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to four wives and can divorce them 
whenever they feel like it.”
Her challenges: “The biggest one is 
men in authority who tell women they 

have no rights. They also tell women 
like me that I have no right to talk 

about Islam because I am not a 
religious scholar, don’t have a 
beard, don’t cover my hair, and 
don’t speak Arabic. 

“However, I tell them this at
titude is against the teachings 
of Islam and the Qu’ran. Islam 
does give women rights, I have 
a right to speak about them 
and access those rights.” 
Her achievements: “I have hel
ped women to become more 
aware of their rights and be 
more courageous to speak out 

against injustices. They are now 
challenging their husbands, 
communities, religious schol
ars and governments.” 

Lydia Alpizar Duran (Mexico)
I also interviewed the wom
an who organised the inter

national women’s confe
rence, Lydia Alpizar Du

ran. She has been 
AWID’s executive 

director since 
2007 and has 

been a women’s rights activist for 22 
years. Lydia became an activist beca
use she experienced domestic vio
lence in her own family and found 
about what was happening to people 
around the world, especially to wom
en and children, through her univer
sity course. When she realised other 
women were facing these and other 
issues, she was outraged by the injus
tices. Lydia’s mother and grandmoth
er, who were teachers, helped other 
people so she grew up in a family that 
valued helping others. This also influ
enced her to fight for women’s rights. 
Lydia on the issues: “Some of the things 
I am now working on at AWID include 
religious fundamentalism because 
faith is sometimes used to justify vio
lence; development, policy and prac
tice to try and influence where money 
is distributed to support women inter
nationally; and working with young 
women. AWID also tries to connect 
women in different parts of the world 
so they are talking to and learning from 
each other on all types of issues.” 
Her challenges: “The main challenge 
faced by all women’s organisations is 
the lack of resources to support all 
the good work that is being done.”
Her achievements: “I am really proud 
of the AWID forum and helping to 
bring together such a large number of 

diverse women from across the world. 
This year, more than 2,000 women 
from 140 countries are attending the 
conference here.”

Fawzia Koofi (Afghanistan)
Fawzia Koofi, who has been a politi
cian for six years, is also the chairper
son of the women’s committee in 
parliament in Afghanistan. She told 
me: “I have been an activist for wom
en’s rights since I was born.”  

I later found out that she was left in 
the sun to die when she was a baby. 
Fawzia says she is fighting for women’s 
rights because there is a lot of dis
crimination against women all over 
the world, especially in Afghanistan.

Fawzia works locally, nationally 
and internationally. Locally, she helps 
people who vote for her, especially 
the women, by helping build health 
clinics and schools and finding them 
jobs. She also works nationally when 
making and amending policies and 
laws. And as part of her international 
activism role, she meets politicians 
from all over the world; for example, 
she came to Britain and met prime 
minister David Cameron. 

There have been many attempts on 
her life. Fawzia is brave because she 
has put herself forward to try and 
become president in the 2014 elec

tions in Afghanistan, putting herself 
in more danger.

She has written a book, Letters to 
My Daughters (2011). If you would 
like to find out more about her, then 
visit www.fawzia.koofi.org.
Fawzia on the issues: “I am working 
on education, economic growth, chil
dren’s rights and political participa
tion. Women are deprived of all these 
and they should be participating in 
all these areas. I am also working 
helping women who suffer from vio
lence, especially domestic violence 
where they are being tortured and 
beaten up in their homes.” 
Her challenges: “There are so many 
challenges when you work on wom
en’s rights. One challenge is the tradi
tional male leaders who do not want 
to see women progress, but the big
gest challenge is security.”
Her achievements: “I am proud of 
being a woman and a mother of two 
girls (aged 11 and 13). I am proud that 
through my work I am increasing 
women’s political participation. I have 
also helped girls and women get access 
to schools and higher education.” 

Log onto www.awid.org to find out 
more about AWID and see http://aali-

yahgohir.wordpress.com to find out 
more about Aaliyah Gohir.

Shaista Gohir MBE (UK): My mum used to run the Muslim 
Women’s Network UK (www.mwnuk.co.uk), the only national 

Muslim women’s organisation in Britain. Now she works at 
Oxfam GB. In her spare time, she also fights for women’s 

rights, speaks at events, in the media, on YouTube and 
has her own website (www.bigsister.org.uk). She is also 
busy looking after me and my two brothers. I am so 
proud of my mum, she works really hard and is my 
role model and I really love her. The Queen has even 
given her a medal, the MBE, for her work.

Dr Tahmineh Danioli (Iran): Dr Danioli has been 
helping rural women farmers in Iran for 10 years. She 
trains women in using technology in food produc-
tion and helps them access microcredit so they can 
produce more food and earn more money. 

Ester Jarome Mtegule and Mwandiwe Makame Kali 
(farmers from Tanzania): I think we should remem-
ber and respect the people who grow the food we 
eat. I met two Tanzanian farmers who had entered 
the Female Food Heroine competition in their country, 
organised by Oxfam GB. Ester won first prize. “When I 
won the tractor for the Female Food Competition, ev-
eryone was so proud of me. Things have changed for 
me. My life in my home and village has improved. I 
now mobilise women and give many talks at the dis-
trict level and at national events,” she said. 

 
Zoe Blumenfield (US): Zoe interviewed me first and 
then I interviewed her. She is based in San Francisco 
and works for the Global Fund for Women 
(www.globalfundforwomen.org). They 
give money to women’s rights organi-
sations around the world – they 
have spent $100 million (£62m) 

on helping 700 groups in 172 
countries. Some of the projects 
they fund are to help women in 

education, protect them from 
violence, get them into 
politics and get justice. 

Nannyondo Sarah 
(Uganda): My favou-

rite place was the 
Young Feminist Cor-

ner, it was only for un-
der-30s. As I was the 

youngest at the forum, 
I was given free badges 
and could write on the 
wall. So I wrote, “I am 
a young nine-year-old 
feminist from the UK.” 

At the Feminist Corner, I met Nan-
nyondo Sarah from Uganda and she 
was the youngest person I inter-

viewed. She was a university 
student and the president of a 
girl’s group, which helps girls 
aged between 16 and 24. She 
visits schools and talk to girls 
so they know about violence 
and sexual harassment. 
Nannyando also gives them 
leadership training. 

Aaliyah: Age no bar for action

Other women Aaliyah spoke to at AWID...
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I recently had a lovely afternoon at Phi-
losophy Hair co in newark, where I was 
treated to an Indian head massage, Moroc-
can oil hair treatment and a haircut, and it 
was lush. Amanda and Stacey at the salon 
made me feel so welcome and I will proba-
bly be going back for some Ombre highlights 
once the wedding season is over. 

It got me thinking – what has happened to 
people doing something for someone who 
means something to them for no other rea-
son than making them feel good? It is defi-
nitely something we need to think about 
more and act accordingly. 

Our mothers gave birth to us, yet we often 
forget the sacrifices our parents made for us. 
the holidays they didn’t take, the long hours 
they worked after coming to this country and 
not buying new clothes for themselves so we 
didn’t go without. I know it’s all a bit cheesy 
and Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham when I say 
‘it’s all about loving your parents’, but we 
must take time out to honour them. So mum, 
I salute you and thank you for everything 
you’ve done for me and the places you took 
me. Dad, thank you for the long hours you 
worked when you were younger so that my 
brother, sister and I could have everything 
we wanted in life. thank you for everything 
you will do for us in the future, and we’ll al-
ways be there for you.

Wives often put up with so much to save 
relationships and marriages, such as affairs, 
abuse and disrespectful mothers-in-law. So 
husbands, show them that you love them for 
what they do for you. the words ‘I love you’ 
need to be used ever so frequently when in 
really long-term relationships. 

Guys, in the age of ‘multiple dating’, wom-
en may assume you’re seeing more than one 
person if you don’t make it known. call it 
man bashing, but men seem to hang back 
from telling a woman they like her, love her 
or even want to exclusively date her. Why? 
Because they fear rejection or maybe they 
want to keep their options open? If this isn’t 
the case, men need to tell a woman they like 
her and are not dating anyone else. If this was 
twitter, I would use the #thatIsAll hash tag.

We often lose contact with people who are 
our true friends. reach out to them, treat them 
to dinner, buy a female friend flowers or just 
make a small gesture to show them they are 
cared for and that you think about them.

And finally, the person we mustn’t forget is 
ourselves. you might not be able to afford 
expensive items, but you can give yourself a 
mani-pedi, get a loved one to give you mas-
sages, take time out to watch your favourite 
movies, read books that you love or go to the 
gym. Value yourself and others will value you. 
there will be times when you feel no one ap-
preciates what you do but I promise you, this 
isn’t the case. Some people don’t know how 
to show their love, but one day they will.

Follow Priya Mulji on www.twitter.com/priyamulji 
or log onto http://priyamulji.wordpress.com

Treat yourself and others
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