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Join the cause
to empower women globally

Give a gift that can change a life.
Just 10 Prosperity Candles sold earns one woman
entrepreneur a daily living wage in her home country.
Shop our collection to help women in
haiti, afghaniStan, iraq, burma & bhutan.

www.prosperitycandle.com
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enter “worldpulSe” for a
10% diScount on your order
Share the light, give a gift from Prosperity Candle today

Communion

Founder’s Pulse

© Andrea Leoncavallo

A

few months ago, I found myself dancing on the dirt floor of
an old church in Rwanda—my palms raised high; swaying to
the music blasting from an old PA system; gazing into the eyes
of a woman I had met just moments before. All around me,
women survivors of Rwanda’s genocide danced together, grasped hands,
and passed babies from hip to hip. The sense of joy and spirit was palpable.
I’ve felt this before in a roomful of women—that feeling that happens when
you’ve been touched by a higher power.
We did not speak a common language, and yet we wrapped our arms
around each other as if we were old friends. Many consider these women
to be among the most disadvantaged people in the world, but to me, they
are the strongest. Most had been raped; many were HIV positive; all had
lost family and friends to violence. They say that it was a strong sense of
faith and sisterhood that has carried them through unspeakable grief and
allowed them to believe in life again.
They are not alone; most people in the world rely on faith in some form.
According to a recent Gallup poll, 87% of the world’s people consider themselves to be a part of some religion. Yet when it comes to uplifting women,

There is a new global spirituality
emerging, and it is being led by women.
historically, religion doesn’t have a strong track record. For centuries, women’s souls have been broken in the
name of God. Millions have been subjected to a holy war of witch burnings, stonings, and genital mutilation driven
by religious fervor. Scores of our sons and daughters have been sexually violated by priests, and women have been
systematically denied physical, legal, and economic freedoms and positions of power within faith-based communities.
In Rwanda, some of the deadliest massacre sites during the genocide were churches.
And yet, faith and spirituality have an essential role to play in the healing and revitalization of societies. There
is a new global spirituality emerging, and it is being led by women. It doesn’t yet have a name, but it exists in the
spaces where women find commonality across cultures and beliefs. It colors outside the lines of rigid scripture
and breaks through doctrine. It’s about interconnectedness.
No matter our faiths, as women, we have a common prayer: a communion with humanity, a belief in the possibility
of a peaceful world where every person’s spirit can thrive. In pursuit of this vision, women are breaking the stained
glass ceiling and becoming rabbis and priests. Across the Muslim world women are reinterpreting the Koran; Buddhist
nuns are organizing across Asia; female scientists are showing the positive effect faith has on health, and major
conferences are bringing women spiritual leaders together to draft new multi-faith mandates.
As I stepped out of that Rwandan church and felt the calm African breeze, I remembered the words of a wise
friend from Bolivia. “When you feel the air against your cheek,” she told me as we parted ways, “I am there; I am
with you in spirit.”
And then I looked up and saw a sign. It was a wooden, hand-painted sign that spelled out the name of the women’s
group I had just visited: Solidarité. Perhaps that is the name of this new spirituality—Solidarity.
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Our Editorial Cycle of Empowerment
Is Changing Lives
World Pulse has developed a unique editorial cycle of
empowerment designed to lift women’s voices from the
ground and make connections that change women’s lives.
Every woman has a voice on PulseWire, the online sanctuary
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rise from the ground up via Internet cafés and cell phones

Connect with the World Pulse team on PulseWire!
Editorial Guide Council
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inspiring new possibilities

in rural villages. Our editors are always on the site looking
for fresh stories to publish and highlight. When a story is
featured in World Pulse Magazine, readers can often connect
directly with the leaders and organizations on our site. The
result has been waves of change. Connections made through
World Pulse have led to the creation of mobile clinics, women’s
cyber cafés, village solar lighting projects, and lasting
friendships across borders. Where will the pulse take you?

World Pulse Magazine (ISSN# 15496678) is published by World Pulse Voices, a US-based nonprofit.
While we look to include articles consistent with our mission, the opinions expressed in the articles
published in World Pulse Magazine are those of the writers and do not necessarily reflect the
opinions of World Pulse management and staff. Reproduction in any manner, in whole or in part,
is prohibited without permission. All rights reserved throughout the world.
Send comments and queries to: editor@worldpulse.com or 909 NW 19th, Suite C, Portland,
Oregon 97209. Submission guidelines at worldpulse.com.
Find us on newsstands across the US and Canada. To purchase additional copies of this issue,
email info@worldpulse.com. Visit worldpulse.com/membership to subscribe. Learn how to
advertise with us at worldpulse.com/about/advertise.

Please share this issue.
World Pulse is printed on recycled paper.
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World Pulse Magazine is published by World Pulse, a media enterprise uniting women’s
voices to accelerate change. From Web to print, we’ve created a forum where women and
their communities can connect across oceans, continents, and cultural barriers to create a
new world. Visit our website at worldpulse.com to read additional articles and to connect
directly with women around the world through PulseWire.
Cover Photo: © Eric Lafforgue | India
A young indian girl at Nandi temple in Mysore India.

Letters

The World Pulse Community Speaks!
Listening to the voices of our community
About the Articles
Thanks for sharing Reem Al-Numery’s
brave story (“Young Guru,” Winter/
Spring 2011). I’m sitting here with my
10-year-old niece who can’t imagine
a world in which these economic trades in human
lives are possible. I just returned from living in a
rural North African society where, while becoming
evermore rare, child marriage does still happen.
Thanks to brave girls like Reem for standing up for
their rights, and for the NGOs and journalists who
help them in their cause.
Rebecca Roberts | USA

Edwidge, between the teariness,
I found your piece (“Return to Haiti,”
Winter/Spring 2011) amazingly
profound and simply wonderful. You
are quite an accomplished writer, never losing
your pride as a Haitian-American, yet remaining
aware and real about what is happening in your
native homeland.
My heart sickened reading about the “tent
phenomenon.” As a sexual assault counselor, I
know this situation will have long-range effects
on Haiti, women, and children in the future. I hope

It fills my spirit with tears and pride to read all of
the lovely stories of women from around the world
making a difference—risking everything just to
share their voice, dreams, wishes, and goals.
MIA | USA

Reem is brilliant for asking for a
divorce. Thanks to Allah and the
lawyer who helped in the case!
Things like this happen in many
parts of my country where poverty exists.
Women have to stand up for their rights. Mothers,
sisters, aunties in the family must say no to
this—it will help; change starts in the home.
Zainab Ahmed | Nigeria

Great piece, Ann (“The Triumph of
Women and Sport,” Winter/Spring
2011)! There have been great
strides in women’s empowerment
through radical means.
Soccer has been used in Kenya to make
peace, especially after the post-election
violence of 2008. Some TV programs have
used soccer as the story line. One program
showed how members of a new Kenyan football
club learned to deal with their tribal, ethnic,
social, and economic divisions. Viva sports!
On y va sweaty revolution!!!
Mercy Kareithi | Kenya

that the severity of the traumatic occurrences
will not be minimized or merely forgotten by the
funders or healthcare professionals who are
helping to rebuild this proud nation.
Michele Paynter | USA

I have no words to express what
I am feeling now—I read this article
(“Why I Run,” Winter/Spring 2011)
and for at least five minutes did
nothing but think about Generose. I cannot even
half imagine the pain and violence she and the
community have suffered. To lift up a spirit such as
hers, to instill such courage and enthusiasm in a
heart that is so bitterly battered is no mean feat.
Lisa Shannon, you are a real inspiring being and
I hope that I will some day be able to contribute
and replicate your efforts for my sisters across
the globe.

About Our Editorial Cycle
Thank you for publishing my
letter (“My Hope for Afghan
Women,” Community Letters
column; worldpulse.com/magazine/
columns) and sending it to President Obama!
There is no way to describe how I am feeling.
Someone must talk about the reality of my
country—someone must bring about change
for Afghan women. Now I know that that person
is me, Parwana Fayyaz. My letter to the US
president is for all Afghans who do not know
how to read, write, speak, and understand
English. I am really thankful to World Pulse for
understanding me and giving me the courage
to speak for those who forget how to speak.
Parwana Fayyaz | Afghanistan

About the Magazine
I just received my new subscription
of World Pulse and couldn’t
wait to sit and read it from front
to back and back again! It fills
my spirit with tears and pride to read the lovely
stories of women from all around the world
making a difference—risking everything just
to share their voice, dreams, wishes, and goals;
risking everything to make change, build a
future, and grow a better tomorrow for all
women. Thank you!
Mia Roman | USA

Note from the Editor:
In our Winter/Spring 2011
edition, we unintentionally
failed to credit Emily Anne
Epstein for her photograph
on page 27. You can see more of Epstein’s
work at emilyanneepstein.com. World
Pulse regrets the error.

Jebli | Nepal

Raise your voice!

Send feedback, thoughts, and suggestions to editor@worldpulse.com,
or comment on our articles online!
Throughout this edition, you’ll see this icon, which means you can connect
directly with these leaders on PulseWire by visiting worldpulse.com.
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Pulsepoint

Taking the World’s Pulse for Women
Updates from all corners of the globe

Mexico: First Female Attorney General
With drug trafficking and organized
crime in Mexico at an all-time high, Marisela
Morales, the country’s new attorney general,
has her work cut out for her. But the former
head of the Organized Crime Special
Investigations Unit has a solid resume and
a track record of success. Her appointment
signals change in a country that has seen
very few female cabinet appointments,
and where no woman has ever led the
justice department.

El Salvador: A Vote Against Violence
In El Salvador, the country with the world’s highest rates of murder of women,
the situation is looking up—at least on the legal front. This year, unprecedented
cooperation by female legislators across party lines ushered in a landmark anti-violence
bill, the First Comprehensive Law for a Life Free of Violence against Women, which
provides increased protections for women as well as increased penalties for those
convicted of committing acts of violence ranging from harassment to murder.

CÔte d’Ivoire: Women Lose in Post-Election Fighting
After Côte d’Ivoire’s disputed election in December, fighting between supporters
of incumbent Laurent Gbagbo and challenger Alassane Ouattara threatened to
plunge the country into civil war. Ivorian women led protests against violence,
but also fell victim to political upheaval. In March, six women were brutally
murdered by Gbagbo’s supporters at a peaceful women’s protest. And while
the UN intervened to remove Gbagbo from power, countless women remain
vulnerable to violence at the hands of combatants on both sides.

What we’re watching

We have our eyes
on these new and
noteworthy initiatives
8 | worldpulse.com

The Voice Project

In Northern Uganda, a new peace project
emphasizes forgiveness and the power of
voice. The Voice Project arms women and
men with songs instead of guns to encourage former soldiers—the very people who
victimized them—to return home. Learn
more at voiceproject.org.

Iceland: Gender Equity Leader
Iceland leads the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Rankings for the second
year in a row. What’s its secret? Progressive social policies, women in positions of power
(including a female head of state), and an active, professional female workforce all boost
this tiny nation’s gender equality points. Other Scandinavian countries also fared well in
the index, which measures achievement gaps between women and men in the areas of
health, education, economics, and political participation.

UK: Women’s
Soccer Goes Pro

© Christina Macgillivray
Breakthrough in New Delhi, India

© Monique Jaques

In April, the UK raised the
profile of women’s soccer
when it kicked off its firstever elite women’s soccer
league. The Women’s Super
League consists of eight
teams who will play throughout the summer, and marks
an historic development for
female players who have
been out to prove that men’s
soccer isn’t the only game
in town since the Football
Association barred women
from playing the sport in
1921 (a ban only lifted some
50 years later).

Middle East/North Africa: Arab Women’s Spring?
Women played leading roles in the Egyptian and Tunisian protests that rallied nascent
democracy movements around the world and struck fear in the hearts of dictators from
Zimbabwe to Yemen earlier this year. The efforts of pro-democracy activists across
the Arab world, many of them female, continue, but it remains to be seen where the
struggle for women’s rights in the region will land amidst sweeping changes.

Chatpati Chat
Rights advocates in Lucknow, India have
created a closed mobile phone network
that can be accessed from virtually
anywhere, at any time. The network,
called Chatpati Chat, allows women
to share stories, rapidly spread news,
share meeting times, and strengthen
community mobilization efforts.

Nasawiya
Based in Beirut, Lebanon and using
multimedia and information and
communication technology, Nasawiya
is a group of self-described feminists who
create, connect, and support projects
that promote gender justice and equality.
Check out how Nasawiya is empowering
women at nasawiya.org.
worldpulse.com | 9
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Miracles
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Women from all over the world wrote in to
share their personal stories about Miracles
with World Pulse. What we learned is that for
many, Miracles are the unexpected moments
and opportunities that make us step back,
breathe deeply, and appreciate the possibility
around us. And they happen every day.

MY STORY

Unchained Miracles

I cannot speak about miracles without acknowledging God.
In my 24 years, the grim reaper has twice silently knocked
on my door. His black wool cloak flapping against the
strong winds, inside his skeletal frame creaking like the
familiar sound of grandma’s kitchen door that needs
oiling, in his bony hand the sharp blade of his scythe
glistening in the moonlight.
“Tap Tap Tap!”
The sound constantly rings in my head and I cower
behind a veil of uncertainty. “Lord, has my time come?”
I ask. The sound of Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik on
the national radio wakes me. How can music so sweet
be played between the bouts of cold-blooded hatred
broadcast over the sound waves?

At the age of eight one of the bloodiest
genocides of the 20th century ripped fiercely
through my country, Rwanda. All I had as a
reminder of the good life was my beloved plastic
doll, Tinnie. The angry slash on her stomach—
created by my brother in an attempt to understand why she peed when we gave her water—
mirrored the fear that gripped me.
Why was my life spared when around me
almost a million people were butchered like
fattened goats on Christmas Day?
A few months later, Lake Tanganyika threatened to swallow me whole as I vehemently tried
to prove to myself and to my sisters that I could
swim. I fought her so hard her wave pushed me
back to the shore. I won both times.
But those are not my miracles.
Today, my miracle is that even after going
through those terrifying experiences, I can look
upon life with rose-tinted glasses. The upheavals
that were my life after the genocide are what
make my life beautiful: I can still see riches where
there is poverty, good in an evil world, joy through
tears, a family in a broken-down society, selfless
acts in a selfish world. But most importantly, I can
see God in a faithless world.
Angelique Gatsinzi | UK/Rwanda

Here I Am, a Woman
The interview began when he called me a pretty
girl but wondered aloud if I were actually intelligent. He held a large, juicy, green apple in his
hand. He took a large bite, and I could hear him
chewing. My one-on-one, life-changing meeting
with the CEO of one of Africa’s premier peace
organizations began like such and ended with
a question only a man of his status could ask:
“Have you put on weight? I can see it in
your face.”
“You can see it in my face? The…weight?”
“Yes, I can see it in your face.”
This interview; this opportunity; this promotion
that would emancipate me as an African woman
was never actually going to happen. This man saw
me as a gossip-mongering, must-be-kickeddown woman.

Gasping for air, I looked down at the table.
It was not appropriate or professional to tell him
that as a woman my face might appear swollen
due to the tearing of the lining of my uterus, once
a month, every month. Nor could I tell him that
not once in my life had I ever thought I was fat
until that moment. But he seemed to think he
could tell me.
He turned towards the window, his teeth
munching, gnawing on the apple’s core. The apple
was large and juicy when I had walked in, now it
was just bones.
“I eat the seeds,” he said conspiratorially. “I eat
the whole apple.”
I nodded and held his gaze. It is always an
effort to control the fire inside me, but now, I
thought, at what cost? How many more insults
will I allow to keep my job and my family alive?
And more than that, fires are controlled out of
respect—in this room there was none.
My thoughts matched the crunch of the apple,
the suction of spit on the core a drain unclogging
my mind.
Turning to me he leaned back. “You are a wild
horse that needs to be tamed,” he said.
All the doors closed. The miracle happened
when I got up, walked towards the door to my
freedom, opened it, and walked out.
Bhavya | South Africa

Slapping the Slapper
It was February 12th, and I was going home after
work as excited as I could ever be.
I had just arrived in Cairo a day earlier, just
after our president, Hosni Mubarak, stepped
down. I headed downtown to figure out how
Egypt had turned so suddenly into a promising
and free country. As I was sitting in the coffee
house, there came dozens of military officers
walking their straight walk. Everyone stood up
and applauded. It was overwhelming.

I can still see riches where there is poverty,
good in an evil world, joy through tears, a
family in a broken-down society, selfless
acts in a selfish world. But most importantly,
I can see God in a faithless world.
Angelique Gatsinzi | Rwanda/UK
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As I headed home, still naively deifying the
military, an officer from the car next to me looked
at me and said something that I didn’t hear. I
enthusiastically looked back at him to listen to
what he had to say.
He looked at me with dead eyes, and said,
“I wanna kiss you on your boobs.” My idealized
image of a new Egypt came crashing down; I
couldn’t help but scream out my car window,
“You don’t deserve the uniform, you son of a
bitch!” He looked at me again with this devilish
smile and called me a whore.
I was going to cry—I couldn’t believe how
violated I felt. Then something happened. I got
out of my car, opened the door of his car, and
slapped him in the face.
I felt strong. This is Egypt after the revolution.
I slapped the slapper. I was not going to be used
and abused.
It was February 12th; I was going home after
work as excited as I could ever be.
Noon | Egypt

I Spoke for Myself and
My Sisters
I had been married for five years, and I have five
kids with my husband. The last born was a boy
named Samoh, meaning “truth.” Truth because
after his birth, I had to stand for what was true:
I had to stand for no other truth than that which
says women have rights and deserve respect.
On the night Samoh came into the world, it
rained so heavily. My labor started as the rain
started, and it progressed so rapidly that I either
had to rush to the hospital or give birth to the
baby at home. I could not walk to the hospital for
lack of strength, and my husband was out with
our family car. I called him several times, and he
promised to be home immediately. I waited—the
pain increasing minute by minute—but he didn’t
come. My legs were trembling and cramping. I
could not move an inch. Alone, squatting gently

This is Egypt after the revolution.
I slapped the slapper. I was not
going to be used and abused.
Noon | Egypt

on the floor, I ushered baby Samoh into the
world. It was painful. It was joyful. With tears
and laughter, I held him close to my body.
But the emptiness remained. My husband
wasn’t there to welcome any of our five children.
We have always started this together and I am
always left alone to finish it. Following Samoh’s
birth, after I had gone to the hospital, my husband
walked into the ward. His very presence made me
sick. I needed an explanation; I needed an act
of contrition.
But all he said was, “I am now a man. I have
a son at last! But I need two more to make
me complete.”
My answer, my miracle, was “No more!
Never again.”
Many years have passed—and I have had no
more children. It has been rumored; it has been
sung in songs; it has been the subject of gossip,
my neighbors whispering about how I dared to
refuse my husband and community more children.
But I am stronger; I am more joyful. It is my
health; it is my life. Many women have come to
me wanting to know what it takes to say no, what
it takes to take control of their own bodies.
The answer is simple: You have to let your
voice be heard. Assert the rights you own—not
as a gift, but as an endowment from Creation.
Jane Frances Mufua | Cameroon

The night she died a yellow butterfly
fluttered outside her window. The next
day we held a vigil while dozens of
butterflies clustered in the yard.
Cynda Collins Arsenault | USA
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Miracles of Erin
Like every birth, Erin’s was a miracle—angelic
face, delicate fingers. Little did we know how
many miracles she would bring to us, both in
life and in death.
As Erin failed to reach the “normal” milestones,
we went to many specialists trying to “fix” her.
One day, as I was crying about everything she
wasn’t doing, she looked up at me and laughed
and laughed. My friend said, “She’s pretty terrific
the way she is.” The first of many lessons learned
from Erin.
At public school, she was a leader in ‘inclusion.’
What can a child that doesn’t walk or talk do in
class? The kids knew—if you asked them. And by
listening to them, they were empowered to know
that everybody belongs. Because she was so
vulnerable, they could let their masks down and
she could touch their hearts. Erin had begun
her miracles.
Erin loved the water, being in it, watching it.
Trips to the aquarium brought all the fish over to
her wheelchair as they shared silent communication. “A mermaid in another life,” I always said.
When she was 21, she moved into her own home
across the street with roommates and neighbors
as her caregiving team in a house with fish tanks
and waterfalls. We saw over and over again the
magic she wove among those that knew her and
the community created around her.
Doctors said she wouldn’t live much beyond
14. Every birthday was a celebration of another
year. Each surgery and hospitalization survival
yielded more appreciation of every day. Erin
continued to smile.
July 2010, at age 31, it finally caught up with
her. The night she died a yellow butterfly fluttered
outside her window. The next day we held a vigil
while dozens of butterflies clustered in the yard.
At her celebration of life, hundreds of people came
to speak about this one who had come into the
world so vulnerable and yet so strong, who had
touched their hearts and changed their lives.

A month later, I took to the ocean two locks
of Erin’s hair. Before casting them into the sea,
they formed a perfect heart in my hand. Releasing
them into the water, I turned around and suddenly
noticed an empty wheelchair on the beach. Turning
back to the water, four dolphins appeared leaping
in a circle as if in joy.
Erin had come home.
Cynda Collins Arsenault | USA

An Angel’s Visit to
Tea Bushes
I belong to the city of Nuwara Eliya, Sri Lanka,
home to hundreds of lush tea plantations. I grew
up watching women like my mother walking
along treacherous roads, where they encountered
venomous snakes on the way to the hospital, the
markets, and the local school. Men were often
arrested and remanded on suspicion that they
were LTTE terrorists or sympathizers during
conflict. Young girls were vulnerable to sexual
harassment. Political corruption was rampant.
But our social status and Tamil ethnicity has
ensured that our plight has been continuously
ignored for generations. Though we toiled on
the tea plantations to make the state prosperous
under grueling and inhumane conditions, our basic
needs—health, electricity, transportation, safe
drinking water, the ability to vote, the right to citizenship in our own country—were denied. We led
a life of slavery and were treated as commodities.

to send me to a school, as I knew that any loss
of wages, although only a dollar per day, would
mean imminent starvation. And yet, through some
miracle, I managed to find my way to school.
I believed that if I could share the kind of
education I received with my people then something could finally change. So I conducted basic
English and mathematics classes for my friends
and their mothers. This education has strengthened household economies and has given a voice
to the underrepresented women of Nuwara Eliya.
Now they can read newspapers, slogans, instructions on medications, signs, and prices at markets.
They can sign contracts and formalize business
agreements. I have a dream that all the women
in my community will be empowered and given
the dignity that ensures their participation and
leadership in the development of the community
at large.
Bhagya | Sri Lanka

March 8, 1990
That night, the moon was beaming. A pregnant
mother and an anxious father sought peace from
a conflict between two nations of one land. Their
residence: a collapsed dwelling in a small corner
of Afshar District, situated in the west of Kabul,
Afghanistan.
The pregnant woman walked outside in the
bitter cold and looked at the stars in the usually
dark sky. Fresh snow had washed away the blood

Hospital, which was an hour away. On the way
they heard the sounds of shooting, shouting,
crashing, and blasting. The father kept his hands
on the mother’s ears to help her preserve her
strength and inner peace. They thanked God
when they saw the open gate of the hospital.
Inside, it was filled with injured people, dead
bodies, and nurses with filthy clothes and tired
faces. One of these nurses—exhausted and
upset—took my mother to a room.
After 15 minutes, at 4:14am, a baby girl’s
crying sound was heard. The injured people
were heartened by the sound of the baby’s cry.
A man who had lost his right hand wiped tears
from his eyes.
The next night, back at home, the parents
offered a name for this new baby girl.
“Parwana,” the father said. “It means butterfly.
Butterflies are always free; they can reach the
flame of the sun; they can touch moonbeams, if
they want to. Parwana will break barriers just like
a butterfly. She will fly high for her freedom.”
The mother knows that the night’s unusual
moon was for me—her daughter, her miracle,
her butterfly.
Parwana Fayyaz | Afghanistan

Alone, squatting gently on the floor, I
ushered baby Samoh into the world. It
was painful. It was joyful. With tears and
laughter, I held him close to my body.

Men were skeptical of how literacy could be of
use to young girls like me. They worried about the
possible social outcomes if educated women were
to gain power over their lives and turn towards
white-collar jobs. Instead, girls were married off
at a young age.
But I knew that this was not the life I wanted.
While continuing to work in the fields, I was
determined to sit for my entrance exam. I could
not compel my mother, our family breadwinner,

that usually stained the white ground a rosy color.
The harsh sounds made it so she couldn’t sleep
that night.
She felt a pain waking inside her, but she was
afraid to go to the hospital for fear of the fighting.
“Sarwar,” she said, “We are two and we can do
this.” But the father saw the mother’s fearful face
and said, “It is almost 2am and no one will open
the door for us now. We must go.”
They caught a risky way to Khushal Khan

Next Topic:

Standing Up
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JANE Frances Mufua | Cameroon
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5 Questions for Sapna Shahani

Through a growing network of videobloggers,
Sapna Shahani is helping launch young women
in India as media makers of the future.
by Kimberly Crane
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Can you pinpoint a moment when
you recognized video as a tool for
change and empowerment?

S

apna Shahani was a senior in college when
she first picked up a video camera. She
quickly recognized the power of this tool—
especially in the hands of a woman—for direct and
creative advocacy.
After moving to the US where she lived and
breathed the world of community media in
Berkeley, Shahani returned to India to find that
the community media movement in her home
country was still nascent. “Community radio had
been introduced and many NGOs and colleges
have radio stations,” she says, “but we don’t
have community video or TV yet.”
In 2008, Shahani—whose first name means
“dream” in Hindi—finally fulfilled her own dream
and created the video platform she had been
looking for all along: a place where people like
her could hear young women’s points of view on
social problems. Her organization Women Aloud
Videoblogging for Empowerment (WAVE) has
grown from a small girls’ film training program
into a nationwide network of women videobloggers. WAVE trains women from Kerala to Kashmir
in video production and empowers them to
broadcast their uncensored take on local issues.
WAVE has produced over 175 videos so far. A few,
like a video about a female rickshaw driver from
WAVE’s youngest (19-year-old) participant have
won entry into film festivals.
Now Shahani’s setting out to prove that when
women are given the tools to cover the issues
they care most about, they produce media that
can change the world.
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There have been many moments. I recall participating in a TV debate show about youth sexuality
called ‘Teen Talk’ in India in the ‘90s. This show
influenced my friends and teens of my generation
as we were forming our identities. Speaking out in
front of the camera had a tremendous impact on
my sense of self-expression.

WAVE is built on the idea that
“Young women in India need to
be heard.” What obstacles are
currently getting in their way?
There is unfortunately a long list of obstacles
that hamper young women’s voices in the public
domain. There’s a lack of knowledge about
information and communication technologies
(ICT), a lack of access to channels for expression,
and—perhaps most challenging—a culture that
doesn’t recognize young women as worthy of
having opinions.

WAVE aims to start conversations.
When you look at everything that’s
been brought to light in these
videos, where do you think these
conversations are headed?
We started WAVE because we wanted to hear
what young women thought about education,
health, democracy, the environment, and we
wanted to encourage young women to participate
more in solving local problems. We are trying
to go beyond traditional advocacy. We want
the conversation to lead to direct action. We are
developing web 2.0 tools to connect audiences
with the subjects of videos; we are facilitating
opportunities for networking with videomakers;
and we are connecting with Indian organizations
on the ground to contribute content for
their campaigns.

SRI Lanka

How do you see individual video
stories connecting to national or
global movements?
We started with 30 women blogging from 30
regions in India during the pilot phase of our project.
Now that phase is over and we are transitioning
towards opening our platform to anyone interested
in expressing points of view on social issues through
a gender lens. I hope to expand our project to other
countries in South Asia and then globally to spread
citizen journalism as a tool for empowering women’s
self-expression and leading social movements.

Do you have any words of inspiration
for those who want to get involved
in video activism but aren’t already
tech-savvy?
We have trained women from small towns who
don’t speak English, or don’t even have their own
email accounts or their own computers. Anyone
can use video to create change! The most essential
ingredient is having the passion to learn and the
patience to wade through Google search results
to find the right answers. ●

RESOURCECENTER
Visit Sapna’s groundbreaking project at
waveindia.org
Sapna is a Voices of Our Future Correspondent
with World Pulse! Find her on PulseWire at
worldpulse.com/magazine

Toolbox

Videos for a Change

Social-media maven Amy Sample Ward gives us five digital
storytelling examples that are making a difference.
I believe that by building strong communities we can change our world.
I also believe that technology can help us get there. I’ve devoted my career to
bringing those two elements together: helping people build community around
a particular geography or cause, and helping technologists and nonprofits work
together to create social impact. I’ve helped communities form all around the
world—from local neighborhoods to global networks. Every day I see big changes
happen, all sorts of new tools emerge, and yes, a lot of efforts fail. But I also see
many successes, especially with video.
Why video? It’s easy to capture: You can use your computer, a digital camera,
or even your phone. It’s easy to share: Sites like YouTube and Vimeo make storing
and sharing video free, and even the most novice users can disseminate incredible
stories that are visually compelling and engaging. From protests in the Middle East
to nonprofit awareness campaigns, activists are harnessing this medium to create
big impact.

Here are five of my favorite examples of how communities
are using video to mobilize and inspire:

In January, 26-year-old
Asmaa Mahfouz uploaded
a video in which she said,
“I, a girl, am going down
to Tahrir Square, and I will
stand alone.” After posting
it to Facebook, it went viral
and today Mahfouz’s video
is credited with starting
Egypt’s revolution. She
proved that one voice
spoken with conviction
can help topple a 30-year
regime and inspire millions.

In its quest to end modernday slavery, SlaveFree
offers many small actions
individuals can take that
add up to not just a change
in a single location or single
company, but in a changed
market and a changed society. They use video to show
us that it isn’t just people,
but data and information
that can tell a story, too.
callandresponse.com/
slavefree

The US-based project
InvisiblePeople uses video
interviews to document
moving and sometimes
brutally honest accounts
of homelessness, putting
a human face to an otherwise invisible issue.
invisiblepeople.tv/blog

A single video can be
compelling, but when many
videos are pulled together
to tell, and retell, a story, the
effect is multiplied. That’s
exactly what Laborcasting
hopes to do through
community-generated
and contributed videos
chronicling the fight for
workers’ rights around
the world.
laborcasting.org

Witness knows that video has
the power to change the world
by opening up people’s eyes
to real issues. Their mission
is to help activists use video
to raise awareness of human
rights issues; then, they help
broker relationships with
media outlets to make sure
these videos make it to the
global stage. Their tag line
sums up what video activism
is all about—See it. Film it.
Change it.
witness.org

Amy Sample Ward is a blogger, facilitator, and
trainer focused on leveraging social technologies for
social change. Visit her at amysampleward.com.

RESOURCECENTER
Connect with Amy Sample Ward on
PulseWire at worldpulse.com/magazine
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Visionary Leaders

Leaping into the Whirlwind

For Sikh-American activist and filmmaker Valarie Kaur,
healing her divided nation begins with taking divine risks.
“Tati Vao Na Lagi, Par Brahm Sharnai…”

M

y grandfather taught me this prayer
when I was a little girl. He would hum
it as he tied his turban, worked in the
garden, and drove us to school in the mornings.
I took this prayer, this shabad from Sikh scripture,
as the secret to his fearlessness. When I grew
up, I wanted to be as fearless as him.
This prayer was on my lips when I was 20 years
old and hiding in my bedroom. A man from my
community had just been murdered. A woman
stabbed. And another chased by an angry mob.
Anti-Muslim hate crimes had erupted across the
US after 9/11 but weren’t appearing on the evening news. As a third-generation Sikh American,
my family had settled in the US nearly 100 years
earlier. But in that moment, our turbans and dark
skin marked us automatically suspect, perpetually foreign, and potentially terrorist.
I was scared and numb. It felt like a whirlwind
brewing outside my bedroom window. I wanted
to do something, but the script I was holding told
me that a young woman of color without a college degree should keep her head down.
I have come to think of crises like these as
“whirlwind” moments. In these moments, the
script we have been handed does not read true.
A dissonance rings in our ears, our hands begin to
tremble, a moral stirring arises in our hearts, and
we have a choice: to continue supporting the status
quo, or to follow our moral compass—and leap.
I could not leap alone. But with my grandfather’s
prayer in my heart, I grabbed my camera and
began a road trip across the country to chronicle
stories of hate crimes against Sikh, Muslim,
and other Americans. At first, it felt like flying.
I felt invincible with my camera, and soon I was
using it to chronicle stories of people fighting
for justice.
Until one day. In 2004, I was arrested with
force while filming a protest in New York City.
Behind bars, nursing a dead arm that had been
badly twisted by a police officer, I experienced
what women have known for centuries: challenging the status quo exacts a toll. When we
leap into the whirlwind, we fall. Women and
girls all over the world who speak out against
oppression in their families or communities
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or countries bear the costs—sometimes with
their lives.
Ten years later, I’m 30. Barack Obama is
president; Osama bin Laden is dead. I still cannot
write without pain in my twisted wrist. But this
pain has shown me that ending cycles of violence
requires healing the bodies and minds of victims

We have a choice: to continue supporting the status
quo, or to follow our moral compass—and leap.
and oppressors. It requires humanizing our opponents so that we work to transform them, rather
than destroy and replace them. I now believe that
the way we make change is just as important as
the change we make. I would never have learned
this without falling into the whirlwind.
Today I’m working with extraordinary teammates lifting up buried stories—through films and
reports and lawsuits—to help heal a still divided
nation. The whirlwinds have multiplied. The issues
are myriad, and the need for humanity in our
struggles for justice has never been greater.
A few weeks ago, I shared my story with
the girls of San Domenico School, an all-girls
high school north of San Francisco. At the end
of my talk, I asked them to share their own
whirlwind moments.
One girl raised her hand. “I jumped into the
whirlwind when I came out to my parents as bisexual. It was hard, and they didn’t understand
at first. That was the cost. But now I’m learning
to be free.”
“My whirlwind was coming to this country
from China as an immigrant,” another girl said.
“My whirlwind was coming out as Jewish in
a Christian high school,” said another.
Here’s what I learned in crisscrossing the
US to 150 cities, listening to school assemblies,
congregations, and corporate roundtables. There
is a groundswell out there—a groundswell of young
people who are calling upon their faith tradition
or moral compass to leap into whirlwinds large
and small.
This groundswell is sparing no area of society:

campaigns as diverse as immigration reform,
religious freedom, and LGBTQ equality are bound
up in one struggle for justice, one movement
to heal and repair the world. We are witnessing
the interconnectedness of seemingly disparate
causes, once perceived of and fought as separate
campaigns. And many of us are drawing upon our
faith and moral traditions to engage in the fight.
When we as women and girls link arms and jump
into the whirlwind together, we change the world.
When my grandfather died, I was angry with
him for leaving me before teaching me the secret
to his fearlessness. The night before his funeral,
I finally looked up the meaning to the prayer he
sung me as a child.
“Tati Vao Na Lagi, Par Brahm Sharnai…” It means,
“The hot winds cannot touch me; I am sheltered
by the Divine.”
This was his last lesson to me: When you leap
into the whirlwind, you will fall. But with truth in
your heart, you will be sheltered from the swirling
hot winds—and rise up to change the world. ●
Valarie Kaur is an award-winning filmmaker,

speaker, and advocate. She is the director of
Groundswell, empowering the multifaith
movement for justice. Her film Divided We Fall
chronicles racism, hate, and healing after 9/11.
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View more writing, as well as video excerpts
from Valarie Kaur at valariekaur.com
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China

Seeking My
Mother Tongue

Tuman River

North Korea

by Jin-I Choi with Kimberly Crane, Interpreted by Ji Yoon Choi

More than a decade ago, poet Jin-I Choi fled North Korea
with little but her story. Now, as the editor of an underground
magazine, she exposes her people’s stories of hope and resistance.

I

used to think that North Korean, my
mother tongue, was the only language in
the world. It was the language my mother
would whisper to the soybeans after a long day
of weeding. “Do you feel refreshed now?” she
would mutter, and I fell in love with this gentle,
playful dialect. It was the language of poems
that came to me on sleepless nights. And it was
the language that followed me to university,
where I became a writer.
As I was finding my voice, dictator Kim Jong-Il’s
authoritarian rule was stifling the voice of my
country. When I graduated, I joined the National
Writers’ Association as a poet, and soon discovered that we were paid according to how highly
we praised the leader and his ideology. While my
colleagues wrote verses celebrating our leader, I
wrote poetry about how my life changed after the
birth of my son. I longed to focus on writing pure
verse, but I soon found this was impossible.
I suffered financially.

I could only pray that my son would be safe and
hope we would one day be reunited. I remember
that I shivered as I looked back at the dark mountain ranges for what I thought was the last time.
But I only stayed a few months before I returned
to North Korea to retrieve my son and flee again.
I was heartbroken. My own language had lost
its appeal, so I began to write in Chinese. At the
time, China was rooting out North Korean defectors, and I thought about using a pen name; I even
considered circulating a rumor about my death. In
the end, I chose—and still choose—to write under
my real name. My words have always felt more
alive with my own name behind them.
After struggling to tell the stories of my people
in an adopted language, I moved to South Korea
and I began to see my language in a new light.
The Korean I heard there was beautiful and bold
compared to North Korea’s dialect. Their’s is a
self-assured language, evolving with society. In
the hands of party leaders, the North Korean

Our stories are reported in secret from
inside North Korea, published in South
Korea, and then distributed clandestinely
to North Korean officials.
On a drizzling dawn in July 1998, at the age
of 39, I outran armed border guards and crossed
Tuman River. I escaped into China, joining so many
of my fellow countrywomen and men who could
no longer stand the oppression and censorship
in North Korea. I remember the sound of winds
following me like a ghost when I stepped on this
foreign soil for the first time. I was devastated,
like a woman betrayed by her beloved.
I had no idea what I would encounter in China,
so I had escaped alone, leaving my son behind.
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language had lost its confidence and could no
longer describe our experiences.
In South Korea I committed myself to re-learning
my language. While I continued writing poems in
exile, my experiences overwhelmed me. Poems
were too brief to contain everything the people
of North Korea and I had been through. I was
planning to go abroad to start my PhD, when
a friend approached me with the idea of publishing a magazine by and for North Koreans.
I knew I couldn’t turn away from this opportunity.

Yellow Sea

Sea of Japan
Imijin River

South Korea

I immediately put aside my education to start
a magazine, Imjingang.
Named after the river that flows through
North and South Korea, our magazine represents
the free flow of information that we long to see.
In my home country the government ruthlessly
monitors all publications. Independent press is
nonexistent, and when the one-party political
system fails, there are no avenues for the public
to voice criticism or push for change.
In Imjingang we say things that no one else
can say. Our stories are reported in secret from
inside North Korea, published in South Korea,
and then distributed clandestinely to North
Korean officials.
When a popular dissident was executed, we
spent two years researching and reporting the
story—which was news to many North Koreans
who lived outside this man’s hometown but were
exposed only to state media.
In another article, we interviewed North
Korean women living in rural Chinese towns along
the border. We found that many of these women
are marrying into Chinese families, replacing local
women who have migrated to cities for work.
They are playing a major role in reviving China’s
dying rural communities. But while many have
been living in China for over a decade, they and
their children lack official papers or legal rights.
They live in constant fear of being sent back
to North Korea. For our story, we coined the
term “Yŏn-go” women, which can be roughly
translated as “China’s family.” By naming and
writing about these invisible women, we are
finding the hidden beauty of our mother tongue
and revealing its true colors.

Japan
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Women have always been marginalized in our
patriarchal culture, but I am learning that we are
also leading acts of resistance. After Kim Jong-Il’s
decree against women riding bicycles, women
continued riding their bikes under the cover of
darkness to buy groceries for their families. When
police harassment led to the death of a woman
on a bicycle, there was a huge public outcry,
which ended the prohibition. And as Kim Jong-Il’s
government bans book after book, women defy
restrictions to fulfill their thirst for knowledge.
Since I started the magazine, I have discovered
that the people of North Korea have a desire to
take charge of their lives. I dream that Imjingang

will become a small corner of the people’s movement in North Korea, that it will awaken North
Koreans to seek meaningful lives, free of
government restrictions.
Last year, as we released our 10th edition,
I heard that the government has blacklisted us. This
attention makes our work dangerous, and it means
I have to travel everywhere with armed bodyguards. But it also means that they are listening.
They know how powerful we are becoming.
Everyone in North Korea suffers under these
failed policies, and everyone fears the military
authorities. But right now, few are speaking
up. Our culture views political leaders as father

figures, and North Koreans are as likely to attempt to
change their government as they are to attempt to
change their own fathers. As we’ve watched the protests in Egypt force their leader out of power, I see this
attitude changing. North Koreans are starting to get a
sense of what is possible. Change won’t happen until
we ourselves take action, and no other country can do
this for us. We need our own stories in our own media
in our own language.
Years ago I ran from my homeland and vowed never
to speak Korean again. Today, I find my language to be
beautiful. We are reviving our mother tongue, and we
hope for the day when North Korea, our motherland,
is as beautiful as its language. ●
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In the past year,
we’ve celebrated
the release of two
high-profile women
leaders from political
imprisonment—
Burma’s Daw Aung
San Suu Kyi and
Ethiopia’s Birtukan
Mideksa. But what
of the countless
other women who
remain behind bars
for defying their
governments and
raising their voices?
World Pulse pays
tribute to four who
refuse to be silenced.
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By Alisa Tang

worldpulse.com | 21

Silenced or
Stronger?
Whatever happens, the government can
repress and torture [Hengameh Shahidi], but
they can’t really kill the idea that she represents—
freedom, democracy, and a new way forward
for Iran and the larger Islamic world.
Miriam Elia | Campaigner for Shahidi’s release, Iran

If I am sentenced to death today, I am
ready to face my execution and will not
beg for my life.
Daranee Charnchoengsilpakul | Thailand

t is hard to estimate just how many women
are being detained by their governments, but
international human rights advocates agree
that cases are becoming all too frequent as
governments crack down on those who dare to
raise their voices in opposition.
In Ethiopia, former judge and political
leader Birtukan Mideksa was arrested following
a disputed election and spent a total of three
years in prison between 2005 and 2010 under
charges of treason and attempting to overthrow
the government. Like countless others around
the world, she was punished for challenging the
powerful, for taking a stand against repression.
In October 2010, rights groups cheered as the
Ethiopian government responded to pressure to
pardon and release Mideksa. And today, her voice
is as strong as ever. But all too often, as momentum behind a leader builds, governments crack
down harder, instill fear, and attempt to “teach a
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lesson” to those who would dare to follow in
the footsteps of political detainees.
These women leaders continue to create
waves of resistance that ripple far beyond their
lonely prison cells. They—along with their friends,
family, and supporters—are leading revolutions
in spite of the extreme measures that have
been taken to keep them silent.
World Pulse looked to four courageous
leaders and activists under threat—Daranee
Charnchoengsilpakul in Thailand, Zimbabwe’s
Jestina Mukoko, as well as Hengameh Shahidi
of Iran and Mao Hengmeng of China—to learn
who they are, what they stand for, and how
they remain powerful voices of opposition
despite imprisonment. Behind bars, these
women are not languishing. They are living
proof that governments can take away every
freedom, but their voices will be heard.
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Jestina Mukoko, a human rights defender and
director of an NGO called the Zimbabwe Peace
Project, had been researching violence during
the 2008 elections when in the wee hours before
dawn on December 3 that year, state authorities
abducted her from her home. Still in her nightgown, she was tortured and detained, kept
incommunicado for three weeks. No one knew
where she was or if she was even alive.
“My family and friends actually feared the worst.
They feared that I could have been killed, and even
I was being told that I only had two choices, either
becoming a state witness or going extinct,” Jestina
said in an interview with World Pulse.
“My brother even took the search to mortuaries…
[my then 17 year-old son] thought he had also lost
his mother. My siblings and my mother all left their
homes to come and be at my house hoping that
as the hours turned into days and days into weeks
they would see me walk through the door.”
On the day Jestina was abducted, her drunken
captors beat the soles of her feet. On the eighth
day, she was forced to kneel in gravel for hours
as they interrogated her. Misery enveloped her as
her days in detention became weeks.
“Although there was time to sleep, it was
not easy to sleep in a place that I did not know,
surrounded by unknown people who were keen
on hurting me. While for the rest of the time
there was no physical torture, the mental torture
was intense… I was lucky that in the interrogation
room I found a small New Testament Bible, and
going through it helped me go through the days,
and taking from my faith, I was able to sing and
pray for the comfort and strength of my family.
That kept me going.”
Jestina finally resurfaced in court on
December 24, 2008, charged with trying to overthrow the government. She was released three
months later, and the Zimbabwe Supreme Court
ordered a permanent stay of criminal proceedings
against her on September 21, 2009.
A year after her release, the US State Department honored her with a 2010 International
Women of Courage Award. To this day, Jestina
endures excruciating pain in her feet from the
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beating. However, the detention that attempted to
weaken her has instead fueled the fire within her.
“I think the detention made me even more
resolute. I do not regret anything because whatever I did at the time was legal and had nothing to
do with the spurious charges that they eventually
preferred on me,” she said.
“I have never been involved in anything that
is against the law and have never been found on
the other side of the law. I did not intend to give
these people the pleasure of victory because if
I had withdrawn from my work they would have
been victorious.”
A country where government-sponsored
violence and intimidation often silences opposition,
Zimbabwe on February 19 even acted preemptively
to stifle any possibility of protest by arresting
45 activists attending a roundtable discussion
and watching video clips from Al Jazeera and
Sky News about events in North Africa. As of
late April, five men and one woman remained in
detention and had been charged with treason. ●
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Miriam Elia, a British comedian and visual artist,
met Hengameh Shahidi during a downpour, at a
bus stop in London in 2007, when they shared a
moment of laughter and then a long talk on the
bus ride. They swapped numbers and remained
close friends.
Two years later, Hengameh, an Iranian journalist
who had been in London as a doctorate student
at the School of Oriental and African Studies,
returned home to Tehran for the 2009 presidential
election and to serve as an advisor on women’s
issues to presidential candidate Mehdi Karroubi.
Next Miriam heard, Hengameh was in Evin
Prison.
She was among 6,000 arrested around
June 2009, after mass protests following the
announcement that President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad had been re-elected. She was tortured
and subjected to a mock execution, and sentenced
to six years in prison for “gathering and colluding
with intent to harm state security” and for “propaganda against the system,” Amnesty International
reported. Prison officials threatened to further
punish Hengameh when she went on a hunger
strike in October 2009.
“From what I can tell, she is in a bad way. Her
heart defect makes it particularly dangerous to
go on hunger strike,” Miriam said. She received
Facebook messages from Hengameh during a brief
period when she was released for medical treatment, but otherwise only gets updates about her
through a common friend.
Meanwhile, Miriam campaigns in England for
her release, having organized a Free Hengameh

Shahidi comedy night with Amnesty in September
2009 to raise money for Hengameh’s case. She
now plans to volunteer with the Index on Censorship, a British organization promoting free speech,
and start petitioning the Iranian government for
Hengameh’s release.
“I am always optimistic, I think human beings
know each other for a reason, a larger narrative
that we aren’t necessarily aware of at the time,”
Miriam wrote in an email to World Pulse.
“I bonded with Hengameh because deep
down, I knew that she was an incredibly courageous woman whose ideas would form the
future of a failing, misogynistic Islamist world.
Whatever happens, the government can repress
and torture her, but they can’t really kill the idea
that she represents—freedom, democracy,
and a new way forward for Iran and the larger
Islamic world… I have tremendous respect for
her, she is a true hero, and people like her
make me optimistic about the world.”
According to Human Rights Watch, hundreds
of people who were arrested after June 2009—
including lawyers, rights defenders, journalists,
civil society activists, and opposition leaders—
remain in detention without charge. Iranian
authorities executed 388 prisoners in 2009,
more than any other nation except China.
Hengameh has about five years remaining
in her prison sentence. ●
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Daranee Charnchoengsilpakul’s eyes lit up as
she leaned close to the microphone affixed to
the plexiglass at Klong Prem Prison in Bangkok.
Clutching the small silver mic with her right
hand, her left hand gestured powerfully, eagerly
pressing emphasis into her words as she spoke
to her visitors.
“I think only of the country and the people, of
democracy and ideology. I am willing to die for
democracy,” the 48-year-old activist’s voice came
through the scratchy amplifier. “If I am sentenced
to death today, I am ready to face my execution
and will not beg for my life.”
Daranee, also known as “Da Torpedo,” was
once a fiery orator who spoke before thousands
of people at “Red Shirt” political rallies. The predominantly working class Red Shirt masses have
won recent elections by a landslide, but their vote
has been quashed by “Yellow Shirt” elites who
have long controlled the political arena, as well
as the country.
On July 22, 2008, Daranee was arrested at
her apartment, accused of insulting Thailand’s
monarchy in her speeches—the crime of lesemajeste, cases of which spike during times of
political discord in Thailand. Thereafter, the prison
changed its rules on visitors. Now she must guess
who is visiting her. If she is wrong, they are turned
away. This rule has kept out fellow Red Shirts who
do not know Daranee personally but support her
because they saw her speak on stage at the rallies.
Daranee is a controversial figure in Thailand.
Her speeches were crass, many Thais say. Worst
of all, she was perceived as maligning the revered
monarchy—an accusation used in Thai politics
to suppress opposition—and so she has been
silenced, denied visitors and bail as her court
case continues.
However, on a sunny morning in early 2011, a
journalist working with World Pulse and some Red
Shirts clad in clothes befitting their movement’s
moniker strained attentively toward the tinny
amplifier as Daranee, emboldened by her visitors,
expounded with zeal: “My only hope is for the
[Red Shirt] protesters to win.”

Then suddenly the amplifier fell silent, her lips
still moving close to the microphone, soundlessly.
Daranee tapped on the microphone and
shrugged her shoulders in resignation. The
microphone and lights had been switched off.
The 20-minute visit was over. Facing her visitors
as she backed out of the room toward her overcrowded cell, she pumped her two fingers on
both hands into the air, framing her face with
two Vs, defiant.
In Thailand, Daranee—though still fervent about
politics—has suffered a deteriorating disability of
her jaw. She is unable to open her jaw more than
about a centimeter, and it takes her two to three
hours of painful chewing to finish a meal.
“Being in here has damaged me psychologically
and physically. The deputy prison director even
said to me, ‘As a subject of this kingdom, how
could you criticize the [royal] institution?’ Most of
the detainees and authorities see me as having
committed a crime worse than murder, worse
than a major drug dealer,” she said, adding, “I
have never regretted what I said because it
is the truth.”
According to Human Rights Watch, in the
aftermath of violent clashes between Red Shirt
protesters and the Thai military in 2010, an ad hoc
joint civilian-military body known as the Center for
the Resolution of Emergency Situations shut down
more than 1,000 websites, online television chan-
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nels, and more than 40 community radio stations
aligned with the anti-government protesters. ●
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In 1989, Mao Hengfeng was fired from her soap
factory job for refusing to abort her second
pregnancy. From that moment, authorities
moved in on her.
“At the time, the factory authorities forcibly
took Mao, who was six months into her second
pregnancy, to a mental hospital, where she was
tied and fixed to a bed and injected with a great
amount of chlorpromazine, generally used to treat
mentally ill patients,” her husband, Wu Xuewei,
told World Pulse by email. “Mao Hengfeng has
been forcibly sent to the mental hospital three
times, where she suffered tremendous torture
and persecution.”
She gave birth to twins—her second and third
daughters—in violation of China’s one-child policy.
For decades, she has pressed the government for
compensation for her dismissal and other abuses,
while calling attention to forced abortions and
forced evictions in China.
She was arrested again on February 23, 2010,
and sentenced to 18 months of “re-education
through labor,” punishment for protesting outside
a Beijing court after the conviction of Nobel
Laureate Liu Xiaobo. She was released for medical
reasons on February 22, then re-arrested two
days later.
Although under surveillance at home, her
husband was able to send emails to World Pulse:
“Please forgive me for my delayed reply…the
police are illegally standing guard outside my
door, only five meters away from the computer
on which I’m writing.”
He said that Mao has been detained several
times over the past eight years, and often
viciously tortured.
“Many times she was forcefully stripped of her
clothes, tied up with rope to a specially made metal
bed, with ankles and wrists tied with ropes and
pulled in four directions…ancient torture known
as ‘five horses tearing up a corpse,’” Wu wrote.
“Someone even got on her body, pressing her chest
and stomach with their knees, choking her throat
with their hands, covering her mouth and nose,
slapping her face, pulling her hair… Many times Mao
Hengfeng felt that she was slowly being killed.”
During detention from 2006 to 2008, she had
tubes inserted into her throat and was force-fed

an unidentified substance. Authorities also
pumped her stomach, causing her to bleed
internally and from her mouth and nose. She
was sent to the prison hospital twice, and tied
to the bed naked, Wu wrote.
Wu continued to write at length of the family’s
pain: “Recalling and writing of the cruel torture
suffered by Mao Hengfeng saddens me a great
deal. She even doesn’t want to mention it…
Every time when my three daughters and I met
with Mao Hengfeng at various detention centers
and heard her talk about the cruel torture and
mistreatment, we would feel an unspeakable
sadness on our way home and for a long
period afterwards.
“I respect Mao’s personal beautiful wish. I
try my best to help her. The suffering she went
through has affected myself and our family.
This is caused by the violation of our rights
and abuse of the law.
“Her torture and mistreatment in prison
have resulted in physical pain, and she is
burdened by all kinds of illnesses. All that
is left is her strong will.”
But her Christian faith, as well as her desire
for justice and peace, helps her endure the
pain. According to her husband, she hopes that
by calling for her own rights and by exposing
her own suffering, she can help “give the world
a clear picture of Chinese society… to promote
the progress of the society.” ●
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Photographer
Christian Holst
captures Burma’s
Voice of Freedom
on the day of her
release and the
days following
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The only real prison is fear,
and the only real freedom
is freedom from fear.

O

n November 13, 2010 the barriers came down
outside the house of Burma’s Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi and the leader of Burma’s democracy
and human rights movement became a free
woman at last. As she emerged from her home,
she was greeted by several thousand jubilant supporters who
gathered to celebrate what her release could mean for the future
of their country.
Aung San Suu Kyi has embodied the democratic dreams of her
people since 1988, when she became involved in politics, joined
popular demonstrations, and helped establish the National League
for Democracy (NLD) political party. When Suu Kyi’s party won the
1990 elections in a landslide victory, Burma’s ruling Junta held onto
its power through force. As a result, she’s spent almost 15 of the last
20 years under house arrest.
Despite years of isolation, Aung San Suu Kyi’s popularity, her symbolic power, and the salience of her message has never faded for the

people of Burma. And she, in turn, has not forgotten them.
Over the years, Suu Kyi has become a global symbol of courage,
resilience, and unflagging commitment to democracy. Her release
had been urged by governments, demanded in letter writing
campaigns from human rights organizations, and prayed for in
candle light vigils around the world. It was a moment Burma’s
junta had resisted for years, inventing new excuses to extend the
term of her imprisonment. The day she stepped foot outside the
walled compound she called home was covered extensively in
international media. It became etched in the hearts of her supporters
who have waited so long for good news.
But it was also a moment that came and went. On the surface,
there have been few substantive changes in the months following
her official release from house arrest and her true freedom remains
in question.
Suu Kyi has been able to visit with her two sons and venture
outside her home; but she hasn’t ventured far. Her release came
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just six days after what has been widely deemed an illegitimate
election that only further solidified the Junta’s power. Her party
abstained from the election in protest and holds no representation
in the current government. Over time, Burma’s democracy movement has become weakened and fragmented. And despite Suu
Kyi’s release, in Burma, some 2,200 political prisoners remain
behind bars. The regime is as repressive as ever.
Perhaps freedom and captivity look so similar on the outside
because Aung San Suu Kyi has been free all along. Perhaps it is a
sign that this struggle was never about imprisonment or votes or
public symbolism or political maneuvering. Her power was never
something the Junta could take away.
She is widely known as “the Lady,” a term of endearment that
captures her grace and dignity. She is a symbol of principled
nonviolence. Czech leader Vaclav Havel has called her an
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outstanding example of the power of the powerless. Desmond
Tutu has called her “a lady of great moral courage.” But Daw
Aung Suu Kyi is equally characterized by her levity, her warm
smile, her enduring humanity under conditions of oppression,
and her devotion to her Buddhist faith—a devotion she says
got her through her years of detainment.
Now, as a free woman, she has been surveying farmers,
students, mothers—the heart of Burma—to hear their concerns.
She is reconnecting with her country’s people—people she never
truly lost touch with despite house arrest.
If despots of the world aren’t yet shaking in fear at this
reserved, understated 66-year-old woman, they should be. With
the same quiet control and courage that characterized her years
in confinement, she is nourishing and revitalizing the spirit of a
strong, united movement. ●
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We will surely get to our
destination if we join hands.

RESOURCECENTER
	Learn more about Aung San Suu Kyi
and Burma’s democracy movement at:
	Burmese Women’s Union
womenofburma.org
	US Campaign for Burma
uscampaignforburma.org
Join PulseWire at worldpulse.com/pulsewire
to connect with women on Burma’s front lines
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The confidence level of women
in the whole spiritual world
has risen tremendously.
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Women are leading a global spiritual evolution

or one historic moment in late August 2000,
spiritual leaders from every corner of the
globe came together to re-imagine the role
faith can play in creating a peaceful world.
There were high-level delegates from the Vatican and
indigenous spiritual leaders from all over the world.
Israeli Chief Rabbi Meir Lau attended along with Grand
Muftis from Syria and Bosnia. Reverend Jesse Jackson
was there. The Dalai Lama, absent due to pressure
from China, sent representatives. The 2,000 participants
of the Millennium World Peace Summit represented
diverse nations and religions, but most had at least
one thing in common: They were men.
When one of the organizers, Dena Merriam, wondered
why only a handful of women were invited to help set
the spiritual agenda for the next millennium, she was
told women leaders were too difficult to find. “We

had to convince people why these voices mattered,”
she told World Pulse.
Merriam and other women who were sidelined at the
summit decided it was time to take action. They formed
the Global Peace Initiative of Women and immediately
set to work applying their spiritual backgrounds to
address issues like the Palestinian/Israeli conflict.
“Women are not waiting to be given the mandate,”
Merriam said, adding that she’s witnessed a sea change
in the religious landscape over the last decade.
World Pulse has noticed it too. There’s a shift that’s
taking place in congregations, synagogues, mosques,
and diverse sites of worship across the world, and
women are at its center. They’re leading a spiritual
renaissance, assuming roles traditionally reserved for
men, and revitalizing institutions that have long excluded
and marginalized women’s leadership.
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Reaching the Tipping Point
National and global surveys have shown that
women, across geography and faiths, are more
likely to be religious than men, but they’ve also
long been invisible at the highest levels of religious leadership. In many instances, women are
officially barred from leadership roles. Little by
little, this is starting to change.
Maureen Fiedler, author of Breaking Through
the Stained Glass Ceiling, has interviewed women
leaders the world over and sees a “tipping point”
in many faith traditions that has largely gone
under the radar. She asserts that gender equality
has risen gradually over the last 40 to 50 years
and is now becoming an accepted norm.
“Now you have women who are highly
regarded as spiritual leaders,” said Merriam, “and
it is not unusual to see women in the west as
bishops and rabbis.” In 2006 Bishop Katharine
Jefferts Schori became the presiding bishop and
primate of the Episcopal Church. In the same year,
Dr. Ingrid Mattson was elected as the first female
president of the Islamic Society of North America.
In Malaysia, two women were recently appointed
to a Syariah court, an institution that men have
historically presided over exclusively. Women in
several Asian countries with Theravada Buddhist
traditions have revived the practice of ordaining
female monks, called bhikkunis. And in the US, the
number of women senior pastors has increased
from 5% in 1999 to over 10% today.
Dr. Amina Wadud became one of the world’s
first female imams, and she set off a chain reaction
of women leading prayer services globally. “Now
women are leading prayers all over in Muslim
majority and minority countries,” she said. “The
point is not to make it a sensation but the norm.”
While the changes at the top have been
incremental, Fiedler suggests that the effect is
even more dramatic when you look at the grassroots level. Women, she says, are now “leading
theologians and scripture scholars; prolific writers in the field of spirituality; prominent activists
for social justice, peace, and ecological sanity;
leaders in forging positive interfaith relations;
and prominent journalists in religious media.”
“The trend that I see emerging is that the
confidence level of women in the whole spiritual
world has risen tremendously,” echoes Merriam.

Change at a Cost
However, many of these gains come at great
personal sacrifice for women who are pioneering
change. Religious institutions have a history of
bullying women into toeing the line, using the
weight of their moral—and in some cases legal—
power against them.
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Faith and social
change go together.
Katharine Rhodes Henderson

In the Catholic Church, women are denied
the right to be ordained as priests, but the
organization Roman Catholic Womenpriests is
pushing that boundary by helping women enter
the priesthood. But once ordained, women are
automatically excommunicated from the Catholic
Church. After female priest Janine Denomme
died of breast cancer, she was even denied burial
at the church she had attended for years.
Israeli activist Anat Hoffman leads Women
of the Wall, a group of Jewish women who
challenge Orthodox restrictions, like the ban on
women reading from the Torah at the Western
Wall in Jerusalem. Hoffman has been arrested
for carrying a Torah scroll to the Western Wall.
Fundamentalist Islamic leaders have
launched death threats against female imam
Amina Wadud. In 2000, the Mormon Church
excommunicated Margaret Toscano for suggesting that the prophet and founder of her religion,
Joseph Smith, would argue for women to have
priesthood authority. Other leaders have faced
more subtle, but equally painful attacks against
their character.

Part of the Problem, Part of
the Solution
None of the leaders World Pulse spoke with
denied that countless assaults on women’s rights

have been carried out—and continue to be carried
out—in the name of religion. As the victims of
many of faith’s ugliest moments, women have
born witness to the shortcomings of religious
and spiritual communities, which often mirror the
patriarchy of their secular counterparts.
But the visionaries we interviewed believe that
religion can also become part of the solution.
While religious bodies are notoriously slow to
change, they have undeniable sway over public
consciousness. Some observers believe that religious leadership could be key to delivering what
national governments, international treaties, and
trillions of accumulated aid dollars have all mostly
failed at—bringing peace and prosperity to the
world’s 7 billion people.
Because of the potential for divisiveness,
the topic of religion is often avoided in fields
of international development and social change.
And yet a recent Gallup poll shows that 87% of
the world’s population holds religious beliefs
of some kind. Many activists are recognizing
the powerful opportunities to leverage people’s
most deeply held values and strong spiritual
communities for lasting and powerful impact.
“For me, faith and social change go together,”
scholar Katharine Rhodes Henderson, who wrote
the book God’s Troublemakers: How Women of
Faith are Changing the World, told World Pulse.

© Suzanne Lee

© Joel Dousset

“Women have always been driven by their faith,
from the women’s suffrage to the anti-poverty
movements of the 19th century.
“When you look around the world at women
in the Middle East now who are fighting for their
freedom, some of them are very much motivated
by their religious traditions. I am also thinking
of the women of Liberia, Muslim and Christian
women, who worked together to protest the
war in their country and eventually brought the
rebels to the peace table and made sure that
[president] Charles Taylor was deposed.”
“We need a deep spiritual overhaul,” says
Dena Merriam, and she believes that women’s
outsider status throughout religious history
uniquely positions them to lead this movement.
“In a way not having institutional leadership was
a blessing,” she says, “because once you rise to
positions like a chief rabbi or cardinal you are
charged with defending positions.”
Rhodes Henderson agrees, and calls the many
women who are leading outside of traditional
religious structures “spiritual entrepreneurs.”
“When women do not find spaces in existing
structures,” she said, “they create organizations
of their own that reflect their values.”
Female imam Wadud, herself a spiritual entrepreneur, believes that when women define Islam,
it is more inclusive. “There has been an argument

in Islam of choosing between human rights or
Islam. The Islamic women’s movement said, ‘Why
do we have to choose? We can have them both.’”

The Long Haul
Women have especially made their mark in the
interfaith movement—an effort to unite people
across faiths for global action. Women are at
the helm of faith-based nonprofit organizations
that serve multi-faith communities; they are key
thinkers and scholars envisioning more peaceful
societies; and they are engaged in direct peacebuilding efforts. Merriam says she has seen
women of diverse religious backgrounds find
common causes, especially when it comes to
issues related to children. When this subject
is broached, she says “the universal mother
comes out.”
Karen Armstrong, a bestselling British author,
religious scholar, and unifier has won recent
acclaim for her bold “Charter for Compassion,”
uniting people from all faiths to rally around
shared moral priorities and foster greater global
understanding and peace. Just shy of 100,000
signatories—a number that includes the names
of numerous religious figures—the Charter
declares all world religions have one common
denominator: an emphasis on compassion.
Armstrong imagines a world where “the voice

of extremism can be drowned out by compassionate
voices. If we made the Charter the center of our world’s
agenda, and all the world’s religious people can come
together on this, we could turn the world around.”
As women around the world work to turn this
vision into a reality, many are looking within themselves for the strength to carry on the struggle.
“Justice issues are not solved overnight,” says
Rhodes Henderson. “One of the important ingredients that religious faith gives us is the faith to sustain
very hard work for the very long haul. And it will take
the long haul to solve the world’s problems.” ●

RESOURCECENTER
	Learn more about women and faith at:
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SEVEN
Spiritual

Leaders
As women step into leadership
roles in spiritual communities across
the globe, they’re making huge waves
in the areas of peace, equality, and
interfaith dialogue. But more often than
not, their messages are comfortingly
simple. These spiritual heroines are just
a handful of the powerful women who
are guiding us to a better world.
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The Renegade Nun
Joan Chittister
If the people will lead, eventually
the leaders will follow.
About Joan Chittister
Sister Joan Chittister is one of the
most outspoken advocates for
women’s ordination and leadership
in the Catholic Church and one
of the Church’s most ardent leaders
of social justice causes. A prioress
for Benedictine Sisters of Erie,
Pennsylvania for 12 years, Chittister’s
incorporation of feminism, ecology,
human rights, and peace into her
theology has drawn criticism from
some quarters—including the
Vatican. With an undaunted
commitment to her causes, she
has weathered controversy and
brushed off attempts to silence her.
And she has created a community
around an intrepid vision. When
Vatican officials forbade Chittister
from attending a conference on
women’s ordination, her Benedictine
Sisters of Erie stood behind her to
support her decision. Today, she is
a sought-after Christian guide and
independent voice of conscience.

Speaking for the Silenced
Chittister advocates on behalf of
those who have been silenced within
religion and society. Until religious
and political institutions change, she
continues to appeal directly to the
hearts and minds of individuals. She
has authored over 40 books and
has penned a bi-weekly column in
the National Catholic Reporter since
2003. As a public voice, she leads
global religious reflections on current
events. And she participates widely in
interfaith initiatives, contributing to
an evolving vision of a world where
people of all religions and backgrounds
stand together as equals. In place of
a God of divisions and hierarchies,
Joan Chittister has devoted her life
to an understanding of a God that
brings people together.

benetvision.org
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The Hugging Mother
Amma
We are all beads strung together on
the same thread of love. To awaken this
unity—and to spread to others the love
that is our inherent nature—is the true goal
of human life.
about amma
Can a hug change the world? How
about 30 million of them? That is
the number of embraces Amma is
said to have given her followers,
who line up wherever she goes
to experience the warmth of her
loving embrace. Mata Amritanandamayi, an Indian spiritual leader
widely known as “Amma,” meaning
“mother,” found her spiritual calling
at a young age. She was enthralled
by her Hindu religion and, to the
chagrin of her family, she began
attracting spiritual seekers to the
family home as a teenager. Amma’s
hugs are part of her spiritual practice, which views love as the root
of action, and physical embrace
as a basic expression of human
love from which we nurture
compassion for the world. Along
with her famous embraces,
Amma’s joyful laughter and
original renditions of devotional
songs have inspired millions.

Love in Action
Amma teaches that expressions
of love naturally lead to actions
that will end humanity’s suffering. Her loving vision for the
world led her to create hospitals,
educational institutes, temples,
environmental projects, as well
as multiple programs for social
welfare. She has also inspired
hundreds of her followers to
create similar programs, including
food and clothing banks,
disaster relief efforts, medical
camps, and orphanages.

amma.org
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The Visionary Elders
International Council of Thirteen
Indigenous Grandmothers

Women united in close circles can awaken
the wisdom in each other’s hearts.
About the grandmothers
Dedicated to reviving ancient ways
and wisdom to heal a planet out
of balance, the International
Council of Thirteen Indigenous
Grandmothers is a unique alliance
of spiritual leaders hailing from
the US, Gabon, Nepal, Brazil,
Nicaragua, Mexico, and Tibet.
The grandmothers came together
for the first time in 2004, joining
forces for “prayer, education, and
healing for our Mother Earth, all
her inhabitants, all the children,
and for the next seven generations
to come.” They view the council as
the fulfillment of a prophecy that
will usher in a new world. They
live out this calling by visiting
each other’s communities, one
at a time, forming a prayer circle
around the globe.

the next generation
The grandmothers come
together at these gatherings
to pray and transmit wisdom to
future generations, and their work
holds a special focus on children
and education. The members of
the council draw on their sacred
roles as grandmothers, their
combined 900 years of life
experience, and their position
as bearers of ancient teachings
to apply old solutions to new
struggles against modern warfare,
environmental destruction, and
greed. With their grandchildren
and great-grandchildren always
in mind, the grandmothers are
lighting a path towards a
better future.

grandmotherscouncil.org
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The Voice of Unity
Daisy Khan
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The Global Healer
Cynthia Jurs

We are all different rivers leading
into the same ocean, and the ocean
represents God Almighty.

It is our collective awakening that
is going to bring us into a new era
of enlightened activity.

About daisy khan
After 9/11, the US public and
international community were quick
to define Islam and its adherents.
Suddenly, architectural designer
Daisy Khan found herself a spokesperson for her religion, pressured
to answer for women shot in soccer
fields, whose noses and ears were
cut off, girls forced to marry middleaged men—all in the name of Islam.
She was compelled to act and
founded WISE—the Women’s
Islamic Initiative in Spirituality and
Equality—a social justice movement
led by Muslim women. And later she
became the executive director of
the American Association for Muslim
Advancement. Both organizations
bring people together to strengthen
peaceful and moderate Islamic
movements. Her movement is
connecting Muslims within and
across borders, giving them the
tools to empower themselves,
counter extremism, and strengthen
their identity as a peaceful and
tolerant religion.

About Cynthia jurs
In 1990, a 106-year-old lama in
Nepal gave Cynthia Jurs a mission
that would become her life’s work:
Journey to sites of great need and
bury earth treasure vases consecrated by Buddhist monks and filled
with prayers and healing offerings.
Twenty years into this mission,
Cynthia Jurs and her organization,
the Earth Treasure Vase Global
Healing Project, continue to bury
vases around the world. In each
site they form communities of
intention for a harmonious and
balanced future, transform prayers
into real world alliances for peace,
and inspire action with the message
that each person is her own treasure
vase filled with gifts and offerings
for the planet’s healing.

Laying Foundations
for Peace
Perhaps drawing from her
architectural background, Daisy
Khan has demonstrated that strong
structures come from a strong
foundation. Khan reports successful
shifts in thinking, like a WISE
program that trains imams in
women’s rights. One Afghan imam
who went through the program
refused to marry a 13-year-old
girl against her will. He used the
occasion to give a passionate
sermon against forced marriages.
Khan was involved in the planning
of the much maligned Park51
Islamic Center near Ground Zero, and
was caught off guard by the fervor
of backlash against its proposal
last year. Not deterred, she took
the opportunity to engage with the
wider community, and continues to
take difficult subjects head on, build
community, and cheer on alliances
across faiths.

asmasociety.org

Acupuncture for the Planet
Twenty-three of the original 30 vases
have been buried in sites across the
world. Jurs and her organization have
sent them out in every direction, from
Hiroshima to Arctic Alaska, to the tops
of mountains and to the sources of the
Amazon and Ganges rivers. In Papua
New Guinea the planetary Coral Reef
Foundation along with pilgrims from the
Global Healing Project even buried a vase
at the bottom of the ocean. “Each location
is like an acupuncture point on the body
of the Earth,” she says, “and each vase
is like a needle bringing balance and
healing.” In 2009, they buried a vase
in Liberia, a country recovering from 14
years of civil war. The local community
came together in a ceremony to call on
their ancestors for guidance. Some 500
locals came together to bury the vase
at the base of a kola tree in one of the
regions most scarred by fighting. One
ex-combatant turned peacebuilder has
been so inspired by the practice that he
has begun to study meditation. While
the ritual is rooted in a specific Buddhist
practice, it has grown into an international
and interfaith prayer for global healing.

earthtreasurevase.org
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The Equality Defender
Zainah Anwar
I believe in a God that is kind, just, and
compassionate. Anything done in the name
of Islam must be just and compassionate.
About Zainah Anwar
Zainah Anwar became an
accidental religious scholar
when Malaysia’s political and
legal interpretations of Islam
contradicted the compassionate
religion she grew up with. She
was raised as part of her country’s
Muslim majority amongst Buddhists,
Christians, and Hindus, in a family
that embraced Malaysia’s ethnic
and religious plurality. She became
outraged as she watched women
with a claim to equal rights under
Malaysia’s constitution fall subject
to Syariah (Islamic) laws that made
them powerless in family law cases.
In 1988, Anwar joined other Muslim
feminists to create a coalition,
Sisters in Islam, which she led
for over 20 years.

Feminist Syariah
Sisters in Islam argues that the
Syariah laws women are subjected
to in Malaysia and other Muslim
countries are not God’s laws, but
laws created by men in power who
interpreted the Koran to serve themselves. Sisters in Islam’s solution? Push
legal reform and educate the public.
But not everyone is happy with what
they are doing. “When we protest,
they shut us up, saying we have no
authority to speak about Islam,” wrote
Anwar in an International Herald
Tribune column. One group even took
Sisters in Islam to court challenging
their right to use “Islam” in their name.
Other authorities, both religious and
secular, have started to pay attention
to their message. Sisters in Islam has
passed amendments to Malaysia’s
Islamic family law, and they’ve even
drafted their own version of the code
that promotes equality. As they
continue to lobby the government,
Zainah Anwar and Sisters in Islam
provide a powerful platform for
Muslim women to enter the public
sphere and to draw on their beliefs to
create a just and democratic society.

sistersinislam.org.my

The Bridge Builder
Venerable Mae-Chee Sansanee
Sthirasuta
If a woman develops herself
spiritually, she will possess the energy
to move the universe.
About Mae-chee
sansanee Sthirasuta
Runway model to Buddhist nun
might not be an obvious career path,
but at the age of 27, Thailand’s
Mae-Chee Sansanee Sthirasuta
swapped her designer duds for
white monastic robes and dedicated
her life to spiritual awakening. Her
path to enlightenment has modeled
spiritual leadership roles for Buddhist
women and put her on the forefront
of global peace and interfaith
initiatives. Mae-Chee Sansanee
is the founder of the SathiraDhammasathan Center, a women’s
meditation center and place of
learning in Bangkok. She is also a
co-chair of the Global Peace Initiative of Women, an alliance of women
spiritual leaders working to create
unity among religions and peoples
around the world.

Nurturing Nonviolence
Through the Dhamma center,
Mae-Chee Sansanee Sthirasuta
has created a sanctuary for inner
and outer peace. Her teachings in
nonviolence aim to awaken human
potential for peaceful coexistence,
and her center has become a refuge
for young mothers and girls escaping
prostitution. Mae-Chee is part of
a growing movement that acknowledges the primacy of peace and nonviolence within all religions. Through
the Global Peace Initiative of Women,
Mae-Chee Sansanee Sthirasuta works
to bring nonviolence principles into
the wider world with coordinated,
women-led, interfaith cooperation.

sathira-dhammasathan.org
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Country Focus

I

t’s been 17 years since more than 500,000 Rwandans were
killed in the horrific genocide of 1994. Today, this tiny East
African nation has become a poster child for women’s rights.
How have they done it? And what more needs to be done?
World Pulse journalist Anne-christine d’Adesky reports.
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Defying History:
Rwanda’s Women Remake a Nation
By Anne-christine d’Adesky

– Don’t blink, warn locals to a newly returning visitor, only half-joking,
or you might miss it. The “it” in question refers to the quietly bustling capital city
of Rwanda itself, or a tall smoky blue-glass building towering over a local neighborhood of corrugated rooftops and mud-earth houses. From high above, a shiny black
octopus steadily extends its reach across Kigali, its tentacles newly paved roads
replacing rocky red-earth ones. “Things are changing so fast here in Rwanda,”
laughs Cecile, a student and budding tour operator. “We hardly recognize it
ourselves. Kigali is becoming modern—a city of the future. Even us who live
here can’t keep track of how much is changing.”
Kigali

Welcome to Rwanda. Blink, then look again. There, standing tall amid
the mid-morning chaos of a rond-point, or traffic roundabout, is a young
uniformed policewoman calmly halting an impatient mini-bus driver. There,
behind the thick glass teller window at the local Banque Populaire du
Rwanda, is a smart-looking older woman in a modern African-cut suit
who quietly counts out a thick wad of blue-green mille-francs bills. Her
customer, an elderly woman in a traditional dress and head wrap, looks
on with quiet satisfaction. The money represents a week’s take—sales of
fruit and cassava grown in a small plot an hour away by bus. With it, she’ll
buy meat, cover school fees for her grandchildren, and soon, add electricity
to her home. She is uneducated and poor, and like many here, a genocide
widow. But she can sign her own name, and does, carefully and proudly,
next to the number of her newly opened bank account.

It’s our duty to survive and
to assure this never happens
again. That means we have
had to participate. We have
become leaders.
Assumpta Umurungi | AVEGA
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All across the Land of a Thousand Hills, as Rwanda is known, scenes
like this one play themselves out daily, reflecting the profound, ongoing
changes and progress for women that have made Rwanda—once known
only for the genocide of 1994—a global poster child for women’s rights.
The nation is lauded by global leaders for many other achievements, too:
in peacemaking, sustainable development, agriculture, healthcare, education,
and communications. Tiny Rwanda, a country in ashes less than 20 years
ago, boasts a fiber optic network that connects city residents with coffee
farmers in its high hills and pygmy communities who share the border
forests with gorillas. Coffee, gorillas, genocide, decent cell phone service—
Rwanda today is a global tourist magnet, a Phoenix-like success story,
and everywhere one looks, women are a part of it.
“I think it’s true to say that women have been extraordinary because
of the huge burden they had to carry after the genocide,” said Dr. Agnes
Binagwaho, a physician who’s also Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of
Health, speaking at a February forum on the progress of women in Rwanda.
“Women here have had a choice to be an active part of the rebuilding of the
country and the reconciliation. And it was ordinary women and leaders,
in the towns and rural areas—everyone participated.”
She’s quick to add that many hands joined the gender revolution, including
men in the post-genocide Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) leadership. “We
have not done this alone,” she adds. “It has involved all sectors of society,
including the government and the President. The national policies have
supported women to play a more active role.” Dr. Binagwaho also credits
First Lady Jeanette Kagame for serving as a strong role model and for her
advocacy on behalf of women, genocide and rape survivors, orphans, and
people with HIV/AIDS. “I admire the First Lady a lot,” she added. “She’s very
dynamic and intelligent and has done a lot for women here and for Africa.”

All Photos this page © Andrea Leoncavallo
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Rising from the Ashes
With husbands and sons murdered, women and girls made up 70% of the
post-genocide population, many Tutsi women who had previously done only
“women’s work”—farming, trading, caring for children. The door to public
life swung open, and women joined the workforce and the government at all
levels: as police, soldiers, engineers, builders, taxi, and bus drivers—all things
once socially taboo. They also took roles in the judicial system, and it was
there that the revolution began.
The genocide illuminated pre-existing inequities that made it harder for
women survivors to recover. Widows discovered that they had also lost the
right to their family property, since property laws did not allow women or
girls to inherit. Others found that male relatives demanded they serve as
“second wives.” Still others, now sick with HIV contracted from rape, found
themselves evicted from family homes or lands. “It became clear to us that
we had to reform the laws to address this discrimination,” said Ingnatienne
Nyirarukundu, president of the Rwanda Forum of Women Parliamentarians
(FFRP). “That also helped us to strengthen the overall judicial system.”
Today, Rwanda boasts more women in Parliament than any other
nation—56%—a huge increase from a below 17% pre-genocide figure.
It’s transitional post-genocide government took steps to support women’s
participation in decision-making, establishing “women’s councils” and
“women-only” elections, as well as a triple balloting system to ensure
women occupied a set percentage of seats at the district and local level.
It also established a Ministry for Gender and Women in Development, and
gender posts at all levels of government and ministries. Today, a national
gender framework and gender budgeting are being implemented in line
with Rwanda’s Millennium Development Goals and Vision 2020—a national
blueprint for growth. Other victories include critical legal reforms related
to sexual violence, marital rape, labor rights, property and inheritance,
education, and family law.
“We have been able to put equality into the law and our Constitution, at all
levels, so that now we have the protections for women,” said Dr. Binagwaho.
“If a lot has been achieved, a lot remains to be done at the local level for
women to use all the opportunities offered by the legal framework.”
In February, Minister of Gender and Family Promotion Jeanne d’ Arc
Mujawamariya welcomed members of the National Women’s Council of
Kigali City to review women’s progress since 2004—the 10-year anniversary
of the genocide. More women were accessing communal health insurance,
microcredit schemes, and income-generation programs, adopting family
planning methods, and keeping their children in school—especially girls.
“You are heroes because where Rwanda has reached as far as development
is concerned, you have been at the helm of it,” MP Yvonne Uwayiseng said,
hailing Rwanda’s women.

Global Model—or Exception?
Globally, Rwanda clearly presents a strong case study of the national
benefits of empowering women, one others hope to copy. But its unique
history also factors heavily into its success—and so does timing. Without
the massive tragedy of genocide, which reset the national clock to zero
and forced women into new roles and power, would Rwanda have achieved
very much for women? After all, the death of so many husbands and sons
created the void. More importantly, without women’s vision and influence
at all levels, would Rwanda have embraced innovation and reform as it has?
Externally, the adoption of international gender reforms like the Convention
of the Rights of Women (CEDAW) and later, Security Council Resolution
1325 and the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, also
influenced Rwanda’s national policies.
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Today, Rwanda
boasts more
women in
Parliament
than any other
nation—56%.

“It’s one of the only positive things we can take from what happened,”
said Henriette Byabagamba, a trauma counselor running youth programs
for the local Women’s Equity in Access to Care and Treatment Initiative,
about the unexpected silver lining of women’s empowerment that resulted
from tragedy. But she’s quick to add, “It doesn’t change anything about
what we lost. That can never be replaced.”

Extending the Gains
It’s one thing to pass a law, it’s still another to give it muscle. “Up to now,
we haven’t been able to engage rural women as much as we want to,”
stated Liberate Uwimana, head of Solidarité, one of the many nonprofit
groups women set up after the genocide. “That’s still a big piece of work
to do. But I do see change, and it is encouraging. The women are mobilizing
even in the villages.”
Rural women—and men—make up 86% of the population in this mainly
agricultural land. Many are very poor, illiterate farmers who lag behind in the
new Rwanda. Away from Kigali’s sparkling skyscrapers, after a dawn spent
farming small plots, they sit inside dim village huts, shelling peas or walking
long distances over paths to get clean water. The country is decentralizing,
giving more resources to the towns and villages, to local leaders. But the real
money and power remains highly centralized in Kigali. Many rural women
remain unschooled, and, as much as they want to keep their daughters in
school, they worry they won’t be able to attend beyond elementary classes.
In the villages, health services are still limited, and all the diseases of poverty
are found there: malaria, tuberculosis, water-borne diseases—and HIV/AIDS.
“We still have a lot of problems in Rwanda—no one is denying that,” said
Assumpta Umurungi, Executive Secretary of AVEGA-Agahozo, one of the first
post-genocide widow’s self-help networks. It has chapters in the countryside and over 25,000 members. “Life continues to be very difficult for many
members, even though we have been able to help them with psychosocial
support and medical care, housing, and income generation programs. Women
also help one another. But we still don’t have the housing, and they need

© Lionel Healing | AFP/Getty Images

work. They need food. Many of them are affected by HIV since the genocide.”
At over an hour’s drive from Kigali, in the town of Rwamagana sits the
headquarters of AVEGA-Sud, the southern chapter of the organization. It’s
an area where a lot of killing took place in 1994. Now, with the noonday sun
bright, elderly widows and their few remaining children may be found sitting
alone inside darkened homes. Some stay inside to avoid the possibility of
running into “a ghost”—a returning neighbor, perhaps released from jail, who,
everyone knows, killed members of the survivor’s family.
“The trauma continues,” admitted Umurungi. “So, yes, things have changed,
but we still live with this difficult past every single day.”

Shifting Sands
There are other political factors that may also impact how much Rwandan
women advance—or speak out. Although President Paul Kagame remains
very popular among many Rwandans, he has strong opposition critics who
label his rule an authoritarian regime that they say tolerates little dissent and
a too-narrow democratic space. As it stands, the political picture in Rwanda
remains complex, with an undercurrent of political tension invisible to the
passing tourist. Given its recent history, unhealed “divisionism,” and the
presence of armed genocidaires next door in the Congo, Kagame’s
supporters justify his firm hand and limits on open speech.

Redressing History
Many first-time visitors to Rwanda these days have one thing foremost in
their minds: the genocide. They have likely read one of the many popular
books or watched the 2004 film Hotel Rwanda. The scale and detail of
horror of this African Shoah leave an indelible mark, even from a distance
of 17 years and across oceans. In Rwanda, they find, the genocide has
become a grim tourist lure—a subject endlessly presented in various forums.
Locals often call it The War, an easier word to say than genocide.
For Rwandans, the events of 1994 still serve as a singular reference point
and historic yardstick for nearly everything, be it the nation’s or women’s

advances. It courses like an undercurrent through Rwanda’s present society
yet remains a subject many wish to move past, wanting Rwanda—and themselves—to be known for something else. Still, one Sunday a month, for years,
citizens are required to turn up at the outdoor tribunals called gacaca where
the crimes of the genocide are reviewed. And every April 6, Rwandans are
freshly reminded of the 100 horrific days from April-June 1994, when half
of their citizens—ordinary Hutus—were ordered by extremist leaders to
systematically hunt and murder their Tutsi neighbors: to kill or be killed.
Unlike modern war, machetes were the weapon distributed to the masses.
In all, more than 500,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were murdered,
and many more were crippled or scarred for life, either physically or mentally.
Men and boys were killed first; women and girls were held in rape camps
and tortured. When they finally escaped or were liberated, many had HIV,
a legacy of this genocide. Of 250,000 women genocidal rape survivors, an
estimated 67% contracted HIV, estimated AVEGA.
Today, the images from Rwanda’s genocide remain haunting, time-locked
testimonies to horror. What remains of the dead are buried within mass
plots outside the big genocide museum in Kigali, or in row upon row of
skulls that line the walls of smaller memorial sites, or as parts of bone that
poke up among the rubble inside churches that served as killing fields and
remain untouched.
Blink then look again. Within the bright metropolis, the past lives and has
a future. The young policewoman directing traffic: she is an orphan of the
genocide, the only survivor of a once-large extended family, or the eldest
of a child-headed household. There are so many war and AIDS orphans in
Rwanda. The bank teller: She served in a militia—on one side or the other.
She did or experienced things too terrible to recount to her own children
or grandchildren and suffers silently as so many Rwandans do, from posttraumatic stress, from itching scars under her fine suit. The uneducated
elderly widow: She sold her aging body to feed her grandchildren, since
her own children were killed. Now she, too, has HIV.
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assure this never happens again. That means we have had to participate.
We have become leaders.”
HIV-positive women have emerged as outspoken community- and peereducators and activists, leading support groups, visiting patients’ homes,
and spreading the message of HIV prevention. “The most important and
biggest progress we’ve made is that our women with HIV have been able to
develop a positive quality of life, and understand that having HIV is not the
end of the world—that it’s possible to continue living positively,” said Shamsi
Kazimbaya, Executive Secretary at the Rwanda’s chapter of the Society of
Women and AIDS, or SWAA. “We get there through psychosocial counseling.
Secondly, we have to address poverty, so we have an economic program
to reinforce their capacity with trainings and small income-generation
programs that we help finance. Of course, it’s a process, and our role
is mainly advocacy to find the funding and support the women.”
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Rwanda’s Girl Effect

Across Rwanda today, in private and public rooms, the healing—and
failure to heal—goes on, often out of sight to tourists but painfully visible
if one bothers to look or ask.
“In the first years of the genocide, nobody really helped us much,” said
Consolata N., an AVEGA widow. “We were so poor and homeless and sick.
We decided we had to help ourselves.” She’s explaining how the revolution
began for ordinary women like her, who were triply stigmatized when the
war ended. They not only lost family, but titles to their homes and animals,
due to then-patriarchal inheritance laws. Some were chased away by
family members because they had born a child from rape. Others who fell
ill with HIV or who became disabled from war wounds resorted to begging.
Still others went mad, committed suicide, or fell into profound depression.
“Since all of us had suffered from this, we were able to support each other,”
added Consolata. “That is what saved us.”
Today, AVEGA is known globally for its advocacy on behalf of widows
and survivors with HIV. Of an estimated 250,000 women and girls who
survived rape, an estimated three-quarters contracted HIV as a result,
AVEGA estimated. Before antiretroviral treatment arrived in Rwanda,
many developed AIDS and died. In 2003, AVEGA and other groups sounded
the global alarm, pressuring world leaders to help save the survivors
and their children, also HIV-positive. Globally, international activists and
medical professionals responded, joining leaders like Dr. Binagwaho, AVEGA,
Solidarité, and many local NGOs to bring in lifesaving HIV care and drugs.
For genocide and rape survivors, confronting HIV meant confronting
how they contracted the virus. That meant reliving the trauma of sexual
violence. “Up to then we were learning to die,” recalled Consolata. “After
we had to learn to live.”
“We can never forget—it’s our duty to our families and our nation to
never forget,” says AVEGA’s Umurungi. “It’s our duty to survive and to
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Among Rwandan leaders, there’s consensus that education is the critical
key to empowering women and girls who can’t advance far without it—
especially poor, rural residents. That’s why the government made public
education free, and in 2008, rolled out a Girls’ Education Policy. Pregenocide, Rwandan boys outnumbered school girls 9 to 1. Now both
attend primary school in equal numbers—97%—though fewer than 13%
of girls attend secondary school. Girls make up 50% of college students.
“Not every woman has benefited in the same way, and that has a lot
to do with the lack of education for girls,” said Maria Bwakira, the dynamic
in-country director of the new Rwanda Girls Initiative, which just opened
the Gashora Girls Academy, the country’s first math and science uppersecondary boarding school for girls. Its first class has 90 girls, and many
seek scholarships to attend.
“Education is the key. We have a generation, even two, in Rwanda that
did not get it. But for the ones coming up now, we can do something,”
said Bwakira.
Over at the new Centre for Gender, Culture, and Development at the
Kigali Institute of Education, a modern facility with new computers and
a growing library of resources on the women’s movement, the program is
“devoted to thinking through the complexities of sex and gender identity.”
A first Master of Social Science, Gender and Development class began
in January with 50 students—nine of them men, including two from the
Rwanda Men’s Resource Center—a new men’s group fighting sexual
violence. “We are engaged in consultancies and research—developing
a gender audit and baseline, gender policy, and gender action plan
for the National University of Rwanda,” reported director Shirley Randall
in April, ticking off a long list of activities. She hopes to develop a
distance-learning program for teachers studying in rural areas.
Blink, then look again: Next year, or in the future, the young girls at Gashora
Academy will return to remote home villages to teach and empower others
in “girls clubs” that will dot Rwanda, if Bwakira fulfills her dream. Their
brothers may join Randall’s new gender master class, and write a new
chapter of men’s growing role in the liberation of women. Like their
mothers, and grandmothers, they will defy history. ●
Anne-christine d’Adesky is a long-time journalist and

author who has worked extensively in Rwanda. She is a regular
contributor to World Pulse Magazine.

Three Women, Three Generations
How has Rwanda’s gender revolution changed the lives of ordinary Rwandan women,
across generations? How different are the lives of the grandmothers and mothers who
experienced the genocide from the lives of their daughters born after the country’s darkest
hour? World Pulse spoke to three generations of women in one family to find out.
By Anne-christine d’Adesky with additional reporting by Emily Siedlick in Rwanda

The Matriarch

Adera Rwanda Bazigaga
At 74, Adera Rwanda Bizigaga is clearly the
strong matriarch of her large family clan.
A grandmother and mother to 11 children,
she greets a visitor wearing a traditional bright
yellow dress and colorful head wrap, eager to
share her story. Hers is typical of Rwanda’s elder
generation of women, who were offered one role
and future: motherhood.
“We all thought the same,” she says. “All
the plans were only for boys. For girls the only
expectation was that they get married.”
Adera was born in 1937, the same year as
Juvénal Habyarimana, Rwanda’s president from
1973 until 1994, the year his plane was shot down,
fanning the genocide. Her family left Rwanda for
exile in 1959 during “the first Tutsi genocide,” she
says, and returned after the events of 1994.
She was among the more fortunate: Her
father worked and sent her to a Catholic school.
“I wanted to become religious—maybe a nun,”

sing together. And we would always drink milk.
Nobody would eat.” In Rwanda, a largely agricultural country, cows—and milk—play a central
role. Adera still offers visitors to her compound
cool glasses of fresh milk.
“We only stayed at home,” she says of her
girlhood. “Maybe when I got married and had
two or three children I was able to travel to see
my parents, but then I had to come back.” Nor
did girls have much choice around marriage. “It
was unacceptable for a girl to talk to a boy,” she
recalls. “A boy would just go and meet the parents
to tell them he wanted their daughter. Those who
were at school, at least they could write notes to
each other. They would say ‘I love you,’ but they
would never meet face to face.” Otherwise the
parents would come together and arrange for
them to get married.”

All the plans were only for boys. For girls the
only expectation was that they get married.
she recalls, grinning. “But my parents didn’t give
me permission. I really didn’t think about my
future because my parents were thinking for me.”
Her childhood revolved around her home.
“We had a very big compound that we would
sweep early in the morning, then after that we
would bathe,” she recalls. “We would make
baskets and sometimes we would dance and

Adera married at 16, and right away had
children, 14 in all. Three later died. “You were
supposed to respect your husband, whether
you were educated or not,” she says. “We always
went by their ideas.”
Despite these barriers, she broke the mold,
and became a knitter, launching an association
to sell sweaters and cover school fees for her

children. Post-genocide, she created an association
to help women and orphaned children.
Life today is vastly different. “The way the
world works now is that girls have the same
rights as boys. Now girls can plan like a man can
plan. She can say, ‘I will go to school and become
someone. I’m going to plan my family; I’m going
to plan my future.’”
Looking back at her own life, she is wistful:
“Now, if I could have the chance to go back 20
years, I could do so many things. If I was 20 years
younger, I would do great things.” ●
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The Pioneer

Felicite Rwema

Across Rwanda, Felicite Rwema is known by
many as “the woman who does football.”
At 53, the mother of four is much more than
a leader of woman’s soccer. She’s famous for
breaking an important sports barrier for girls
and uses soccer to empower girls and to heal
and unify her fractured country. She’s also been
a nurse and successful business owner, and
helped pioneer a women’s HIV study in Rwanda—
the first of its kind in Africa—with women survivors
of genocide and rape—“her sisters.”
Born in Uganda, she married in 1980 to a
husband who was a soldier in the Defense Forces,
and often away. A go-getter, she opened a
restaurant to supplement her nurse’s salary and
pay her children’s education, and later, the first
beauty salon in post-genocide Rwanda. But a
childhood dream pulled at her. Sitting beside her
mother for an interview, with two cell phones close
at hand, she recalls her extraordinary-ordinary life.
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“I used to like sports because my father was a
footballer,” she said. “When I was young I used to
escort him to go play football, but I was told never
to touch the ball, being a girl. In Uganda there
were some girls who had female teams—for them
it was fine. Because I was older, my generation
did not accept [for me] to join them. But I used
to follow them.”
Returning to a shattered Rwanda in 1994, she
searched for how to help. The answer: soccer. “I
tried to look for others and tell them we needed

to start girls’ football. They said, ‘No, in our culture,
there is no girl who can raise up her leg and go
to play football. They are supposed to dance and
sing.’ I said, ‘Why not? In other countries women
can participate.’”
Two years later, she had created a team of
30 girls and hired a male coach. She later asked
the all-male Football Commission for help to
go national.
“I said, ‘I’m going to take the teams to each
province...to talk about empowering women
through sports [and] as a way to talk about unity
and reconciliation.” Soon, others were won over.
“They would say, ‘This is incredible!’ Everyone
would come to watch, even old men, old women.
Then they could talk about the issues of the
genocide—why it happened and how it should
be stopped.”
A NIKE representative took notice: She won
a grant to build a national women’s team and
launched the Association of Kigali Women Footballers. Then in 2001, she took a three-year break
to work with RWISA, a breakthrough women’s HIV
research study that used her prior medical skills.
Felicite is excited by the Rwanda emerging
for her daughters. “Women did not have 100%
rights before,” she said. “Even when you looked
at sports, it wasn’t acceptable for women to play.
But as you read the news and watch TV, you see
that women are capable of campaigning for the
presidency. There is a very big change.”
But there are still social barriers to overcome.
“There is still that small cultural thought that
if your girl is home, your boy should not wash
plates,” she admitted. “It hasn’t gone away 100%.”
But for women and girls now, she says: “The selfconfidence, that self-esteem is now there where
it wasn’t before.”
As a role model, Felicite hopes to inspire
future generations of girls: “I would advise them
to participate in every aspect of life. We believe
that if you have educated a woman, you have
educated a nation. So they need to know they
are great in society.” ●

The self-confidence, the self-esteem is
now there where it wasn’t before.

The Next Generation

Charlotte Rwema
How are the children’s children doing in Rwanda,
the generation that did not directly experience the
genocide but are shaped by it? Do they feel they
have a future within it?
For Charlotte Rwema—Charly—the answer to
the second question is a firm, “Yes.” At 22, slender
and athletic, Rwema is continuing a family legacy
by pursuing her education—and her business
dreams. She’s completing her second year of
a business management degree at the London
School of Business. For her generation, the
genocide is not a history to avoid, but a legacy
to understand and confront.
Born in Uganda, Charly is Rwandan by
nationality, and returned with her family to Kigali
in 1994, as the genocide ended. Though very
young, she took in everything. “It was a shock—it
was horrible,” she recalled. “It was terrible. But

“I used to watch her play all the time. Another
was Mariah Carey, because I loved singing. I
admired her voice and songs.”
Her interest in sports was also influenced
by her soccer-loving mother and an awareness
of gender barriers that she had faced. “In my
country’s history, women were not very important
before the genocide,” she explains. “So I always
had the passion to do something as a girl. Not
many were playing tennis at the time.”
She was also inspired by Mother Theresa. “I
was always amazed by how, at a young age, she
felt a calling to serve through helping the poor,”
says Charly. “So this always gives me confidence

The advice I can give to girls of the next
generation is that we can’t change what
happened in 1994, but as girls we also
have the power to determine the future.
slowly I had to get used to it, to strengthen my
friends who were genocide survivors. I wanted
to say, ‘We need to bring back the love, and be
One’”—meaning a united country.
In the new Rwanda, where all citizens are
simply “Rwandans”, she moved from a girls-only
school to a mixed one. She sang in the choir,
swam, enjoyed movies, and reading biographies.
Her early role models include Agathe Imana
Uwilingiyimana, a mathematics and chemistry
teacher who was Rwanda’s first and so far
only female prime minister. A moderate Hutu,
Uwilingiyimana was among the first to be assassinated by extremist Hutus in the first days of
the 1994 genocide. “She is my role model because
she didn’t support the genocide, yet she was of
the other tribe (Hutu),” states Charly.
Like many young women today, she also
found role models outside Rwanda. “Serena
Williams—I wanted to be like her,” says Charly.

that age doesn’t matter a lot—it’s just the way we
think that makes us who we really want to be.”
Comparing her life and educational opportunities to her mother’s and grandmother’s, she
says, “Things have changed. Now girls are doing
sciences and it’s normal—before it was a surprise
to people. Now girls are getting scholarships to
go to the US to study.” Charly is one of those girls.
“We are all trying hard to get the best education
so we can build our country.”
She cites recent reforms in Rwandan law as
proof of progress: “Women can now inherit;
women can own property. A girl child and boy
child have equal entitlement to inheritance.
Generally now, we see each other as equal.” In
employment, too, things are looking up: “Women
also make up 55% of the workforce, and own
about 40% of businesses.” And she adds, in a
nod to her mother, “There is at least a women’s
football club in every province in Rwanda.”

Still, not all changes are easy to accept. Charly’s
mother was unhappy with her single (read unmarried)
daughter’s decision to live on her own. “It is still
hard for us to discuss our love lives to our parents,”
Charly said. “But it’s not like before. I think that’s
one of the things parents should work on, because
the more you are open to your children, the more
they tell you what’s going on.”
That’s how she plans to be. “The advice I can
give to girls of the next generation is that we can’t
change what happened in 1994, but as girls we also
have the power to determine the future. To ensure
what happened never happens again.” ●

RESOURCECENTER
	Learn more about the organizations
represented in this story at:
Women’s Equity in Access to Care
and Treatment Initiative
we-actx.org
	AVEGA-Agahozo
avega.org.rw
	Rwanda Girls Initiative
rwandagirlsinitiative.org
Connect with the Rwandan women’s movement
on PulseWire at worldpulse.com
worldpulse.com | 53

YOU INSPIRE ...
Activism
Hope
Freedom

Partnership

Justice
Leadership

Change

A Global Champion for Women and Girls for More Than 25 Years.
www.womensfundingnetwork.org

54 | worldpulse.com

twitter.com/womensfunding

Spirituality

Health Magazine

Explore traditional
and contemporary
practices with us
Visit SpiritualityHealth.com
• Practice Pages
• Blogs
• Current and Back Issue Articles
• Subscribe to our Magazine
and Newsletters

worldpulse.com | 55

At least 80 countries
criminalize same-sex
intimacy, but a growing
movement to change
that is gaining ground.
By Sara Schonhardt
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Courageous

Love
© REUTERS | Eliana Aponte

Zoie Ha was 21 when she made her first posting
on an online forum for Palestinian lesbian women.
Organized by the group Aswat, which means
“voices,” the online community quickly became a
lifeline for Ha, who says that it wasn’t until she was
19 that she even knew the Arabic word for lesbian,
“mithlya.” In her insular Bedouin village outside
of Nazareth, Israel, being gay isn’t something you
talk about, let alone something you act on.
Finding the Aswat forum was life changing.
Suddenly, Ha had a group of friends with whom
she could honestly and openly discuss their shared
experiences as lesbian women in Palestinian
society. And yet, each time she visited the site,
she worried about what would happen if she
were discovered by her brother, whose computer
she had to use to access the Internet, or by her
father, a devout Muslim passionately opposed
to both homosexuality and women accessing
information online.
When her father found out that she was visiting
the forum, he mistakenly assumed she was talking
to boys—and he beat her.
“If my father hit me because of a boy, he’ll kill
me because of a girl,” she told World Pulse. “I
am sure he would kill me if he found out. Nothing
else. He would kill me.”
Last year, desperate for a way out of her father’s
house, Ha exchanged marriage vows with a man.

She scoured the Internet and eventually found a
gay Palestinian man who lived in Los Angeles and
who also faced pressure to wed.
After a few lonely months in Los Angeles, Ha
made the difficult decision to leave her husband
and go back home this March. Although she is
staying only a half hour away from her family,
they don’t know that she has returned.
“When I’m walking down the street,” she told
oral historian Shimrit Lee, “I don’t take buses. I
always have glasses on, I dye my hair, I cover my
face with my scarf.” If her family finds out she
is no longer living with her husband, she will be
forced to again live in her father’s home.
Like many lesbian women around the world,
Ha walks a narrow line between the desire to live
her life freely, to demand rights and acceptance
from her community, and the need for protection
and safety. Each time she and her friends log
on and shed their disguises to share stories,

resources, and even poetry with each other; they
are strengthening their voices and nudging their
society toward equality.

A Global Struggle
Currently, at least 80 countries criminalize samesex intimacy, and those who desire people of the
same gender face increasingly harsh punishments
ranging from fines to imprisonment. In seven of
those nations—Nigeria, Sudan, Somalia, Saudi
Arabia, Iran, Yemen, and Mauritania—homosexuality
is a crime punishable by death.
But even in many countries where there is little
threat of legal action, gay and lesbian individuals
face persecution in their communities, families, and
workplaces. Labeled “unnatural,” “un-Christian,”
“un-Islamic,” “un-African,” or “the family secret,”
their lives are silently erased from public view.
But now, as a global movement that recognizes
sexual orientation as a human right gains ground,
and as the Internet opens up new possibilities for
connection, women like Zoie Ha are finding power
in the realization that they are not alone. They are
organizing locally and internationally, creating
funding networks, founding advocacy groups,
shelters, and support lines. They are connecting
to larger movements, sharing information and
resources, and helping each other imagine and
create a reality in which they might live their
lives without fear.
And in some places, activists are making
advances toward equality.
This April, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) activists in the Netherlands celebrated

worldpulse.com | 57

the 10th anniversary of legal gay marriage in their
country. Last July, Irish President Mary McAleese
ignored protests from senior bishops and signed
into law the Civil Partnership Bill, which legally
recognizes same-sex relationships and offers
couples certain protections, such as pension
rights. In June 2010, Iceland’s parliament voted
unanimously to legalize gay marriage, and Prime
Minister Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir and her partner
became the first couple to marry under the new
law. Argentina and Mexico City followed soon
after. In Indonesia, a majority Muslim country with
a secular constitution, human rights advocates
are working to reform the 1974 Marriage Law
that defines marriage as between a man and a
women. And in February, US President Barack
Obama declared that the government can no
longer defend the constitutionality of a federal law
banning same-sex marriage. That law, the Defense
of Marriage Act, has been at the heart of peaked
debates between conservatives and liberals, since
it effectively trumps laws in five states that allow
for same-sex unions.

Two Steps Forward, One Step Back
But even as steady progress is made, LGBT human
rights activists are finding that it’s not just about
changing laws. Often when legal protections are
in place, they aren’t enforced, and in many cases,
societies with progressive laws on the books have
failed to protect their gay and lesbian citizens.
In Indonesia, where LGBT individuals enjoy a
greater amount of freedom and legal protection
than many other Muslim countries, a mob of hardline Islamists stormed a hotel in East Java last year,
attacking delegates at an international gay and
lesbian conference.

“You can pardon men for being gay because
it’s just men being naughty,” says Ade. “But if
you’re a lesbian it’s a sin. It’s not excusable…
[We’re] invisible here but that’s because of the
fear we plant in our own hearts,” she says,
flicking ash from the end of her cigarette.
In Uganda, international pressure has led the
legislature to drop anti-gay legislation that would
impose the death penalty on those who are HIV
positive or who engage in same sex acts, but one
of the bill’s most outspoken critics, David Kato,
was murdered in late January in what human
rights activists say was a targeted attack on
gay rights campaigners in a country that has
ignored discrimination faced by LGBT people.
(In October, Kato’s photograph appeared on
the cover of the Ugandan tabloid Rolling Stone,
under the headline “Hang Them.”)
In South Africa, one of the first countries in
the world to legalize gay marriage, and the only
African country to do so, a surge in violence
against sexual minorities is sending many people
back in the closet. Some South African groups
have estimated that 10 lesbians are raped or
assaulted every week in Cape Town alone.
For gender and HIV/AIDS activist and Positive
Women’s Network founder Prudence Mabele, the
grisly statistics have hit too close to home.
In 2007, she returned from a women’s rights
conference to the news that one of her colleagues,
Sizakele Sigasa, and her partner Salome Masooa,
had been brutally raped and murdered because
of their sexuality.
As one of the very first African women to go
public with a positive HIV status, Mabele has spent
much of her career combating the conventional
wisdom that AIDS only affects gay, white men.

It becomes like you’re running,
but you don’t know what you’re
running from.
Pouline Kimani

Ade Kusumaningrum, a 39-year-old Indonesian movie publicist, says it is particularly hard
for lesbians to be open about their sexuality in
her country—in part because, as women, they
already face so many challenges. Like many
countries, sexual identity in Indonesia is rooted
in a culture that views women with sexual
desires as promiscuous.
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She is used to being the loudest, and sometimes
lone, voice for justice. But in this case, she had
no words. She couldn’t stomach the thought
that the very hatred Sizakele had been working
against had ended her life.
Every time Mabele glanced at a newspaper she
saw her friend and colleague dead, her dreadlocks
yanked from her head. “I couldn’t even form a

press statement,” she told World Pulse. “It was
just too big.”
Although Mabele has redoubled her commitment to her work to honor her friends’ memory,
she remains haunted by the fact that the young
men who committed this hate crime, though
identified, have never been brought to justice.

Need for Protection
Pouline Kimani, an activist in East Africa who has
been attacked and arrested for being a lesbian,
says that even in regions where same-sex
relationships are not criminalized, LGBT activists
require protection.
“Every six months I change houses,” Kimani
told World Pulse. “I never stay long enough for
people to become familiar with me. Sometimes
it becomes like you’re running, but you don’t
know what you’re running from.”
The 25-year-old Kenyan says it’s the government, her neighbors, and her distant family
who pose the greatest threats in a country that
provides a false sense of safety to people in the
LGBT community. Relationships between women
are legal in Kenya, and there is no law against
marriage, but blackmail, extortion, and violent
stigmatization are common.
But Kimani isn’t giving up. She currently helps
nonprofit groups build resources to support the
region’s burgeoning LGBT network. And she and
her friends regularly hold queer parties to raise
awareness about HIV and sexual health in the
queer community, and she continues to look for
ways to combat discrimination.
“Homophobia establishes itself in our hearts,”
she says. “If we question how we’ve been socialized to relate to each other then we can start a
conversation.”

Women out Front
For Aswat, the organization behind the
Palestinian online forum for lesbian women that
Zoie Ha frequents, activism is not about pride
parades and coming out. They are still working
to create a language amongst themselves in
a society where even talking about sexuality is
taboo. As a group, they are breaking taboos very
carefully. The faces of members do not appear
in the photo section of their website, and their
recently published anthology does not reveal
the real names of writers. They actively work to
hide the identity of members while, as a collective, they struggle to make their rights visible.
In Burkina Faso, lesbian rights activist Mariam
Armisen created an online network similar to
Aswat’s forum, called the Queer African Youth
Networking Center. Its purpose is to unite lesbian,
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Lesbians are invisible
here—but that’s because
of the fear we plant in
our own hearts.
Ade Kusumaningrum | Indonesia

gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex youth
so that they can connect and provide support
for each other.
“The image of gay people in Africa is very
caricatured,” she said. She founded the center
in 2010 to provide what she calls “real” information about gender identity and sex education to
youths in Africa. “It was not a choice for me to be
open in Burkina Faso. You learn very fast as you
come out that you also have to stay in the closet.”
While no law in Burkina Faso criminalizes
relationships between two women, Armisen
says society does. “Women are often assaulted
or sexually abused to rid them of lesbian urges.
You get called sir more than ma’am, and it’s very
common for men to take a lesbian to church
and rape her.”
The level of violence can debilitate those who
live amidst it. But like Armisen, Prudence Mabele,
the South African activist, wasn’t going to be
silenced. After Sizakele and her partner were
killed, Mabele threw herself into the details of the
memorial service to honor their lives. And today,
her activism continues to pay tribute. “If you’re
going to nurse your feelings now you are letting
the perpetrators victimize the struggle. You’ve got
to be out there and do what you have to do,” she
told World Pulse. “And then you fall apart later.”
These courageous women are part of a movement of LGBT activists across the globe who are
fighting back. And they are finding safety—and
success—in numbers.
In December, Luleki Sizwe, a small group of
South African activists, started a petition against
corrective rape—the rape of lesbian women in

order to “cure” them of their sexuality. In just
three months the campaign gained 170,000
supporters from 163 countries, jammed the
Ministry of Justice email system, and drew international media attention to their cause.
Backed by global allies, they marched on South
African Parliament and successfully convinced
the same officials who had for years ignored their
pleas to commit to developing an action plan to
address hate crimes against the LGBT community.
In Kyrgyzstan, the organization Labrys—
named after a double-sided axe used by Amazon
warriors and later adopted by lesbians as a
symbol of power and independence—provides
shelter, employment, and counseling for the LGBT
community. As their country, which once outlawed homosexuality under Soviet rule, becomes
more democratic, Labrys has started reaching
out to LGBT communities in Turkmenistan and
Uzbekistan, where governments still exert strict
control over personal freedoms.
Regional publications such as Africa’s Behind
the Mask, and the Lebanon-based English/Arabic
language publication Bekhsoos, are giving LGBT
activists a collective voice strong enough to
counter the silence of local media. And with the
protection and support of a globally expanding
movement, individuals all over the world are
finding the freedom to express their demands
for dignity and justice.
Back in Israel, Zoie Ha holds out hope that her
family and community will find a way to support
her decision to continue her studies and to
live independently with her girlfriend. But she
knows this best-case scenario isn’t likely. For

Ha, the stress of her double life and the pain of
alienation from her family and community are
eased only by the knowledge that her Aswat
friends—her adopted family—will always be there
for her. And as they work together to fight for
their basic human rights and freedoms, they are
speaking the same language, in a strong and
unified voice. ●

RESOURCECENTER
	Aswat
aswatgroup.org
	Queer African Youth Networking Center
wp.gayn-center.org
	Behind the Mask
mask.org.za
	Bekhsoos
bekhsoos.com
International Lesbian and Gay Association
(ILGA)
ilga.org
International Gay and Lesbian Human
Rights Commission (IGLHRC)
iglhrc.org
	Astraea Lesbian Foundation for Justice
astraeafoundation.org
We asked women around the world to
share their views on LGBT issues around
the world. Go online to read their stories
at worldpulse.com/magazine
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My Personal
Peace-building
Journey
© Sylvia Plachy

Women for Women International’s
Judithe Registre on finding balance

F

or more than a decade, I have worked
in war zones helping women who have
been traumatized by war, conflict, and
poverty find their voices and reclaim their power.
My job has taken me to some very challenging
spots, including Chad, the Democratic Republic
of Congo, and Sudan.
In the Congo, I met Maria, a rape survivor
who witnessed her daughter bleed to death as a
result of being raped. She saw her 3-year-old son
get killed as he tried to protect her with his small
body, and she watched as her mother burned
alive, her flesh disintegrating into nothingness. All
of this happened to Maria in just one morning.

who have been through enormous loss find and
use their own voices; their eloquence reminded
me every day of why I do the work I do. And yet,
in helping others, I have been too busy to pay
attention to my own voice and my own needs. I
have been so focused on other people’s trauma
that I’ve failed to realize that, in a way, my work
has traumatized me.
As a global women’s movement, particularly
for those of us working on issues of violence and
torture, we must recognize that vicarious trauma
exists. We refuse to acknowledge it because we
feel that our suffering pales in comparison to
those who have suffered so greatly, with so little.

Like many international development workers,
I had no concept of self-care.
Sadly, Maria isn’t alone. I’ve heard countless
stories like hers, and I’ve come to realize that these
accounts of rape, torture, and extreme suffering
can grip your heart in paralyzing ways. Like many
international development workers, I have had
no concept of self-care. I have been carrying
the emotional stress of the communities I have
visited, and I have pushed through my exhaustion
because I have felt guilty for needing to rest when
there is so much to be done. My emotions were
tying me down and preventing me from doing
better and achieving more.
My heart cried: I knew that my job was not to
be the voice for the voiceless, but to help women

For me, I did not mean to avoid practicing
self-care; the work was a drug for me. Watching
women transform their lives and reclaim their
own worth and dignity in the face of so much
hardship has been inspiring, motivating, and very
fulfilling. But it has also kept me from focusing
on my own life and my own needs.
Recently, I made a decision to change that.
I went on a personal peace-building journey to
India to find out how I could become a person
who can work for the cause without losing herself.
I realized that I needed to make my world a better
place before I could make everyone else’s world
a better place.

While in India, I delved deeply into places
within myself that I had never acknowledged.
Suddenly I was facing myself and my life without
the slightest distraction. It was like being back
in my mother’s womb, except I had the history
of my life thus far in there with me. I have always
been active and purposeful, so the art of doing
nothing is not an activity I often practice. It was
scary; it was uncomfortable. I was at peace for
the first time in years. But the healing and
enlightenment I expected didn’t come—at least
not immediately, or in the form I thought it would.
I felt a little thrown that my “ah-ha” moment
didn’t happen during this trip—and yet, taking time
for myself allowed me to realize that there isn’t an
easy fix for a life out of balance. It takes work.
There is never a perfect time to begin this
process of caring for yourself, but it is important
that each of us, as a movement, begins to do so.
As activists, we must each make a decision to
commit to discovering ways to remain balanced
while doing this very important work. For me, that
balance meant taking time for myself by traveling
to a new place to detach and gain perspective,
and then finding ways to stay grounded in the
here and now through self-love, self-care, and
self-acceptance.
What does it mean for you? ●
Judithe Registre is the Director

of Policy and Outreach at Women
for Women International.
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…for the first time in my life I was suddenly
disclosing my private self to the public. I was showered
with COURAGE, LOVE and SOLIDARITY.
Malaypinas | Philippines, 2010 World Pulse award-winning correspondent
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Global Gatherings
Pull up a chair at 2011’s most anticipated conferences for women
Opportunity Collaboration 2011

BlogHer 2011

Women’s Worlds

Revealing the Ideas of Women and
Girls Worldwide
October 17 - 20, 2011 | Ixtapa, Mexico

August 5 - 6, 2011 | San Diego, CA

Inclusions, Exclusions, and Seclusions:
Living in a globalized world
July 3 - 7, 2011 | Ottawa, Canada

The Opportunity Collaboration unites global
leaders with one thing in common: They are
serious about ending poverty. Replacing
stodgy lectures with free-form working
sessions, this unique meeting of minds creates
an atmosphere of collaboration and innovation.
Following an “unconference” format, Opportunity Collaboration forgoes the formalities and
gets down to the business of turning big ideas
into action.

opportunitycollaboration.net

Spark your creativity, brush up on your business
savvy, and rub shoulders with the most powerful
women in the blogosphere. The popular BlogHer
conference will bring over 3,000 women content
producers together to address issues ranging from
battling burnout to mastering mobile multimedia
skills. Whether you blog for self-expression or for
a living, if you are a woman with something to say,
you will find yourself in good company at this
exciting gathering for women.

blogher.com

As women grapple with the changing social,
economic, and environmental realities of our
globalized world, Women’s Worlds forges
connections and strengthens women’s rights
networks. With a young women leadership team
and multi-generational panelists from around the
globe, Women’s Worlds bridges academics and
activism to bring together a diverse group of
researchers, grassroots leaders, and policy makers
to overcome obstacles to women’s equality.

womensworlds.ca
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Sign up today at worldpulse.com, or mail in the membership form.
64 | worldpulse.com

THE

MAG AZIN

ALL
JANE GOOD

AL IS
SUE

Kaara | Kenyan
Visionary

worldp ulse.co

for women
“It is time
ether,
to band tog
er, and
take the pow
th.”
heal the Ear

G LOB

PUL SE

Earth

worldp ulse.co

Collaborate with women changemakers
from over 180 countries on our interactive
website, PulseWire. Whether from a rural
Ugandan village, Bolivia, or the Bronx—
women are gathering on our site to share
their stories and support each other
every day.

Your membership gives women
in rural villages, conflict zones,
and forgotten regions of the
world the chance to connect
and speak in their own words
to the global public through
our media channels.
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through women’s eyes.
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Give to World Pulse today!
Your donation helps women across the globe
join the World Pulse network and be heard.

$100

Pays for 6 months of Internet access
for women in remote villages.

$500

Trains a woman citizen journalist in
our Voices of Our Future program.

$1,000

Launches a writing contest that awards
winners with leadership coaching.

$5,000

Sponsors a World Pulse emerging leader
to meet with top decision-makers.

Special thanks to our Leadership Pulse Network of world leaders and philanthropists,
who are on the forefront of our work using new media and communication technology to
lift and unite millions of women’s voices to accelerate change.
Anonymous | Kathryn Adrian | Cynda Collins Arsenault | Christine Austin
Shari Berenbach | Cynthia Black, Beyond Words | Barbara Bridges | The Channel Foundation
Debi Coleman | Isobel Coleman | Pat Cooper | Lin Coughlin | Barbara Dobkin
Sonya Erickson | Eileen Fisher | Davis & Gilbert | Brooke Jordan | Ginny Jordan
The Lambent Foundation Fund of Tides Foundation | Francine LeFrak | Kathy LeMay
Linda Mason | Mindy Meads | Andrea Meditch | Anne Mendel | Cameron Miranda | Pat Mitchell
Letitia Momirov | Anne Firth Murray | NoVo Foundation | Open Square Charitable Gift Fund
Julie Parker Benello | Gillian Parrillo | Mariane Pearl | Geri Pell | Sarah Peter
Cathy Raphael | Kathryn Reed | Rayona Sharpnack | Nina Simons | Lynne Twist
Susan Cornell Wilkes | Marcia Wilson | Ellen Wingard | Mary Zinn
To learn more about the Leadership Pulse Network or how to join through an investment of $10,000 or more, contact donate@worldpulse.com.

World Pulse Voices is a 501 (c) 3 nonprofit in the US. Your gift is tax-deductible.
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Poverty UnConference
OCTOBER 16-21, 2011 • IXTAPA, MEXICO
“The Opportunity Collaboration is an impressive, even exhilarating, time for
intensive discussions with social activists and fellow funders from all over
the world. The retreat setting and engaged format promotes tangible social
investments and actionable decision-making for my foundation.”
– Ronald D. Cordes, President, Cordes Family Foundation

Opportunity Collaboration is a four-day strategic and problem-solving retreat for
nonprofit leaders, for-profit social entrepreneurs, funders and social investors.
To enroll, visit www.OpportunityCollaboration.net

convene • create • connect
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IN OUR PAGES

Revisiting Our Heroes

World Pulse revisits past editions and finds that in the sites of greatest
global change—be they scarred, wounded, or pulsing with energy—women
are leading the fight for justice.
WOMAN TO WATCH

The Next Green Frontier

For Egyptian blogger Noha Atef, social media has become
a powerful weapon against government-sanctioned torture.

Q

videos, photos, and articles Atef has gathered paint
a sweeping landscape of brutality, censorship, and
human rights abuses across her country.

Since 2006, you’ve used your
blog to report on human rights
violations. Have you seen results?

© David Sasaki

Yes! Torture in Egypt provoked a public talk
on torture crimes in my country—a previously
unmentionable subject. My blog has put pressure
on Egypt’s regime, which, like most Arab regimes,
carefully controls its image to the West. But most
importantly, my work has inspired spin-offs in
countries abroad; there’s a blog called Torture in
Uganda, for example. Some torture victims have
even started their own blogs after reading mine.

How did you become aware of the
human rights situation in Egypt?
My interest came in 2004 when I read the
Arabic Network for Human Rights website and
attended some of the events they had publicized.
The Egyptian public still considered human rights
a luxury reserved for those in westernized
countries. A couple years later, I read a collection

oha Atef is like most 25 year olds who
have grown up in the age of social media.
She starts most mornings by logging into
Facebook or Twitter, communicates throughout the
day with her friends via text messages, and wraps
up her evenings by updating her website. But her
online life has garnered international attention for a
big reason: Her blog, Torture in Egypt, has amassed
a virtual database of evidence against Egypt’s
police and security forces. The first-hand reports,

For Women for Women International founder and CEO
Zainab Salbi, the green revolution starts with women.
BY ZAINAB SALBI

parents asked me to stop for a while, so I did. But
I had to take it back up again. Today, my parents
don’t discuss the subject.

oday we are facing a global food,
nutrition, and climate crisis. Over
the past few years, nearly 100 million
people have been added to the global count
of chronically hungry worldwide. Food prices
have jumped almost 80%, pushing thousands
of families on the brink into poverty and hunger.
Environmentally damaging agricultural practices
such as deforestation compound the CO2

Many of the abuses you have
helped bring to light were
committed against bloggers
and journalists like yourself.
How does this affect you?
I know that the police could fabricate an accusation
against me and send me to jail or hijack me from
the street. But I don’t expect that to happen. Still,
I’d willingly face injustice if that is what it will take
for justice to prevail.

emissions that are causing greenhouse effects.
Chemically enhanced fertilizers contaminate the
ground and strip the Earth of necessary nutrients.
We cannot build sustainable democracies,
economies, or solutions for climate change and
food shortages if we do not fully incorporate
women in policy responses. There isn’t a better
story to illustrate the disconnect between the
reality of women and the theory of policy than
this food crisis and the agricultural strategies
that aim to address it.
In our agricultural policy, we fail to consider
issues like nutrition and food security, climate
change, and the significant but often unrecognized
fact that 70% of the world’s farmers are women.
Women produce 90% of the staple food crops,
such as rice and maize—the crops that feed the
world. Women also prepare these crops for

Human rights abuses are not new,
but some of the technologies you
are using to expose them are.
How do you think the increasing
availability of Internet access will
change activism?
Increasing access—especially now with mobile
phones—means that almost every person has
a great tool for activism in her pocket. With a
cell phone, anyone can document a human

Now with mobile phones, almost
every person has a great tool for
activism in her pocket.
NOHA ATEF

of testimonies of women who were subjected
to torture and sexual violence. These women
weren’t even accused of anything; it was their
husbands, sons, or even grandsons who had
been arrested. This report was quite shocking
to me and inspired me to start digging deeper.

SYRIA
ISRAEL

Cairo

EGYPT

How has your family and your
community reacted to your work?

SAUDI ARABIA

In the beginning, my family did not welcome my
activism since it’s dangerous in Egypt to be the
enemy of even one police officer. I’ve made an
enemy of the whole Ministry of Interior. My dad
used to receive threatening phone calls telling
him I’d be raped or disappeared. He was even
summoned by State Security. Afterwards, my

CHAD
SUDAN

but own less than 2% of the land, it becomes an
issue of economic as well as gender justice. Women
have the right to enjoy the profits of their labor
and the peace of mind of knowing their daughters
can inherit the land they farm. Women have the
right to eat a full and balanced meal and to work in
an environment not poisoned by toxic chemicals.
And we have the ability to realize this vision.
There are several programs underway that
can jump start the revolution. For example,
at Women for Women, we’re teaching women
sustainable farming techniques that maximize
profit and nutritional value while supporting
environmental preservation, community
agricultural, and economic development. Women
learn to farm a diversity of crops for household
consumption and higher profits, at the same time
as they are equipped with techniques that enhance
the ecological balance of natural ecosystems.
In Rwanda, where land is at a premium, and
in land-rich Sudan, in partnership with local
government, we have secured a long-term land
lease that enables women to control the land they
farm and access the highest returns on their labor.
Women in South Sudan are on track to earn double
the per-capita GDP after only six months. Also
in Rwanda, women learn to construct vertical

The time has come to make agricultural
and environmental policy reflective of
those most impacted by it.

TURKEY
GREECE

LIBYA

Noha Atef

VISIONARY LEADERS

5 Questions for Noha Atef

rights abuse and spread the word, or receive
information about the status of human rights
in her community. Five years ago Egyptians
didn’t believe that torture was their government’s
policy. Now, with mobile videos, they’ve seen it
for themselves. And maybe they’ve even filmed
it and uploaded it to YouTube. ●

ZAINAB SALBI is the founder and CEO of Women

for Women International, an organization that
provides financial and emotional support to women
survivors of war. Visit Women for Women at
womenforwomen.org.

ZAINAB SALBI

household and community consumption, eating
last or not at all when food is scarce. And women
do the majority of tasks that involve close proximity
to the environment, such as farming and fetching
water, and hence shoulder a disproportionate
amount of the danger associated with pollution
and climate change.
Women’s agricultural empowerment is the next
frontier for the global women’s movement. When
women produce the majority of the world’s food

RESOURCECENTER
Visit Noha Atef’s groundbreaking blog
at tortureinegypt.net.

friendly practices into agriculture production.
They are cultivating the crops that will combat food
and nutrition crises and stimulate local markets
in the time of economic crisis. I’ve heard much talk
about a green revolution, but rarely are women’s
voices taken into account in our conceptions of it.
The time has come to make those voices heard,
to make agricultural and environmental policy
reflective of those who are most impacted by it.
The green revolution is a women’s revolution. ●

kitchen gardens, which maximize soil efficiency
and make a significant impact on household
nutritional security. Women farmers turn grain
bags, tires, and other household items into vertical
planters and use their livestock’s natural animal
waste for fertilizer.
In my work with women farmers, I have seen
that, as in so many other sectors, women are the
key to our success in agriculture and environmental
policy. Women are integrating environmentally

CHECK OUT A NEW ONLINE COLUMN
on WorldPulse.com featuring visionary leaders
Kavita Ramdas of Global Fund for Women,
Ritu Sharma of Women Thrive Worldwide,
Helene Gayle of CARE, and Geeta Rao Gupta
of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

Connect with Noha Atef on PulseWire!
14 | worldpulse.com

It is time for women
to band together,
take the power, and
heal the Earth.
JANE GOODALL

24 | worldpulse.com
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At first everyone mocked the idea of Mideast
Youth. “Are you serious? Kurds and Iranians on the
same platform? Israelis and Arabs on the same
platform—it’s never going to work!” they said. But
I thought it would. And I was very, very right.
After awhile, I began to realize that our potential
was bigger than a group blog and we started
experimenting with new technology and social
media. The first campaign we did was to free a
blogger, Kareem Amer, who was imprisoned for
what he wrote on his website. Then we started
doing campaigns for minority rights. We also

© L.J. Westrum

O

just launched a new project that’s getting a lot of
attention called CrowdVoice. It’s a user-powered
platform that tracks voices of protest online.

What have been the challenges
of moderating websites that
welcome controversial dialogue?
When I first started the site, I thought everyone
had to think like me. And we got nowhere. Now, we
have a lot of conservative Muslims on our site with
very radical views. We try to compromise and say,
“listen, this is a dialogue.” You will sometimes read
things that are racist or hateful. But if we remove
the community member, we’re going to be talking
amongst ourselves and that’s not what we want.
We want to be changing people’s perceptions.
We’ve seen people change their minds and
become more tolerant after participating in
dialogue on Mideast Youth; for example, people
who were initially homophobic have been able
to reconcile homosexual human rights with Islam.

What has been your family’s
reaction to your work?
My parents have concerns about my safety. I used
to tell them that I was playing video games in my
room on the computer instead of working on my
websites. Minority rights is not something everyone can agree on, so there are many forces that
are against the work that I do. I know my family
would much rather I get married; but now they
understand what I do and how important it is.

Mideast Youth delivers its message
in a lot of different mediums. Can
you tell us about your use of
comics and video, specifically?
Growing up my sources of information were
television, school, and my family. The only things
I still remember are the things that were funny
or fun to look at. Young people want something
they can send to their friends, post on Facebook,
and talk about with their families. Our goal is to
make you laugh for five minutes and then think
for 30 minutes. We make it tongue in cheek to
mark the absurdity of the kinds of crimes that
people here face. People who read the comics
tell us they had no idea it was this pathetic—that,
for example, there are people who are actually

From comics to blogs, ESRA’A AL SHAFEI uses
creative media to inspire dialogue in the Middle East.

n my first visit to the Congo, a woman
named Generose, rounded and softspoken, told me, over cooking smoke

From my home in Portland, Oregon—a city
Forbes Magazine recently ranked the third safest
in the US—I scrambled to think of how I could help

in a village in Congo’s rolling hills, of how her
body became a battlefield.
It happened on a quiet evening. Generose was
preparing a meal when militia charged into her

women in Congo, a place often deemed the worst
place on Earth to be a woman. I discovered that I
could use my own body to fight for women whose
bodies have become emblems of war.

home and demanded money. She and her husband
handed over $130—everything they had hidden
away. But the men still killed her husband and cut

I launched Run for Congo Women in 2005 when
I did my first 30-mile trail run and asked my friends
to pledge to sponsor a “sister” through Women for

off Generose’s leg with machetes. They cooked
her leg in the fire and commanded her six children
to eat it. When Generose’s 9-year-old son refused,
they shot him in the head. Generose, who had
passed out from blood loss, woke up several days
later in a hospital. Though she has no memory of it,
she had injuries that suggest she was gang-raped.

Women International’s Congo program. I didn’t
know how to put an end to the conflict, but I could
put one foot in front of the other and hope it
mattered. Thirty miles was an effort that couldn’t
be faked. And the money raised could help
women across the world.
That first year, my toenails fell off, I accidentally
swallowed spiders, pounded miles of trail, and
every week I went on the longest run of my life.

denied identification cards or health care or education
because of their religion. Our comics and videos have
been airing on TV, even state-owned TV. They’ve been

Without a clue what the reverb might be, with
every step, I was laying the foundation for a movement for Congo that would grow across the globe.
Two years later, I traveled to meet my sisters
who had lived through countless horrors, from
mass slaughter to gang rape. In one women’s
group, more than half of the women had been

reprinted in magazines. And that starts the conversation.

What is your advice for others who
want to make a difference?
I meet so many inspiring women who give up too

raped in the last six months. Toward the end of
our long talk, one woman asked, “Do they also

© Sonya Melescu, 2010

Q

Over the past four years, Mideast
Youth has expanded. Can you tell
us about your current projects?

With one step, Lisa Shannon ignited a global
movement to end violence in the Congo.

A

real life. So I thought ‘Let’s start a fierce dialogue
among ethnic and religious minorities and see
what happens.’”
Thus, Mideast Youth was born. What began as
a simple group blog has evolved into an impressive
online platform to foster equality and tolerance in
a region fraught with ethnic and religious tensions.

OMAN

soon. The first two years after I started Mideast Youth,
I had no support. Bloggers in the region were mocking
the site, calling me a Zionist or an agent for Iran. If I
cared just one percent less, I couldn’t have done it.
You face so many challenges; then one day something
miraculous happens. One person believes in you,
or you get a really wonderful opportunity. People

Generose, a rape survivor, runs alongside Run for
Congo founder LISA SHANNON to raise money
for the women affected by Congo’s brutal conflict.

start coming up to you to tell you “this campaign
changed my life.” And that makes it worth it. ●
ESRA’A AL SHAFEI is the founder and

The first time I heard a story as horrific as
Generose’s, I was lounging on my couch watching
an Oprah special about Congo’s war on women.

Executive Director of MideastYouth.com.
She is based in Bahrain.

I learned that on the other side of the globe,
militias have staked their claim over Congo’s vast
resources by terrorizing locals with soul-crushing
violence. I learned that hundreds of thousands of
women have been raped, most of them by gangs.
I also learned that four million people had died in
the conflict. If the International Rescue Committee

RESOURCECENTER
See Esra’a Al Shafei’s groundbreaking work
at mideastyouth.com.

mortality statistics hold, that number has swelled
to more than seven million.

Connect with Esra’a Al Shafei on PulseWire
at worldpulse.com/pulsewire!

rape women in America?”
“Women are raped all over the world,” I
answered. “It is not as common as it is here, but
a number of American women who have been
raped have run to raise your sponsorship. They
asked me to especially extend their love to you.”
Another woman raised her hand. “What can

I discovered I could
use my own body to
fight for women whose
bodies have become
emblems of war.
Early this year, on the shores of Lake Kivu,
Congolese women survivors did just that. In the
drizzle, wearing brightly patterned African wraps
and plastic sandals, flanked by an all-female police
force, local dignitaries, international press, and 44
solidarity runs around the world, 50 of my Congolese
sisters ran one mile. They raised more than $50,000
for other Congolese women.

we do to manage and improve so we can support
other women?”
Five years into my work, I am haunted by
the fact that some of the solutions are actually
straightforward: security sector reform, ending
our reliance on conflict minerals that fund the
war, and disarming the militias that drive the

Afterwards, the sisters were abuzz, singing,
dancing, and talking about starting running clubs.
Survivors I had only ever seen weep beamed with joy.
Generose was there. Wearing a red suit and
pink pearls, she ran on old, mismatched wooden
crutches, barefoot, and only made it about a
third of the way. She took it as far as she could
and said, “If I can run on only one leg, everyone
will know they can do something to help.” ●

violence. And we must urge our own governments to pay attention.

LISA SHANNON is the founder of

And by helping, we help ourselves. Through
running, I discovered my own power. What if the
same is true for female survivors of war? When
we have control over little else, our refuge may
be our physical person.

Run for Congo Women. Her recent
memoir, A Thousand Sisters, follows
her as she travels through eastern
Congo to meet women survivors
of the world’s deadliest war.
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Haiti’s Women Leaders
© The United Nations Development Programme

N

early one year
after Haiti’s massive
earthquake killed
220,000 and left millions
homeless, World Pulse has
teamed up with journalist
and long-time contributor
Anne-christine d’Adesky
to report on the country’s
rising women’s movement.

© Benjamin Lowy | VII Network

Special Report:

HAITI

Esra’a Al Shafei (Woman to Watch, Issue 6, Winter/Spring 2011) started Mideast Youth as a website
for activists to branch out across the region, forging connections across movements—from
domestic worker rights to religious tolerance. When Shafei’s country of Bahrain joined the list
of Middle East nations with building protest movements, Mideast Youth’s crowd-sourced protest
channel, Crowdvoice, turned inward. Banned at one point in Bahrain and later in Yemen, Crowdvoice became a go-to online platform for activists throughout the Middle East to organize and
report on their activities.

worldpulse.com | 15
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First she watched the waters encroach on her beloved islands. Then she saw her people go
hungry as their seawater-poisoned crops failed. As a final blow, she witnessed the international
community break their promises and stand by to watch it happen. Still, Ursula Rakova continues
to fight for the people of the Carteret Islands—the world’s first climate refugees. Last year, she
highlighted the urgent need to resettle Carteret islanders on neighboring Bougainville in World
Pulse (“Sailing the Waves on Our Own,” Issue 5, Spring/Summer 2010). Since then, funding and
international commitments have stalled, and only two new houses have been built to resettle a
population of 2,325 people. While the cries of her people drown in bureaucracy, Urusula Rakova
continues to put her country’s struggle on the map—even as the country itself disappears from it.

Esra’a Al Shafei

VISIONARY LEADERS

Why I Run
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“Kurds had one blog; Israelis had one blog,”
she says. “People weren’t talking to each other;
they were just echoing what was happening in

worldpulse.com | 25
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Palestine, Bahrain. And every time she was struck
by the fact that the blogosphere was furthering
the divide among youth in the Middle East instead
of bridging it.

hink of an environmental leader and you wouldn’t be blamed
for thinking of Al Gore. Think of a “women’s agenda” and the
first things that spring to mind are likely economic empowerment,
reproductive rights, and ending gender-based violence.
That may be changing.
Increasingly, women are at the forefront of the environmental
movement. In almost every nation, women are the primary stewards
of natural resources. Whether it is securing food, fuel, or clean water,
they are on the frontlines of ecological collapse.
Yet women have a clear stake in implementing solutions on the
ground, educating children in sustainability, and championing an
alternate future. Listening to and supporting these natural leaders
may be the greatest hope for the environmental movement.
World Pulse sat down with these ecological leaders—from well-known
experts to grassroots women on the ground—to talk about everything
from the major challenges impacting women’s efforts to some of the
most promising signs for solving some of the urgent issues afflicting
our planet.

U.A.E.

SAUDI ARABIA

RE

n 2006, 19-year-old Esra’a Al Shafei was
fed up. Every time she went online, she read
blogs from men and women in Egypt, Iran,

T

IAN

Bahrain

5 Questions for Esra’a Al Shafei
As a university student in Bahrain, Esra’a Al Shafei
masterminded a youth revolution to unite the Middle East.

Across the globe, networks of women are
responding to the anguish of the Earth. They are
urgently mapping a new course to restore our
planet’s life support systems before it’s too late.

IRAN

KUWAIT

PE

WOMAN TO WATCH

Ursula Rakova

EARTH EMERGENCY
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When protests rocked Egypt in January, an ocean separated Noha Atef (Woman to Watch, Issue 5,
Spring/Summer 2010) from her homeland. Atef may have been studying abroad in the UK, but this
was her revolution. She tweeted between classes, connecting activists across borders and pushing
out stories and photos from protesters on the ground. And when Mubarak’s regime attempted to
shut down communications networks, she didn’t miss a beat, reviving landlines and fax machines.
While a diverse slice of Egyptian society showed up to protest in Tahrir Square, Atef is the face of
the uprising that inspired the world: young, resourceful, and fiercely determined to have a voice
in her country’s future.

Haiti

worldpulse.com | 43

Nine months after Haiti’s 7.0 earthquake, we spoke to top women leaders and learned that
Haiti’s women’s movement had identified increased political participation as a top priority for the
recovering country. (“Honoring the Ancestors,” Issue 6, Winter/Spring 2011). The good news is
that in early May, Haiti’s legislature pushed through a constitutional amendment that mandates
that 30% of public service representatives must be female. Vital Voices and its local partners
in Haiti—who helped campaign for the 47 women who ran for legislature in Haiti’s November
election—attribute the success to increased representation of women in Congress. In the coming
years, all eyes will be on Haiti’s new class of political leaders to see if they can deliver the security,
health, education, and employment opportunities that are desperately needed.
worldpulse.com | 67

Books
Lyrics Alley

Leila Aboulela | Grove Press, 2011 | Sudan
Mohammad Bey is the patriarch of the wealthy Abuzeid family and his
two wives—a young, modern Egyptian and an older, traditional Sudanese
woman—embody the tensions of the day as they wage battle over polarizing
issues like female circumcision. When a paralyzing injury crushes the dreams
of Nur Abuzeid, the young heir to the Abuzeid dynasty, it shakes the entire
family. A love story between Nur and his teenaged cousin in 1950s Sudan
becomes a love story for a country in transition. As Nur finds his calling as
a poet, his struggle for self-expression gives him a reason to live and the
reader a reason to keep turning the pages.

Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life
Karen Armstrong | Knopf, 2010 | Global

If compassion is central to the teachings of every
major religion, why isn’t it more present in our
world? Karen Armstrong, the visionary behind the
Charter for Compassion, believes we’ve set the
bar too low. Belonging somewhere between the
self-help and social theory shelves, her book, Twelve
Steps to a Compassionate Life, is a 12-step guide for
a world stuck in its destructive habits. Armstrong
has dedicated her life to transforming the universal
ideal of compassion into something we see in the world around us. For her,
step one is for all of us to learn what compassion truly means. With her
encyclopedic knowledge of religious history, this book will bring all of
us closer to living more compassionate lives.

Annabel

Kathleen Winter | Grove Press, 2011 | Canada

Set in isolated Labrador, Canada, Kathleen
Winter’s first novel is the intimate coming-of-age
story of an intersex child. The child’s parents call
him Wayne and raise him as a son, while a friend
secretly calls him Annabel. A story as quiet and
beautiful as the landscape that surrounds it,
Annabel explores the gender continuum through
the eyes of an insular community and a child
who finds belonging somewhere between son
and daughter, between Wayne and Annabel.
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All faiths insist that
compassion is the test
of true spirituality.
Karen Armstrong | Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life

Message from an Unknown Chinese Mother
Xinran | Scribner, 2011 | China

Message from an Unknown Chinese Mother lovingly gathers stories from
women who were forced to abandon, give up, or drown their daughters.
Xinran exposes the haunting consequences of China’s one-child policy and
the cultural traditions that paint girls as valueless. This book is a gift from
Xinran, herself the daughter of an absent Chinese mother, to adopted Chinese
daughters everywhere with unanswered questions and unhealed wounds.

Fighting for Darfur

Rebecca Hamilton | Palgrave Macmillan,
2011 | Sudan
Rebecca Hamilton goes behind the “Save
Darfur” bumper stickers to uncover the
geopolitics of the successes and inadequacies
of the Darfur advocacy movement. A crucial
read for citizens, students, and policymakers
alike, Hamilton’s account is an important call
for the protection of any future population
in danger of genocide.

Global Girlfriends: How One Mom Made It Her
Business to Help Women in Poverty Worldwide
Stacey Edgar | St. Martin’s Press, 2011 | Global

Some things are best left to experts. But in Global Girlfriends, Stacey
Edgar insists that anyone can help a woman rise out of poverty. Edgar,
a suburban mom, spotted an opportunity in handmade crafts made
in impoverished regions. She learned that in the US women control
80% of consumer purchases, while globally they represent 70% of
people living in poverty. With her $2,000 tax return, Edgar made her
first investment in what she calls the “she-conomy,” launching her
organization Global Girlfriend to bring women craft producers and
consumers together in sustainable partnership. An insightful memoir on how Edgar turned
an idea into a thriving fair trade business, Global Girlfriends is also an ode to women around
the world who are making ends meet with dignity and hope.
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Music
Radio Africa

Freshly Ground | Freeground, 2010 | South Africa
Best known for its collaboration with Shakira on the official song for the
2010 World Cup, the dynamic seven-person band Freshly Ground blends
the sounds of Kwassa Kwassa—a dance rhythm from the Democratic Republic
of Congo—with the exuberant cadence of Afro Pop. In both English and the
South African-based language of Xhosa, lead vocalist Zolania Mahola tackles
with innocent intensity topics as complex as the infrastructure of the working class and as universal as the desire to be loved.

She Was a Boy

Yael Naim | Indie Europe/Zoom,
2010 | Israel
Yael Naim, whose sincere,
no-frills voice made its sudden
global debut in 2008 with
New Soul, is back with her
sophomore album. Featuring
the same intimate storytelling
and emotional truths she’s
become known for, She Was a Boy showcases endearing
pop songs with childlike appeal and grown-up sound.

From Night to the Edge of Day

Azam Ali | Six Degrees Records, April 2011 | Iran/India
Azam Ali’s ode to her son is a soothing and
evocative exploration of Iranian, Lebanese,
Kurdish, and Turkish lullabies. In “From Night
to the Edge of Day,” the lullaby is a tool of
both comfort and protest, particularly for
children separated from their motherlands.
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Arts

Music is a way for me to become
the best version of myself. The best
part of me is to embrace humanity
and life around me.
Zolani Mahola | lead singer of Freshly Ground to Port Elizabeth

Radio Babel

Watcha Clan | Pirhana Musik,
2011 | France
Pulsing with Mediterranean grooves, ululating voices,
hand-clapping, and playful musical arrangements, Radio
Babel evokes the historical city only in its multilingualism.
Incorporating French, Algerian, and modern electronic musical styles with lyrics in more than four languages, Watcha
Clan’s message is one of unity, not division—a message
lead singer Sista K sums up beautifully in “We Are One,”
the ethereal second track of this tantalizing album.

Elefant Mixtape

Ana Tijoux | Oveja Negra, 2011 | Chile
In 2009, Ana Tijoux’s infectious album 1977 put
her in line for a Grammy award and launched her
into Spanish-language hip-hop stardom. With her
latest release, Elefant Mixtape, she drops rhymes
on a foundation of contagious beats and creative
rhythms. The Chilean rapper—whose parents were
exiled under the Pinochet dictatorship—writes lyrics
that encompass the poetic and the political with
a sound and style unmistakeably her own.

Handmade

Hindi Zahra | Blue Note,
2011 | France/Morocco
Born in Morocco and drawing on her
Berber heritage, Hindi Zahra gives us a
debut album that’s drawn comparisons
to Patti Smith, Portishead, and Norah
Jones. With a nod to the Beatles, Jimi
Hendrix, and her own grandfather,
there’s an edge and energy to
Handmade that’s unforgettable.
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Film

Bhutto

Duane Baughman, Johnny O’Hara
First Run Features, 2010 | Pakistan
Bhutto chronicles the life and assassination of Benazir
Bhutto, Prime Minister of Pakistan and the first
female-elected leader of a primarily Muslim nation.
The film reveals the history and political context of
Pakistan through Bhutto’s life and work. Drawing
from interviews with Bhutto’s family, friends, and
critics, as well as archival events footage, this
documentary portrays Bhutto as a strong,
controversial, but undeniably important woman.

Poetry

Chang-dong Lee
Kino International,
2011 | South Korea
With understated grace, an elderly
woman grapples with a world that
seems to be unraveling. Marginalized
and raising her grandson alone,
she takes blow after blow in stride:
an Alzheimer’s diagnosis, her
grandson’s involvement in a horrific
crime, financial hardship. While
the unspeakable is happening all
around her, she takes a poetry class
at a community center and begins
to find her own voice.

The important thing,
it seems to me, is
that we believe in
the possibilities of
one another.
Feo Aladag | director of When We Leave
to Cinema Without Borders
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When We Leave

Feo Aladag | Olive Films, 2011
Germany/Turkey
Umay, the daughter of Turkish immigrants living in
Germany, tries to leave her abusive husband and finds out
just how much her close-knit family is willing to sacrifice
for “honor.” A beautiful and devastating film, When We
Leave is a deeply human look at honor crimes made
more poignant by the many sweet and even humorous
moments in the movie. Incredible acting reveals the
strength of Umay’s character as she continues to choose
both her family and her freedom in a society that tells
her she can’t have both.

Arts

Even the Rain

Icíar Bollaín | Vitagraph Films,
2011 | Bolivia
A film crew arrives in Bolivia to make a movie
about Christopher Columbus while the 2000
Cochabamba water crisis unravels on the
streets outside the set. Exploring colonial
legacies and contemporary water politics,
Even the Rain is a tightly woven story with
a subtle and mesmerizing cast that looks
at what happens when art-making collides
with change-making.

Pink Saris

Kim Longinotto
Women Make Movies, 2011 | India
One young pregnant woman seeks marriage to avoid
rejection from her family. Another woman faces abuse from
her in-laws. They do not turn to a social service agency or
the police, but to Sampat Pal Devi and her Gulabi Gang,
an outspoken group of pink sari-clad women’s advocates
who stage interventions, taking matters like these into
their own hands. Longinotto’s fly-on-the-wall documentary
style allows viewers to walk with Sampat Pal Devi
through the streets of Uttar Pradesh and experience her
daily life firsthand. The film reveals tender connections
between these women, but also the limitations of the
Gulabi Gang members, who themselves are struggling
with violent family dynamics.

Women Art Revolution

Lynn Hershman Leeson | Zeitgeist Films, 2011 | US
If Feminist Art History 101 was taught in your living room, and your professors were the women
who lived it, and they got caught up reminiscing about that one time they broke into the Whitney
Museum to cover the floor with eggs—it would feel something like this movie. You don’t need a
background in art to enjoy this story of a group of women trying to claim their history—boisterously,
creatively, and often hilariously. You’ll want to watch it twice. Once for the story, and a second time
with a pen handy so you can look up the names of artists you’ve never heard of but who now feel
vitally important to your understanding of art. Forty years in the making, and with over 1,000
hours of footage of conversations between feminist artist and filmmaker Lynn Hershman Leeson
and her colleagues left on the cutting room floor, these 83 minutes are a tiny window into a huge
and ongoing movement. Luckily for us, Hershman Leeson has created a living archive of footage
that you can use and contribute to at rawwar.org.
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marketplace

Browse our favorite products from
unique and empowering women-centric
small businesses around the world

Sololá
Purse
Celebrating the artistry of
Guatemalan women weavers,
each purse is upcycled from
vintage traditional blouses.
$60.00 | graindesign.com

12-strand necklace
Originally inspired by the shape and construction
of skeins of thread used for ikate tie-dying, these
statement-making necklaces pack a punch of
color—and support Guatemalan artisans.
$144.00 | graindesign.com

Noah bells
These hand-forged bells are said to bring good luck to
anyone who rings them. They’re made by an organization of
over 4,000 rural women in Gujarat, India who are committed
to ending exploitation and increasing equality for women
in their communities.
$28.00 | globalexchangestore.com
74 | worldpulse.com

MarketplACE

Indego africa
Baskets
These baskets are hand-crafted with needles
and imigwegwe plant threads by the women of
Covanya cooperative in Rwanda. In a welcome
twist on traditional fair trade practices, 100%
of profits are returned to these entrepreneurial
artisans to invest in long-term skills building.
$44.00 to $75.00 | indegoafrica.org

Felt Necklace
Made of reclaimed felt by-product
from an Andean hat factory in Lima,
these necklaces are cut, threaded,
glued, and pieced by hand.
$84.00 | digs.com

Bullets to Doves
Beautiful doves of peace, made more meaningful
by their source. Cambodian artisans shape these
doves and their universal message from the recycled brass bullet casings that litter their homeland.
$34.00 | tenthousandvillages.com
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100% ORGANIC
FAIR TRADE
COFFEES
Supporting Women’s
Empowerment in
the Field through
Advocacy, Activism
and People-Centered
Development
since 1993

TAMMACHAT Natural Textiles
Handwoven Beauty Fairly Traded
TAMMACHAT’s naturally dyed silks and cottons combine contemporary styling
with traditional skills to bring you timeless fashion accessories and home décor.
Each piece is exquisitely handwoven in limited editions. Each purchase helps a
woman artisan in rural Thailand or Laos celebrate and sustain her culture,
family, and community.
t 902 624 0427 | tammachat.com

Make
a Better
World

www.deansbeans.com

Products are beautifully handmade using
sustainable, natural resources such as
grass and fallen wood. With over 50 ways
to wear Zulugrass, it's the perfect eco-chic
jewelry for every outﬁt!
SPECIAL OFFER - Receive a 10% discount thru 12/11.
Use code WP at checkout.

www.leakeycollection.com

In 2001, Katy and Philip Leakey started The Leakey Collection as a way to help their neighbors, the
Maasai, during times of drought. Today, 1400 women are earning money to feed and educate their
children. This impacts over 10,000 individuals in rural Africa. Your purchase truly makes a diﬀerence.
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Connect with us:

®

PARTNERS

A Special Thanks to Our Partners
Our partners are leading organizations on the forefront of the movement for women’s
empowerment. We consult with our partners for expertise and input on our coverage.

Core Partners

A Special Thanks
to Our Sponsors

™

Consulting Partners

ICRW

Program Partners

International Center
for Research on Women
where insight and action connect

Media Partners

Empowerment
Training Programs

Empowerment
Training Programs

worldpulse.com | 77

We support women on the
cutting edge of social change by
providing funding; leadership
development; and a soapbox for
them to tell their story.

Join us at ms.foundation.org

Women in Construction, Gulf Coast, Mississippi
December 2008 © Elizabeth Rappaport

MsFoundationWorldPulse.indd 1
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THE IDEA OF A WOMAN

PRESIDENT
ISN’T NEW TO US.
WOMEN PRESIDENTS’ ORGANIZATION

Created for women presidents of multi-million dollar businesses, the Women Presidents’ Organization is an exclusive opportunity for
accomplished business women to connect with one another to increase their personal and professional success.
WPO members serve as an informal board of directors sharing resources, expertise and insights. By providing a highly individualized confidential
environment, diverse female entrepreneurs collaborate to tackle a wide range of challenges – from legal to financial to communication – head-on.

AD: LEIBLER-BRONFMAN LUBALIN

Membership in WPO is a badge of accomplishment for women who have taken their place among the upper echelon of the business world.The WPO puts
you and your business in good company. Stand proud with us. Join WPO today. To find out more, visit womenpresidentsorg.com, or call 212.688.4114.

National Sponsors Include:
American Express OPEN, Avis, Chubb, Denihan Hospitality Group, Edward Lowe Foundation, Fisher College of Business, Foley & Lardner, GlaxoSmithKline,
IBM, KeyBank, Office Depot, PNC Wealth Management, Principal Financial Group, Prudential, Sam's Club, United, UPS, Wells Fargo

78 | worldpulse.com

This space generously donated. Photo: © 2004 Phil Borges

PARTNERS

She can plant the seeds of change.
If she can get the seed.
As women in Africa gain the right to own land, it changes more than
their lives. It changes countries. Yet, if they can’t get credit to buy property
or seed, or get their crops to market, their dreams remain dreams.
That’s why CARE is working to accelerate access to basic financial services.
Now is the time for action. She has the power to change her world.
You have the power to help her do it. Visit us at

Women’s Leadership Soars at Bioneers!
Come to the Bioneers Conference in San Rafael, CA, October 14-16th, 2011 for a celebration of the genius of nature and human creativity, a fertile
hub of creative innovators whose ways of reinventing how we live with our selves, each other and the Earth will inspire you and ignite your vision.
Friday, Gloria Steinem will open speaking about: When Women Are People and Corporations Are Not: Why the First Inequality Will Also Be The Last
One of the most important, iconic and influential leaders to emerge from the women’s movement, Gloria will trace the historical, political and practical
reasons why the women’s, environmental, and social justice movements are linked, not ranked, and why our success depends on it.

Steinem

Baumeister

Greene

Moore

Inspiring women leaders will abound at Bioneers 2011, including Yale’s
professor of religion and ecology Mary Evelyn Tucker, indigenous scholar
and activist Melissa Nelson, The Biomimicry Institute’s Dayna Baumeister,
Ecuadorian Pachamama Alliance activist Natalia Greene and Google Earth’s
Rebecca Moore. They’ll be joined by Women’s Earth Alliance, Lily Yeh,
Luisah Teish, World Pulse founder Jensine Larsen, Voices of Our Future
correspondents, Cultivating Women’s Leadership’s Toby Herzlich and
many more as part of Moonrise, Bioneers women’s leadership program that
produces media, education and trainings to encourage and equip the leadership
of women in transforming how we live on Earth and with each other.

Simons

Teish

Tucker

Yeh

Attracting about 3,000 people from all walks of life, the gathering assembles
an accessible and welcoming network, where many established and emerging
leaders cross-pollinate ideas, develop their visions and advance their work.
Beamed nationally by satellite and through the internationally syndicated
Bioneers Radio Show, the Bioneers Conference resonates with celebration and
inspiration long after the last seat is filled.

for more information, visit
www.bioneers.org

Download a free pdf of our book Moonrise: The Power of Women Leading from the Heart from our website.
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3 Ways to
Heal Our World
Sign the Charter for Compassion

1

Imagine a world where our every action is guided by compassion. Join the Dalai Lama, Archbishop Desmond Tutu,
and thousands of others around the globe in signing the Charter for Compassion, and set your intent to bring about
this vision. Established by an international interfaith council, the charter speaks to the best in humanity and puts
words to universal principles of compassion present in all cultures and religions. Sign the Charter and make your
own personal commitment to a more compassionate world.

charterforcompassion.org

Stand with Aung San Suu Kyi and the People of Burma

2

The world rejoiced when Burma’s popular outspoken pro-democracy leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, was released from
house arrest in November 2010. Despite her high-profile release, political repression continues in Burma and over 2,200
political prisoners remain in captivity. Aung San Suu Kyi carries on the fight for these prisoners and for basic human
rights in her country. Amnesty International has launched a photo campaign to gather photos of support—over 2,100
of them—for Burma’s political prisoners. Snap your photo and join human rights advocates around the world in
standing with Aung San Suu Kyi and the political prisoners of Burma.

amnestyusa.org

Stop Corrective Rape, End Hate Crimes

3

As LGBT individuals around the world struggle for their rights, your support can make a difference. You can start
by demanding the most basic right of all—the right to a life free of violence. Last year, a South African lesbian woman,
Millicent Gaika, was brutally attacked and raped in an attempt to “turn her straight.” Her attacker walked free and the
South African government did little to protect her. This is one of many stories of hate crimes in South Africa, as well
as around the world. Sign this petition to send the message to the government of South Africa—and to leaders all over
the world—that we all have the responsibility to stop hate crimes in our societies and to guarantee human rights for all.

change.org

Find out more actions you can take to make a global difference at worldpulse.com/action
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NEXT ISSUE

UPRISING

The Women’s
Leadership Revolution
World Pulse Photo Contest:
Your photo could be our next
cover! Submit entries to
photos@worldpulse.com.
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