought back. But, I think that to call them ‘terrorists’ makes the word `terrorism’ too broad, much too broad. They weren’t organized, for example, or part of a group; they didn’t have a specific political end. So, in that sense I wouldn’t say that they were terrorists.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you very much. People are very concerned about the extension of this war, the way in which it is now being waged in Afghanistan and the way in which it could expand throughout the region. I would like you to tell the international listeners what is it that they can do to be able to maintain a critical assessment of the situation.

Ayesha Imam:
We all… I think we all need to be very clear about what we are protesting about… that we’re absolutely against the killing and attacking of civilians by anybody, whether by a non-governmental underground group or by a state. I think that one thing that a lot of the discussions and listservs within Nigeria and within Africa have been emphasizing is that, as Gandhi said, “An eye for an eye makes everybody blind.” [Retribution] doesn’t show us how to get out of [this situation]. So, I think that’s the first thing.

The second thing, I think, is that at least in terms of perspectives here in Nigeria, one thing that - that is really needed is a sense that the world, public opinion in the world, understands that the very justified outrage that is felt in the United States as a result of the WTC attack should not be seen as a pretext for attacks on Islam, on Muslims… and, for any reason, on innocent civilians. I think that in many cases people, certainly in the north of Nigeria (which is largely but not wholly Muslim), feel that they are the only groups who are demonstrating and protesting against the bombing of Afghanistan. Now, those of us who are fortunate enough to have access to the Internet will know that on many listservs, people in North America, in Europe… all over the world are joining in international protest against attacks on civilians. But, this [widespread protest] isn’t coming out in the mass media.

And, one thing that I think that is very clear is that what does need to come out is that it doesn’t matter who [is perpetrating attacks and for what reason]; if innocent civilians are being targeted, these measures won’t help. We need to find ways that are not violent, ways of moving beyond terrorism, of moving beyond attacks, of moving beyond clashes that lead always to death and injuries. You don’t have wars without death and destruction. And, when you have that suffering and loss, people get more and more upset… and more and more angry. Then it escalates and spirals on and on. I think getting this message out is a short-term necessity. In the long run, of course, what we have to do is create a situation in the world, a balance in the world, where there isn’t a sense of dominating superpowers imposing their agenda on other people, a world where each group, each community, has a sense that they have a role, a part, a stake, a future… in economic terms as well as in political and cultural terms. And, I think that’s the major challenge and the major problem for the long term: that we not simply react to incidents and attacks by whomever, but help to create a situation in which there won’t be any need for them; there won’t be any feelings of outrage and injustice… which are, rightly or wrongly, where these acts of rage and violence come from.

Maria Suarez:
I would like you to address an issue that Marieme Hélie-Lucas just addressed prior to our calling you in this programme. Many people have been writing in and asking as well: “What do Women Living Under Muslim Laws think are the strategies, the holistic strategies, that should be implemented to deal with the way the superpowers are going after our resources, and to dismantle fundamentalisms?”

Ayesha Imam:
I suspect that I won’t have something that’s radically different from what Marieme says! Although I didn’t hear her — we have only one line, so I couldn’t wait for your call and listen to the broadcast as well, unfortunately. But, I think that there are two areas that need to be addressed here. One, obviously, is what to do about the attacks that have already happened. And, it seems to many of us here… Before your call came in I took a quick poll at a meeting of women activists in Nigeria this morning, a meeting of the Coalition for the Protection of Women’s Rights in religious, customary and secular law… So, I took a quick poll there, and then also a poll of the activists who are working at BAOBAB itself… And, it seemed to us that there are two basic areas: one is to respond to the immediate needs stemming from the attacks that have already happened. In terms of that, we felt that the recourse must not be to acts of war… not to bombing… but to things like enabling an institution like the International Criminal Court to be set up and to start working. I mean, one of the ideas behind the International Criminal Court was to be able to deal with crimes against humanity. And, certainly the outrages that have been happening since September 11th would qualify for this. It needs to be set up, get under way, and be allowed to work. It certainly needs to have, as I think some newspaper articles have been suggesting, representative members of the judiciary from very many different legal systems so that it can provide, you know, an international body in which different groups can have confidence in their… not just confidence but also impartiality according to international law, laws that also take account of regional… and I suppose, cultural considerations that are not simply those of the superpowers.

The second area that we need to address is the long-term challenge that I mentioned earlier: it’s all about building a just world, a world in which there is a possibility for people to have a place to live and grow up in, to build a future for their children. And, how that might be done… I think… we’re talking about both building global strategies where we work on things that are fair; but also I think very often institutions are going to have to be different from region to region and from country to country. For example, when institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) come to Nigeria, or to other countries like Nigeria, they very often have a structural adjustment program that they set up and Nigeria (or another country) accepts this program because it feels that it doesn’t have any leeway to negotiate. Over the last, you know, twenty years this type of system has been proven not to work. Now, how do we move forward? 

What we need to do is to build strategies and alliances with people in countries in the north that have more influence with the IMF… who can sit on the IMF or speak to a representative of the Government in their own countries (countries that contribute to the IMF, or to the World Bank for that matter)… people who appoint the people who work in those institutions, people who are able to dominate; and, in some cases, actually dictate the funding policies that these institutions follow. That’s where we need to actually build the international alliances… so that people will be working on the ground in their own countries shaping the policies made elsewhere in the world that impact us… and, vice versa. One of the things that Marieme has often spoken about, and I expect that she did here also, was the need to show solidarity across boundaries, not just from the north to the south, but also from the south to the north. And, this is something that I endorse wholeheartedly. For instance, in BAOBAB we run an information service that enables other groups in Nigeria and in Africa who don’t have access to the Internet or to email to know what’s going on and also to show, to demonstrate their solidarity, not only within Africa…but, for women’s struggles and other struggles for human rights across the world.

Maria Suarez:
It’s really nice to hear you affirming the same concerns that Marieme has been raising because we have been listening to so many women throughout the last month here on FIRE and in the different connections talking about going to the root causes. It’s really wonderful also to listen to the commonality that we have about, you know, some of the things that have to be tackled. There’s a question from a listener here who wants to know why do you think that the President of Nigeria is asking the Bush administration and the allies not to prolong the war?

Ayesha Imam:
I think that it’s, it’s very true that the longer the war goes on, the longer and the more difficult it will be, not only for victims in Afghanistan, but also for many of us in the rest of the world. Because the longer it goes on… I think the justification that the US gives now of self-defense is very thin… I think that not very many of us accept this as a reasonable justification for starting to bomb… And, the longer they go on, the thinner and thinner the excuse looks, and the more and more it looks like first of all a superpower showing aggression toward a smaller, a much smaller, power that…that has no… well, practically no capability of fighting back. And secondly, the impression that many, many Muslims across the world have, that the US is just out to get Muslims wherever it can, is going to go on. And, as has already been the case in Kano, this is going to be translated into local political tensions and conflicts between communities, with some groups saying: “Yes, we’re for the US,” and some groups saying: “Well, we may not be for what the US is doing in Afghanistan, but we’re against terrorism”. I think in that case, in that situation, the President is quite right; the longer the war goes on, the more difficult it’s going to be for us in Nigeria… I think also the more difficult it will be for the world situation. I think the US will lose a lot of credibility itself. And, that will make it much, much more difficult to negotiate a settlement to bring whoever it is that might be behind this act to justice. And, one of the things that will be increasingly asked is: if a government bombs innocent people, who is going to bring them to justice? Who’s going to bring justice to the innocent victims of such bombing…whether it’s a governmental or a non-governmental group?

Maria Suarez:
I would like also for you to address this proposal for a government that might come after this conflict. There was a question from a listener asking: “What are we going to do to assure that women are there… that women are interacting in the new constitution?”

Ayesha Imam:
Well, I think perhaps the first thing that we need [to clarify] today is that it’s not only the Taliban that has been guilty of human rights atrocities in Afghanistan. The Northern Alliance has not had a clean slate or a wonderful record either. So, saying that it might be difficult only because of the Taliban, I think, would be too optimistic. But that having been said, I think that there is going to have to be a need first of all to include in any constitutional provisions… provisions and guarantees of equality — of equality of representation, of equality of rights for women and for other groups that have been…

Shh! Hush, baby love… Sorry, that’s my son, who’s not very well… For women and for other groups [baby noises] who have been… other minority groups who have been picked on, who have been finding life very difficult…[speaks to her son]

Maria Suarez:
Ayesha?

Ayesha Imam:
Hello?

Maria Suarez:
Yes.

Ayesha Imam:
Hello?

Maria Suarez:
If a baby needs you, that’s okay!

Ayesha Imam:
Okay! Let me just say quickly that I think the only way to do it really will be to insist that women must be brought to the table to discuss and take part in the decisions and the negotiations. And, I think it has to be Afghan women — including perhaps groups that are currently in exile, if they’re the only ones who have the freedom and the possibility of speaking without fear of reprisal. But, women must be there, and they must take part in the decisions and in the negotiations!

Farida Shaheed (Pakistan)

Maria Suarez:
Can you share with us what it has been like to try to do your work for the past couple of weeks [since the September 11th attacks and subsequent initiation of US-led attacks in Afghanistan] in Pakistan?

Farida Shaheed:
Well, I think it’s become increasingly difficult for many of us to continue the work that we were doing at the same pace. The crisis all around the world has hit here also. Of course, we are a frontline country in a situation that is not of our making, with a government that is not of our choice; and we are having to cope with rescheduling things, cancelling things, and rethinking many of our programs. We are particularly concerned with the strikes in Karachi, the disruptions all the time so that you have to reschedule and do the best you can. And, in the frontier province, which is the most affected currently, things are becoming very, very difficult; we have had to stop the research that we were doing there on so-called `honor killings’; we have had to stop our legal awareness programs in the field. But, we, unlike many other organizations, have not yet been attacked. There have been enormously devastating attacks on many of the organizations working in the northern areas where, of course, the border with Afghanistan is. We’ve just had a large meeting today to discuss the situation with NGOs that have come under attack by political religious elements… rightwing conservatives. And, if you like, I can tell you we’ve all been quite surprised ourselves because news has not been carried of what is happening. I think what we are seeing are largely demonstrations against the US-led military strikes in Afghanistan. On the other hand, the work that the NGOs are trying to do for peace, peace rallies and such, is not being covered either.

Even NGOs that have not had really a political perspective before, ones that have been working primarily on welfare and other specific kinds of service delivery activities, have come under attack. Today we heard that in one of the areas of the north, in one district specifically, six NGOs have been attacked; their offices have been completely destroyed; their equipment has been stolen or destroyed; the buildings themselves have been broken. In some cases, as with at least two of the people who came today, the attacks have been going on to their homes. And, one of the women, from a women and child welfare organization, was telling us that a mob, which was led by a maulvi (which is our word for a preacher) and also included a bank employee and a medical professional, attacked her organization’s offices and destroyed them by burning them down. The mob had come prepared with petrol and kerosene. They then attacked her home, which was next door, while all of her family took refuge in one of the rooms. They (the mob) first emptied out the home and destroyed or sold all [of the family’s possessions], we don’t know, and then set fire to the house, including the room where the family had taken refuge. Hiding there were children as young as three and four years old who saw all that happened. They were lucky. The rooms interconnected, and they found a way out. The administration has not responded, has [done nothing to help the victims or to prevent further violence].

In another case, it was not a women’s organization; it was a development foundation that was targeted. They had about 25 different branches in the province, as well as eight women’s industrial training centers. In that one area, where all of the trouble seems to be particularly focused, they [demonstrators] have destroyed this organization’s hospital, their women’s centre, and their maternity-childcare center. Their (the organization’s) libraries, their park, and their mosque have been burnt and destroyed. So, the people who were there, who were personally attacked are asking: “What kind of Muslims are these?” I mean, what is going on? Similarly, in the northern tribal areas, which are really at the frontier between Afghanistan and Pakistan, there have been attacks on various organizations, some of which have been doing some work on human rights, specifically speaking out for minority rights, and some of which have been working on anti-drug programs.

But, I think what is really upsetting everyone is the lack of response from our administrations, who on most occasions have stood by and watched this happen. In a few instances they have rung up the NGOs and said, “You are in danger.” But, the response has been to ask the NGOs to stop working — to close their offices and to leave the area. This has upset a lot of the groups, who say, “We’ve been working here, this is our right, and as citizens we want to continue.” So the news from the north is not very encouraging. We have been meeting these people, which we do collectively as NGOs under Islam.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you very much! In listening to you, it’s almost like listening to Ayesha Imam yesterday. She was talking about what happened in her town last weekend… about how who become the victims of attacks and who become the attackers sometimes becomes very blurred. And, she said that it’s because there are so many different issues that people are bringing forth. I would like you to explain to the listeners why the nongovernmental organizations are coming under attack now.

Farida Shaheed:
Well, I think the campaign against the NGOs has been going on for some time. It has been building up. And, so the situation was already volatile, in a sense. Even before what happened on September 11th, there were two bonfires in different NGO offices in the North West Frontier province. I think many of the human rights groups here have been protesting to our government for many years now that extremist elements, who have political ends and who have been targeting NGOs, need to be arrested and brought to justice. I don’t think [these protests] have been helpful. Often the government has not responded, and the First International Report (FIR), if the report is even filed, is not followed up on. In the most recent attacks, several people were arrested but then were released on bail. And, it seems to be that [these incidents are provoked by the government indirectly]. These extremist groups probably feel enraged by the government’s policy, but they do not take on the government directly, instead they are targeting NGOs.

I think there is also an issue of backlash toward NGO’s that are actually succeeding, succeeding in changing the environment and actually being able to make progress. We are taking the backlash of what we have been able to do in these various areas. But, I think, you know, since the attacks happened in the United States on September 11th and since the United States said that it was going to attack or try to find Osama, many of us have been scared of what such an attack might mean for us… what the repercussions would be for the groups that believe in democracy, that believe in secularism. We are finding increasingly that the space available for us is very, very small and disappearing very fast.

And, we’re caught in the middle. So, I think that to some extent that is why we are being attacked. There has been general propaganda against NGOs: statements that these are foreign-funded, that they are bringing in someone else’s agenda and taking it forwards. But, I must say that in the stories of attacks that we have heard today, there were reports of welfare organizations, which are self-funded and which have existed for fifteen, twenty years and have based themselves within the community, being equally attacked. They were equally condemned and labeled as infidels beforehand. So, it’s not just a question of funding.

Maria Suarez:
Farida, can you tell us: have you been able to work with the Afghan women’s organizations?

Farida Shaheed:
Well, one of the things that Afghan women’s groups have been concerned about, one of our big fears also, is that whatever happens during the military strikes, one of the biggest killers in the present situation is going to be starvation and exposure… death by exposure and diseases. These problems are already threatening the Afghan people. Therefore, we decided that one of the things that needed to be done as quickly as possible and before the strikes started, while the border was open, was to try and work with the Afghan Women’s Network and another Afghan women’s organization that we have known for several years now and to try and start a relief operation with them. That is continuing, and we managed to send a few trucks in before the strikes started. And, then when the military action started, the borders were sealed. We are continuing to do our best; we’re collecting things; we are also helping to distribute them within the Afghan refugee community. Refugees are now arriving, and many of them have not eaten during the several day walk to the border.

Maria Suarez:
And, can you also tell us Farida, what has been your relationship with women in the international movement? Have you received letters and suggestions and… What has been your impression there about the international women’s movement’s response to all of this?

Farida Shaheed:
Well, I’ve been very happy with the response of the women’s movement internationally, in the groups that we work with, because we have been networking internationally for some time now. We have received many letters of support, and many women’s organizations and individuals outside of these have said that they would help with the relief fund. But, they’re also trying to work with us in trying to figure out how we can do something more than merely provide relief. I do believe, however, that providing relief is important, not just as a humanitarian act but also because in this political context often human rights groups are accused of not looking to the immediate welfare of people. I think the human rights women’s groups who protested the UN Security Council Resolution, which practically allows any kind of military action to go on, are very appreciative of the fact that people are keeping tabs there, that there are many petitions which are circulating. And, people are holding peace rallies.

I think there is now talk of trying to do something as women’s groups and as feminists on this issue. We are still in the process of trying to think of how best we could be effective… what kinds of actions we could take to be visible and to be present. I think the gender caucus initiative is trying to get women involved and visible in whatever group decisions are made about Afghanistan and the process for the future. It’s a very important step. And, I think that we are all very, very happy that we do have solidarity and support from so many sisters around the world. And, we have found many women expressing this exact same feeling. So, it’s good to know that we have friends everywhere.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you very much, Farida. We have a question here from a listener who is listening to you right now. Is it Marion? Marion, who is listening to you in England, wants to know from you — and this is the question, and I quote, “Are the Afghan, Pakistani and Indian border conflicts due to tribal politics or induced by foreign intervention?”

Farida Shaheed:
I’m not sure… the question was whether the conflicts are induced by…?
Maria Suarez:
… are products of foreign intervention right now or tribal politics?

Farida Shaheed:
In the frontier, and in Pakistan and Afghanistan, I can say that we are certainly suffering from the completely devastating impact of foreign interventions, not just those interventions that are occurring now but also those that have been happening for the last twenty years. I think the entire war that was conducted to push the USSR out of Afghanistan was a war by proxy of the superpowers, and in the meantime the people of Afghanistan were devastated… society there was devastated. But, I think equally society here in Pakistan was completely changed and transformed by the amount of armaments that came into the country. I think people don’t seem to realize how armed we are, the state-of-the art weapons that are available here. There have been so many arms here that at one point in the frontier region they were using missile casings to line their quarters (the local word for house/hut/home) because that was the cheapest material available. One of the groups that we’re working with are doing anti-landmine work and providing relief to people, not in Afghanistan but in Pakistan, because the supplies came over our tribal areas and have been subsequently used in tribal rivalries. So, I think that those rivalries had already existed, but the whole situation has been terribly exacerbated by the intervention of international forces. And then, once the Soviet Union was pushed out, the international community ignored the situation while Afghani society and the Afghani people suffered for years on end as different groups battled to gain political supremacy.

And, this is continuing today: even though the Taliban were in power, the Northern Alliance continued to combat them. And, I must say I have sympathy neither for the Northern Alliance nor for the Taliban, who are equally repressive and authoritarian and anti-democratic and anti-women. So, I don’t think there is actually a conflict if we’re talking about international borders, between Pakistan and Afghanistan. I think we have had a porous border for centuries, and it is a 3,000-kilometre border with Afghanistan. The people in the two provinces are from the same ethnic community, and there are families who live on both sides of the border. So, it’s a fairly complicated situation. But, I think international interference certainly has not helped.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you very much. Marion, who posed the last question, has commented that the United States has been characterized by their failure to clean up after wars. She expresses her concern that this will be a problem in Pakistan and in Afghanistan after this war. This concern leads me to a question that was asked yesterday when Marieme was talking about the news that has come out about the fact that there are negotiations going on right now about establishing a new government in Afghanistan and that the Taliban are being included in these. So, the question that was posed to Marieme yesterday that I would like you to address is, “What can we do; what kind of strategies should we use to guarantee that women will be at the table for negotiation, that they will be included in the government, and that women’s rights will be fully expressed in the new constitution that will be drafted?” Marieme was saying how we tried to do this in Bosnia and were not able to achieve it. So what is your assessment about what we can do to try to achieve women’s inclusion in this case?

Farida Shaheed:
I’m not really sure because I think women unfortunately do not possess power, and I think this is a question that goes with power. I think we need to rally our forces, to continue to press for the inclusion of women in any kind of debate and/or discussions that are going on, particularly within the UN system, on the question of Afghanistan… to ensure not just that women are there, but that Afghan women are represented there and have a say in what kind of future they would like to see in their country, what kinds of laws they would want to see, and what kind of society they would like to build. And, I don’t see at the moment any recognition by any of the major players that this is an issue at all.

Maria Suarez:
Indeed, I think that most of our listeners would agree with you because many comments to that effect have been brought in. And there’s a question, also by Marion, who wants to know after listening also to Marieme and to Ayesha yesterday, “Why do Muslim laws seem to be so against women? Why such oppression?”

Farida Shaheed:
Well, I think these are centuries-old laws, and they need to be changed. I don’t know why, but I think if you look at most religious laws, they are not particularly favourable to women in any of the religions. If you look at what Christian laws have to say about women, they’re equally bad. The Hindu laws are equally bad. I think if you look at Muslim laws from a historical perspective, they may not be so bad. I think what is happening, however, is that people are using and returning to religion as a way of putting forward an identity. I think this [assertion of identity] operates at two different levels. On one level, people are affirming their membership in a community. On another level, people assert an identity in order to gain political power and legitimacy. I think that what we have here is the oppression of women in the name of religion and equally we have much more oppressive laws in the name of culture and in the name of, “This is our tribal tradition and we will continue.”

I think people use whatever tradition is available, religious or otherwise, to keep in place a patriarchal structure. And, I don’t think I have time on the radio, but the network WLUML has documented evidence — and in the case of Pakistan, extremely well documented evidence — that where it suits them (patriarchal authorities that claim religious motivations), they will use religion, but where Islam gives women’s rights, they will use culture or they will use British colonial law to keep women oppressed.

Maria Suarez:
Yes, thank you very much for making that clarification. I would like to ask you one last question, which has to do basically with strategies. I mean, we talked extensively yesterday about the statement made by Women Living Under Muslim Laws that says that vengeance is not justice, that violence cannot eradicate terrorism, and that misguided retaliation could bring about a worsening of the situation. I would like you to address why you think those statements are true.

Farida Shaheed:
Well, I think… I think vengeance… revenge is not justice… I think this statement speaks for itself and needs no clarification. I do think we need to bring these culprits and whoever does criminal acts to justice through some kind of system that is based on a framework of human rights and legality. I think what we’ve discussed today is that violence is not a solution. And, I think that our fears here again are that with the violence that is being perpetrated against NGOs… the violence there has been in terms of military strikes… that these strikes feed back into the violence perpetrated by extremist groups, both towards NGOs, and to some extent, towards the administration. We need to break the cycle of violence and move forward. We need to find political solutions. We need to find ways of coming to the table, even if they’re painful, even if there are great differences. I don’t think otherwise we can ever move forward; we’ll just perpetuate the cycle of increasing violence. And, we’ve seen such a perpetuation in Pakistan. We’ve had military rule for twenty years now with violence used to resolve all disputes… and, abundant armaments have made it worse. We have come to a stage where society is completely brutalized. Many people think that the way to resolve issues is to take out a gun and shoot the other person. I don’t think this is helpful for anyone, anywhere. I think we have to respect human life. I think all human life needs to be respected… and, we have to find a way out of this. Certainly, we have seen and been subjected to people’s attempts to increase their political power by terrorizing people — terrorizing people into submission and terrorizing people into silence. And, you cannot have a democracy under such situations… such circumstances. We would like to see a democratic society here at home and also a democratic society globally. And, I’m not talking about a democracy that just means having a vote. I think that when we talk about democracy, it should mean that all of the people participate in decision making… including those who are often voiceless — like women and like minorities. So, I mean, the only way forward is through negotiation and a political solution.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you, thank you very much, Farida. Now, I really have one question after listening to you. Do you have examples of women who have been standing their ground about peace and justice in Pakistan? The reason why I’m asking you this question is because in the United States right now, in, you know, formal politics, we have one voice, one woman who has stood up, Barbara Lee, a Democratic Congresswoman who stood her ground against the war even though she was a single vote. I would like to know if there are women in Pakistan that are also standing their ground about peace and justice in their own political solutions to these conflicts.

Farida Shaheed:
I think unfortunately… And, I think Barbara Lee needs to be given tribute and thanked by all of us, and we did also write to her personally… I think she did a very wonderful and brave thing. Unfortunately, if you’re talking about political leaders in Pakistan, the political parties are largely silent today. We’ve discussed this at our meeting again today. However, from amongst the civil society organizations, the vast majority of us have been in peace rallies; we are trying to organize people; we’re trying to talk also to political parties, trade unions and other associations to say that we need to say “No” to war. We need to have peace rallies; we need to find other ways. And, I think that all the women who are activists that we know of, and it doesn’t matter if they are in small villages or live in big towns, share this sentiment. It is clear amongst all the women activists that we know and also amongst our male colleagues in human rights groups and other parts of the network of civil activists here.

Lynn P. Freedman (New York, USA)

Maria Suarez:
I would like you to share with the listeners what has been the evolution of the feeling and the thinking in New York and in the United States [since the September 11th attacks] according to your perception.

Lynn Freedman:
Well, of course, there are many different issues. In New York, in the first days, weeks and continuing ‘til now, of course, a good deal of the energy and effort has been devoted to first the rescue operation… the recovery. Now, in addition to the ongoing recovery, there are very serious issues about trauma and mental health and so on… about ensuring people’s well-being in the aftermath. And, of course we now have new issues related to these anthrax scares. So, a good deal of our attention in New York has been devoted to that. I think… immediately there was a concern about discrimination questions. I think many of us mobilized in different ways to try and ensure that people who were identified as Muslim or as from Arab countries were not targeted or attacked… and to take whatever steps we could in that respect. I think that’s an ongoing issue of concern for everyone, but I think it’s also been one that has been addressed a lot in New York… and throughout the country, although I can really speak best about New York.

On the question of the US response, I think that in the first couple of weeks there was… I think many of us were very worried that there would be a very quick response, a military response. We were quite relieved after the first few days that the rhetoric started to scale down and that there started to be a more informed kind of discussion in those first few weeks. That I think gave some of us hope that it might not go immediately to a military response. Since the military response started, it’s been a very… a much more up and down process — with a lot of discussion about the appropriateness of that response.

Maria Suarez:
What has been your experience as a mother and also as, you know, a friend of many of the women who have kids with yours in school?

Lynn Freedman:
Well, of course, in the first hours it was… one question… There was a good deal of fear, although the kids were… I was at my children’s school by the end of the afternoon and helping there. And, the kids were actually quite magnificent, you know. All of them really helping each other and caring about each other. There were many kids who still were not certain where their parents were and, indeed, some who lost parents that day. But, in the days that followed, I must say, one of the things that was very important for my own children was that, starting literally within minutes of the attack on the World Trade Center, I began to get emails and telephone calls and so on from all over the world, including from many of my friends and colleagues from Women Living Under Muslim Laws, who sent really beautiful e-mails to us. I printed many of those out and shared them with my children. Indeed, some of the women from the network actually wrote directly to my children. And, in fact, I shared [these letters] with some of their friends. And, it was very important… I think, for them and for their friends, many of whom don’t know people from other countries, to see the kind of outpouring that came from everywhere. And, you know, there are many levels of what’s going on. Many kids are traumatized in just the normal ways…you know, through the repeated images on television and so on… My own children have sort of taken themselves off of TV and don’t even watch it because these images… it’s so difficult to revisit.

But, meanwhile in the schools, I think many of them are trying now to deal with some of the political issues. In my own kids’ school, there is a major program on multicultural questions — questions that are really looking at discrimination. There are people in the school who come from Muslim families, and this is part of what’s being talked about in the school with special programs and so on. I think they’re also, just as you said, Maria, trying to find spaces for the kids to be able to talk, to ask questions. They can express some of their own impressions through assemblies and literary magazines and things like this, where the kids are writing and talking and speaking.

With my colleagues in Pakistan, we’ve even talked about trying to have some kind of exchange amongst children, back and forth from our different schools. I hope that we’re able to do that.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you for sharing that. It’s really important to be able to listen to the initiatives that are being done that really do not make it into the mainstream media. Farida Shaheed from Pakistan, who you have also worked with and shared with, said yesterday how important it has been for them to receive all those letters that you also received on the 11th of September… for the Afghani and the Pakistani women to receive all the letters that they have received since the bombings on Afghanistan started. But, she was also saying — and also, I believe, Ayesha Imam, who spoke the day before from Nigeria, was saying that many of the people in their part of the world, who are distressed about the bombings, do not know that there are so many people in other parts of the world that are also looking for political and non-military solutions… and that we, they don’t know that. Then they feel that they have to represent their whole world when they manifest themselves. Then it becomes an anguished reaction and response. So, thank you for sharing that. And, I have many memories of the children that I saw [after the attacks] until the 19th of September when I came back from Brooklyn. And, to know that this is going on is really very important also for us here in Latin America. I would like to then turn to some of the big questions that are also being posed around the world regarding what is happening right now, Lynn. As a lawyer and human rights activist, I would like you to address, to begin with, something that Marieme Hélie-Lucas from Algeria also talked about on the first day of this Peacecast Initiative, which is… can you address some of the characteristics of the difficulties of bringing to justice fundamentalists?

Lynn Freedman:
Well, I think, you know, a first very important thing will be for all of us to recognize both that there are commonalities amongst us in different countries; that many of us are the victims, shall we say, of fundamentalism; that we have much in common across countries. And, combating this is something that we have to do as activists and as human rights and women’s rights activists across countries… not only in one country… and begin to see our interest in addressing fundamentalism as a border phenomenon, something that we share across different countries.

That means that we have to see not only that any one set of fundamentalists affects many of us, but also we have to see that there are many kinds of fundamentalism. Unless we begin to see the linkages and commonalities… I think Marieme the first day mentioned the Christian fundamentalists who kill abortion doctors in the US, and we certainly see Jewish fundamentalists in Israel and Hindu fundamentalists in India. Once we begin to see the way in which all of our interests are linked, then I think that will certainly help us overcome fundamentalism.

Maria Suarez: 
I would also like you to address some of the initiatives that you have known and some of those that you have participated in that have tried to bring to justice these kinds of perpetrations of human rights violations that are international. Let me tell you why I’m asking you this, where I’m coming from. Many of the people who are listening to us… You yourself were able to listen to some of the broadcasts in the past few days as well as to the ones that we have been having since the 14th of September where we have had women from Afghanistan and women from the US and so on. There has been one shared commonality among the women’s human rights activists that have come on here and that is the belief that there needs to be a strengthening of the pressure put on the Establishment in order to begin the operations of an International Criminal Court. I would like you to address the International Criminal Court and why is it that so few people in the mainstream media have been addressing the issue of bringing justice by way of establishing an International Criminal Court! I would like you to address that.

Lynn Freedman:
I’m not sure quite which issues you want me to address, but I think that we all recognize that the long-term way in which we will fight against these kinds of forces will be by strengthening human rights law, international law, and standards that can apply across different countries and work for the defense of people, bringing justice to people everywhere. For many of us there are not mechanisms in our own countries to do such things. The hope that an International Criminal Court or other, you know, national mechanisms might be able to be available as a place for justice, I think, is something that people everywhere see as in their long-term interest. And, I think that’s one major reason why women have been organizing all around the world for that.

And, of course there have been… You’re asking me about various things that people are doing. I’m sure that at some point you’ve been covering from FIRE the Tokyo Tribunal last year about the comfort women and the accompanying tribunal that really looked at different kinds of fundamentalism and ongoing crimes that are happening. So, I think there have been efforts to have, not real tribunals, but kind of symbolic tribunals to demonstrate how these kinds of laws and how these kinds of values end up addressing crimes — crimes against women, crimes against humanity that are happening throughout the world.

Maria Suarez:
Lynn, thank you very much. Can you also address the difficulties that… all the repercussions that we might have right now because there is no definition of terrorism, either in the United Nations’ resolution nor in the resolutions made by the Congress of the United States that have talked about having to tackle terrorism. I’m not going to ask you to define terrorism, but I do have to share with you that I have asked that question of many of the women who have come on the air. I asked the Palestinian women that I interviewed the day that they organized a three-day peace tent together with the Israeli women in Israel, the women from Israel who came on the air, Marieme herself, and Ayesha Imam. And, I am gathering the different definitions of terrorism that women from different contexts are bringing here. I’m not going to ask you that question, but as a human rights lawyer and activist, I would like to ask you about the repercussions that not having a definition might have right now in the way that it’s being tackled.

Lynn Freedman:
Well, I think the basic problem is that if you don’t have a definition — and everyone can just decide what they like: what is terrorism and what they’re going to do about it? - then there’s the risk that each group who defines their own definition and acts in their own interest will go far beyond anything ever intended. The danger is that these resolutions will lose any principle that they are based on and be used to pursue all sorts of different goals. But, I do want very much to agree with something that Marieme said in the first broadcast that you did with Women Living Under Muslim Laws: and that’s that, yes, we need to look at terrorism, but also we need to understand, in this case, terrorism as the means that the fundamentalists have used. And, one of the things that I’m very worried about is that we’ll focus our attention only on these particular horrendous acts. We’ll be fooled into thinking that by simply bringing these specific people to some kind of trial based on these events, as though they are isolated and separate… We cannot be fooled into thinking that that solves the problem. And so, I think for us as, you know, women’s movements, as human rights activists, it’s really incumbent upon us to look beyond terrorism and terror acts and to understand what’s happening behind them, the fundamentalist movements behind them. We need to begin to think in creative and new ways about how we can address these issues, including, but also beyond, a trial in whatever mechanism we find to bring a perpetrator of a specific act to justice. And, that, I think, is a really important thing for all of us not to lose sight of.

Maria Suarez:
Thank you very much for addressing how we must all expand our focus beyond the most horrendous attacks. I was transcribing and translating last night the interviews with Ayesha Imam from Nigeria, Farida Shaheed from Pakistan, and with Marieme. And, as I was translating what they were saying about this, I thought, “Well, maybe the name of the article that FIRE is going to write with all of these interviews should be called The Undeclared War.” That really describes the way that women are both caught in the middle and also targeted. I would like you to address that title.

Lynn Freedman:
Well, I think it might be a nice title! I mean, I think that it would precisely go to this very important point that I think is what many of us who have been linked through the Women Living Under Muslim Laws network have been trying to raise and pay attention to: that we do have a very serious set of complicated issues out there that go beyond the very specifics of these terrorist attacks and the military response to them… and that, in having this kind of undeclared war, as you say, we need to really think very differently about who are our allies and who are our enemies in that kind of undeclared war. And, it would be very different from what these events in the last few weeks and months perhaps have set up as… in a way, false enemies between countries. I think we really have to think differently about who are our allies and who are our enemies in that undeclared war. And, I hope we do; I hope it brings us to really creative new ways of thinking and talking about this.

Well, I think there are a lot of hard issues. I mean, one of the things that I personally have been feeling and thinking about that I think needs to be part of more discussion and more thinking is the way in which anti-Americanism plays out in the international community. I think that in both, many Americans themselves and in people elsewhere, because of the long history and because of the many things that have happened, there’s a very reflexive tendency to take an anti-American position full stop. And, I think when we look at some of the problems that exist in the world; we have to see that, yes, the US and its policies have a huge role in many of the things going on.

But, if we stop with only that and look only at what the US does, then again it’s shortsighted, and it won’t solve the problems. We need to look at the way in which US policies and the policies of other governments link together. We have to look at the ways in which fundamentalists end up supported not only by, you know, terribly unjust international policies, but by what happens domestically in different countries, including my country… how the international and the national connect. This has been, of course, part of what we’ve talked about for years.
But, I think that perhaps, with these events there are openings to think differently about it, to try to develop new strategies that begin to question… to learn from our experience, learn from our histories, learn from the terribly unfair policies of the past, while seeing, perhaps, the loose ends differently.

Maria Suarez:
Let me ask you that one last question: what do you foresee as the role of alternative media in the hands of women and its possibilities for interaction with mainstream media? I’m tired of listening to the same voices over and over again when I go home and then coming here and having these wonderful insights and experiences shared by women! It’s clearly a kind of political schizophrenia, and I’m tired about it! I want to bridge the gap!

Lynn Freedman:
Yeah, I absolutely agree with you about the media. But, I think also, for those of us who are not in the media, that right now this is a really important moment, certainly in the US, not simply to talk to those who already agree with us, not just to talk within our own circles. But, I think right now, and it’s kind of part of what I’m trying to do… I think it’s really now most important to take what we know and really move out and begin to talk, you know, in schools, in community groups… in many other places that are not our usual places to discuss these issues. And, I think there is an opening now. I hope that such discussion translates also into a different kind of media. And, I think that it’s something that we need to work on. But, I think beyond media, this is a moment when we need to really move our views into a whole different set of circles. I think it’s crucial that we do that if we’re going to have any impact on how the world moves forward.

You know, this kind of solidarity that we’ve developed in these networks, in the women’s human rights movement, and certainly in Women Living Under Muslim Laws, you know, really teaches us a lot of important lessons about how the kinds of forces that affect the lives of women in one country really have many references for women in other countries — about the willingness to listen to others, to question, to challenge the kinds of rules and beliefs that are imposed on us, on all of us wherever we are, wherever we live, by national identities. Whether these are racial or ethnic identities, it takes real courage to actually challenge these things, to think independently. I think we need to remember the importance of solidarity and the role that our listening to and working with each other has in supporting each other to do our work, work that can require a kind of courage and bravery that we sometimes underestimate, I think. I hope we can keep talking and listening. I think that these broadcasts, and your willingness to bring us all on from different countries, are really a crucial part of that. So, I look forward to turning on my computer and listening to the next webcast as soon as I’m done!

