
Start by having you introduce yourself, telling us your name, and whatever title you want 
us to use. 

● 0:36 Fatima is what you can call me. My name is Fatima Al Bahadily, and you can call 
me Fatima. 

 
We want to start at the beginning, so tell us a little bit about where and when you were 
born, and what it was like growing up there?  

● 1:03 I am Fatima, born in the 70s, and I was born in Basra in southern Iraq to a very 
conservative family defined by harsh tribal customs and norms, 1:15 and in addition I 
was raised in a poor environment. 

 
1:30 Growing up, what did you think your future would be like? Did you have any ideas 
about what your role would be, in a job or in a family? 

● 1:53 When I was ten years old, I lost my father, he died in the Iraq-Iran war. And because 
my family, all of us were girls, most of us, my mother told us, “it’s all up to you now, 
2:03 either you complete your studies or not.” And so our biggest challenge was how to 
complete our studies given our very difficult situation.  

● 2:27 The most important for me was to complete my education, so I started thinking 
about several methods--when I was young, around 10 years old--that I have to 2:37 
implement strategies--I didn’t know that these were called strategies--but methods for me 
to continue in my studies without my family forbidding me. 

● 3:00 I used to gather children in the neighborhood who were younger than me and I 
would teach them how to read and write, and I would do their schoolwork in exchange 
for money  

● 3:22 When I reached middle school, my work grew, I became the famous tutor in my 
neighborhood, and 3:32 I had many students and made a lot of money at the same time. 

● 3:46 I used to be very rebellious, I was a troublemaker. I used to contradict orders. 
● 4:00 In school, for example, if there was an exam, I liked to impose my opinion on the 

rest and tell them that the exam should be postponed. I would try to create 4:10 a pressure 
group in the classroom to say ‘we are not taking this exam, we are leaving class’––and I 
would be successful. They called me the cantankerous rebel.  

● 4:29 When I was in university in the 90s, my relationships grew, the whole university 
came to knew me. I liked to take part in poetry and oration. I would write 4:39 some 
verses at the time.  

● 4:54 I approached the [non-Iraqi] Arab students who attended my university, because 
their material circumstances were good and we were living under the embargo, in the 90s. 
5:04 I would write up class notes for them in exchange for large amounts of money.  

● 5:20 And I would donate that money to the poor students who were with me, which 
raised government suspicion.  



● 5:31 They imagined that I wanted to… to create some sort of organizations against the 
government. So I was arrested with my family in 1993. 

● 5:50 We remained prisoners in our home for a period of time, under house arrest, with the 
security forces of the previous government [Saddam Hussein regime].  

● 6:10 After that, I completed my university studies. But the painful part was that the 
government flagged me as an opponent of theirs, barring me from opportunities for 
employment. 

● 6:30 I got married in 1995, and I had two children, but I had a very strong desire to 
continue my studies despite all the challenges. 

● 6:46 I was renting a small house in a village, a small house made of clay. And life was 
very difficult: the children were young and I had to 6:56 finish my studies, but at the 
same time I had to work and pay the rent. All this caused me a lot of suffering, I would 
work night and day in order to save money. 

● 7:19 I would see the village women who didn’t know how to read or write, who didn’t 
know anything about hygiene, but I couldn’t do anything for them at that time. 

● 7:34 They had very mistaken ideas about religion, but how could I correct those for 
them?  

● 7:47 In 2003 was the first organization in southern Iraq… we established an organization 
that focuses on women and especially those in the villages and countryside. 

● 8:05 It was the first organization in southern Iraq that focused on teaching women 
reading and writing. 

● 8:16 I started to bring to life the things that… we have to give them, the things they don’t 
know, the things of which they were deprived.  

● 8:27 In the beginning I was only working, finding myself flitting around left and right 
like a bee, I had to work alone. But after that, after one year passed, I gathered a large 
number of men and women 8:37 to work with me. 

● 8:46 We started meeting with donors inside Iraq. They would tell us, ‘Write a proposal’ 
[We wondered] how do we write a proposal? How do we learn about this? What is meant 
by it?  These were challenges, truly big challenges. 8:56 But we would plan… We don’t 
know how to use the computer, we don’t know how to use a camera, and we don’t know 
what email is, or anything like that. These were all challenges but we would think about 
them and how to overcome them.  

● 9:52 We came to learn how to write a proposal, we started to choose the problem within 
society, not… in the beginning the donors would impose the scope of the proposal on us, 
[they would tell us] ‘write about democracy, write about human rights, write about 
women’s rights.’ 10:06 We did not know what they meant by that. But I thought, no, we 
will write about the needs of the community, exactly as they are.  

● 10:26 I used to tell donors, people do not want democracy—to learn what democracy is. 
People want to learn how to read and write, they want to know about hygiene. 



● 10:40 So we started working on programs that serve the community, and we continued, 
we implemented many programs and we developed important relationships with the 
political parties, with the tribes, 10:50 with all the governments… And our organization 
became big and diverse and included every segment of society 

● 11:09 We worked on very sensitive issues within society, on which no one had worked 
before. Among them was [the issue of] underage marriage, young women who are 
married outside of the legal system, married only religiously in front of the Sheikh. 11:19 
[These girls] would then have unrecognized children and there was no education or 
anything for them. This was the most painful issue we worked on. 

● 11:41 We used to travel long distances from the place we lived to these towns, these 
villages, to meet these young women, to tell them this marriage is invalid, 11:51 that she 
needs to get married in a court, that she should enjoy rights, and all the legal 
prerogatives… So we would encourage these women towards a legal marriage, and we 
would take care of the marriage certificate for them, 12:01 and identification documents 
for their children, and other things to help them. And this continued for years in order for 
us to help them. 

● 12:18 Even during the elections, they used to tell us, “we’ve never paid attention to 
elections, and never once have we registered, we don’t know these things, they don’t 
allow us to, we are far out in the village, what’s the point of voting, who are we to them?” 

● 12:48 So we started working more on this subject. We would tell women, “no, your voice 
matters. Without your vote, they will not win in the elections. You need to choose the 
person who represents you.” 12:58 And we started implementing our new programs, on 
how women can be political participants. 

● 13:15 The last years, after 2010 approximately, there was an increase in tribal conflicts, 
and weapons, so many issues started arising in society and which impacted women 
negatively. 

● 13:36 The spread of militas, the militarization of society, the recruitment of children, and 
the proliferation of weapons- all of these were risks to women. 

● 13:49 That’s why we started working on these sensitive issues in society.  
● 13:58 We would work on local commissioners, to bring about any peace within the local 

problems. We were mediators between tribes, so as for women to not be the victims.  
● 14:16 Then in 2015, there was a large tribal conflict and it led to 51 women being 

abducted. And these 51 women were victims, this was a tribal conflict. 14:26 So we tried 
to create relationships and significant pressure from religious figures and other influential 
figures, so as to obtain meetings with the sheikhs of the tribes and return these women to 
their families. 

● 14:49 This subject, it is extremely complex--words can’t really express--but yet we 
labored hard and we succeeded in returning these women. 



● 15:08 We succeeded in instituting a code of honor with the tribes, to ensure that women 
would not again be victims. 

● 15:28 Then we started working on issues that would likely pose a danger if they [were 
allowed to endure] in society, such as the return of fighters, after ISIS ended, ensuring 
they do to not cause transgressions within society.  

● 15:48 So we started thinking of programs to rehabilitate them, and reintegrate them into 
society – including mental support, education programs, innovation programs, and 
skills-building programs. 

● 16:08 We are very proud of our work in southern Iraq.  
● 16:14 We believe we have become a center for all women in southern Iraq, we listen to 

their issues, and we implement solutions for them.  
● 16:26 We earned large amounts of confidence within society, whether from the tribes, 

religious leaders, the security leaders... 
● 16:38 And we also became a source to attract and educate young people.  
● 16:48 The things we do cannot be described with easy terms or labels, but they have left 

their mark on society. 
● 17:02 When we got to know groups of armed youth, their photos on Facebook would all 

be of delight from killing someone, of delight in holding a rifle… of joy as they hold a 
weapon, 17:12 and they would express violent ideas. And these things pained us a lot.  

● 17:31 But when we worked with these young men, over a period of time, not to say a 
short one, but over a year for example, we would find them erasing their old posts on 
Facebook and posting photos of themselves 17:41 painting a school, working with us, 
planting a garden...  

● 18:01 And even when we faced danger and threats last year, it was amazing to find that 
all the young men were writing about me on their pages, [writing] that I’m a woman who 
is not a traitor, 18:11 not a client of foreign agendas, I am a woman who defends human 
rights. 

 
Can you tell us more about how you engaged with these young people to convince them to 
put down the weapons and become peacebuilders? 

● 18:49 These young people when they belonged to armed groups, they held a religious 
conviction… Their intent was to please God the Almighty, 18:59 by carrying weapons, to 
fight the enemies of God, to enter Heaven, to live in peace there… Perhaps they would 
end their earthly life, so as to enter the afterlife in Heaven. 

● 19:18 So we began working on the basis of these ideas they held, but through a different 
approach—that is, [true] Jihad is jihad of the heart. Jihad is when you donate blood to 
those who need it, 19:28 jihad is when you care for the environment, jihad is when we 
make improvements on a school, a hospital… That is jihad, because you make positive 
impacts, 19:38 and society needs you, it needs the work that you do.  



● 20:00 We would speak to them using simple discourse, but which drew meaning from the 
Holy Quran. We would select verses from the Quran that encourage them to live life, that 
encourage them to help others, 20:10 that encourage them to love others. 

● 20:19 That is what led them to drop arms 
● 20:25 And they started checking themselves, [realizing that] “if I died my role in society 

would be over. But my presence, my staying, means I can give to society. I will stay and 
continue to give to society.” 

 
(Skips the question on her own son and the really hard experience she went through 
demobilizing him) 
 

● [21:15 No I can’t talk about the subject, to be honest.  
● Because he also started refusing that I speak on the subject.  
● I’ve been talking about it for four years and every time I talk about the subject it bothers 

him.  
● And he got after me and I told him I wouldn’t talk about it again.  
● I’m very sorry.] 

 
Tell us about working with religious clerics and other tribal leaders, to reframe how people 
are talking about jihad. 

● 22:25 On this issue we didn’t work with religious leaders, and we didn’t work with… 
The tribal issues we worked on with religious leaders, that which had to do with women. 
But mujahideens, we didn’t not work on this with religious leaders 

● [clarication for interpreter:] 22:50 These sensitive issues we did not work on with… The 
tribal issues we worked on with religious leaders, but issues of jihad, no.  

● 23:08 Issues of Jihad we worked on secretly, without involving other people.  
● 23:17 Because if they knew we were encouraging them [the young fighters] to disengage, 

that would put us at risk. They wouldn’t allow us to work anywhere.  
● 23:34 The religious culture we hold, we would impart to them 
● 23:45 We would meet in small closed groups, not in big groups, so as to not be heard. 
● 24:00 But they were groups… I mean… There were many different activities we would 

implement, they were not limited  
● 24:14 And for over a year and a half we worked with them, through dialogues and 

meetings.  
● 24:21 We were successful returning 150 students to their schools. 
● 24:28 So this is not the work of a week, or a day, or an hour, or of conversations over the 

phone 
● 24:40 It involves participation in their social and religious events, visits to their areas, 

you sit with them, with their families, all of this led to them trusting in us 



 
Has the community welcomed back those 150 young people? 

● 25:10 The schools were happy, the families were happy, but not the leaders.  
 
Is there any way that the government supports your work?  

● 25:38 The government does not work on all these issues. The government to begin with is 
made up of parties, and the political parties are the ones who lead these [armed] groups…  

● 25:56 It is not possible to for the government to support those programs that would 
interfere with [this word was not clear—this is best interpretation] its social base. 

● 26:10 The government supports some programs that… general programs, it allows us to 
enter schools, to talk about peace, about human rights, it allows us to meet with prisoners, 
26:20 to meet with displaced people… but in terms of sensitive topics, no. 

 
You were saying that women are particularly affected by some aspects of conflict - can you 
speak more to that? 

● 26:59 Many of the issues in tribal conflict have a significant impact on women. For 
example, the issues that we just discussed, 27:09 that they abduct women during tribal 
conflicts. Another example is that when conflicts occur, families become scared for their 
daughters, so they will marry them young, 27:19 and deny them an education. All of this 
has an impact on women. 

● 27:50 To make the picture clearer, perhaps, every time a tribal conflict takes place, it is 
staked on the basis of name. For example, if someone who carries my name, Al Bahadly, 
gets involved, so my whole tribe becomes threatened. 28:00 Meaning [I would be 
dragged in] even if I am not a party to the conflict.  

● 28:12 So we who carry the same name, collectively, if one commits a crime, we can’t go 
to work, can’t go out in the street, we don’t carry out any role, because there is a death 
threat against us. 

● 28:34 Last year, a person from my tribe committed a crime, but a lawyer was killed, the 
lawyer didn’t have anything to do with the crime, he only carries the same last name.  

● 28:57 So this is a very dangerous issue, more than you can imagine.  
● 29:03 There are many victims of course, but we… most importantly we help women, to 

ensure they are not the victims. 
 
Women are victims, but they also have this important role as peacebuilders. What are some 
ways in which women are contributing to building peace in these communities, and how do 
you support them? 

● 29:53 With regard to women as peacebuilders, this is not a role that comes arbitrarily, it 
is a role that is assumed by women who have confidence in themselves,  

● 30:10 Women who have faith in the cause,  



● 30:14 And who have the will and perseverance.  
● 30:18 Many of the challenges and dangers likely lead many women just stay put. 

Activists, but they don't do anything because of the threats 
● 30:33 So when I have faith in a cause, I try to transfer this faith to the rest of the women 

around me, so that too they become peacebuilders 
● 30:46 I include them in local dialogues, I include them in my work, in the initiatives and 

community activites, to make them feel that they’re strong.  
● 31:03 Sometimes we engage them to solve community issues on a small scale, inside a 

school, in a village, in the market, so as for them to feel that they are the ones that solved 
the problem and that they are able to bring change. 

● 31:24 When we put faith in women, women can make peace. 
● 31:32 The belief in a cause is not something everybody has.  
● 31:40 A lot of organizations, probably abroad it’s the same, their activities end as soon as 

their funding comes to an end.  
● 31:52 We don’t receive that kind of support or money, but we have a lot of faith in the 

cause we must work on and it that cause is peacebuilding.  
● 32:08 The dangers we faced last year, and the threats, opened doors to us. I could have 

taken my family and emigrated and left the country, feel safe and live somewhere else. 
But I believe in my cause, my community, and I need to carry it out.  

● 32:34 If this faith ends, peace ends. 
● 32:40 And then every one of us will think about emigrating, leaving the country to war.  
● 32:50 The marginalized women, the poor women, and the uneducated women will remain 

where they are, with no one there for them, no one to raise their voice. 
● 33:07 Here, and in other places, I will be a voice for the weak, marginalized women.  
● 33:17 Not all women can make it here [to this place/interview], or reach the government, 

talk with leaders. But we are a bridge for these women. 
 
So you are working within your own community - you’re not an international organization 
that comes in - why is that community-based approach so important? Why is it important 
for communities to be involved in their own peacemaking?  

● 34:32 In many societies, especially in the Arab world, women are not given an important 
role, nor do they believe that women can be peacemakers 

● 34:50  Our masculine, patriarchal, and sectarian society does not allow us women to 
exercise our role, our government does not allow us to exercise our role, our community 
does not allow us nor give us our role. 

● 35:12 When we go out, when we speak with partners and others outside Iraq, or inside 
Iraq, we try to learn about decisionmaking, 35:22 about lawmaking, how to do these 
things. Our local communities don’t make decisions or make laws, we just carry out the 
local culture. But 35:32 when we leave the country, mix with other people, we learn 



about international laws, international agreements, and decisionmaking, and how to build 
a society. 

● 35:59 There are many issues we fail at. But our meetings during international 
conferences, and hearing experiences from Sri Lanka, experiences in Afghanistan, from 
Syria, from Yemen… 36:09 All of these experiences help us, because our stories are 
similar, our problems are similar. So the sharing of experiences has a big impact on our 
work. 

● 36:30 This is why we need the international community to listen to us.  
● 36:38 There are many issues that the international community is not aware of, and if they 

persist, they could result in violence within societies.  
● 36:53 Our existence is very important so that we convey what is happening in our 

communities.  
● 37:01 Perhaps they can put pressure on our governments,  
● 37:07 or help us shape certain policies,  
● 37:12 or support us in our capacity as mediators and peacebuilders,  
● 37:20 And offer us moral support and enhance our self-confidence. 

 
What advice would you give to other women who want to be peacebuilders? 

● 37:43 I say to every woman: you are a peacebuilder. There is no problem that you cannot 
solve.  

● 38:00 Wherever you are, whatever you do, you are a peacemaker.  
● 38:09 Whether you are a housewife, a worker, a nurse, a teacher - you are a peacebuilder.  
● 38:20 We believe in a verse from the Quran, where God says, “I created you from one 

soul,” meaning there is no difference between men and women.  
● 38:35 He didn’t create women from one material and men from another material. He said 

he created us from the same.  
● 38:48 That’s why we should be with men in all places--and just as they see themselves as 

peacebuilders, then we too are peacebuilders.  
● 39:01 And if men carry weapons and always cause wars, then we must be the ones who 

wage peace. 
● 39:18 If the negotiating tables are surrounded by men dividing up the cake and discussing 

how to colonize the land – that is why women should also be at these tables in order to 
achieve peace.  

● 39:44 And that is why the dove is the symbol of peace.  
● 39:50 The dove is feminine, which indicates that women are peace. 
● 39:56 “Life” in Arabic is feminine, and it too denotes peace.  
● 40:04 The sky that covers us is feminine in Arabic, so it denotes peace 
● 40:11 The trees, in their feminine splendor, denote peace.  



● 40:21 Meanwhile words like “jihad” and death are masculine and signify war and 
bloodshed.  

● 40:30 So I believe that women are peacebuilders.  
 
Your work is very difficult. What helps you to keep going, what gives you strength? 

● 40:56 My faith in my work.  
● 41:01 And there are people around me --my husband, my children-- who believe in my 

work, despite the challenges.  
 
What do you hope for the future of Iraq and the women of Iraq?  

● 41:29  My hope for women in Iraq is that there comes a year when in the security council 
there are at least 10 women who are at the table to lead peacebuilding negotiations.  

● 41:50  And an Iraqi woman in the American Congress who has a big influence.  
 
Anything else?  

● 42:08 There are a lot of things we can talk about… but I would say… in every country, I 
ask that we do not 42:18 lose from the country… even in the countries which the media 
ignore, about which you do not hear, there are women on whom light needs to be shed, 
women we need to pay attention to… 42:28 in Sudan, in Yemen, in Djibouti, in Ethiopia, 
Africa—everywhere, women need us, need us to put a spotlight on them, to make them 
feel like they are peacebuilders. 

 


