WOMEN IN THE PURSUIT OF GLOBAL PEACE 

THROUGH CULTURE

By Prof. Ada Aharoni

"As a woman, my country is the whole world…" Virginia Woolf

I would like to start with a poem from the collection: "You and I Can Change the World", which illustrates several of the ideas concerning women and peace, discussed in this paper.

Peace Is A Woman And A Mother

How do you know peace is a woman?
I know, for I met her yesterday
on my winding way to the world's fare.
She had such a sorrowful face
just like a golden flower faded
before her prime.
I asked her why she was so sad?
She told me her baby was killed in Auschwitz,

her daughter in Hiroshima, and her sons in Vietnam,

Ireland, Israel, Palestine, Lebanon, Rwanda,
Bosnia, Kosovo and Chechnya…
All the rest of her children, she said,
are on the nuclear black-list of the dead,

all the rest, unless the whole world understands -

that peace is a woman.
A thousand candles then lit

in her starry eyes, and I saw cherubim
bearing a moonlit message:
Peace is indeed a pregnant woman -

Peace is a mother.

This poem shows that women have the ability to regard themselves as citizens of the world. One of the major underlying theme in the poem above, is that if women are empowered to be at the summit of their fate - that is, in influential key positions, all over the world (as for instance, the women in Scandinavia), they would succeed to abolish the very concept and practice of war, and not only save their children from being killed, but furthermore, save the whole of humanity from an impending nuclear war. They would succeed to do that not only by a motherly and responsible governance of the world, but also through their creativity and contribution to a new required global peace culture system. 


Women give life and are on the side of life, and they are more inclined to support attitudes and policies conducive to the preservation of life. However, wars suffocate women's creativity, and there are more women and children killed in wars than soldiers. In the past decade some four million women and children have been killed, and eight to ten million disabled by wars. We get continuous reports concerning these tragic facts from various parts of the world, where more than forty senseless wars are still being waged. On the commencement of the third millennium, and at the end of our atomic bomb "mushroom" century, humankind seems not to have learnt the lessons from the past, and more and more rivers of blood are helplessly and continuously being poured everyday in conflicts and wars, most of them based on ethnic and cultural causes. The thwarted, shortsighted belief that wars can solve conflicts, has to be rapidly thrown into the anachronistic dustbin of history where its belongs. Women can be a tremendous force in the attainment of this goal, for they are more than half the citizens of the world. If the women of the world unite, together with all the democratic men who yearn for a world beyond war, we can indeed succeed to have global peace. 

Women are the best ally for promoting peace, and there is a close link between a culture of peace and gender. In our new globalized era, when there are profound cultural shifts and new social relations, the necessity for women to be equal partners in the building of a world beyond war, is becoming more obvious and urgent. The Russian writer, Tatyana Mamonova writes: "Women give life and appreciate life… they are organically against war, and they can really save the world if they are permitted to play an equally active part in government". And Sai'da Nusseibeh, a Palestinian women leader writes: "What price is peace? How many more must be killed, before the two nations wake up to look at their blood-soaked hands? There is so much anger, hatred and fear, and the wall between the two nations (the Palestinians and the Israelis), is getting higher - both sides are getting away from reality, and closing their ears, eyes and heart to the suffering of the "other". We should look into ways to bring down the wall of fear, brick by brick, for all the mosques, synagogues and churches in the world - are not worth the blood of one killed child. " 

Women are good at promoting the culture of peace, as well as at creating it, and writing about it. A new book describing various peace culture projects, by women, entitled: Women Creating A World Beyond War and Violence, depicts several important aspects of women's struggle for peace through creative works, research, articles, poems, stories, and letters. This book shows that there is no greater challenge in the world today than that of living in peace, respect, and harmony with one's neighbors. Some of the questions posed and examined are: At a time when the world is still caught up in the clutches of wars, terror and violence, will humankind know how to "listen to women for a change?" Can the women of the world unite and throw the thwarted belief that wars can solve conflicts, into the anachronistic dustbin of history where its belongs? War is not democratic, as most of the people of the world do not want wars. Will women, who are the majority of the citizens of the world - together with all the men who also yearn for a world beyond war - succeed in achieving their democratic right to live in peace? How can they do it?


Among the various subjects covered by this new book is also a description of a quarter of a century of peace activity by: IFLAC-LENA (formerly called The Bridge): Jewish and Arab/Palestinian Women for Peace in the Middle-East", the first movement of its kind in Israel. It also includes, among other important documents, a correspondence on the subject of peace between Egypt and Israel, by the late Ruth Lys, founder of The Bridge, and Mrs. Jehan El-Sadat, wife of the late President of Egypt, Anwar El-Sadat. 

There is likewise a description of "The Four Mothers" organization successful campaign to "Leave Lebanon In Peace". "The Four Mothers" succeeded to influence the government's decision to retreat the Israeli troops from Lebanon (May, 2000), after twenty years, and the soldiers were delighted that the "Four Mothers" had freed them. The "Poems from Lebanon," are inspired by moving letters that protest against war, written by Israeli soldiers, while they were still in Lebanon. The various writers presented in the book, demonstrate that with determination and vision it is indeed possible for women to create a world beyond war, if they unite and take it into their hands to bravely work together for peace and equality, for as the French saying goes, "L'Union fait la force!"

Virginia Kennedy's description of "LENA: The Bridge," entitled: "Israelis and Palestinians Build Bridges of Peace", (Positive News, England - Winter 2000), describes this organization in the following way: "A unique initiative provides a dynamic opportunity for Israelis, Jews and Arab/Palestinians to work for peace and cross-cultural understanding through discourse, literature, culture and art. 'IFLAC: The International Forum for the Literature and Culture of Peace' - and 'LENA: The Bridge: Jewish and Arab Women for the Promotion of Women and Peace,' call on the peaceful majority on both sides to take the lead and make the peace process work."


Today, there are additional organizations of women for peace, including the "Women in Black," however, "The Bridge: Jewish and Arab Women For Peace in the Middle East" (1975-1999), which became "LENA: League of Israeli and Arab/ Palestinian Women for Peace in the Middle East," was the first organization of this kind, and it has been the subject of the following case study:

CASE STUDY: 
The Bridge: Jewish and Arab Women for Peace in the Middle East
The Bridge was founded in 1975, two years after the Yom Kippur War. This was the first organization of its kind in Israel that dared to gather Jewish and Arab women in the same organization, to promote peace in the Middle East. At the outset they met with much criticism and resistance, sometimes violent, from both sectors. However, they knew they were promoting a just cause, which required courage and perseverance, and it gave them strength to struggle to promote their goal and vision of a Middle East beyond war.

Description
The Bridge was established as a women's organization whose members originate from various ethnic and religious communities, and who worked together for both the attainment of peace in the Middle East, and the promotion of the status of women. The legal status is: a non-profit organization, and it was officially registered as such in 1977, in Haifa, Israel. Its main characteristics are: 
Number of Members in 2001: 155 full members, plus 320 affiliates, and thousands of followers.
Yearly Membership: $25 (150 NIS). Financial sources: membership, donations.
Structure: An executive Board of 5 women runs the, organization; the Council, which comprises twenty members, elects it. The yearly General Meeting elects the Board and the Council, as well as the President, the Executive Director, and the Treasurer.
Goals
To awaken the consciousness of every woman as to her power to promote peace, and to take an active part in the peace process, as well as in the promotion of women's rights. Both these goals are inextricably linked. Furthermore, when there is war, conflict and unrest, the problem of women's rights gets shoved aside as "not the most important just now." As citizens, women, mothers, and educators of the new generation, the members of "LENA: The Bridge" feel they share the full responsibility to ensure peace in their region. 
Main Activities
- Monthly lectures, presentations of books and poetry, and discussions, are held at the center in Haifa.
- Launching of peace magazines, anthologies and books, published in both sectors, in Hebrew, Arabic, and English.

- Meetings in Jewish, Arab, and Druze towns and villages, for the building of bridges of culture and understanding, are organized.

- Exchange of visits between Israeli and Arab pupils in schools is held.

- Group dynamics: role-play. The Jews act out the roles of Arab/ Palestinians, and vice versa.
- Radio and television programs in Arabic, Hebrew, English, and French.

- Picnics, outings, celebration of common feasts, and happenings.

- Seminars, symposiums, and international conferences. 

With ten branches in Jewish, Arab and Druze sectors in Israel, actively and harmoniously working together to develop good neighborly relations, bridges are being built through meetings, symposia and congresses. A "Bedouin Tent of Peace" is one of their successes where regular meetings of "Creative Women" (and men) of all creeds and denominations, work towards building bridges of understanding through the culture, literature and poetry of "the other". Recent initiatives include a Jewish and Arab/Palestinian students' reconciliation meeting. 
Publications

LENA publications, together with IFLAC, include Galim - Waves. Number 9, was published recently, titled: New Waves Peace Culture Anthology (IFLAC, 2001), in English, Hebrew and Arabic. It contains articles and poetry on the promotion of women and a peace culture. It is used as a textbook for Women Studies, and peace education in schools, colleges, and universities. Galim 8, titled: Waves of Peace, was dedicated to the memory of the late peace leader, Yitzhak Rabin. 

The Bridge joined IFLAC at its Foundation Conference in December 1999, in the Galilee, and is now part of the IFLAC Network, under the new name of "LENA: League of Jewish and Arab/ Palestinian Women for Peace in the Middle East." Together with IFLAC, that consists of both women and men, their activities have gained momentum, even in these very hard and trying times in the Middle East.

Cooperation Between Israel and Egypt
A revealing correspondence between (the late) Ruth Lys, founder of The Bridge, who lost her 20-year-old son in the Six Day War, and Jehan El Sadat of Egypt (wife of President Anwar El Sadat), demonstrates that women contributed a major motivation and impetus in the reconciliation between Israel and Egypt, after 30 years of strife and mistrust. This important correspondence precedes the Peace Treaty between Egypt and Israel (1979), by five years. In the first letter Ruth Lys, founder of The Bridge, wrote to Jehan El Sadat, in May 1974:
Dear Madam President Jehan El Sadat,
It may seem strange that a woman of Israel addresses you, the more so that this is a mother whose eldest son was killed by an Egyptian bullet… Madam, we both are mothers and our common task is the protection of human life. The world of today is mainly guided by men, whose brainpower serves - to a considerable extent - for the invention of more and more refined arms meant to kill their fellowmen. Madam - from beyond the camps of the fighting I stretch out my hand to you asking you to unite all women who, like you and me, wish to put an end to all hostile actions - to form a union prepared to collaborate together to build bridges of peace. We women - if united - have great power.
Following is part of Jehan Sadat's reply: 

Cairo, September 30, 1974

Dear Mrs. Ruth Lys,
I have read your letter with great interest. I have read it as a mother that completely understands the meaning of having a son killed in war. I consider every martyr of our Egyptian fighters, my son. My husband's brother offered his life in the first days of the war. I do wish that the word "War" would be cancelled from the dictionary of human relations.

I firmly believe that the woman, as a mother, a wife, a daughter and a sister can play an active role in protecting humanity from the horrors, dangers and damages of war. The motherly instinct urges us to have a happy family and to take care of our children to grow up in a joyful atmosphere based on love, sympathy and peace. It is the right of the young generation to dream of a wonderful future in which they can grant all their creative energies for a better life.

I support the call for friendship and love and I do hope that each woman should devote most of her time for hard and constructive work to realize peace and love. With my best wishes,
Yours Sincerely, Jehan El-Sadat

When President Anwar El Sadat came to Jerusalem for the first time in 1977, he mentioned in his interview on television, that he knew peace with Israel was possible, because he had a very good ally, the Jewish and Arab women of The Bridge, who had been corresponding with his wife for years, and that it made him realize that it was high time to make the peace poem they sent him - a reality. This contribution of women to the peacemaking between Egypt and Israel, is noteworthy and yet it has not been recorded enough. It is a proof of the power of women, through their own peaceful methods, to bring conflicted countries to be reconciled. It reminds us of Virginia Woolf's words on the subject of peace: "We cannot use your methods, but have to invent new methods…" (Three Guineas). 


The correspondence above clearly shows that we need a reform. It is necessary for the Middle East, and the global community, to move consciously away from patterns of war, force and aggression, and towards creative and constructive methods of peacemaking, giving women an equal role in this process. The late Prime Minister of Israel, Golda Meir, said: "I’m sure that someday children in schools will study the history of the men who made war as you study an absurdity. They’ll be shocked, just as today we’re shocked with cannibalism." 

The unprecedented UN Resolution on "Women, Peace and Security," passed at the UN Security Council (October 31, 2000), was a sure step toward the required reform. Promoting women to equal key positions in global and regional peacemaking, would both bring peace closer, and would enable women to use their creativity and "new methods" in the pursuit of peace.


A coalition of five organizations: Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), International Alert, Amnesty International, Women’s Commission for Women Refugees and Girls, and the Hague Appeal for Peace, joined with UNIFEM in the drafting of a resolution that calls for gender sensitivity in all UN missions including peace-keeping, for women to equally participate at all negotiating tables and for the protection of women and girls during armed conflict. "This is an historic victory for women, and therefore for all of humankind. Now we have to hold our governments accountable!" said Cora Weiss, President of the Hague Appeal for Peace. (International Women’s Tribune Center, New York, NY).


This achievement was reached due to a continuous struggle of women's organizations. A study of the documents from the three first "UN Women Decade Conferences" (Mexico, l975, Copenhagen, l980 and Nairobi, l985), by Brock-Utne, shows how the peace concept has changed through the decades to include the opposition to violence against women (Brock-Utne, l988b). Linking the micro with macro, she states that there can be no peace as long as women are being beaten and mutilated, as delineated in the Nairobi document (Brock-Utne,1986 and Brock-Utne,1989:70-73). In paragraph 258, it states:

"Violence against women exists in various forms in every day life in all societies. Women are being beaten, mutilated, burned, sexually abused and raped. Such violence is a major obstacle to the achievement of peace." And in paragraph 257 we find the following sentences: "The question of women and peace and the meaning of peace for women cannot be separated from the broader question of relationships between women and men in all spheres of life and in the family. Discriminatory practices and negative attitudes towards women should be eliminated and traditional gender norms changed to enhance women's participation in peace."


By including the urgent issue of banning violence against women within the UN human rights framework, women's organizations have made a critical contribution to the promotion of human rights generally. For seeking to understand violence against women as an issue of basic human rights will no doubt shed light on the causes of other forms of violence and will facilitate the discovery of strategies for curbing the disturbing rise of violence across all levels of our societies. After their courageous struggle over the years, women organizations all over the world, welcomed the UN Resolution (January 2001), which rules against the discrimination and violence against women.

However, despite the important ruling above, violence against women, that chokes their creativity and impairs their capability to contribute to the creation of a peace culture, is still rampant all over the world. It is a yardstick by which one can measure the violation of all human rights, and it can be used to gauge the degree to which a society is governed by aggression, and ruled by force. Abusive practices against women have frequently been and are still being justified in the context of cultural norms, religious beliefs and unfounded theories and assumptions. But whatever its political or religious system, a society patterned on dominance inevitably gives rise to such distortions of power as violence against women. 

Economic disparity and legal inequality are known to contribute to violence against women, as is the case in Afghanistan, which until recently, was ruled by the extremist Taliban, and in several other places around the world. Today, after the falling of Kabul, the women of Afghanistan are free to take off their "burka" and to uncover their veiled faces, but they are afraid to do so, fearing that the Taliban might come back. Their stories of past horror and cruelty are now freely reported: "A little girl, who put some nail polish on her nails, had her fingers cut off… I can still hear her cries! They dragged us in from the street to show us where they did that, and where soldiers massacred women and children. They showed us to warn us to behave… "

The recent liberation of the women of Afghanistan (in November 2001), from their almost "livestock" status under the Taliban government, has strengthened the "Afghan Women's Rights Committee - Sada" (meaning voice in Persian), established in 1997. This independent, legal, social and political foundation relies on peace culture values, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on Women's Rights. Sada is in favor of democracy and social justice, mainly the freedom and rights of women, including the right to vote. It fights against the cruel injustice toward Afghan women, and against the interference of religion in the cultural and political affairs of society. 


Sada considers those who violate women's social freedoms under the name of religion, as the enemies of humanity and social justice. They denounce their treatment by the Taliban in the name of fundamentalist Islam, as "subhuman." Sada strongly believes that men and women have no privileges over each other and they should not be deprived of their human and social rights and freedoms.

The Afghan Women's Rights Committee's goals and objectives, could be a model for all countries, especially extremist Muslim ones. Understanding the creative power of women, Sada gives special weight to the importance of the artistic, cultural and scientific activity of women, and to the publishing of journals and books on culture:

- Establishment of freedom of expression, freedom of belief and opinion, freedom of press and all artistic, cultural and scientific activities.

- Publishing and distribution of journals, magazines, books, brochures and scientific, cultural, social, historical, political and legal treatises to increase awareness of the Afghan women.


Women in various other Islamic societies and oppressed regions in the world, are also waking up and protesting against their restrictive and often cruel treatment, through various creative works: novels, poetry and biographies. Those books sometimes cover their own experience, as in the case of the Egyptian writer Nawal El Saadawi, who wrote "The Face Of Eve," a powerful book protesting against the inhuman cruelty of the circumcision of girls. She was herself a victim of such a circumcision when she was six year old, and she painstakingly recalls all its horror. Another brave writer and poet who protests against her fate as a woman in a restrictive Islamic society, is the Kuwaitian princess, Soad Sabah. The following poem is a moving example of her cry for freedom:

Return To The Coop
When an Arab woman travels
To Paris, London or Rome,
She becomes a dove,
She flies over statues,
She drinks water from the fountains

And she feeds the ducks on the lakes.

But on returning home,
When the flight captain commands to shut the belts

And refrain from smoking,
The dream vanishes -
The music of the fountain stops

The ducks' white feathers fly up in the air -

And she enters the coop
Like all the other hens.
Soad Sabah's protest against the lack of freedom of women in countries restricting their rights, is obvious. The Arab woman mentioned in the poem enters the "coop" or cage, because she must, but she would have much preferred to remain free, like a flying dove. It is obvious that restriction of women's rights and violence against them, arises from ignorance - the failure to understand such fundamental realities as the oneness of the human race. Creative women all around the globe are eloquently expressing these thoughts and facts through powerful works of literature, poetry and art, and by doing so, they are contributing to the building a peace culture and a world beyond war.


One of the essential ways to encourage equality and cooperation, is through a democratic and peace culture education. Any attempt to curb societal or religious violence that does not educate individuals to overcome gender prejudice will certainly fall short. Ironically enough, the place where women and girls are most subject to violence and neglect is within their own homes, at the nerve center of the family. If families educate their daughters, and the community systematically encourages the education of both girls and boys, both the family and the community benefit. Mothers are the first educators of the next generation, and where resources are limited priority must, therefore, be given to education of girls.

But the problem of violence cannot truly be resolved unless men are also educated to value women as equal partners. All attempts to understand the causes and consequences of violence against women, which do not involve men are bound to fail. Likewise, any effort to protect women against male aggression, which does not involve the early training and education of boys, will necessarily be short-lived. 


This includes the violent toys boys are attracted to and play with, under the general ambience that a toy gun makes them manly and "macho." In a pertinent research on this subject, entitled: "Children's Perceptions of Aggressive and Gender-Specific Content in Toy Commercials," by Klinger LJ, and Cantrell PJ ( Social Behavior and Personality, (29 (1): 11-20 2001, Tennessee State University), the results suggest that boys are particular targets of aggressive marketing of guns and other violent toys, and are more desensitized to aggressive content than are girls. Since children's programming is saturated with toy commercials, young viewers are inundated with violent content, reinforced by stereotypic sex-role behavior. All this has to be drastically changed, and peace culture toys should replace violent toys on the market, as well as in schools and homes. How can we achieve such a great feat? A system of peace culture could build an ambience where boys would want to hug teddy bears, instead of guns. Then the market too would change and produce teddy bears instead of guns. This is reminiscent of the poem: Teddy Bears Instead of Guns: "He playfully showed with a smile and a wink, and a Teddy Bear hug - it could be the beginning of a honey-laden decade in a brave new world - by wisely trading guns for Teddy Bears" (You and I Can Change the World)


The growing boom and expanding dimensions of the communication technology indeed offer various new opportunities and directions for women, and for the promotion of a global peace culture. International co-operation and cross-disciplinary research, promoted by electronic technology and information services, have indeed already enriched feminist peace education, but there is yet a long way to go. Unfortunately, not enough attention has been paid to the possibilities for women to promote peace through culture, the arts and literature, and this subject deserves more research and development. 

Will the media, worldwide, give women's struggle for peace and equality, the backing, coverage, and credit they deserve? With determination, vision and united action, it could indeed become possible. If the women of the world unite, under the umbrella of a resourceful and effective "culture of peace system ", their vision of a equality and of a world beyond war, could indeed become a reality.

In conclusion, if women succeed to reach peak positions in relation to their fates, and hold equal key positions in governments, municipalities, educational institutions, and in the new peace culture system - not only the violence against them would gradually disappear and become something of the past, but furthermore, their contribution to the culture of peace through their creative power, would then freely flourish and be a benefit to the sustainability of our earth and the whole of humanity. 
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