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So here I stand… one girl among many.


I speak – not for myself, but for all girls and boys.


I raise up my voice – not so that I can shout,


but so that those without a voice can be heard.





Pakistani schoolgirl Malala Yousafzai’s speech to the United Nations, 12 July 2013







I did what I could: 


an introduction by the editors


The function of freedom, according to author Toni Morrison, is to free someone else. The 17 women featured in this anthology have done exactly this: they have used their freedom to try to ease the suffering of others. These are stories of women who are simultaneously ordinary (they work as teachers, gardeners, librarians) and remarkable (they are prepared to spend 10 years in prison to help prevent genocide on the other side of the world, or to face gunfire with no protection).


What is it that compels any of us to make a stand, to fight for what we believe in? Perhaps it is to do with the realisation that, as writer Deborah Levy puts it, “we are connected to each other’s cruelty and to each other’s kindness.”* These women remind us of what it means to live in a state of connectedness with the world and other people. They are unable to turn their backs on injustice, to enjoy their liberty whilst others remain in captivity. Showing great physical, moral and political courage, in many cases they’ve suffered tremendous losses. They’ve had the temerity to take politics into their own hands, to shape it into something entirely their own, to challenge the status quo and risk abuse, rejection, imprisonment, and even death. Refusing to remain impotent in the face of oppression, they will not be derailed.


Our contributors cannot accept that the world is increasingly run, and ruined, by multinational corporations; that animals are tortured to satisfy human desires; or that beautiful ancient landscapes are devastated in order to cut commuting times for motorists. When they witness cruelty some feel, in the words of whistleblower Eileen Chubb, an emotion resembling “a cold rage”. Others, like artist-activist Liz Crow, feel “bewilderment” as much as rage. While many bring an intellectual approach to their campaigns, their response can sometimes be more visceral than cerebral, or based on a complex interweaving of both thinking and feeling – McLibel campaigner Helen Steel says her politics stem from her “guts”, and yet her fierce intellect helped her to stand up to one of the world’s largest corporations. In all cases, perhaps it’s fair to say that in facing up to injustice, our campaigners feel the fear, but do it anyway. And they become unstoppable.


Rebellious women have not been much celebrated in our society, but without radicals who are prepared to question social conventions and the legal system, women might not have the vote today and slavery might not have been abolished. How often we forget that many of the privileges we enjoy now have been fought for by ordinary citizens who collectively stood up to powerful elites. These outspoken people might have seemed ridiculous at the time – the suffragettes were labelled as dreamers, extremists, vandals – but with hindsight most of us can see that they represented a voice of reason in unreasonable times. And we believe that the women featured in this anthology – many of them lawbreakers with very loud voices – are not only reasonable but profoundly admirable.


Choosing which activists to include was a huge and daunting task: we had hundreds of inspiring female campaigners to choose from. We were keen to represent women of various ages and ethnic backgrounds from many different parts of the UK, and to cover a range of grassroots campaigns from the last four decades. We wanted to create a sense of the political landscape from the 1980s to the present day, as well as providing engaging portraits of women and their lives as activists. In this sense, the work was like completing a jigsaw puzzle, and inevitably, perhaps, there will be missing pieces.


We were looking for women who could speak truthfully about what it is like to have a passion to change the world for the better, and how that affects their lives – their jobs, their families, their physical and psychological health, and their children. How it has influenced them as women, what being a woman brings to their campaigning, and the intricate connections between the personal and the political.


We were interested, too, in the question of how a person becomes politicised. We wanted to know whether the campaigners in this book were aware of having been changed by a single moment or event, or perhaps by a more drawn-out life experience. Maybe the process of becoming politicised had been a more subtle process for our contributor, a slow dawning over many years, whereby events and influences had accumulated in such a way that she had simply realised one day that she could no longer be politically passive: something had snapped inside her; she had to act, her personal revolution had begun. We discovered that whichever road led to her political awakening, each of the women had been irrevocably changed by the process: as one of them says, once your eyes have been opened, it's impossible to close them again.


Several themes came up again and again. Greenham Common has left a lasting legacy and, predictably, features on many pages of this book. The relationship between motherhood and activism often crops up too: of those who’ve had children, many of our contributors said that since becoming mothers, they were no longer able to take the actions they’d taken in the past. Others, however, had been able to put themselves at risk time and time again thanks to the support of partners and extended families. A number of women spoke about the importance of both family and campaign networks and they were also attuned to the dangers of putting one person on a pedestal, of associating a particular campaign with one media-friendly activist and ignoring the less glamorous, behind-the-scenes efforts of the many other men and women who are catalysing change. Another recurring theme is the importance of seeing activism as a broad term which encompasses a range of approaches to achieving political traction. As one woman says, you don’t have to chain yourself to a bus to qualify as an activist.


Half of the contributors have written their own testimonies; the other half were more comfortable being interviewed. To work with them has been a privilege. During our conversations there was laughter, tears, thoughtful silences. Perhaps more than anything, they have reminded us that to campaign on big-picture issues enlarges us as human beings, that egoistic and material concerns rarely lead to personal fulfilment. Many of them transmitted a sense of excitement about working collaboratively (something we as co-editors have also experienced whilst putting this book together), and they spoke of the unexpected pleasures of political resistance. Language activist Angharad Tomos, for instance, speaks of the “deep friendships” she has forged through 30 years of campaigning; others talk about the creative and joyful aspects of fighting for change.


Editing their work wasn’t always easy: you won’t be surprised to read that many campaigners can be single-minded, stubborn and quite uncompromising. But their enthusiasm was infectious. We very much hope they will also affect you, the reader, and that they will inspire you to use your own freedom to free someone else. This doesn’t mean that we should all feel pressured to smash a military jet or infiltrate an animal-testing laboratory. It could mean writing a letter, or attending a march. As Helen Suzman, anti-apartheid activist, says: “I did what I could, where I was, with what I had.”


Our aim was to give voice to the passion and compassion that is in all of us. Each one of us has the potential to do good things in the world, and most of us actually long to do so. Every day many of us make small differences – picking up a piece of litter, teaching our children to share, holding open a door for a stranger. The women whose stories we’ve included may have committed extraordinarily courageous acts, but in all of them the impulse is the same: to help create a kinder world, to live in accordance with their deepest beliefs, to exist in a state of hope in spite of the brutalities and cruelties that surround us. Perhaps they would all agree with activist Howard Zinn when he says that:


“To be hopeful in bad times is not just foolishly romantic. It is based on the fact that human history is a history not only of cruelty, but also of compassion, sacrifice, courage, kindness. What we choose to emphasise in this complex history will determine our lives.


“If we see only the worst, it destroys our capacity to do something. If we remember those times and places – and there are so many – where people have behaved magnificently, this gives us the energy to act, and at least the possibility of sending this spinning top of a world in a different direction.


“And if we do act, in however small a way, we don’t have to wait for some grand utopian future. The future is an infinite succession of presents, and to live now as we think human beings should live, in defiance of all that is bad around us, is itself a marvelous victory.” **


Helena Earnshaw and Angharad Penrhyn Jones








* “When we turn our back on human rights, we numb the knowing parts of our minds and make a space for something terrible to happen to someone else. We are connected to each other’s cruelty and to each other’s kindness.” Deborah Levy, Guardian, 21 February, 2014


** Howard Zinn, You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train: A personal history of our times, as seen at https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/1899.Howard_Zinn




Breaking the silence


Jasvinder Sanghera on how she emerged from a traumatic childhood to campaign against forced marriage and honour-based abuse and murder.


Interview by Angharad Penrhyn Jones


The title of your memoir is Shame: this is an important concept in the Sikh community you come from in Derby. Did you feel shame for being a girl? Would you say that you had a sense of inferiority from the beginning?


I remember women would come to see my mother at the house, and they would pity her for having given birth to seven daughters. They would be tearful about that. The birth of a girl was this huge burden on our household. My mother would explain to us that it meant she had to get us married, she had to keep us in check so as not to dishonour and shame the family. When boys were born, they gave out laddu, which is an Asian sweet, but when girls were born that never happened, because giving out sweets is a sign of a celebration. I had one brother and he went to a better school than us. He went to one of the real high achieving schools in Derby.


Nobody expected you to get on in the world.


Absolutely. My mother would always say to us growing up that we were a financial burden, so we’d be very mindful of that, and we were also mindful of the fact that we carried the family’s honour on our shoulders, because as daughters we had the power to dishonour them. There were certain things that we were not allowed to do. We were not allowed to cut our hair, for example; we were not allowed to wear makeup, or date boys, or even talk to boys; we couldn’t go to the school disco like our peers, or on school outings. Anything to do with integrating and being an independent thinker. We were not encouraged to educate ourselves, though our brother was educated to the point of being an engineer. We were told that where we were going, there wasn’t a need for an education.


Was your brother permitted to socialise outside the Sikh community?


Oh, absolutely, my brother was dating a dual-heritage woman, who was half white, whose father was Asian, and my mother knew that. He even married her, whereas we had no choice in who we got to marry. We were expected to become dutiful wives and dutiful daughters-in-law, while he had all these freedoms. He was allowed to express himself through music – he was a big Bob Marley fan and he used to go to concerts and his music would be playing through the house. And he would always eat first, and when we had baths he always had the hot water first. We even had to serve him food.


Did you feel a sense of resentment towards him?


I certainly did. The fact that he was allowed to express himself and do the things that I yearned to do, like go on a bike, or go out with mates, just the normal adolescent things. But you’re taught from birth to be subservient to the males in the family.


Tell me about that moment when you were faced with a photo of the man you were expected to marry.


The thing is, I watched my older sisters being married and taken out of education when they were fifteen. When you’re growing up and this is happening around you, it doesn’t seem abnormal. So I didn’t have a great shock when my mother sat me down when I came home from school, a 14-year-old girl, and very tactfully, very matter of fact, presented me with a photograph of the man that I’d been promised to from the age of eight. I just listened, and she said she was going to put the photograph on the mantelpiece, and that over time I would grow to like him. Now, because we were never allowed boyfriends, it was almost exciting to be given permission to like somebody of the opposite sex. But I didn’t like the look of him: my first thought was, he’s shorter than me. And he looked much older than me as well.


I went to school the next day as normal, but when I hit 15, the pressure started to mount, because my mother was preparing the wedding. As soon as I finished my GCSEs, people started coming to the house. There was a big trunk and they started filling it with clothes and towels. People would bring gifts and the wedding dress was brought as well. This wedding was being planned and it happened to be mine and I had this bird’s eye view – that’s how I’d describe it. I was looking down, feeling extremely disconnected from it all. And that’s when I said, “I’m not marrying this stranger; I want to stay on in school.” I was a really bright kid, I loved English, I really enjoyed religious education. So that’s when I protested, and then I was physically abused, certainly psychologically abused. The emotional blackmail was horrendous – I loved my dad dearly, and my mother told me that if I didn’t marry this man my dad would die of a heart attack and it would be my fault. She also said that I’d ruin my sisters’ marriages, that their husbands would leave them and I’d cause shame for my family.


I should also say that my view of marriage was very negative. As a young girl I’d seen all my sisters suffering domestic violence. I’d be bundled into a car as a 10-year-old, and my mother would go to my sisters’ houses to rescue them, and they’d have black eyes, cracked ribs and all sorts, and my mother would talk them into staying in that relationship. She’d never bring them back home. And that was my perception of marriage as a young person growing up: you got married and that’s what happened to you.


In Shame I talk about how my mother would say that you have to think of your husband as a pan of milk. You put a pan of milk on the gas, you turn the gas on, and when it rises and it’s going to bubble over, your job is to blow it down and to keep it calm, regardless. And that would be the analogy she would use, so no matter how abusive these husbands were, it was my sisters job to stay there, to make it work. Because divorce was a huge cause of shame and dishonour for the family. Everyone in the community would be telling them to make that marriage work.


So the rights of the community are more important than the rights of the individual.


Yes, and the reputation of the family. Which goes back to being a young person understanding that you carry a burden, a weight on your shoulders: you have the power to dishonour your family. So you have to be submissive, modest, agree to all the codes of honour and dishonour, and you take all that into your marriage. You’re still playing that role.


When you told your sisters you were not going to marry this man, how did they react?


Every single one of them said to me, “Teri ful lagi yah,” which means, “Have you got flowers attached to you; are you different?” They had to go through with it, so why was I any different?


Why were you different?


My mother had to go to hospital to have me because I was born upside down. All her other children were born at home, and she was frightened of hospitals. So she would remind me from a very young age how I was difficult from birth, how I’d been born upside down, and landed on my feet. She’d constantly remind me of this difference. She used to call me a tomboy. Also I have a mole on my right cheek and none of my sisters have that. In our culture that’s a bad sign, and she constantly tried to wipe it off. I used to say to her, “Mum, you can’t wipe it off, it’s there.” And she’d scrub and scrub. When we went to relatives’ houses or weddings, she’d try to cover it in powder. She said, “It’s because you’re different.”


You were marked out from the beginning.


That’s what she used to say. So I used to think, from the age of eight, that I might as well push the boundaries, because I’m different anyway. I think her telling me I was different helped.


So it kind of backfired on her part.


She did me a favour, actually, though she’ll never know that. But yes, it made me question things.


I don’t have any photographs from when I was young, bar one. When I left home they coloured my face in, they blackened it in all the photos, because I was somebody who’d blackened the family. So I don’t have any photographs of me as a child, only one from when I was eight. And even as an eight-year-old girl, I was rebellious, and I cut my hair to have a fringe. You can see in the picture that it’s really wonky! [Laughs.] But I wanted a fringe, because everybody else had a fringe. Later, when I was 15, I sneaked off to have my hair permed. I don’t know how I was going to get away with that. [Laughs.] I used to have hair I could sit on, but my friends had perms in the very early 80s, so I wanted a perm. I wanted to fit in.
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Jasvinder's only surviving childhood picture.





Your father was more well-integrated in Derby, wasn’t he?


He was. My father would have a crafty cigarette and laugh things off. He’d never go to the temple unless he had to, whereas my mother used to go morning and night.


Would you say they were they just going through the motions in their marriage or was there something deeper there?


Well, again, my mother and father had this arranged marriage, although my mother was under the age of 16, and I question the word “arrangement” for a child. So it was an understanding. And I’m ashamed to say that women are perpetrators in cases of honour-based abuse and forced marriage and sometimes the women are the gatekeepers to maintaining the honour systems within their family. Some fathers are very active, hands on; they have a very strong presence and the women take a back seat. But in my childhood it was the other way round. My mother was the strong character. When I was taken out of education and locked in a room at home, I looked at my father and I said to him, “Help me.” His face was so sad, but there was nothing he could do.


That’s interesting, because people might see it as a straightforward case of male oppression, but it’s much more complicated than that.


Absolutely. My father, I think, was a victim of the system himself. And he didn’t have the power to stand up to my mother, because it wasn’t just about my mother: it was about the approval of the wider community. So when I ran away from home and they disowned me, even if my father had wanted to accept me back, he would have struggled with that decision because it would have meant that everybody else would stop talking to him.


So your family locked you up in a room, and said they wouldn’t let you out unless you agreed to marry this man. You managed to escape through the window. Where did you go?


I ran away to Newcastle with a friend’s brother, Jassey. We literally closed our eyes and said, wherever our finger lands on the map, we’ll go there. The thing is, I ran away hoping this would demonstrate to my family that I didn’t want to marry a stranger, and they’d let me come home. That’s what I wanted. Looking back, I was very naïve.


Me and Jassey slept in the car for a number of weeks; we’d wash our faces in public toilets. I remember one night wanting to sleep on a park bench because it was more comfortable than the car. You have to remember that my family life had been comfortable. We were warm, we were fed, and all of a sudden I was so uncomfortable, and also being exposed to a world that I’d never been allowed to be a part of. I really struggled to get used to my freedom and independence. I didn’t know how to manage that. I was extremely vulnerable. I was reported missing by my family and the police requested that I ring home. So I rang home and said to my mum, “Look, it’s me, I want to come home.” And she said, “You’ve got two choices. You can come back home, but marry who we say – or from this day forward you are dead in our eyes.” And I chose the second option.


You didn’t agonise over that decision?


It was a gut instinct. I knew if I went back, I would have to marry a stranger. But I never imagined my mum would say that I was dead in her eyes. And then you wake up the next morning and you know that you are never seeing a member of your family ever again, or where you lived, or any of the things that are familiar to you.


I would write to my family, send them birthday cards, but I never got anything back. Now I have no expectations of them whatsoever, so I don’t feel the pain of not having had a birthday card in the last 30 years, I don’t miss them as I used to. But I’m human. I still live in Derbyshire, my family still live in Derby and if I go to the town centre and I see them, they will physically walk away from me. But I don’t go home and throw myself under a duvet in tears, I just get on with my day. There are certain times of my life where I do feel their absence. And my daughter Natasha’s wedding last year was one of them. She had the big Indian wedding, and all the Asian families were there and there was no one on my side.


So she married an Asian man?


Yes. They are a beautiful family. I’d never experienced an Asian family that brings up their children with unconditional love and regard and the right to choose who they marry, so it was a challenge for me to accept that. I was very cynical. But Natasha’s mother-in-law taught me a lot. And the thing about Indian weddings is that they are beautiful; our tradition and culture is beautiful. What I’m talking about in my own life is not part of tradition. It’s not a tradition to force somebody to marry: that is abuse.


You had a secret relationship for a while with your sister, Robina. She was absolutely trapped, wasn’t she?


We would talk in secret, and she would tell me about the abuse in her marriage. She suffered physical violence, psychological violence. I remember meeting her in secret in Leicester where she lived and hugging her at the coach station and she’d say, “Oh, don’t hug me,” because she had so many bruises around her ribs. You’d go to her house and you’d see the visible signs of domestic violence, like broken doors and windows. I remember saying to her, “Go and speak to mum and dad,” because ultimately she was living her life for their approval. So she went to them and Mum said, “We’ll call our local community leader.”


Community leaders carry a lot of weight. They can be religious leaders, they can be councillors, they can be politicians, they can be a very high profile person in the corner shop.


And he was very clear: he said that our mother and father had only just started to lift their heads after the shame caused by me, and that if she failed to make her marriage work, it would kill her parents. That was his advice. And then a week after that, when I was working on my market stall in Bradford, this woman I knew came up to me and told me to ring home because something terrible had happened to my sister. I would have been about 22 at the time. So, I rang home and my mother said, “It’s Robina, she’s died, she’s dead”. I couldn’t register this, and I thought, what do you mean, dead, how’s she died? And my mother said, “She set herself on fire, she committed suicide.”


And at that moment I remember saying to my mum, “I’m coming to the house right now.” Because that moment of grief, you want to share. And she said, “Do not show your face here.” But I still went. People were crying and hitting themselves with grief, but as I walked into rooms they would walk out, as if a bad smell had entered the room. And at the funeral, because Robina was so badly burned that you couldn’t see her face, they just put a photograph on the lid. Our community leader was there, and all the other people that could have saved her. I had tried to save her and I wasn’t even allowed to be at the funeral.


What did you do with your grief and your anger and your trauma?


Robina’s death for me was the turning point, whereby I finally realised that my family were never going to accept me. So you stop living with the hope. And on that day I accepted that I was a victim and not a perpetrator, because before then I’d always felt that I’d done this bad thing to my family. I’d lived with this feeling that I was a bad person. And as a survivor, that moment is so important; you start to reclaim some of your sense of self-worth and respect and dignity. And that gave me the power to say, I’m not going to keep my head down any more, I’m not going to live in hiding any more, I’m not going to be afraid to show my face in Derby any more. The thing is, my sister couldn’t come back. She’s gone, Robina’s gone for ever. And one of the things that my mother said to us was that we were never to speak about her again. So it was as if her memory had to be wiped clean.


Because she’d dishonoured the family by committing suicide?


It is my view that my mother would see Robina’s suicide as being more honourable than for her to leave her husband. It certainly is a view that was compounded by community leaders who pressured her to go back to her husband.


And is that why Robina did it, do you think – because it was the easiest way out?


My sister was driven to commit suicide, without a doubt. She was completely isolated, she needed the approval of my family to leave her husband. She’d been conditioned to believe that if she left him, it would be a source of shame and could kill her parents, and this is why she took her own life.


As an outsider, I see something very cult-like about it. The total indoctrination…


Yes, absolutely. It’s extreme. And that’s the motivation we see with honour killings. This is my campaign at the moment, to remember a 17-year-old girl called Shafilea Ahmed, who was murdered by her own parents in Warrington. Nobody wants to talk about her, nobody in that community, not even the agencies that let her down. I went to her gravestone at the weekend and there she was, 17 years old, buried in the ground. Her parents buried her, when they knew they were responsible for her death, and on her stone it says, “To our beloved daughter.” She was an A* GCSE student, her ambition was to be a barrister. But she was too westernised for her family. She went to five organisations and pleaded for help. They talked her into going back to her family time and time again. She said, “If you send me home they will force me to marry or even kill me. I’m scared I’m going to be killed.” And nobody wants to talk about it. Shafilea’s parents were convicted last year to 25 years each. But for me, what’s important is that she went to five organisations. They all had opportunities to protect her, but they saw her as belonging to a different culture. Who talks about those girls; who is speaking for them?


There was one bit in your memoir, Shame, that stood out for me, and that’s where you talk about going to a Rape Crisis centre and for the first time speaking out about what had happened in your family. Until that point you say that openness had been like a foreign language to you; your mother had spun this web of secrecy around your family. So that was a turning point as well, being able to put your experience into words.


We are taught to be silent. We understand that speaking to anybody outside your family is a cause of shame. Look at Shafilea Ahmed’s murder – her siblings were told to watch as her mother and father murdered her. They maintained their silence for seven years. They witnessed their sister being suffocated and the only way we achieved a successful prosecution was through one sister breaking and saying, “I have to tell somebody…” But I understand the fear attached to speaking out.


I was reading in the paper yesterday about Banaz [a girl murdered by her father and uncle in the UK] and according to the Iranian Kurdish Women’s Rights organisations, this sort of case is actually on the rise.


What you have to remember about cases like this – murders, forced marriages, honour-based abuse – is that we have multiple perpetrators, not one. With domestic violence it’s usually partner to partner violence. In these cases, it’s more the father, brother, sister, aunt, uncle – loads of people are involved and so it’s a whole network of abuse. And not just in this country, but abroad also – there’s a strong link. So imagine how isolated we are. Imagine how hidden we are. By virtue of the fact that it’s hidden crime, we’ve got to increase the reporting. We’re dealing with the tip of the iceberg, and beneath the iceberg there are hundreds of thousands we are yet to reach. So as with domestic violence, we want to see an increase in reporting to organisations. But the victim fears for her life, literally, because of the honour-based system network. And also the dilemma that you have in Britain, whereby some providers who are meant to protect you think this is part of your culture.


And use the word “culture” rather than “abuse”.


Exactly. So when Banaz went to the police and said, “I’m going to be killed for kissing a boy at a Tube station,” the person hearing that may not have had an understanding. It does challenge your belief and value systems: how can you believe that she’s going to be killed for that? But she handed the police a list of the people that would kill her, and told them that if anything happened to her they should arrest these people. Top of her list was her father. So she told them what would happen to her, and she was seen as being melodramatic. Fantasising. If she had come to Karma Nirvana she would be alive today. So would Shafilea.


If those two girls had come to Karma Nirvana, what would you have done?


We would have dealt with it as high risk and taken them into protection whereby they were away from their family. So they’d be placed somewhere away from their networks. If they were claiming benefits we would be making their National Insurance number sensitive, we would be taking them off computer systems, we would be putting in the infrastructure of support, including emotional support. But more importantly, we’d be advocating the risk of threat to life to the police. I’ve already dealt with two threats to kill this morning on the Karma Nirvana helpline. So, when we’re taking those calls, very often other victims are going to organisations that downplay it, don’t understand them, or fear being called racist, or fear offending the communities in treating it as abuse. So we become their voice. We would have said, on behalf of Banaz, or Shafilea, “This is a threat to life, this person needs protecting.”
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Jasvinder Sanghera addressing a conference in 2011.





How many girls in the UK are facing these dangers?


We’re told by the Crime Prosecution Service that there are twelve honour-related murders a year. Shafilea was murdered in 2003 – you think how many there’s been since then. But what we’ve also been told by the Crime Prosecution Service is that they haven’t got a handle on how many of the cases are honour-related. There could be far more because they’re not being identified as being linked to honour. And they have no idea how many unmarked graves there are of British-born subjects abroad, or even in this country. Shafilea’s parents shoved a carrier bag down her throat, suffocated her to death and she died, horrifically, and they dumped her body in the Lake District. Were it not for Mother Nature, her body may have never been found. There was a flood in the area which lifted her body up. Had that flood never happened, her body would never have been found and the parents would be walking around, free. So we have no idea.


What would you say Karma Nirvana has achieved in the 21 years since you founded the organisation?


One of my greatest achievements is breaking the silence of victims of forced marriages and honour-based abuse. Giving voice to an experience that no one was speaking about in 1993. I remember the first few years of being a campaigner, four… five years. I was lucky if I got one person in a room that was bothered to hear what I had to say. I had doors closed in my face, or people being polite and saying they’d call me and never calling me. But I knew I was speaking out not just about mine and Robina’s experience. I always believed they were out there. And you have to remember, I hadn’t met these survivors before, I was on my own. And the thing about victims is you always think you’re the only one. So, for me the biggest achievement would be breaking the silence around this abuse.


Tell me about your helpline.


The helpline started in my front room in 1993. I used to pretend that I had this big flash organisation, but for the first six years it was just me and an answerphone. [Laughs.] We launched it formally in 2008, and since then the helpline has dealt with more than 30,000 calls and the number is increasing all the time. But I know Karma Nirvana has helped hundreds of thousands, because they’re the ones that have reported to outside organisations. That’s an achievement. And there will be a ripple effect because organisations are now developing platforms to speak about this; they’re shaping policies and procedures. The other great achievement will be the criminalisation of forced marriage. I’ve been a huge campaigner for this, going backward and forward for 13 years asking Parliament to criminalise it. It didn’t happen under the Labour government because they didn’t want to offend communities. I was beaming with pride to hear the announcement of the new law in the Queen’s Speech this year; it will come into effect in 2014.


I’ve sat in a circle with [the prime minister] David Cameron, and wherever I go I take survivors with me. They are the ones that matter. A survivor testimony is real, that’s what you need to hear. So last year, Cameron agreed to give us a consultation on the criminalisation of forced marriage. And I said, “You’re going to give us this, I’m really excited about it, but you’ve got to put it out to the public.” Because last time, it was the usual suspects that were consulted – professionals, not survivors. So the home secretary opened it to the public for a consultation. I saw that as an opportunity to ask the public for their views, so Karma Nirvana went to the streets of Derby, Bradford, Manchester, Newcastle to gather opinion, and we did it on Twitter and Facebook. And we got around 5,500 responses. You look at the Home Office consultation and they got a few hundred. We were being proactive with the general public, because I don’t think people recognise their own power. And people say to me, “Oh, you got to meet the prime minister,” and I always say, “Anyone can meet the prime minister, he’s accountable to us. That’s what he’s there for, he’s not out of your reach.” So then we went to Number 10 and handed the postbag in. And to be fair, he’d read Shame – he told me his head has been turned as a result of reading it, and that was one of the reasons he gave us a consultation. Then finally he announced it: it’s going to be a criminal offence.


That happened in March this year. We took survivors with us and they shared their stories with David Cameron. I had to say to them, “He’s just the prime minister, just tell him. Because when you speak, you are speaking for an army of women just like you, standing behind you, never forget that.” They did it with immense courage and grace. Then he asked us what we felt needed to change, apart from the legal aspect – because the law is just one thing. I used that as an opportunity to talk about schools and how they have got to engage on this; it cannot be right that schools are refusing to put up posters about this issue, that headteachers are tearing down posters. That we can only get six schools across the UK to work with us.


Why are they so resistant?


Because they fear offending parents, the communities. We’ve still got a long way to go with schools.


So would you like headteachers to be reprimanded for not dealing with missing children, for example? When Asian kids disappear off the school register and nobody asks why, do you think headteachers should be held to account?


Absolutely. We’ve had two government enquiries about missing girls in education, because I also raised the question with [former prime minister] Gordon Brown in 2008. Over 100 went missing off one school roll and I pointed out that if 100 white kids went missing from education we’d be jumping up and down. Why are the same questions not being asked of South Asian children? I’d like to see the government do a campaign across society. Because we’ve gone from almost a social acceptance of domestic violence, with officers saying, “Oh, it’s a domestic, we don’t meddle in that,” to a culture, thankfully, of zero tolerance. Forces now have domestic violence units, and this is a performance indicator in all police forces. I want to see exactly the same thing with forced marriage. At the moment we don’t have a recording category in any police force for forced marriage, or honour-based violence.


No category at all.


No category at all. So we have no statistics. The law will create that awareness and statistics and it gives an organisation like Karma Nirvana and others more scope to hold people to account. The challenges haven’t gone, it’s a hard slog. We’re having to cajole schools into working with us and explain why this is about child protection. You put posters up about bullying, drugs, safe sex, but putting up a poster of forced marriage, it’s almost like a dirty word.


So you’re trying to break that taboo… You’ve achieved a huge amount, and it’s really inspirational, but how do you keep going? What gives you energy to deal with this hard slog?


In the beginning Karma Nirvana was my salvation, because it was somewhere to channel my anger about Robina. And then it became less about that. As time went on, my children became my motivation because, some days, you wake up and you don’t feel like looking in the mirror, you feel crap inside and you have to take a platform and speak and you just… you have knocks but you’ve got to keep going. What keeps me going, what keeps me motivated, more than anything, is the sheer injustice; girls like Banaz, girls like Shafilea, those beautiful girls being killed.


Would you make the same decision today if you had your time back – the decision to leave your family and community behind?


Yes, because I have been allowed to watch my children grow into confident, independent human beings who will never inherit that legacy of abuse. I look at my daughter, Natasha – she’s married a beautiful man in a beautiful family. She’s married through choice. I remember on that day me and her father, my ex-partner, were there at the wedding, and when she had her first dance, we looked at each other and were both in tears. Her day arrived because of the decisions we made when I was 16. Because otherwise, I can tell you now, I would have been forced into marriage, I would have been pressured to force my children into marriage and I’ve seen it with my sisters and their children.


You broke the cycle.


Exactly. And when you are struggling, that’s what you have to hold on to.


Do you see yourself as campaigning as part of a broader movement of Asian feminists?


When I wrote my book, my editor asked me who my audience was. And the first thing I said to him was, “If you think it’s the Asian community, you’re wrong.” I said it’s for every woman who’s experienced rejection, divorce, homelessness, poverty, inequality, abuse, depression, or wanting to self-harm and commit suicide. Because we have an experience in common as women and the only way I’ve achieved things through the cause is by identifying like-minded women. They haven’t been women from my community, I’m sorry to say. Most of them have been women from a white British community. Colour should be irrelevant. Because the problem with colour is what’s caused the inequalities in the first place. There’s this moral blindness attached to these cultural sensitivities that people pander to. And white professionals need to feel confident about speaking out. Wherever my team speak, we’re appealing to their compassion. We want them to feel as confident as anyone else to respond to the problems. The days of Asian workers being wheeled out to deal with the Asian problem – those days have to go.





You see this as a human rights issue, which cuts across all barriers.


Exactly. Our chairperson, Kathy Row – she’s white, middle class, had a privileged life. When she stands up and speaks she often gets asked, “How can you speak about this? You’re white.” And she says, “I can speak about this because I know it’s wrong.”


Can you talk about the ways in which you’ve been threatened and intimidated because of your work?


I’ve had panic alarms put in my house, reinforced locks put on my doors. I’ve had human faeces smeared on my office window, I’ve had notes left on my car. We’ve moved offices now and we operate on a PO Box number. I had a bomb threat once. I get hate mail, abusive tweets. Our website at Karma Nirvana is often hacked into and then people leave nasty messages. My daughter used to read some of the stuff on the internet and get really upset. Once she read that her mum should be fed to the dogs as war meat in Iraq. It’s a protest, and the stronger and more effective you get in your voice, the more you’re going to see it.


And the stuff I’ve been writing about is threatening. Shame was referred to as a lethal weapon in Parliament by one of the Baronesses. She threw the book in the air when it was being debated in the House of Lords, and said, “This is a lethal weapon.” And that, for me, is a huge achievement, to see that a book was instrumental in shaping policy in the law.


Do you think you’ll ever stop fighting?


I think I’ll be doing this for the rest of my life. I can’t imagine not doing it, because I would only stop if the problems were completely solved, and I can’t see that happening. Last week, when ABC news were filming in my house, my son said to me: “You know, mum, we really admire what you do but we’re very aware in our family there are three people.” I said, “Three people?” And he said, “Us – the kids, and you, and the cause.” [Laughs.] So if and when I ever meet anybody to settle down with in my life, who knows? They will have to marry the cause as well.




Nothing to hold me back


Peace activist Sharyn Lock on how she was changed by one Israeli bullet.


I have tried to find a beginning for you. I went back as far as I could remember, and what I remember is knowing there was no difference between me and the children of Beirut, 1985: what they experienced, I imagined vividly. My mother taught me to be compassionate and my father taught me to be logical. The fundamentalist church I grew up in taught me that community is what sustains you, and then let me walk away easily, carrying the only fundamental beliefs that matter: that this earth is precious and all those living on it are my neighbours.


I should also attribute what my mother called my “over-developed conscience” to my appetite for Victorian novels. When I was 23, she mentioned that I had turned out quite a surprise to both my parents; surprised in turn, I replied that surely my being arrested for sitting in front of bulldozers was the inevitable result of my upbringing. She said that in fact they’d thought I might be a teacher or a doctor (and I now teach adult education and work as a midwife, so perhaps we were all right).
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