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Feminists Addressing Conflict

I'm very happy to be here, and to share a little bit in the process of creating Hannah’s House.  I had to think quite hard about this talk. I started by thinking it would be about “women and peacebuilding”.  I wrote the talk, drawing on the part of my current research material that seemed most relevant. And then I realized that what I’d written about was actually something different, it was “feminists addressing conflict”. I think it will become clear as I go along what the difference between the two concepts is.

I haven't been back to Belfast since I spent time in Northern Ireland in the late 90s. That’s when I was working on a study of the Women's Support Network for what eventually became the book The Space between Us.  So there's a large gap in my knowledge of politics and feminism in the North and in Ireland as a whole, and maybe I can make good some of that by listening to you today. I find as I travel around that few women are more experienced than those of Belfast in addressing conflict, so I feel I may bring back ideas that are not new to you, and some of them may have been learned from you.

There were two other regions where I built relationships through the project for The Space between Us. One was Israel and Palestine. The other was the former Yugoslavia.  Things have changed in those places, too, since then.  I went back there in the autumn of 2004 to learn about their current activism. 

I thought I might start this talk by telling you a story from each of those places, and that could be a foundation for some more general and theoretical thoughts. What they’re doing is, I think, a contribution to gaining or realizing ‘peace’. Although I think they’d acknowledge that, they don’t actually speak of it that way, as you’ll see. 

Northern Israel

In Israel, I went back to Bat Shalom, my original contacts, and again I chose to focus on the branch in northern Israel. Bat Shalom’s main commitment is to ending the Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands, obtaining justice for Palestinians whichever side of the Green Line they live, and thus removing the causes of the war. While there were moves towards a peace agreement in the 1990s, in October 2000 there was a serious setback when a provocation by Israel resulted in what’s known as the second intifada. The first intifada in the eighties had been sticks and stones. This time there were more weapons and more violence. Also it involved not just Palestinians in the Occupied Territories but also the considerable and often forgotten population of Palestinians that continued living inside the state of Israel. That was new. In October 2000 the Israeli police shot 13 Israeli Palestinians in the town of Nazareth.  

The agitation on the Israeli side of the green line shook the Israeli Jews, who had never thought of the internal Palestinians as being much of a danger. And the killings mobilised Israeli Palestinians. More of them now became actively involved in the struggle against the occupation in a way they hadn't been before. So trust was lost on both sides.

Northern Bat Shalom was inevitably affected by this. When it started it had been a project of dialogue between local Jews and local Palestinians in an area called the Triangle and Lower Galilee. Just ‘dialogue’ – but even that had been difficult. I documented quite carefully the way they went about trying to build a relationship with each other. I’d come straight from Northern Ireland where the Women's Support Network had by then learnt a lot more of the skills needed for this kind of thing. A year or two later I accompanied an exchange of visits between the two groups. The Women’s Support Network were a little bit critical of the way Bat Shalom were failing to develop a rigorous democratic process in which they could allow themselves to progress out of the comfort zone of cultural exchanges and into the difficult arena of politics.  I believe this challenge  is something very familiar to you here.

When the second intifada broke out there was disturbance inside Bat Shalom.  Some of the Palestinians couldn't any longer face talking to Jews.  And some of the more conservative Jews were angry and disappointed with the Palestinians. Quite a few on both sides resigned. A core group was left -  a handful of Palestinians who still believed that dialogue with Jews was necessary and possible, and a few anti-Zionist Jews. The latter, far from being shocked by what happened in Nazareth, had felt a lot of solidarity with the uprising of the Palestinians. Yehudit Zaidenberg  was one of the coordinators of the Bat Shalom office. She told me, " what happened wasn't a surprise to me.  We'd known that Palestinians couldn't endure such inequality and injustice for ever. In fact, what astonished me was that my friends in the kibbutz felt so betrayed". 

One of the Palestinians in the group was Mariam Abu-Hussein.  She was a relatively new member, in fact, whotold me she’d been attracted specifically by the feminism of the group, by the fact that it was Jews who saw Arabs as a partner for common struggle, and that they were very unlike most ‘dialogue’ Jews in not seeming to shy away from addressing difficult issues. 

In Bat Shalom at this time a new awareness was dawning of the need to face up to the racism in Israeli Jewish society.  Their own racism is a very difficult thing for Israeli Jews to address, but it was absolutely essential if dialogue between Jews and Palestinians was to go beyond niceties. It’s one of the things that had been missing in Bat Shalom before.

For years, Bat Shalom's main annual bi-communal event had been held during the festival of Sukkot, the Jewish Feast of Tabernacles. When Mariam joined the organizations she pointed out the anomaly - that this supposedly mixed organisation chose a Jewish cultural festival for its main event. She suggested they might think of a day that could be more relevant to all the members.

The Triangle and Lower Galilee where they all live is territory that was outside the area designated in 1947 by the United Nations for the state of Israel. The Israeli forces just seized it in 1948 and incorporated it into the new state.  A lot of the Palestinians who were expelled into Lebanon and the West Bank came from here, and a lot of the half million or more Palestinians who remained in Israel still live around here. They were thrown off their land and became internally displaced people. Because they aren't allowed to buy agricultural land, they live in more and more crowded towns like Nazareth and Umm el Fahm, while the Jews are spread out on the fertile land in their kibbutzim. The Palestinians can look down from the hills and see the ruined remains of their villages. So land is a very bitter issue for the Palestinians, and a very threatening one for Jews.

Mariam had certain conditions for joining Bat Shalom.  She told me later, "I want Jews first to acknowledge all this land they live on was Palestinian -- after that we can talk.  I would have preferred they'd never come.  Now they’re here, and we live with that.  But I want the wrong confessed.  Only then can we talk about a solution."  So Miriam and others like were pushing the agenda of Bat Shalom far further than it has ever gone before. In a sense they were saying: Don’t assume that just being women is enough to enable us to work with you. Act with us on the racism and class oppression against us in your society. Then we can overcome the identity problems that impede dialogue.  Together we can work to end the Occupation.

What they decided to do was commemorate Land Day together. Yom al Ard. It recalls 1976 when the Israeli state seized land adjacent to the villages of Sakhnin and Deir Hanna that Palestinians had been continuing to farm. The villagers resisted and some were killed. 

Yom Al Ard had always been a Palestinian day. You can imagine it was a pretty radical step for Jews to mark the day. It meant taking responsibility for what had been done in their name. It was a step too far even for some of the remaining Jews in Bat Shalom.

But the rest went ahead. And what’s more they’ve made it an annual activity – and a feminist one.  It had always been led by Palestinian men.  Now Bat Shalom, Palestinian and Jewish women both, were saying "Women have a special relation to the land, we were the ones who worked the land, planted the seeds and carried the water. So Yom al Ard marks a special loss for women." 

And it wasn't just putting women back in the picture, it was a radicalizing of the agenda through a combined understanding of the oppression of women and the oppression of ethnic minorities, sexism and racism, as power relations – and as linked. 

Another Palestinian, Aida Shibli, pointed out to me, "If you de-legitimate one section of the population, the 20% that's Palestinians, you can easily de-legitimate the 50% that's women.  When you say anybody is ‘other’, you legitimate every ‘othering’ process and exclusion."

Belgrade

To turn to the former Yugoslavia…I didn’t go back to Medica, the Women’s Therapy Centre in Bosnia that was set up to respond to the needs of women raped in the war, that I’d made a focus of study in the nineties. This time I went to Belgrade, where Women in Black, the anti-nationalist, anti-militarist and anti-war group was celebrating its thirteenth birthday. It was October 2004.

All through the wars from 1991, when Slovenia seceded, to 1999 when the Kosova war ended, this extraordinary group had maintained an office in Belgrade, given support to military deserters, worked with refugees, and kept contact between women alive across the whole region and beyond.  Most remarkable of all they’d managed to keep on holding street demonstrations against the Milosevic regime more or less weekly in the very heart of the city, in  Republic Square. 

One of the big strengths of Women In Black in Belgrade has always been that they theorise what they do.  They've got a very articulate critique of nationalism and militarism and the Orthodox Church as patriarchal.  They've written a continuous stream of papers, organised meetings and conferences, and travelled all over the place giving talks in English and Spanish – this was both in the 90s during the wars and since the millennium.

Another of their strengths is that this is really a network of women working through three or four different organisations.  Women in Black is one of them.  Another is the Autonomous Women's Centre Against Sexual Violence, a third is the Women's Studies Centre and a fourth is Feministicka, a publishing house.  It's the combination of these different projects, with overlapping membership,  that is given them a sturdy foothold, one foot in activism and another in theory – elaborating a conceptual feminist response to the terrible things that were unfolding around them.  Because of their writing, they've been very influential in the women's movement against war worldwide. 

They've evolved a very clear understanding of identity -- because a lot of them are labelled with the undesirable name Serb, and had been working throughout the war with women with other highly politicised names like Bosnian Muslim, Croat and Kosovan. They’d had to learn how not to differentiate between people on the basis of ethno-national name, and even more difficult, how to live with their own ascribed identity. Perhaps there are echoes of that here in Ireland - you have to tell me. They've learned the hard way not to make any assumptions about what or who a person is on the basis of name: you have to wait for them to make it clear.

When I visited Women in Black in Belgrade in October 2004 I joined a two-day seminar they were organizing. There were about 30 women there. Along with the Belgrade women there were women from other towns in Serbia, and also some from Bosnia-Herzegovina. Some were of orthodox Christian background and some were of Muslim background.  Some of each of those ethnic groups came from Serbia, and some of each came from Bosnia. So politically, it was a very complex social grouping. For instance, among them were women from the identity group who had committed the massacre of 7-10,000 men at Srebrenica and the identity group of the victims and survivors.  But what they were talking about was not so much about being certain things or belonging to certain places, more about doing. 

So for instance Stasa Zajovic opened the meeting by suggesting that they not think of themselves as undertaking “reconciliation”, "a notion that suggests we are different peoples who have to resolve a dispute".  On the contrary she said "we’re all Yugoslavs who’ve been named and divided by nationalist politicians and militarists who wanted to erase every sign of similarity and shared existence".  What they were looking for at the seminar was getting back in touch and sounding out political ground for working in solidarity.  In other words, as in the Israeli case, they were not placing reliance on “being women” to transcend their ethnic differences. They were looking for shared values and a commitment to action to take them forward.

A central issue in the discussions I listened to at the workshop was the relationship between responsibility and guilt. Women in Black believe very strongly that it’s unhelpful for an individual to take on collective guilt. Women are anyway conditioned to feel guilty, and it just leads to self-hatred, anger and ultimately to more violence. Better to say ‘I take responsibility - but I don’t feel guilty’. I take responsibility for acting now against the preconditions of war that in the past I ignored for too long. 

The realities the women faced together weren’t easy. I heard one woman say, ‘We must find these criminals who still go free in our cities and even get promoted in the police because they were good killers and rapists, and burned a lot of houses.’ It took my breath away to hear another woman reply, ‘My brother is one of them. I hope he will be punished.’ 

‘Serb’ women in particular are vulnerable to deep feelings of guilt for crimes that Serb nationalist forces committed in their name, for not having seen what was happening in time, for not having taken a stand against it. But crimes were committed on all sides, and this should be acknowledged they think without falling into a ‘hierarchy of victims’ (‘we suffered more than you’). 

The alternative is to increase our detailed knowledge of the past, acknowledge the crimes that have been done ‘in our name’ and take responsibility for them through our own choices and actions for the future. 

So: what is to be learned from these two cases?

Well at this moment, what I feel I need to hear is what's been happening in Northern Ireland and the Republic, and in cross-border mode, among women and feminists, and in particular in the Hanna’s House project.  In my experience, back in the middle ‘90s, women in Belfast were some way ahead of women in Israel and in Bosnia when it came to dealing with identities, with guilt and responsibility, in a way that established possibilities for peace-building work.

I think what my new round of research has thrown up for me is a clearer understanding of why women in a lot of contexts and a lot of countries find "feminist antimilitarism" or "feminist opposition to war" to be a more productive concept than "women and peace building". 

I don't mean by that to be dismissive about either the notion of women or the notion of peace building. A lot of good work is done by women in the name of women, including valuable acts of humanitarian kindness. A lot of good work is done in the name of peace-building. We all of us value United Nations Security Council resolution 1325 which enshrines the words ‘women’ and ‘peace’.  

But perhaps it's symptomatic that women like Felicity Hill and Carol Cohn who were at the centre of the long struggle by the women's NGOs to get that resolution through the UN, now write and talk quite critically about something that was lacking from the process and the outcome.  Necessarily lacking, because that's the cost of tangling with a mainstream institution like the UN.  What they point out was lacking was any mention of militarism and militarization, war-making and weaponry – things that are meant to be the Security Council’s main purpose for existing. And it goes without saying there was no mention of men and masculinity in connection with those things. You can talk forever about women as victims, women as a resource, without ever mentioning who exactly does abuse women in war, who presently does sit round the negotiating table - and what patriarchal power might have to do with that. 

What a feminist approach does is to propose from the start that women and their experiences in peace and war are manifestations of a gender relation, a relation between men and women, between masculinity and femininity, that’s a relation of power involving oppression and exploitation.

Of course there are lots of feminisms, including some that probably none of us here like very much. But I came out of 80,000 miles of travel and visits to scores of women's organisations in 12 countries, surprised to find among them quite a coherent kind of feminism, something that seems to come of looking war in the face at close quarters. 

So, for example, that perception about ‘gender being a relation of power’, a power enacted on women not only in cultural and psychological ways but also in direct violence against the body – they can hardly avoid seeing that. At the same time they can’t avoid perceiving the other major power systems driving war: 

first, the power structures of economics visible in class relations, wealth and poverty; 

second, political power structures visible in the nation and nationalism, the churches and bigotry, the racist treatment of minorities and outsiders.

So this trans-national anti-war feminism I’ve been privileged to encounter wherever I’ve been in the last three years seems to me a kind of holistic feminism. It includes but transcends all those troublesome categories we used to fight over -- liberal feminism, radical feminism, socialist feminism.

It reminds me of something I read in Women in Black Belgrade's annual publication Women for Peace. It was actually a transcript of a talk given by Marijana Komarcevic. She’d been asked to talk about peace building. But, rather oddly, she started off by saying, "In talking about building peace I must begin with short instructions on how to start a war.... “ 

Then she then went on to describe the causes of war, and I'm paraphrasing her here:  “If you want war, you must know that patriarchy is a precondition of war. [And] vertical social structure is the framework for those who want war. Most of the countries on this planet fulfil this precondition. What else is needed for war?  One must push the button of poverty...  But: whatever else you need to start a war, you need a practice of violence against women.”

Although she put all this quite lightly, in quite a humourous way, I take it rather seriously.  I think in fact that to do peace building, you do have to look quite carefully at the causes and motors of militarization and war, right now, in the society in which we live. If peace building is about anything, it's probably about working at the grassroots to interrupt those preconditions. To build in present time a polity that delivers justice. In other words to actively challenge: poverty and inequality, racism and exclusion, and sexism and sexual violence.  Or, to spell them with capital letters, Capitalism, Nationalism and Patriarchy. Three great intersected systems of power, all violently coercive.

It was an Italian woman, Elisabetta Donini, who invented the term politica trasversale, and Nira Yuval-Davis who elaborated it as ‘transversal politics’.  I used it in The Space between Us, because it seem to apply very well to what the Women's Support Network, Bat Shalom and Medica in Bosnia were trying to do in working creatively across ethnic differentiations. 

Transversal politics: put simply, understanding our individual positionality in relation to those power systems, recognizing the way they intersect in our own personal ascribed identities, and in our intimate subjective sense of self. Then, standing in the other’s shoes, exercising political imagination to see what she sees, accepting her account of reality, weighing it alongside your own. The difficulties of forging enduring cross-cultural alliances on that basis are enormous. 

But once common values are established – disarmament and demobilization, yes, but also tackling poverty and hierarchy; addressing racism and exclusion, and resisting sexism, with all the violence they entail – once they are agreed and on the table of a peace building project, it becomes more feasible.

If opposing classism, racism and sexism as motors of war is accepted as a shared value for the action, dealing with identity differences of class, race and sex among us as actors maybe becomes less daunting. The Bosnian women who’d come to Belgrade for that meeting were saying to the Serbs, act now against the re-emergence of nationalist extremism and I can be your partner.  And Mariam was saying to her Jewish partners, speak out against Jewish racism against Arabs and I can work with you. Maybe you already know what are the shared values feminists in Ireland will find, have found, and the programme of action in which they will, or already do, agree to act on. Maybe in Hannah’s House you can already see it transcending the borders and barriers laid down in history to divide us?

