Ceremony Address by Marilyn Crawshaw for the Presentation of Maryam Bibi for an Honorary Doctorate, 15th July 2011, University of York
Vice Chancellor, I am honoured to present to you today Ms Maryam Bibi.

Maryam Bibi is inspirational.  She was born a third daughter in 1950 to an illiterate mother in Pakistan’s tribal areas.  As close relatives were showing their grief at her mother’s inability to produce a male heir, Maryam’s mother went on several hours later to deliver, unexpectedly, a twin – this time a boy.  In the ensuing jubilation, Maryam was left abandoned on a bed for a day.  The fact that she survived such an inauspicious entry into the world set the tone for the rest of her life.  By her mid 20s Maryam was married and had four children to a man with serious mental health difficulties and associated violence.  Her own experience and that of women around her, made worse by grinding poverty and  armed conflict, made Maryam determined to make a difference. 

Maryam’s chance came in the early 1990s, when her male family members agreed to her working for an Overseas Aid Organisation.  With the support of that organisation, Maryam’s vision could start to be realised.  She went on establish Khwendo Kor – an organisation working for women and children throughout North West Fronter Province and the Tribal Areas of Pakistan.  Starting with four staff and operating from her sister’s garage, it now has a headquarters office, six regional offices, employs more than 300 staff and is the only women’s NGO in major parts of that area.  It brings education to girls and women in areas where there was none; trains Traditional Birth Attendants to ensure safer ante-natal, delivery and post-natal care; takes medical camps to remote areas; sets up micro-credit schemes for women to both alleviate the relentless poverty and bring them power and dignity; encourages women to exercise their right to vote in elections; and campaigns on domestic violence and corporal punishment.  Maryam and her staff work tirelessly for peace and stability and place their necks on the line every day of their lives – death threats are commonplace, their offices have been bombed and their staff attacked while going about their work.  
So what of Maryam’s links with York?    Her father was highly unusual in wanting his daughters educated and she was later encouraged to re-enter education by Professor Haleh Afshar from this University when they met at an international conference.  We were honoured that she chose to study in the Department of Social Policy and Social Work.  Over a period of 6 years, during which time she travelled backwards and forwards, Maryam completed an MPhil in 2008.  Her thesis provides a unique account by an indigenous woman of an action research project using a woman-centred, Islamic approach to introduce female education.  She outlines the slow, careful negotiation with the Taliban, the Pakistan Government and local leaders amidst both strongly entrenched hierarchies and the intense spotlight of the so-called War on Terror.  She considers the fundamental importance of creating alliances with the village people themselves, no matter how long that takes: all with the ultimate goal of sustainable female empowerment and a better and more peaceful society where West and East can find commonalities rather than conflict.  Her thesis allows us to dip into a very different world but its messages are eminently timeless and highly transferable to the UK context – be respectful; listen to and understand the reality of people’s lives on the ground and their need for practical help with the day-to-day; be alert to existing power dynamics but not constrained by them; take the long view and move forward by engaging hearts and minds; never flout your principles and beliefs.  And keep going! 
Through Maryam’s time here in York, many of us came to realise her remarkable qualities.  Her supervisor, Professor Ian Sinclair, marvelled at the courage, shrewdness and intellectual commitment that allowed her to finish off her thesis while simultaneously and successfully negotiating over the phone the life of a kidnapped member of her staff.  Despite her outwardly gentle persona, Maryam has a steely determination that results in all sorts of people agreeing to do all manner of things to support the work of Khwendo Kor.  This led to the establishment of the UK Friends of Khwendo Kor, whose base remains here in York and we are proud of the ongoing links that this facilitates between Khwendo Kor, the university, the city and beyond.  

As the inspirational Chief Executive of Khwendo Kor, Maryam Bibi has in recent years been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize as part of the ‘1000 Women for Peace,’ and has received numerous international and Pakistan awards, too many to mention here.  But I will end with something of the woman – Maryam has that quality of being able to connect with people at all levels.  One day she might be meeting with US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton or the President of Pakistan, the next with a village woman from a remote part of the Tribal Areas – each experience her warmth, integrity, and interest.  She is truly deserving of her award today.
Chancellor, for her commitment to improving the lot of women and children; her vision in the face of extreme hardship for developing approaches that work and that will last; her courage in keeping going when others shy away; and her humanity, it is a great honour to present to you Ms Maryam Bibi for the Degree of Doctor of the University of York, honoris causa.

