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"The earth is but one country, and mankind its citizens" - Bahci'u'lIcih 

At the UN, civil society representatives 
gather for the Millennium Forum 
Issuing a lengthy Declaration to world leaders at the Millennium Sum­
mit, participants find they have much to say about globalization ­
even if they don't always agree about its impact. 

UN Secretary General Kofi Annan addresses the opening session of the Millennium Forum. 

UNITED NATIONS - Representatives of more than 1,000 non-governmental organiza­
tions (NGOs) from more than 100 countries gathered here for five days in May to 

formul ate a collective vision for the new century, focusing specifically on the role of the 
United Nations and civil society in the issue areas of peac e, poverty eradication , human 
righ ts, the environment, globalization and the revitalization of the United Nations. 

Organized by NGOs and convened as the Millennium Forum, the gathering drafted and 
adopted a strongly worded declaration ou tlining such a vision - and sugges ting a series of 
concrete, practical steps that governments, the UN and civil society can take to achieve it. 

"Our vision is of a world that is human-centered and genu inely democratic, where all 
human beings are full participants and determine their own dest inies," states the We the 
Peoples Millennium Forum Declaration and Agenda for Action, wh ich was adopted by the 
Forum on 26 May 2000 . "In our vision we are one human family, in all our diversity, living 
on one common homeland and sharing a just, sustainable and peaceful world, guided by 
uni versal principles of democracy, equality, inclusion, voluntarism, non-discrimination and 
participation by all persons, men and women, young and old, regardless of race, faith, dis­
abili ty, sexual orientation , ethnicity or nationality." 

The Declaration will be present ed to world leaders gathered at the Millennium Summit 
Forum, continucd on page 8 
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PERSPECTIVE 

Linking Rights with Development 

The trend toward the cross-linking of is­
sue areas and policy agendas is increas­

ingly accepted and necessary in today's inter­
dependent world as leaders search for creative 
solutions to complex global problems. 

Among the most potentially fruitful of 
such cross-connections is the convergence 
of human rights and development. 

Historically, the human rights and devel­
opment agend as have often followed diver­
gent paths of analysis and action . Yet over 
th e last decade, th e global ac tion plans 
emerging from the UN global conferences 
spanning from Rio to Istanbul have estab­
lished basic links between the two areas. 
Recently the World Bank, UNICEF, UNDP 
and the UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights , as well as influ ential thinkers such 
as Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen, have all 
sought to strengthen the connec tion. 

This year's Human Development Report 
takes the connection further, bridging an 
important conceptual gap between the hu ­
man rights and human development agen­
das, clarifying and codifying the linkage. 

Both agendas, the report argues, are con­
cerned with safeguarding fundamental free­
doms and promoting human well-being. 

"The basic idea of human development 
- that enr iching the lives and freedoms of 
ordinary people is fundamental- has mu ch 
in common with the concerns expres sed by 
declarati ons of human rights, " Human De­
velopment Report 2000 states. "A more inte­
grated approa ch can thu s brin g signi ficant 
rewards, and facilitate in practical ways the 
shared attemp ts to advance the dignity, well­
being and freedom of individuals in general." 

The report outlines a potentially power­
ful recipe for foster in g po sitive soc ial 
change. It suggests that social development 
must increasingly be regarded as a process 
of "enhancing human capabilities" and ex­
panding opportunities, while human rights 
are seen as giving rise to the idea that vari­
ous social actors have duties to ensure that 
individuals and communities are indeed able 
to develop and exercise such capabilities and 
opportunities. A "rights-based" approach to 
development is proposed to bring together 
the methods and insights of these two dif ­

ferent agendas in mutually rein forcing ways. 
As the Report points out, a human rights 

perspective on questions relat ing to social 
progress can ensure that a full spectrum of 
human entitlements - political, civil , so­
cial, cultural, economic, educational, nutri­
tional and medical - become integral to 
development planning and activity. A hu­
man rights focus also directl y incorporates 
notions of family, community, corpo rate, 
media and institutional accountability and 
responsibility in the pursuit of developm ent 
goals. In this way, the mechanisms and in­
struments of the international human rights 
regime can be enlisted to advance develop­
ment pri orities. 

Within a human rights context, devel­
opment gains are more likely to be equitable 
in their impact and not accentua te patt erns 
of social exclusion or discrimination . More­
over, this con cern with justice emphasizes 
the process as well as the outcomes of de­
velopment. Such an orien ta tion is vital if 
new forms of participation and action are 
to emerge at all levels of society. 

Th e devel opment field , in turn , has 
much to contribute to the un iversal recog­
nition and achievement of human rights. Use . 
of the qualitative and quantitative tools of 
development can provide an analytical 
framewo rk for understanding both the re­
sources and constraints that affect the imple­
mentation of rights. By taking account of 
evolving social and econo mic conditions, 
policy makers can clarify the most effective 
pathways toward attaining the full constel­
lation of rights in any particular country. 

Yet, however admirable its attempt to link 
th e human rights and development dis­
courses, the Report barely touches upon a 
fundamental qu estion that lies at the heart 
of the social tran sform ation that it envisions. 
Whil e acknowledging that a focus on hu­
man rights brings a moral dim ension to the 
development arena, the Report fails to ex­
plore how the spiritual and moral roots of 
human motivation can be tapp ed to secure 
human rights and achieve developmen t. 

Baha'is see th e entire en terpr ise of civi­
lization as a sp iritual process involving the 
progressi ve awake ni ng of human it y's 
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moral and creative capacities. While the 
recognition of human rights and new ap­
proaches to development are central to 
social advancement, Baha'is believe that 
meaningful social transformation cannot 
occur without touching those moral and 
spiritual forces that lie at the heart of hu­
man consciousness and purpose. 

Indeed, without a focus on moral devel­
opment - often ignored by thinkers and 
activists - the noble objectives of social jus­
tice and prosperity promised by the human 
rights and development agendas will never 
be fully realized. 

This is so because the establishment of 
peaceful and progressive modes of living 
requires a reordering of the norms and so­
cial arrangements created by society's mem­
bers. Such a reordering occurs only when 
people's inner lives are transformed. The 
creation of communities based on fairness, 
cooperation, reciprocity and genuine con­
cern for others is ultimately a matter of the 
heart; it involves a change in basic attitudes 
and values that comes only through recog­
nition of the essential moral and spiritual 
nature of the challenges that confront us. 

Even those who may not be religious can 
recognize the innate dignity of human be­
ings - that each human being is born into 
the world as a trust of the whole. This rec­
ognition of each person's inherent dignity is 
not sufficient to bring about conditions of 
equity, harmony, and freedom, however; 
genuine social progress can only flow from 
spiritual awareness and the inculcation of 
virtue. Thus the need for moral education 
programs that cultivate the qualities of no­
bility, goodness, and beauty that animate hu­
man nature. 

Further, Baha'is believe, moral education 
is not only about shaping values and atti­
tudes, but also about imparting skills and 
methods to foster constructive patterns of 
human interaction. Building up the moral 
fabric of collective life involves the develop­
ment of a wide range of capacities. Among 
these are learning how to use methods of 
decision-making that are open, non­
adversarial and inclusive; how to achieve 
unity of purpose and action among all mem­
bers of a community; how to replace rela­
tionships based on dominance and compe­
tition with relationships based on respect, 
collaboration, and service to others; how to 
imbue social interchange with an acute sense 
of justice; and how to instill rectitude in 
private and public administration. 

PARTNERSHIP 

In Costa Rica, the country's President, Dr. Miguel Rodriguez, center, met with 
members of the Baha'i community, Nidia Marin Geft) and Mary Keillor (right), 
dUring a function held to discuss "An Agenda for Children and Adolescents: A Joint 
Project of the Government and Civil Society." The event took place at the 
President's headquarters on 24 December 1999. 

The fact that the world community is 
pluralist in character should not deter gov­
ernments and international agencies from 
giving serious attention to the question of 
moral development. For too long, certain 
deeply entrenched prejudices, falsely posing 
as values, have obstructed human free­
doms and blighted social progress. The dis­
criminatory treatment of women is a prime 
example. Today, at a moment when an in­
terdependent world is taking form, all its 
inhabitants, 'Abdu'l-Baha states, "must now 
become imbued with new virtues and pow­
ers, new moral standards, new capacities." 

In a very real sense the international 
human rights regime is the fruit of an on­
going process of moral dialogue among di­
verse nations and peoples. This cross-cul­
tural undertaking has gradually given rise 
to a new ethos of human solidarity and col­
lective responsibility. A "rights-based" ap­
proach to development is one of its latest 
manifestations. 

Bu t clearly the cooperative search for' 
justice cannot stop here. The conceptual and 
practical integration of the rights and de­
velopment agendas suggests something 
much more profound: the emergence of a 
true "civilization of character" in which the 
freedoms and innate capacity of every hu­
man being can at last be realized. ~ 

The international 
human rights 
regime is the fruit 
of an ongoing 
process of moral 
dialogue among 
diverse nations 
and peoples. This 
cross-cultural 
undertaking has 
gradually given 
rise to a new 
ethos of human 
solidarity and 
collective 
responsibility. A 
"rights-based" 
approach to 
development is 
one of its latest 
manifestations. 
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Governments uphold fundamental 
rights of women at Beijing Plus Five 

"There was no 
backward 
movement on any 
of the Beijing 
language and 
commitments. 
That Platform, 
with its numerous 
proposals for 
action, remains 
fully valid for 
national and 
international 
actions." 
- UN General 
Assembly 
President Theo 
Ben-Gurirab 

UNITED NATIONS - Despite concern 
by some women's groups that govern­

ments might pull back from commitments 
made at the 1995 Fourth World Conference 
on Women, delegates from more than 180 
nations upheld the fundamental importance 
of full rights for women worldwide at a Spe­
cial Session of the UN General Assembly 
here in June. 

Governments at the Special Session, 
which ran 5-10 June 2000 and was entitled 
"Women 2000 : Gender Equality, Develop­
ment and Peace for the Twenty-first Cen ­
tury," also made additional commitments to 
address issues which have gained signifi­
cance in the past five years, such as women's 
health and violence against women. 

"There was no backward movement on 
any of the Beijing language and commit­
ments ," said UN General Assembly Presi­
dent Theo Ben-Gurirab of Namibia, refer­
ring to the ground-breaking Platform for 
Action, an international agenda for women's 
empowerment that was adopted at the 1995 
Conference, held in Beijing. "That Platform, 
with its numerous proposals for action, re­
mains fully valid for national and interna­
tional actions." 

Amb. Ben-Gurirab and others said that 
in many ways the text negotiated and 
adopted by the Session updates the Platform, 
further strengthening the interna tiona I 
community's commitments in the areas of 
violence against women; trafficking in 
women; health, including the right to sexual 
and reproductive health; education; human 
rights; poverty, debt relief and globalization; 
armed conflict; sovereignty; land and inher­
itance rights for women; and political par­
ticipation and decision-making. 

Nevertheless, some non-governmen tal 
organizations (NGOs) expressed disappoint­
ment, saying they had hoped governments 
would go farther in setting specific goals for 
promoting women's advancement. 

"W hile there have been positive aspects 
to this review process, we want to register 
our disappointment," said a statement of 

the Linkage Caucus, a coalition of NGOs 
focused on women's issues. "We regret that 
there was not enough political will on the 
part of some governments and the UN sys­
tem to agree on a stronger document with 
more concrete benchmarks, numerical 
goals , time-bound targets, indicators, and 
resources aimed at implementing the 
Beijing Platform ." 

The goal of the Special Session, also 
known as "Beij ing Plus Five," was to under­
take a review of how well the Platform for 
Action has been implemented since its adop­
tion five years ago . The Platform, unani­
mously adopted in Beijing by 189 countries, 
identified 12 critical areas for action: pov­
erty, education and training, health, violence 
against women, armed conflict, economy, 
power and decision-making, institutional 
mechanisms, human rights, the media, the 
environment and the girl child. Designed as 
an agenda for women's empowerment, the 
Platform's emphasis was not only on achiev­
ing equality and eliminating discrimination, 
but on the integration of women as full and 
equal partners in all policies and decision­
making processes. 

More than 2 ,000 representatives of 
NGOs attended the June Session, and thou­
sands more participated in NGO-sponsored 
activities off-site at the Women 2000 forum. 
These activities included panel discussions, 
workshops and symposia on issues ranging 
from the girl child to economic empower­
ment for women. 

Before the Session, governments , UN 
agencies and NGOs released a number of 
studies and reports indicating that although 
much progress has been made by women 
around the world since 1995, many goals 
have not been achieved, and in some cases 
the status of women has deteriorated. 

For example, a report issued during the 
Session by UNIFEM (the United Nations De­
velopment Fund for Women) concluded that 
during the last decade only eight nations have 
successfully met global agreements to achieve 
both gender equality in secondary education 
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enrollment and at least a 30 per cent share of 
women's seats in parliament. 

NGOs themselves issued more than 100 
"alternative reports," which chronicled the 
views of NGOs around the world. The al­
terative report on women in Africa, for 
example, said that "Women continue to con­
stitute the majority of the poor, lacking ac­
cess to resources such as land, capital, tech­
nology, water and adequate and nutritious 
food. Global trade negotiations are reinforc ­
ing the marginalization of Africa, particu­
larly in the area of property rights , patent­
ing of resources and knowledge." 

Many government delegates admitted 
that they had not achieved everything 
promised in Beijing. "While progress has 
been recorded in certain areas , there have 
been difficulties in others, " said Hajia 
Aisha M.S. Ismail , Nigeria's Minister for 
Women's Affairs and Youth Development, 
explaining that the burden of debt and the 
impact of globalization on the weak econo­
mies and institutional structures of devel­
oping countries had made it difficult for 
them to fulfill commitments that require 
more services for women. 

Although most of the negotiations on the 
document took place in closed session, it 
was widely reported that some coun tries , 
influenced by fundamentalist religious 
groups anclJor the Vatican, sought to reduce 
the scope of rights granted to women by the 
Platform for Action, especially in areas re­
lating to reproductive health. 

In the end, however, government del­
egates agreed that governments have a 
"du ty" to "promote and protect all human 
rights and fundamental freedoms" no mat­
ter what a country's "political, economic or 
cultural" system may be. 

"The full realization of all human rights 
and fundamental freedoms of all women is 
essential for the empowerment of women ," 
states the Session's final text, known as the 
"outcome document. " "While the signifi­
cance of national and regional particulari­
ties and various historical, cultural and reli­
gious backgrounds must be borne in mind, 
it is the duty of States, regardless of their 
political, economic and cultural systems, to 
promote and protect all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms." 

Those areas of the document that go be­
yond the Platform for Action deal, in general, 
with issues that have gained significance in 
the last five years . The provisions related to 
women and health, for example, put strong 
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UN Secretary General Kofi 
Annan addresses Women 
2000, a forum organized by 
NGOs during Beijing plus 
Five. Seven women 
representing Baha'i NGOs 
or communities were 
accredited to the Session. 

"{1]t is the duty of
 
States, regardless
 
of their political,
 
economic and
 
cultural systems,
 
to promote and
 
protect all human
 
rights and
 
fundamental
 
freedoms."
 

- Beijing Plus Five 
outcome document 

emphasis on the gender aspects of the HIV/ 
AIDS pandemic, sexually transmitted infec­
tions, malaria and tuberculosis , pointing out 
their disproportionate impact on womens and 
girls' health and calling for new policies and 
measures to address these challenges. 

The outcome document also expands the 
discussion on violence against women, spe­
cifically encouraging governments to take 
steps against "all forms of domestic violence, 
including marital rape" and to develop mea­
sures "to eradicate harmful customary or tra­
ditional practices including female genital 
mutilation, early and forced marriage, and so­
called honor crimes that are violations of the 
human rights of women and girls... " 

"This is Significant in that it is a step into 
the 'private' realm ," said Amanda Sullivan 
of Equality Now, an international NGO that 
fights violence and discrimination against 
women, explaining that honor crimes in­
clude those when a female family member 
is harmed or murdered for alleged "im­
moral" behavior. "Many countries have laws 
or judicial decisions on the record that ex­
empt marital rape from criminal prosecu­
tion . So it is really remarkable that we were 
able to get this language in." 

The document makes repeated mention 
of the important role of NGOs. "The ad­
vances that have been made for women in­
ternationally since th e beginning have 
largely come at the behest of NGOs," said 
Bani Dugal Gujral, director of the Baha'i In­
ternational Community's Office for the Ad­
vancement of Women. "At this conference, 
we could see that the numbers and network­
ing of women's NGOs are at an all-time high, 
and governments are without doubt increas­
ingly recognizing the value of NGOs." ~ 
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SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

In Geneva, globalization debate 
dominates Copenhagen Plus Five 

"Unless the 
benefits of social 
and economic 

development are 
extended to all 
countries, a 
growing number 
of people in all 

countries and 
even entire 

regions will 

remain 
marginalized from 
the global 
economy." 

- Copenhagen Plus 
Five final document. 

GENEVA - The topic of globalization 
dominated the discussion at the 

"Copenhagen Plus Five" UN General As­
sembly Special Session, held here in june to 
assess progress in fighting poverty and 
achieving social integration since the 1995 
World Summit on Social Development. 

In statements by government ministers 
and in the text of the Session's final docu­
ment, the processes of globalization were 
recognized as having both good and bad ef­
fects. The consensus was that the interna­
tional community must work to ensure that 
the benefits of globalization and economic 
development are spread to all countries and 
regions, while the bad effects are reduced. 

"Globalization and continuing rapid 
technological advances offer unprecedented 
opportunities for social and economic de­
velopment," states the Sessions final out-

I 
come document. "At the same time, they 
continue to present serious challenges, in­
cluding widespread financial crises, insecu­
rity, poverty, exclusion and inequality within 
and among societies. 

"Considerable obstacles to further in­
tegration and full participation in the glo­

bal economy remain for developing coun­
tries, in particular the least developed 
countries, as well as for some countries 
with economies in transition," the docu­
ment continues. "Unless the benefits of 
social and economic development are ex­
tended to all countries, a growing num­
ber of people in all countries and even 
entire regions will remain marginalized 
from the global economy." 

Held at the Palais des Nations in Geneva 
26 June-l July 2000, the session was en­
titled "World Summit for Social Develop­
ment (WSSD) and Beyond: Achieving So­
cial Development for All in a Globalizing 
World." Representatives of more than 180 
countries attended, including at least 26 
Heads of State and Government. More than 
2,000 representatives of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) were also present. 

In addition to globalization, the most dif­
ficult issues concerned human rights, debt 
relief, governance, and the international fi­
nancial regime. Negotiations went past the 
scheduled end of the conference, which had 
been set for Friday, 30 June, and continued 
into Saturday before participants reached 
consensus on the final text. 

On the whole, the final text generally up­
holds anclJorreaffirms the commitments made 
at the 1995 Social Summit in Copenhagen, 
which endorsed a sweeping Declaration and 
Program of Action aimed at attacking world 
poverty, joblessness and social disintegration 
through a "people-centered" approach to so­
cial and economic development that stressed 
the need to empower women and marginalized 
groups and called on wealthy countries to 
devote more resources to the needy, both at 
home and abroad. 

"The Copenhagen Declaration and Pro­
gram of Action will remain the basic frame­
work for social development in the years to 
come," said the Session's final document. 
"We therefore reiterate our determination 
and duty to eradicate poverty, promote full 
and productive employment, foster social 
integration and create an enabling environ-Inside the main conference hall at the Palais des Nations in Geneva. 
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merit for social development. 
"The maintenance of peace and security 

within and among nations, demo cracy, the 
rule of law, the promotion and protection 
of all human rights and fundamental free­
dom s, including the right to developm ent, 
effective, transparent and accountable gov­
ernance, gender equality, full respect for fun­
damental principles and rights at wor k and 
the rights of migrant workers are some of 
the essent ial elements for the realization of 
social and people-cent ered -sustainable de­
velopment," the document continued. 

The Session did break some new ground, 
however, especially in se tt ing target dat es 
for achieving certain goals. Th e final docu­
ment calls for halving the number of per­
sons living in extreme poverty by 2015 and 
for the achievement of free and universal 
primary education by 2015. 

The document also urged that greater 
steps be taken to ease the debt burdens of 
devel oping countries. "We recognize that 
excessive debt-servicing has severely con ­
strained the capa city of man y developing 
countries, as well as countries with econo­
mies in transition, to promote social devel­
opm ent," said the outcome document. "We 
also recognize the efforts being made by in­
debted developing coun tries to fulfill their 
debt-servicing commitment despite the high 
social cost incurred. We reaffirm our pledge 
to find effective, equita ble, development­
oriented and durable solutions to the exter­
nal debt and debt-servicing burdens of de­
veloping cou n tries." 

Roberto Bissio, Secretary of Social Watch, 
a coalition of NGOs in 60 countries that 
monitors the implem entation of the 
Cop enhagen and Beijing agreeme nts , said 
the references to debt were very significant. 
"This is something completely new in such 
an intern ational document, and it can be 
understood as legitimizing some kind of 
moratorium on debt. " 

In many of the Session's discussions, the 
challenges of globalization could be seen as 
a main thread. Na tiona l representatives 
charged repeatedly that the benefits of glo­
balized economic progress were increasingly 
unequ all y di stributed , th at th e wo rld's 
po orer coun tr ies were falling farther and 
farth er behind indust rialized countries, and 
that official developm ent assistance and 
debt-relief programs had to be expanded. 

"We are concerne d that developing coun­
tries have not been able to share in the ben­
efits of globalization on an equal footing with 

developed countries ," said F. Chitauro, 
Zimbabwe's Minister of Public Service, La­
bor and Social Welfare. 

O the r co u n tries ack now le d ged 
glo ba l iza t ion's p otential b en efits. 
" [G]lo balization h as also brought about 
an amazing transform ation for th e better," 
sa id Praso ng Ranan and , Th ailand's Min ­
ist er of Labo r and Social Welfare . "There 
h as n ever been a better tim e for th e 
peopl es of the world to reach out to and 
help one another. Th ese helping hands are 
neither partisan nor biased towards a cer­
tain race or color. The gove rni ng author­
ity, th e people, civil society and th e non­
st at e ac tor ar e drawn together. Each is 
under much closer scru tiny th an before . 
Th e decentralizati on of power and au tho r­
ity as well as improved sys tems of chec ks 
and balances have con tribu ted greatly to 
th e development of a more acc oun table 
and transparent form of governan ce." 

More than 3,000 represen tatives of civil 
socie ty gathe red a t th e Sessi on's par allel 
NGO forum , whic h was call ed sim ply 
"Geneva 2000. " NGOs spo nsored more than 
200 workshops, pan el discussions and per­
formances to highlight their concerns. 

"As with other recent international fora, 
the Geneva event was notable for the striking 
convergence of thinking among government 
representatives and members of civil SOCiety," 
said Matthew Weinberg, the Baha'i Interna­
tional Community'S representative to the Ses­
sion. "That the problems of hum anity are in­
terconnected and can only be resolved through 
processes of consultation, respect for basic 
human freedoms , the advancement ofwomen, 
universal education, and an integrated ap­
proach to human developm ent was accepted 
by virtually all in attendance." ~ 

There was a solid Baha'i 
presence at Geneva 2000, 
an NGOforum held in 
parallel with Copenhagen 
Plus Five. Shown above are 
members of the European 
Baha'i Youth Council, who 
sponsored workshops on 
diversity. Other Baha'i­
sponsored NGOs at the 
forum included the 
European Baha'i Business 
Forum, which sponsored six 
worhshops on topics ranging 
from "Encouraging Women 
Entrepreneurs" to 
"Corporate Social 
Responsibility," the Ballii'! 
Medical Association, and 
the Association of Baha'i 
Women for Development, 
Peace and Unity. 
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CIVIL SOCIETY 

Millennium Forum convenes at the UN 

The proceedings of the 
drafting committeefor the 
Mill ennium Forum 
Declaration took on 
elements of a global town 
meeting. At right, 
participants are shown lined 
up to make comments on 
the draft Declaration at a 
"public hearing" held 
Thursday evening, 25 May 
2000. 

The Forum 
highlighted the 
degree to which 
globalization has 
perhaps become 
the overarching 
issue of the new 
decade - and the 
existence of a 
wide difference of 
opinion within 
civil society over 
exactly how to 
understand, 
characterize and. 
assess the 
phenomenon. 

Forum, continued from page one 

in September. The Forum was originally sug­
gested by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan , 
and its output represents one of the main 
official contribu tions of civil soc iety to the 
Summit, which is expected to be the largest 
gathering of heads of state and government 
ever held. 

The Millennium Forum itself was viewed 
by some as an historic event. "I really have 
no hesitation at all in using the word 'his­
toric,' because I don't believe that an event 
of this kind has ever been held at the United 
Nations," said Miles Stoby, an Assistant UN 
Secretary General and the Coordina tor for 
the Prepara tions for the Millennium Sum­
mit and Assembly. "This is the firs t occas ion 
when a global civil society forum has been 
convened to discuss the entire global agenda 
at the sea t of the only truly global organiza­
tion , the United Nations ." 

The Forum also highlight ed the degree 
to which globalizat ion has perhaps become 
the overarching issue of the new decade. The 
theme knitted together other issues in the 
Forum's Declaration, and the extent of the 
debate over its benefits and harms indica ted 
a wide difference of opinion within civil so­
ciety over exactly how to understand , cha r­
acterize and assess the phenomenon . 

'''Globalization ' needs defining," states 

the Declaration's opening sentence in its sec­
tion on the topic. 

Many of those gathered at th e Fo rum 
sought to reach a consensus, and the final Dec­
laration cautiously acknowledges som e of 
globalization's benefits. "Globalization and ad­
vances in technology create significant oppor­
tunities for people to connect, share and learn 
from each other," states the Declaration . 

On the othe r hand , the Declaration also 
sta tes that "globalization is a process o f 
econo mic, political and cult ural domina­
tion by th e econ omically and mi litarily 
s tro ng over th e weak ". 

Th e Forum concluded that a st ronger 
and mor e democrat ic Uni ted Nations ­
working in close partnersh ip with civil so­
ciety - can best deal with the harms caused 
by globa liza tio n and th e o ther intercon­
nected challenges facing human ity. 

"Globalization should be made to work 
for the benefit of everyone: eradicate pov­
erty and hunger globa lly; esta blish peace 
globally; ensure the protection and promo­
tion of human rights globally; ensure the 
protection of our global environment ; en­
force social standards in the workplace glo­
bally," the Declaration states. "This can hap­
pen only if global corpo rations, inte rna tional 
financial and trade institutions and govern­
ments are subject to effect ive democ ratic 
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control by the people. We see a strengthened 
and democratized United Nations and a vi­
brant civil soci ety as guarantors of this ac­
countability." 

Global diversity 

Held 22- 26 May 2000 at the United Na­
tions headquarters building in New York, the 
Forum drew at least at least 1,350 people from 
more than 106 countries. While more than 
1,800 organizations of civil society,with head­
quarters in 145 countries, registered to attend 
the Millennium Forum,a shortage of funds for 
travel prevented many from coming to New 
York. Some who could not attend participated 
in deliberations via the internet, watching as 
select events were broadcast over the World 
Wide Web and responding to documents by 
email as they were posted. 

Participants' primary conc erns ran across 
a wid e range of issu es, from peace to human 
right s, from wom en's issues to development. 
The groups they represented ranged from 
small locally based community organizations 
to international networks with milli ons of 
member s . Moreover, representatives at­
tend ed from at least 311 organizations with 
headquarters in some 85 nations in the de­
veloping world or regions considered "in 
transition" from Communist to democratic 
governments. 

"This is a remarkable group ," remarked 
Paul Hoeffel , chief of the NGO Section of 
the UN's Department of Public Information, 
surveying the crowd during the Forum's fi­
nal plenary. "The diversity of NGOs is un­
precedented, especially here in New York. " 

The Forum's overarching theme - "The 
United Nations for the 21st Centu ry" - en­
compassed six main sub-themes: 1) Peace, se­
curityand disarmament;2) Eradication of pov­
erty, including debt cancellation and social 
development;3) Human rights ;4) Sustainable 
development and environment; 5) Facing the 
challenges of globalization: achieving equi ty, 
justice and diversity;and, 6) Strengthening and 
democratizing the United Nations and inter­
national organizations . 

Op ening and closin g plenary sessions 
took place in the UN's General Assembly 
Hall. The six sub-themes were dissected and 
discussed in a series of eight "in teractive" 
plenary sessions and in numerous smaller 
working group sessions, held in variou s con­
ference rooms at the UN and the UN Church 
Cen ter building. 

Papers on each sub-theme emerged from 
these sessions - and points from thos e pa­

pers were incorporated into the main Dec­
laration . These and oth er Forum documen ts 
can be read in full on the Forum's website at 
http ://www.millenniumforum.org. 

"For me, one of the most important out­
comes of the Forum was the advance that 
global civil society made in working togeth er 
across issues," said Teches te Ahderorn, Co­
Chair of the Forum and the principal repre­
sentative of the Baha'i International Com­
munity to the United Nations . "In the past , 
NGOs and civil society have been largely 
compartmentalized, working mainly on is­
sues of their own local , regional or nation­
alistic concern. But as we have seen at oth er 
NGO forums, there is a worldwide proc ess 
of networking and integration. And the Mil­
lennium Forum - as the final Declaration 
shows - has carried this process forward ." 

Globalization and colonialism 

From the opening session, which fea­
tured speeches by UN Secretary General Kofi 
Annan, International Labour Organization 
Directo r-General Juan Somavia, Council of 
Parli am entarians for Global Action Cha ir 
Maj-Britt Theorin and Third World Netw ork 
Director Martin Khor, it was evident that 
globalization would be the most hotly dis­
cussed issu e of the Forum. 

Mr. Annan said that growing advocacy 
and ac tion of NGOs worldwide in recent 
years amounted to an "NGO revolution" and 
that the UN welcomed NGOs as partners. 
He not ed , however, that many NGOs have 
begun to protest the processes of globaliza­
tion , wh ich he said has come to be the de­
fining issu e of our new age. 

"I th ink the protest ers [at the WTO 
meeting last year in Seattle] were sending a 

"1 believe the 
poor are poor not 

because of too 

much 
globalization, but 

because of too 
little - because 
they are not part 

of it, because they 
are excluded." 

- UN Secretary 
General Kofi Annan 

UN offiCials said the Forum 
was among the most diverse 
gatherings of NGOs everat 
the UN headquarters. The 
women pictured below are 
not necessarily from 
Finland and Fiji; 
participants seated 
themselves randomly. 
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Techeste Ahderom, the 
principal representative oj 
the Bahd 'f Intemational 
Community to the United 
Nations , was the Co-Chair 
oj the Millennium Forum. 
In support oj his role, the 
Community provided 
substantia! assistance to the 
Forum, including computer 
and database management, 
media and communications 
outreach, and 
administrative support to 
the Forum's Executive 
Committee. Mr. Ahderom is 
shown here making his 
opening day speech to the 
Forum in the UN General 
Assembly hall. 

message that man y people feel lost and vul­
nerable in this fast-changing world - that 
we need to reach out and explain to them 
th e link between the local and th e global," 
said Mr. Annan. "In the world of the 21st 
cen tury, not only people and nati ons are in­
terconnected; issue s are, too." 

"The cu re does not lie in protestin g 
agains t globalization itself. I believe the poor 
are poor not because of too mu ch globaliza­
tion, but because of too littl e - because they 
are not part of it , because they are excluded ," 
said Mr. Ann an . 

Mr. Khor's speech, however, set the tone 
for much of the week when he compared glo­
bal izat ion to colonialis m, saying th at it 
amoun ted to littl e more than a process by 
which large corporations and banks in the de­
veloped world seek to open markets in the de­
veloping world solely to increase profits ­
much as colonialism in an earlier era stripped 
the developing world of raw materials and la­
bor without muc h reciprocal benefit. 

"It has become a cliche that globaliza­
tion has benefits, but the benefits accrue to 
only some, and what we need to do is have a 
better distribution of ben efits ," sai d Mr. 
Khor. "The problem is that th is is on ly half 
the truth. Th e peopl e that win th rough glo­
balizat ion may actually be causing the losses 
of those who lose. I am sure you will not 
make a critique of colonialism to say that 
some benefit from colonialism and [there­

fore] we want to distribute the benefits of 
colonia lism better. . .. The globalization we 
have today is a globalization that re-prorno tes 
colonialism ." 

Mr. Annan, Mr. Kho r and many other 
speakers indi cated that wha tever one's view 
of globaliza tion, the world needs strong and 
gen uinely democratic interna tiona l ins titu­
tions to control its effects , and the best can­
didate for that task is an empowered United 
Nations. 

"We need to rebuild th e power of th e 
United Nations as a truly democrati c and 
participatory institution, not only by bring­
ing in the NGOs like ourselves, but makin g 
sure that the developing countries have a 
proper voice and decision not onl y in the 
United Nat ion s but in the global system of 
finance, econo mics, trade, investment and 
soc ial policies," said Mr. Khor. 

Concrete points for action 

Throughout the plenary sessions and work­
shops, Foru m organizers asked participants 
both to dream about their vision of a better 
world and to propose concrete actions that can 
be undertaken by governments, the United 
Nations, and civil society itself. In the final 
Declaration , these actions were linked to each 
of the Forum's six main sub-themes. 

In the sec tion on poverty eradica tion, the 
Declaration states that "poverty is a viola­
tion of human rights" and that "wi th so me 
1.3 billi on living in ext reme poverty, it is the 
most Widespread violation of human righ ts 
in th e world." Among the action s teps pro­
posed are th e es tablishment of a "Global 
Poverty Eradication Fund ," aim ed at ensur­
ing full access to credit for the poor world­
wide; the full impl ement ati on of the com­
mitm ents made at the 1995 World Summit 
for Social Developm ent; and cance llation of 
the debts of developing countries. 

On the issue of peace, the Declarat ion 
calls for the crea tion of a uni versal culture 
of peace, th rou gh general globa l disarm a­
ment and the elimi na tion of nu clear weap­
ons and other weapons of mass des truc tion , 
full acceptance of the nuclear non-prolifera­
tion trea ty,and promotion of universal peace 
education. The Declaration also urges the 
establishment of a cor ps of professionally 
trained med iators and an intern ational, non­
violent , inclusive, standing volunteer Peace 
Force to assis t in conflic t prevention and 
resolution in conflict areas. 

The Fo ru m's Decl aration s tresses th e 
"indivisibility, int erdependence and interre-
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latedness of all human rights," calling on all 
governments to ratify without reservation 
the main internationally recognized human 
rights treaties. It calls on governments "not 
to justify neglect of one set of rights over 
the other; but to ensure that all individual 
and collective human rights are safeguarded 
in the pursuit of sustainable development, 
investment and trade." The document de­
mands that human rights defenders be pro­
tected, stresses the importance of ending all 
forms of violence and discrimination against 
women and girls, and urges greater empha­
sis on human rights education worldwide. 

In the area of sustainable development, the 
Declaration upholds the importance of Agenda 
21 and urges governments to return to the com­
mitments made at the Earth Summit, includ­
ing the promise that developed nations would 
allocate 0.7% of their GNP to overseas devel­
opment assistance. The Declaration also em­
phasizes the importance of a stronger partner­
ship between government and civil society in 
carrying out Agenda 2l. 

In the section on globalization, the Dec­
laration urges governments to make serious 
"commitments to restructure the global fi­
nancial architecture based on principles of 
equity, transparency, accountability, and de­
mocracy, and to balance, with the participa­
tion of civil society organizations, the mon­
etary means to favor human endeavor and 
ecology." It also urges governments to pay 
"particular attention to eradication of un­
equal taxation, tax havens, and money-laun­
dering operations and to impose new forms 
of taxation, such as the Tobin tax." It urges 
international financial institutions to "elimi­
nate the negative conditionalities of struc­
tural adjustment programs." 

The Declaration also calls for measures to 
strengthen the United Nations. It urges that 
the Security Council be reformed through en­
larged membership, enhanced flexibility, trans­
parency and accountability, and eventual elimi­
nation of the use of the veto. 

Global Civil Society Forum 

One objective of the Forum was to dis­
cuss how worldwide civil society could be­
come better represented at the UN. 

The final paragraph of the Declaration 
proposes "the creation and funding of a Glo­
bal Civil Society Forum to meet at least ev­
ery two to three years in the period leading 
up to the annual session of the General As­
sembly, provided that such a forum is con­
ducted democratically and transparently and 

is truly representative of all sectors of civil 
society and all parts of the world." 

Little progress was made, however, in 
defining exactly what shape such an ongo­
ing Forum might take. Ideas ranged from 
asking the UN to convert the little-used 
Trusteeship Council into a "Global People's 
Assembly" to simply continuing interna­
tional networking that emerged as such a 
powerful tool for NGOs in the 1990s. 

In the final minutes of the Forum, par­
ticipants adopted a resolution appointing the 
Conference of Non-Governmental Organi­
zations in Consultative Status with ECOSOC 
(CONGO) to convene a meeting to continue 
discussions on how to establish such a Glo­
bal Civil Society Forum (GCSF). 

The rather loosely worded and hurriedly 
constructed resolution also indicated that 
representatives of the DPIINGO Executive 
Committee (which represents NGOs recog­
nized by the UN's Department of Public In­
formation) as well as the Millennium Forum 
Executive Committee, should be involved. 
Comments from Co-Chair Ahderom sug­
gested that any GCSF should establish its 
own secretariat, its own leadership structure, 
and its own procedural methods. 

The drafting process that led to the Dec­
laration was among the Forum's liveliest ac­
tivities. Although the Forum's organizers had 
intended that points for inclusion into the 
Declaration emerge from the main plenary 
sessions and workshops, a series of "public 
hearings" were also held by members of the 
Declaration's drafting committee during the 
Forum. 

Pera Wells, a Forum participant who 
came from the Center for Indigenous Edu­
cation in Australia and who joined the 
Declaration's drafting committee, saw the 
Declaration drafting process as an exercise 
in participatory democracy on a global scale. 

"It wasn't democratic in the sort of careful, 
deliberate sense you would associate with a 
formal democratic procedure, because there 
was no time for reflection and evaluation," said 
Ms. Wells. "What happened around the draft­
ing of the Declaration is that the conference 
found its way towards establishing the dynam­
ics of a global village." 

"It was a bit like a marketplace," Ms. Wells 
continued. "It was entirely open and it allowed 
for the possibility for anyone to put forward 
their point of view in a way that seemed to me 
very healthy. The process wasn't based on who 
you represented. It was based on the value at­
tached to the idea you presented." ~ 

"It was entirely 

open and it 
allowed for the 
possibility for 
anyone to put 

forward their 

point of view in a 
way that seemed 

to me very 
healthy. The 

process wasn't 
based on who you 
represented. It 
was based on the 

value attached to 
the idea you 
presented." 

- Pera Wells, Forum 
participant 
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RACE UNITY 

III Atlanta, USA, Baha'i couples buck a 
trend of "white flight," consciously 
seeking to promote racial unity 

Larryand Carole Miller in 
their new home in Lithonia, 
Georgia. 

"We felt there has 
to be a new 
model. We want 
to show that, if 
people have the 
right principles 
and if they have 
faith, racial 
segregation can 
be reversed." 

- Larry Miller 

T ITHONIA, Georgia, USA - With their 
Lhildren grown and out of the home and 
a solid retirement income assured, Larry and 
Carole Miller were at a point in their lives 
when they could choose to live wherever 
they wanted. 

But when the Millers decided two and a 
half years ago to build a new home, they 
moved to this largely African-American dis­
trict of southern DeKalb County in metro­
politan Atlanta. 

What makes that unusual is that Mr. and 
Mrs. Miller are white - and their move runs 
against the decades-long exodus of white 
families from this area , a phenomenon 
known to demographers as "white flight." 

"For other people in our position, I sup­
pose, we would be considered odd," said Mr. 
Miller during an interview in his new custom­
built home on a quiet cul-de-sac here. "Because 
we could live anywhere in the world. 

"But we felt there has to be a new model," 
said Mr. Miller, who at age 54 is now semi­

retired , having recently sold his management 
consulting firm. "We want to create a pluralis­
tic and diverse community in which people 
learn to live together voluntarily, as opposed 
to through government programs or interven­
tion . And we want to show that , if people have 
the right principles and if they have faith, ra­
cial segregation can be reversed ." 

In this regard , the Millers are among a 
small group of people who are striving to 
build a new and unified society in America , 
one that demonstrates the possibilities for 
complete racial integration. They, like many 
others in this group, are followers of the 
Baha'i Faith, which stresses the principle of 
the oneness of humanity and teaches a per­
sonal ethic that goes beyond mere tolerance, 
advocating active efforts at genuine unity 
among the races . 

Indeed, on a national level , the Baha'i 
community of the United States has in re­
cent years launched a major campaign to 

promote race unity. Elements of this cam-
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paign have included the production and 
extensive broadcast of a video program en­
titled "The Power of Race Unity," the hold­
ing of intensive training seminars and work­
shops on how to promote race unity, and 
numerous local activities, such as the ob­
servance of an annual "race unity" day in 
many communities around the nation each 
year inJune. 

The metropolitan Atlanta area has seen 
much activity by Baha'is and others in this re­
gard, owing to its prominent location in the 
southern United States where the issues of ra­
cial prejudice and segregation have for so long 
taken center stage. Atlanta, for example, is the 
home to the Martin Luther King,Jr., Center, a 
nationally recognized organization aimed at 
eliminating poverty, racism and war through 
non-violent social change. 

Yet, despite years of government pro­
grams aimed at promoting de-segregation, 
metropolitan Atlanta remains a place where 
neighborhoods and communities are often 
quite sharply defined by race. Although 
DeKalb County as a whole is split roughly 
50 percent white and 50 percent black, this 
ratio varies greatly by neighborhood. At 
Lithonia High School , for example, 96.9 per­
cent of the students are black. In other dis­
tricts of DeKalb County, less than 7 percent 
of the population is African-American. In the 
greater Atlanta region , there are similar di­
visions. The city of Atlanta itself is more than 
70 percent black. To the north, Cherokee 
County is more than 95 percent white. 

"His torically, we still continue to live 
in segregated neighborhoods ," said Dou­
glas Bachtel, a sociologist and demographic 
specialist at the University of Georgia . 
"While public institutions became inte­
grated - the schools, public facilities and 
the workplace - neighborhoods really 
never became integrated. " 

In DeKalb County, say residents, a pro­
cess of "re-segregation" took place during 
the 1970s and 1980s as whites fled in the 
face of an increasing black in-migration from 
urban Atlanta . "Basically, white flight re­
volves around education and the real and 
perceived problems in the school system," 
said Prof. Bachtel. "And a lot of that is ra­
cially motivated." 

Seeking to counter these trends , and to 
demonstrate the possibilities for increased 
racial unity, are the Millers - and two other 
Baha'i families who have recently relocated 
to largely black areas of southern DeKalb 
County.Jeffrey and Sarah Streiff moved into 

a mostly black Decatur neighborhood with 
their three children in August 1998. Cliff and 
Wendy Owens-Leech relocated to Stone 
Mountain in December 1995. 

Although localized demographic statis­
tics for these neighborhoods are hard to find, 
the Stone Mountain high school is less than 
6 percent white, according to figures from 
the DeKalb County School District. 

The Streiffs chose their Decatur neigh­
borhood, which they say is roughly 90 per­
cent black, because it is near the Baha'i Unity 
Center. They returned to the United States 
in 1998 after living in China for three years, 
where both worked as school teachers ­
which is how they are currently employed. 

"We moved here because it is distinctive 
for a white family to move into an all- or 
almost-black neighborhood," said Sarah 
Streiff, who is 52. "It seems that whenever 
the percentage of whites in a given commu­
nity goes below 50 percent, it causes ten­
sion in whites and they flee. That is what 
happened here." 

Both Mr. and Mrs. Streiff said living in a 
largely black neighborhood has forced them 
to confront many of the racial images they 
had grown up with as whites in America. 

"I was afraid to stay by myself at first ," 
confessed Mrs. Streiff. "I brought with me 
all of the stereotypes about what a black 
neighborhood would be like." Those precon­
ceptions included the idea that crime and 
violence would be a daily threat. 

But living here for two years without in­
cident has put those fears to rest. "It's just 
like any other middle class neighborhood," 

The Streifffamily. Left to 
right, on the couch, are 
Cory, Jeffrey, and Sarah. On 
thefloor are Micah and 
Daniel. 

"1 was afraid to 
stay by myself at 
first. I brought 
with me all of the 
stereotypes about 
what a black 
neighborhood 
would be like." 

- Sarah Streiff 
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said Mrs . Streiff. "It's not what most white 
people expect it to be ." 

They have also discovered a great diver­
sity within the African-American community 
itself. "Now we are having the best time here, 
because it is so rich in culture," said Mrs . 
Streiff. "There are Africans from every coun­
tr y living here. From Sen egal, from the 
Congo , from the Caribbean , from the East 
Indies. You can't ma ke assumptions about 
anyone you see." 

A sign of their commitmen t was their 
purchase, in August 1998, of a three bed­
room, 2,200 square foot home here. They 
also send their three sons, ages 15, 12 and 9, 
to public schools in the region . 

"The Baha'i Faith has given me a desire 
to get over the problems of the past and to 
get to know my neighbors , whatever color 
or culture they come from," said Mr. Streiff. 
"To get to know and love them. And my hope 
for my boys is that they will grow up not 
even thinking in terms of color." 

Cliff and Wendy Owens-Leech 

The Owens-Leeches are the only white 
family on their s tree t, in a subdivision of 
1,500 homes with a population that is 90 
percent black, S percent white and 5 percent 
other ethnic groups . 

"Th e purpose was to model race unity," 
said Mrs. Owens-Leech , a 52-year-old 
freelance photographer. "And part of that is 
to show that white people can live here and 
nothing untoward will happen to them. " 

Unlike th e Streiffs, both Mr. and Mrs . 
Owens-Leech had lived in areas with large 
African-Ameri can populations previously, 
and so they did not have as many precon -

Cliff Owens-Leech, center, 
and his wife, Wendy, second 
from the right, with some 
f riends as they paint a float 
for the annual Martin 
Luther King Day Parade in 
Atlanta. 

"Moving here for 
us is part of a 
journey through 
life. If you are 
always in your 
comfort zone, you 
are not going to 
be growing and 
you are not going 
to be dealing with 
the disease of 
racism:' 

- Wendy Owens­
Leech 

ceptions to overcome. Howev er, they have 
faced many comme n ts and qu estions from 
white friends and famil y who, according to 
Mrs . Owens-Leech , have said things like : 
"'Aren 't you worried ab out yo ur property 
valu es?' or 'Something is going to happen 
to you ,' or 'You' ll ge t broken into ,' or 'You' re 
not safe the re.' " 

"Bu t th e reality has been fine ," said 
Mrs. Ow ens-Le ech. " O u r neighbors 
hav e been won de r fu l and very fri endly 
tow ards us . W e wat ch e ac h other's 
homes when we're on vacation. W e mow 
eac h o thers la wns ." 

More th an a good place to liv e , the 
couple sees their ac tion as part of a lifelong 
process of personal growth, on e that in this 
case is partly aime d at overcoming any lin ­
gering feelings of racism or prejudice that 
they may unconsciously harbor. 

"The other ben efit of living here is that 
you are abl e, as a white person in this coun­
try, to work on th e sense of racism that is 
taught to you from the time you are a child, " 
sa id Mrs. Owens-Leech. "As white people 
we have been taught that we are part of 
the privileged cla ss , rather th an a part of 
humanity. 

"The whole idea of racism is that one part 
of humanity is superior to the other, and that 
is simply not true. God created us as on e 
humanity and we are th e on es who create 
the divisions. " 

"So moving here for us is part of a jour­
ney through life," Mrs . Owens-Leech said . 
"You have to be willing as a human being to 
s tre tch yourself. If you are always in your 
comfort zone, you are not going to be grow­
ing and you are not going to be dealing with 
the diseas e of racism. " 

Adds Mr. Owens-Leech, a 48-year-old fi­
nancial advisor and insurance agent: "Rac­
ism is a di sease, one that humanity is af­
flicted with . For us , on e way of confron ting 
this disease is by demonstrating our com­
mitment to th e on eness of humanity by 
mo ving into an all-black neighborhood." 

"An incredibly simple thing" 

Likewise, th e Millers saw moving to 
Lith onia as a way to pu t their beliefs on th e 
lin e. Before moving here in January 1999, 
th ey liv ed in Alphare tta , a wealthy and 
largely white suburb north of Atlanta. 

"To me, it is actually an in credibly simple 
th ing ," said Mr. Miller of th eir decision to 
mov e here. "If you are a Baha'i and you have 
an y notion of what the Faith is about, you 
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would naturally look for ways to put your 
pr inciples into action. And of course there 
are many ways of doing that. But for us, we 
want to live our lives in a way that promotes 
unity in diversit y. " 

The Millers looked extensively at vari­
ous homes in the area but finally decided to 
build a custom-designed 5,000-s quare-foot 
home. Most homes in the area are smaller 
and less expensive . 

"We thought about buying a less expen­
sive home but we decided that that wasn't 'us," 
said Mr. Miller. "Diversity means accepting 
others for who they are and accepting your­
self for who you are. We didn't want to pre­
tend to be someone else. We built the house 
that met our own taste and financial ability." 

Like the Streiffs and the Owens-Leeches , 
they have found much to apprecia te about 
moving to an area that woul d ordinarily be 
outside their cultural norm. 

"We feel very fortunate at this time 
of our lives th at we ca n , ho pefu lly, be 
of service to thi s communi ty," said Mrs . 
Mill er, who is curren tly Director of Do ­
me stic Projects for Mottahed eh Devel ­
op me n t Se rv ices , a Baha' t-sp ons o red 
soc ial and economic de velopment fou n ­
dation . "And , frankly, if we had stayed 
in ou r ot he r co mmunity, th er e wouldn' t 
be as man y oppo rt uni ties for se rvice , for 
se t ting an e.xample.to 
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about five by seven me ters, and had no win­
dows," Mr. Alizad writes, describing the cell 
that was to be h is hom e for th e next 22 
months. "A hole about 50 by 80 cen time­
ters had been mad e in the ceiling. This hole 
was so small, the ceiling so high and the area 
so vast that neither any light penetrated nor 
was there any ventilation." 

Gradually, the number of prisoners in the 
cell increased until it reached 95, and the pris­
oners were forced to sleep head-by-feet,packed 
in like sardines. The only toilet facility was an 
open 20-liter tank,which quickly filled up each 
day. "The foul smell permeated the air and 
created a living hell for those who had to live 
in the room," he writes. He also notes that in 
22 months, the prisoners' clothes were never 
changed or washed. 

On top of those conditions , prisoners 
underwent frequent interrogation , beatin gs 
and torture to force them to sign "state­
ments" confessing their "crimes." Accord­

ing to Mr. Alizad , the statements bore no 
relat ion to the truth. "The authorities were 
intent on build ing up a file and documenta­
tion against the Faith by every means pos­
sible so that [it] could be held up as a move­
ment opposed to the govern me n t, " he 
writ es. "The polit ical departm ent was de­
termined to coerce [the Baha'is] to falsely 
declare that the Baha'i Faith was a move­
ment in defiance of the government." 

In late 1939 , many pr isoners were 
given the ir "freedo m" - th ey were sent 
to work camps in Siberia . Conditions in 
Siberia were preferabl e to imprisonme nt, 
in th at th e ex iles could move ab out th e 
countryside with relative freedom, but th e 
hard labor, ha rsh climate, and inten se 
povert y claime d ma ny lives. 

The first winte r was the wors t for the 
exiles, who were completely unprepared for 
the cold temperatures. "The protection for 
our feet consisted of the same shoes and 
cotto n soc ks tha t we had worn when we 
arrived ," write s Mr. Alizad, describing a day 
when the temperature was 25 below zero 
Celsius. "When we walked on the soft snow, 
our shoes sank into it and when we pull ed 
them out , they were filled with snow. Wh en 
the wind blew, it was as if needles passed 
thr ough the fabric: it penetrated our clothes 
and reached ou r skin. The un fortunate thing 
was tha t with the onset of the cold weath er, 
our meat ration was reduced from 500 grams 
to only a hundred grams, which was insuf­
ficient to keep our bodies warm." 

The Baha'is share d what little they had, 
he says, whether food or clothing. "As soo n 
as the weather turned cold, the Baha'is took 
practical steps to help each other," he wri tes. 
"Everyone placed whatever he had on a plat­
ter and offered it to his friends. Mr. Akbari 
had an old coat, out of which he made a hat 
for me and one for h imself. Mr. Aminu'llah 
Akhgar gave me his boots. Ano ther one had 
an extra shawl which he offered to his friend. 
This enabled all of us to be better prepared 
for the winter. We also extended help to our 
sympathe tic Muslim friends ." 

Mr. Alizad spent some five years in Sibe­
ria, and was repatriated to Iran in 1946. Much 
of the book profiles fellow prisoners, with 
short acco unts of how they fared in such 
conditions . While many did not survive, 
many did, and the impact is uplifting. For, 
as in the above account, the overall story is 
one about how coope ration and selflessness 
in the face of extreme hardship can bring 
out the best in the hu man spirit.o 

"The protection 
for our feet 
consisted of the 
same shoes and 
cotton socks that 
we had worn 
when we arrived," 
writes Mr. Alizad, 
describing a day 
in Siberia when 
the temperature 
was 25 below zero 
Celsius. "When 
the wind blew, it 
was as if needles 
passed through 
the fabric: it 
penetrated our 
clothes and 
reached our skin. 
The unfortunate 
thing was with 
the onset of the 
cold weather, our 
meat ration was 
reduced from 500 
grams to only a 
hundred grams, 
which was 
insufficient to 
keep our bodies 
warm." 
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REVIEW 

"As if needles passed through the fabric..." 

Years of Silence: 
Baha'is in the 
USSR 1938-1946 

By Asadu'llah 
Alizad 

George Ronald 

Oxford 

In his poignant account of life as a prisoner 
of conscience in the former Soviet Union, 
Asadu'llah Alizad gives numerous examples 
of how small acts of unselfishness made all 
the difference between survival and non­
existence in the harsh system that flourished 
under Stalin. 

Take, for example, this account of shar­
ing an egg with a fellow Baha'i and Siberian 
exile, presented in Mr. Alizads recently pub­
lished memoir: Years of Silence: Baha'is in 
the USSR 1938-1946. 

"He asked me to have breakfast with 
him," Mr. Alizad writes of his last encoun­
ter with Ali-Asak Usku'i , who was dying of 
tuberculosis. "He prepared hot water, placed 
some bread on the table and joyfully offered 
me the only egg, which was his meal that 
day. When he put the egg in front of me 
and with genuine love and sincerity invited 
me to eat it, such a feeling came over me 
that I cannot describe. I removed the egg­
shell, divided the egg into two, gave him 
one half and ate the other. I have attended, 
before that breakfast and since, many ban­
quets and large feasts but never have I felt 
the inner happiness, joy, spiritual feeling 
and closeness that existed that day between 
the guest and his host. I did not see Mr. 
Usku'i again as he passed away some time 
after our meeting." 

Written in a simple and spare style, Mr. 
Alizad's memoir preserves for posterity the 
kinds of sacrifices and hardships endured 
by the small community of mostly Iranian­
born Baha'is who remained in Russia after 
the 1917 Revolution, intent on living the 
principles of their Faith in an adopted land . 

Further, as one of the first published 
accounts of the experiences of Baha'is in­
side the former Soviet Union , Years of Si­
lence also documents a hitherto largely 
unknown episode of religious persecution 
- and the heroic response of those who 
endured it. 

Mr. Alizad begins by telling how Iranian­
born Baha'is established a flourishing com­
munity in Russian Turkistan before th e 
Revolution. In the city of Ashgabat (also 
known as Ishqabad or Ashkhabad), th e 
community numbered more than 4,000 and 

had built there the world's first Baha'i House 
of Worship. They had also established an el­
ementary school , a medical clinic , and a 
highly developed community life, featuring 
libraries , social clubs and societies devoted 
to drama, gymnastics, and other pursuits. 

The problems for the community began 
in 1927 , Mr. Alizad writes, when government 
officials - as they had done with other 
churches and temples in the Soviet Union 
- sealed the doors to the House of Wor­
ship and gradually began to crack down on 
Baha'i activities . In 1929, all nine members 
of the Local Spiritual Assembly of the Baha'is 
of Ashgabat, the freely elected local Baha'i 
governing council, were arrested and de­

ported to Iran. Over time, many Baha'is were 
dismissed from their jobs. 

The main blow came in February 1938, 
when about 80 male Baha'is were arrested 
one night , including Mr. Alizad. At first , 
most were held, along with a number of 
Muslims, in a local prison in severe, over­
crowded conditions. "The room was ... 
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