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In Stockholm, a global dialogue on 
microcredit focuses on social impact 
Some 80 leading specialists on microfinance, gathered for a face-to-face 
exchange, warn of new challenges as large financial institutions and 
other major players increasingly tum to small-scale lending. 

Posing for a group photograph at the Global Dialogue on Microfinance and Human Development 
are members of the European Baha'i Business Forum (EBBF) and Muhammad Yunus (center, in 
white jacket) of the Grameen Bank in Pakistan. 

STOCKHOLM - In an effort to ensure that the global rush to promote small-scale 
lending does not overlook the human and cultural dimensions of development, 

some 80 leading specialists on micro finance gathered here in April to discuss how to 
balance economic sustainability and social impact as large financial institutions in­
creasingly enter the field of microcredit. 

Convened by the European Baha 'i Business Forum (EBBF) and the Progressio Foun­
dation of the Netherlands as part of a parallel Business Forum held in conjunction 
with the UNESCO Intergovernmental Conference on Cultural Policies for Develop­
ment, the Global Dialogue on Microfinance and Human Development was held 2-3 
April 1998. The meeting drew together leading practitioners, specialists, donors, busi­
ness people and representatives from financial institutions and non-governmental or­
ganizations (NGOs) from some 25 countries. 

The Dialogue focused on promoting a face-to-face exchange between the various play­
ers in the burgeoning world of microcredit and, while no formal vote or final statement 
was issued, the general discussion made it .clear that the movement faces a number of 
important challenges as it seeks to expand. 

"We are at a critical point in the microfinance movement where a split in thinking is 
occurring," said Barbara Rodey, the Dialogue'S coordinator. "On one side there is the need 
to find funding sources and on the other is the need to best serve the interests of the poor. 

Microcredit, continued 0 11 page 12 
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PERSPECTIVE 

The Spiritual Foundation of Human Rights 

[Editor's note: The following Perspective is 
adapted from a heynote address delivered by 
Dr. Suheil Bushrui at the 21st annual confer­
ence of the Association for Baha'i Studies on 
15 Novemb er 1997 . Dr. Bushrui holds the 
Baha'i Chair for World Peace at the Univer­
sity of Maryland , USA.] 

The recognition of human rights under 
international law is relatively recent, but 

the philosophy underlying the concept is an­
cient. In such texts as the Babylonian code of 
Hammurabi, the rulings of the ancient Israeli 
Sanhedrin banning torture and limiting the 
use of capital punishment, the Islamic legisla­
tion on rights of women, the English Magna 
Carta, the US Declaration of Independence, 
the nineteenth century conventions outlaw­
ing the slave trade, and the post-World War II 
Universal Declaration of Hum an Rights, the 
shape and form of a global mora! order has 
been created. 

The que stions that human righ ts address 
are perennial. What does it mean to be a 
human being? What is the purpose of life 
on this earth? What should our intellectual 
and emotional attitude towards one another 
be? These very qu estions are cent ral to reli ­
gious thought and practice. From this per­
spective , we can discern that on e of the chief 
drawbacks in our approach to human rights 
concerns the method of presenting them as 
a code of civil and moral law, and perhaps 
as a product of Western civiliz at ion , when 
in fact human righ ts are essentially a codifi­
cation of mainly spiritual laws which are 
themselves the cumulative achievemen t of 
the world's religious traditions. 

Our moral laws have come to us through 
the religions that have enriched us as hu­
man beings. Th e sourc e of our morality is 
God, the unknowable essen ce. The source 
of human rights, therefore , lies in the im­
mortal words of all scripture. 

Underlying the astounding diversity of 
traditions that have developed there lies a com­
mon found ation manifested in their cosmo­
logical, eschatological, and theological teach ­
ings - teachings about our origins, our desti­
nies, and the nature of the divine. Again we 
must emphasize the critical awareness from 

which human rights spring: the forms are many 
but the essence is one. 

This underlying unity is eloquently ar­
ticulated in th e ethical systems of different 
faiths, as in the teaching that we sho uld treat 
othe rs as we ourselves wish to be treated , 
otherwise known as "The Golde n Rule" and 
found, in d iffer ent formul ati ons, in th e 
Hindu Mahabharata, the]ewish Talmud, the 
Zoroastrian Dadistan-i-Dmik, the Buddhist 
Udana-Varqa, the Chris tian Gospel of Saint 
Matthew, th e Islamic Had tth , and in 
Baha'u 'llah s Kalimat-i-Firdawstyyih . 

The greatest impediment to unity in the 
post-Cold War world is not political ideol­
ogy but rather religious-cultural discord. If 
a universal system of human rights is to be 
achieved , men and women of faith need to 
see each other with the eye of Him who cre­
ated us all. 

The challenge facing us, of course, is to 
overcome the misunderstandings and preju­
dices that are the cause of strife between the 
different religion s, and inst ead build upon 
the fundamental beliefs that they hold in com­
mon. The human race enjoys a shared reli­
gious-cultural heritage, for ultimately cul­
ture and civiliz ati on are built upon religion . 
When we begin to search out the uni versal 
truths th at we agr ee upon, we shall find 
ourselves collectively manifesting "the signs 
of oneness and the essence of detachment." 
In the words of 'Abdu'l-Baha: "If we inves­
tigate the religions to discover the principles 
underlying their foundation, we will find 
they agree, for th e fundamental reality of 
them is one and not multiple." 

The time has come for us to carefully 
examine the tene ts of the Universal Declara ­
tion of Human Rights (UDHR) and to find 
th e underlying morality in humanity'S vari­
ous spiritual traditions . From such a perspec­
tive we can see that religious differences are 
matters of form , but never of essential prin­
cipl es. For example, what religion does not 
teach the value of every indivi dual person 
as a manifestat ion of God's divin e grace? If 
every religion reco gnizes the exis tence of 
individual souls and the relati onship be­
tween that soul and its Creator, then every 
religion agrees on the fundamental basis of 
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human rights: human beings enjoy certain 
inalienable rights that no worldly au thority 
may capriciousl y or systematically abrogate. 

It is pre cisely the con ten tion that human 
rights are universal and may no t be infringed 
up on by gove rn me nts that makes the con­
cep t ofsuch righ ts so controversia l and prob­
lematic in the wo rld toda y. Wha t is impor­
tant to our discussion of human rights is that 
s ta te sovereignty and its appurtenance, cul­
tural exclusivity, are major imp edi men ts to a 
sys tem of universal human rights. The idea 
tha t certain principl es and inst ituti ons, such 
as participatory democracy, are simply alien 
to particular peo ples is encapsul ated within 
the notion of "cultur al relativism ." 

In theory, cul tural relativ ism is th e rea­
so na ble idea th at ce r tai n social, eco no mic, 
cu ltura l, and po li tica l pr acti ces are inher­
en t to part icula r grou ps, an d th at th e 
abru p t, artificial introduction of alien in­
fluences can be disruptive. In pr actice, 
however, cu ltural relativism is often em­
pl oyed by ru ling eli tes as a pret ext for op­
posin g hom egrown reform movem ents that 
th rea ten th eir power or s ta tu s. 

The kn owledge and practi ce of human 
rights must be universalized by means of edu­
cation and access to relevant information. Cru­
cial to the diffusion of the concept of human 
rights is Article 18 of the UDHR, which serves 
as a poin t upon which the worlds religions 
can cooperate in realizing this goal. Article 18 
reads: "Everyone has the right to freedom of 
though t, conscience and religion ; this right 
includes freedom to change his religion or be­
lief, and freedom, either alone or in commu­
nity with others and in publi c or private, to 
manifest his religion or belief in teaching, prac­
tice, worship and observance." 

Any attempt at achieving a just order in 
the world will no t be possible without a prior 
transformation of faith through the retri eval 
of our commo n spiri tua l heritage. 

The religious sys tems of the world , evolv­
ing as they have at different tim es and un­
der diverse circums tances, emb ody numer­
ous and vari ed resp onses to humani ty's in­
nate sense of the transcendent. Yet they share 
mu ch in commo n, including th e his tori cal 
con tinuum in which the different respo nses 
have been produ ced . Much valuable work 
has been don e to bring div erse re lig ious 
thought together, including the initi ation of 
religious dialogues, the building of models 
of tolerance, the cultivation of religious tol­
eration, and the ado pt ion of a commo n ethic 
of human rights. Hans Kung tersely but with 

unch all engeable eloq uence cap tured the 
impo rtance of inter-religious understanding 
with this formulation : "There can be no 
peace among th e nat ions without peace 
amo ng the religions." 

Th e approach of the Baha'I Faith to the 
qu esti on of the unity of eth ics and visio n is 
enca psulated in .the conce p t of progressive 
revelation. The foundation for the establish­
ment of religious peace and the promotion 
of human rights is the accep tance of the es­
sential un ity of the Fou nde rs of all religions. 
Each is the successor and fulfillm ent of the 
One wh o has pr eceded Him , and the Her­
ald of the One wh o is to succeed Him. 
Th rough these Messen gers , appearing at 
d ifferent histo rical periods and in various 
regions of the earth , the one tru e Creator 
has communicate d His will and purpose to 
mankind , gran ting successively greater ou t­
pourings of religious truth and affording an 
ever fuller apprehension of the divine. 

Bu t at root and in th eir inmost essence 
th e messages thus co nveyed are one . Only 
by es tablis h ing a universal sys te m of hu ­
man rights , embod ying an underst andin g 
of th e underlying truth and unity of all 
religion s, can we hope to establish ge nu­
in e and lasting peace. ~:l< 

. Human rights are 
essentially a 
codification of 
mainly spiritual 
laws which are 
themselves the 
cumulative 
achievement of 
the world's 
religious 
traditions. 

COMMEMORATION 

Mrs. Mary McAleese, the President oj Ireland, was the honored guest andJeatured 
speaherat a commemoration the50th anniversary oj theIrishBaha'i Community. 
Held 22 April 1998 at St. Patrich's Hall in Dublin Castle, more than250 guests 
attended. Shown leJt toright are: OliveMcKinley oj the Baha'i community oj Dublin; 
ProJessorSuheilBushrui, holder oj theBaha'i ChairJor WorldPeace at the 
University ojMaryland, USA;Mrs. McAleese;BrendanMcNamara, chairmanoj the 
Baha'i community oj Ireland;and Patrich a 'Mara, a memberoj the Baha'i 
Continental Board oj Counsellors. 
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"1like the 
diversity at 
Santitham, the 
staff from 
different nations. 
This way my child 
will learn to 
communicate and 
associate with 
people from other 
countries." 

- Rungtiwa Kongskul, 
parent 

EDUCATION 

In Thailand, a provincial school paves the 
way for education in a global society 

The teachers and staff of Santitham School in Yasothon, Thailand. 

YASOTHON, Thailand - Every May in 
this quiet provincial capital, people 

gather to fire elaborately designed handmade 
gunpowder rockets into the atmosphere. 
The Rocket Festi val is held to wake the great 
dragon in the sky, so that he will splash in 
his lake and bring rain. This ancient ritual 
speaks volumes about the importance of tra­
dition here. 

Surrounded by lush rice paddies and 
stands of cassava plants and sugar cane , 
Yasothon city at first glance stands in sharp 
contrast to the high-rise buildings and dense 
traffic jams of Bangkok, which lies some 530 
kilometers to the southwest. More than 95 
percent of the people in Yasothon province live 
in the countryside and Yasothon city is by most 
standards just a small agricultural town. 

Yet, despite the pastoral environment, 
the province is not at all insulated from the 
processes of global transformation and mod­
ernization that are bringing change through­
out the country. 

Western businesses are beginning to set up 
shop in Yasothon city. A Seven-Eleven conve­
nience market opened up recently and there 
is talk - hopeful talk - that a Kentucky Fried 
Chicken restaurant will soon follow. A factory 
to assemble videotapes has brought the flavor 
of high-tech industry to the region. On the 
dark side, a local NGO runs a camp to shelter 

youth who have AIDS and have come back 
home from the big city to die. 

Against this backdrop, it is not difficult 
to understand the success of Santitham 
School, a Baha'i-sponsored primary school 
with an enrollment of about 500 students. 
In contrast to most of the schools in the re­
gion, whether private or public, Santitham 
focuses on providing a learning environment 
that encourages a global vision . 

And despite the relatively remote and 
isolated nature of Yasothon, parents are in­
creasingly recognizing the need for their 
children to have an education that prepares 
them to become world citizens. 

"We need to go along with the current 
of globalization," said Rungtiwa Kongskul, 
who has an eigh t-year-old daughter at 
Santitham. "I like the diversity at Santitham, 
the staff from different nations . This way my 
child will learn to communicate and associ­
ate with people from other countries. " 

Santitham also stands out for its em­
phasis on moral education and its progres­
sive educational model. Its reputation for 
exc ellence was recently confirmed by an 
award from the Ministry of Education , 
which proclaimed it the second best me­
dium-sized school in the entire northeast 
region of Thailand. The award compared 
Santitham with more than 2000 other 
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schools in eight provinces . 
"We want to produce a new generation 

of children, that is our goal, " said Nawarat 
Wongsopa , director of Santitham. "We want 
to prepare a generation of children who be­
lieve in unity in diversity, who practice world 
citizenship, and who are ready to help serve 
humanity." 

Founded in 1967, Santitham has struggled 
towards that goal for more than 25 years. Sup­
ported at first almost entirely by the Thai Baha'i 
community, the school has had its ups and 
downs as it faced the sorts of difficulties expe­
rienced by any relatively under-funded new 
project. In recent years, however, it has at last 
come quite close to being self-supporting. And 
it is now certainly considered among the best 
schools in Yasothon city; its students include 
many children from the families of top-rank­
ing civil servants and military officers. 

One of Santitham's big attractions is the 
fact that it offers instruction in English , 
which is spoken by very few people here. 
And th e quality of the English instruction 
is greatly enhanced by the efforts of inter­
national youth volunteers who come to the 
school as part of a year-of-serv ice con cept 
endorsed by many Baha'i institutions around 
the world . 

This year, four you n g people from 
Canada and Ireland are working as unpaid 
volunteers. Last year, the group included six 
students from Canada , Ireland, Malaysia, 
Scotland , and the United States. These yout h 
bring a particular brand of idealism and vi­
sion that is very much in line with th e 
school's own philosophy. 

"1wanted to serve humanity in a tangible 
way," said Roya Ravanbakhsh, a 21-year-old 
woman from Vancouver, Canada, who served 
in 1997. "The school really needs help , so I 
feel really needed here. There are only a few 
oth er foreigners in Yasothon. The culture is 
very Thai here. If you go someplace and you 
work in a different culture, you are serving 
humanity just by breaking down barri ers. And 
that is what 1 believe we help to do here." 

Municipal education officials agree that 
Santitham's role is important to the region's 
future. "The world is moving to be one," 
said Pean Pakpeal, the Yasothon district 
education officer. "So English language in­
s truc tion will help inter-link the nations. I 
think Santitham is leading the way in pre­
paring the students to fit in with a more glo­
bal community." 

The school's emphasis on moral educa­
tion is also distinctive. At all levels and in 
all classes, the teachers emphasize courtesy 
and good behavior, as well as more sophis­
ticat ed concepts like tolerance for other re­
ligions and peoples and the understanding 
that all humanity is on e. 

"We follow the compulsory curriculum 
that is used throughout Thailand , but also 
add a strong element of moral education ," 
said Naiyana Wongsopa , the school's prin­
cipal, who is married to Mr. Wongsopa. 
"Every morning before the teachers start 
class, they talk with th e ch ild ren abou t 
virtues like honesty, unity and lov e, and 
about how to live tog ether peacefully and 
how to share with each other. This is em­
phasized eve ry day." 

"We want to 
produce a new 
generation of 
children, that is 
our goal. We want 
to prepare a 
generation of 
children that 
believe in unity in 
diversity, who 
practice world 
citizenship, and 
who are ready to 
help serve 
humanity." 

- Nawarat Wongsopa, 
director of Santitham 

International volunteers 
whoserveJor a year at a 
time to help teachEnglish 
bringa particularbrandoj 
idealism and vision that is 
very much in line with the 
school's own philosophy. 
Shown leJt to right are the 
six volunteers whoserved at 
Santitham lastyear: Roya 
Ravanbakhshoj Canada; 
Almasi Hanks oj the United 
States; Sahar Khavarioj 
Scotland;Andrew Alexander 
oj Northern Ireland; Vasugy 
Antmugam oj Malaysia; 
and Allen Slea oj the United 
States. 
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schools in the city - and also better pre­
pared to study. " 

Paitun Hienthag, a publi c school teacher 
who has two daughters at Santitham, said it is 
much to Santithams credit to spend the time 
and effort on moral education wheri many 
schools are focusing purel y on academic skills. 
"Right now in Thailand, everyone is concerned 
with survival," he said. "So it is a difficult time 
to bring in concepts of moral education." 

But San titha m school officials said that 
training s tuden ts in moral virtues is as im­
portant to their mission as academic perfor­
mance. To that end, the school strives to prac­
tice what it preaches. The scho ol has also 
been involved in small proj ects aimed at 
improving the social and econo mic devel ­
opment of th e en tire community. Th ese 
proj ects curren tly include: 1) the provision 
of assistance, in the form of moral education 
classes, to You th and Children for Develop­
ment, the local NGO that works with young 
people afflicted with AIDS; 2) the training 

Some of the teachers put it more simply. of teachers and workers at village child care 
"Here the teachers treat the children like fam­ centers, a proj ect that saw the involvement 
ily," said Tassan ee Nantum, a mathematics of some 80 participants in 10 villages for two 
teacher who previously worked at a large days in May; and 3) a project to offer sew­
private school in eas tern Thailand. "We ing classes for women in cooperation with 
nurture them." the Non-Formal Education Center of 

Edu cators at other schools say they can Yasothon. 
tell the difference in the behavior of the chil­ "We want our school to be like a minia­
dr en from .Santitham. "From what I have ture SOCiety," said Mr. Wongsopa, "a model of 
observed ," said Chamroon Phaipaim, th e what we would like society to manifest one 
director of the Anuban Yasothon School, one day; so that all members of this mini-society 
of the largest public schools in the city, "the will grow up to be loving and contributing 
students from Santitham school are bett er members of the community at large with the 
beh av ed than the students from other realization that they are world citizens. " ~~ 

NEWS BRIEF 

Hospital Bayan wins government support 
PALACIOS, Honduras - Hospital Bayan, a Baha'i-sponsor ed community hospital and 
medical center, ha s en tered into a th ree-year agreement with the Minist ry of Health 
and th e municipality. 

Und er the agre ement , whi ch was signed 4 June 1998, the Ministry of Health will pro­
vide physicians , nurses, and laboratory personnel to Bayan ; the municipal govern men t 
will provide a degree of financial assistan ce, and Bayan itself will provide th e hospital 
facilit y. A local administrative council will be formed and will have the responsibility for 
setting policies and administrative procedures. 

"Bayans mission is to develop the capaci ty of the population to make and exec u te 
decisions in favor of their own material and spiritual well-b eing," sa id Dr. Hou shang 
Sabripour, Bayan s Execu tive Director. "We see this agreement as part of that pro cess, a 
pro cess in which the community, the govern ment, and Bayan have now joined forces." 

Established in 1985 by two Baha 'i do ctors and their wives on Honduras ' isolated 
northeast coast, Hospital Bayan has been s truggling to meet the needs of th e Black 
Carib (Garifuna) and indigenous Miskito people , whos e th e main occupations are sub­
sis tence fishing and subs is tence farming - and they hav e been largely un abl e to pro­
vide local support for th e Hospital. ~ 

Teacher Tassanee Nantum 
leads a class in mathematics 
for theupper primary 
grades. Shecontrasted the 
atmosphere at Santitham 
witha schoolshe had 
worked at previously, saying: 
"Here the teachers treat the 
children likefamily. We 
nurture them." 
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G 0 V ERN A NeE 

Eighth International Convention a showcase of diversity 

H AIFA - More than 1,100 Baha'is from 
aro un d the world gathe red here at the 

end of April to choose the memb ersh ip of 
th e in ternational govern ing council of the 
wo rldwide Baha 'i communi ty, the Universal 
House of Justice. 

Delegates came from 161 coun tries for the 
four-day gathering, which was held 29 April­
2 May 1998. The council is elected every five 
years and this year's International Conve ntio n 
was the eighth since 1963, when the Univer­
sal House ofJustice was first elected. 

Composed of nine individuals, the Uni­
versal House of Justice guides the activiti es 
and in st itutions of th e worldwide Baha'i 
community, which consists of more than five 
million peopl e in over 230 cou ntries and ter­
ritories. According to th e 1998 Encyclope­
dia Britannica yearbook, th e Baha'i Fai th is 
the seco nd-most widespread religion in th e 
world , after Christiani ty. 

"The International Convention is the cul­
mina tion of a distinctive electora l process that 
combi nes adminis trative and religious ele­
ments," said Albert Lincoln ,Secretary-General 
of the Baha'i International Community. "Since 
there is no clergy in the Baha'i Faith, the com ­
muni ty is governed by elected councils com ­
posed of ordinary believers. These bodies func­
tion primarily by consensus, reaching their 
decisions through a combination of consulta­
tion and prayer. 

"The Universal House of Ju sti ce, which 
oversees the entire world co mmunity, is th e 
keyston e of thi s administ rativ e struc ture. In 
addition to administrative and judic ial func­
tions, it has the power to supplement the 
religious laws laid down by Baha'u'llah, the 
Founder of th e Baha'i Fai th , th rough new 
legislat ion , allowi ng the religion to evolve 
and adapt to new circumstances. Since all 
the Baha'is of the world look to this bod y 
for guidance and leadership, the selection 
of its membersh ip is a matt er of grea t im­
portan ce to us." 

"The elec toral pro cess itself has so me 
unu su al features, and it stands as a func­
tioning model of global governance ," said 
Mr. Linco ln. "The elec tors are the members 
of the 175 national bodies, who have them­
se lves bee n elec ted by delegat es fro m all 
parts of their respective countries in national 
conve ntions held a year earlier. Th ey have 
twelve months to prepare themselves for th e 

heavy responsibility of vo ting for the ind i­
viduals indica ted by th eir own conscience 
alone, without any elec tioneering or even a 
slate of candida tes . Not on ly is th e vo te cast 
by secret ballot, but the electors are forbid­
den to discuss their choices among them­
selves or wi th any othe r person. The only 
assista nce is the serene and prayerful atmo­
sphere which prevails during the ballot ing." 

Elec ted we re Ali Na khj avani, Pe ter 
Khan , Adib Tah erzadeh , Glenford Mitche ll, 
Ian Semple, Hoop er Dunbar, Farzam Arbab, 
Douglas Mar tin , and Hushmand Fa theazam. 

In addi tion to the elec tion , wh ich was 
the op ening event on 29 April, the Conven ­
tion included consulta tion on maj or issues 
facin g th e Baha'i co mmunity, su ch as the 
prom otion of in tegra ted patterns of co mmu­
nity developmen t, the educa tion of childre n, 
moral developm ent, eleva ting the sta tus of 
wome n , and relations wi th non- governmen­
tal organizations and natio na l and interna­
tional institutions, as well as those issues of 
concern to individual Baha'is suc h as the 
importance of personal respo ns ibili ty and 
the impact of prayer. 

Th e Haifa-Acre region of Israel is th e 
administrative and spiri tua l cen tre of the 
worldwide Baha'i communi ty. The Shri ne of 
Baha'u 'll ah , the fina l res ting place of th e 
Prophet-Founder of the Baha'i Fai th, is lo­
cated near Acre , and the Shrine of the Bab , 
Forerunner o f Baha 'u 'llah, is locat ed on 
Mount Carme l in Haifa . The Univ ersal 
House of Ju st ice has its Seat in Haifa. ;~ 

Delegates to the Eighth 
Intemational Convention 
camefrom some 161 
countries. Many wore their 
native dress to Convention 
meetings, offering a 
showcase of the world's 
diversity. 
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In Norway, a classical composer strives for a
 

new musical paradigm
 

Lasse Thoresen and his wife, Britt Strandlie Thoresen, dUring a quiet moment in Bergen. 

LasseThoresen, 
well-known in his 
native country, 
integrates 
meditation and 
music within the 
complex 
framework of 
classical 
composition; a 
new CD and a 
book map out his 
intended 
direction. 

DERGEN , Norway - Even though he is 
Uwidely recognized as one of Norway's top 
composers of modern classical music, Lasse 
Thoresen has no illusions about what that 
means in terms of drawing a crowd. 

"What is the essence of paranoia? " he 
joked as he sat in an audience at the Bergen 
International Music Festival in May, wait­
ing for a concert to begin . "That would be 
to be sitting in the second row at a new clas­
sical music concert and thinking that there 
is someone behind you. " 

In a somewhat more serious tone, he 
explained: "I recognize that the young gen­
eration is seeking less and less to listen to 
classical music. And so I've accustomed 
myself to small audiences. When I was in 
my twenties I considered the options of play­
ing jazz or pop music. But I decided it was 
better to have my compositions played for 
audiences who came to listen to music rather 
than to have a beer." 

More to the point, Dr. Thoresen is pur­
suing a lofty goal - one that runs counter 
to predominant trends in modern music: to 
create a new type of spiritually inspiring 
work that reflects what he sees as the reli­
gious paradigm for today. 

And, indeed, Dr. Thoresen's ability to 

blend art and religion is at the core of what 
critics have come to appreciate in his work. 
Recipient of the 1987 Norwegian Critic's 
Prize , he was also awarded the 1995 "Work 
of the Year" by the Norwegian Society of 
Composers and was selected as the Festival 
Composer for the prestigious Bergen Inter­
national Music Festival in 1996. The previ­
ous year, one of his compositions was sung 
by famed Norwegian opera singer Anne Lise 
Berntsen in the opening ceremony of the 
NGO Forum at the World Summit for So­
cial Development in Copenhagen. 

"He's not a household name, but only 
the pop stars are," said Mona Levin, editor 
of Listen to Norway, a major national music 
magazine. "But I love Lasse'smusic. It's ethe­
real. It has an atmosphere that makes it dif­
ferent from so much of the other music of 
our time. His music sounds musical to the 
ear and yet there is a universe of thought 
and idea and religious feeling behind it." 

Music and Meditation 

In this regard , Dr. Thoresen's career may 
well be poised for a new level of recogni­
tion. Last fall, a top Norwegian choral group 
performed a new series of compositions be­
fore a spellbound audience in Oslo Univer-

ONE COUNTRY / April-June 1998 8 ©AfnanLibraryTrust, 2024



sity Hall, venue until 1995 for the Nobel 
Prize award ceremonies. The Compact Disk 
(CD) recording made from that concert has 
since won praise from classical music re­
viewers in this country. 

In a parallel direction, this summer a Brit­
ish publi shing house, George Ronald , will 
publish an English translation of a book by 
Dr. Thoresen. Entitled Unlocking the Gate of 
the Heart, it also deals with spiritual themes, 
offering an in-depth analysis of the medita­
tion practices suggested in the Baha'i writings, 
a field that has been little explored in print. 

Spending a few days with Dr. Thoresen 
offers a glimpse into how the powers of the 
intellectand the spiritual qualities of the heart 
can be fused in a singular artistic vision . 

"Music and meditation aren't that differ­
ent ," Dr. Th oresen explained. "There is a 
tradition in the West for music to deal with 
existential and religious and ph ilosophical 
qu estions. And the expression of these ideas 
through sound is cert ainly more chall eng­
ing and profound in classical music than in 
the tradition of popular music . 

"So for me, my life and work have been 
an exploration process. Not only of sound, 
but of the cor relates of sound in my psyche. 
The point of art is to show phenomena as 
they appear to the consciousness, so that you 
come closer to sh owing reality as we each 
perceive it. 

"Now, if you look to religious revelation , 
it is also always using metaphors and sym­
bols . And everyone , at each different stage 
in his or her life, will always find new mean­
ings in these symbols. So, in a way, both art 
and religion employ ambiguity as their great­
est resource," said Dr. Thoresen. 

Virtually all of his compositions since 
1971 , whe n he became a member of the 
Baha 'i Faith , have incorporated spi ritual 
themes. Th e set of compositions on his new 
CD, for example, which is en titled From the 
Sweet-Scented Streams of Eternity, is entirely 
built around words from the holy texts of 
the Baha'i writings. 

"His beliefs are very integrated in his 
art ," said Ase Kleveland, a former minis­
ter of culture in Norway who ha s long 
been familia r with Thoresen 's work. "In 
ou r Scandinavian culture , most people 
th ink of religion as something ver y sepa­
rat e. It is something you do in your spa re 
time. But not with Lasse. " 

Far from being sentimental or syrupy, Dr. 
Thoresen's compositions are extremely com­
plex in their melodies, rhythms and scor-

ing, requ iring mu ch of performers. The first 
choral group to att empt the set of composi­
tions on From the Sweet-Scented Streams of 
Eternity gave up halfway through the task , 
finding one of the pieces too difficult to learn 
in the time given . 

"It is difficult mu sic to perform," sa id 
Peter Tornquist, chairman of the board of 
th e Norwegian Soloists' Ch oi r, which suc­
cess fully premiered the complete se t of 
compositions last fall. Mr. Tornquist nev­
ertheless believes that the result was worth 
th e effort. 

"When the concert was given , it was late 
at night and the aud ience was restless and 
n ot absolutely happy," he said, explaining 
that no one kne w exac tly what to expect. 
"But from the first moment, and on th rough 
70 minutes of choral music , the audi ence 
was absolut ely still - no one even rustled a 
program. And it was absolutely sacred . It 
was the experience of being able to hear a 
religiou s messag e, one th at was without 
preaching but rath er was an artistic state­
ment. There are no clear associations to the 
musical experiences you have had before." 

Dr. Thoresen is modest about his accom­
plishments, noting that despite the cri tical 
acclaim, the actual CD has so far sold few 
copies . Yet , clearly, he is happy that others 
have been able to see the connection be­
tween spirituality and his work. 

"As in all other great religions, there is 
in the Baha'i Faith an essence of mysticism, " 
Dr. Thoresen wrot e in the notes to Sweet­
Scented Streams. "The human spirit must 

"Both art and 
religion employ 
ambiguity as their 
greatest 
resource." 

- Lasse Thoresen 

During his stay in Bergen 
this year, LasseThoresen 
visited the home of Edvard 
Grieg, Norway's most 
famous composer. There, he 
was invited to play at 
Grieg's piano. A number of 
tourists are shownlistening 
in thebackground. 

ONE COUNTRY / April-June 1998 9 ©AfnanLibraryTrust, 2024



At the Bergen International 
Music Festival, composer 
Lasse Thoresen,fourth from 
the left , listens intently while 
a Corsican folk group gives 
an impromptu concert. 
Many of Dr. Thore sen ~ 

compositions incorporate 
folk music themes and the 
study of folk songs has been 
a particular passion. 

"1 sometimes 
think that we all 
must have a rod 
of iron in our 
souls and, 
through red hot 
emotion, you can 
bend it in a 
certain direction. 
And once you 
have bent it and it 
cools, it more or 
less defines the 
fundamentals of 
your life." 

- Lasse Thoresen 

undergo a metamorphosis and be trans­
formed until i t refl ects di vine qualities . 
Praye r and medita tion are important means, 
and music can be used to further reinforce 
the effect of the process. 

"According to the scri p tures of the Baha'i 
religion , mu sic is a ladder by which the soul 
can ascend to attain higher realms of the 
spir it. My hope is that th is combina tion of 
sacred texts and mu sic will give the list en er 
an insight into the etern al and invisible kin g­
dom , hidden in the hearts of men ." 

Life as an Exploration 
Through both mu sic and meditation, Dr. 

Thoresen's life has been an exploration of 
such them es , a cons tant search to under­
s tand th e processes of individual transfor­
ma tion and the role that music can play in 
adva ncing them. 

Born 18 Oc tober 1949 in Os lo , the so n 
of the director of a small printing company 
who rose from wo r king cla ss ro o ts , Dr. 
Thoresen says that he loved mu sic almos t 
as far back as he can remember. At the ini ­
tiative of his paren ts , he began taking piano 
lessons at age seven; by 15 he was an ac­
compa nis t for h is school's choir; and at 16 
he had composed his firs t piece. 

As a child, he was "spon taneo usly reli­
gious." Yet by the time he wrote his first com­
posi tion, Dr. Tho resen had began to ques tion 
wha t he'd been taught. "The atmosphere at 
my school was very intellectual and I soon 
became a comm itted atheist," he said . "And 
as a young in tellectual it seemed somehow il­
logical to believe in God." 

In 1968 , however, the year of h is gradu­
a tio n, a numbe r o f eve n ts fo rced Dr. 
Thoresen to reevaluate his beliefs . His fa­
the r had a hea rt attack. He also we nt into 
the mil itary for h is required service. And his 
lon gt ime girl friend - who had grea tly in­
fluen ced his atheism - left him. 

"Bu t most of all, it was th e shock of my 
father dying," he sa id . "I hadn't understood 
the reali ty of death. So su dde n ly I found 
mys elf being an a theis t, faced with the un­
derst anding that that is th e fate of every­
one . And th is caused me to have an eno r­
mous cris is of anxie ty and fear." 

Having al ready rej ected Christianity, 
hi s search for peace of mind took h im in 
al terna tive direct ions . He rea d Greek phi­
losophy, as we ll as Buddhist and Hindu 
scriptu re , an d to ok up the pract ice of 
med it at ion. "T his opened a whole n ew 
wo rld to me," h e said . "I some times spe n t 
four hours a day in meditation an d yoga 
exercises at th e begin ning of th e 1970s." 
At th e sa me tim e, he st u died philosophy 
at Os lo Un iversi ty and m usic composi tion 
at th e Music Co nserva tory of Oslo. 

Red Hot Iron 
"During this period, I made two decisions 

- that the only thin g worth living for, really, 
was eterna l life, and that the only vocat ion I 
could ever sustain was to compose mu sic," he 
said. "I sometimes think that we all mu st have 
a rod of iron in our souls and , through red hot 
emo tion, you can bend it in a certain direc ­
tion . And once you have bent it and it cools, it 
more or less defin es the fund amentals of your 
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life. And so I have been stuck with these two 
decisions ever since." 

In 1971, during a summer course on medi­
tation, he heard about the Baha'i Faith. "I was 
cooking dinner and I had burned my food in 
the pan and so I went to a neighbor's flat to 
see if they had a cleaning brush," he said. "They 
were holding an introductory meeting on the 
Baha'i Faith and I stayed." 

He was given a book of the writings of 
Baha'u'llah, the Faith's Founder. "It seemed 
very much to be a revelation from God, " said 
Dr. Thoresen. "It fit in very well with what I 
knew of Buddhism and the Bhagavad Gita. 
And it also seemed to fit the world situation 
today. Because, being enrolled at the same 
time in the Red Student Front, I had an ap­
preciation for the world's problems." 

Dr. Thoresen soon became deeply in­
volved with the Faith. He made a pilgrim­
age to the Baha'i World Centre in Haifa, Is­
rael, in 1975 . The next year he was elected 
as Secretary of the national Baha'i commu­
nity of Norway, an unpaid position which 
nevertheless demands a great deal of day­
to-day practical and administrative work. Dr. 
Thoresen served in that role for three years , 
until 1979 . 

During that period he began to have suc­
cess as a composer. In 1976, his first major 
chamber work, "The Garden," was inaugu­
rated in the chamber music room of the Oslo 
Concert Hall, representing his breakthrough 
as a composer. And in 1979 a multimedia 

work, Shapelser("Creations") , was commis­
sioned for and premiered at the IOth anni­
versary of the Hovikodden Arts Centre. It 
was later adapted as a TV ballet. 

As his career progressed, Dr. Thoresen 
took a position as a professor at the Norwe­
gian State Academy for Music, where he still 
teaches. He is known, for example, for his 
expertise in the creation of electronic mu­
sic , and , at the other extreme, for his study 
of aboriginal Norwegian folk music, from 
which he has drawn extensively for its dis­
tinctive rhythms and tonalities. 

"His music is a dialectic involving very 
simple and extraordinarily complex ele­
ments," Ms. Levin wrote in Listen to Nor­
way two years ago . "His vision is con­
ceived and formulated in a holistic com­
bination of harmonies, calculated with the 
help of mathematical formulas, and emo­
tional and spiritual undertones that often 
come from folk roots - oral traditions, 
chorales, Gregorian chants ." 

Dr. Thoresen puts it more simply. "My 
career is really not all that glorious compared 
to that of numerous other composers and 
musicians," he said . "I like to explore new 
fields . I have this interest not only in find­
ing the similarities between things, but the 
differences between things. In this way, you 
start to appreciate how diverse humanity is. 
That becomes an exercise in seeing things 
from another human's point of view. And I 
think that is useful." ~f 

"His vision is 
formulated in a 
holistic 
combination of 
harmonies, 
calculated with 
the help of 
mathematical 
formulas, and 
emotional and 
spiritual 
undertones that 
often come from 
folk roots..." 

- Mona Lewin, editor, 
Listen to Norway 

-An InternationalConJerence 
on Family, Social Security, 
and Social Welfare, held3-6 
April in Beijing, drew some 
120 participants and was 
cosponsored by the Institute 
oj SOCiology oj the Chinese 
Academy oj Social Sciences, 
thelinglun Family Centre in 
Beijing, the China 
Association Jor Family 
Culture, and Landegg 
Academy, a Baha'i-inspired 
educational institution in 
Switzerland. Shown leJt to 
right are DaiZhou, 
chairman oj the ConJerence, 
Dr. Hossain Danesh, rector 
oj Landegg Academy, and 
ProJessorChen Yi Yun, 
director oj thelinglun 
Family Centre. 
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MICROCREDIT 

In Stockholm, a global dialogue focuses on the 
social impact of the expansion of microcredit 

"Microfinance is 
an emerging 
business and a 
learning process 
for us all." 

- Prof. Muhammad 
Yunus 

OneimportantJeatureojthe Global Dialogue onMicroJinance was the opportunityJor 
Jace-to-Jace dialogue between individuals involved in the variousJacets ojmicrocredit. 
Shown above isone ojthe small "dialoguesessions" held dUring the meeting. Such 
sessions soughttoensure,for example, thatbankers metwith NGO representatives and! 
orthat UNagency offiCials heardJrom corporate executives. 

Microcredit, continued from page 1 
How we can get these two positions together 
will determine the real outcome. Is the pur­
pose of micro finance to give the economy a 
boost or to provide for human well-being, 
going beyond finances? 

"The Marshall Plan was based on the 
premise that enough financial resources will 
lift humanity out of poverty," said Ms. Rodey, 
who is executive director of the EarthRise 
Development Network, a USA-based 
micro finance consultancy, and a member of 
the EBBF "Yet the gap in income globally 
has more than doubled in the last 30 years. 
The global economy has bypassed one fifth 
of the world's population . We are still pro­
moting the growth-led model. The sustain­
able model is a new way of thinking based 
on principles of equity and justice. Finan­
cial services alone cannot provide the base 
for development. " 

UNESCO Secretary-General Federico 
Mayor addressed the Dialogue during a joint 
plenary, held in conjunction with the First 
UNESCO Business Forum on Enterprise , 

Human Development &: Culture in the Glo­
bal Age, as the Business Forum component 
of the UNESCO intergovernmental meeting 
was known. Other well-known participants 
in the Microfinance Dialogue included 
Muhammad Yunus, director of the Grameen 
Bank in Bangladesh, one of the world's lead­
ing experts on microcredit; jean-Francois 
Giovannini, deputy director-general of the 
Swiss Agency for Development and Coop­
eration; Rosalind Copisarow, chair of 
Fundusz Mikro in Poland; Christopher 
Dunford, president of Freedom from Hun­
ger; John Hatch , founder of FINCA Inter­
national; and Monica Hernandez, vice presi­
dent of Banco Solidario, an affiliate of 
ACCION in Ecuador. 

Increased interest by banks 
Due in part to last year 's Microcredit 

Summit, an increasing interest is being 
shown at all levels in using microfinance to 
alleviate poverty. Held 2-4 February 1997 
in Washington, DC, the Summit brought 
together some 2,200 people from 112 coun­
tries to forge support for a global action plan 
to promote small -scale lending and entre­
preneurship at the grassroots level world­
wide. The stated goal of the Summit was to 
expand access to microcredit to some 100 
million of the world's poorest families by the 
year 2005. Currently, some 8 million fami­
lies are estimated to receive microcredit 
loans, which typically run from $50 to $500. 

The Summit drew the attention and par­
ticipation not only of many NGOs who had 
long been involved in micro credit but also 
of major international corporations and 
banks, as well as intergovernmental institu­
tions like the UN and the World Bank. Many 
of these new players pledged to commit sig­
nificant new resources to microcredit efforts. 

Although microcredit programs vary by 
region, one of their key innovations is the 
organization of clients into small "solidar­
ity groups" in which members pledge to sat­
isfy each other's debt, providing a form of 
"social capital" that helps ensure that loans 
are repaid. NGOs have played a key role in 
assisting people to organize such groups and 
in administering such loans , which many 
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banks had believed were too small to be prof­
itable. Yet some of these programs have been 
highly successful, achieving repayment rates 
of more than 90 percent. 

Th e participants in this year's Dialogue 
stressed rep eatedly that microcredit pro­
grams , w h ich are also known as 
microfinan ce programs, remain among the 
best methods for alleviating global pov­
erty. Th e oft en -e xpressed concern was, 
how ever, th at th e ne w partners in the 
microcredi t movement should not just 
focus on the bottom line anclJor simply 
seek to "sca le-up" micro credit concepts to 
reach small en trepren eur s, who may be 
more likely to be profitable. 

"Microfinan ce is an emerging business 
and a learn ing process for us all ," said Prof. 
Yunus of the Grameen Bank. "It is different 
from our former approaches. Credit mean s 
trust. Conventional banking took over the 
word and made a business on distrust. Le­
gal fine print is used to tie people down. 
Millions of loans - $4 million daily - are 
given without lawyers with a basically very 
different system. This is a different animal 
altogether, a system that is based on people. 
We need to be selective about banking meth­
ods, because the world of trust is quite dif­
ferent from the world of distrust." 

Prof. Yunus was critical, for example, of 
new micro-banking regulations that some 
large institutions have recently proposed . 
"From th e world of distrust, consultants 
come to establish a 'regulatory framework' 
and collect high fees. But first comes self­
regul ati on . Thi s should emerge from the 
industry itself. 

"An unpolished diamond" 
"Microcredit can grow on its own, de­

veloping skills and methodology. It's a new 
industry and now it may look like an un­
polished diamond . But don 't throw it away; 
later it will dazzle," Prof. Yunus said . 

Ms Copisarow, who as chair ofFundusz 
Mikro heads one of the le adin g 
mi crofinance practitioners in Eastern and 
Central Europe , said she believes that 
mi cr ocredit has the potential to bring 
banking back to its origins. 

"Microcredit is educating bankers world­
wid e about the real meaning of banking," 
Ms Copisarow said. "Credo' means 'I believe, 
I tru st ,' which is a concept that banking has 
long done away with. The practice of the 
Medici family to give private money is a thing 
of the past. Perhaps the next 20 years will be 

the opportunity to go back to these banking 
roots. Everything can be approached in two 
ways: either to gain maximum profit or to 
gain maximum well-being . It was normal in 
the 15th century to view banking as a means 
to gain maximum well-being. This perspec­
tive could now be return ing to the banking 
world via microfinan ce." 

Focus on children, families 
Mr. Dunford of Freedom from Hunger, 

a USA-based antipovert y NGO, lik ewise 
stressed the imp ortance of values and moral 
principles , such as an emphasis on social 
equi ty, the advan cement of women, and the 
need to ensure that the poorest of the poor 
- and especially children - are helped . 

"The standa rds .. .for finan cial perfor­
man ce should have a balan ced approac h 
including efficiency on one side and social 
equi ty on the other," said Mr. Dunford . "It 
is time to step back and re-examine whether 
microfinance is following th is path. If it is 
driv en by principles with a higher purpose , 
then we can proceed along the present path. 
Children should be the focus, and we should 
have guide lines to assure that children have 
a future with a family, culture and a sense of 
purpose. Best practices need to be oriented 
to have the best impact on children's lives. 

"What we have now is a mass produc­
tion of the traditional microcredit models," 
he add ed. "No real foru m exists to discuss 
innovation in microfinance and we need to 
explore n ew d es ign s . Bank s tan dards 
shouldn't be used to stifle crea tive poten­
tial. Maybe we should build a whole new 
system of banking. Here the NGO's have the 
resp onsibility to regain lead ership in 
microfinancing. The geniu s of microfinance 
is the view that the poor should be part of 
the world mark et. We need financial engi­
neers but this movement is mu ch too im­
portant to leave it over to the business world. 
The approach must be equally value-driven 
as well as mark et oriented ." 

Larb i Mebt ou che, head of the Reinte­
gration and Self-Reliance Un it of the UN 
Hi gh Commissioner for Refugees in 
Gen eva , reported on some of the ideas 
discussed in on e of the working sessions 
held during th e Dialogue. 

"The key element is to clearly define the 
objec tives: is it self dignity or efficiency? " 
he said . "We need to look at the social im­
pact that microfinance makes and to be sure 
that a sense of ownership on the part of the 
borrowers is cre ated in order to create 

"We are ata 
critical point in 
the microfinance 
movement where 
a split in thinking 
is occurring. On 
one side there is 
the need to find 
funding sources 
and on the other 
is the need to best 
serve the interests 
of the poor." 

- Barbara Rodey, 
EarthRise 

Development 
Network 
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sustainability. Savings should be a part of challenging issues in microfinance and to 
the program, right from the beginning. It face the question: Twenty years from now 
doesn't work to replicate a model, the con­ what will we have achieved?" 
text of culture needs to be taken into ac­ The EBBF is a network of some 250 busi­
count. Truthfulness and trustworthiness are ness people in 46 countries that aims to pro­
basic for su ccess . Displaced people need to mote values and ethics in business. The 
be taken into account, even if they don't have Progressio Foundation, which seeks to "fos­
an address." ter human progress through enterprise," 

Organizers of the meeting said they hope organized and chaired the World Busin ess 
it will be the beginning of a larger dialogue to Forum at the 1996 Habitat II Conference in 
deal with questions about how a sustainable Istanbul. The Dialogue also received sup­
model for development can be promoted. port from the Monsanto Corporation, 

"We hope that by looking ahead with Telenor, the Swedish International Develop­
wisdom and foresight we can avoid some of ment Cooperation Agency, and The Impe­
the development mistakes of the past," said rial Finance Group of Austria. ~:;;: 

George Starcher, secretary-general of the - Reported by janith Loewen 
EBBF. "Our goal here was to explore the most 

BOOK REVIEW 

"l don't have a 
husbend;" Ms. 
Kassindja said. 

"You will soon, 
Fauziya/' her aunt 
replied. "Today's 
the day. Don't 
worry about the 
circumcision. We 
won't do that 
today. We'll wait 
until Wednesday 
for that." 

Do They Hear You 
When You Cry 

Review, continued jnn» page 14 

who was far more traditional. Her uncle and 
aunt soon contracted for her marriage to an 
older man (who, to Ms. Kassindja's dismay, 
already had three wives) . One Monday in 
October, with no previous notice, her aunt 
brought in an array of clothing, jewelry and 
other gifts . "I t's all yours ," her aunt an­
nounced. "It's from your husband." 

"I don't have a husband," Ms. Kassindja 
said. 

"Youwill soon, Fauziya. Today's the day," 
she said, adding: "Don't worry about the 
circumcision. We won't do that today. We'll 
wait until Wednesday for that. " 

In accordance with custom, that same 
day Ms. Kassindja was dressed in a wedding 
gown and a wedding photo was taken ; pa­
pers were also issued indicating that she was 
indeed now married and the property of her 
new husband. 

Ms. Kassindja panicked. Her mother's 
sister had died from complications follow­
ing FGM, as had numerous other young 
women that she knew. As practiced in Togo, 
FGM entailed being held down while a 
nachane - a tribal woman who performs such 
rituals - scrapes away almost all of a 
woman's visible parts, usually with a dull 
and unsterilized knife or blade. The woman 
is then bound from hips to knees for 40 days 
of healing. The risk of infection is high. But 
should she survive, the woman is then pro­
nounced fit for her husband. 

With the help of her older sister, Ms. 
Kassindja escaped her aunt's house, crossed 
the border to Ghana and caught a plane to 
Germany. After two months there, where she 
felt isolated because of her inability to speak 
German, she became convinced that her best 
hope lay in going to the United States, where 
she also had relatives. An African friend told 
her she could easily fly to America on some­
one else's passport and then, immediately 
upon arriving, ask for asylum. 

Placed in chains 
In her naivete, she followed that advic e. 

When she surrendered the passport upon 
arrival at the Newark, N], international air­
port on 17 December 1994, however, she 
was promptly arrested, placed in chains and 
delivered to a special INS detention center 
designed for illegal aliens who had been "ex­
cluded" - caught, as it were, before officially 
arriving in the US. As such, she learned later, 
she had limited rights under US law. And 
thus began her long journey through the US 
immigration legal system. 

From her point of view, Ms. Kassindja 's 
ordeal now featured two main themes: the 
deplorable conditions of her detention and 
the manifestly capricious way she was 
treated by the court system run by the INS, 
which is separate from the American main 
court system that applies to people who 
are "officially" in the United States, legal 
or not. 

Her detention was marked by poor food , 
inadequate medical care (Ms. Kassindja suf­
fered from severe asthma and was later di­
agnosed with an ulcer) , periods of isolated 
confinement, and numerous transfers from 
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on e institution to another, whi ch separated 
her along the way from belongings, new 
friends and any sense of secur ity. 

Her exp erience with th e INS court sys­
tem featur ed inadequ ate access to counsel, 
a see mingly arbi trary system for scheduling 
court dates, and, at her main hearing, ajudge 
wh o seemed to care more about chit-chat­
tin g with Ms. Kassindj as lawyers than prob­
ing into the facts of her case or the unique 
legal situation it posed. 

Ms. Kassindja was ultimately rescued by 
a group of Americans who learned of her 
plight and fought hard to save her. Her prin­
cipal advocate was Ms. Bashir, wh o was do­
ing a summer in ternship with th e lawyer 
who took Ms. Kassindja's case . A law s tu­
dent at American University in Washington, 
DC, Ms. Bashi r had since her undergradu­
ate days taken it up on hersel f to learn ev­
eryth ing she could about FGM, with a spe­
cial focus on its relation to international 
human righ ts law. Because of that interest , 
she was assigned Ms. Kassindjas case . 

Th e pai r bonded almost immediately, 
coming to feel a tremendous sense of friend­
ship and sisterhood that deepen ed as the 
case progressed. Ms. Kassindja tells how, at 
the end of th eir first jailhouse meeting, held 
just a few hours before her all -important 
asylum hearing, Ms. Bash ir promised to fight 
onw ard , whatever the outcome of that day's 
court appearance. 

"We joined hearts" 

'" If the ju dge denies us, then we'll keep 
fighting until we win," Ms. Kassindja quotes 
Ms. Bashir as saying. "Tll do whatever it takes.' 

"Tha t was one of the most moving mo­
ments of my life," Ms. Kassindja continues . 
"We joined hearts in that momen t. We were 
sis ters now. She kne w it. I kne w it. I wasn't 
alone anymo re. I'd never be alone again ." 

Sadly, the asylum hearing did not go well. 
Ms. Bashir took the legal position that FGM 
was a form of persecution and tortu re, to 
wh ich Ms. Kassindja was subject to because 
of her immutable membership in a certain 
class of peopl e (her trib e and gend er) , mak­
in g her eligible for asy lum under US law. 
But th e immigration judge assigned to the 
case denied the asylum petition . That was 
in Augus t 1995 . 

Correction: 

Devastated, Ms. Kassindja returned to 
d etenti o n and b egan to give serio us 
th ou ght to retu rn ing to Togo and facing 
whatever fate lay in store for her th ere. In 
the meantime , Ms. Bashi r traveled to the 
199 5 Fourth Wor ld Con fe re nce on 
Women in Beij in g, Ch in a. There she be­
gan to network with other women in vari­
ous NGOs with lon g experi ence in refu­
gee law, FG M and human righ ts , tell ing 
them 01 Ms. Kassi ndja's pli ght. 

As a result, a number of wom en , men 
and organiza tions ar ose to suppo rt Ms. 
Kassindja. Of cri tical imp ortance, Ms. Bashir 
convinced Karen Musalo of the International 
Human Righ ts Clinic to take Ms. Kassindja's 
case to a higher court. Ms. Bashir also en­
listed the help of Equality Now, a human 
rights advocacy group for women. Thro ugh 
contac ts made by Equality Now, th e defense 
team succeeded in winning Widespread sup­
port for Ms. Kassindja both among pro mi­
nent people (at one point , Ms. Kassindja 
received significant support from US Con­
gressw omen Pat Sc hroe d er , Cy n th ia 
McKinney, and Maxine Waters) and in the 
news media. 

This combina tio n of goo d legal wo rk , 
the rig h t connections and publicity led , 
first, to a parole for Ms. Kassindja , on 24 
April 1996, and then, on 13 ]une 1996, to 
a co mplete reversal of th e firs t judge's de­
cision to deny asy lum . 

In making the reversal, th e higher cour t 
involved in th e case opened th e way for 
other women wh o might be fleeing FGM to 
seek asylum in the United States, putting 
the US into th e vangua rd among coun tries 
that recogn ize this as a valid human righ ts 
issue . It is an acc omplis hmen t tha t Ms. 
Kassindja judges to be worth the pain and 
suffering she endure d. 

"Now that I know abo u t FGM, not just 
as som ething that almost happened to me 
but as a worldwide problem, I kn ow I have 
to speak out abo ut it," she writes at the end 
of the book. "The people of my tribe are 
good people . But good people can do bad 
things. They need to th ink carefully abo ut 
what th ey're doing and why, not j us t keep 
on doing it because that's how things have 
always been don e in th e past. Tradition 
doesn 't make something right." ~ 

The higher court 
involved in the 
case opened the 
way for other 
women who 
might be fleeing 
FGMtoseek 
asylum in the 
United States, 
putting the United 
States into the 
vanguard among 
countries that 
recognize this a 
valid human rights 
issue. 

In the]anuary-March 1998 issue of ONE COUNTRY, in the photograph caption on page 3, 
the last name of Afaf Mahfouz was misspelled as "Mahfous." We regret the error. 
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BOOK REVIEW 

Women, putting differences aside with love 
and faith, fight a terrible tradition 

Do They Hear You 

When You Cry 

By Fauziya 

Kassindja and 

Layli Miller Bashir 

De/aeorte Press 

New York 

A t first glance, Do They Hear You When 
You Cry seems to be a fairly straightfor­

ward institutional horror story, about an 
African woman who flees to America to es­
cape female genital mutilation at the hands 
of her tradition-bound famil y in Togo and 
ends up imprisoned for more than a year in 
the United States as an illegal immigrant. 

But at the heart of Fauziya Kassindjas story 
is something much more: a tale of true sister­
hood with regard to the relationship she de­
veloped with a young law school student, Layli 
Miller Bashi r, who became one of Ms . 
Kassindja's strongest advocates and a key fig­
ure in her ultimate release and vindication. 

Further, as told by Ms. Kassindja , her tale 
is also one of great faith . A devout Muslim , 
who was only 17 years old when she took 
the bold step of leaving her home country 
alone, Ms . Kassindja says repeatedly it was 
only her strong faith in God that enabled 
her to survive the culture shock and de­
meaning conditions that she found upon 
arrival in the United States. 

What's more, she also unequivocally be­
lieves that God led Ms. Bashir, who is a 
Baha 'i, to take up her cause. In this regard, 
the story is amazing for the way in which it 
shows how two women from very different 
cultures - and religions - can embrace 
each other wholeheartedly in a spirit of love 
and faith . 

As such, the book - which reads like a 
fast-paced novel and contains evocative de­
scriptions of Ms. Kassindja's homeland, fam­
ily and the other refugee women she met 
along the way - is inspirational. It also 
teaches much about how women relate to 
each other and are often able to put aside 
disparities that, for many men, would likely 
be a source of conflict. 

The story begins after Ms. Kassindja has 
spent nearly 16 months in prison and feels 
she can no longer bear the often deplorable 
conditions of her incarceration and the in­
dignity of being locked up with criminals. 
She decides that she must, at last, submit to 
the will of the United States Immigration 
and Naturalization Service (lNS) and return 
to Togo, which would in all likelihood mean 
that she would have to submit to having her 

exterior genitals removed, something known 
in her culture as female circumcision and to 
the world at large as female genital mutila­
tion (FGM). 

Having set the stage, Ms . Kassindja then 
flashes back to her childhood, which was 
idyllic. Born into a relatively wealthy family 
in Kpalirne, Ms . Kassindja was the young­
est of four daughters and enjoyed the love 
of a doting father who encouraged her at 
every step and, when she was a teenager, 
sent her to a private English-language school 
in neighboring Ghana. 

Although it was traditional for all young 
women from her father's tribe , the 
Koussountu , to undergo FGM before mar­
riage, Ms. Kassindja's father detested the 
custom and protected his older daughters 

from the practice up to and in to their mar­
riages. But in January 1993, while Ms . 
Kassindja was away at school in Gh ana, her 
father died suddenly. 

She was summoned home and, accord­
ing to the custom of her tribe , fell under the 
guardianship of her father's older brother, 

Review, continued all page 14 
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