
                                                                                                    
 

Dear Members: 

I am thrilled to introduce you to the latest member to join our advisory group, Dr. 
Haleh Esfandiari. Dr. Esfandiari is the Director of the Middle East Program at the 
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.  To highlight some of the hallmarks 
of the fascinating and inspiring narrative of her life, she served as deputy secretary 
general of the Women's Organization of Iran and taught Persian language at Oxford 
University and courses on Iran’s women’s movement at Princeton University before 
joining the Wilson Centre.  Among her many publications, none is as poignant or 
powerful as her memoir on her harrowing incarceration in Iran’s Evin Prison. Her new 
book, My Prison, My Home, based on her arrest by the Iranian security authorities in 
2007, came out last month to much critical acclaim.  
 
You can discover more about Dr. Esfandiari in the Woodrow Wilson Center website 
and her own website below: 
www.wilsoncenter.org/middleeast  
www.halehesfandiari.net 
 
As members of the Advisory group, I encourage to share with us your triumphs and 
trials in working to push the boundaries of women’s political, economic and 
community participation. Dr. Fatemah Khafagy shares with us, Muslim Women for 
Democracy and Human Rights (MWDHR) another vibrant network that some of our 
own members belong to.     

Despite significant barriers to women’s political participation in countries and 
communities governed by Shariah law, women in those countries are engaged in local 
and transnational movement building and are actively engaged in women’s 
empowerment. North Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia are home to an emergent 
women's movement that is calling for a reformist agenda not just for women but in all 
structures of society and public policy.       

This new network on women’s leadership in the political, public and economic spheres 
will examine the public space that is opening up for women’s leadership in political, 
economic and community life. At the same time, we need to bring to the surface the 
political and patriarchal dynamics that inhibit women’s public sphere participation 



around the world.  The aims of our network will be to challenge given assumptions and 
to create alternative paradigms for women’s heightened engagement in political, 
economic and   community development in countries and communities governed by 
Shariah law. The idea behind the network is to create new narratives of women in 
political, economic and community participation and most importantly to share 
women’s lived experiences of engagement with political, public and economic 
development in the different countries and communities governed under Shariah law. 
All of the members of the Advisory Board continue to address the pressing questions of 
our times that relate to women’s role in the world. 
 
This time I share with you some readings that have provided me with an analytical 
framework for thinking through the role of our network. Some of the thought 
provoking articles are from a conference organized by Dr. Haleh Esfandiari.  Among 
this treasure trove of ideas presented at this conference was the story of Zanan a 
feminist journal in Iran; insights from women’s political participation in Jordan and 
Lebanon; and current gender trends in Central Asia. These articles are followed by a 
series of thoughtful law journal articles on the multiple perceptions of Shariah law in 
relation to gender in Malaysia; the history of some of the organizations working on 
women’s equality and finally a Yale law journal article by Madhavi Sunder  on Piercing 
the Veil.  Her scholarly and pragmatic tour de force attempts to deconstruct some of the 
contested, heterogeneous, continuously - evolving complex arguments on women 
governed under the Shariah law. She also analyzes the transnational and transformative 
role of women’s human rights activists in creating information sharing and solidarity 
networks that help to pierce the veil of cultural exceptionalism.        
 
We were pleased to share the Women’s Watch- China’s 2008 report on Rural Women’s 
Land Rights with CEDAW Committee Member, Ferdous Ara Begum.  It is always a 
special thrill to hear from you and to be able to amplify your voices around the world.  
 
With much admiration, 
 
Rangita  
 
Rangita de Silva de Alwis S.J.D.  
Director of International Human Rights Policy Programs 
Wellesley Centers for Women 
     
 


