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SALMA KHAN: THE FIRST ASIAN WOMAN 

TO CHAIR THE CEDAW COMMITTEE 

By Myriam Sfeir, Assistant Editor 

I me t Dr. S a lma Kh a n, C ha irpe rson 
o f th e UN Committee o n th e 
E limin a ti o n of Di sc rimin at io n 

aga in s t Wo men (CE DAW) a nd 
P res ide nt of the C E DAW Fo rum , 
aro und mid October. She was in v ited 
by UNI CE F and the Lebanese 
U nive rs ity to a ttend a worksho p , he ld 
in B e irut , whose aim was the 
incorpo ra ti o n of th e Conventi o n of th e 
Ri g hts o f th e Child (CRC) a nd th e 
Conve nti o n o n th e Elimin a ti o n of All 
Fo rm s of Di scriminati o n Aga in s t 
Wo me n (CEDAW) into the curriculum 
of L aw Sc hoo ls . 

Kh a n is greatly c oncerned 
a bo ut th e sta tus of wome n in he r 
coun try, Ba ng ladesh, and improv in g 
wo me n ' s s ta tu s all around th e wo rld. • 

tod ay . I was ra ised in a ve ry libe ra l 
atm os phe re; m y c hildhoo d was free 
and o pe n cons ide rin g the traditi o na l 
atmos phe re preva le nt in th e co untry. 
M y mo th e r va lue d educ a ti o n a nd 
wa nted a ll he r childre n to acquire a 
d eg ree. Sh e faced a lot of o bj ec ti o n 
from my un c les and th e ex te nd e d 
fa mily who co mplained about he r 
gi vin g he r d a ug hters th e sa me 
e duca ti o na l o ppo rtuniti e s a s her so ns. 

S ince ea rl y c hildhood I was 
taug ht to va lue ju stice , equ a lity, a nd 
freedo m . [ was ra ised to be lieve th a t I 
was equ a l to m y bro thers and I had th e 
sa me ri g hts and pri v ileges they 
e nj oyed . M y mo th e r urged us to fig ht 
aga in s t inju s ti ce and that was a unique 
thin g. M y hu sband and childre n are 
ve ry und e rs ta ndin g and supportive. I 
know th a t I ha ve been very fortun a te 

for I was ra ised in a ve ry libera l famil y a nd 
have a hu sba nd wh o g ives me space a nd all ows 
me to grow. 

S he has wo rked e xtensi ve ly o n ma in strea min g 
wo me n in economic devel o pme nt, es pec iall y 
in B a ng ladesh w here wo me n 's eco no mic 
participa ti o n and c ontributi o n is not 

My mother 
MS: Did yo u face a ny di sc rimin a tion In th e 
workpl ace? recog ni zed . T hrough he r inte res t In 

inte rn a ti o na l human ri g ht s in s trume nts s he 
came to kn ow about CEDAW a nd s ta rted 
wo rkin g o n it. Her aim was to ma ke women 
awa re of this convention which would 
e mpowe r th e m at the intern a ti o na l leve l and 
e nabl e th e m to claim and ga in their 
f unda me nta l ri g hts. This year she was e le cted 
C ha irpe rso n of the CEDAW Co mmittee a nd is 
th e f irs t A s ia n to hold s uch a pos iti o n . 

was an 
exceptionally 
enlightened 

SK: Perso na ll y, I never e ncounte red a ny 
discrimination pa rtly beca us e of my bearin g 
and personality. I ha ve always been ve ry 
outspoken in the se nse th a t 1 ne ver he sita te d to 
speak out a nd cond e mn a ny kind of inju sti ce. woman 

Myriam Sfeir: What was yo ur c hildhood like? Did you 
face a ny di scrimination within th e famil y? How 
unde rs ta ndin g are your hu sba nd a nd c hildre n? 

Salma Khan: My father died wh e n [ was on e year old, so 
r was bro ug ht up by my moth er al o ng with my 6 brothers 
a nd s iste rs. My mother was an exce pti o nall y enlightene d 
wo ma n . Although she never rece ived any forma l 
uni ve rs ity e ducation she w as ve ry c ultured , for her famil y 
e nj oyed a ve ry strong educa ti o na l bac kg ro und. She had a 
s tro ng impact on m y upbring in g a nd was the instrument 
th a t e na bl e d me to grow a nd beco me th e person I am 

• 
A t fir st I faced a lo t of o ppos ition , but la te r o n 
people s tarte d a pprec ia tin g my courage . I 
always mad e m y po int w ith o ut bein g rud e. 
However, th a t d oes no t mea n that I was rea ll y 

g ive n equal opportuniti es to th a t of m y male c oll e ag ues . 
In th e public sphe re r a lways had an opportunity to s peak 
o ut. M e n could not exc lude me fro m any di scu ss io n 
because 1 refused to mute my vo ice. I always made my 
prese nce fe lt and thi s is par tly th e reason why I have not 
bee n dominated by mal e patriarchy. Had I not pu she d my 
way throu g h I would neve r have bee n noticed . r made it 
o n m y own and I am p ro ud of tha t. 

I always e nco urage wome n to be forcefu I a nd 
agg ress ive for if wome n d o no t pave th e ir own way a nd 
s tri ve to make it on th e ir ow n, ne ithe r soc iety no r me n 
will g ive them a ny oppo rtuniti es. In m y c ulture, wo me n 
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• 
Men could 
not exclude 

IIle froln any 
discussion 
because I 
refused to 
11lute Iny . VOlce 

are complacent and accept their 
lot. Women do not speak out 
unless they are asked to. I always 
urge women to speak out for I 
believe we have a role to play. We 
should not hesitate for everyone 
ought to know our opinions. 

MS: How active are the women 
NGO movements in Bangladesh? 

SK: We have a very vibrant and 
strong NGO movement in 
Bangladesh. Generally speaking 
young women, in their early 

--- thirties, educated and belonging 
to the middle class, are very conscious of the problems 
afflicting them. They are very articulate and deeply 
involved in women's issues . Women insist on making 
their presence felt and their opinions heard and known. 
They a re convinced that unless they voice their demands 
things will be enforced on them. Yet , like most societies 
women from upper class families do not participate. 
Being members of the privileged class they are under the 
illusion that they have everything and fail to recognize 
their inferiority. They are more westernized with 
priorities different than ours; however, they are a very 
small minority. 

Women in Bangladesh are very vocal, assertive 
and aggressive concerning the ir rights and privileges 
becau se they know that if they do not fight for their rights 
no one will. Whenever they are di sc riminated against, 
they organize demonstrations , distribute flyers, organize 
press conferences in order to attract attention. For 
in stance , last March on the occasion of the International 
Women's Day, women - mostly single - spoke openly 
about their reproductive right s. Although the women knew 
that such an action would shock people, for this is a very 
sensitive subject in our part of the world, they went on 
with it because their priority is to make their voices heard. 

MS: How do you define your feminism? Do yo u believe 
there is a differe nce between Western and non Western 
feminism? 

SK: My feminism li es in my awareness of the oppressions 
and exp loitation women suffer in society, at work, and 
within the family , and in conscious action on my part to 
change these conditions. My mission is to empower 
my se lf as well as other women. My responsi bi I i ties entail 
trying to mold the norm s, traditions, and customs 
encumbering women and str iving to wipe out 
di sc rimination by elimin at ing and changing 
discriminatory laws. 

I personally do not like to draw a sharp line 
between Western and non Western feminism. Feminism is 
basically about equal rights and opportunities. It demands 
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recogIllzlng women as hum an beings whose rights must 
be observed and respected . The differe nces stem from 
culture. Given that Western cultures value individuali sm 
and non Western ones favor interdependence, their women 
differ on the surface yet their problem s and demands are 
the same. It is false to claim that, Weste rn women have 
different requirements , the only difference is that , unlike 
us , Westerners have come out of the closet. 

MS: Wh at are the responsibilities of the CEDAW 
Committee? 

SK: As chairperson of the CEDA W committee I am 
responsible for steering the committee which consists of 
23 persons. Our mandate is to oversee the full 
implementation of the CEDAW convention and to monitor 
its implementation at its various stages in different 
countries. Yet , our role goes beyond monitoring. We 
educate women and inform them of their rights and 
responsibilities under CEDAW as well as under all human 
rights instruments . Another major responsibility is to 
exert pressure on the states parties to fulfill their 
obligations. Given that governments are keen to project a 
positive image on the international scene and want to be 
accepted as progressive countries rather than violators of 
women and children's rights , they are more compelled to 
take up their international responsibilities when 
pressured . Yet, we try to keep the door for negotiations 
open. The CEDAW committee also tries to establi sh 
contact and dialogue with states parties and intervenes 
when human rights v iolation s take place. Such endeavors 
have proven to help women tremendously. 

We also instruct UN bodies on what they should 
do and specify to them their roles a nd re sponsibiliti es 
especially UN specialized agencies UNIFEM, UNICEF, 
and WHO. Because women ' s ri g hts is an all 
e ncompass in g iss ue which touches upon all aspects and 
spheres , all UN agencies have a responsibility to fulfill. 
We continuous ly monitor their progress in case they fail 
to fulfill all their obligation. These age ncie s a re 
accountable to us. Another task is to identify the gaps 
within the convention , coming up with reco mmendation s 
and engaging in other analytical 
e ndeavours. 

We are hoping to ratify 
our optional protocol in two years 
time. Through the optional 
protocol , indi v idual co mplaints 
will be entertained by the 
committee whereby any 
individual whose rights have been 
violated can approach the 
CEDAW committee. This decree 
when ratified will enhance the 
work of the Committee rendering 
it more effective and more 
powerful. 

--
My Inissioll 

is to 
empower 
myself as 

well as other 
women 

--
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