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Recently, we experienced the
drama of Safiya Husseini, sen-
tenced to death by stoning by the
Islamic court of Sokoto in Nigeria,
for committing the “crime” of hav-
ing an extra-marital child. It was
followed by the death penalty for
Abok Alfa Akok, a pregnant south-
ern Sudanese woman. These two
incidents brought to the public
debate the issue of the violation of
human rights and fundamental
freedoms for millions of women
around the world. Although the
international outcry, the mobiliza-
tion of the civil society and the
European Parliament managed, in
the last minute, to save the lives of
the two women, the issue of vio-
lence against women remains.

Unfortunately, despite the United
Nation’s international conferences
and the various ambitious action
plans, a frustrating backlash is
being observed, due mainly to the
resurgence of Islamic fanaticism
and ultra-conservatism. The rise of
Taliban and the latest events in
Afghanistan is a characteristic
example. The most fundamental
human rights - access to education,
to work, to health services, to poli-
tics - were taken away from
women overnight. The Taliban,
like any despotic and antidemocra-
tic regime, founded their power on

the subjugation of women and the
‘return to fundamentals’. In such
regimes, sexual behavior, the
reproductive functions of women,
and their clothing, are usually con-
trolled by the religious leaders, in
the name of the – so-called – holy
rules and cultural traditions. At the
same time, practices of cruel, inhu-
man and humiliating punishment,
such as whipping or stoning are an
every day phenomenon.   

In September 2000, the United
Nation’s Population Fund
(UNFPA) estimated that approxi-
mately 5,000 women are murdered
every year by male members of
their families to protect the family
‘honor’. In countries where such a
form of violence is considered as
an acceptable way of controlling
women’s behavior and not as a
serious crime, the perpetrators
remain unpunished.

According to the World Health
Organization (WHO), 130 million
women worldwide are subject to
mutilation of their genital organs,
while 2 million women are
exposed to such practice yearly.
What is tragic is that, at least half
of the African countries that
uphold this tradition have either
adopted laws which prohibit it
completely or partly, or have com-
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Announcement

H-Gender-Mideast is an interna-
tional electronic network for social
scientists and humanists interested
in scholarly exchange on issues of
gender in the Arabic speaking
Middle East & North Africa,
Turkey, the Caucuses, Iran, Central
Asia, Western Asia (Pakistan,
Bangladesh, India), the
Mediterranean and sub-Saharan
Africa. It aims to build a network in
tune with shifting geographical
articulations and to bring together
gender-focused issues from within
a wide range of (inter) disciplinary
positions. 

In addition to facilitating transna-
tional dialogue and cross-regional
networking, H-Gender-MidEast
serves as a resources nexus within
and through which discussions,
research projects, announcements
of conferences, workshops, semi-
nars, policy debates and education-
al programs on gender issues are

engaged. It’s on-line activities
include reviews of books, journals
and exhibitions, reports on new
archival or bibliographical sources,
new software, datasets and CD-
Roms.  Four times a year H-
Gender-MidEast publishes an index
of recently published articles and
books relevant to its geographical
focus. 

Established at the beginning of this
year, H-Gender-MidEast invites
scholars, researchers and graduate
students (Ph.D. level) to participate
in building a network across new
geographical and philosophical
boundaries. To join H-Gender-
MidEast write to: h-gender-
mideast@h-net.msu.edu 

H-Gender-MidEast is sponsored by
H-Net, Humanities and Social
Sciences On-line and The Institute
for Gender and Women’s Studies
(IGWS) at the American University
in Cairo (www.aucegypt.edu/igws).
It is advised by a board of interna-
tional scholars (http://www2.h-
net.msu.edu/~gend-mid/) 

Films

On Boys, Girls and the Veil
Directed by Yousry Nasrallah 
72 minutes
Nasrrallah, in his documentary “On
Boys, Girls and the Veil”, takes us
on an exquisite tour of a subject
normally over-dramatized by the
West. Taking the debate beyond the
simplistic approach and with famil-
iarity rarely seen, young men and
women talk about the ‘hijab’ and its
social implications. Most of the
youths regard the head scarf not pri-
marily as a religious obligation, but
as a social construction that sym-
bolizes a girl’s respectability or sex-
ual innocence. When talking
amongst themselves, however, the
young men acknowledge the sexual
double standard. 

Return to the Dying Rooms
Directed and produced by Brian
Woods and Kate Blewett
24 minutes

Due to the one child per family pol-
icy that was introduced in China in
1979, infanticide is on the rise.
Coerced abortions, sterilization,
drowning babies, etc. are all means
to get rid of unwanted pregnancies.
China’s dying rooms are orphan-
ages/death camps where unwanted
unhealthy baby boys and healthy
baby girls are abandoned and left to
die. The documentary “Return to
the Dying Rooms” uncovers the
grave human rights violations that
take place in state-run Chinese
orphanages where children are tied
to chairs, starved, and neglected to
the point of torture.

Blackboards
Directed by Samira Makhmalbaf
85 minutes
“Blackboards” directed by Iran’s
youngest female director is shot in a
mountainous region of Iran, close to
the border to Iraq, where a group of
teachers with blackboards strapped
to their backs wander from village
to village offering their services to
anyone they meet in exchange for
money or food. Their blackboards
not only serve teaching purposes
they also serve as shields, as shel-
ters, and some people even use
them to barter for brides. The film
depicts the suffering of the Kurd
refugees who long to reach their
homeland. It also highlights the
importance of education in a soci-
ety where children are desperately
trying to stay alive and often ques-
tion the necessity of being able to
read and write. Moreover, it also
tackles the theme of love, childhood
innocence as well as the cynicism
of the war between Iran and Iraq. 

Awards
2000 Prix du Jury, Cannes Film
Festival

mitted themselves through
Partnership with the European
Union, without the latter being
respected. Obviously, in those
countries, the power of prejudices
and social rules is higher than the
rule of law. In Europe, it is feared,
not without cause, that these crim-
inal practices have been imported
to the countries of E.E. through the
immigration waves. According to
the British Medical Association,
3,000 cliterodectomies are carried
out every year in the United
Kingdom. However, among the
countries of E.E. only the United
Kingdom and Sweden have laws
prohibiting this practice.

Undoubtedly, irrationalism and
intolerance impede every effort for
women’s emancipation. Women’s
rights, in the eyes of fanatics, rep-
resent a threat to the existing male-
centric order and a destruction of
family values. Even today, funda-
mentalists all over the world put as
their main political objective the
control of women’s reproductive
abilities. The penalization of abor-
tions was one of the primary issues
of the political agenda of the USA
over the last presidential elections.
Usually, those who are ‘pro-life’
are those supporting with the same
zeal the death penalty, the arma-
ments and the warrior foreign pol-
icy.  

Without any doubt, the most ade-
quate defense against the forces of
intolerance is the reinforcement of
the secular state and the democrat-
ic rule of law. No political regime,
no religious movement, no tradi-
tion, or custom comes above the
respect of fundamental human
rights, the democratic freedoms
and the rule of law. The full respect
of women’s rights and the issue of
gender equality constitute one of
the greatest political challenges of
our era. The promotion of a global
campaign for the consolidation of
these rights would be the most
suitable political response to those
longing for the Middle Age. 


