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Historical Introduction

From the early beginnings, human thought paichtitie to women
and their role. The Greek philosopher Plato someginadvocated
women’s contribution to shouldering the burden ofitical, and even
military life, and at other times spoke of womergsil nature in
Timaeu$. Aristotle called for excluding women from polgiclife and
confirming her function to taking care of the affaiof men and the
family .

In our Arab history, with the advent of Islam, @uic verses called
for equality and preserved women’s rights. Propkethammed said,
“Women are but the sisters of men”. During the Qatram revolt and the
Qarmati state between the third and fifth centufids. (the 9" and 11"
centuries A.D.), whose influence extended to east®rabia, greater
Syria, Irag and Yemen, there were civil laws emsyriull equality
between men and women in rights and duties inphiéses of life, before
that state was brought down at the hands of theagibbaristocracy. Al-
Ghazali, the Arab-Islamic Imam, jurist and philokep called upon men
in society to focus on thought and politics anddave for women the
household duties which “undermine mind and soulli e other hand,
Ibn Rushd, who was also an Arab Islamic philosopltatvocated
women’s participation in producing and preservitg tmaterial and
intellectual wealth of the community. He said: “Theason of the loss
and perdition of urban centres is that women’ssliymss away like
plants, without contributing to the production oregervation of the
community’s material and moral wealth”. Ibn Rushifered from much
persecution by the establishment and fanatics ait time. These two

Ejgfferent attitudes still prevail, with support froholy writ by each side
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For example, a scholarly female activist in thelafjue about this
issue is of the opinion that the three heavenlgiais were antagonistic
to women™. Under the title, “The Journey of Subjugation Stdrom
Genesis”, another woman writes about “the suppsasaind injustice
resulting from the view of women as inferior beingsid heavenly
legislations encroaching upon the core of their ammature, and can
only generate rebellioR?.

Such feminist attitudes may. Undoubtedly, be aberad
protruding and extreme; but they also express sedueated women’s
reactions to some types of conduct and interpoetadif religious texts



which try to deprive women of their religious andndly rights to be a
human entity equal to men in rights and duties, hiat reaction can we
expect from an educated woman to the opinion whitts her morals to
the clothes she wears? Such opinions are expressedsome

contemporary clerics interpreting religion, whallstonsider women a
source of evil and seduction.

The problem is that the system of traditional @gpis concerning
women still controls the women themselves. Althougltings about the
problems of women in the Arab community have beguwre than a
century ago, the change in both women and theuddétt and the
mentality of men is still of limited dept®. This has been renewing the
production of women’s traditional role in societythwits various civil
and political institutions. For example, an academoman who used to
be unveiled veiled herself and said: “Now, | shadk worry at all, for
nobody will accuse me of being immoral, or thinkatth am dating a
lover” ). Thus, it seems that so far there is no convictibmvomen’s
capacities, role, participation and independenceciab opinions,
concepts and values related to women have not &leygast with the
economic, social, educational and vocational chanfpat have taken
place in our communities. Even when educated womeour society
attain decision-making posts, they do not expressstatus of the masses
of women and do not change things. An Arab femaleias scholar
wonders whether women'’s political participation fpaeduced a pattern
of thought or attitudes to the questions posed,areeducated political
pattern of viewing things in a way that shows destyistinguished from
men’s style®. An Arab academic woman says: “Women who attain
decision- making posts make no essential chandesy father carry out
the policies of the existing systems, perhaps withne discipline than the
males themselves” At any rate, these are thorny, controversial issue
and this is not the place to dwell on their details identify their
dimensions. However, they have formed the larget plathe thinking
and social studies of educated and scholarly worhikay also form the
theoretical background as one of the main axeshef question of
women'’s role in our Arab communities.

Even in the modern European age, and despite thefaBeason
and Enlightenment, women’s social, cultural anditjgal positions
remained backward. Despite the well-known interestthe Russian
empress Catherine in thinkers and philosophers, ititerest was not
reflected on her fellow females.



If we move to the Arab legacy of our modern rerase since the
late 19" century, we shall find some sort of female cultwmad social
activity in the ranks of female aristocracy. Thisaswvembodied in
women’s press, and it included female notions amclas visions that
were focused on the issue of women and their lierahrough eyes that
were fixed on Europe. This was only natural at timé.

For example, we find Mayy Ziadeh, whose view wea thomen
should receive education and be open unto foreuggure. We also find
Ayesha Al-Taimouriyya, who called for Arab womemgual, enjoyment
of what European had attained, and Hind Nawfal, vdsoedAl-Fatat
(Girl) magazine in Alexandria in 1892. This was followsdmore than
25 Arab women’s magazines in Syria, Lebanon andpEggfore the
breakout of the First World War. These includsdMara’a (Womai,
issued by Nadima Sabouni in Aleppo in 18RHraatul Hassna, issued
by Mirriam Mazhar in Egypt in 1896Shajarattuddurissued by Saadia
Saadeddin in Alexandria in 190Al-Sa’adg by Regina Awwad in Cairo
in 1902 Fatatutul-Shargby Labiba Hashem in Cairo in 1908l-Aroos
by Mary Ajami in Damascus in 190B)-Khedrby Afifa Saab in Lebanon
in 1912, andratat Lubnanby Salima Abu Rashed in 1914, and oth&s.

All those magazines undertook to serve the causgoofien and
their rights. However, we could not expect womerthat time to write
serious social studies going beyond women to tlidigpgocial concerns.
Yet, they contributed to the preparation of an aphere that enabled
women to breathe a different air.

The history of modern Arab thought cannot be wmittgithout
having in the focal point women like Nazek Al-M&aj Amina Al-
Sa’eed, Salma Al-Jewshi, Hanan Michael, Fadwa Tougawzia Abou
Khaled, Sumayya Saleh, Leila Baalbaki, Ghada Al4®am Mayy
Sayegh, Fatima Al-Mernissi, Nawal Al-Sa’adawi, Suddsabah.

But, despite this impressive presence of educatat Avomen, the
obstacles of conventions, traditional stringenigrelis interpretations,
continued to restrict women's contributions withine limits of trying to
prove themselves and the issues of equality to Mi¢émmen’s social
studies evolved round the old, traditional questiofh the liberation of
women, rarely going further. This matter is not fooed to the Arab
community alone, but rather extends across thednairlarge.



Women and Society
Integrating Women'’s Perspective

Despite the presence of educated women today, libtades of
conventions, traditions and some stringent religiomterpretations
continue to restrict women’s contributions withimetlimits of proving
themselves and the issues of equality to men. Wansecial studies still
deal with the old, traditional questions of womeli®ration, work, and
empowerment, rarely going any further.

“As far as we are concerned, all the states of th&orld are still
developing states”. Klarsha Freeman) ‘%

Undoubtedly, the main, essential question is thestion of
constructing the sound society for all of us, wonaga men. However,
society and its issues, like the view of the workdpf a male nature in
depth, as is well known. Therefore, the integratioh the female
perspective in understanding public social issueb @oblems, drawing
policies and leading society may create essentiahges in culture and
vision of the world. This may be of a general bén&ir mankind.
However, the integration of this female perspectigseno easy task. It is
not just arguments, conferences and lecturersmitig ranks of educated
women and interested men who agree with us in opirit is persevering
social work by men and women, to whom this seembetmut of the
ordinary.

A female activist describes the motives of thissiom, or
perspective, saying: “Let us look at our Arab hamel, at every country
therein, and at the whole world, with its developed developing states.
What do we see? We see exacerbating political s;risars, economic,
environmental, cultural and intellectual crises ..hiehh continue to
explode into national, civil and international clacts, wars and economic
disputes. We know that we, as women, were no maity po this havoc.
We have not participated in war decisions, noroftigal and economic
conflicts, nor in enacting laws, nor in philosopéiyd science. We have
long been excluded therefrom. This gives us somesalation and
strength to initiate questions and try to answenthbecause it is our lot
to feel responsible to life, our life and that afr @hildren and the coming
human generations, and to offer solutions to tipeeblems, as well as a
fresh vision of life.®?

This female social vision seems objective and feiowever, it
ignores the fact that the men who have led, andtdréeading, the world



do not behave as men, but rather as a concenti@tieronomic, political
and perhaps league interests. In this regard, nobad decide with any
certainty that the political behaviour of men cobll different from that
of women. It is most likely that in both cases, puditical behaviour will

be influenced by interests, the environment angtbegailing culture.

Yet, women are in fact at the very heart of theiaoupbringing,
and the formation of character and values. Thiegithem the potential
of a principal role in_ reformulating the concept tife _homeland,
citizenship, identity, political participation anchoral conduct. They
undertake, more than men do, the consolidatiom®folattern of cultural
continuity in the patriotic and national identitgnd even international
relations, through the pressure they can exertcamying out the task of
teaching a new model of life, values and behavibbu.woman'’s view of
herself is changed and the new view is introducgd the upbringing,
then something socially significant must chang&he world
communication and information revolution today gwegomen a greater
chance to exercise this role.

One woman refers to this issue, saying: “We as &om@nter the
field of science to formulate new identificationisreality, suffused with
our ability, as women, to understand love and cand,to introduce them
into the field of knowledge and authority. It issttove addressed to the
others and to nature. It is capable of offering me@ral values in whose
framework it is possible to reformulate all knowgedand societ{}?

The question of caring for women as social factoapable of
introducing distinguished social, political, nat@nand international
visions and solutions gains special importancééndurrent conditions of
globalism, which is disintegrating identities, cutts, morals and values.
Educated female scholars can enrich and enlighdgmpal options. This
guestion attracts the concern of internationalestaen and politicians
preoccupied with making politics more ethical aanl.f

Speaking about this question, the Canadian Ministé
International Trade, Pierre Petergraud says: “Ihaes coincidence that
many new social movements are being activated bymem.. Women
have also endeavoured to abrogate or curtail thestpf inequality from
which they suffer, and to gain the right of deamsmaking in their lives
freely. They also show everybody the brand-newessand fields of
social _and cultural conduct. Indeed, thought canrexognize the
contemporary world now without putting their thinkiand activity at the
centre of its attention *¥




In fact, of a total exceeding ten thousand civdnfgovernmental
organizations in various parts of the world todagarly 60% were
established by women. It is well known that moduwatary philanthropic
work in the world is undertaken by women.

The question does not only concern the need for emsnwork
and its mere economic output, but it also concémes ideas and minds
which have been absent and ignored for long ad@s. ¢all for restoring
woman’s head to her, i.e. to consider her a huneamgb like man, mad
up of two parts, the head and the boty”.

D

Development without the participation of women msemdangered
development, according to the report of Arab hurdamelopment of
2002. Here we stand before two views of the stafusromen in our
country:

1. Women as a tool of development: A woman has
always been viewed as a tool of development, or one
of its means. Rarely was her humanity as such agen
a target for development. (Women are half the
community, and enlightened guardians should involve
this half and recruit it for development, and inrmo
enlightened and secular cases, “give” it freedom...
etc.

2. Women as a target for development. This means
developing a woman’s humanity and awareness as a
target, not only a tool, of development. Makingsthi
basic, independent target in development is thet mos
important thing for the society we wish to havecsi
it constitutes the necessary preparation for the
effective integration of women in the development
process.

Many seminars and conferences have been held orodad Arab,
regional and international levels o discuss th&ustaf women and how
to improve their social and humanitarian situatibfany organizations
and institutions have been preoccupied with theeis$ do not think we
shall add anything new if we give yet another deson of the status of
women as suffering from harsh inequity. That gogbaut saying.

There is no doubt that, due to our concern adlectaals who
should be acquainted with the fields of liberataond the major modern



ideas, and though our interest, as politicians raformers, in the social
status of women, we have many large ideas abarga public question
under the title of women’s liberation. Now, this isdoubtedly an
important subject, but it contains a large varietydimensions. It is not
wise to tackle them all in one go. What is requiraad more beneficial
for the cause of women’s advancement in our coustthie discovery of
a new practical vision that extends beyond desorifgb action.

If we develop new forms of organization, work paite and new
procedural practices in the cause of women, anld lom what has been
achieved, then we shall strongly and confidentlsprforward. But if we
only describe the status of women, we shall turis tmatter into
something like a vicious circle.

What is required is to think of a practically agplle programme
to eliminate the restrictions that hinder the fullctive and free
participation of Arab women in the social, politic&economic and
cultural life.

The restrictions which women face in our commaeasitmay
not be political and legal, but rather culturalueational and family
restrictions. Therefore, in order to create rea@nges in the social role of
women in the educational, political and culturahees, it is not enough
to improve the legal status of women. We must tluhkow to work in
the actual social field around us, the field of wemtions, traditions,
religious teachings and the types of their integiren.

We acknowledge the necessity of women’s partiogpatin
development. We may enact positive laws that thealey open the
gates wide for such patrticipation. In fact, suckdare already in place in
some Arab countries; but what about the deeplyeddtaditions and
conventions? How can we deal with them? What, miqadar, about the
prevailing religious interpretations in some closenicles that are
represented by women, even though they are edyasaitéch consolidate
and sanctify such old traditions and conventions?

True, the change of some laws and legislationge@lto women
may offer them new and important potentials. Howgevwke material
restrictions, traditions, cultural and emotionalsttles, and things
forbidden by religious interpretations — all thimyncause women not to
know their rights, or to be reluctant to claim thdomless these rights are
declared and a legally binding commitment is maderiplement them,



obstacles and restrictions will continue to besiegemen in our
communities forever.

What is important is not just to have laws, butitake these laws
to overcome the force of traditions, i.e. to endghke laws to consolidate
women’s presence as participants, experts andreade equal footing
with men, in the process of policy-making, from tzenily and local
settings to the national levels. Women should alake part in
formulating and devising solutions of the educaticand developmental
problems. In order to achieve this, we should worlenable women to
know these laws, and to have access to them.

We know that the subjugation of women has a longtohy,
deeply-rooted in the economic, political and cutuprocesses. As
regards women’s social status, there are cultaetaks and ideological
differences within the same community, in betweesvetbped and
developing communities. However, what is commoallathese levels is
the fact that women are in the second degree irsdlceal, educational
and developmental fields. Therefore, it is safedncur with a prominent
female scholar (from a developed country): “As regathe status of
women, all the states of the world are developtates”.

The women’s movement has been present for oventarge and
international organizations have been presentéoades. Some progress
has been attained in the situation of women; buatwias not been
attained yet is their participation in discussimgl @aetermining the terms
of their material and moral existence and in makir@main decisions as
full partners, equal to men, in education and dgwalent. In order to
cross the bridge, we must think of two things aste

1. A new form of female activity concerned with @®ping a
practical framework based on analysing the issfieslocation,
development, culture and politics from the femagespective,
not only of that of men sympathetic to the causevomen’s
liberation.

2. A new social, educational and developmental prograrto deal
with the cause of women, i.e. a new guidance modielork,
paying attention to women, not just as a mere itodhe social
context, but as a key factor and a target of bailcation and
development. Undoubtedly, what is required is adatiety for
all of us, women as well as men, a society whdrmstlitutions
are open for the process of democratic participatelations in
such society should show no phenomena of inequatityhe



bases of class, gender or race. Women should ipatecin
defining priorities, making decisions, and deviseducational
and developmental alternatives, side by side wigh.m

But, in order not to turn this into a hollow slogand a tool of
demagogic manipulation, the important thing is Hovurn it into action,
l.e. to define the actual measures conducive th awtesired society.

We have often reiterated that there is no solufmnwomen’s
problems except within the framework of the compredive solution of
the problem of development and progress. This neathboretically and
strategically true; but practically we have attalirmit small progress in
solving the problem. This suggests that giving ksghinding answers is
only a prevaricating way to avoid definite solusoihe principle of “all
or nothing” is neither practical nor correct. Irctiathe inequity, material
and social oppression and the pressure of traditsuffered by women
are equal to those suffered by men.

Can we dismantle such substantial theoretical guresstand think
in a more precise and practical way? Can we thiok,example, of
classifying the women'’s priorities which need toslodved?

The question is not just arguments, conferenceslestdres to a
category of educated women and interested men vdiondy to the
enlightened sections of the middle class. It isgahow to respond to the
situation and needs of women and simple peoplé@fidwer and poor
categories, and how to reach and address them.

It is clear for any observer that theory and prcactin both
education and development show a male bias, galriim conduct and
daily decisions and ending up in theoretical intetgtions, analyses and
the processes and implementation of public policiéss leads generally
to discrepancies and inequality between men and amorwithin this
general framework, if we want to change this scernkjt be possible to
revise the educational theory and the theory oheroc development
from the female perspective, and to integrate passpective therein?
Why not?

In fact, the contribution of educated, and everdaoac, women,
to educational research is still small, even rhrdeed, a panoramic view
of our philosophical, sociological, educational aleyelopmental legacy
can hardly reveal any brilliant woman’s name. Thetany of philosophy,
sociology and educational thought tells us aboutenmhilosophers,



sociologists and educationalists, but it is voidferhale names in these
fields.

Although women are directly concerned with the pgsc of
upbringing, since a woman undertakes the child ftorth till his sixth
year at least, which is the impressionable stagealk psychological
sciences and studies affirm, yet all the historyedication and its
theories do not reveal one woman’s name. Todayalersicademicians in
the field of education are mostly implementers amachers of men’s
theories, even as most of these theories and edoabteachings neglect
women as a distinct identity and belittles theatiss® Nothing is strange
in that, for it is another phenomenon of the sujion of women in a
male-dominated history. Advertently or inadvertgnthis male source of
educational and environmental theories has corigtbto the low status
of women till today. This scene cannot be changeathout the
contribution of independent, educated women exprgssheir own
opinions and readings, based on their own conscesassand experience,
not on a concoction pf the opinions of notable men.

In this way, the opinions of female scholars magdoee important
sources for decision-makers, filling the vacuum leetgd by male
scholars, advertently or inadvertently, due to nivédes.

As a specific example of male bias in economic thewe call
attention to the fact that the largest part of wolmework in our
communities and their like is unpaid and its vaisenot assessed or
defined, whether by the husbands, folks, at homeinoithe field.
Consequently, women working in fields are not clamd with the
workforce as it is treated in economic theoriesudlthere must be a new
reading. Women constitute only 10-25% of the workforce le tArab
homeland. In Syria, they account for 21.4% (in 20@gcording to the
concepts and standards prevailing in the calculatibthe workforce.
However, women’'s uncalculated efforts in househefork, in family
farms, child care, social relations and voluntaiour exceed 50% at
least. (Through most of her life, a woman, unlike mann cegever be
unemployed).

1t is not strange that women should study theseri&e without comment. The critical sense
of most women in our communities is still semi-atisélowever, it is sad that some women
in circles supposed to know better, adopt wrorgidnieligious theories and interpretations
and concepts that despise women and belittle hmiran value. In my own experience of
teaching at the university, during some lecturesmtsuch issues were raised, | often faced
female students, and sometimes academic colleaghesjefended a wrong interpretation of
man’s trusteeship, polygamy and women'’s veils, @rttepts casting doubt on women'’s
potentials and eligibility to behave freely — aatefe sometimes showing more enthusiasm
than men.



So, what is to prevent the redefinition of the agtcof labour in
the economic theory, or even to re-read the ecomdheory from a
woman’s perspective?

Due to all these considerations, and in order aaepeat the old
theses, impressions and meditations about womemayt be better to
proceed from what gains have already been attdisyedomen in our
country, and to build thereon, so as to know thesfmlity of a new
female vision.

Women'’s status has undoubtedly improved, in corsparto what
prevailed previously. The following consistent gaiat least can be
registered.

1. Relative and gradual decline of illiteracy amomgmen. The
rate has fallen from 34% in 1970 to 14.2% in 2003.

2. Relative increase of women who are educated, |cgmeq
politically conscious and active in the field ohfimism in the
Arab community.

3. Relative increase of women working in education.

Rate of Women’s Participation in Pre-University Edtion

Year Rate of Female Teachers Rate ofdlemeachers in the

In the Primary Stage telmediate & Secondary Stages
1996 65% 44%
2000 66% 48%

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, The Staaistet of 2001

Graduates of TeashColleges

AccorditigGender
Year Males Females Total Female Rates
1996 989 1821 2810 65%
2000 890 2446 3336 74%

Sourceidem



Faculty Members in Syrian Universities
According to Gender in 2000

Classification Males FemalesTotal Female rates
The four universities 5212 1568 6780 23%
Faculties of the 1112 442 1554 29%
Humanitie$

Source idem

4. Obvious increase of females registered in theowa levels of
education: The rate of female registration at thegry stage during
the same period jumped from 59.8% in 1970 to 9Gr6%998.

The rate of female graduates of the Faculty of drsttin the
University of Damascus, for example, exceeded 70% e total in
1999. In the College of Education, the rate wasiné&%.

5. The legal structure and legislations dealingiwibmen’s affairs
have overtaken social norms and conventions in Au@di countries
(Tunisia, Syria, Egypt, Irag, Lebanon and Jordan).

6. There was a relative rise in the level of acaep
by the public opinion of most women- related issi{&be issues we
raise concerning women, their freedom, their rigind participation
could not be raised with the same degree of deptha recent past,
for instance).

The Syrian Civil Code asserts in Article 46 a woisafull
eligibility once she attains the age of legal miggurArticle 40
affrms a woman’s right to have a name and a fanmbme
independent of her husband, while Article 15 assleet right to do
business with her money without permission of hastadian or
husband once she comes of age.

In all their provisions, the law of government dayges of 1985,
as well as the Labour Law, treat working men andneo on a par.
They also give women special significant advantagsated to
motherhood.

2 These include the Faculties of Letters and Human 8ejéfconomics, Law and Education.



These rights, documented in the Constitution dredlaws, were
reflected in a notable improvement in the presesfo@omen at all
levels of education, and their actual participationthe economic
activity, in decision-making positions, in the Isigitive and
executive authorities, the diplomatic corps, thdigiary and the
police force.

There were only four women in the first legislatigession of
1973, then their rate in the People’s Assembly tos&8% in 1990, then
to 12% in the last legislative session, thus pgtfyria at the forefront of
the Arab states, after it had been second to Taunisi

In the judiciary field, women entered in 1975, Iltheir role grew
till their rate at various judiciary degrees angels became 5.8% in 1994,
and rose to 13.1% in 2003.

What does that mean in relation to our thesisntéégrating the
female perspective in social affairs?

These tangible developments in the cause of wam@&yria, and
in other similar countries of course, mean that wontan strongly
advocate their own cause, and take the initiatventist their own vision
of education, culture, politics, development, eetiste and peace.

How can maximum benefit be obtained from thisaitun in the
practical and procedural fields to bring about Hart progress doing
women more justice?

From all the above, and on the basis of what hieEsady been
achieved concerning the social question relatedoimen, and in order to
be practical, the following measures may be viadahel of important
benefit to women, development, and to all of us raed women alike.
They can consolidate a step forward in favour oims&a, and thus in
favour of development in our communities.

1. The establishment of a department of women’'slistu in the
universities, or an independent institute of worsestudies.

2. The establishment of a national centre of wome
studies to attract  female scholars and academicians
interested in women'’s affairs. This should not b# Mmerely to local,
voluntary or individual initiatives, or cultural emts and celebrations.



3. Maintaining a share for women in the channelsl@fision-making,
education and development planning, particularlprogrammes related
to women'’s images and the social and cultural ungfimig, in general.

4. Instead of leaving men to the goodwill of matersomic and political
leaders, states can start gradually to allocatert#op of their budgets for
development projects related to women.

5. Raising women'’s issues should not be confinetthe@celite. Seminars,
lectures, workshops and collective meetings shbelihtensified. Issues
of women’s liberation should be persistently raidefore the public
opinion, and in conventional social circles. Cudduactivities should be
intensified among women at various levels, focusimg affording all

women easy chances to know the laws and legisktielevant to their
rights, lives and destiny.
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