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BB: So the first thing that I do is a timeline, outlining the dates in your life that you think are significant to you, so the year that you were born, other dates that you feel are significant to your life, just taking me through a chronology of your life, and then we can go back through and touch on those issues. 

AH: A chronology of my life? 

BB: Of your life, and you don’t have to give me the exact date of your birth if you don’t want to

AH: No I don’t want to, I hate birthdays, I’ve always hated birthdays, I haven’t thought about it like that. Have the others had an easy time answering that?

BB: Well, it depends. It sort of ranges. It’s just dates that pop into your head as being significant, relevant, important, maybe the year…

AH: Well, I was born in Burma I don’t know how old I was when my family had to leave Burma because the Japanese were coming and we went to India. So I suppose that’s a significant date but I don’t know what the date was. 

BB: The dates themselves aren’t so significant…

AH: Yeah, I don’t remember it would be 1945 or 46, the '40s, I don’t know, second world war, so that would be a significant date in my life because we moved from one country to another. I guess another significant date when we came to Canada, I came with my family. A third would be my marriage. 

BB: When did you move to Canada?

AH: 1954

BB: And that was from India?

AH: No my father was a diplomat so we came from Japan. So, um, I think those would be the significant date and the dates, most recently, then 9/11 (laughs)

BB: Those are very interesting dates. I don’t know where you would prefer to start. Either the work that you’re doing now or the work that you’ve done earlier in your life, maybe take me through some of that work?

AH: I’m a social worker, got my degree from U of T. So I worked first as a direct service, on hand, in the direct services cases and from then I moved on to supervise social service agencies and I also taught at community college for a number of years. I loved my job; I had a fabulous job, it was to, you know, revising social service organizations, getting them to collaborate work with them children, developmental handicapped, violence against women programs, and tons of mental health and that, very wide, very good loved my job 

BB: And do you still continue work as a social worker?

AH: No I retired from that I’m now working for, no I retired

BB: Okay, so maybe talk to me a bit about the CCMW [Canadian Council of Muslim Women]? And if you could tell me the organizational history as well.

AH: Sure, well I’ve been in Canada many, many years so there were very few Muslims in Canada when we came here. I think there were not even ten families in Toronto. Can you believe that? And then there some other families, the Europeans, Albanians, the Yugoslavs were Muslims as well and there were pocket populations of Lebanese who came to Canada and so, at that time there were one or two people of the three families who were and out of that there was a woman who was quite remarkable, who was half-American and half-Lebanese and her name was Lila Fahlman [SP]. Lila in 1982 said let’s have a woman’s organization, very far-seeing and people said, why not have a Muslim foundation? No, she said, I think sometime there would be need for woman’s voices, and that’s where it started in1982. So it’s been 25 years since this organization is going and it’s changed dramatically over the years. First it was a little organization that tried to do work with Muslim women, inter-faith, that was a big area of working with other organizations and stuff like that and then opened chapters across the country. And now we seem to be, even still small, we are doing a lot of advocacy, publications, conferences and always with two goals in mind one is that  – I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to look at our guiding principles – that we are Canadian Muslims, and we come from all parts of the world and that’s fine and that we are very inclusive, we want it to be a voice that speaks from a  woman’s perspective and but as believing women and we say believing women so that the practices are up to anybody we can be highly religious or not very religious but generally believing Muslim women and Canadians so the emphasis has been that we want to whatever work we’ve done is to make Muslim women participate fully in Canadian life because we feel that there is no other alternative and second teaching Muslim women about their own religion and how it is very favorable to women even though that may be not what they are hearing or what everybody else is hearing. So that we have connected ourselves to a lot of very good Islamic scholars and scholars like Homa Hoodfar and Women Living Under Muslim Laws and that’s what we do. So its moved a lot and since September 11, tragically, every single issue that comes up seems to get to connected to Muslims so if its any kind of violence, its Muslims, if its polygamy, let’s talk to the Muslims anything. 

BB: I bet your job has gotten busier

AH: Yes, hugely busy

BB: So how did you get involved with the organization?

AH: We were all young women at that time

BB: So you were part of the founding of the organization?

AH: No, not founding, I was there, I was working very hard, had a husband who was doing his PhD in to history, didn’t have any money, three little children so I didn’t have time so we were always involved but not as involved as I became. 

BB: Can you talk a little bit about launching the organization, how it sort of emerged?

AH: Well I think initially it was really, Lila was very driven she was very, very good, but then after she then retired, she got older and she decided, she stayed on but she wasn’t as active I think it became more visibility and holding conferences, getting women together, I don’t know what else to tell you. We have an article that was written about us in a magazine. I can find it for you. But I wasn’t that involved at that time because I didn’t feel like they were doing work that was as vital, it was mostly women getting together, not quite a social club but I didn’t see them as well there weren’t too many causes to fight for, that’s the truth of it, people were coming and settling down, and the Muslim population really didn’t start growing until the ‘70s, its only been the last thirty years, I remained involved but only on the periphery, I’d come to all the conferences, spoke at the conferences and so on, and then it just became that I found my children grown up and I said, I should be more than this and I did and that was 90s -- early 90s

BB: So where does your interest in women’s issues come from?

AH: I think being a woman. I mean I see the world as one, but I think as women we see the world in a particular way not to say that its better or worse, I think also because, if you are a religious person, there are so many things in any of the religions, including Islam that are so aggravating, you know you think, it doesn’t make sense and so I think that’s the consciousness of that, that Muslim women need to focus on being Muslim women, we get a lot of criticism for that, are you excluding men? No we’re not excluding men there are enough of you look after yourselves, but we need to be focused on how it’s affecting women and now the issues have become huge and it is all from the perspective of being a women. We always say it is Muslim women and their families so we are not focusing only on a woman as if she were an isolated being we are focusing on women in the context of their family and the community so my interest in women is just being a woman, hearing all the things that are happening, wanting to fight for women, I care very, very, very deeply about equality and we were also growing up very conscious of racial things and political things and I think its all a bundle together not just on women, but why should blacks be thought of as less than equal in the States. Or why was, I always thought of South Africa as a pariah state, I think of Saudi Arabia as a pariah state now and it’s the same thing, anybody being treated less than equal and that for me is one of the fundamental things. 

BB: And did your family or the way you were raised influence these values?

AH: Yes. Very much so. My parents were I think very remarkable people. My mother wasn’t a community activist or anything like that but a very strong sense of fairness and justice and of other people’s rights and what you do for them. My father was a lawyer and then became an ambassador, but it was everybody had to be treated properly so on. So I think those kind of fundamentals, my other took in war orphans. There was always this feeling that one had to be looked after other people as much as to oneself. 

BB: How old were you when you moved to Toronto?

AH: I was 16

BB: So what was it like being one of ten Muslims families?

AH: First Muslims? Well, we didn’t know any differently so you only look at it in retrospect because we were living as, Burma had a lot of Indians but in Japan we were one of the only families there, but here, my husband is Scottish Canadian so I think here we just said, oh well, we’re a minority, but there are very few – but then there was very few of everybody else, so it wasn’t just being Muslim and so we decided - we got married when we were very young or fairly young, 20 and 22 – we thought we try and see what what we could do for the Muslim community so he and I got in touch with the Albanians and the Bosnians and we started a tiny little, little place, we rented a house or room or something and from there loved the Bosnians and Albanians, they’re wonderfully European and from there got to the Lebanese and so on. And that’s how it started really, it wasn’t really, for us it wasn’t as much an ethnic or racial thing so much as about being Muslims and how to be a Muslim here, so all our friends come from diverse, the CCMW, the board itself reflects it. There’s a board member from Turkey, a board member from Uganda, a board member from Kenya, a board member from SomAH, two board members from Pakistan, one from India, just that we are all together and the ethnicity is not as important as being Canadian Muslims.

BB: What other, organizations, early on, I don’t know if you were involved, but this project as we discussed earlier, sort of deals with the traditional second wave feminist movement from 1960-1990, did you have any role in that?

AH: No, I wish I had, I think I was so tied up, I don’t know if you know but social work is a very demanding – over worked and under paid, so I was very involved with work and with my children and then as I said, my husband went back to university so our lives were very tough at the beginning financially and everything else so I think I was just focusing on those things through our twenties and our thirties, and as I said, we were very involved in the Muslim community and trying to I did Sunday school and things like that, no I didn’t get connected with women’s movement to be honest. I only really got connected, since I joined CCMW.

BB: Did you have any perceptions of that movement?

AH: Oh yes! I read a lot, of course, Simone de Beauvoir and everybody else, very conscious of it, I just didn’t have time to get involved. Very conscious. Very conscious of the Charter and all the arguments and discussions that went on. But, also I have to be honest, at that time Murray and I were very involved with what was happening in China what was happening politically in the world, in the sixties it wasn’t so much the women’s issue was much later, it was far more making the world a better place. We were watching a documentary with Pete Seger, do you know who Pete Seger is?

BB: My parents are fans

AH: and we were looking at it and that is what we were involved in; making the world a better place, lets not have war and lets not do this, it was far more being globally, in a sense it was very innocent, it really was, but it was also very, very exciting so we were not, going to meetings and so on and so forth, marched, against the war in Iraq, marched things like that, but no, I was not deeply involved.

BB: You identified when I asked you earlier about the dates that were significant, your marriage as being one of them and you also said that he was Scottish, can you talk a little bit about that?

AH: Yes, we met at University and it was terrible because my parents were absolutely appalled, it was just not done. And so we had a very bad time to get married, my parents, his parents weren’t so bad, but my family were very horrified, good Indian girls don’t marry foreigners. So it was a lot of thinking and my parents took me away, as I said, we were in Canada for four years and then he, my father was posted to Europe so my father said you have to go away and think about it so we were separated for nine months but we still wanted to get married and we did. The marriage itself I think it’s influenced me hugely, I know its influenced Murray a lot, because you have to be so much more conscious and deliberate when, now of course there are lots of marriages but if you can imagine in Toronto if I was walking on Yonge Street people would say, oh you’re the Indian girl who married the Scot, can you believe that? It wasn’t known and not just through the inter-Pakistanis because there were only three or four families but just even Canadians knew about it. We’d get that all the time. So you’re very deliberate and conscious of what you had done and why you had done it and we loved it we thought more people should do it. So it was very significant for me and I learned a great deal about the West through Murray, I had done English and History at university for my first degree so it’s very important that we got married.

BB: What, you talked a little bit about your family and getting married, how has your family or your community or the people around you, reacted to your activism?

AH: Well, again, let me give me you an example, my mother, I’m going back a long time now, she was a young bride, we were trying to figure out her age, she saw an ad in the paper and she was really, I mean how – I mean I’m talking 80 years ago, must have been, anyway 70 or 80 years ago - my mother saw a little ad in the paper. She was living in Rangoon with my father, my father was a lawyer and she was at home, and of course her mother-in-law was there. She saw a little ad in the paper and it said, a man had put this in and it said, ‘I’m going to be hanged because he’d killed my wife and I have three children and I’m a Muslim, no matter what I’ve done, is there anyone out there who can take my children’ and you wouldn’t understand this but at that time it was considered to that it was in your genes, if you were a murderer than you had bad blood and my mother took the three children in. And we figured out that she was only in her early 20s when she did that. And she raised them and my father didn’t know what to do about that and my grandmother was horrified and that was how many years ago and those kinds of things and then during the war we went to India we were refugees but my parents opened their house because people were walking it was called the Burma road, from the top of Burma into India and people walked that road and my mother took in anybody who came in, they would stay with us and as children we knew that they were people suffering and again from that she took in two children who didn’t know where their parents were. So I think there is this kind of thing and then my father was highly involved with the independence movement for India and so we grew up it was in the atmosphere, in the air you breath for the freedom for India fortunately it was all very civilized so he worked for people like Nehru and so on and so forth. So we had that so that kind of activism was just there, so…sorry what was your question?

BB: How did your family influence you and how did they react to the type of work that you were doing?

AH: So then I think that for my parents have died I think they would say they were proud of me, I have a brother who’s a lawyer, I don’t know what else they’re doing, my sister, I don’t know, my parents aren’t alive so I don’t know.

BB: How about within the wider Muslim community? What is the perception of the work that you’re doing?

AH: Oh, I think there are those who think it’s fabulous and those who think that because we are sometimes critical of Islam or critical of Muslims that, I don’t know what they think. For example, the CCMW spearheaded the fight against religious laws, which was the big thing in Ontario and across Canada. And I know that a lot of Muslims felt we were washing our dirty linens so I don’t think its me as a person but I think it’s the association of the CCMW and what we do and I write articles in the local Kingston newspaper and so on, so I think some people see me as a bit of a radical or a rebel and that’s alright, I am. 

BB: Can you talk a little bit more about – it was arbitration law?

AH: Yes, it was allowed, it all came across so suddenly, it was around and the arbitration act allowed it, so that you could use any kind of law, you could you religious law, you could make up your law if you wanted to and what we were concerned about was that if you want to do in a commercial, so if you and I were to decide we wanted to have an agreement we were living next door to each other and the fence, we could decide it, sign a piece of paper and that’s legal, and that was, it’s a good thing in that sense and if we decided we wanted to do it by pricking our fingers and mixing our blood that was fine. So anything could go and what happened is that Muslim lawyer, retired, suddenly decided maybe we could use religious laws, and so to our great chagrin people still call it Sharia, we called it no religious arbitration, we didn’t want any religious law, we definitely did not want Christian laws, we did not want Jewish laws, or any laws, because none of the laws when we started researching it, are good to women. They are all based on a very patriarchal model. So, that’s how it started when we looked into it and started researching and then fortunately when we started to form a coalition we had over thirty women’s organization and everybody came together and said we don’t want to focus on Muslims, we want to focus on the fact that no religious laws should be applied, I mean we want to be part of a country where everyone is treated equal and again, the same thing about equality and it took two and half years and it was very messy and very bad and very ugly and what made me angry was that if McGinty had been awake at the helm he would have realized right of that bat that this was absurd but then he didn’t and of course it took him two and half years and then he changed the law so that’s great. But I think from that a lot of Muslims felt that we were anti-Muslim and we weren’t, we were saying that we believe in women and we’re telling you that we don’t want it to apply to us. And it’s true that another bunch of Muslim women think its fine that being living, under a patriarchal system is fine and we said, well, you may think so but we don’t want it to be Canada’s law and if you like then go and live in a country where you can have that applied to you. So it was very unpleasant and I think that we, what it has done is it has increased our visibility as an organization. I mean I’m going to Germany on Monday for example; I’ve just been to Atlanta, Georgia to talk with, one of us, she’s just come back today, one of us has gone to talk to the European Union, so the kind of work we’re doing now, that increased our visibility but then we’re doing other things see, so we’re invited a lot internationally and nationally now but  a lot of Muslims I think would, I don’t know how many, would say oh yes and they shouldn’t have done that but that’s part of religious freedom and we say, no its not part of religious freedom, religious freedom never ever said that you had to live under different laws, but what was depressing about all that was the reaction of a lot of, we got a lot of really bad, anti-Muslim, just terrible in the newspapers and so on, anti-Muslim ‘Oh we’re going to have people chopping off heads’ and on the other side people bending over backwards ‘Oh well you know’ did you hear about the archbishop of Canterbury just a few months ago said ‘If the Muslims want to bring Sharia law, why should we object?’ this was Britain and he was stamped down fast. But it arouses a lot of hostility against Muslims and that was the other thing we said to the government; ‘Why would you do that to us? Why would you make us again the stereotype and the scapegoat?’ Don’t have religious laws for anybody, fortunately he listened. But the trouble was, why a lot of us got angry was the Jews had it and were using it but only the Hassidic Jews were using it in what they call the Bedene Tribunals and they can’t do it either so fine for me. 

BB: What are some of the other challenges that you face?

AH: As the organization? As Muslim women? Well I think that since September 11, ever issue that you want to name is affecting Muslims. I was reading the newspaper, and three or four stories relating to Muslims. One is the Maher Arar story, Muslims are very cynical and have totally lost any, any kind of faith in the system, the security system, I don’t have any faith in it. And then the stupid young men who decided they were going to chop Harper’s head off that court case is going on and that has to do with Muslims. There was polygamy which really had to do with Bountiful and we’re getting five or six phone calls ‘what are Muslims doing about it?’ We’ve just attended a conference on forced marriages, and it is fortunately not only about Muslims but it is happening among South Asians so Muslims get. So just every issue you can think of, but what I think is really tragic and I’m not sure how we’re going to turn this around is that is Muslim children born and brought up here are being made to feel outsiders. And I think that is unfortunately is going to really come back with a vengeance for us. This conference I was just at, half of them were young women, South Asian women and I said how many of you were born here? A lot of them are born and brought up here but they still having to identify as not-Canadian, you know, I don’t know when, that has to change. Because you have a lot of these people become bitter and disillusioned. So I think this sense of belonging and the sense of being proud to be Canadian has to be somewhere, everybody has a responsibility in that one. In Britain, we also of course because of the Muslim thing and all the hysteria we get connected to other countries and Britain is doing a lot, the British government is doing a lot of work on making kids identify with  Britain, its not succeeding constantly, but they are trying to do that. I think for every issue and for women, we’re finding, the one where the girl who was murdered by her father last year, she was a Muslim girl, just barely 16 I think, so its all these cultural things and religious things and this kind of facing both ways, within the Muslim communities, and it is [communities] in the plural, there are a lot of issues coming up and then its how the non-Muslim community sees us is the issue. 

BB: Have there been any campaigns or activities – and we talked about the arbitration law - that stand out in your mind as being significant? And this doesn’t necessarily have to relate to the CCMW, just in general?

AH: Well, to me, I’m so glad. Well yes, I think for example, it all centers around women and racism and so on right for me just now, the CCMW has taken over my life. But I think adaptation in Canada as a new immigrant, I think from a woman’s perspective, I don’t know if you follow, but in Quebec, the Quebec Status of Women Council, I’m sorry I’ve forgot the right name, they asked for almost a hierarchy of rights and they asked for gender equality higher than any other right and I don’t think that Quebec will go that way but when we were doing the arbitration act, one of things was how, people were arguing for religious rights, freedom for religious rights, what can that contain, what does this comprise of, does it comprise of female genital mutilation, does it comprise of marrying kids off young, does it…what is under religious freedom and rights and what is really to do with gender? And should religious women be treated differently? And so that I think is a major issue. I think that the Charter should be, I’m a great believer in the Charter, I think it needs to be more upfront, I mean I know its in the laws and so on but I think more people should know more about it. And the other thing was, I’m very involved with the, I’m not sure if you followed in Quebec but the Bouchard-Taylor Commission. I read that and I wrote an article on it, but again its how do people adjust and adapt and accommodate here? And I think that’s a huge issue. What should be done. And you said what campaigns have you been involved in, just now, we got very involved in a big campaign against the federal government because when Harper came into power, his new minister had taken out the word equality out of all of the Status of Women Programs. Did you know that?

BB: No

AH: And they’ve just put it back in, but what they’re doing the tragedy is, they’re not succeeding but they are cutting all funding to so there isn’t going to be a woman’s movement any more. So that for example, I mentioned to you, NAWL [National Association of Women in the Law] is  gone, there’s another organization, they’re not funding us, very difficult to get funding now from the Status of Women for women’s programs and women’s issues, the focus has changed completely, they, the Minister Bev Oda, said things like well you’re equal now, in Canada we’re all equal, what else is there to be done? And I think the other campaign that we got involved in, the national campaign for universal day care; I think that’s extremely important. We’re very frightened of the new law about the abortion, you know the unborn child rights. Have you been following that? So we’re sort of, I’m not, we’re not totally in there but we’re in on committees and working on it and they ask us. So in this interview what I’d like to say is that I don’t think people should be too complacent, that somehow we’ve won at all, I don’t think we have, I think it’s constantly under threat. But the tragedy is, I don’t think enough young women understand that, so maybe there needs to be a third wave and its so sad when we went and met with Oda and they took the word equality out of it and the only money we can apply for is no longer to advocate, you can’t advocate, you can’t do this, you can’t do that. We’ve been fighting it, but you don’t see this in the newspapers. The media’s not interested. There’s just very little attention being paid to women’s issues and I don’t know how that can be changed.

BB: What are some of the other challenges that you think face women in Canada today?

AH: I think generally speaking for Canadian women, I think the fact that there is no pay equity, you know about that. I think that the lack of recognition, it comes back to childcare, that if you’re going to have women work, there aren’t enough supports for women. I think a lot of challenges probably have to do with the new immigrant women, I mean they’re facing it more than mainstream women, I don’t know, I hate to say that but I think when you, we did this study across Canada and asked about the issues that are facing immigrant women and well you don’t get jobs, because of your name or because of your skin colour, you get jobs that are way below your education level so I think that the adaptation, the integration, the participation issues are fairly major for them. You don’t have daycare or childcare, you have problems within your own community. I was at, I told you, I was at this conference on forced marriages and the women were saying, one of the things that had becomes very tough for immigrant women to speak up is that their men are seen as being oppressive and dangerous and so on and they don’t like that, they don’t want that family breakdown. So I think I think generally speaking I met Hugh Segal who is a Senator – a Tory – but anyway he’s fairly pink. He is trying to fight for and I think that would be very exciting so I said if he wants to start something I would get on it, and that’s minimum to have minimum wage, no minimum income. Did you ever hear? Trudeau came up with this idea of having, instead of having all these various fragmented systems where if you desperately need money you go to welfare and if you’re disabled you go to another one, he was talking about a guaranteed minimum income and the idea was everybody would get $15,000 a year or whatever it was and then you tax it back so if you were earning $100,000, $15,000 is taxed back whereas if $15,000 is your only income I wouldn’t be taxed back but I wouldn’t need to apply and I wouldn’t need to be needs tested and so on so Hugh Segal was talking about wanting a guaranteed minimum income. I think that would be tremendously exciting. I think the daycare or childcare or universal childcare I don’t think we should pay for it. You know, Quebec does very well, I think but really good quality childcare is so important and that would help women a lot.

BB: What do you think have been some of your most significant achievements?

AH: My most what? 

BB: Significant achievements

AH: I don’t think I have any. Very ordinary

BB: What are you ordinary achievements?

AH: (Laughs) Really, really care about people. And I’ve tried to help as much as I can.  That’s it.

BB: Good answer. Have you been recognized for your work?

AH: Yes, yes, the teachers recognized me. The elementary teachers recognized me. But I don’t want, I don’t want, people always say, can we nominate you for this and I always say, no, please don’t. And I don’t know why. I don’t want it. 

BB: What do you – on the flip side of that, the question you didn’t answer – what do you think are, what have been your greatest frustrations?

AH: My greatest frustrations are other women, sadly, who buy into patriarchy, I find that totally depressing and there are too many of them and I’m not anti-male, I think men will buy into it of course, it puts them at the top of the pile so they buy into it. But I really, really, really get depressed, I don’t understand it and I don’t know how to address it when women buy into and say things that doesn’t make them equal and they are quite happy about that and I think they have far more opportunity. I was on TV once with a woman from REAL woman, very bright and very alert and after we finished I thought, she’s a woman and I didn’t have anything in common with her, I mean her whole view of life she was so anti-woman, she really was anti-women. And I, I ended up, I walked with her, I said, I’d love to have a cup of tea with you, but we were both rushing, I had to catch the train, but we did walk quite a bit. And I said, do you realize, she had said, women should be like this, that you are talking from such privilege. I said, your husband is supporting you. She said, oh yes. I said, what would have happened if he couldn’t have supported you? So that you could stay at home and look pretty. She really did believe that you had to have the dinner ready when he came in the door and all the rest of it. Anyway, and yeah, and I said, there are a lot of women out there. And she said, oh well we made a choice, I could have been richer. I said, it doesn’t matter, you have a choice. I can tell you, the number of women, including myself, we had to go to work. We would have liked to have stayed at home to but we had to work and it wasn’t something, I know there are some who are driven to achieve more but bully for them and she was just, it was like seeing the world from a different perspective, such a different perspective, and there are a lot of those women. We were at a conference to celebrate the 25th year of the Charter and people like Nancy Ruth were there and all the old guard were there as well and I was sitting beside a young woman and she said to me, we were having a conversation and she said to me; I would never call myself a feminist, she said. And I was so saddened. And she was a fourth-year university student, not just a stupid kind of a person, and I said, why not? And she said, oh it has such a dirty connotation. And I said to her, I have to say that I’m finding it a very strange thing for you to be saying this, you’re sitting at this conference with all these remarkable women on whose shoulders you have stood to get where you are and then you can say that you wouldn’t say you are a feminist and you’re making it sound as though it were a dirty word. And I said, some women don’t realize what they went through, Mary Lou McPhedran and Nancy Ruth and all these people, and they were talking about how they came and how they marched and changed, got the section 15 into it and so on and this young woman at this gathering said she wouldn’t call herself a feminist. So they depress me. That is a very frustrating for me. What are my other frustrations? Patriarchal men (laughs), I mean there are wonderful men. But people who put other people down I just find that, mostly those are my frustrations.

BB: What has it been like for you to work with other women to bring about change?

AH: Fabulous. Wonderful. Exhausting. Depressing

BB: In that order?

AH: I just love women, when you are working together it is such a phenomenal feeling. And the thing that people don’t realize is that it doesn’t have to be anti anything. Do you know? But I don’t think people understand that, when you’re doing something you’re doing it because you think this is a wonderful thing or a good thing doesn’t have to be anti-men or anti-such and such so no I really, really, I think its wonderful. So it’s fabulous to get together and everybody works so hard and is so committed, passionate commitment you know that I’ve come across so I think that, I love it. And I think and this is social worker talking I think if you make a difference even in one person’s life, it’s worth it. You never probably sang it in your, we were raised in a British school so at Kindergarten you sang little candles burning in the night do you know that hymn? It’s a lovely hymn. And what it means is that if we all, and again we used to do that in the ‘60s and ‘70s if you light a candle one candle doesn’t do anything but if there’s a group of you light candles you get light around and that kind of thing is my mentality and even if its one candle it’s a spot of light in the darkness.  

BB: What advice would you give to young women who are coming of age in the next couple years?

AH: I think not to be so complacent, as I mentioned to you earlier, I am concerned about the fact that people think that women have it all and I don’t think we do, I think this erosion is terrifying. I’m telling you this bill has been passed – where a child, what does it do to a woman that an unborn child has rights now? And very soon that’s going to slip into where you can’t have abortions. I’m not pro-abortion but I am very strongly pro women’s choice. If someone came to me and said I have to have an abortion I would say I’m so sorry what a terrible thing for a woman to go through, I don’t think that any woman just goes and has an abortion. I just can’t, so the slippage is really worrying, I think that some women are going to lose out, I think the complacency amongst young women. I think some kind of acknowledgement of what’s gone on before, I’m not sure that there’s enough of that there, I mean its all very well for people to go and light candles on November [December 6] because young girls were killed. But I don’t think they see, I mean its violence against women right, they do that but I don’t know what else results from it. So I mean, mourning the young women’s lives but young women also acknowledging that there is a responsibility on them to continue. It’s not a finished job. I think that’s what I’m saying.

BB: That’s a very good answer. I think, my last question is, I have two last questions, the first one is do you have anything that you want to add to this that you haven’t…

AH: I’m so happy that Nancy Ruth and all of you have come to the realization that women’s research and women’s work is very different from men’s. Men’s work is full of papers and so on and so forth, that women honestly before you came, I thought your questions would be more about CCMW, I was thinking we don’t keep records we do all the stuff, we have barebones record keeping, we don’t have an office. So where would we keep all this?


BB: You don’t have an office?

AH: No we don’t

BB: Where do you work out of?

AH: At home. We all work from our homes.

BB: And where do you get your funding?

AH: We get it from the federal government so they only give us, it is all project funding so we have some one of our members has a double garage so some of our files are in a double garage. Not the safest place. We can’t even afford to rent a, just a storage, its $200 a month, we haven’t got $200 a month for storage.

BB: So not even an office, you work out of your home, all of you?

AH: All of us.

BB: So you’re a Board and then you

AH: I’m the executive director, they’re the board and most of the time, I have files at home, one of my rooms is taken up with them

BB: But are you a staff of one?

AH: No, we have one young woman helping as well so she is working I think its supposed to be 30 hours but she works much more, and I’m supposed to be earning 20 hours a week but I really work 60 or 70. That’s the other thing, so that women’s work, the thing that is also not recognized is how much work women do as volunteers and I don’t mean formal volunteering, I don’t mean only on boards or whatever, but just the grassroots work that women do. All our chapter women are running just now workshops across the country, well we don’t give them any money. One of their weekends is taken up, we’ll give them money to rent a room or something but that’s all. So that’s the, that’s really unrecognized, unacknowledged again they say to us, well why can’t you get money from somewhere else. I said, do you have any suggestions of where else we can get money from? And so, there isn’t, that is very tough. So when you said this, well I wish there was more money for the operating costs but the government doesn’t believe in it. 

BB: It’s a huge challenge. So basically, there’s a board, you are the executive director and  a staff member, then you have chapters across the country? And they do?

AH: They carry out, for example just now what we’re doing is we’re doing information sessions on the comparison between Canadian and Muslim family law. So we did collect all the women came and federal government, status of women gave us money for intensive weekend training and these women have gone back and run workshops for service providers, for Muslim women themselves and for the legal profession. This is all done by volunteers and I think that the lack of appreciation of that so when we talk about records 

BB: Where are the early records of the CCMW?

AH: Well, we hope in Nina’s garage. 

BB: Nina’s garage? Oh dear.

AH: Yes. We haven’t phoned her. We’ve been dreading to phone her (laughs) we told her, make sure the files are high up somewhere

BB: High and dry

AH: High and dry. Now we are also renting another member a room in her basement, we’re paying her $40 a month so the records are not in good shape and we have become more organized since the last 15 years. We have no records from 1982, '84, '87. Nothing.

BB: Well, those early records if you want, you should talk with Mary Breen who is coordinating the archival portion

AH: Yes, she said if we want we could put them in the 

BB: In the Canadian Women’s Movement Archives.

AH: Yes, she did tell me that while we were talking about Nina’s garage, now she’s moved to Burlington and we were looking for an old document and the older ones were saying, we think it has to be in Nina’s garage so somebody has to phone Nina and ask her to look it up. But we do tend to want to see those so she said bring it down to Ottawa but I don’t know if we are ready to do that, we do constantly refer to them.

BB: What you need to do is go and copy them and organize them

AH: I know, I know

BB: But then you need filing cabinets

AH: Not only that but somebody has to be freed up to do it so no money to do all that stuff.

BB: I’m shocked, I had no idea that you didn’t have an office. It’s amazing how many organizations work like that.

AH: I know and wait and see, the more you find out they’ll be women’s organizations working like that. It’s always women’s organizations. And the other thing is how the general public won’t give us money; we’re just too specialized, doing women’s work, too specialized.  

BB: the last question follows from that, are there other women that we should talk to for this project?

AH: Well yes, remember how you sent an email or Mary did, the others aren’t here they all come in and then we flat out, as soon as they come, then we start our meeting we go Friday night, all day Saturday, Sunday, everybody goes home exhausted. But are you in Toronto? 

BB: Yes, I will be traveling a little bit through Ontario

AH: Well, there’s a remarkable woman who you should talk to, she started an Afghan organization. Now her, organization has grown by leaps and bounds because she is providing direct services and being an Afghan just now is very fashionable. And, isn’t that awful? It’s true though. We keep saying the Muslims are the flavour of the month, I wonder how long that will last. But she is a remarkable woman, her name is Adeena Niazi, have you heard of her? She is very well known. She’s with the Afghan Women’s Organization.  But she provides direct services.

BB: In Toronto?

AH: In Toronto. And I think she would be very good. I could think of some because there are some really super women.


BB:  I can send you an email and remind you?

AH: Yes send me an email, I’m gone on Monday, I’m back on the 17-18th so if you send me an email then.

BB: It’s interesting because it seems that the work that the CCMW is doing is so topical in some ways to the issues being faced by a number of Western Countries throughout Europe, with all the xenophobia and so on.

AH: Yes, we’re hoping that the whole Muslim thing won’t be such a problem, there is so much else to do instead of constantly just, as soon as something happens there will be five or six media calls so its always this focus on Muslims. So it distracts you, this is what I want to be doing. But we do very good projects, we applied for one just now, what’s happening, I don’t know if you heard but there’s a school in Toronto. Are you a Torontonian yourself?

BB: I live here and have been for the last three years

AH: So you know it, you know the story of the school the C.W. Jefferies School? 

BB: Where the boy was shot?

AH: Yes, well they went in there and they opened up a can of worms and one thing that came out of there was a students peers, students were sexually abusing innocent girls and they 

BB: Something like six in ten or something, the number was staggering

AH: and the girls did report it to their teacher, the teacher told the guidance counselor, the guidance counselor told the VP and the Principal and didn’t do anything about it. Not a thing. And the girls continued to be sexually abused. And so of course this makes us very angry and the principal’s attitude was, well, we didn’t want to upset them because their family, just this treatment just as soon as you identify it as being Muslim or a racial minority, why, it’s a child, why would you fall, and I just saw a photograph of the principal, she’s a black woman, so you can’t even say it was a white woman. Where would she come up with this prejudice, that two or three or six or whatever girls are being sexually abused it's okay? Because they are Muslim? So we are going to try to work with the ministries of education across Canada, we’ll start with Ontario, and say, let’s develop a resource kit or a tool kit or something like that that will have information about Islam, about being a Muslim woman, what are the issues for them and so on and so forth so that teachers will then have something to refer to, some kind of guidelines. We want to put that into all the schools we hope where the majority of children are Muslims and say okay look you need to know who these kids are and that they are no different from your own child -- Here are their cultural baggage that they come with or how do you deal with their parents and whatever but we’re going to do that. So this is the kind of work that we love to do. We do it but instead of focusing on polygamy just now which is 

BB: flavour of the week

AH: flavour of the week…there’s lots to do, you know one thing, there are other immigrant women organizations and I do work with them on different kinds of committees and things like this, but I think, what issues are the Chinese community facing? Because they are not in the limelight they’re probably doing whatever they need to do on their own. But the Muslim one just constant barrage.

BB: It’s almost like you have to constantly defend

AH: Constantly

BB: Defending on one hand and doing your work on the other

AH: So that makes it kind of hard. And the focus is not always where it should be.  

BB: The focus is externally driven

AH: Yeah, so we do do a lot of good projects, we’ve done very good publications; I don’t know if you’ve been on our website? Very good publications.

BB: Do you write them or do you…

AH: No we get other people, we have very good relationships with the universities, for example, of great interest when we were doing the arbitration; we found that western feminists were using the argument of cultural relativity, relativism, a lot. And it was almost, “who are we to tell you, if you think its okay, why not” that kind of post-modern… But that so we went, we knew a professor at OISE, we went to her because she’s recognized, she’s from Iran of Kurdish descent. So we contacted her, we contacted three or four professors and we said we want some kind of research done into what exactly is cultural relativism and how does it affect immigrant women and she’s done a very good paper for us. And she says that it is very damaging because of instead of their being any kind of universal code, of you know, it doesn’t matter about the colour of your skin, or your nationality or your ethnicity, people should be treated the same way in whatever, whether its employment, or schools or wherever. But if you really come to it with this cultural relativism, you know and I understand, my best friend is a sociologist and I understand that the basis of cultural relativism is very good, it was that white explorers were superior and they were going to go rescue the rest of us but this one now says everything is, but its gone the other extreme. So even when we say to you – as a white woman – genital mutilation is a bad thing. Then you turn around and say, well who am I to say that to you, Alia, I’m white and blond and I wouldn’t know and I would say to you, just a second, Bronwyn, just stop. Would you let your daughter do it? I don’t know if you know but there was a Status of Women did a report on polygamy, three professors wrote it from Queens, it wasn’t to do with Muslims, it had to do with Bountiful, and they start and they’re two women, and they are very big names in the feminist movement in Canada. And they start, the second page or third page talks about cultural relativism. So we’ve done a paper, we circulated it, we’re selling it like hotcakes to everybody, giving it away. So that people realize that you’ve got be very careful. We’re not saying that one culture is superior to another, but that, there’s a lovely quote, I didn’t write it down, but a British minister and he said, I’ll spoil it, but something about when you look through multicultural lenses this does not mean, that we have to look through, it does not mean we allow injustices…so that’s it.
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