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1. Women and peace
What could be the contribution of the Yin Yang working group to the Hague Appeal for peace?
 
The perception of the way in which male-female relations are expressed in the social order (and how they make it change) is an essential dimension of the analysis of the conditions that permit violence to occur in collective and systematic forms. Moreover, no approach to solving conflicts can ignore the experiences and strategies of women in this area. 
In our working group, the name Yin Yang expresses the change in the perception of gender relationships and going beyond binary thinking in which opposites exclude and dominate each other. One of our main aims is to identify the changes that have occured in our societies since the issue of the place and role of women has become unavoidable.
The relationship between men and women in societies has changed radically since women have made their way into the public arena (work, politics, etc.). This redifinition has not happened without resistance, for the identities of both sexes must change. It implies restructuring social organisation, modifying socio-cultural perceptions of gender roles and developing new standards and values. This process also requires sacrifices and calling into questions that is sometimes painful, giving rise to violence.
Consequently, the link between women's access to public life and the rise of violence against them seems to be increasignly evident. Women were the first to upset the dominant male order and claim more equal societies. This awakening has stirred a deep-seated fear that traditional social models (especially male models) will collapse. The change from an ultra-male society to one increasingly impregnated with female thinking is seen as a necessity when confronted by the failure of the previous model , but also as a threat that tends to blur the references of identity deeply ingrained in the collective subconscious.
Our motivation to participate in the Hague event
A conference will take place at the Hague from 11 to 15 May 1999 to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the "Hague Appeal for Peace". It could not come at a more apprpriate time if one looks at the increasing number of conflicts in the world. The century now ending will have been the bloodiest in the memory of humankind.
Today, not a moment passes without the media announcing the breakout of some new conflict with now almost natural fatalism. As in chain reaction, the world is turning into a real furnace, with frattricidal conflicts added to civil wars, whose stakes often go beyond national borders, and that serve the mighty's interests. The violence is becoming a current practice in societies as well as at the world level. Henceforth conflicts don't only deal with questions of territory but also with a cultural hegemony that infiltrates societies and with a world economical system whose values (competition, competition, fruitfulness...) prove to be destructive of the social and ecological balance.
These same values exacerbate the major features of the patriarchal society: confrontation and domination from the strongest over the weakest, the rich over the poor, and men over women. They appear at the political level as much as at the economical, social and cultural level. Societies with their crisis of values cannot find any other outlet but violence and war.
The role of women as bringers of feminine values
The contribution of women towards solving conflicts and formulating strategies for peace is fundamental in many ways. This does not signify that the link women-peace, men-war, is natural. Many men are also engaged in combating war and violence. However, the reason that women are often the first to demand peace and refuse war is because they have objective reasons for doing so:
During armed conflicts, the possession and mutilation of the female body becomes a major stake in the assertion on men's power over the enemy. This was the case in Rwanda, Algeria and Bosnia, where collective rapes of women and young girls took place in front of their families and clans.
Women are rarely if not to say never associated with political decisions on war and peace, whereas it is they that give birth to the cannon fodder sent to the front. This is the reason why the mothers of May Square in Argentina decided to make their motherhood a public and political issue in protest against their children's disappearance (see sheet n°8). As for Colombian women, they decided to cease procreating as long as their children were destined to certain death. They thus sought to make children rarer, more precious and thus reverse warlike policies (see sheet n°6).
Following the loss of their men, it is women who face terrifying economic situations and must continue to provide to their family's needs.
Women understood that solidarity transcends borders and nationalistic considerations. They know that the pain of the loss of a person that is close and that the hunger of a child are the same in all camps. The most beautiful example of this has been given by the "Women in black" (see sheet n°12) or the Chechnyan women who,in colaboration with the mothers of Russian soldiers (see sheet n°10), succeeded in stopping the fight simply by removing their veils and throwing them to the ground...
The peace doesn't only mean the absence of war, but must be a permanent attitude towards balance, justice and dignity. 
By necessity, because they often are discriminated against, women have acquired long experience in fighting and injustice violence and solving conflicts without however taking the status of full players in negotiations and political decisions. Beyond theit experiences, feminist thinking (too often left in the background) provides a wealth of alternatives for the development of culture and peace. It offers new visions and explore new ways to reconsider society. To include the vision of women is a process that requires strong measures to encourage the emergence of new value in favor of the peace.
It is these aspects that we want to bring to the fore during the work at the Hague conference.On the one hand, by providing testimonies from different cultures that illustrate the role of women in resistance to and/or the solution of conflicts, and, on the other, by contributing through theoretical considerations on the need to "feminise" societies and the political implications of this "feminisation".
 
Source: Introduction of the file distributed to the participants of the preparatory workshop in Amsterdam. Translation by Keith Hodson.
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