
          
 
August, 2010 
 
Dear Steering Committee Members:  
 
What an honor it is for me to introduce our first volume of essays, Women Leading Change. This 
flagship publication marks the one year milestone of our network and I am proud to celebrate 
this landmark with this collection of essays which I know will have powerful impact on our 
work and in the world. I am grateful to those who contributed these reflections on their work 
and to all those in the network who supported and celebrated this work. Copies of this volume 
will be mailed to you.     
 
One of the goals of our network is to use these articles as a powerful prism to  analyze some of 
the urgent issues of our times, to share emerging developments and to create a platform of 
action to address challenges through independent and collaborative work. Towards this goal, 
the Wellesley Centers for Women, Wellesley College is partnering with the Ministry of Family 
and Population to convene a roundtable of the Steering Committee Members of the network. 
The strategic roundtable will take place in Cairo in February of 2011. I want to personally thank, 
Her Excellency, Minister Khattab for her gracious offer to host us in the legendary city of Cairo 
and we look forward to a very meaningful and fruitful dialogue.         
 
In preparation for the roundtable and to ensure maximum effectiveness and collaboration, I 
have prepared a draft concept note explicating some of the arguments you made in your papers 
and have posed some evolving questions and answers that could animate our discussions. 
Please keep in mind that this is still a study in progress and I welcome suggestions from all of 
you. We want this process of developing the roundtable to be as inclusive as possible and 
welcome the active participation of those who were not able to contribute a paper. 
 
We are still in the process of envisioning this roundtable and information on the actual dates in 
February and other logistics will follow in the weeks to come.  Until that time, I look forward to 
your thoughts on ways to shape this roundtable in a very substantive way. 
 
I encourage you to share your ideas and look ahead to an exciting strategic consultation and 
collaboration. 
 
Very best regards, 
 
Rangita    
 
Rangita de Silva de Alwis, S.J.D. 
Director of International Human Rights Policy Programs 
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DRAFT 
Women Leading Change: Women in Political, Public and Economic  

Participation in the Muslim World 
 

Strategic Roundtable February, 2011 
Cairo, Egypt 

Convened by the Wellesley Centers for Women and the  
Ministry of Family and Population, Egypt 

 
Introduction 
The Women’s leadership Network hosted by the Wellesley Centers for Women (WCW), was 
conceived by partners around the world in predominantly Muslim communities who sought a 
transnational network to advance their common goals. In response to these requests, a 
transnational network drawing women change agents in more than 12 countries was created to 
share information, strategies and scholarship as a way to weave together a common platform of 
action to give voice to women’s leadership in public, political and economic development in 
countries across the Muslim World. Out of the shared discussions launched by the network 
grew a compendium of essays authored by steering committee members to address some of the 
pressing challenges facing women in the Muslim World.  These papers provide the critical 
background and insights into the thematic discussions that are planned for a closed door 
roundtable that will bring together the steering committee of the network in February 2010. The 
women leaders at the strategic roundtable will debate some of the most pressing issues facing 
women living in Muslim communities.     

Despite an increase in the number of women in decision making positions, there is still a 
persistent and glaring disparity between the numbers of women who hold decision-making 
positions in various levels worldwide. A pervasive patriarchal system, including customs and 
traditions which stereotypically confine women’s roles in the private sphere and male-
dominated traditional political systems, has been largely responsible for women’s under-
representation in political processes.  Without women’s presence at the negotiating table, urgent 
concerns that impact half of the world often remains silenced.  This roundtable brings to the 
forefront leaders in communities across the Muslim World to strategize, collaborate and impact 
urgent reformist movements and decision making that will affect women’s lives across the 
world.      

The thematic areas for discussion will be carefully selected and organized around issues 
identified in the compendium of papers published by the Wellesley Centers for Women.  Each 
thematic area will be addressed through questions and answers aimed at developing a series of 
forward looking strategies that partners could implement on the ground. At the end of the two 
day discussion, a strategic platform of action will be developed and adopted by the steering 
committee of the roundtable.  Through sharing of information, technical assistance, this 
platform of action will be advanced and monitored by the network and facilitated by the 
Wellesley Centers for Women.   

The roundtable will be convened and facilitated by the Wellesley Centers for Women’s 
Leadership Network and the Egyptian Ministry of State for Family and Population. The 
Ministry for Family and Population is headed by Hon. Moushira Khattab who is also the Vice 
Chairperson of the United Nations Committee on the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

 



 

Under the auspices of this ministry which was set up in 2008, for the first time in Egypt’s 
history, a ministry filed a compliant to the Attorney General against brokers in the Giza area 
who marry minors sparking enormous debate over the betrothal of young brides. The 
ministry’s hotline now provides a lifeline to young children forced into marriage.  Minister 
Khattab states: “we’ve sent people to jail because they’ve conduced marriage contracts for 
under age girls: 9,300 cases were taken to court and some are spending times in jail since last 
year.”  The Ministry also set up a hotline for domestic violence and for female circumcision.  
This hotline has received over 1.5 million calls since it was set up two years ago.  Minister 
Khattab has also fought legal battles to amend a child law which calls for the registration of all 
births, giving all children access to such benefits as health care and education. ”. Before the 
children’s law was put into place, only a father could sign the birth certificate of the child.  This 
resulted in an explosion of abandoned and street children.   Minister Khataab’s new campaign 
is a clarion call to erase the term an “illegitimate child”. She also pioneered another law passed 
by parliament to raise the minimum marriage age from 16 to 18, referring to that battle as a 
“mission impossible”. The Ministry also set up a girls education initiative to convince families 
not to force girls to drop out of school. She said that “Egypt is a flagship in this initiative” and 
has built more than 1,100 schools for girls in three years in rural areas and upper Egypt where 
many daughters stay at home while sons are sent to  school. Minister Khattab considers the 
campaign against female circumcision to be one of the ministry’s most successful. “Female 
genital mutilation is an African practice, and this is our success, we were able to isolate religion 
from the practice 

Roundtable Discussions: 

What follows is a summary of critical thematic issues to be raised at the Roundtable. The 
discussion leader/s will outline the inquiry and explore the issue through questions posed to 
the roundtable.         

Platform of Action 

Moderated by Hon. Minister Moushira Khattab 

At the conclusion of the two day roundtable, the Steering Committee will create a strategic 
platform of action that will shape the way ahead in critical areas of law, policy and practice in 
the different countries and regions of the Muslim World.    

This platform of action will also include step to strengthen the network and forge  collaborative 
alliances around the pressing challenges of our times.        

 
1) Reinterpreting the Koran: Giving Voice to Women        
In the last few years there has been an unprecedented growth in the debates surrounding the 
role of women in countries with a critical majority of Muslims. A revival of an egalitarian 
Islamic jurisprudence    by women’s rights advocates is helping to combat the politicization of 
Islam and the patriarchal interpretations of the Koran that subordinate women.      
An-Naim the Sudanese scholar and Shariah law expert states that  the corpus of Shari’a existing 
today is a collection of individual juristic opinions, and considerable differences continue to 
exist among jurists as to its requirements; hence the multiplicity of formulations on, among  
 
 
 



 
other subjects, women’s human rights in Islam. It may be argued that Shari’a represents   the 
core values and principles specifically referred to in the Qur’an but it is not immutable or 
unchangeable as is the Qur’an itself. Rights afforded to women in the Islamic tradition emanate 
from its main sources, i.e., the Quran , Hadith, Ijma and Qiyas. An important source of Sharia but 
one which is usually known as a juristic technique in Islamic jurisprudential terms is ijtihad. It 
means exercising independent juristic reasoning to provide answers when the Quran and Sunna 
are silent on a particular subject.  Many scholars have used ijtihad to reform family laws that 
subordinate women.  
 
Zarizana Abdul Aziz, our steering committee member from Malaysia argues for instance, that 
today  there is general agreement among Muslims that slavery is unacceptable, and the large 
body of the sharia’ regulating slavery has been discarded. In this vein, she asks along with other 
scholars why women’s status in Islam cannot be addressed in the light of changing 
circumstances and needs of the community?  
 
The roundtable will facilitate a  process of dialogue and strategic action plan in order to bring to 
surface  the  link between an emancipatory interpretation of the Koran and women’s  equality. 
 
Discussion Leader: Zarizana Abdul Aziz ( Malaysia) 
 

• How do we reinterpret the Koran in the spirit of international human rights norms and 
the CEDAW? 

• Are there major divergences in the different interpretations developed by secular 
feminism and Islamic feminism? 

• How can a modernist and progressive interpretation of the Islamic texts resonate with 
different elements in the community? 

• What are the different schools of thought in the reinterpretation of the Koran? How can 
information between these different schools be exchanged and how can common ground 
or common cause be achieved?  

 
 
2) Multi-Disciplinary Approaches to FGM: 
 
Honorable Minister Moushira Khattab, our steering committee member and Minister for Family 
and Population in Egypt has used the reform of the children’s law to strike down Female 
Genital Mutilation in Egypt. The strategies she used to complement the law reform process has 
many exciting possibilities for other reformist projects around the Muslim World.        
 
Minister Khattab initiated a grassroots approach to striking down FGM so as to reframe the 
issue as a grassroots  rather than an elite issue.  Another strategy was to win the support of 
fathers to the anti- FGM campaign.  Apart from using narratives of  women victims of the 
violence of FGM, she uses the Sunna’s edicts that call for respect for the human body.     
 
The criminalization of FGM helped to give teeth to the law and strengthen the implementation 
of the law. 
 

• What lessons can other jurisdictions learn from this law reform initiative? How can these 
lessons be replicated?  

• What are the strengths of the law?’ What are the challenges to the law? How has the 
community responded to the law?  How well is it working a few years after its 
enactment? 

 



 
 

• What monitoring or evaluation has been performed? 
• What are other examples of law reform in banning FGM?  

 
Discussion Leader: Hon. Moushira Khattab ( Egypt) 
  
 
3) Reforming Family Law: 
 
Family law reform is the litmus test in a society with regard to the status of women. It is also a 
statement of principles that weaves together the rights of women in the private sphere and has 
the power to shape culture and ideology.   
 
Siti Mulia launched the Counter Legal Draft (CLD) in 2004 as an alternative statement of family 
law principles in keeping with the spirit of the Koran. The CLD is a pluralistic and humanistic 
interpretation consistent with the Koran’s principles of justice and gender equality. Dr. Mulia 
argues that laws are a reflection of the values of society, and given that Islamic legal theory or 
al-adat muhkamat specifically allows tradition or custom in a community to become law, laws 
must be interpreted according to modern context. Dr. Mulia’s counterpoint to Indonesia’s 
Islamic Code created much debate and is a model that can be used in prohibiting child 
marriage, outlawing polygamy, and allowing interfaith marriage, reclaiming gender equality in 
marriage, making marriage registration mandatory and prohibiting gender discrimination in 
inheritance laws. The egalitarian proposals she advances are grounded in a progressive 
interpretation of the Koran and the theoretical underpinnings of the Koran that support these 
reformist initiatives.     
 
Questions for Discussion:  

• What are the Islamic underpinnings that support the proposals in the counter legal 
draft? 

• What are the challenges you faced in introducing the draft?  
• How did you respond to the change resistant elements of society? 
• What are the next steps in addressing this draft 
• What lessons can other countries learn from this experience? How can this draft be 

modeled in other countries?      
 
Discussion Leader: Siti Mulia (Indonesia) 
 
 
4) The Power of Women’s Movements in Reform Initiatives: 
The reform of Moroccan family law was possible only because of the mobilization of over 30,000 
women’s groups and the signature of over a million women. The new quota system, introduced 
by legislative reforms, helped facilitate the election of 35 women who entered the Moroccan 
parliament in 2002. This was followed by a progressive family law or Mudwana which allows 
women to become judges.        
In a similar vein to their Moroccan counterparts, women’s groups in Egypt lobbied for family 
courts in order to bring about changes in their own lives. They lobbied the President’s wife for 
the promulgation of family courts, arguing that these would allow them to address issues such 
as divorce and custody rights. Additionally, the groups requested social workers and 
psychologists. The result was, indeed, the promulgation of family courts, which now allow 
cases on divorce, child custody, alimony, and marital residence to be filed under one roof.  
 
 



 
 
Currently, a number of NGO’s have come together in Egypt to draft a new family law. The new 
law hopes to focus on principles of citizenship and human rights and recommends a legal  
framework for mutually supportive family relations and guarantees the rights of all family 
members. Currently, in order to garner grassroots support for the family law, the proposed law 
is being discussed in different communities at different levels.      
 
Questions for Discussion: 
 

• What are the lessons that the Egyptian family law reform movement can learn from the 
Indonesian law reform movement?  

• How do we broaden alliances and galvanize grassroots support for law reform?  
• How can the Moroccan family law reform project be a touchstone for new thinking in 

this area?  
• What are the challenges facing this reformist project?  

 
Discussion Leader: Fatima Khafagy (Egypt) 
 
 
5) Enhancing Women’s Political Participation 
 
Women in politics is critical to ensuring not just the advancement of women but the  prevention 
of roll back of equality for women. Despite the unprecedented reform of gender discriminatory 
laws in the Arab world, the region has one of the lowest representation of women in political 
and economic participation. Kuwait reformed its election law in 2005 and allowed women to 
equally practice their full political rights, and as a result in 2009, four women were able to be 
elected as members of the Kuwaiti parliament without relying on any quota system. A new 
quota system opened the doors for 35 women to enter the Moroccan parliament in 2002. This 
was followed by a progressive reform of the Mudwana law which allowed women to become 
judges. The Inter-Parliamentary Union’s (IPU) figures reveal that though the average 
percentage of women in 2006 in national parliaments around the world is 16.6%, the figure for 
Arab states is 8.2% - the lowest figure for any region of the world. Below are the figures for 
women in three critical societal aspects (education, labor, government) of the 22 nations in the 
Arab League. 
 
Even when women have equal rights to political participation, many women are 
disenfranchised in the political process. For example, Myriam Aucar argues that despite the fact 
that in Lebanon, women obtained the franchise and the right to be elected to political office in 
1953, between 1953 and 1992 only one woman was elected to parliament and that too to 
complete the term of her deceased father. In 2009, only four women made it to a 128 member 
parliament constituting only three percent of the governing body. Despite the fact that Lebanon 
leads among the Middle Eastern countries on a pool of educated women, politics is still a 
bastion of male domination.   Equal distribution of resources such as money, education, leisure 
and access to mass media is an essential prerequisite of equal political participation. False 
assumptions of what constitutes the natural role for women also have an enormous negative 
impact on women’s political participation.  

 Aucar, along with others locates women’s unequal political participation in an interrelated web 
of unequal laws, policies and social practices governing women’s status in Lebanon. 
Despite  guarantees of equality, women all over face a host of covert discriminatory laws.  

 



 
 
Discussion Leader: Myriam Aucar (Lebanon)   
 
Questions for Discussion 
 
 How do we bring a holistic approach to enhancing women’s political leadership? 

 How do we advance the establishment of a broad network of regional and national affiliates 
of women in politics in the country, including support structures such as a regional network 
of training?   

 How do we collaborate with women leaders, women's organizations and existing political 
institutes in promoting transformative politics and women's political empowerment?  

 How do we undertake policy analysis and various types of research on women in politics 
including needs assessment impact studies, documentation and analysis of best practices in 
politics?  

 How do we introduce and implement measures to attain at least 33% women’s 
representation in local and national levels of governance, in the cabinet, judiciary, civil 
services, political party structures and nominations, in the private sector, statutory boards 
NGO’s and in the media?  

 Review electoral laws to better enable women candidates to effectively participate (e.g. 
lower registration fees, limits on campaign funds, selecting appropriate electoral systems - 
proportional/first past the post, monitoring violence against candidates and voters, 
monitoring corruption, etc). 

 How we review the legal system to identify laws policies and practices that militate against 
women’s political or public participation (these laws may be inheritance laws, family laws, 
property laws, or labor laws)?   

 How to finance women’s electoral campaigns? 

 

 

6) Informing International Norm Creation: CEDAW General Recommendation 

The CEDAW Committee makes recommendations on any issue affecting women to which it 
believes the States parties should devote more attention. For example, in 1992, the Committee 
adopted General Recommendation 19, which requires national reports to the Committee to 
include statistical data on the incidence of violence against women, information on the 
provision of services for victims, and legislative and other measures taken to protect women 
against violence in their everyday lives. As of 2008, the Committee has made 25 general 
recommendations.  
 
Ferdous Ara Begum recently chaired the sub- committee on drafting a General 
Recommendation on Elder Women. This recommendation focuses on multiple forms of 
discrimination against elder women based on gender, age and disability. While women 
comprise the majority of elder persons, they are also vulnerable to discrimination and abuse 
than men.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
Questions for Discussion: 
 

 What guidance is available to both States Parties and NGOs on the inclusion of older 
women’s rights in reporting? 

 
 How will the rights of older women play out within Islamic jurisprudence (within the 

context of family law, inheritance law and divorce law)?  
 
 

7) Violence against Women: Acid Crimes and Honor Crimes  

Honor crimes are defined by Human Rights Watch are: "acts of violence, usually murder, 
committed by male family members against female family members who are perceived to have 
brought dishonor upon the family."  
 
Although Pakistan's Parliament has now passed an act with the stated aim of deterring murder 
in the name or on the pretext of honor. Certain ambiguities in the texts of the Acts appear to 
encourage the courts to disregard the Act. Gaps in other laws such as the Qisas and Diyat 
ordinances in Pakistan, perpetrators of honor killings need not fear retribution.   Qisas and diyat 
laws allowing "next of kin to 'forgive' the murderer in exchange for monetary compensation 
remain in force, and continue to be used by offenders to escape punishment. 
 
Similar to honor crimes, acid crimes is fundamentally connected to policing female behavior 
and sexuality.   The free availability and relative inexpensiveness of acid makes it an easy 
punitive weapon against a woman. While approximately 96 percent of women die from acid 
attack, the mutilation of a woman’s face and beauty is often a far worse burden to shoulder than 
death.  Acid injuries often results in the rejection of the woman by society and her chances of 
economic and social independence are completely doomed. Honor killings and acid attacks are 
also interlinked in that they seem to take place in a climate of impunity and are legitimized at 
the altar of family honor.   
 
In 2002, Bangladesh passed two groundbreaking laws to combat acid violence: the Acid Control 
Act and the Acid Crime Control Act. The goal of the Acid Control Act is to monitor the import, 
production, transportation, storage, sale, and use of acid.  The Acid Control Act also contains 
provisions to provide treatment, rehabilitation, and legal assistance to acid burning victims.  
The implementation and the monitoring of these laws are still weak. Pakistan is currently 
drafting an acid crime control law and is looking to Bangladesh for inspiration. Law reform in 
general has been characterized by inconsistencies and anomalies which reflect political 
expediency and quick fixes to deep-seated cultural and traditional practices that violate the 
rights of women and children.  Law reform initiatives and good faith efforts have however been 
hamstrung by a lack of corresponding enforcement mechanisms.     
 
Questions for Discussion: 
 

 What are the weaknesses of the Bangladesh laws and how can they be strengthened? 
 
 How can these laws be better implemented? 

 
 What are the lessons for other jurisdictions? 

 
Discussion Leaders: Hina Jilani (Pakistan) and Salma Ali ( Bangladesh) 
 


