The French vision of WILPF in 2010
Introduction :

On January 6, 2010, at the meeting of the International Board of WILPF in Ahmedabad, in India, the French I.B. member, Marlène Tuininga, received mandate to present a proposal for a new vision of WILPF within six months. Consequently, the French section organized a working group, which fter two meetings and numerous electronic exchanges, produced the following text, which we submit to discussion.  
 
I-Our foundations
                         In the troubled times of today it seems useful, even necessary, to take a closer look at the foundations of WILPF.  Let us remember the very first sentence our foremothers wrote in 1915 :
                       « We women of the world, in  International Congress assembled, protest against the madness and the horror of war, involving as it does a reckless sacrifice of human life and the destruction of so much that humanity has laboured  through centuries to build up. »
                                   (resolution 1, article 1 of the 1st Congress in The Hague)
                        Four years later, while the peace treaty of the first World War was being negotiated, these same women now wrote :
                                   « The International Congress of Women regards the famine, pestilence and unemployment extending through great tracts of Central and Eastern Europe and into Asia as a disgrace to civilization. »
                                               (resolution 1 of the 2nd Congress in Zurich)
                                   The need for justice and democracy, the right to self-determination for all peoples, the knowledge that social progress depends on the status of women, the urgency to create an international body for peace settlement, the commitment to disarmament:  it was all there. Warning that violence could only lead to more violence, these truly prophetic women actually set the first basis of what later would be called the non-violent movement. And, in a way, they even foreboded the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325, recommending the « 3 P’s » : protection and  participation of women and the recognition of their role in the prevention of conflicts.
                                   The most daring and prophetic aspect of these resolutions would later find their way through the article 3 of our Constitution : « WILPF sees as its ultimate goal the establishment of an international economic order founded on the principle of meeting the needs of all people and not those of profit and privilege. »
                                   In their great clear-sightedness, these women – all of them from Western Europe and from North America – had, in vain, warned the signatories of the Versailles Peace Treaty that the humiliations imposed by them on the German people were liable to lead to new violence and new wars. And right they were. But what, with all their wisdom, they could not foresee was that hardly one century later the so-called « World Wars » would be replaced by a multitude of civil, local and regional wars and conflicts waged by their own sons, grandsons and great-grandsons, the “Western” people, served by and under the menace of an unprecedented amount of arms, capable of blowing up the whole world in five minutes. 
 
            II – Where are we now?
                         Our movement was created in the name of « peace » and « freedom » and even carries these prestigious names. On the subject of these dreams of our ancestors, where do we find the present-day world?
                        Peace : Since more than sixty years, official wars (from state to state) have disappeared from within the boundaries of North America and Western Europe. But in the rest of the world, armed conflict, natural and humanitarian catastrophes, magnified by the economic and political context, kill, starve and deprive of their livelihoods and homes millions of people. This is done under the pressure of the international financial institutions, helped, all too often, by their own governments which impose monocultures, dams, mines and factories. Those who survive and try to emigrate to richer countries are often sent back in dismal conditions, even killed. The competition, between rich countries – including, of late China, Brazil and India, for natural resources and markets - which is the cause of most of the conflicts today, has reached a paroxysm such that, counting the Cold War as the third, one can say that we are now in the middle of the fourth World War, of a completely economic nature, and concerning for the first time, really, the whole world. An economic war which inspires and nurtures some horrible off-springs, the so-called « preemptive wars » where the victims, unlike what happened in the previous wars, are civilians, mostly women and children.
            How about the countries in the so-called « global North »? Can we say people live in peace there? Hardly so, it seems. The « triumph of greed » - as Joseph Stiglitz calls it – has apparently contaminated most strata in society, spreading, on one hand, fear and hate of all « others », on the other, apathy and escape into consumerism. No peace for the steadily growing numbers of poor people, without work, without housing, without documents, with no say. No peace either for the rich, obsessed with their striving for a more rich dome, more power, more privilege - food for a very lucrative culture of violence and for a world ready to explode.
            Freedom : Can there be freedom for people whose basic needs are not met? There is no freedom from hunger for the millions of people – one billion, actually – who starve or are ill-nourished in this world. Nor for those who are led to sacrifice their physical freedom in order to avoid starvation – slavery not dead, yet -: women especially. Caught in prostitution and trafficking, or oppressed by fathers, brothers and partners, or victims of discrimination, also in the « global North », most women still are not free today.
            Can we talk about freedom when whole populations are occupied by others, like the Afghan people, like the Palestinians, the Tibetans, the Uzbeks? 
            The culture of violence seems to prevail everywhere. In the name of « anti-terrorism » more and more walls, prisons and retention centers are being built. More and more laws restraining civil liberties are voted by so-called « democratic » parliaments. More segments of the population are mounted one against the other. More and more frontiers are closed. And racism is growing, everywhere.
            Our foremothers spoke about the « equal dignity of all human beings ». We call it, simply « human dignity ». Or – it’s the same thing - respect of « economic, social and cultural human rights ». As they said, there can be no peace, no freedom as long as « the needs of all people are not met ». It seems clear that the above mentioned assaults on peace and freedom – like so many others that could be added – sum up to a flouting of human dignity, unsurpassed in range and in cynicism until now.
III – The rise of civil society
 But human dignity is a tough one; as Abraham Lincoln stated: all people cannot be cheated all the time. In the midst of this dismal situation, indeed, more and more people have entered into active resistance, setting up networks all across the world. Some call it the awakening of civil society.

            One can distinguish two different currents which, on some occasions, merge and work together.  The first trend, more a nebula than an institutionalised movement, is the « alter-globalization » (in French « altermondialiste ») movement, sometimes called « alternative movement ». Born at the first « World Social Forum » in 2001, in Porto Alegre, Brazil, this trend has spread from the global to the local, through continental, regional and local social forums and gained impact through the organisation of « counter-summits » accompanying the official meetings of the World Trade Organisation, NATO, the G-8, etc. Their slogan is: « Another world is possible ». Their aim is the abolishment of the present economic system, which, overruled by finance, serves the profits and privileges of the « happy few » and the establishment of a system serving the needs of all. The most active component of this current in Europe is the movement called « Attac ». The popular success met by this nebula in the “northern” countries can be explained by the rising conscience of people that the offensive of the present neoliberal forces – among others the European Union – through privatization of public services, relocations, abolition of social protection, thr increase of socially excluded, rejects large portions of the population into nearly “third world” living conditions.
   The second trend is the rising of indigenous and tribal peoples. Its first symptom was the election, for the first time in Latin America, of an indigenous president, Evo Morales, in Bolivia, in 2005. Three years later, 25,000 landless, mostly tribal Indians, participated in a two weeks’ march across the north of India in order to ask their government in New Delhi for land reform. Their leader, Rajagopal, a disciple of the Mahatma Gandhi, told the Minister of Agriculture that without a satisfactory change in policy, there would be 100,000 people marching on New Delhi in 2012. In the beginning of 2010 an international network called « Gandhi International » was created in Bhopal, India, with all continents present in order to prepare for this march, planned for October 2012. Their main goal being the right of the people to have access to their own natural resources and food sovereignty.            Both of these two trends were, under the common slogan of « Social and climate justice » very visible at the counter-summit of the United Nations conference on climate change in Copenhagen in December 2009 and also at the International Encounter of peoples in Cochabamba, Bolivia in April 2010. Not surprising: they have at least two features in common. 1) –  because of the consequences of colonialism and neo-colonialism, both of them insist on the historical responsibility of the global North to the global South, economically speaking for the first group, in the matter of climate change for the second. 2) – and the one explains the other: except for violent confrontations like Seattle in 1998 and Genoa in 2001, their existence and actions are nearly completely ignored by the mainstream media in the North.  
 Another feature both currents have in common – if possible, even more ignored by the official observers: in these movements: women are present in great numbers, often forming the majority. But, in the same way as in nearly all traditional structures, as «progressive» as they may be, they are not listened to, they have no say.       
   And this is where we come to the most important part of our contribution: our bet on the input of the grass-root women’s groups in the global South as a potential incitement to reinterpret our foremothers’ inspirations to the present times. And this is where we invite a future WILPF to play a unique and unprecedented role.
IV – The experience of women’s grass-root groups in the Global South       

             Virginia Woolf, in her resounding essay « Three Guineas », published in 1938, called on women to form « societies of outsiders » in order to prevent the destruction of humanity by  war. Some twenty years earlier, our foremothers, without knowing, had anticipated this appeal. One can say that the 1,300 women assembled in The Hague for the first congress in 1915, were, in a way, maybe not outsiders, but they certainly were not part of the game. Even if they could be considered, on the whole, as well educated and if they belonged, through their families, to the middle class, they were not, as so many women are in the « West » nowadays, part of the establishment because of their professions. It must also be remembered that in the beginning of the First World War, women from the « neutral » countries, like the Americans (Jane Adams!) and the Dutch, were on the forefront of the initiatives of WILPF. 

                        Now it is our assumption, a rather reckless assumption, that in a certain way, women from the global South are “outsiders” as much as our founding mothers were. The greater part of them still live in the traditional pattern of wives and mothers inside patriarchal societies where men make all the decisions. What is new and where they sometimes transform themselves into « societies of outsiders » is what happens when they experience situations of conflict and other sorts of severe crisis. Even the mainstream media now emphasize the unquestionable fact that women and children are the principal victims of all contemporary conflicts.               
    A much less well-known – and even less accepted – fact is that in ever so many cases,  the realization of this victimization leads  women to question the reasons, the root-causes of their sufferings: « What are they fighting for? ». At the same time the disruption of their traditional pattern of life because of the absence of their menfolk – in battle, in prison, emigrated or killed – obliges them to come together in groups and to take over the organisation of their next of kin and their communities. The combination of these two realities brings these women’s groups to act in the name of other values than the ones they were subjected to before and to adopt different behaviours.      
                  In short, they invent new priorities.Here are the four most important ones : 
                  First: these women’s groups struggle for life and for survival. Not riches and honour but the well-being of their kinfolk and of themselves is what motivates women living in conflict or in great poverty. Like the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in the Argentine who struggled to save their children who had been abducted by the military Junta. Or, less heroically but just as vital, those millions of women who, all across the world, manage to make a living for their families by working in the informal sector. : being able to assure livelihood out of one’s own natural resources and land and the defence of « common goods » seem to become more and more a women’s affair. These have, as such, been taken up by the 3rd World March of Women.  Whereas women in the global North play an active role in the opposition against the most murderous of all weapons, the nuclear arms, women’s groups in the South unite their forces against what kills their own folks from day to day, the small arms.  More and more women realize that the sole existence of nuclear entities, whether they be civil or military, represent a terrible danger for the survival of humanity, either on short term, through an accident in a power station, or; on the long run through the destruction of the human genome.                      
          Second: they struggle for the use of common sense, or for what George Orwell, has called « common decency ». Many women in the South denounce the insanity of military spending, of anti-terrorism measures and of the ever-increasing repression – all resulting in less peace and less security, which is the opposite of what they want us to believe they are meant for.  More and more women also denounce the lies and misinformation which accompany the growing militarization of society. Remember the yarn about « arms of massive destruction » Iraq after 9/11 taken up, in their pathetic desire to serve the establishment, by nearly all Northern mass media. Recently, an international network called « Women say no to NATO » was created in order to oppose the policy of NATO which tries to establish, in the name of « international security » a world-wide military alliance of so-called « white » countries, ready to intervene anywhere in the world with the explicit intention to replace the United Nations, considered as obsolete. Finally, women everywhere are in the avant-garde of the struggle against impunity – examples, Serbia, Chile and, once again, the Argentine – because they know that leaving criminals unhindered, decays values and minds.                                             
         Third : women and women’s groups feel – and translate in actions! - empathy for others, even if these others are officially branded as their enemies. Let’s mention some « best practices » concerning this point: the Israeli section of WILPF, member of the local Coalition of Women for Peace, in its opposition to their governments’ policy of occupation, in violation of all international laws, of Palestine. This also goes for conflict situations in the « global North » : the Northern Ireland’s Women’s Coalition, a political party whose half-protestant, half-catholic members managed to get quite a few, un-thought of by the other parties, human rights clauses integrated into the Good Friday Agreement for peace in their country in 1998 is another example. And the Serbian Women in Black who refused to endorse their government’s wars against their sisters and brothers in the other republics of ex-Yugoslavia.  Or the ties of friendship wrought, during the Cold War (consequently much to the ire of their government) between some U.S. members of WILPF and a group of Russian women. Without knowing each other, women in the whole world have taken the exhilarating habit of crossing boundaries. Last but not least, common sense and common decency are the reasons for which all the above-mentioned actions use as their strategy active non-violence.

                        Fourth:  today groups of women in the world, especially the power-less and the penny-less ones, have become, thanks among others, to internet and also thanks to the World March of Women, involved in a new brand of « sorority ». We have seen this recently in the world-wide protest against the slaughter of poor women in Hassi Messaoud, Algeria. And through the condemnation of African women on what happened with the flotilla bringing relief to the Gaza strip.                    
     Now, we daresay that these four priorities re-invented, so as to say, by the women of the global South represent the essence of human dignity which we consider as the most important item to defend today. We are not alone : one can  add that all these ideas and activities seem to show a clear kinship to – if not an implementation of – what since some twenty years is known as the « care-theory » elaborated by such feminist thinkers as Carol Gilligan, Joan Tronto and Martha Nussbaum. 
V – Conclusion
In 1915 and in 1919 the founding mothers of WILPF made well known to the world their denunciation of the injustices of their time. We are convinced that in the present situation of a fierce and maybe suicidal confrontation between « haves » and have-nots » (haves in te North and the South, have-nots also in the North and the South) our loyalty to Jane Adams and her marvellous friends, implies that our present-day WILPF must CHOOSE IT’S SIDE. Either we go along with the sometimes sincere people who think that the ongoing system just needs some manicuring or we choose to take the side of the alternative movement.
 . In the case we would choose for the second term of this choice and knowing, as we mentioned before, that women have little say in the alternative movement, as it functions today,  
- we would like WILF to become one or the main assembly and reference point of women in the “alterglobalist” movement. A place where women from the South would feel at home, where women from the North would accept to listen to others, where we would dance and sing 

. This would mean three immediate actions to be implemented as soon as possible:
- develop our Sections in the « global South » (without necessarily waiting for the consecration by an International Congress) and increase, in the sections of the «global North  the input of immigrant women
- participate (and not only be present) in social forums and counter-summits by working with other NGO’s whose ideas we share and by stressing the positions of women.
- add to our present activities against the militarization of society, a strong opposition, collaborating with other NGO’s, against the economic policy of the international financial organizations and our governments, because it is this policy that explains the the drive to arm and re-arm.

           Concerning this contribution, we ask for the constitution of an international working group, in which members from the « global South » would be the majority, having the mandate to monitor the discussion, in all our sections, of our proposals from here to the next International Congress in Costa Rica. We have a whole year ! 

(signed: Marlène Tuininga according to the work of the French section)

