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BY ZUBEIDA MUSTAFA

THE Tehreek-i-Niswan and Sheema
Kermani have always been at the forefront
when matters of peace are at stake. Many
performances by the Tehreek have been
directed at protesting the brutality of vio-
lence against and oppression of women.
Hence it was quite in keeping with its charac-
ter that the group convened a ‘peace table’
on Oct 15, at the Karachi Arts Council. Here
hundreds of women and also men assembled
to reinforce the widely held, but unimple-
mented, belief that female involvement in
peacemaking improves the chances of last-
ing security.

A landmark resolution (1325) was adopted
by the UN Security Council 15 years ago call-
ing for women to be included in decision-mak-
ing positions at every level of peacemaking. It
has so far made a nominal impact. The head of
UN Women, Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka,
admits that globally “women’ participation
at peace tables is still symbolic or low™.

Hence the global campaign to boost
Resolution 1325 that was initiated last year by
a Philippine women’s group should be wel-
comed as it will hopefully create more aware-
ness. We need to recognise the significant role
women can play not only in promoting peace
but also in bringing peace in times of conflict.

‘Peace tables’, as these conferences were
dubbed, were organised on the same day in
11 countries to create a strong and informed
public opinion. More are expected to join
later. It is a matter of satisfaction that a sec-
tion of our women are conscientized enough
to take the lead on peace issues and demand
inclusion in peace negotiations when they
are calculatedly sidelined.

It is generally said that women are
excluded from peace processes because of
the absence of political will, lack of financ-
ing and accountability and because of patri-
archal attitudes. All these factors apply in
Pakistan’s case as well where no woman is
generally included in peace talks. But there
is an additional factor that Sheema decided
to focus on, namely the very low status of
women in Pakistan.

The peace table held sessions on educa-
tion, women’s economic empowerment, vio-
lence against women and women’s participa-
tion in politics. The fact is that women who
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public space for herself and develop the
skills to make herself economically inde-
pendent and assertive.

Eventually, what emerged from the peace
table, as pointed out by political and social
activist Saleha Athar, was that the role women
play in politics determines their effectiveness
as peacemakers. Saleha was spot on when she
said that the awam were not involved/inter-
ested in decisions taken by political leaders to
serve the interest of the capitalist class with
which leaders were hand in glove.

In this scheme of things, women are disad-
vantaged on three fronts. They are pushed
against the wall by patriarchy, the class
divide and religion. The few who manage to
reach the higher ranks of leadership —
Benazir Bhutto was specifically mentioned
— are not free to work for women’s rights
especially when there is a clash with capital-
ist-vested interests.

This has been a global problem. Women in
a minority in govern-
ment have had to
submit to the male
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like men. For change
presence to be effected it is
must be iﬂ important that a
‘critical mass® of
government. female presence be

created to initiate
and then to sustain
collective action of a distinct kind to protect
women’s interests.

After so many years of feminism, one
would have thought the entry of even a hand-
ful of women in any institution should have
given them the elbow room to open the doors
of opportunity for many more. This should
not have been impossible given the spread of
education among a cross-section of women
without compromising on merit.

Regrettably, this has not happened thanks
to the dynamics of the class divide and the
religious forces that Saleha Athar talked
about at the peace table. The gender factor
has been overtaken by class considerations
and religiosity. Without the critical mass of
women, the change one had hoped for has not
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dre ot empowerea 11 mnese terms cannot pe
peacemalkers at any level.

In some cases, women who have been vic-
tims of violence and rape ultimately emerge
as stronger persons and their strength ena-
bles them to play a positive role in crisis situ-
ations. But we also know that such women
are an exception and to make their courage
and character the norm there is the need to
empower women generally.

Similarly, a woman who has been denied
education can hardly ever hope to create
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maierialisea iin politics.

Without the emergence of women in politics
in sufficient numbers UN Security Council
Resolution 1325 remains on paper only. As two
delegates to a conference in New York — one
from Libya and the other from Syria— sarcas-
tically observed, the only qualification a par-
ticipant needed to be included in a peace con-
ference was to be the wielder of a gun. And
women generally didn’t carry one. m
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