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For Cynthia Brown,

who pushed the human rights movement to recognize and defend women’s rights,

who never succumbed to the professional temptations of convention and convenience,

and whose fierce intellect, golden pen, and wise ways inspire us all.
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FOREWORD

A Historic Moment for Women’s Rights

Christiane Amanpour


To the one who makes the lonely feel they are not alone, who satisfies those who hunger and thirst for justice, who makes the oppressor feel as bad as the oppressed.… may her example multiply,

May she still have difficult days ahead, so that she can do whatever she needs to do, so that the next generation will not have to strive for what has already been accomplished.

—Brazilian author Paulo Coelho, from his poem “To Shirin Ebadi,” read at the Nobel Peace Prize concert in 2003



In October 2011, the Norwegian Nobel Committee named three women winners of the Nobel Peace Prize—an award won by only a dozen women since 1901. Liberian President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, her compatriot Leymah Gbowee, and Yemeni activist Tawakkol Karman were honored “for their nonviolent struggle for the safety of women and for women’s rights,” in a declaration that was clearly intended to send the message that the moment for women and girls to achieve basic rights had arrived.

The Peace Prize citation proclaimed, “We cannot achieve democracy and lasting peace in the world unless women obtain the same opportunities as men to influence developments at all levels of society.” As the Nobel Committee emphasized, this moment is as dramatic as any in recent decades for women and girls.

I have been a foreign correspondent for almost three decades in just about every war zone there is. I have made my living in an overwhelmingly male profession, bearing witness to some of the most horrific events of the end of the last century. In this time, we have seen enormous changes in law and practice, with measurable progress in women’s ability to get an education, to work, and to make decisions about their own bodies.

Yet as this book seeks to explain, in much of the world, basic rights such as control over their lives and access to health care remain far out of reach for millions of women and girls.

In India, some state governments can’t be bothered to count the number of women dying from preventable causes in pregnancy and childbirth. In the United States, rape victims are denied justice through bureaucratic inertia. In Somalia, warlords and famine—yet again—threaten women’s lives and families. In some European countries, women fleeing domestic violence are sent home to “work it out” with their abusive spouses. In Saudi Arabia, women of all ages live under a male guardianship system, preventing them from working, studying, marrying, driving, or traveling abroad without the permission of a male guardian—a father, husband, brother, or even a son.

China is a country of contradictions that has lowered infant and maternal mortality rates, and raised education standards, while still imposing a one-child policy that often leads to major abuses of women, including forced abortions. Indeed, in many countries, the picture is mixed, with progress in education and maternal mortality paired with escalating health threats such as HIV/AIDS and barriers to participation in public life.

In several places, including Iraq and Afghanistan, women are losing ground, facing violent insurgencies that threaten and attack women who are active in public life or work outside their homes. As Rachel Reid writes in this anthology, a common form of threat in Afghanistan is the “night letter” left at a house or girls’ school, such as this ominous letter sent to a female government employee: “We Taliban warn you to stop working for the government, otherwise we will take your life away. We will kill you in such a harsh way that no woman has so far been killed in that manner. This will be a good lesson for those women like you who are working.”

With societies from Tunisia and Egypt to Libya in political transition from repressive dictatorships, fundamental questions remain about whether women will indeed benefit from the overthrowing of tyrants. It is not yet clear whether they will be allowed to participate in the new political systems in the Middle East, or whether their rights will be protected under the region’s new constitutions.

This book is designed to spotlight these and other pressing problems for women and girls in the world today, and to give a road map to solutions that can work. In these pages you will meet tenacious women human rights defenders. You will hear in their own voices from women and girls who have faced unimaginable terror and grief. And you can decide for yourself whether so-called “traditional practices” such as early marriage or female genital mutilation are just harmful practices that have no rightful place in the world today.

Human Rights Watch was one of the first international organizations to treat domestic violence as a human rights issue. In war-torn Bosnia and Rwanda, researchers documented systematic rape and other forms of violence against women as a “weapon” in war, laying the groundwork for courts to later prosecute sexual violence as a crime against humanity. The organization’s experts, such as Nadya Khalife, who writes movingly about her work to end female genital mutilation in Iraq, show us how it should be possible at this historic moment for women’s rights activists to expand local campaigns and achieve truly global impact.

In some cases, as when Eleanor Roosevelt championed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, change for women can come at the stroke of a pen; in other cases, change takes generations. In Libya and states now building institutions from the ground up, addressing rights and protections for women is not yet at the top of priority lists. However, as the US State Department’s Ambassador-at-Large for Global Women’s Issues Melanne Verveer points out, this is a shortsighted and dangerous approach because “the vibrancy of these potential democracies will depend on the participation of women.”

When women are fully empowered, there is clear evidence that previously unthinkable opportunities develop, for them—and also for their families, communities, and countries. The effectiveness of women as peace negotiators in conflict zones led the United Nations Security Council to adopt Resolution 1325, which recognized “the important role of women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts and in peace-building,” as well as “the need to increase their role in decision-making with regard to conflict prevention and resolution.” The selection of Leymah Gbowee as a laureate of the 2011 Nobel Peace Prize was based largely on her tireless activities as a peace negotiator in Liberia.

In September 2011, just before the Nobel committee announced its award recognizing the vital work of women, the world lost one of its few female Nobel laureates. Wangari Maathai, the first African woman to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, was a pioneering professor who led an environmental revolution in her native Kenya. Her key to success, she often said, was empowering women “to create a society that respects democracy, decency, adherence to the rule of law, human rights, and the rights of women.”

It is a time of change in the world, with dictators toppling and new opportunities arising, but any revolution that doesn’t create equality for women will be incomplete. The time has come to realize the full potential of half the world’s population.


Christiane Amanpour is the anchor of ABC’s Sunday morning news program, This Week with Christiane Amanpour. Chief International Correspondent at CNN from 1992 to 2010, she joined CNN in 1983. Amanpour has reported on and from the world’s major hot spots including Afghanistan, the Balkans, Iran, Iraq, Rwanda, and Somalia, and has won every major broadcast award—including nine Emmys, four George Foster Peabody Awards, two George Polk Awards, and the Courage in Journalism Award.




INTRODUCTION

Revolutions and Rights

Minky Worden

Around the world today, enormous strides for women’s rights have been made on many fronts: domestic violence legislation, girls’ education, recognition of the value of women’s work, and the dynamic growth of the women’s rights movement. Yet women and girls are still being married as children, trafficked into forced labor and sex slavery, trapped in conflict zones where rape is a weapon of war, prevented from attending school, and prevented from making even deeply personal choices in their private lives.

The Unfinished Revolution tells the story of the ongoing global struggle on many fronts to secure basic rights for women and girls around the world, including in the Middle East where the Arab Spring has raised high hopes—but where it is already clear that these political revolutions alone will not be enough to secure rights for women, and might even lead to the weakening of key rights protections. At this time of global unrest and change, how women fare is a key test of other human rights and freedoms, which makes it all the more important that women have a seat at the table when decisions impacting their lives are made.

In 2011, the archipelago of dictatorships across the Middle East and North Africa was swept by popular tsunamis ousting Tunisia’s Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak, and Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi. These revolutions—and demonstrations in Bahrain, Syria, Yemen, Iraq, and other countries—were all different in their demands but had a common factor: women were often visible on the frontlines of the protests in countries where the treatment of women had long been a barometer of societies badly in need of reform.

One of the indelible images of the Arab Spring was that of female protesters wearing headscarves or the full black abaya—or just in jeans and T-shirts—carrying banners, marching on government offices, sleeping in tents. Women brought their babies to city squares to participate in the historic changes; female journalists and social media organizers tweeted, filmed, and reported the revolutions. Women demonstrators were harassed, detained, shot by snipers, and teargassed. Female human rights activists, including my Human Rights Watch colleague Heba Morayef in Cairo, went from morgue to morgue documenting the human toll of the government crackdowns. Laila Marzouq and Zahraa Said Kassem, the mother and sister of twenty-eight-year-old Khaled Said, refused to be silent about his violent death at the hands of police in Alexandria and participated in a number of anti-torture protests before, during, and after Mubarak’s ouster. Indeed, it was their vocal fight for justice that helped ignite the revolution in Egypt.

During Mubarak’s three decades of rule in Egypt, women joined protests demanding civil liberties and were harassed, tortured, and imprisoned alongside men. Despite—or perhaps because of—the repressive atmosphere, Egypt developed a vibrant civil society, with the founding of many women’s rights and human rights groups, such as the El-Nadim Center for Rehabilitation of Victims of Violence, headed by the powerful female anti-torture advocates Aida Seif El Dawla and Magda Adly. Veteran women’s rights groups, such as the New Woman Foundation and the Center for Egyptian Women’s Legal Aid, spent decades educating and organizing to bring about equality for women and girls.

In Tunisia, following the fall of Ben Ali, women’s rights activists fought for and won key electoral and legal protections for women. The government took early steps to consolidate women’s rights, including becoming the first Arab country to lift most reservations on CEDAW, the treaty that aims to eliminate all forms of discrimination against women. In April 2011, Tunisia’s electoral commission backed a gender parity law requiring each party to run an equal number of male and female candidates in the Constituent Assembly elections. The 217-seat assembly was elected on October 23, 2011, and was tasked with writing Tunisia’s next constitution.

Tunisia already had a robust civil society network of women and the most progressive personal status code in the region, banning polygamy, allowing abortion, and giving women equal rights with regard to marriage and divorce. Nadya Khalife, who monitors women’s rights in the Middle East for Human Rights Watch, is cautiously optimistic: “The increased representation of women is no guarantee that a new constitution will protect women’s rights and advance gender equality. But the gender parity law recognizes the importance of fair representation in politics and in the decision-making processes that will help shape Tunisia’s future.”

Arab Spring, Women’s Winter?

But there are also clear signs that political revolutions alone will not be enough to secure fundamental rights for women. In post-revolution Egypt, the same women lawyers and opposition leaders who helped crack the foundation of Mubarak’s rule found themselves almost immediately excluded from the post-revolution committee that was set up to change the constitution. In March 2011, male and female protesters were hauled off Cairo’s Tahrir Square by military forces, with seven of the female protesters subjected to sexual violence—forced “virginity testing.” A solidarity march on March 8, 2011, for International Women’s Day was disrupted by men who assaulted and insulted female participants. The Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, the governing transitional military authority put in place after Mubarak was toppled, included no women (indeed, there are no women in the Egyptian military).

Countries in the Middle East that have ostensible democratic institutions are not much better at protecting women’s rights. Human Rights Watch’s Iraq researcher Samer Muscati describes how conditions for women and girls have actually deteriorated since Saddam Hussein’s ouster. At a protest in Baghdad’s own Tahrir Square in June 2011, groups of government-backed thugs armed with wooden planks, knives, iron pipes, and other weapons beat and stabbed peaceful protesters and sexually molested female demonstrators. During the attack, the assailants groped female demonstrators, and in some cases attempted to remove their clothing, calling them whores and other sexually degrading terms.

Another cautionary tale comes from Iran’s recent history. In 1979, a young lawyer named Shirin Ebadi was on the frontlines of the Islamist revolution. Three decades and one Nobel Peace Prize later, she writes in this volume that Iran’s revolution led to the enactment of numerous laws that discriminate against women and hamper their ability to participate in public life to this day.

Will the women who supported and participated in the 2011 revolutions be pushed aside by military, Islamist, or other leaders, or will they be allowed to take part in governing, in the judiciary, and in making autonomous decisions about their own lives?

Just as Tunisia’s overthrow of Ben Ali set off a chain reaction of political revolts in the region, there are hopes that the openings in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya could herald a regional tipping point for rights for women and girls. As Christoph Wilcke explains in his chapter, women are even forcing change in calcified Saudi Arabia, where the so-called guardianship system requires them to obtain permission from a male relative to travel, work, study, or take part in public life. In a surprise move in September 2011, Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah bin Abd al-Aziz announced that women would be allowed to participate in the 2015 municipal elections and become full voting members of the advisory Shura Council. Yet the vast majority of Saudi women—who are still banned from driving and who have seen past promises of electoral participation unfulfilled—are still waiting for their “Arab Spring.”

There are reasons for caution and for redoubling efforts to ensure that women’s rights are not sacrificed in the horse trading that takes place during political transitions. This book’s two chapters on Afghanistan, by Rachel Reid and Georgette Gagnon, show the grim reality of life for women and girls whose lives are threatened by extremists, deeply entrenched and long-standing norms, and a lack of political will.

Abuses Start Young

Around the world, millions of women and girls begin life hampered by personal status laws that claim to protect women but in fact restrict their choices in life—including whom and when to marry and divorce, decisions that affect health for a lifetime, and their role in the family and society.

“I was sold twice,” seventeen-year-old Samira told Georgette Gagnon in a juvenile correction center in Kunduz province, Afghanistan. Engaged at age two, married at thirteen, and beaten regularly, she was later sold again by her husband to a stranger who raped her, before she ended up in jail for her own “protection.”

Child marriage is a harmful traditional practice that affects some 10 million girls a year—as many as 100 million girls over the next decade if nothing is done to stop it. Graça Machel and Mary Robinson are members of the “Elders”—a group of former heads of state and international rights advocates founded by Nelson Mandela—who have built a global coalition to end the practice. As they explain, early marriage is both a product of and a cause of poverty, and has been embedded in the social customs of Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and in some communities in Europe and the Americas for thousands of years. Families marry off girls young because of poverty, to settle debts, and to protect “honor,” since sex before marriage is seen as shameful. Thus, instead of marriage being a moment of joy, the reality of life for most child brides is forced marriage, forced sex, an end to education, and few choices about their future.

The Elders’ “Girls Not Brides” campaign is designed to promote a revolution in thinking about the value of girls to the world. Success will be achieved once this practice initially viewed as honorable is in time widely recognized as harmful, as Princeton University scholar Kwame Anthony Appiah writes in his 2010 book The Honor Code: How Moral Revolutions Happen.1

Women who are forced into marriage as children often face dire health consequences later on, including fistulas and death in childbirth. Mumbai-based expert Aruna Kashyap writes of India’s maternal mortality crisis, and how simple steps could prevent needless deaths of women in childbirth. Agnes Odhiambo writes of the anguish caused by fistulas, a preventable health crisis for women, which is often associated with marrying young. Marianne Mollmann outlines the stark and often fatal consequences for women who are denied contraception and abortion in Latin America.

In 1972, the Egyptian feminist writer Nawal el Saadawi published a bold exposé of female genital mutilation, known as FGM, which she herself had experienced as a child. As a medical official with the government, she had also seen countless girls maimed by this painful procedure. This widespread practice has deep roots in the notion that women are the gatekeepers of family honor. It should shame us that, four decades later, FGM is still practiced around the world today and that so many cultures believe girls’ sexual desires must be controlled early to prevent immorality. Nadya Khalife’s chapter details the lasting physical and psychological wounds caused by cutting girls’ sexual organs, but also outlines a road map for rolling back the practice, describing how Human Rights Watch worked to get a religious fatwa to fight FGM in Iraqi Kurdistan.

Education and Opportunity

Sharing information and education can also help to eradicate harmful traditional practices. As journalist Sheridan Prasso writes, at the beginning of the last century, girls across China had their feet bound to make them more attractive to men. Today, within a few generations, that harmful, traditional, and literally crippling practice is forever ended. In their book Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide, Nicholas D. Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn—whose grandmother had bound feet—describe how this practice was “embedded in traditional Chinese culture” before being largely eradicated by the mid-twentieth century.2

In her chapter, Isobel Coleman of the Council on Foreign Relations sets out how education and a “quiet revolution” driven by new technologies can improve family health, boost incomes, and enhance security in conflict zones. From computers to contraceptives to cell phones, technology can be harnessed to reduce women’s workload, enhance their health, improve their educational opportunities, and increase both their access to ideas and their ability to share their thoughts with one another.

Education is also a key element of the One Million Signatures Campaign, a tenacious domestic campaign to overturn the laws that make an Iranian woman or girl’s life legally worth half that of a man’s. One of the campaign’s organizers, Sussan Tahmasebi, describes how the campaign uses technology as well as humor and a grassroots approach to educate the people of Iran about these discriminatory laws. The campaign’s hallmark is that it seeks to involve all generations of women—mothers, grandmothers, wives, daughters, and sisters—to lobby the men in their families in the fight for equal rights for women. Tahmasebi is convinced that solidarity and learning from other women’s groups across the Middle East can make it harder to isolate and marginalize women, and will bolster prospects for durable reform.

Education can play an important role in eradicating harmful practices and empowering women to protect their health. Meena Seshu, the founder of the Indian non-governmental organization Sampada Gramin Mahila Sanstha (SANGRAM), is an example of a human rights defender who has used education in her organization’s efforts to prevent HIV/AIDS in the provinces of Maharashtra and northern Karnataka, particularly among sex workers who have a relatively high risk of contracting the disease. Education can also serve to protect rights endangered by policies rooted in prejudices or ignorance. Judith Sunderland, a senior researcher on Western Europe for Human Rights Watch, points out that the ban on burqas or other forms of religious dress violates women’s rights to freedom from discrimination, religious expression, and personal autonomy; yet many support this ban because they mistakenly believe that such garments always represent a type of forced veiling, even in cases when it is entirely voluntary.

Violence Against Women

One of the most pernicious types of abuse covered by this book is violence against women, which knows no borders and occurs in many forms. In October 2000, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1325, which sought to make violence against women in armed conflict an international security issue. Yet the crisis of violence against women remains. Anneke Van Woudenberg describes in her chapter the use of rape as a weapon of war in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Jody Williams, who in 1997 was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her work on the campaign to ban landmines, details the lasting harm suffered by women and girls in conflict zones.

Gauri van Gulik lifts the veil on the domestic violence that all too often takes place behind closed doors in Turkey and many European countries. Sarah Tofte, who directs advocacy efforts at the Joyful Heart Foundation, an organization dedicated to helping victims of sexual assault, highlights the hundreds of thousands of cases in the United States in which rape victims endure evidence collection but their rape kits go untested and unused in the justice system, compounding victims’ suffering for years and even decades after the crime.

Liesl Gerntholtz explains that global efforts to end violence against women, including the campaign launched by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon in 2008, are encouraging. Ultimately, however, according to Gerntholtz, “real progress in preventing violence requires changing deeply entrenched social norms and challenging cultural, traditional and religious stereotypes about women, their role in society, and their relationships with men.”

Some forms of violence against women are rooted in economic factors. Ambassador Mark Lagon, who headed the US Department of State’s Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, outlines the supply-and-demand model of criminal networks, corruption, lack of education, and misinformation about employment opportunities that make women and girls vulnerable to trafficking. Elaine Pearson, deputy director of Human Rights Watch’s Asia division, explains the complex challenges of helping trafficking victims without compounding the abuses they face.

The exploitation of domestic migrant workers is also driven by economic factors, particularly against Asian women and girls who have fled poverty or strife in their native countries and sought to support their families abroad. Nisha Varia tells the story of these workers in her chapter, and the hope generated by the new convention adopted by the International Labor Organization in June 2011, thanks in part to her own tireless advocacy efforts. Meghan Rhoad highlights the impossible choices immigrant women in the United States too often must make.


The Power of an Idea

The power of human rights resides in the idea that all people are born equal in dignity and rights. But it’s an idea that doesn’t have an enormous army behind it. It’s an idea whose effectiveness depends on people themselves believing in it, taking it up, and being willing to defend it.

—Dorothy Q. Thomas, founder of Human Rights Watch’s Women’s Rights division



The beginnings of the unfinished revolution date to earlier generations of women who fought for their rights in inhospitable climates, from the suffragettes and equal rights movement in the United States to generations of activists seeking basic rights and freedoms in many countries around the world. In this book you will find important perspectives from more contemporary women’s rights activists, who examine emerging challenges such as property rights for women, rape in wartime, the impact of armed conflict on girls and women, violence against immigrant women, and a new global movement to protect domestic workers’ rights. We also examine the modern roots of the global women’s rights movement and the international human rights discourse as well as recent decades of both progress and setbacks for women and girls around the world.

Ellen Chesler, in her chapter, writes about Eleanor Roosevelt, who chaired the first UN Commission on the Status of Women and helped give birth to a foundational document for human rights work, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Charlotte Bunch, a strategic advocate and leader at dozens of landmark UN conferences (who brought the phrase “women’s rights are human rights” into popular use well before Hillary Clinton), writes about their successful battles in the corridors of power to build an international legal framework to protect women and girls. Gara LaMarche draws on his long experience as a donor to human rights causes to set out benchmarks for making the best use of philanthropic resources to build and support local networks for women.

Dorothy Thomas, the trailblazing researcher and first director of the Women’s Rights Division of Human Rights Watch, gave the women’s rights movement a grounding in fact finding that continues to guide us today. We give her the last word.

A “Global Spring” for Women’s Rights?

The images from the Arab Spring of 2011—women wearing gas masks and tweeting from cell phones—are inspiring. But overthrowing repressive governments via street protests may yet prove to have been the easy part. The harder part of any revolution is building a new society that truly recognizes and protects the human rights of all its members, upends long-standing inequalities, and incorporates mechanisms for redress and justice when things go wrong. Revolutions in the name of political freedoms have far too often failed to end the marginalization of women and girls.

The long-term struggle for women’s rights in the Middle East and around the world will include the participation and leadership of women in political processes, campaigning for candidates who will back women’s rights in new committees tasked with rewriting constitutions, pushing clerics for progressive interpretations of Islamic law to give girls choices in health and marriage, shaping national legislation to guarantee opportunities for women, and changing attitudes in the mosques and in the media.

In April 2011, I found myself eight months pregnant in Cairo, interviewing human rights activists, women’s rights veterans, and organizers of the Tahrir Square protests. I spoke with Mohammed Abbas, a leader of the youth wing of the Muslim Brotherhood, alongside Sally Moore, a Coptic Christian youth leader. They had shared common political cause and worked closely together week after week on Tahrir Square. They jointly drafted a “birth certificate of a free Egypt” on a piece of cardboard.

I interviewed them together, and Moore pointed out that when the demonstrations began, Abbas would not shake her hand because she is female. On the day Mubarak was ousted, “I remember him actually saying, ‘Okay, forgive me, but I’m going to do it!’ So he did it and now he does it a lot,” she said. “I was translating it [the birth certificate] into English very quickly for PBS … and the most interesting thing is that when he was writing the birth certificate, in the first paragraph—coming from Muslim Brotherhood—it was talking about tolerance, about citizenship. He was talking about equality.”

Will the heady and exciting days of solidarity and regime change translate into more progressive changes in attitudes? Tahmasebi, the One Million Signatures Campaign activist, reminds us that the transitions set into motion by the Arab Spring protests mark a fresh opportunity for the UN and other institutions to insist that the many qualified women have a real role in shaping post-transition institutions. The Arab Spring was a reminder that the movement for women’s rights that has changed lives fundamentally over the past generation in many parts of the world such as North America and Europe had not yet truly become a global revolution. As Egyptian women’s rights advocate Esraa Abdel Fattah explains in her chapter, political changes in the Middle East must be watched closely for their longer-term impact on women. No measure will be more important than whether the unfinished revolution for women’s rights in the region is permitted to take hold and flower.

This book presents the opinions, ideas, and commitments of many writers. Some are current or former colleagues from Human Rights Watch. Others are longtime activists and advocates working from a range of diverse contexts, from grassroots organizing to government. They all share a deep dedication to defending women’s rights. The writers who are not Human Rights Watch experts represent their own perspectives and experiences, but not necessarily the institutional positions of Human Rights Watch.

As Graça Machel and Mary Robinson believe, once a fundamental change is made, it can be irreversible. Once families stop marrying daughters young, and once those girls have a chance to go to school and wed later, they will not in turn be likely to impose early marriage on their own daughters. The same model may be applied to rights for women worldwide. As internally displaced women seek shelter at Dr. Hawa Abdi’s women-run hospital and haven in war-torn Somalia, their daughters and sons become educated about maternal health and equality, at the same time they are protected from militias. The women who shared political goals and tear-gas masks with their male compatriots in Egypt have every reason to insist on a place at the table when the next constitution is being drawn up, and the men who fought with them to oust a dictator should be convinced to give them space.

We must all take a page from the playbooks of these activists, who have worked for women’s rights for decades. They know that the best resources are women and girls themselves, and that in our work to support women’s rights, we must take our cues from them.

Many of the women’s rights activists I met in Cairo in the spring of 2011 had been fighting for decades to end the emergency law and other tools of state repression. However, the euphoria of bringing a thirty-year dictatorship to an end was giving way to certainty that the revolution itself will be insufficient to protect and advance women’s rights in Egypt.

Mozn Hassan, the executive director of Nazra for Feminist Studies, told me: “I do think that the struggle for women’s rights is an unfinished battle. We are in the process of a social revolution, and respect for women’s rights can only be developed over the long term. That is because we first have to create more space for discourse over our society’s socially conservative approach. This is about the definition of women’s rights—if we see it as only women’s rights in the private sphere without real involvement in the public space and changing societies, we will lose out. But if we see this as a long-term process of having women be active and have a say in decision making in a society where women’s rights are mainstreamed, we will be able to see this result in a generation.”

Hassan captures the risks, hope, and possible turning point that this moment represents for women across the world. Bolstered by a new generation of women and girls who participated in their own revolutions, they have learned communications skills and political tenacity. They believe they at last have a chance to shape their own destinies and societies. Now that is a revolution worth completing.


As Human Rights Watch’s director of global initiatives, Minky Worden develops and implements international outreach and advocacy campaigns. She previously served as Human Rights Watch’s media director, helping journalists cover rights abuses in some ninety countries worldwide. Before joining Human Rights Watch in 1998, she served as an adviser to Democratic Party Chairman Martin Lee in Hong Kong, and as a speechwriter for the US attorney general in Washington, D.C. She is the editor of China’s Great Leap: The Beijing Games and Olympian Human Rights Challenges (Seven Stories, 2008) and the coeditor of Torture (New Press, 2005).
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