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Weaving Solidarity with Sudanese Women

In March 2005, the World March of Women began a global
journey which took them from Brazil to Burkina Faso and
many countries in between to share the Women’s Global
Charter for Humanity. In each country, women illustrated
their vision of an ideal world on a piece of cloth that was
eventually sewn into a Global Solidarity Quilt. The quilt was
displayed at the World Social Forum in Kenya in January
2007. Inter Pares’ counterpart in Sudan, the Gender Centre
for Research and Training, participated in making the
Sudanese component of the quilt. During a recent visit to
Sudan, staff member Caroline Boudreau talked to Sudanese
women about their participation in the quilt-making, and
their wider struggle to build relationships of mutual support
and solidarity. Below, we share an excerpt from Caroline’s

travel journal.

I Sudanese fabric as part of the World March of Women'’s
quilt at the World Social Forum in Nairobi. Even though

I could not see it in person, | felt that we were also there,”
said Omaima EI-Mardi, founding member of the Gender
Centre for Research and Training. She was elated to see that
a ermonthsofe ort, alittle piece of cloth — the dmouria
made of traditional Sudanese cotton produced by women in
poor areas—had nally been sewn together with other
patches from all around the world into a global quilt.

My Sudanese colleagues had very much wanted to join
me at the World Social Forum meeting in Nairobi, but with
the continuing challenges of life in Sudan, including the
di culty in obtaining travel visas, it was not
possible.  ough a photograph was as close as
they came to the quilt, in many ways it was
enough. eir contribution, this one small piece
of fabric, revealed so many stories of Sudanese
women’s resistance and courage.

During my last evening in Khartoum,
Omaima told me the story of how the patch was
created. irty Sudanese women fromdi erent organizations,
regions, ethnicities, languages, and religions came together
to discuss what would be represented on their dmouria,
and to weave it together. In an ongoing situation of political
repression, these women worked to overcome their di er-
ences and celebrate their diversity, rebuilding bridges and
relationships that had been torn apart by years of war, mistrust,
marginalization, and oppression.

was so touched when | saw the photograph of our

Together we are weaving a
shared commitment to women’s
active citizenship and full
participation... for a peaceful
and democratic Sudan.

Working together on the quilt is deeply symbolic of
Sudanese women’s tenacity. Ten years ago, during one of the
most repressive periods for women in Sudan, Omaima and

ve other Sudanese women activists created the Gender
Centre. Each woman brought her fears and her hopes, her
past and her future, and together they forged bonds of
profound solidarity, working to create something new —a
Centre to promote and protect women'’s rights in Sudan.
Inter Pares has had the privilege of joining the growing
number of individuals and organi-
zations who work with the Gender
Centre, and together we are
weaving a shared commitment to
women’s active citizenship and full
participation in social, cultural,
economic, and political life in a
peaceful and democratic Sudan.

rough a piece of Sudanese dmouria, women from

Darfur, from Khartoum, from the Nuba mountains, from
southern Sudan and from eastern Sudan, became linked to
one another, and to a global movement for women’s rights.
In this Bulletin, we share with you the inspiration and the
determination of our friends from the Gender Centre, who
in the face of adversity are struggling to unite and create a
better future for all. 3¢
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Her Story: an Interview with Neimat Kuku Mohamed

eimat Kuku Mohamed is the Research Coordinator
at the Gender Centre, and is one of six founding

N members. Here she shares with Caroline Boudreau
her story of working for social change in Sudan.

Neimat, you have always been proud to call yourself an
activist. What inspired you to become so involved in
community issues?

By the time I entered university, the commitment to the
struggle for human rights and democracy was already part
of who | was. | was also quite independent and went on my
own to study at the faculty of agriculture at Zagazig University
inrural eastern Egypt.  ere | worked with small farmers,
getting to know their daily struggles.

When | returned to Sudan in 1981, | immediately joined
the Sudanese Women’s Union (SWU) and the Agriculturist
Trade Union (ATU). iswas when structural adjustment
programs imposed by the World Bank were beginning in
Sudan, a ecting all aspects of Sudanese society, from
education policies to small-scale farming.

During those years, working for the governmental
agricultural agency, | felt that | needed to understand how
women farmers in particular were beinga ected. When |

rst asked my boss for permission to visit the rural areas, he
was astonished that a woman would want to do that. A er |
convinced him, | went to el-Gadarif, where | was particularly
struck by the fact that women farmers could not own land.

In my work, | stressed the importance of addressing
women’s issues, while continuing to be active in the SWU
and the ATU. A er the military coup in 1989, when the

Visit our web site at www.interpares.ca to view video excerpts of the interview
with Neimat Kuku Mohamed.

current fundamentalist regime seized power, many unions
were dissolved, including the SWU, and many union
members with positions in the government were dismissed.
I was one of them. However, they could not re me simply
foruniona liation, they needed an excuse. | was asked to
sign an internal memo forcing me to wear “Muslim
clothing,” which meant wearing a veil. | refused.

0 cial reason I lost my job.

isisthe
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Daring to Dream: Celebrating the
Gender Centre’s 10th Anniversary

GENDER CENTRE FOR RESEARCH AND TRAINING
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prevented ourselves from working on sensitive issues such

as sexual violence against women or engaging with policy
makers to promote women’s rights, because these are the very
reasons why we came together.” Asha, Neimat, Omaima, Ahmed,
Mariam and other colleagues speak passionately about their
history as they prepare for a series of special events to mark the
Gender Centre’s 10th anniversary.

e Gender Centre works to foster broad debate within Sudanese society on the right of women to equality and active
citizenship by documenting and speaking out about women’s oppression. is is not easy, given the constraints women face in
their daily lives. In Sudan, society still denies the existence of violence against women even though 90 percent of women are
victims of female genital mutilation, a divorced woman cannot walk down the street unaccompanied, and sexuality is so
taboo that youth pregnancy can lead to jail time.

S ince we created the Gender Centre in 1997, we have never

CAROLINE BOUDREAU

2 INTER PARES BULLETIN, JUNE 2007



In 1997, I was part of a group of six Sudanese women
activists who came up with the idea of creating the Gender
Centre for Research and Training, where we would be
proactive and assist people — women and men — in raising
critical questions about women’s rights and gender equality.
We did not want to do research and training simply for the
sake of it. For us it was essential that these activities be
grounded in women’s experiences, and that women start
organizing themselves, in their own interests.

How are Sudanese women organizing today?

One radical change that took place over the last 20 years is
that women started to organize themselves without the
traditional platform of the SWU. Today there is a diverse
women’s movement emerging in Sudan. Women from
camps of internally displaced people, from the informal
sector, and from rural areas are getting together and
speaking in their own voices. e political culture of respect
for human rights is taking root among women with many
di erentinterests and backgrounds. One of the challenges
ahead isto ndaway to enrich and enhance this diversity.

Over the last ten years, how has the Gender Centre worked
toe ectchange?

We have always worked at various levels with di erent groups
of people, from women in the camps to policy-makers in
Khartoum, from lawyers advocating for constitutional amend-
ments in favour of women’s equality, to community leaders.
Over the last ten years, the Gender Centre has contributed
to developing a culture of dialogue between civil society and
the state. We are working to help civil society actors realize

that they can e ect policy change, and create positive links
between the people, the state, and its institutions by using
legal instruments such as our Bill of Rights and the national
Constitution, which include a fairly progressive human
rights framework. For example, women from the informal
sector successfully used the Constitution to challenge the
wali decree, a legal order that prevented them from working
in public places.

Given the current political and social transitions in
Sudan, how do you see the future for young Sudanese
women and men?

Our youth have completely lost faith in the older political
institutions, be they of the state or civil society. ey don't
recognize themselves within the current fundamentalist
government, but they also don’t feel represented by
re-emerging traditional unions like the SWU or even many
Sudanese NGOs.

A er the signing of the peace agreement between
northern and southern Sudan, we are seeing a lot of activity
on university campuses where young people are talking
about peace, human rights, and even issues of sexuality. |
think that the middle-aged generation needs to be open to
new forms of activism. It is no longer by just organizing fora
or conferences that we can contribute to debate within
society. Young people are using music, the Internet, and
mobile phones to organize themselves. eyare nding their
own alternatives and answers because their society has
failed them. We need to adapt to these new ways of mobilizing
people and sharing our struggles. 3¢

Inacountrya ected by decades of con ict, the Gender
Centre is building a new perspective on peace by bringing
together women from di erent tribes, ethnicities, and
regions to claim their central role in promoting and imple-
menting any future peace process.

Members of the Gender Centre lead by example in
showing how women can overcome ideological divisions to
strengthen their voices within a political system that
completely marginalizes them. ey engage with Sudanese
NGOs and activists, women and men from political parties,
young people, internally displaced people, lawyers,
journalists, community leaders, and international allies.

Inter Pares congratulates the Gender Centre on this
milestone anniversary. 3¢

In addition to the generous support of our donors, Inter Pares gratefully acknowledges the
support and assistance of the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), the
Roncalli International Foundation and the Canadian Auto Workers Union (CAW) Social
Justice Fund, which have all contributed to the work of the Gender Centre.

Caroline Boudreau, second from right, and some of the Gender Centre team.
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