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REPORT
One of the central principles of most feminist models—whether academic, activist, or practitioner—is that there is a lot to be gained by contextualizing women’s individual experiences within the larger world of gender inequality and oppression. Such a lens allows us not only to address the root causes of such oppression and thus understand them better, but it also serves to create a sense of solidarity among those who have experienced gender-based oppression, and thus to empower us to work together to change these inequalities. It is, therefore, useful both academically, and politically.

Such a lens is particularly useful in the study of conflict, as the nature of conflict is such that it has effects both in the larger political sphere, as well as in the private sphere, where it both mobilizes, and traumatizes, ordinary individuals. Looking at it through a lens, which seeks to make connections between personal experience and the bigger picture of inequality and oppression, is therefore especially appropriate in the study of conflict. While the topic of war and conflict has been a traditionally male-centered discussion,  the approach of this conference served not only to discuss the often not talked about experiences of women, but also to look at how those experiences, and those perspectives, can contribute to our understanding of conflict as a whole.

This conference took on these topics from the perspective on understanding women’s memory of war. Memory, as opposed to history, is informal—it is what is spawned by individual minds, as well as by societies, when we speak about collective memory. It is created, manipulated, changed, subverted, etc, but it always exists in the informal realm of the social, even when governments attempt to control it. It is as significant in what it chooses to forget as in what it chooses to remember. Memory is what keeps existing even when people are denied a voice. And so, the memory of marginalized members of society is particularly salient, as for marginalized groups it can gain a greater importance as one of the few tools left to use. In regards to women, Isabelle Humphries (see below) conceptualized that memory can be affected by gender in three ways: first, in determining who is allowed to speak publicly; second, in authorizing, or forbidding, women’s memories on specific topics, (formation process of memories) and third, in the ways in which gender relations and inequalities determine the formation of the narratives that women have (substance of memories).

Following were the main discussions that emerged out of the conference:

1. How the design of oral history and memory projects, the questions they ask and how they ask them, is gendered. First of all, such projects decide on what it is worthwhile investigating – this as such often has gender-implications: is it the fighting of a war (let’s say D-Day) or the daily hardship during the conflict? Second, does it incite women to tell their personal stories? Does it relate to memories of women (given labor divisions during conflict and war, given general hierarchies in society)? Given the current “memory boom” and the material repercussions thereof in film and media, it is necessary to monitor closely how such projects are designed, developed and carried out. We have to rethink how we design memory projects to ask the right questions to women.
2. There are two important, sometimes overlapping, but still distinct ways of how women and feminist activists do engage in memory and history work: the first one is that of documentation, the second that of testimony. The first one can concern the documentation of the work and activities of women’s movements, of important female politicians, writers etc. Its inherent value lies in making and keeping available for next generation the knowledge about these women and their lives, which otherwise would be lost and forgotten. The second one refers to women collecting testimonies of victims (and perpetrators), which can then be used in courts for example. This process often involves moments of catharsis and healing. These two ways might conflict when the process of documenting “one” story conflicts with the many testimonies gained in a parallel process. 

3. Suppressed or denied personal and collective memories will resurrect to the forefront again at a given time in history. As they continue to be memorized in such locations as the family, their “re-entering” the official or public scene is an important moment. The mental and social frames available at such moments that allow linking the personal memories to larger narratives, to imbue them with meanings, are therefore important. One such frame can be feminist, others are religious in their outlook, nationalistic or other. Women’s and feminist processes of documentation and testifying offer feminist, women’s spaces, and frames for such moments of linking up the personal to the collective. Feminist groups offer frames for women and men to tell their stories. The offering of such spaces has inherent value – especially if it helps to avoid such personal memories being immediately linked to frames that contribute or aggravate the conflict or tensions. Also, feminist spaces are not necessarily located at the national level, but allow for local or transnational frames for memory collections – thereby often destabilizing national master narratives that attempt to perpetuate nationalist accounts of history. 
4. Engaging the master narrative. Women and feminists do engage in different ways with the mainstream narratives and history (of a country, a nation, the world). One way is in academia, the other in political and social activism. Within these two, one important strategy is to fight against denial of unpleasant aspects of history, to constantly knock on closed doors. Another one is to professionally document and process aspects of the present that are relevant for women’s work and lives, to do it so professionally as to serve future generation of “history writers”. This will support processes of creating women’s history, not just memories, to enter the processes of the discipline. Finally, it should not be forgotten that women as mothers are central figures in one location that transmits and adjudicates memories: the family. Especially in moments of transition, this locus of transmission of personal memories and their interpretations, becomes central – women have an important role to play there and feminist and women’s activism could also focus more on these processes and moments of adjudication. 
5. Responsibility of “opening up memories”: Memories often rely on fragile frameworks, social constructions of living together, and opening up aspects of memories that have been “shut” invokes high responsibility as it can further chip away at or undermine the existing frameworks and social constructions. This challenging might just be the reason for doing so, but women and feminists have to be aware of the potentially negative side-effects of their challenging master narratives. In this context the question was raised if it was sometimes necessary to first allow personal memories to “go underground”, while documenting crimes in judicial systems for example, and then reopen them at a later stage when social and political conditions are stable enough to address these issues. This conflicts of course with the need of victims to have their suffering be recognized in the present. 

6. Also, this process empowers some and dis-empowers others, any such endeavor there should assess carefully from the beginning about who will be empowered and who not. Such a step require acknowledgement of one’s own agenda for opening up memories, be it by documenting or recollecting them or for writing history. It seemed important throughout the conference that women state from the outset their point of view and agenda. It is important, when writing history, to admit to the dynamic of writing about the past from the perspective of the present. We should examine our influences, which tend to be our experience, as well as the previous writings of history, which tend to be those of bourgeois men. 
7. Be it about the power to provide frameworks for recollection, or about documenting crimes, or fighting against denial, or writing women’s rights activists history: it is certain that all such engagement entails a power struggle – be it with male academia, the male politician, the male judge – the crossroads of history and politics are just another domain of women’s rights struggles. 
 Wednesday, 13 June
17:00-17:30 


Opening remarks 

Kalypso Nicolaidis, Dimitar Bechev, Franziska Brantner, Anna Sheftel

17:30-19:00


Roundtable

Where have all the women gone? Women’s memory work during and after conflict
Lucy Noakes (University of Brighton) 
Lucy Noakes outlined her current research on popular memory of World War II in the United Kingdom via the BBC’s The People’s War project, which sought to collect the memories of ordinary British people during the war via the internet. Her paper asked the question of why it is that even an innovative project which primarily uses the internet as a medium and which welcomes all citizens to submit their experiences of WWII, still ended up with few female participants. Noakes first outlined contemporary memory boom culture, as coined by Jay Winter, and the ways in which popular memory can be fairly uncontested (such as British recollection of World War I), or contested (such as memory of the Northern Irish troubles). The former can be problematic academically, but rarely politically, whereas the latter can be both. She also pointed out that this memory boom has tended to be gender-blind, an approach that has left women out of the discourse as it tends to focus on armed conflict to the exclusion of other ways in which women have been involved.
The BBC People’s War web project debuted in June 2003, and finished collecting memories in 2006, by which time it had approximately 47,000 written works. Noakes described the main categories of accounts found on the site. The first was that of the stoic memory of war, which describes the experience with a sense of understatement, echoing the repressed language of older British war films. In these, women were more likely to frame stories within the context of romantic narratives, whereas men would frame them within the context of service and friendship. The most entitled memories are those of military men. Her second category were accounts which invoked fear, injury, death, and graphic violence, echoing the more recent wave of war films which privilege realistic representations, such as Saving Private Ryan and Band of Brothers. Women are more likely to have memories of the Blitz in this context, which involve trying to get on with day to day life under those circumstances, as well as the formation of women’s auxiliary groups. These accounts, however, lack certainty and the voice of authority that men’s narratives have, placing them down on the hierarchy of memory. While men are more likely to use this authoritative tone, women are more likely to give accounts that relate to their personal experiences, creating this hierarchy of memories.

Noakes’ conclusions questioned current memory practices, such as the emergence of D-Day as the primary commemorative site for WWII, and the way in which this new practice again puts all the focus on military memory and thus again leaves out women. She said that projects like The People’s War do show a desire to place family memories on the public sphere, but they seem to fail to ask the right questions to make that happen in an egalitarian way, by presenting the experience as still very militarized and focused on the battlefield. She argued that we need to think of new ways of asking these questions, of soliciting memories, if we want to avoid falling into the same gendered hierarchy of memory. And she pointed out that, as collective remembrance of wartime is relevant on individual, and personal, expressions, it is necessarily gendered.

Slavica Stojanović (Women in Black, Belgrade) 
In her talk, Slavica Stojanović reflected on her experiences as a feminist activist raising her voice about women’s experiences in the former Yugoslavia. She began by invoking Christina de Pisan, and her work to promote military strategies that would not lead to sieges, as she recognized that those were what caused the most human suffering during conflict. She cited that Pisan and Virginia Woolf were two of the main figures who brought forward the importance of writing women’s history.

Stojanović reflected on her experience of the 2000 elections in Serbia, which was meant to usher in a new era in the region after the physical violence of the 1990s, during which she and her fellow activists had worked as pacifists to mobilize aid to women suffering in the wars, and to campaign for an end to them. She said that on the eve of the election, “I knew that women would disappear,” invoking the problem of women’s contributions being immediately forgotten after the end of violent conflict and rarely historicized. Instead, she said that feminist activists went into the future, and that their job is often this looking forward, which makes them difficult to integrate into the present the stories of the past. Women’s activism is, as many other forms of activism, directed towards the future, changing society, therefore often not leaving enough time for reflection of the past or the uses thereof. She asked the question of how we imagine women when we historicize them, quoting Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I A Woman” speech. 

Stojanović closed her reflections by sharing some of the mobilizing mottos of Women in Black, such as: “Let us not be deceived on our own”; “Always disloyal to our nation, fathers of our nation, and heads of our family”; and “I am also responsible for what is done in my name.” 

A fruitful discussion followed, which served as a pertinent opening up of the questions that would be pursued in further depth during the rest of the conference. Some participants raised the problem of somewhat romantic representations of women, which they questioned by asking about, for example, the responsibility of the English woman, who was herself suffering in WWII, to end the suffering of those women who were more victimized than her such as women living under British colonial rule. Another question asked what the gendered approach can do to understand when women are implicated in structural violence against one another. Stojanović invoked Simone de Beauvoir by commenting that “Women are not born pacifists, but become them”. She also commented that for her organization the most important principle was to “be there on time,” in order to be able to mobilize and distribute information quickly (such as via the internet), but also to see the continuity in what’s happening, and to experience true empathy. She warned against the empathy that is built only out of past events, which is more of a sentimentality that is also the sort of emotion that starts wars. Historians using the same tools must therefore recognize they slippery territory which they are inhabiting.

There was also discussion of the internet as a potentially useful medium in equalizing these narratives, for its possibly democratic nature, as well as the way in which things like the persistent commemoration of World War II allows the United Kingdom to put this war forward as the template for war in general, thus distancing current events like the Iraq War from that spectrum and thereby inhibiting comparisons. This moved the discussion into political uses of memory, and why it is useful to represent war in certain ways. A German participant mentioned that women’s narratives of WWII in Germany have shifted from focusing on their involvement to a sort of amnesia in which women were passive and did little while the men were “away,” as it is no longer acceptable to remember their activities.


The question of “theatres of memory” was also raised, in which a participant questioned the tension between women’s activism during wars (pacifism), and after them (memory and reconciliation), as well as between the future (offered memory) and the past (shared memory). Stojanović described how these struggles are ongoing in Belgrade, and how women raised their voices before, during, and after the war, thus allowing for a sort of continuity, in which they have built trust and legitimacy with those with whom they work. Their involvement before and during the war is crucial for allowing their engagement with women from Bosnia, Kosovo etc. She described their recent experienced of the ICJ ruling which denied Serbia’s responsibility in executing the Bosnian genocide, and how they have mobilized during these war crimes trials, trying to distribute information as thoroughly as possible. She described the ICJ ruling as a shock, but also within the context of a population which was trained to deny and forget for fifteen years. Her organization’s response was to join up with the Bosnian women’s activist group The Mothers of Srebrenica in Tuzla, and to form a joint 300 person rally. She reflected that you can’t mainstream many issues, but you can get some of them out there into the media, and in this case they managed to find some support for this Bosnian organization, which is often incapable of even funding its monthly rent of €150.

In response to Noakes’ presentation, the issue of the commercialization of memory was brought up, as an added factor which influences public memory culture and what it privileges. There was also the issue of shame, and what women will be likely to say in private gathering as opposed to publicly. The example of women’s resistance in WWII Italy was mentioned, as a case where women’s activities had to be forgotten immediately post-war, as life needed to resume as normal, thus meaning women had to resume their usual gender roles. Such politics mean that this history has only reemerged recently. The question was also raised if it was sometimes necessary to first close memories, while documenting crimes, and then reopen them at a later stage when social and political conditions were stable enough to address these issues. This conflicts of course with the need of victims to have their suffering be recognized in the present. 

Andrea Peto then raised the concern of not being able to break out of the framework of Behind the Lines, in which our interest is simply getting women into the historical picture, thus failing to think particularly critically about their experiences. This may lead to dangerously accepting stereotypes about women and war, such as them always acting as selfless altruists, or perfect victims. Is this enough? She asked how we can use memory, as well as postcolonial understandings of history, to move forward from this perspective. Noakes opined that the gender binary makes it difficult to move forward, and maybe the focus should be shifted to looking at how people use their memories, whether or not they are about war. She also pointed out that the BBC project choose not to focus on truthfulness of accounts as that shifts the question to why exactly WWII can be remembered in particular ways, not whether or not those recollections are accurate. She warned of the creeping moral relativism which is possible in this approach.


The panel concluded with some reflections on other situations, such as recent media representation of the last war in Lebanon, which showed in the media many women, because Lebanese were so victimized, and because military activity had to be so secretive, seemed to focus a lot more on women than on men. Luljeta Vuniqi commented that in her interviews with women in Kosovo, her informants seemed to avoid the trap of Behind the Lines, and that they spoke very much as actors. Slavica Stojanović commented that any opening up of memories entails responsibility, and it is important for anyone who works with these issues to own up to that responsibility.

Thursday, 14 June 


Panel I: Women’s spaces and social boundaries
What is the relationship between gender politics, on one hand, and borders and border crossings, on the other? How do memories of conflict or coexistence shape space? What factors facilitate the crossing of territorial borders and identity boundaries by women? How are traditional and modern gender identities implicated in the process? 

Barbara Drieskens (American University of Beirut): A moral cartography of Beirut: young single women defining their space 

Barbara Drieskens presented on her empirical work in Lebanon on women’s spaces and how the city and its cartography structure, constrain and open ways for the life of young women in Beirut today. 
She started by explaining that in Lebanon and most other countries in the Middle East, the average age of first marriage for women has risen fast. According to a report of the Lebanese ministry of Social Affairs, the average age is now 28,8 compared to 23,1 in 1970. This evolution has important social consequences. The presence of women on the labor market and their relative independence and freedom before marriage modify little by little the perception of feminity and the role of women in society. More and more young women live alone in Beirut, beyond the control of parents or husbands, what gives rise to conflicts over morality, social control and individual freedom. Most of them move fast from one house to another within and between different neighbourhoods, never really settling down.

The moral geography of the city is structured around stereotypical oppositions of centre versus periphery, modern versus traditional and Christian versus Muslim. Multiple different life styles are displayed as markers of identity; they are often assimilated to categories such as confessional and familial belonging, social status and geographic origin. 

Using and adapting the concept of “moral regions” and “neighbourhood” - understood as moral structures that frame possible social interactions in a given geographic space-, she outlined how moral order is imposed on young women in neighbourhoods. This is based on the stories of young, single women she interviewed in the various neighbourhoods of Beirut. The stories of these young single women living alone reflect and reproduce these stereotypes but also contradict, adjust and criticise them. Barbara Drieskens uses the concept of “reputation” to explain this control, and purposefully does not draw on the concept of honor. Reputation stands for social control by social entrepreneurs but without direct punishment. But it is also institutionalized in the neighbourhoods via “concierges” and their cooperation with the clergy for example. In contrast to this constraining reputation factor, what allows young women to cross from one zone, one neighbourhood to another, what gives them freedom, is the anonymity of the city. 
Nora Onar (Oxford): Refractions of the past: contesting women’s bodies in the context of Turkish EU candidacy
Nora Onar outlined how the battle over the position of women in the Turkish society reflects the battle for the Turkish soul. Who is the real Turkish woman? What kind of woman, is allowed to represent Turkishness?  She explained how the feminist movement during the Ottoman Empire as ethnically and denominationally pluralistic if confined to a literate elite.  The rise of minority and, in response, Turkish nationalism drove a wedge between Ottoman feminists by calling the women to the flags of their respective nations. Kemalist nationalist modernists, who sought to defend Turks against the West by making them western, made the emancipation of women the cornerstone of their project. Embracing the logic of the Enlightenment, they established legal egality of women in the public sphere and constructed an ideal republican woman who was urban, middle-class and non-veiled. This “state feminism", however, created two paradoxes: 1. public-private — whereas legal equality was established in the public sphere, in the private sphere traditional (Muslim and/or patriarchal) interpretations of family and the status of the women remained predominant. This was reflected even in the civil code in certain provisions regarding women's status within the family. 
2. centre-periphery – the rural areas and poorer segments of society were de facto excluded from the modernist project and women in these areas lives' remained entirely defined by the private (Muslim and/or patriarchal) gender roles. These paradoxes have provoked two movements challenging the state feminist line: (1) Liberal or secularist revisionist feminists who since the 1980s seek to close the public/private gap. To this end they have successfully mobilized the EU in their lobbying for changes to the civil and criminal codes; and, (2) Islamic revisionists who challenge the centre-periphery gap in gendered terms. Their cause has crystallized around the question of veiling. Islamic women claim that they must bring part of their private – the veil- into the public in order to be allowed to be active in the public at all. Islamist women also tried to use the EU and its language of rights of expression and conscience to bolster their cause. The past decade has thus witnessed a triangular contest between liberal feminists, Kemalist-state feminists and Islamist feminists, (although of course there is fluidity between affiliates to any one of the 'camps'). Like their Ottoman and early Kemalist antecedents, these women activists try to capture the EU and its potential transformative power for their own cause. When the ECHR ruled against veiling in public institutions in 2004 and 2005, it de facto supported the Kemalist-state feminist cause and to a lesser extent liberal secularist feminist logic. Islamist revisionists were deeply disappointed. 

In response to questions raised by discussant Dimitar Bechev, Nora Onar argued that when it comes down to women’s rights over her body, both liberals and EU institutions come down on the side of the state vision of enlightenment and modernity. Many - although by no means all - liberal feminists also do not buy the emancipatory claim of Islamist women, believing instead that these women are acting as agents of their own repression. Ultimately, the intractable conflict over questions like the veil lies in the diverging and conflicting claims of authenticity, of who is allowed to represent the Turkish woman. The challenge for feminists from all three sides is to negotiate ways which render it possible to transcend and combine modes of authenticity of Turkishness today. This amounts to nothing less than bridging the gap between Islamic religiosity, democracy and secularism. 

Tina Nebe (UN Research Institute for Social Development): "Aqua­ esta¡ empestado de moros!" ["This place is infected with Moors"]: How  southern Spanish girls and boys represent the Moroccan "Other"
Tina Nebe presented her work on perceptions of the “other” by Spanish youth living on the border with Morocco. She argued that conventional polls about women’s and men’s acceptance of foreigners do not capture women’s perceptions of the “other” correctly, do not account for gendered logics of ethnocentrism; and fail to address underlying questions of memory and history (which are in turn also gendered). 

For her, the Mediterranean is both a boundary and a passage way, best exemplified by Gibraltar. Her main question is if living on the border leads to forms of hybridisation or instead of hardening of differences between “us” and “them”?

According to a questionnaire administered to 120 students in Algeciras, girls are more acceptant of foreigners in general, but less acceptant of Moroccans! She then asked why and tried to find more nuanced answers by looking at different forms of racism, dividing into “old racism” based on racial rejection and policy preferences (more frequent with the female respondents), and “new racism” based more on cultural differences (very salient with male informants) and fears of intimacy. 

Boys’ perceptions of the Moroccans often refer to the historical legacy of the Moors’ invasion. They are afraid of “the Moors coming back” and usually describe Moroccan males as “drug dealers” (the “criminal Other”). Girls' representations are also history-based in that they capture the dualism inherent in the historical notion of "lo moro", i.e. attraction to something exotic, untouched and at the same time rejection of the uncivilised, cruel. They see Moroccan women via the lens of their interactions with Spanish men – they are not perceived as such, but only in connection with male counterparts – they are afraid of the witchcraft of Moroccan women which allows them to take their men away. Also, they feel attracted physically by Moroccan men – but are afraid of this felt attraction at the same time, given its social impossibility. For girls, class is more important than arguments of ethnicity and culture (the drug dealer, the abusive immigrant), which can be seen as closer to “new” forms of racism. 

Finally, Tina Nebe argued that representations of the Other in borderlands are distinct from those found elsewhere in a country: Where the Other is close, relatively similar and well-known, he or she may in fact be perceived as more threatening.

Panel II: 


History writing and gender relations
What is the impact of mainstream or official remembrance practices and history writing on gender relations, especially in conflict or post-conflict periods? How have women’s experiences of conflict traditionally been historicized and remembered? How does this affect female survivors? Who is empowered and disempowered?

Andrea Peto (Central European University)

In her presentation, Andrea Peto described how divided gendered memories of WWII were constructed in Eastern Europe. 

She compared testimonies of female perpetrators from people's tribunals with the post 1989 conservative turn in historiography and the memories and references conservative women use today in Eastern Europe to justify and strengthen their position in society. She found that the (communist) narrative of memorizing conservative women as perpetrators has been superceded by the newer narrative of the conservative women being the right challengers of imposed “statist feminism”, being the really emancipated and being the mothers of the nation that really strengthen the nation. From that assessment followed two questions: First, how has this resurrection of conservative gender regimes been possible after 50 years of hiatus? And second: How can we ensure that aspects of the history, which are not necessarily nice to remember, are not forgotten or even denied? 

In response to the first, Andrea Peto argued that in times of transition, the family encounters a central role of adjudicating memories. Shared political frameworks disappear and the previous reference systems for remembering turn out to be meaningless. The family remains the only point of stability and personal stories serve as the only site of remembering and as a possible site for constructing and redefining a new political framework. In Eastern Europe, conservative women sustained in their families during communism their memories of WWII, which glorify normative motherhood and blind out perpetrations as they labeled themselves as the allegedly victims of communist legal system.

Their conservative frame is built on diverse strands of memories: their previous status before the war - their elite status that they lost, their suffering during communism and finally their vision and interpretation of religion. Their narrative resurrected from the family domain into the public after 89. The resurgence of this conservative claim is possible because women sustained it in the family over the years of communist regime, under which this narrative was not accepted.  

In regards to the second question, Andrea Peto argued that the purely legal accounts of trials do not suffice. “Recollection” is necessary, the demand to remember unpleasant aspects and a responsibility of historians; such processes require alternative forms of commemorations – ones that last longer than the lifespan of survivors’ “private” memories and that indicate what was right

And what was wrong during the final years of WWII. She then mentioned two examples from the field of art, the Monument Against Fascism by Jochen Gerz in Hamburg and the memorial by Pauer Gyula and Can Togay in Budapest “The Shoes on the Danube”, which remember those who were shot into the Danube in 1944-45 in Budapest. In more general terms, she asked how Europe, how Europeans should think of the dark side of the legacy, of the history of Europe. 
Isabelle Humphries (St Mary’s College, University of Surrey)
Using interviews with women in the Galilee - Palestinians living as Israeli citizens - Isabelle Humphries argued that in prioritizing the voice of the male educated elite, the written history of the Palestinian Nakba (catastrophe) has excluded the female experience, an experience which has played an essential role in maintaining communal memory of life and loss. She noted that while there have been many studies of the changing social and political roles of Palestinian women, aside from certain valuable exceptions, women’s specific experience and memories have not always been recognized. While Palestinian memory as a whole has been pushed to the backstage by Zionist narrative, women’s voices have been doubly marginalized.
Isabelle Humphries argued that in certain cases gendered social roles prevent women from even being in a position to speak publicly at all – whether to a researcher or at public commemorations. When women do feel able to speak, interviews both in the Galilee, and conducted by Dr Laleh Khalili (SOAS) in Lebanese refugee camps, demonstrated that in general only certain aspects of the Nakba were discussed, and in very specific forms, such as the recurring themes of rape and the loss of women’s marital gold jewelry. Patriarchal structures often successfully attempt to prevent women’s stories from destabilizing the mainstream national narrative.
Furthermore, she suggested that Palestinian women have different personal stories due to gendered division of labor, family reproduction roles and their general situation in public and private spheres of society. Using her interviews with refugee women in Nazareth, she discussed the emphasis that women’s narratives place on the Nakba as the cause of loss of communities and livelihoods, and also the recurring theme of their place in the family as mothers, daughters and sisters. Describing separation from birth families (as custom dictated women stayed with the family of their husband), for many women symbolized the total loss and break with a utopian past.   

Salwa Hdaib Hudeeb (Deputy Minister of Women’s Affairs, Palestinian Authority)

Salwa Hdaib eloquently presented the status of women in the national Palestinian movement. After having had limited access to the national strife against British occupation, Salwa Hdaib argued that women played a significant role in the first Initifada and in the Diaspora’s defense of the Palestinian cause. Palestinian women have also more recently been active in their protests against the Wall. Nonetheless, Palestinian women’s political involvement has consistently been deferred to “a later stage”, once a state and independence are obtained. But after Oslo, when the first steps towards self-government were undertaken, women and their contribution to the national liberation struggle were not recognized. In that context, she referred to the example of Algerian women and their role in the liberation struggle. Despite women’s participation in the liberation struggle, when the war for national liberation was won, women were relegated to the subjugated position of pre-liberation days. Women had not organized to prevent it. Also, she explained how Palestinian women, in preparation of the legislative elections in 1996, had closely examined the role of the women’s charter in South Africa. They learned from their experiences, memories and documented stories. But the recent developments have washed away many of the efforts by women over the last years, naming HAMAS as a major problem for the advancement of women’s rights.  
She then related to the experience of first the Jerusalem Link and then the International Women’s Commission for Just and Sustainable Israeli-Palestinian Peace (IWC). The Jerusalem Link was effectively the first place where Palestinian and Israeli women could work so closely together towards the advancement of women and human rights in the region and open spaces for exchange of experience and knowledge in the field of political dialogue and peace building. Also, she argued that the IWC, its structure and principles are very much derived from good and bad memories of previous experiences of cooperation and attempts at getting women’s voices heard. Only a critical process analyzing and reflecting upon these memories allowed them to move on. 
Sarai Aharoni (The Haifa Feminist Centre)

Sarai Aharoni reflected on the work of women's activists in relation to history and memories. She  argued that feminist activists are "knocking on the doors" of closed memories all the time; their work in Israel was really about trying to wake people up, to incite them to open closed doors and to address their past critically. She also spoke about the issue of "traumatic memory", a painful memory of the past that cannot be expressed in public, unless there is a specific political setting, which is what feminists in Israel are trying to do. Referring to the presentation by Isabelle Humphries, Sarai Aharoni explained that Israelis largely deny the memory of Nakba - Israeli Jews do not want to know what is happening in the West Bank and Gaza. She argued that this made their work a really tiring and cyclical process, because as soon as you succeed in opening one door, another one closes or new events immediately sink into the depths of amnesia. Also, she assessed cycles in the Israeli women's peace movement: phases of high energy and activism are followed by phases of symptoms of burn-out and reflection on the recent activism. Such phases of reflection are also phases of memorizing and framing past activism. She mentioned that it was important to use such phases as well for really documenting women's activism. 
Panel III: Uses of the past: women and memory work
Are women capable of changing perceptions, histories and collective memories of borders and thereby transforming conflict? How does one challenge master narratives of conflict from a gender perspective? What are limits and challenges to women’s attempts to write their history (for example essentialisation)? What are the strategies for engagement with mainstream and official discourses and sources of such discourses? How to relate women’s stories to official discourse? 

This panel sought to bring many of the issues discussed in the previous panels, of the writing of women’s histories and how they can be situated within mainstream narratives, together with a discussion of a current project being conducted by Luljeta Vuniqi and her Kosovar Gender Studies Centre, established in 2002. Vuniqi presented the project, and Sylvia Paletschek of Freiburg discussed it in response.

Luljeta Vuniqi (Kosovar Gender Studies Centre) 

Luljeta Vuniqi opened by commenting that at the height of the Kosovar Women’s Movement, they already had a sense of foreboding about how the work they were doing would be forgotten. This movement flourished in the 1980s, beginning with humanitarian and health work, but it soon expanded to cover most issues to do with women in the contemporary sphere of Kosovar politics. After 1999, many new programmes were introduced, but while the women’s movement was quite strong and influential, any narratives about the movement activities in the region were oral and informal, and there was very little written history. She said that their reasons for writing down this history were threefold: to collect and preserve the histories of these activist women; to prevent the exclusion of women’s histories from mainstream history; to contribute to larger academic work. 

The centre has chosen to do a case study examining all aspects of activity of women in civil society. She said that this seeks to question the contested claims as to what role women have played in civil society, i.e. central or peripheral. Vuniqi argued that doing this sort of case study allows them to get to the core of some of these more profound questions, as well as to absolve the researcher from needing to create anything themselves, as their role is instead to adjust to an environment which is already present. She said that they also decided that purely historical methodology was not appropriate in this instance, but the researcher was trained specifically to collect and analyze the information without trying to manipulate it. The research involved both individual interviews with leaders of organizations that met a certain threshold of finances and influence in the region, as well as case studies in which participants were invited to discuss and “negotiate” the more contested aspects of their narratives. This did not lead to “one” version of the story, but rather an interesting perspective on the parallel recollection of same event. 

She finished by discussing the challenges that they have faced while working on this project, that can be seen in the fact that when the project began in 2002, it was projected to run for one year. One was their use of students as some of the researchers, which necessitated more training which took longer. Their main challenge, however, is the critiques they are expecting from mainstream historians, namely that oral history work is not seen as legitimate history work in their region, and that the subject matter, that of women’s organization, will be treated as uninteresting. The book coming out of this project is projected to be published at the end of 2007.

Sylvia Paletschek (Freiburg/Oxford)

Sylvia Paletschek then presented her response to the project, from the perspective of an academic historian who documents the German feminist movement. She opened by saying that the project is both interesting academically and for political work. She also emphasized the importance of stating one’s point of view and of analyzing it when writing history, thus admitting to the dynamic of writing about the past from the perspective of the present. She said that we must examine our influences, which tend to be our experience, as well as the previous writings of history, which tend to be those of bourgeois men. 


She went on to offer an analysis of Vuniqi’s project from the perspective of whether or not it corresponds to the conditions of writing scientific history, as a way of addressing the Kosovar Centre’s concerns about their likelihood to be accepted into the mainstream discourse. This scientific approach had five conditions.

The first is that of a thoughtful take on traceable, systematic sources. Paletschek commented that the case study was a worthy and credible source, but asked how representative their selection of NGOs to be interviewed was, and whether or not it reflects regional, social, and religious variety. She furthered that while oral history work is completely credible, they should supplement their work with as much written documentation as possible as well.

The second condition is a consideration of the range of statements that can come out of these sources, which in this context Paletschek simply commented that the research must be prepared to receive dissenting views from interviewees that do not necessarily reflect the perspective of the project. She stressed the importance of a critical approach to the interview material. On the third condition, that of looking at the facts from the perspective of the point in time at which they occurred, Paletschek said that she foresaw no problem. The fourth is that of being conscious of the restrictions of one’s own point of view, and on this she said that second wave feminism started out with almost no knowledge of the first wave, as it had been forgotten and needed to be recovered, meaning that feminists currently are coming from the perspective of understanding how important it is to preserve this heritage. While this is certainly positive, Paletschek said it was nevertheless important to keep in mind that the driving force of this work is an interest in emancipation.

The fifth condition for scientific history is simply that of being recognized in scientific circles. Paletschek therefore advised that it is important for the researchers to look for exchanges with historians, political scientists, etc, and to make links with intellectual actors. She concluded that she shared Vuniqi’s concerns about being undermined by mainstream historians, but that this was why the conditions set out are helpful—they can serve as weapons against the criticisms that seem likely to crop up.

Luljeta responded to this critique by commenting on the difficult decisions they had to make in choosing their sample. They found that the most useful criteria for them was to choose NGOs with a budget of at least $50 000, as well as influence in Kosovo, and this led them to conduct 30 case studies of organizations, and interview 10 leaders. She said they have also used other sources, such as documentary films, articles, archives, and books by state feminists. She said the focus groups were a useful forum to get to the heart of disagreements that came up in the memories, and that the conversations that occurred therein proved to be ripe fodder for analysis.

Participants first asked Vuniqi questions about the project before proceeding to general discussion such as: what role the UN plays in their work, how the interviewees are asked questions, how this work fits in to the larger discussion of Kosovo’s impending independence, and how multiethnic their sample was. Vuniqi said that they have treated the UN as an absence, and that they have main questions that they ask women to address, but that most of the interview takes place as a collaborative discussion. She also contextualized the women’s movement as part of the national movement, and said they have had success in representing multiethnic views, with the exception of Roma people, who they have struggled to, but not been able to, fully include. 

The discussion was then opened to more general issues. Andrea Peto asked how we want to address the problem of acknowledgement by mainstream historian, as inherent in this work there is the prospect of the democratization of history, as well as the feminist epistemological view. Paletschek agreed, but said that there is a problem in putting forward these innovations, as this is a question of power. She asked how we might be able to change this dynamic. This question was expanded to questioning the usefulness of pinning our hope on more women joining the academy, and at what point this supposed change will happen—can we think in these terms. Anna Sheftel asked what exactly it is that projects like this should be aiming for—to be accepted by a mainstream history that does not have the space for them, or to subvert what the meaning of mainstream academic history is. Should we be trying to fit the criteria of scientific history? Peto furthered with questioning if it is possible to write for the mainstream and subvert it at the same time, and proposed the promotion of alternative methods of history, through praxis. There was a suggestion of creating “histories of emotions” which would be academic as well as communal, and which would create sites for talking things out and for women to form alternative sites of memory. Paletschek suggested these criteria for scientific history might be used to “beat them”. Peto talked about finding alternative ways to use memories, so as not to be stuck writing simply positivist history, such as using fiction.

Sarai Aharoni pointed out that the worst scenario for this project would be no reaction at all. Anything that creates a debate is ideal, as that at least forces people to start discussing these issues. As such, she offered that it was not a great worry if this work is not immediately accepted. 

Salwa Hdaib Hudeeb looked at her own situation of trying to document women’s experiences in Palestine and asked for advice as to how to bolster this work. Participants mentioned various networks of women’s documentation centres, as well as the Infoteka in Zagreb, and the oldest women’s archive in Amsterdam, and that it was important to build alliances inside and outside the country. They focussed on the importance of institionalizing this kind of work. 

Franziska Brantner asked who the Kosovar women are writing this book for—whether they were seeking to be recognized at both local and international levels. Vuniqi said that a book for internationals would have to look very different, but that they were nevertheless trying to appeal to both levels.

The conference ended with reflections on the principle themes discussed during the day and a half, and on the benefits of speaking across the academic/activist divide when discussion work dealing with gender.
Franziska Brantner, Anna Sheftel July 2007
ABOUT THE RAMSES2 NETWORK

RAMSES2 is a Network of Excellence on Mediterranean Studies funded by the European Commission under the 6th Framework Programme. Oxford's contribution to RAMSES2 is a collaborative endeavour of the European Studies Centre and the Middle East Centre as well as scholars from Maison Francaise and the Department of Politics and International Relations. Launched and coordinated by the Maison Méditeranéenne de Sciences de l'Homme in Aix-en-Provence, RAMSES2 involves 33 academic institutions from Western Europe, the Balkans and the Middle East researching the history, societies and current politics of the wider Mediterranean area. Its ambition is to create a new field of Mediterranean studies by bringing together the hitherto disparate scholarship on the different littoral subregions and countries. Through its activities, the network seeks to supplement the efforts of the European Union to bolster cross-Mediterranean integration via the Barcelona Process, the European Neigbourhood Policy as well as the enlargement framework covering now the Balkans and Turkey. RAMSES2 investigates the Mediterranean as a geo-historical space marked by various patterns of exchange and cross-fertilisation in order to transcend the socio-political, economic and cultural fractures characterising it at present.Within RAMSES2, Oxford coordinates a work package dealing with borders, conflicts and memories in the Mediterranean. It examines, from a comparative perspective, the experience of wider South East Europe (the Balkans, Turkey and Cyprus), the Middle East and North Africa. Some issues of interest include nation-building, the multiple uses of imperial past by successor states, the linkage between pre-national social configurations and early 21st century transnational phenomena, EU policies on conflict transformation, comparative democratisation. In Oxford, the project
http://www.sant.ox.ac.uk/esc/ramses
PAGE  
22

_1241946104

