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“I am those who are free and
never fear, | am the secrets that
will never die. | am the voice of
those who would not give in, |
am free and my word is free.”

s the lyrics wafted through the

chambers of the Oslo City Hall,

flowing through chief protest-song
singer Emel Mathlouthi, the truth dawned
upon the gathered audience. For days,
many had been wondering why the
Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, were
to be given the Nobel Peace Prize,
overlooking perhaps more marketable
candidates such as Pope Francis, Angela
Merkel or even Edward Snowden. In Emel
Mathlouthi’s words, which half the
audience had trouble understanding, the
truth was to be found.

While Mathlouthi did not sing in
English, the melody itself was the message.
The Tunisians were a proud free people
and they would no longer be bound by the
chains by a dictator and it was time now
for a pluralistic democracy, where power
would no longer rest in one individual’s
hands. Outside the City Hall, Tunisians,
locals and visitors, had congregated with
banners and flags draped across their
bodies. As Mathlouthi entered her last
verse, hardened men broke down in tears
and for an entire single minute, pervasive
divisions were erased. In that single
moment of unity, the entire Tunisian spirit,
a culture that has allowed numerous other
cultures to nurture alongside it, could be
perfectly encapsulated. This was freedom
in the making.

While not glossing over the
achievements of other candidates, one
must see why the Tunisian National
Dialogue Quartet stands so well-
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distinguished. The revolution, so to speak,
which they steered in the right path,
literally began with a single spark. With
the population already disgruntled and the
iron grip slowly slipping, the embers
glowing and the tinder ready, Mohammad
Bouazizi lit a fire that would consume half
the country. On 17th December, 2010,
Bouazizi, a street vendor, set himself on
fire, as protest against the constant
harassment and humiliation faced at the

hands of a municipal officer and her
aides. While such incompetence was
widely practiced, Bouazizi blazed a trail
through his selfless and at the end,
desperately mortal act. His final screams
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resonated with a populace tired of a
government, who governed for themselves
and not for the people.

Upon Bouazizi’s death from his
injuries, the Tunisians took to the street
with a flourish and a purpose and the then
president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali finally
stepped down after 23 years in power.
Imagine the power vacuum such a move
created when news first spread that the
president had fled overnight. This is when
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the careful intervention of the Tunisian
National Dialogue Quartet stood as the
final beacon of hope. The Quartet is made
up of The Tunisian General Labour Union,
The Tunisian Confederation of Industry,
Trade and Handicrafts, The Tunisian
Human Rights League and The Tunisian
Order of Lawyers. Historically, these
factions were opposed to each other,
following different ideologies, but when
the time came to reunite, they did so. It
was the leaders from these group,
felicitated in Oslo, who brought Tunisia
from the brink of anarchy, a condition
prevalent ever since the glorified but often
misunderstood Arab Spring.

The Tunisian Revolution, or the Jasmine
Revolution, wasn't the work of any one
individual or even any four. It was a
collective effort and one that set precedent
for others to follow. The Nobel Peace Prize
is about acknowledging “the most or the
best work done for fraternity between
nations, for the abolition or reduction of
standing armies and for the holding and
promotion of peace congresses,” and the
Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet set
out to do just that. The country faces
numerous challenges going forward but at
least the people can now rightfully say
that they are free, as free as their words
were always meant to be.

The Telenor group made arrangements
for youth delegates from all over the
world, part of their Telenor Youth Forum
experience, to witness the Nobel Peace
Prize ceremony first hand. This was of
course made possible by having The
Nobel Peace Center, "the museum for the
most prestigious award" as partners. For
all, it was an unforgettable moment and
indeed an inspirational one. Being there,
in a room full of immortals, minus the
glitz and glam perpetuated by the media,
one could truly comprehend the essence
of what it meant to be bestowed with such
a prize; it wasn't just recognition for work
done but rather an elixir for work that is
still to be done. It is an answer to a call. It
is only the start. For that one moment, as
Emel made her exit, the global audience
stood with Tunisia as one, a world shorn
of all artificial boundaries and
nationalities, just as people. That perhaps
is the most enduring success of the Nobel
Peace Prize and perhaps one of Telenor’s,
sponsors of the Nobel Peace Prize Center,
most important legacies.
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ne does get a little nervous when

meeting a famous personality,

who they have only previously
seen on television and the silver screen. A
20-minute conversation with Shabana
Azmi, however, would showcase so much
more than films and the 'behind the
scenes' sessions. She would, in fact, speak
of real people, of developing villages, of
both success and failure, and also speak
about how storytelling on celluloid is,
after all, an inspiration from real life.

Regarded as one of the finest actors in

India and in the world, Shabana Azmi has

appeared in more than 120 films -- in
more than one language. A supporter of
women's rights, progressivism and
positive social change, many of her films
speak her language in terms of social
change and betterment of the people. The
Goodwill Ambassador of the United
Nations Population Fund (UNPFA), Azmi
is also a nominated (unelected) member
of the Rajya Sabha, the upper house of the
parliament in India.

"I have been coming regularly to
Dhaka," says Shabana Azmi. A member of
the International board of BRAC, Azmi
took some time off from the BRAC field
visits and meetings she had come to
attend earlier last month. "l have
tremendous respect for Abed bhai. When
he had asked me to be a part of the board
| was very surprised and also very
flattered. But | didn't know, at that time,
the scale of what BRAC does." Referring to
Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, the Founder and
Chairperson of BRAC, Azmi is in praises
of both him and the organisation. "What
vision! What foresight! What compassion!
What commitment! It (BRAC) continues to
overwhelm me!" she says. "l don't think
there is a parallel for BRAC anywhere in
the world; and to think that it started with

just Abed bhai and two other people. |
truly believe that Abed bhai should get the
Nobel prize. There is no match for the
scale of what BRAC does."

Shabana Azmi works in rural India
herself and draws similarities between the
work she does on regular basis and the
work done by BRAC in rural Bangladesh. '
run my own NGO founded by my father,
Kaifi Azmi, the Mijwan Welfare Society,"
she says. Mijwan is a village in eastern
Uttar Pradesh, which she also calls her
home. "My father believed that if a nation
or a society has to make real progress,
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then we would have to concentrate on the
rural areas, especially in our parts of the
world. That is where the population lives.
We provide education, computer training
and employment generation and we are
very proud of this tiny little village."
Several Indian movie stars are involved
with the welfare society and are goodwill
ambassadors of Mijwan -- namely,
Priyanka Chopra, Aishwarya Rai, Amitabh
Bachchan, Jaya Bhaduri Bachchan, Farhan
Akhtar and Ranbir Kapoor. "They are all
wearing our clothes," adds Azmi. "In fact,
Manish Malhotra, the designer has
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((Our people in the subcontinent live in the 18th, 19th,
20th, and 21st centuries at the same time. On one hand you
have many women in powerful positions of power — politics,
corporations, film industry etc. On the other hand female
infanticide is still practiced. This is because, it is such a
deeply patriarchal society — a boy is privileged at birth just
for being male. A woman doesn't get the fair chance to
showcase her skills. Patriarchy is so deep rooted that
unfortunately men and women both are victims.))

TAR

EEKEND
January 1, 2016

adopted the village, even Naomi
Campbell, the famous English model,
actor, singer and author wear out clothes.
So for us it is a matter of great pride."
Despite the several platforms for
education and the numerous movements
for equal opportunities, men in our part of
the world still feel that they have a right
over women, and many women silently
accept it. Azmi however says that things
will change slowly, to continue with the
fight and never give up. "In our part of the
world, we live in several centuries," she
explains. "Our people in the subcontinent

Shabana Azmi

live in the 18th, 19th, 20th, and 21st
centuries at the same time. On one hand
you have many women in powerful
positions of power — politics,
corporations, film industry etc. On the
other hand female infanticide is still
practiced. This is because, it is such a
deeply patriarchal society — a boy is
privileged at birth just for being male. A
woman doesn't get the fair chance to
showcase her skills. Patriarchy is so deep
rooted that unfortunately men and women
both are victims."

Many working towards change for the
betterment tend to get frustrated and tired.
Results are slow and not all goals are
always met on time. "Yes we all go
through this all the time, and so do 1," says
Shabana Azmi. "But that's when |
remember what my father had said. He
said that when you are working to change,
you need to build into that expectation;
the possibility that change might not
occur within your lifetime and yet if you
have the conviction to carry on working
with sincerity and commitment, change
will come, even if it does so after you are
gone. So then there is no place for
frustration. This is my mantra for whenever
| get frustrated!"



