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Vision and Motivation
Malaysian society was in a period

of constant upheaval after gaining
independence from Great Britain in
1957. This upheaval, including the 1969
race riots between indigenous and non-
indigenous Malays, rapid modernization
and nationalist
that

disenfranchised poor Malaysian Muslims,

and industrialization,

economic and social policies
served as catalysts for Malaysia's Islamic
in the 1970s. Gradual

governmental implementing

Revival late

changes
pro-Islamic policies propagated by the
Dakwah
Malaysia's conversion into an Islamic
state by the early 1980s." The ideological

shift in Malaysia meant that Muslims were

students' movement finalized

expected to live under Sharia, a system of
Islamic laws that quickly superseded the
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laws set forth in Malaysia's constitution.?
Since the Islamic Revival, women's rights
have been under attack in a judicial system
that stripped women of fundamental
and enabled men to

human rights

justify spousal abuse and polygamous

marriages.
In response to the adoption of such
discriminatory laws, women's rights

organizations began to publicly address
issues of gender equality. In 1985, the
Joint Action Group, a broad coalition of
women's organizations, declared domestic
violence a social concern in Malaysia and
sought to pass legislation that would put an
end to this abuse.? Zainah Anwar, an active
member of the JAG campaign, discovered
that the general discourse on women's
rights blamed Islam for Malaysia's gender
rights inequality. While many women's
rights groups believed that Islam had
created the problem, Anwar argued that it
was the patriarchal interpretation of Islam
that caused injustices against women.
It was this principle upon which Anwar
founded Sisters in Islam in 1988.

Goals and Objectives

Zainah Anwar founded Sisters in Islam
to counter the predominant discourse on
Islam and women's rights in Malaysia, and
to facilitate a broader conversation about a
progressive interpretation and role of Islam
in daily life. By 1988, the JAG was calling
for a Domestic Violence Act which would
criminalize spousal abuse in Malaysia.
The Domestic Violence Act, which was
not passed by the parliament until 1994,
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could not have become law without Sisters
in Islam. As the only Islamic organization
within the JAG, Sisters in Islam challenged
Malaysia's Ministry of Religion's assertion
that the law would not apply to Muslims
even if it were passed, due to the lack of
political support that it had from the Muslim
community. Sisters in Islam demonstrated
that Islam does not support domestic abuse
or the subjugation of women, thereby
nullifying the government's argument
against the application of the DVA to both
non-Muslims and Muslims.

While the Domestic Violence Act was
passed and implemented in 1994, Sisters in
Islam knew that truly ending discrimination
against women would take more than a
piece of legislation. In order to achieve a
much broader goal, Sisters in Islam sought
to educate the Malaysian public through
pamphlets advocating a new interpretation
of Islam that encompasses equality and
justice for women. According to Sisters
in Islam activist Nora Murat, "Hopefully,
through this process, we can help to
engender more informed public discussion
on the issue, and build a constituency
that will support our advocacy for a more
enlightened and progressive Islam to take
root in Malaysia."* Ultimately, Anwar
says, "I hope that in ten years' time, Sisters
in Islam can close shop. That we don't have
to exist because all these problems will be
solved, that we have a transformation of the
teachings of Islam and the understanding
of Islam and Islamic laws that recognize
equality and justice."
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Leadership

Prior to founding Sisters in Islam,
Zainah Anwar had formed a study group
to analyze the importance of domestic
violence legislation and the role that Islam
played in the subordination of women
in Malaysia. Anwar knew she and her
colleagues were not the only ones who
believed that Islam could support feminist
ideals: "The reason I became involved in
this movement was just outrage, really,
over injustices perpetrated in the name of
God. For me, leaving Islam or ignoring
Islam is not an issue at all. I think for all of
us who were there from the start [of SIS],
we were concerned with why Islam was
being used to justify domestic violence,
oppression and discrimination."®

Anwar hoped to offer leadership and
guidance to women who did not view the
patriarchal mullahs as the sole interpreters
of Islam. By filling that unique ideological
vacuum, Sisters in Islam have been able
to educate women by reframing the
traditional readings of Islam in a way that
offers more just interpretations supporting
women's rights.

According to Anwar, "Being inclusive,
being consultative, [and] being unselfish
about power [are] very, very important
characteristics for the leader of a social
movement to have."” It is this ability to
collaborate and to inspire and motivate
others, along with her outreach efforts,
which have enabled Anwar to become
a leading voice for progressive, Islamic
feminism and to empower women within
the Islamic community worldwide.
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Civic Environment

Malaysia's Islamic Revival of the late
1970 and the ensuing establishment of
Sharia law left women, alongside religious
and ethnic minorities, disenfranchised in
their own state. While domestic violence
had always been considered a criminal
offense, Sharia offered legal justification
for spousal abuse, as well as other
discriminatory practices against women.
According to the Malaysian Women's
Aid Organization, "Domestic violence
was regarded as a private family matter,
and police and the courts were generally
unwilling to take action against batterers
because it was generally believed to be
sanctioned by Islamic law."®

Despite the overtly religious role
played by the state, Sisters in Islam and
other women's movements have been able
to democratically petition the government
for increased rights. Anwar explains,
"Even if we are not mullahs, we can, as
citizens of a democratic society, speak up,
and if religion is used as a source of law
or public policy then every citizen has a
right to speak on religion and on laws
based on religious principles." Sisters in
Islam's most formidable opponents are
not the state, but rather a male-dominated
society which views the empowerment
of women as an infringement on its own
power. However, since the passage of
the Domestic Violence Act, according
to Sisters in Islam lawyer K. Shanmuga,
"The High Court [has] adopted the modern
approach which gives fundamental liberty
more emphasis."!”
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Message and Audience

When Sisters in Islam was created, it
sought to send a unique message to the
women's rights community of Malaysia:
that Islam could help elevate the status
of women. In their campaign to promote
the passage of the Domestic Violence Act,
Sisters in Islam created and distributed
two pamphlets entitled "Are Muslim Men
Allowed to Beat Their Wives?" and "Are
Men and Women Equal Before Allah?"
which explored the Koranic teachings of
gender relations and justified the equal
treatment of men and women under
Islamic law.!" These guides, representing
the heart of Sisters in Islam's campaign,
offered Malaysian women a practical,
feminist interpretation of the Koran.

Anwar does not believe that women
should have to choose between being a
Muslim and being a feminist: "I want to...
be both a Muslim and a feminist, and I don't
see any contradictions in there. So that's
why I made the decision to really read the
religious text again in order to find where is
this justification for discrimination against
women in the text? And that whole process
of going back to the text again as a feminist
with these questions in mind really opened
up a new world and a new understanding,
realizing that the Quran talks about justice,
compassion, and mercy, about men and
women being each other's guardian
and... protector."'? Further publications
by Sisters in Islam address these issues
in depth, including books on Islam and
Family Planning, Islam and Women's
Reproductive Rights, Hadith on Women in
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Marriage, and Islam and Polygamy.

Additionally, Sisters in Islam have
made women aware of their full legal rights
under Malaysian law. Murat explains,
"Throughout our years of advocating to
the government and the media, we found
that many women are still not aware of
their basic rights. We see the necessity of
educating them, to equip them with legal
knowledge and assist and support them in
their struggle with the religious authorities
and the Sharia courts."" In order to assist
Malay women in need, Sisters in Islam
began offering training sessions, public
lectures and study sessions. Anwar also
wrote a weekly column called "Legal
Literacy" in a Malaysian newspaper for
six years, enabling women to submit
legal questions and receive advice about
marriage, domestic abuse and divorce.

On top of legal advocacy and grassroots
activism, Sisters in Islam used the national
media to boost their cause in the eyes of
the often uninformed Malaysian public.
Abused women were willing to come
forward to speak about their situations
and the difficulties they faced, which were
nationally publicized. To supplement the
stories of spousal abuse, Anwar and her
colleagues also consistently wrote op-eds
to major newspapers and letters to the
government advocating change.

Sisters in Islam has recently broadened
their efforts beyond Malaysian society
with the establishment of a new project by
Zainah Anwar called "Musawah", which
works to ensure that Muslim women
are treated equally in the families and
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The
project was initiated with a global meeting

communities of Muslim societies.

in February 2009 that brought together over
250 Muslim scholars and feminist activists
from nearly 50 countries. Musawah arms
its global activists with a resource kit that
offers arguments and advocacy positions
for those fighting to increase women's
family rights.™

Outreach Activities

Sisters in Islam, while a fundamental
institution in the advancement of
women's rights in Malaysia, is only one
group within the Joint Action Group,
the broader women's rights advocacy
coalition that includes three other women's
rights organizations: the Women's Aid
Organization, the women's wing of the
Malaysian Trade Organization, and the
Association of Women Lawyers. While
each group offers a distinct approach to
the issue of women's rights, it was their
coordination which ultimately got the
Domestic Violence Act passed in 1994.
"An advocacy strategy we use[d] is the
writing of joint letters with other women's
organizations to demonstrate that the
women's movement is speaking with one
voice on a particular issue," explained
Murat."

More recently, during a campaign
moral throughout

against policing

Malaysia, Sisters in Islam produced
and distributed a joint statement whose
signatories included a diverse group of
NGOs and civic organizations outside their

typical activist base, such as the Society
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The Moudawana Reform Movement
A Peaceful Revolution for Moroccan Women

Vision and Motivation

Women in Morocco are central to the
family structure around which Moroccan
society is based. Yet the Moudawana, the
family code that governs areas of family
law such as marriage, divorce, inheritance,
and child custody, gave few rights to
women when it was first adopted in 1958,
reflecting centuries-old customs. Under the
law, men could unilaterally divorce their
wives while women's right to divorce was
highly restricted; women could not marry
without legal approval from a guardian
or tutor; married women were obliged
by law to obey their husbands; and men
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could marry multiple women without their
wives' consent.!

A women's rights group known as
the Women's Action Union, the Union
de 1'Action Feminine in French (UAF),
and its allies wanted to reform these
unjust laws and secure equal rights for
women under the family code, thus
reform

catalyzing the Moudawana

movement.

Goals and Objectives

The group of activists fighting to
reform the Moudawana needed to persuade
the Moroccan Parliament to change the
family code in order to make it more
equitable toward women. To accomplish
their goal, the UAF needed to garner
support from the Moroccan people and
prove to the government that reforming the
Moudawana was an important issue for the
majority of Moroccans.

After a series of demonstrations,
educational seminars, government
lobbying, and a One Million Signatures
petition campaign, King Hassan II was
forced to take action.” He ordered that a
new code be drafted in consultation with
some women's groups, to be submitted
to him for approval. The bill, which was
passed into law in 1993, contained a few
changes beneficial to women. For example,
women were now allowed to designate the
guardian or tutor who would give approval
for their marriage, and fathers were no
longer allowed to compel their daughters
into marriage.’

Though the UAF and other women's
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groups were disappointed by the limited
nature of the reforms, they still saw the
new bill as a victory. According to Fatima
Outaleb, a member of the UAF, "The UAF
was not dissatisfied with those reforms.
We thought that we have succeeded in
breaking the taboo and the sacredness of
the Moudawana."*

Using the momentum generated by the
One Million Signatures campaign and the
1993 Moudawana reforms, the UAF and
other women's groups continued to lobby
the government by raising awareness
of other issues affecting women such
as rape and domestic violence.” King
Hassan II's death in 1999 led many
activists to believe that a new age in
Moroccan politics was dawning; King
Mohammed VI was rumored to be much
more open to change than his father
had been.®

In 2004,
enacted that advanced women's rights

a new Moudawana was

and overturned many discriminatory
provisions. The minimum age for women
to marry was raised from 15 to 18, the
same as the men's minimum age; women
no longer needed to obtain approval from
a guardian before marrying; men were
forbidden from unilaterally divorcing
their wives; women were given the right
to divorce their husbands; and while
it was still permitted for men to have
multiple wives, restrictions were imposed
to make polygamous marriages harder
to obtain and only with the permission
of a judge.’

The movement did not stop once they
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had achieved their original goals. Since
the passage of these reforms, women's
groups in Morocco have been lobbying
to change some discriminatory laws
that survived the reforms. They have
also been conducting demonstrations
and providing education to the public,
aiming to ensure that the reforms are
understood and are incorporated into
daily life.

"My goal now is to spread the word to
some of the most remote areas of Morocco
— to illiterate men and women who have
little access to objective information about
the Moudawana reforms, and little ability
to obtain legal assistance," says UAF
founder Latifa Jbabdi. "I want the people
of Morocco to know that our new law is
not only a victory for women, but also
for the family, society, and generations to
come."®

Leadership

Latifa Jbabdi's long history of activism
before becoming involved with the UAF
shows her commitment to feminism
and reform. When she was 14, she
became involved in a student movement
campaigning for democratic reforms in
Morocco.” For her membership in an
illegal Marxist group known as "March
23", Jbabdi was imprisoned from 1977
until her trial and release in 1980.!° Upon
her release, Jbabdi founded and served
as editor for 8 Mars (named for the date
on which International Women's Day is
recognized each year), a newspaper written
by and for Moroccan women interested in
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feminist issues. !

Utilizing much of the leadership
infrastructure and resources from §
Mars, Jbabdi went on to found the UAF
in 1987."2 Though the Moudawana had
inspired protest and calls for reform
since its adoption in 1958, it was not
until the UAF's One Million Signatures
campaign, spearheaded by Jbabdi, that
the Moudawana became a major national
issue. "

As the reform campaign garnered
attention and supporters, it also gained
some enemies in its fight for women's

equality. The UAF was opposed by the
ulama, Islamic scholars and arbiters of

religious law, as well as other religious
that
Moudawana as a religious text. Many

groups supported the existing

against the Moudawana reformation
believed the UAF's
be against the Islamic values traditionally
held The
took many steps to curb the power of
the UAF; the Ministry of Religious
Affairs
encouraged imams to preach against

campaign to

in  Morocco." opposition

Endowments and  Islamic

the reforms."
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Jbabdi worked to engage her opponents
in debate by incorporating a religious
foundation to her arguments. Though
personally committed to secularism, Jbabdi
studied the Koran and the Hadith in order to
incorporate religious justifications into her
message, realizing that most Moroccans
were reluctant to take a completely secular
approach to the law.'* Armed with the
canons of Islam, Jbabdi could engage
with opponents who said that the reforms
contradicted Islam, successfully arguing
that some interpretations of the religious
texts supported equality for women."”
While retaining presidency of the UAF,
Jbabdi was elected to the Moroccan
Parliament in 2007.'8

Civic Environment
The Moroccan regime has always
been and

repressive,  intimidating

disempowering  political  opposition
members since gaining independence in
1956. King Hassan II, who ruled from
1961 until his death in 1999, arrested,
kidnapped, and tortured thousands of
political opponents, especially during the
failed coup attempts of 1971 and 1972.
However, King Mohamed VI, who
took the throne in 1999 and continues to
rule the country today, has showed hints
of being less repressive than his father.
While King Mohamed VI has taken steps
to expand Moroccans' political freedoms,
like
establishing the Equity and Reconciliation

reforming the Moudawana and

Commission in 2004 to address past
government abuses, Morocco's political
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system remains generally corrupt.'

Despite having open parliamentary
elections in 2002 in which more than 12
political parties participated, Morocco
cannot be considered an electoral
democracy. The King still holds the
majority of political power; with the title
of "Commander of the Faithful," he also
has the ability to dissolve Parliament,
rule by decree, dismiss cabinet members,
command the armed forces, exercise
religious authority, and preside over the
judicial system.

Opposition parties rarely have the
opportunity to assert themselves; any
groups who criticize the monarchical
system are harassed by government
officials. Furthermore, journalists who
report on government issues also face
heavy restrictions; the government has
enacted restrictive press laws and employs
an array of economic mechanisms to
punish

independent and  opposition

journalists.?

Message and Audience

Over the course of the reform
movement, the UAF had to modify
their message and activity to respond to
Morocco's changing political climate.
Initially, the UAF and
allies adopted a strictly secular agenda.

its reformist

They argued that the Moudawana was
a political document, not a religious
and that it should therefore be
handled by the Parliament, a secular

one,

institution, rather than the King, who
was both a secular political leader and
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the "Commander of the Faithful." This
was partly due to the reformists' beliefs
and ideals, and partly due to the political
reality at the time; King Hassan Il was
not sympathetic to the reforms, and so the
UAF addressed their petition to the Prime
Minister.?!

The UAF was able to organize high-
profile demonstrations to prove to the
government that a large number of
Moroccans supported the reforms. In 1992,
they launched the One Million Signatures
campaign, which aimed to gather a million
signatures on a petition to reform the
Moudawana.”? The campaign was highly
successful and the UAF exceeded their
target by collecting more than a million
signatures, a considerable achievement
given Morocco's total population of only
25 million.?

After the watered-down reforms passed
by King Hassan II in 1993, it became
clear that the reformists would need to
adopt a different approach if they were to
succeed. One of the clearest indications
came on March 12, 2000, when the
reformists organized a march to take place
in Rabat in recognition of International
Women's Day.”* The march was intended
to raise awareness of a range of issues
relating to women's rights. However, on
the same day, an alliance of opponents
to the movement organized a march in
Casablanca, where the women, all veiled,
marched in separate lines from the men.
The alliance was organized by Islamists,
including the Islamist parliamentary party
Parti de la Justice et du Développement
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(PJD), who rejected the UAF's secular
approach because they believed it to
be contrary to Islamic family values.?
The Rabat march was quite successful,
but it was eclipsed by the Casablanca
march, which attracted a greater number
of activists.

While this incident served as a major
roadblock for the UAF, King Mohammed
VI's arrival onto the political scene was a
blessing in disguise. King Mohammed VI,
whose reign began in 1999 after the death
of his father, was much more sympathetic
to their cause than King Hassan II had
been; in fact, when he ascended the
throne, King Mohammad VI promised in
a nationally televised speech that he would
work to improve Morocco's human rights
record. In response, the reformists called
on him to change the Moudawana.”® The
King responded with a series of actions that
would ease the path to reform, including
a royal decree that the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women be given legal force.
Additionally, the King created a Ministry
in Charge of the Condition of Women,
Protection of the Family, Childhood and
the Disabled to advance gender equality,
he consulted with women's rights activists,
and he appointed a commission to revise
the Moudawana.?’

The public mood also shifted in the
reformists' direction after the terrorist
attacks by Salafia Jihadia suicide bombers
in Casablanca in 2003.2 The bombings
shocked the Moroccan people, making
religious fundamentalism unpopular and
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enabling reformists to take advantage of
this change in Morocco's political climate
to spread their message.” A few months
later in October 2003, King Mohammed
announced his decision to reform the
Moudawana. The new code was submitted
for approval and passed into law by the
Parliament in 2004, drastically changing
the landscape of family law in Morocco
and beyond.*

Outreach Activities

The UAF reached out to and worked
with many other organizations and
groups of people to achieve the reforms;
alliances with other women's rights NGOs,
political parties, independent politicians,
social workers, and academics enabled
the UAF to succeed in its mission. To
gain support from the NGO community,
the UAF organized media seminars and
conferences for a variety of national and
international women's and human rights
organizations.! After the group decided
in 1990 that their primary aim should be
to reform the Moudawana, it took almost
two years to gain the support of other
women's rights organizations, who feared
that the Moudawana could interfere with
other women's rights issues being pursued.
However, the UAF held debates with these
organizations to convince them that the
Moudawana reforms were worth fighting
for.
To raise support from the general
public, the movement  organized
and established

women's shelters.*> An important medium

educational seminars
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for disseminating their message was the
‘women's press,’ consisting of newspapers
such as 8 Mars and Kalima, which discussed
like
single motherhood, and homosexuality.**

taboo topics domestic violence,
However, since more than half of the
female population was illiterate at the time
when these newspapers developed, there
was a need for other forms of outreach,
ones with a more widespread impact for
building support across the country.®
To this end, the UAF held seminars for
women in rural areas to raise awareness
that the Moudawana was the source of
"widespread poverty, illiteracy, and even
domestic violence."* Through its outreach
efforts, the UAF broadened their base of
supporters.

The
pioneering law in the Arab world, and

Moroccan Moudawana is a

has set an example in the region. Jordan,
Egypt and Tunisia have started discussions
on modifying their family laws in similar
directions. In the words of Latifa Jbabdi,
the reform achieved "a peaceful revolution
for women."?’

Footnotes
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Vision and Motivation
In 1960, the world of American women

was limited in almost every respect, from
family life to the workplace. A woman was
expected to follow one path: to marry in
her early 20s, start a family quickly, and
devote her life to homemaking. As one
woman at the time put it, "The female
doesn't really expect a lot from life. She's
here as someone's keeper - her husband's
or her children's."! As such, wives bore
the full load of housekeeping and child
care, spending an average of 55 hours
a week on domestic chores.? They were
legally subject to their husbands via "head
and master laws," and they had no legal
right to any of their husbands' earnings
or property, aside from a limited right to
husbands,
would control their wives' property and

"proper support"; however,
earnings.’ If the marriage deteriorated,
divorce was difficult to obtain, as "no-

fault" divorce was not an option, forcing
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women to prove wrongdoing on the
part of their husbands in order to get
divorced.*

The 38 percent of American women
who worked in 1960 were largely limited
to jobs as teacher, nurse, or secretary.’
Women were generally unwelcome in
professional programs; as one medical
school dean declared, "Hell yes, we have
a quota...We do keep women out, when we
can. We don't want them here — and they
don't want them elsewhere, either, whether
or not they'll admit it."® As a result, in
1960, women accounted for six percent of
American doctors, three percent of lawyers,
and less than one percent of engineers.’
Working women were routinely paid lower
salaries than men and denied opportunities
to advance, as employers assumed they
would soon become pregnant and quit
their jobs, and that, unlike men, they did
not have families to support.

In 1962,
The
the frustration and even the despair

book
captured

Betty Friedan's
Feminine = Mystique
of a generation of college-educated
who felt
unfulfilled. As one said, "I'm desperate.

housewives trapped and
I begin to feel I have no personality. I'm
a server of food and a putter-on of pants
and a bedmaker, somebody who can be
called on when you want something. But
who am 1?"® Friedan stunned the nation
by contradicting the accepted wisdom
that housewives were content to serve
their families and by calling on women to
seek fulfillment in work outside the home.
While Friedan's writing largely spoke to
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an audience of educated, upper-middle-
class white women, her work had such an
impact that it is credited with sparking the
"second wave" of the American feminist
"first
wave" had pushed for women's suffrage,

movement. Decades earlier, the
culminating with the passage of the 19th
Amendment that gave women the right to
vote in 1920. Now a new generation would
take up the call for equality beyond the law
and into women's lives.

Goals and Objectives

The feminist movement of the 1960s
and '70s originally focused on dismantling
workplace inequality, such as denial of
access to better jobs and salary inequity,
In 1964,
Representative Howard Smith of Virginia

via anti-discrimination laws.

proposed to add a prohibition on gender

discrimination into the Civil Rights Act that

was under consideration. He was greeted
by laughter from the other Congressmen,
but with leadership from Representative
Martha Griffiths of Michigan, the law
passed with the amendment intact.’
However, it quickly became clear that
the newly established Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission would not
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enforce the law's protection of women
workers, and so a group of feminists
including Betty Friedan decided to found
an organization that would fight gender
discrimination through the courts and
legislatures. In the summer of 1966, they
launched the National Organization for
Women (NOW), which went on to lobby
Congress for pro-equality laws and assist
women seeking legal aid as they battled
workplace discrimination in the courts.'”
As such, Betty Friedan's generation
sought not to dismantle the prevailing
system but to open it up for women's
participation on a public, political level.
However, the more radical "women's
liberation" movement was determined to
completely overthrow the patriarchy that
they believed was oppressing every facet
of women's lives, including their private
lives.!! They popularized the idea that
"the personal is political" - that women's
political inequality had equally important
personal ramifications, encompassing
their relationships, sexuality, birth control
and abortion, clothing and body image,
and roles in marriage, housework and
childcare.’> As such, the different wings
of the feminist movement sought women's
equality on both a political and personal

level.

Leadership

The feminist movement was not
rigidly structured or led by a single figure
or group. As one feminist wrote, "The
women's movement is a non-hierarchical

one. It does things collectively and
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"3 In fact, the movement

experimentally.
was deeply divided between young and old,
upper-class and lower-class, conservative
and radical. Betty Friedan was determined
to make the movement a respectable part of
mainstream society and distanced herself
from what she termed the "bra-burning,
anti-man, politics-of-orgasm" school of
feminism; she even spent years insinuating
that the young feminist leader Gloria
Steinem had sinister links to the FBI and
CIA."™ Younger feminists, for their part,
distrusted the older generation and viewed
NOW as stuffy and out of touch: "NOW's
demands and organizational style weren't
radical enough for us."'s

When these divides were combined
with a reluctance to choose official
leaders for the movement, it gave the
media an opening to anoint its own
"feminist leaders," leading to resentment
within the movement. Meanwhile, in this
leadership vacuum, the most assertive
women promoted themselves as leaders,
prompting attacks from other women who
believed that all members of the movement
should be equal in status.'®
like
Steinem and Germaine Greer attracted

Nonetheless, women Gloria
media attention through both their popular
writings and their appealing image. They
played a key role representing feminism
to the public and the media — providing
attractive examples of women who were
feminists without fitting the negative
stereotypes of humorless, ugly, man-hating
shrews."”
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Civic Environment

In large part, the success of the feminist
movement was driven by a favorable
confluence of economic and societal
changes. After World War II, the boom
of the American economy outpaced the
available workforce, making it necessary
for women to fill new job openings; in
fact, in the 1960s, two-thirds of all new
jobs went to women.!® As such, the nation
simply had to accept the idea of women in
the workforce. Meanwhile, as expectations
for a comfortable middle-class lifestyle
rose, having two incomes became critical
to achieving this lifestyle, making women's
participation in the workforce still more
acceptable.”

But many of these women were
relegated to low-paying clerical and
administrative work. What opened the
door for women to pursue professional
careers was access to the Pill - reliable oral
contraception. Knowing that they could
now complete years of training or study
and launch their career without being
interrupted by pregnancy, a wave of young
women began applying to medical, law,
and business schools in the early 1970s. At
the same time, the Pill made the "sexual
revolution" possible, helping to break
down the double standard that allowed
premarital sex for men but prohibited it for
women.

Feminist leaders were also inspired
by the Civil Rights movement, through
which many of them had gained civic
organizing experience. At the same time,
black women played a key role in the Civil
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Rights
local organizations, but were shut out of

movement, especially through
leadership roles.?* Meanwhile, the women's
anti-war movement was joined by a new
generation of more radical young women
protesting not only the Vietnam war but
also "the way in which the traditional
women's peace movement condoned and
even enforced the gender hierarchy in
which men made war and women wept."?!
On college campuses, women joined in
the leftist student movement, but their
efforts to incorporate women's rights into
the New Left were ignored or met with
condescension from the male student
leaders; at one New Politics conference,
the chairman told a feminist activist, "Cool
down, little girl. We have more important
things to do here than talk about women's
problems."** As a result, women split off
from the movements that marginalized
them in order to form their own movement.
At the same time, the FBI viewed the
women's movement as "part of the enemy,
a challenge to American values," as well
as potentially violent and linked to other
"extremist" movements.? It paid hundreds
of female informants across the country to
infiltrate the women's movement.>* While
this infiltration intensified paranoia and
eroded trust among activists, it did not
change the course of the movement as it
continued to fight for equal rights.>

Message and Audience

The women's movement used different
means to strive for equality: lobbying
Congress to change laws; publicizing
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issues like rape and domestic violence
through the media; and reaching out
to ordinary women to both expand the
movement and raise their awareness of
how feminism could help them.

Early in the women's liberation
movement, which was deeply rooted in
the New Left, activists took an aggressive
their

against sexism in the media ranged

approach to protests. Protests
from putting stickers saying "Sexist"
on offensive advertisements to holding
sit-ins at local media outlets, all the
way to sabotage of newspaper offices.?
This approach sometimes crossed the
line into offensiveness, as at the 1968
demonstration outside the Miss America
pageant in Atlantic City, where activists
protested objectification of women by
waving derogatory signs like "Up Against
the Wall, Miss America." While the event
attracted widespread media coverage (and
launched the myth that feminists burned
bras), the approach was alienating. As a
result, many activists resolved to "stop
using the 'in-talk' of the New Left/Hippie
movement" and strive to reach ordinary
women across the country.?’

"Consciousness-raising groups"
became an effective way to do so; in
small groups in local communities,
women explored topics such as family
life, education, sex, and work from their
personal perspectives. As they shared
their stories, they began to understand
themselves in relation to the patriarchal
society they lived in, and they discovered

their commonalities and built solidarity;
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as one said, "[I began to] see myself as
part of a larger population of women. My
circumstances are not unique, but...can be
traced to the social structure."?

Meanwhile, in their campaigns for the
legalization of abortion, activists testified
before state legislatures and held public
"speak-outs" where women admitted
to illegal abortions and explained their
reasons for abortion; these events "brought
abortion out of the closet where it had been
hidden in secrecy and shame. It informed
the public that most women were having
abortions anyway. People spoke from
their hearts. It was heart-rending."* The
"speak-out" was also used to publicize
the largely unacknowledged phenomenon
of rape, as activists also set up rape crisis
centers and advocacy groups, and lobbied
police departments and hospitals to treat
rape victims with more sensitivity.* To
publicize date rape, the annual "Take Back
the Night" march on college campuses was
launched in 1982.3!

Activists also defined and campaigned
against sexual harassment, which was
legally defined as a violation of women's
rights in 1980; they also redefined spousal
abuse as not a tradition but a crime, lobbied
for legal change, and set up domestic
violence shelters.?> The women's health
movement set up a new goal of creating
a women-centered health system, rather
than the existing system that was often
insensitive to women's needs; activists
educated themselves on the female body,
began giving classes in homes, daycares,
and churches, set up women's clinics, and
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published the reference book Our Bodies,
Ourselves.™

Meanwhile, the women's movement
was producing a huge number of journals
in local communities across the country.
While these journals were produced
largely for members of the movement,
Gloria Steinem's Ms. Magazine, founded
in 1971, expanded the audience to the
general public at a national level. It
publicized the problems ordinary women
faced, published inspirational stories of
successful women, and covered grassroots
activist efforts across the country.**

At the same time, the movement
action lawsuits, formal

used class

complaints, protests, and hearings to
create legal change.’® By the late 1970s,
they had made tangible, far reaching
gains, including the outlawing of gender
discrimination in education, college
sports, and obtaining financial credit®; the
banning of employment discrimination
against pregnant women®’; the legalization
of abortion’® and birth control*’; and
the establishment of "irreconcilable
differences" as grounds for divorce and
equalization of property division during
divorce.* Members of the women's
movement were invigorated by these
successes; as one said, "I knew [ was a part
of making history...It gave you a real high,
because you knew real things could come
out of it."4!

The August 1970 Women's Strike for
Equality, a nationwide wave of protests,
marches, and sit-ins, captured this spirit

of optimism. However, it soon gave way
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to a backlash exemplified by the failure
of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA),
a proposed constitutional amendment
that would protect women's rights. It
swiftly passed Congress in 1972 and was
ratified by 30 states by the end of the
following year. Still, it was unable to gain
the 8 additional ratifications necessary
by the 1982 deadline. At first there was
widespread public support for the ERA by
a margin of at least two to one - in theory,
at least.*? In practice, the public was still
very conservative when it came to men's
and women's roles, and a growing backlash
against the changes feminism represented
coincided with a backlash against gay
rights and abortion rights, as led by the
newly ascendant conservative movement,
particularly the Christian right wing.
Moreover, the women's movement
failed to communicate the benefits of the
ERA; by the time it passed Congress,
many of the inequalities in the country's
laws had already been addressed, and
it was hard for the public to see what
positive impact the amendment could
have.” The ERA's opponents, on the other
hand, painted a vivid picture of the terrible
effects the ERA could have on the country.
They attacked it as a plot to dismantle
the foundations of American society,
especially the family, and denounced
the ERA's "hidden agenda": "taxpayer
funding of abortions and the entire gay
agenda."* The ERA's leading
opponent, Phyllis Schlafly, denied that

rights

women were discriminated against at all;
rather, she said, they enjoyed a sanctified
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position in American society through the
"Christian tradition of chivalry," which
the ERA would destroy.* While the ERA
failed, and the backlash against feminism
has continued, the struggle for women's
rights has also continued, leaving a lasting
impact on American society.

Outreach Activities

Due to the cross-cutting nature of
the women's movement, which included
women who were already members of
other movements, it was naturally suited
to build links with these movements. For
instance, some members of the feminist
movement traveled abroad to meet
Vietnamese women who were against the
war in that country, in an effort to build
sisterly anti-war solidarity.*® Meanwhile,
feminists with roots in the labor movement
launched local groups to organize women
workers, improve their working conditions,
and fight for their equal rights on the job.*’
Black feminists targeted such issues as
child care, police repression, welfare,
and healthcare, and founded the National
Black Feminist Organization in 1973.48

By the end of the 1970s, activists
burned out, and the women's movement
fragmented - but the services they founded,
such as rape crisis centers, women's
shelters, and health clinics, were integrated
into the mainstream as cities, universities,
and religious organizations provided
program funding.” Today the gains of the
feminist movement - women's equal access
to education, their increased participation

in politics and the workplace, their access
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to abortion and birth control, the existence
of resources to aid domestic violence and
rape victims, and the legal protection
of women's rights - are often taken for
granted. While feminists continue to strive
for increased equality, as Betty Friedan
wrote, "What used to be the feminist
agenda is now an everyday reality. The
way women look at themselves, the way
other people look at women, is completely
different...than it was thirty years ago...
Our daughters grow up with the same

possibilities as our sons."*°

Footnotes
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The One Million Signatures Campaign
Working for Equality in Iran

Vision and Motivation

Iranian women have a long history of
leadership in the country's political and
social movements for change, stretching
back to the 1890 Tobacco Protest, a civic
movement against dictatorship and foreign
interference in Iran. During the 1905
Constitutional Revolution that established
an Iranian Constitution and Parliament,
women’s voices became more organized,
and an effort was launched to raise
political awareness about women’s rights
and to educate girls and women. Women’s
journals and associations began to emerge.

After the Pahlavi Dynasty came to
power in 1925, it strove to modernize
Iran through reforms including to the
educational system, female literacy and
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women’s active participation in public life.
Women’s rights and opportunities were
expanded, from groundbreaking equality
in the family to political participation.
First, in 1963, women were granted the
right to vote and run for office. Four
years later, the Family Protection Law
heralded a revolution for family law, and
the 1975 amendment to the law protected
women's rights even more robustly,
making it an unprecedented codification
of women’s rights in the Middle East
region. The courts adjudicated issues such
as divorce, child custody, child support,
and multiple marriages, whereas previous
to the landmark legislation, men had had
unilateral rights in these areas; in addition,
the minimum age of marriage was raised
from 9 to 18 for women and from 15 to 20 for
men.! At the same time, women occupied
24 seats in both houses of parliament and
served as mayors, ministers, city council
members, ambassadors, judges, and
business leaders.?
The 1979
obliterated these achievements and rolled
virtually

overnight. Within two months after the

Islamic  Revolution

back women's legal status
revolution, many articles of the Family
Protection Law were repealed in practice.
Women were initially forced to wear the
hejab at their workplaces, and many were
eventually forced out of the workplace
altogether; and parks, beaches, sporting
events, and other public spaces such as
buses were sex-segregated. Within four
years, gender segregation had expanded
even to primary and secondary schools;
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imprisonment and fines were imposed
as punishment for women who failed
to follow the official dress rules; and
women's legal value was reduced to half
that of a man in cases requiring monetary
compensation for loss of life.> As Shirin
Ebadi put it, “The laws, in short, turned the
clock back fourteen hundred years, to...
the days when stoning women for adultery
and chopping off the hands of thieves were
considered appropriate sentences.”™
During the revolution, liberal
women, albeit in limited numbers, held
demonstrations against compulsory hejab
and sex segregation and were outspoken
in their criticism of discriminatory laws;
however, in the face of violence from
Islamic radicals and complacency from
leftist groups, they failed to put forth
a coherent and sustained movement to
address gender inequality.’ In short, many
Iranians who may have not been in favor
of mandatory hejab chose to stay silent on
the matter, and many leftist groups actively
called on women to defer their demands for
women’s rights in favor of larger, so called
more important goals. As a result, many
liberal-minded women were forced to flee
the country, while others, many of them
highly educated professional women, were
forced out of the public sphere and isolated
within the bounds of home. The struggle
for equal rights, however constrained
and coded, continued over the ensuing
decades, eventually leading to the launch
of the One Million Signatures Campaign
in 2006. During the three previous years,
Iranian women’s rights activists had grown
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increasingly visible on an international
level. After human rights lawyer Shirin
Ebadi was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize in 2003, Iranian feminists held a
series of seminars on women's rights that
led to an unprecedented demonstration
against gender inequality in front of
Tehran University on June 12, 2005. This
event united over 600 male and female
activists, and on the same day the next
year, women’s rights activists organized
another demonstration in Tehran's Haft-e
Tir Square, which gained the support of
both local and international human rights
groups such as Amnesty International. The
protesters “demand[ed] the reform of laws,
especially family laws, that discriminate
against women.”®

Activists also distributed a pamphlet
on “The Effects of Laws on Women’s
Lives” across Tehran.” Although the

demonstration was peaceful, security
forces swiftly broke it up, attacking the
activists with clubs and pepper spray and
arresting 70 people.® “We never imagined
we’d be met with so much resistance,”
says one of the campaign’s founders. “Our
demands were so basic.””

Two months later, on August 27, a
group of 54 activists launched the One
Million Signatures Campaign, meeting in
the street in front of the closed doors of a
Tehran charity institute, due to government
restrictions on group meetings.!® The
Campaign launched its activities as a way to
demonstrate widespread grassroots support
for the Iranian women’s rights movement
movement

for legal equality. This
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addresses gender discrimination in Iran's
legal system through public education on
women’s legal status, collecting signatures
on a petition to change discriminatory
laws, and putting pressure on legislators to
change these laws.

Goals and Objectives

The campaign’s primary goal is to
dismantle discriminatory laws against
women in Iran, with a wider vision of
transforming the societal and cultural
norms which keep these laws in place.
The campaign’s leaders knew that their
movement needed mass popular support
in order to face the government, so they
sought to accrue one million signatures on
their petition for legal change. Collection
of signatures also promotes cooperation
between different sectors of society. This
helps lay the ground for bottom- up change
via public education and promotion of
dialogue between diverse groups of people;
it seeks to build a stronger relationship
between intellectuals and ordinary
people."! Through this type of cooperation,
the movement identifies women’s needs
and amplifies their voices.

As the campaign gathered support
across the country, expanding from Tehran
to Tabriz, Esfahan, Hamedan, Gorgan,
Zanjan, Karaj, Yazd, and Kermanshah by
the end of 2006, it proved that demand
for legal reform was not limited to a
particular group of human rights activists
but encompassed everyday people from
all walks of life.!? Despite the regime’s
censorship of the movement’s activities
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and writings, the campaign has effectively
raised ordinary people's awareness of
women’s rights, promoted the idea of
societal equality, and publicized women’s
demands."® One example of the movement's
practical achievements is its successful
pressuring of Parliament to amend the
inheritance law in 2008, giving women the
right to inherit their husband’s property.
Also in 2008, women were granted the
right to equal blood money in accidents
covered by insurance companies, and
Parliament prevented passage of Articles
23 and 25 of the “Family Protection” bill
proposed by the Ahmadinejad government
in 2007, which would have enabled men
to take additional wives without their first
wife's consent and would have mandated
that women pay a tax on their fiance's
mehrich (dowry gift).

As part of outreach, campaign activists
talk face to face with women at their
homes and public places. The campaign's
“education committee” trains these
activists in the legal issues the campaign
focuses on, as well as methods of
communicating with people and collecting
signatures. “Train-the-trainer” sessions
educate women's rights activists, who can
go out and expand the campaign's support
base by hosting training sessions of their
own across the country.'* This informal
learning approach resonates well with the
country’s student movement, who help to
disseminate the message of equality from
within the massive university system.'

The campaign’s pamphlets explain
the legal issues the campaign focuses
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on, including equality in marriage and
child
relations; the right to pass on citizenship

divorce, custody, and family
to one's children; equality in blood money,
inheritance, and giving testimony; access
to leadership positions; changing the age of
criminal responsibility; and banning honor
killings, stonings, and compulsory hejab. !¢

After collecting one million signatures,
the campaign plans to present the petition
to Parliament and lobby the legislature to
enact legal change, as it has already begun
doing. The campaign has continually
accepted online petition signatures as a
sign of mass popular support, although
it will not include these signatures in its
official tally.

Leadership

The One Million Signatures Campaign
was initially founded by 54 activists,
including well-known lawyers such as
Shirin Ebadi, prominent women’s rights
activists and journalists such as Noushin
Ahmadi Khorasani, Narges Mohammadi,
Parvin Ardalan, Zhila Bani Yaghoob,
Fariba Davoodi Mohajer, and Bahareh
Hedayat.!” The campaign also received
quick support from celebrities including
directors Tahmineh Milani, Pooran
Derakhshandeh, and Rakhshan Bani
Etemad, and poet Simin Behbahani.

Despite the involvement of such
prominent figures, the campaign remains
primarily a grassroots movement. Its
founders deliberately chose to avoid a
traditional hierarchical leadership model,
believing that such a system “failed to
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create opportunities for ordinary people
- meaning especially younger and lower-
income women - to become involved in
trying to improve unjust laws.”®
As the

members, they built a team around the

campaign attracted new
idea that “there can be many paths to the
same goal and that we do not need to
form an absolute consensus... in order to
make progress.”” The movement asks its
members to agree only on a basic set of
principles, thus encouraging inclusiveness
and discouraging warring factions.® The
campaign believes that “there is no single
formula for building a relationship with
different groups, but [basic] principles
should be respected. Audience diversity
different to build
” The campaign's petition,

requires formulas
relationships.
statement of goals, and “Effects of Laws
on Women’s Lives” pamphlet are the main
documents on which members’ activities
are based. Members are empowered to
follow these principles in their own ways
- for instance, by using journalism or the
arts.’’ As one of the campaign members
says, “Wherever we strive to campaign,
we act in accordance with the [local]
geographic and social conditions. That's
why local activists must be the ones to
work on [their own] campaign sites. I think
the campaign has been successful in large
cities such as Esfahan, Tabriz, and Rasht
because of the quality of the activists in
those cities.””

All activists, including both men
and women, throughout the country and

abroad, are able to join the campaign. The
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campaign is currently based in about 20
Iranian cities and ten additional countries
around the world. When people wish to
organize a campaign activity in their town,
they contact the “cities” committee before
moving forward locally. The movement
encourages independence within its
committees, and regional groups both
contribute to the main campaign website
Small

groups are empowered to make decisions

and maintain their own sites.??

on their own, and responsibilities are
regularly rotated between people and
groups “so that none may begin claiming
a certain area as ‘her’ or ‘our’ domain.”**

Civic Environment

Since Iran’s 1979 revolution, according
“the
theocratic rulers have harshly repressed

to Freedom House, country’s
citizens’ democratic aspirations.”” The
unelected Supreme Leader is the highest-
ranking leader in the country, holding
complete control over the country's security
apparatus. In a 1993 UN resolution, the
General Assembly expressed its concern
over “the high number of executions,
cases of torture and cruel, inhuman or
degrading treatment or punishment, the
standard of the administration of justice,
the absence of guarantees of due process
of law, discriminatory treatment of certain
groups of citizens... and restrictions on the
freedom of expression, thought, opinion
and the press...”*

According to Freedom House, after
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad came
to power in 2005, “respect for political
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rights and individual liberties has further
deteriorated, and civil society has grown
ever more isolated.”® In June 2009,
Ahmadinejad was re-elected despite
widespread charges of fraud, and Iranians
rose up in protest across the country.
Security forces violently repressed the
tightened

on freedom of speech, and intimidated,

demonstrations, restrictions

arrested, tortured and raped activists.?®
In this
environment, the

increasingly  repressive

regime views the
One Million Signatures Campaign as
a threat to national security. From the
beginning, the state resisted the campaign,
preventing its founders from holding an
opening ceremony. It has blocked public
conferences and seminars on women’s
rights, forcing campaign members to
hold sessions in their homes — although
security forces have even raided home
sessions and interrogated homeowners.”
During the post-2009 election period, One
Million Signatures campaign activity has
become less intense and less publicized.
Nonetheless, campaign members have
sought to strengthen the movement by
recruiting activists who became active
in the aftermath of the 2009 election.*
However, many women’s rights activists
have left the country since June 2009,
necessitating the use of the internet to
maintain activist networks. According to
one of the campaigners in exile, “Although
the post- election violence has affected the
women’s rights movement, networking has
prevented the campaign from collapsing.”!
As human rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh
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puts it, “While the campaign’s external
activities have subsided, this movement
has not been repressed.”*

So far, over 50 members have been
arrested for their involvement in the
campaign, while hundreds more have
had their passports revoked or have been
barred from the education system.*® The
government has shut the campaign’s
website down dozens of times, and many
members who are not incarcerated are
under constant surveillance.** Campaign
members have been sentenced to
imprisonment, flogging, and deportation
on charges such as acting against national
security, propaganda against the state,
and disturbing public opinion. The UN
Secretary General's March 2011 report
on human rights in Iran highlighted
state retribution against members of the
One

Furthermore, a

Million Signatures Campaign.’
March  2011Human
Rights Watch statement describes how
“security forces and judiciary officials
routinely have subjected female activists
to threats, harassment, interrogations, and
imprisonment...”3¢

Message and Audience
The movement aims to

with

powerful enough to make lawmakers take

“back its

demands a popular following
notice and begin discussing legal reform
with representatives from the women’s
The

believes that the current laws do not reflect

rights movement.”’ campaign
today's social norms, and so they must

be reformed. By educating women and
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obtaining their signatures, the campaign
reaches beyond feminist advocates to
make every person who signs the petition
a member of the movement. According
to Mahnaz Afkhami,
of women's affairs in Iran prior to the

former minister

revolution and founder and president of
the Women's Learning Partnership, “The
campaign brings to mind the image of
raindrops falling, forming rivulets, and
then converging on an ever-larger scale
until they become a river. First there is a
murmur, a trickle, and then, gradually, a
torrent of voices sounding together and
reaching far and wide.”*®

As such, its primary target is Iranian
lawmakers, but it also focuses on reaching
a wide, general audience as both a means
to exert pressure on lawmakers and as a
means to raise the awareness of society at
large. The campaign approaches potential
signees in spaces traditionally reserved
for women, such as homes, but also parks,
universities, production centers, factories,
health centers, religious gatherings, sports
centers, and public transportation centers.

However, the campaign is not biased
towards women only; since the start of its
activities, men and women have cooperated
together to promote the concept of societal
equality. Furthermore, in order to reach
diverse sectors of society, including
religious groups, the campaign declares
that its demands do not conflict with Islam;
rather, they seek legal reform based on a
dynamic interpretation of sharia law. As
one campaign member says, “Most of the
women campaigners are Muslims. They
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always say: We believe in Islam; we are just
challenging these laws and saying these
laws are not suitable for now'."** In fact, the
campaign has cited such reputable Islamic
leaders as Ayatollah Yousef Sanei and
Ayatollah Bojnourdi, who support reforms
to discriminatory laws.** The campaign
also follows the tradition of ijtehad -
using independent reasoning in religious
interpretation of the Qur'an - and sunnah
(the practices of Mohammed, Islam's
prophet), which allows religious leaders to
adapt religious rules to societal changes.

The movement has kept its message
apolitical, casting its demands within the
framework of Iran's existing laws without
announcing opposition to the state's

political ~foundations. Simultaneously,
the campaign maintains its independence
by not receiving funding from any
governmental, domestic, or international
organization.*’ While it has tried to
establish that as such, it poses no threat
to the state, the campaign has still been
suppressed by security forces, like other
Indeed,

according to prominent women's rights

peaceful social movements.
activist Parvin Ardalan, due to Iran's closed
political environment, social movements
such as this are often politicized, even

against their will.*

Outreach Activities

The campaign's objective, according
to member Fariba Davoodi Mohajer, “was
to go from local to regional networking,
and from there on to international

networking.”* As such, the One Million
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Signatures Campaign has built networks
with more narrowly defined women’s
rights groups such as the Campaign
Against Stoning. Parvin Ardalan says,
“The
our sensitivity to inequality in diverse

concept of equality increased
areas... it was the common point between
us and students, minorities, and even
workers’ movements...”** During the
2009 presidential campaign, for example,
the movement rallied together over 40
women’s and human rights groups in a
coalition that persuaded all the presidential
candidates to state their positions on
women’s issues - a significant first in
Iranian politics.* Furthermore, during the
post-2009 presidential election unrest, the
campaigners created a support network to
help detainees’ families, especially women,
by accompanying families to prisons,
joining protests in front of prisons, and
educating protesters about citizens’ rights.

During the following two years, many
of the campaign activists had to leave the
country, but continued to publicize human
rights violations in Iran through the media,
civic associations, and international
organizations. As one activist says, “The
outside world gives us new capabilities.
Freedom of expression and the associated
opportunities have enabled us to be active
and serve as the voice of activists in
Iran.”*¢ Furthermore, cooperation between
these recent exiles and longtime Iranian
expatriates has created solidarity between
different groups of women in Iran and
abroad and enabled them to appeal to the

international community more directly.*’
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On a global level, the support of Nobel
laureate Shirin Ebadi has also played a
crucial role in giving the movement an
international profile, while international
human rights activists like the Dalai Lama
have also expressed their support for
the movement. For their work, various
members of the campaign have received
international recognition, including the
2007 Olof Palme Prize, the 2008 Reporters
Without Borders/Deutsche Welle award,
the 2009 Simone De Beauvoir Prize for
Women’s Freedom, the 2009 Feminist
Majority Foundation Global Women’s
Rights Award, and the 2009 Glamour
Women of the Year Award.*

By the end of 2009, though the
petition’s signatures had not been officially
counted, it was estimated that the campaign
had collected hundreds of thousands
of signatures.* “We feel we achieved a
great deal, even though we are faced with
security charges,” says a co-founder of the
campaign. “No one is afraid to talk about
more rights for women anymore. This is a
big achievement.”*

Footnotes
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Vision and Motivation
In February 2008, Nujood Ali, just 10
years old, was married to a man three times

her age so that her family could escape
the economic burden of raising children.!
Nujood’s case was not uncommon in
Yemen; in fact, most Yemeni girls marry
older men before the age of 18. Nujood,
who had no desire to be married, was
continually raped and beaten by her 30-
year old husband from the onset of their
marriage. Almost two months after their
wedding, Nujood escaped her husband’s
home and took a taxi to a courthouse
in Sana’a, where she hoped to file for
divorce. After waiting nearly all day at the
courthouse, a compassionate judge finally
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heard Nujood’s story and took her home
to his family for the weekend; he also had
both Nujood’s father and husband arrested.
Nujood was then assigned to human rights
lawyer Shada Nasser as her counsel, who
successfully made her case in a court
that granted Nujood a divorce from her
husband.

Once Nujood’s story had been picked
up by international media outlets, it
raised the profile of one of Yemen’s most
troubling, socially-embedded customs:
child brides. While several organizations
exist in Yemen to combat child marriage,
Nujood’s case sparked an overarching
call to action from both the Yemeni and
international communities.

Goals and Objectives

While Nujood was focused on escaping
her abusive marriage, she was also eager
to return to her younger sister in order to
protect her from the same fate. Nujood
says, “I did it so that people would listen
and think again about marrying off their
daughters so young.”” Shada Nasser, as
Nujood’s lawyer, also hoped that Nujood’s
high profile case would demonstrate to
other young girls that they don’t have to
remain trapped in abusive marriages.

Shada Nasser, alongside supportive
children’s and women’s rights groups,
agrees that the best cure for the child bride
epidemic is education, which is a crucial
supplementary goal for combatants of
child brides in Yemen. With nearly 75%
of Yemeni women illiterate and many too
poor to go to school, families feel forced
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to marry their daughters to older men who
many hope will raise the girls.* Parents
generally do not believe that marriages
will be consummated within the first
few years, as it is forbidden by Yemeni
law until the girl has reached puberty.
However, in Yemen, husbands cannot
be tried for sexual violence against their
wives, making rape against young brides
an act impossible to prevent. Changing
the law is an important step, but educating
young girls and convincing families not to
marry their daughters at an early age are
equally instrumental .’

Leadership

Nujood’s courageous decision to end
her marriage was a historic event for
Yemen, as few precedents existed for her
action. As Nujood said, “I’'m a simple
village girl whose family had to move
to the capital, and I have always obeyed
the orders of my fathers and brothers.
Since forever, I have learned to say yes to
everything. Today I have decided to say
n0.”® Nujood’s accounts of the trial reveal
her shock and awe that her case could
draw such attention: “I would never have
imagined stirring up so much interest.
Me! A silent victim for so many months,
suddenly propelled into the spotlight,
facing all these journalists.”” Nujood’s
experience is a testament to the fact that
despite age, anyone with courage can stand
up for her rights. Hillary Clinton has called
Nujood “one of the greatest women I have
ever seen...She set an example with her
courage.”®
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Nujood’s case would have been hard to
win without the help and guidance of Shada
Nasser, a prominent human rights lawyer
in Yemen. Upon learning of Nujood’s story
from a sympathetic judge in Sana’a, Nasser
contacted the Yemen Times to spread
Nujood’s story, leading to groundswells of
international support.” Nasser’s desire to
fight for the rights of women and girls and
her refusal to be intimidated by the male-
dominated courts of Yemen have led her to
take on similar cases, helping child brides
divorce their husbands at an increasing
rate since 2008.'°

Civic Environment

When North and South Yemen united
in 1990, there were a number of legal
gray areas that the new government
ignored - the more liberal South Yemen
had a minimum marriage age of 16, while
the North had one of 15. Ultimately the
Northern age limit was adopted; however,
it was abandoned nine years later when the
minimum age of marriage was altogether
abolished, dooming the lives of many
young girls in Yemen. Yemen has one of
the highest maternal mortality rates in
the world (370 per 100,000), due in large
part to the fact that many girls under the
age of 15 are forced to have children of
their own.!" There was no progress on the
issue of child brides until Nujood’s case
went public in April 2008 and propelled
the Yemeni Parliament to finally take
action, drafting legislation that stipulated a
minimum age of marriage at 17. Children’s
and women’s rights groups in Yemen drew
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inspiration from Nujood’s case, hoping
that the publicity drawn to Yemen would
facilitate the bill’s passage into law.'?
Tragically, Yemen’s Sharia Committee
quickly halted the signing of the bill into
law. The debate continues today between
that
does not dictate an age for marriage,

conservatives who argue Islam
and liberal parliamentarians who argue
that child marriages create long lasting
psychological and physical harm."” While
the debate has continued, child brides
continue to suffer the harsh realities of
their plight - in September 2009, a 12-year
old Yemeni child bride died in childbirth,
while another died in April 2010 from
internal bleeding after being raped by her
husband.*

Although Nujood’s case brought the
issue of child brides into the open, it is
still extremely difficult for young girls
to obtain divorces. According to an IRIN
news report, “[Nasser] has represented
several child bride divorce cases in court,
but admits she has lost most of them. Only
a handful of child brides have successfully
managed to divorce their husbands.”!
She blames the fact that in a divorce, the
dowry must be paid back in part or full to
the husband, and often the bride’s family
is too impoverished pay it back in full.
Moreover, because divorces can only
be granted in the governorate where the
marriage took place, which is often the
local village of the husband, a biased tribal
judge is unlikely to grant a divorce to a
young girl.'®
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Message and Audience
Many organizations, such as the

Yemeni Women’s Union, the Seyaj
Organization for Child Protection, the
Girls World Communication Center, and
the Sisters” Arab Forum for Human Rights
not only push for legal reform, they also
offer programs to help keep girls from
entering into marriages at young ages.
The Girls World Communication Center
(GWCC), a part of the Yemeni Youth

Development Foundation, was set up

through Glamour Magazine with donations

to Nujood’s cause to do just that.!” Located
in Sana'a, the GWCC provides educational
programs, including language classes
and computer training, to roughly 2,000
girls each year - most of them at no cost
because their families cannot afford
to pay.'®

Wafa Ahmad of the Yemeni Women’s
Union argues, “These early marriages rob
the girl of the right to a normal childhood
and education. The girls are forced to have

children before their bodies are fully grown
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instead of going to school and playing with
other children.”"

Outreach Activities

In 2008, both Nujood Ali and Shada
Nasser became global icons when they were
awarded Glamour Magazine’s Women of
the Year Award. Condoleezza Rice was
excited to meet Nujood, stating that she
“was going to be a great inspiration.”” The
publicity and recognition Nujood received
via the award inspired people all over the
world to donate money to a scholarship
that
as well as the Glamour fund which later
formed the GWCC. Nujood has written
a book about her experience, entitled
I Am Nujood, Age 10 and Divorced,
which became an

paid for Nujood’s education,

instant best-seller
published.
She is currently enrolled in a private

in France, where it was
school in Yemen thanks to generous
donations.

Nujood’s story has embroiled the
nation in a debate about the merits and
disadvantages of a law restricting marriage
to those over the age of 17. Though
Nujood was only 10 at the time, her case
reached the entire world, bringing the
issue to the forefront of human rights
policy-making in Yemen and the wider
Muslim world.

Footnotes
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