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The Role of Women in World Peace

Shirin Ebadi
2003 Nobel Peace Laureate

(Translation by Elhum Haghighat)

Distinguished Faculty Members, Students, Dear Colleagues, Ladies
and Gentlemen,

I am delighted to be here with you today and to have the opportunity
to speak to you about some important issues. There is a saying in the
Persian language, “There are two worlds: the world within and the
world beyond us. It is through the world within that one can
comprehend the world beyond.” We hear songs we love, music is
composed, nature is observed, colors are experienced and beauty is
felt. Would music be composed if human beings did not possess the
ability to hear? Would paintings be created if human beings were not
able to see?

I would like to begin with a question: How can a society discuss
peace without understanding the feelings [of peace] from within. It
is internal peace within people that creates external and societal peace.
Nature has bestowed upon women the ability to become the
foundation for creating peace. Let us recall that every human being
is created within a woman and is nurtured by her.

Scientific and psychological developments increase our understanding
of a woman’s feelings of insecurity and anxiety. At the same time, such
developments give us the ability to comprehend what creates feelings of
peace, a sense of emotional, psychological and social security, and the
impact that these feelings and characteristics can have on the unborn
embryo growing within her.  We are also aware that the human personality
is formed in the early stages of life. A parent plays a large part in
influencing the formation of a child’s character, and has the ability to
nurture a child to become a healthy and productive member of the society.
Thus, a parent has the potential power to infuse compassion for other
human beings into his or her child.
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Let me turn to the topic of peace again and say that peace is not just
about a doctrine or a bylaw. A person at the age of forty [for instance]
cannot be indoctrinated with the concept of peace and be expected
to understand what it means to respect other people’s rights if he or
she never learned it in his or her formative years. A child who is
raised with an understanding of basic human rights, recognizes peace
and understands its significance. This is a person with confidence,
who more than anything else is able to love him or herself, love and
respect others equally. What I am referring to is the foundation for
respect and love for others. A person who has been belittled, a person
lacking confidence or one who is constantly on the defensive cannot
inherently seek peace no matter how many bylaws, doctrines,
declarations are in place. This person is unable to love others and to
see people in terms of their individual identities. Rather, he or she
sees people as objects and figures [statistics]. Such a person cannot
participate in the promotion of human rights and peace for a nation.
Indeed, there is no way to attain a better and humane world except
to provide the means for better ways of living for each and every
individual in this world and, in turn, to rely on their abilities to
promote peace in their own lives and in their everyday interactions.

I will now turn to issues pertaining to women. There is hardly any
country in the world in which the cold and unwanted discrimination
against women has not occurred. Women are often victims of sexual
abuse and harassment; they often experience violence in their daily
lives and have to deal with discrimination and prejudice against them
at all times. There is no doubt that women [compared to men] in
general have been oppressed in the past and still suffer from different
forms of oppression and inequality. Oppression can occur in a
manifested form [institutional discrimination]. At times, the law
endorses this oppression and discrimination. At other times, it is
covert in the form of latent discrimination. Even with seemingly legal
protection, women still experience inequality in their everyday lives.
There is no doubt that there is inequality between men and women
in different parts of the world. It is only the variation of inequality
that differs from one nation to another.

In the U.S. and in many European countries, women often complain
about inequality between men and women in social opportunities.
In these cases, the law does not act against women. It gives men and
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women equal rights. But since women often end up with more of the
responsibilities in the “private domain,” they are less able to use
opportunities made available to them. It is for this reason that we see
in most of these countries the number of women entering social and
political institutions, such as the parliament, is far less than that of
men. To further the rights of women, the European parliament
recently passed a law in the form of a quota and called on political
parties to name candidates in equal numbers for both men and
women. Nonetheless, women still do not possess equal rights when
it comes to access to available social opportunities. In fact, there are
hardly any or very few countries in which the number of men and
women in parliament is equal. In most of the Western world, there
are more men ministers in power than women. Key economic posts
are in the exclusive hands of men, and there are rarely women in
charge of such positions.

Another form of women’s exploitation that exists in the Western world
is the use of their bodies for the purpose of commercialization and
profit making. Women’s bodies are objectified to sell products. Other
than men promoting and perpetuating this exploitative system, many
women help maintain it by not resisting it. They actually help this
exploitative system by being employed for these profit-making
corporations and being loyal consumers of the products.

Let me turn to Islamic countries in which the status of women is also
unforgiving in other respects. I would like to discuss how women’s
plight varies from one country to another depending on the culture
of the region. For instance, until recently, women did not possess
identification cards [birth certificates] in Saudi Arabia. In other words,
they lacked national citizenship. Saudi women lack equal rights to
men in many aspects of their lives. They are not allowed to participate
in the political arena, such as the parliament, but even worse, they
are not even allowed to drive their own vehicles. In other Gulf States
such as Bahrain and Yemen, women are recognized as citizens but as
second-class citizens. In many of these countries, men and women
are far removed from equal societal and institutional rights. Polygamy
is pervasive. Fathers coerce and pressure their daughters in matters
relating to the selection of their marriage partners, and it is almost
impossible for their daughters to disobey. In most Islamic countries
women gain respect based on the number of sons that they give birth
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to. And, in fact, in many parts women are called not by their own
names but by the name of their sons [usually their oldest son]. In
other words, the way for a woman to gain status in those societies is
to give birth to sons.

Let me turn to today’s Iran again and say that 63% of college students
are women. In other words, there are more college-educated women
than there are col lege-educated men. Paradoxical ly,  the
unemployment rate for women is three times higher than that for
men. Women are unable to attain key political and social positions.
Since there are very few women in the parliament, it is impossible to
bring about major changes affecting women. Collective discrimination
against women is enforced through laws in my country. For example,
according to the penal court, the value of a woman’s life is half that
of a man. Before the court, it is the testimony of two women that is
required in exchange for the testimony of one man. The law recognizes
polygamy. Clearly, women suffer from overt violation of their rights
as human beings.

So the key question is what is the origin of these discriminatory laws
against women in Islamic countries? Islam is a religion that recognizes
equality between men and women; however, what leads to
discrimination of women and gender inequality is the patriarchal
culture that is more pervasive in these societies than in the Western
world. Patriarchal culture not only oppresses women but is also
oppressive to different groups of men, such as younger men. It is an
unequal system in which not all people benefit in the same way. In
fact, the majority of people do not benefit at all.

What about Democracy? Democracy is governance by people. In other
words, democracy is governance of the people by the people; however,
democracy has its own shortcomings and must be protected from
certain elements. Let us not forget Hitler attained power with the
vote of the majority. It was through popular vote and support that
Lenin took power. Many dictators assumed power by majority vote.
Therefore, vote of the majority does not necessarily reflect the basic
criteria for fair governance. Democracy must be practiced within the
basic framework of human rights. It is the only way that a society
can move toward peace.
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I would like to take this opportune moment and remind all of us
that we cannot neglect human rights. One cannot attack a country
in the name of democracy and human rights. Human rights cannot
be thrown over a nation with cluster bombs. You cannot export
democracy with guns. Democracy and human rights cannot be
realized unless it is through the will of the people.

If a country claims to care for democracy, it cannot invade another
country militarily in the name of democracy. Democracy is a historical
process that needs time to mature and reach fruition. Military invasion
will delay the process of democracy. Countries that claim they are
promoting democracy should refrain from military invasions. Instead,
they should provide support to freedom-seeking people of a country,
to democratic institutions and to progressive non-governmental
organizations (NGOs). In Iran, there are a number of NGOs that
are active in the field of human rights. If a society does not induce
democracy nor recognize the equality of human beings, it is what I
call a society with a tribal culture in place. A look into the practice of
various countries tells us that when legal rights are unfavorable toward
women, democracy also lacks. In other words, democracy is the first
step toward improving the status of women.

I was active in the formation of two NGOs. One was the Association
for the Support of the Rights of a Child and the second was the
Association of Human Rights Activists. For the human rights
advocates, the most important responsibility is to support and protect
the rights of political prisoners and their families. Our NGOs work
in consultation with international NGOs and are also members of
the Federation of Human Rights.  The International Federation of
Human Rights is an international non-governmental institution that
has 15 members from different countries around the world. It has
branches in four countries and has its headquarters in Paris. The Vice
President of this federation is here with us today, Dr. Laaheegie.

As I said earlier, one cannot attack a country in the name of
democracy. I deeply sympathize with you for the killings of U.S.
soldiers in Iraq. At the same time, the actions of U.S. military soldiers
and militants against Iraqi prisoners is indeed shameful, and most
regretfully some of these acts have been perpetuated by women. And
most surprisingly, one woman was in a position to decide on the war
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against Iraq. For how long will this fraternal killing continue? Isn’t it
time to end the war? War is not limited to the battlefield and is not
limited to the Middle East. There is a covert and hidden war that is
about to unfold; a war that positions religions and civilizations against
each other. Let us separate the wrongs of the individuals from religions
and civilizations to which they belong. If an individual or a group
perpetrated a wrongful act or terror in the name of Islam, let us not
blame Islam; Islam opposes terror and violence!

The wrongful deeds of individuals are theirs alone and do not belong
to their religion or to their country. We did not say that the wrongful
acts of a number of people during the war in Bosnia were the wrongful
act of Christianity, since Christ was the messenger of God. Defiance
on the part of Israel of numerous United Nations resolutions and the
overlooking of the events that are happening in that part of the world
do not constitute the acts of the people who are Jews and should not
be blamed on Judaism, since Moses was chosen by God and he was
the messenger of peace and justice!

So my question to you is why should the wrongful deeds of a number
of individuals or a group of Islamic people be written in the name of
Islam? Why do we even use concepts and phrases like “Islamic
terrorism?” Remember that religions and civilizations do not clash.
They share many commonalities. So let us talk about commonalities
and not about differences. Let us not promote violence and war!

I end my remarks by wishing peace for you and for the world, and I
hope your children will return home safe and healthy very soon! And
for this to happen, American mothers can play a very important role.
Men started the war, and now you women can declare peace and let
peace live forever!

Following her address, Mrs. Ebadi held a question-and-answer session
with the audience.
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What is the role of the media in revealing and concealing human
rights abuses?

There are two modes of censorship. One is official censorship exerted
and endorsed by governments. I doubt that this kind of censorship
would exist in the United States. There is also a second mode of
censorship, one that is hidden and far more powerful. In this form of
censorship, big media are in the hands of a few individuals or limited
groups of people with great power. They are able to shape public
opinion in directions that they please. Therefore, small, independent
media outlets cannot compete with multi-conglomerate media
corporations. And since they are very powerful, smaller and more
independent media cannot compete with them.

Let me give you an example of the performance by the media that
relates to what occurred a few years ago. After the tragic events of
September 11, there was one important issue that all television
networks (radio and other media outlets) spoke about. And that was
the problem of the possibility of spreading anthrax bacteria through
mail envelopes. For over a month, America was obsessed with this
concern of whether the mail they received was contaminated with
anthrax or not. Whenever you turned on the media networks, you
would see people with security masks on, inspecting mail. Now that
several years have passed and we look back, the question is, ‘Was
there really an anthrax scare that we should have been so concerned
about?’ Don’t you think that perhaps the anxiety and fear were created
to create a more pervasive feeling of insecurity in the American people-
to convince people that it is for the protection of the security of the
United States and, therefore, it is necessary to attack Afghanistan? In
other words, it was a tactic to justify war somehow!

In many developing countries, women are deprived of their rights
politically; however, if we can change women’s political status around
the world, how would we be able to help those who are victims of
violence and dehumanization because of cultural and religious
customs? How would we be able to change centuries of fundamental
ideals among thousands of families around the world?
It is only through awareness, knowledge and education that one can
start changes in deep-rooted and wrongful traditions. Therefore, I
have emphasized the need to promote literacy, particularly for women.
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Also, women should have equal access (compared to men) to
educational opportunities. Since women most often end up as primary
caretakers and “socializers” of children, educating women converts
to educating the future generation. As we see in traditional societies,
however, education for men is emphasized more than it is for women.
This is a huge mistake. With every girl’s school established, we are
taking one step toward higher and more democratic civilizations.

What do you think are the major misconceptions in Western
societies regarding women and Muslim women in the Middle East?

There are many misconceptions in the Western world about women’s
status and societal role in the Middle East. It is not a secret that
Middle Eastern societies, in general, carry their own patriarchal
legacies. Therefore, where patriarchy is more pervasive, democracy is
obviously more weakened. When I refer to patriarchal cultures, I am
not just addressing men. I am talking about women also. Although
women are victims of this culture, they also perpetuate and reproduce
gender inequality.

Allow me to turn to a couple of misconceptions that the West has
regarding women in Iran and Islamic countries in general. People
ask me whether Iranian women can go out and work in offices. The
answer is certainly yes. As I indicated earlier, 63% of Iran’s college
students are women. For the past 40 years, Iran has had women
representatives in the parliament and other highly visible and powerful
positions. Of course, everything is relative. There is no doubt that
the number of women in the parliament is far less than that of men
and not nearly equal to the case of European parliaments.

As a result of a well-established patriarchal culture, certain laws have
been formulated that are against the rights of women in Iran. Iranian
women have stood up to fight against these laws and, in fact, have
been able to reform some of them, including divorce and children’s
custody laws. What can help to better understand Iranian women
and Iranian culture is to follow the news in its actuality. To have a
better understanding of the culture of the region, I strongly
recommend an exchange of Iranian and American academic and non-
academic scholars and students. They will have a different view of
the region if they actually travel and study in the Middle East, learn
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about the incredibly rich culture of the region and see for themselves
people’s everyday reality, struggles and challenges.

There is a sense of powerlessness among young people as they
confront the world where terrorism has become a daily threat. What
can we do to aid the cause of world peace, and how can they get
over the feeling of powerlessness in their daily life?

Fighting terrorism is obviously a logical and legitimate fight. Also
arresting terrorists and taking them before the court of justice is
necessary, but most important is the need to fight the roots of
terrorism in the world. It has been years since terrorists have been
arrested and put on trial. But has that led to fewer occurrences of the
phenomenon of terrorism? The answer is unfortunately not. Terrorism
is becoming more prevalent, and the reason is we have not approached
the problem fundamentally in order to deal with its roots and sources.
Terrorism has two sources: prejudice and injustice. Prejudice arises
from ignorance and lack of awareness. Therefore, education and
literacy are the most important and fundamental ways of fighting
terrorism across the world. And equally we must make every effort to
get rid of injustice in the world.

What would you suggest the role of the U.S. should be in achieving
peace in the Middle East?

The first step that the U.S. can take toward achieving peace in the
Middle East is to leave the administration of Iraq to Iraqi people
under the supervision of the United Nations. The U.S. should also
understand that when it benefits from a nation, it should also give
benefits back to that nation. The U.S. government should not support
undemocratic countries. Supporting undemocratic nations is like
taking the gun and shooting it on one’s face. Let us recall that the
biggest supporter of the Taliban in Afghanistan and Saddam Hussein’s
regime in Iraq was the United States. And, unfortunately, the tragic
event of September 11th occurred. Let us learn lessons from history
and not support undemocratic countries.




