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7. Mothers of the world unite to defend justice 
 
Groups of mothers from around the world whose commitment to peace often finds its source in the loss of a child or a loved one, agree to assert that their refusal of violence cannot be separated from a commitment for social justice.
The image of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, dressed in black, marching tirelessly around the presidential palace, demanding the truth about their missing children is known all over the wold (see sheet n°8). Their courage, their unshakeable quest for justice and their humanity have made them a symbol that goes beyond their personal situation. 17 years after having defied General Videla's military dictatorship, these mothers, nicknamed the "Madwomen of the Plaza de Mayo", are still standing, and their movement continues to denounce the violence of the present regime and its actions against human rights, and demand that those guilty of past crimes be punished. Beyond their own struggle, they have become involved in every combat for the freedom of individuals and peoples. Following their example, other groups of mothers have sprung up in countries torn by social and political violence, repression and war.
At the initiative of SOLMA (Solidarity with the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo), the first international meeting of mothers was held in Paris last May. This experience, the only one of its kind, gathered 15 groups of women together from the four corners of the world (Latin and Central America, Western Sahara, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia, Israel, Palestine, Spain, Italy). Most of them have in common the pain of having lost what is dearest to them, a child, and their fully independent opposition to violence, terror and fascism. Many of them have progressively been brought to organising themselves by despair or because they wanted to break the silence of isolation. Neither "professional" militants, nor particularly prepared for collective action, they have all risen to defend their own lives and those close to them, then progressively they have come to a certain idea of justice, liberty and citizenship. In Ukraine, their families suffered the aftermath of Chernobyl. In Brazil, their children were torn away from them and vanished. In Peru, Guatemala, Honduras, Western Sahara, they are confronted by State terrorism. In former Yugoslavia, they express their refusal of war and military violence by helping conscientious objectors and the victims of ethnic purification. In Israel and Palestine, they defend human rights against the arbitrary and injustice. In Italy, they fight against the Mafia, and in Spain against drugs and militarism.
These women spoke for four days, confronting their experiences and considering together the vital problems that spur them to action. They reasserted their intention to continue fighting, knowing that they were no longer alone. The birth of this network of solidarity, still in its infancy, is based on common values.
"Since certain people sow death with such efficiency, we women commit ourselves to sowing life", read their joint text. The mothers asserted in it their rejection of all systems of oppression and discrimination, militarism and violence, drifts towards nationalism and also unbridled liberalism,"which gives greater importance to profit than human life", and where "hunger and pollution cause as many victims as weapons", etc. They commit themselves to fighting under all circumstances for human rights, freedom of expression and the right to information, the right of minorities to keep their language and their culture, the rights of refugees and right of asylum. All of them proclaimed their will to fight so that conscientious objection becomes a fundamental right in times of peace as in times of war.
A few examples: 
*In Brazil, the mothers of ACARI witnessed the kidnapping of their children who were then sequestered before being shot dead by the police (civil and military) or professional killers. This type of crime is common in Brazil, especially in the poorer levels of society. Since 1990, these women have been fighting to find the bodies of their children, and they demand an inquiry and the punishment of the murderers. This is all the more necessary as the impunity of the latter encourages the appearance of new bands of organised murderers who act with increasing boldness.
*In Guatemala, some 3,500 widows attempt to organise themselves against misery. Without resources or qualifications, they are condemned to earning their livings alone and, too often, to raising children born from rapes committed by soldiers. Since 1988, CONVIGUA has become a place of mutual aid that has caused several of its members to become yet more victims of repression. CONVIGUA's objective is to achieve the effective demilitarisation of Guatemalan society (see sheet n°21).
*"The Women in Black" groups seven Israeli women's associations that attempt to influence their government's policies in favour of peace. Every week, dressed in black, they group together in silence at the major crossroads in the big cities, carrying placards proclaiming "No to the occupation". Refusing the frameworks of political parties, they organise a national conference of pacifist women every year.
*Drawing inspiration from the Israeli women, the Women in Black of Belgrade demonstrate silently in public places against the war, militarism, nationalism and violence against women. They have also set up a "Belgrade anti-war marathon" that backs men opposed to military service and deserters returned from the front (see sheet n°12).
*At the initiative of the mothers of Kiev, "Mama-86" was set up in 1990 to improve and protect the health of children that had been irradiated or which suffer from serious immunodifficiencies. In two years, help has been given to 400 children (distribution of radio-protective substances, stays at holiday camps, program for the detection of radioactivity in water, the development of an incandescent biochemistry laboratory, the opening of a research laboratory to provide free screening tests, etc.).
*In Italy, "the women against the Mafia" association gathers the mothers of families fallen victim to the Mafia and who have found the strength to react and fight. Their main activities include denouncing those responsible for the Mafia and the complicities involved, breaking the silence surrounding its criminal practices, and educating children to respect honesty and justice. Despite threats against them, they have brought proceedings several times against the big wheels of the Mafia (see sheet n°5).
 
Source: This sheet was written on the basis of a file constituted for the International Conference of Mothers at Paris, organised by SOLMA, at which fifteen women's groups from all over the world participated. Original sheet in french, translated by Keith Hodson.
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