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(by Marlène Tuininga at the Costa Rica congress, August  2, 2011) 

                First of all, I would like to thank the Costa-Ricain section for inviting us and you 

all for giving us the possibility of presenting our work before you. Let me remind you 

how this work came to existence: in January 2010 at the International Board meeting in 

Ahmedabad, India, where I questioned the current vision of WILPF, the French section 

and I received the mission to work out, under the inspiration of our foremothers, a new 

vision within six months. After a few months of enthusiastic studying we sent our report 

in July, asking for a commission to be formed to prepare the discussion of our “vision” at 

the congress. When we received no specific answer to this demand, we sent out our 

“four questions” : the Dutch and the Italian sections responded.  

                May I invite you to take a little distance, like we tried to do? Maybe I will sound a 

bit solemn, but we, in France, are very much aware of the urgency of the situation. The 

world today is in a very critical state and we have tried to look at it with the eyes of our 

founding mothers. 

                My presentation comprises three parts: this situation of the world, the 

awakening of the social movement facing this situation and: where does this place 

WILPF, especially our work with the United Nations? 

 

I – The world situation today. 

 

                Looking at the situation today with the eyes of our foremothers compels us to 

examine first the differences between their situation and ours. Quite a few are evident: 

the enormous technological progress, the financial globalization which has lead to the 

explosion of poverty, the climate change and the destruction of the earth, the prevalence 

of individualism and competition. 

                But the main difference is that we, unlike them – at least the majority of our 

sections which are from the “global North” (what used to be called the “West”)-  are not 

at war.  OR ARE WE?          

                If we take a closer look, it appears that our planet knows at least four wars, for 

which the “global North” is largely responsible: Afghanistan, Libya, Israel-Palestine and 

the fourth one, the most murderous of all, the economic war.  This economic war for 

resources, for land, for trade, which is present in all the other wars, has brought us back 

to the “root causes of war” mentioned ever so often by our foremothers. As all the 

others, this war has no consideration for the people living outside the global North, and 

increasingly so, also for the poor in the North. May we underline the fact that these 

practices –actually a new form of colonization – are in complete contradiction with the 



Charter if the United Nations: “(We) reaffirm faith in the fundamental human rights, in 

the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women and of 

nations, large and small.” 

It must be remembered also that nearly all, if not all decisions to wage, as well military 

as economic war, are taken by governments, outside parliament and other voters’ 

participation. And, of course, concerning more precisely the economic war, who could 

forget the third article of our own Constitution: “WILPF sees as its ultimate goal the 

establishment of an economic order founded on the principles of meeting the needs of 

all people and not those of profit and privilege”. 

Sometimes we wonder how all those servants of “profit and privilege” can “get away 

with it”? Could it be because they have managed to submit us by the means of an 

ideology based on the fear and, sometimes, hate of others? Which leads us directly to so-

called “anti-terrorism” and the “war on drugs”.  In a remarkable little book called 

“Women, peace and security”, a Swedish academic, Vilda Rosenblad, wrote: “The fear of 

“the others” makes disarmament impossible”. To us the root cause of war is not 

armament by itself but the over-all mentality that makes armament possible … and so 

profitable. And which has given way to the culture of violence which prevail s today.  

Let’s remember the preamble of the Constitution of UNESCO: “Since war begins in the 

minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the defense of peace must be constructed.” 

We may add: peace IS constructed, especially in the minds of the other category of MAN, 

women” 

 

II – The awakening of the social movement 

Why should we talk especially about women? Maybe because, as the great Argentine 

author of comic books has written: “Nosotras mujeres no somos iguales pero lo que nos 

occurre es igual.” We women are not the same, but what happens to us is the same thing. 

And they react: facing the growing cruelty of today’s world against themselves and their 

surroundings, women, today, are a majority in nearly every form of the upcoming social 

movement in the industrialized countries and they create independent women’s groups 

in the global South. Some examples: women have been and still are very much present in 

the different uprisings around the Mediterranean. They form the most vocal part of the 

pacifist movement in Israel. An only-women’s party played an important role in the 

settling of the Northern-Ireland conflict in 1998. And there are many more examples. 

                Even in so –called “non-conflict zones” (but where every so often life is difficult 

because of economic and social changes due to globalization), in Africa, in Asia, in Latin 

America, one can see women organizing themselves into groups struggling for survival 

and for a decent life. Not by trying to enter into the “men’s world” but by doing their 

“own thing”: buying and selling in the framework of “informal economy”, defending their 



natural resources and the “commons”, taking back parts of their traditional practices. A 

typical example will be the march of the 100 000 poor peasants, mostly women, 

organized by the Gandhian movement Ekta Parishad for next year in order to reclaim 

land reform from the Indian government. 

                These women’s groups in difficult situations show us that women are not only 

victims, but also actors. Our hypothesis is that this is possible, very often, because of the 

absence of their menfolk, busy fighting, deceased, in jail, or having emigrated, or simply 

overwhelmed and helpless. Thus, escaping from their centuries-old submission to men, 

they have the possibility of living in harmony with their own values. And through their 

grass-root actions these women discover, like the Argentina “mothers of the Plaza de 

Mayo” used to say, that the private is public, that relations are more important than 

money, that things can be done in a different way. Very often, these women’s groups 

wind up by developing an astonishing political maturity which leads them not only to 

ask to be protected and to participate in peace negotiations, but also to combat their 

own governments and their submission to the IMF and World Bank policy by asking for 

food sovereignty and the rehabilitation of public services. 

                In a way we can say that these groups are engaged in war, in the economic war. 

As the Italian section wrote in its answer to our four questions: they are in the same 

positions as our foremothers during the World War in 1915. Of course, in a way, no 

official media ever mentions them, they represent a silent revolution. But we in the 

French section would like WILPF to side with these women, because we think that they 

have a lot to teach us and that in a way, they represent our future. 

III – WILPF’s  mission today 

 

                What does all this mean to WILPF today?  

Allow me to make an introductory remark. We, in France, were rather amazed to find 

out that our foremothers, in 1915, represented in fact a minority part of the suffragettes 

movement. Facing the majority which, in each country, condoned the nationalist 

positions of their governments – and thus the ongoing war – these women, veritable 

pacifists, pleaded for the understanding between all peoples and between all people.  

                Transposed in the context of today, we could say: they struggled not only for 

“women’s rights” but, before everything else for, “human rights”. And I was happy to see 

that in her report to Congress our secretary general proposed that our WILPF would 

take up, alongside women, peace and security, on one hand, and anti-nuclear action, on 

the other, the struggle for the respect of human rights. 

 



                When we say “human rights” we refer especially to the economic, social and 

cultural rights of which our foremothers, without knowing the expression, had had the 

presentiment, when at the 2nd Congress of WILPF, in Zurich, 1919, they wrote: “The 

International Congress of Women regards the famine, pestilence and unemployment 

extending to great tracts of Central and Eastern Europe and into Asia as a disgrace to 

civilization.” Undoubtedly, with a different wording and extending it to our own 

globalized world, wouldn’t we say the same thing? 

                Studying all this – the confrontation between our founding mothers and the 

present situation – we, in the French section, interrogated ourselves by asking the same 

question launched some two years ago by a U.S. member: “What is the uniqueness of 

WILPF?” compared to other feminist and pacifist organizations?  Our answer was: its 

link to the Organization of the United Nations. Not only our founding mothers, when 

they called for some sort of a world government and paved the way to the creation  of 

the League of Nations, we can say that our principal partner today is this very same 

UNO.  

                Now it appears that the most consistent way the human rights so dear to us 

have been codified is in the Charter of the United Nations (amplified by the subsequent 

Declarations and Conventions) 

                The spirit of this Charter is very much alive in our section. We struggle in all 

sorts of domains, but we also have the impression that what we do is at the same time 

too much and too scattered. It’s like we were in the presence of a multitude of nuggets -

those same nuggets I heard here in this Congress -which would need to be melted into 

gold. To our understanding this melting into gold in the present situation of the world 

means: TAKE BACK THE CHARTER OF THE UNITED NATIONS. This is where I would like 

to quote the marvelous jazzman, Charles Mingus: “Making the simple complicated, it’s 

everywhere, making the complicated simple, that’s creativity.” 

                And this simple to us is international law, i.e. the UN Charter (maybe without 

the chapter on the Security Council which badly needs to be reformed) and the various 

Conventions adopted since. It seems quite evident that, I daresay, all the economic 

practices of today are in complete contradiction with the Charter which calls for “social 

progress and better standard of life in larger freedom” for all. For instance, austerity 

policies born from so-called “debt obligations” imposed by international financial 

institutions on peoples in the South and nowadays also in the North, are – as the popular 

uprisings show more and more often – completely contradictory to social progress. 

Recently, an international group of experts helped the present government of Ecuador to 

organize an “audit” which stated that an important part of its international debt being 

“illegal” (because contradictory to the interests of the people), Ecuador did not need to 

reimburse. And they didn’t ! This, by the way is a typical “women’s issue”. A few months 

ago a group of Greek women founded “Women against the reimbursement of the debt”. 

And, as mentioned before, Israeli women are on the forefront of the claim for the respect 



of international law to the occupation of the Palestinian territories. In many countries of 

the world, women are engaged, often through special “Women’s Tribunals” in the 

struggle against impunity.  

                Maybe we should add to this first and most “simple” focal action (because 

international law has not been sufficiently updated on this point): the respect of the 

Earth, of Mother Earth. Let’s remember that women’s groups are very active here (and 

sometimes pioneer like in the antinuclear movement): protecting forests and 

biodiversity, calling for food sovereignty, campaigning against “land grabbing”, 

protesting against the ideology of eternal economic growth. We think we should actively 

join the struggle for “climate justice” between North and South waged by other social 

movements like the Friends of the Earth and Via Campesina. 

Finally, we think it is our duty as WILPF-women to take up what our founders already 

fought for: the education and promotion of young girls. You may have seen our dear 

member, Eugénie’s book, taken up and translated by UNESCO, which describes the many 

obstacles but also the importance for an African girl-child to go to school. 

 I would like to end with a quotation of the Mahatma Gandhi: “If only women would 

forget that they belong to the weaker sex, they could do infinitely more against war.” 

T think that our dear founders would be proud of us, if they learned that WILPF from 

now on would be known as the champion of the UN Charter and the respect of 

international law, in the name of peace and freedom.  


