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Musawah advocates equality and justice in the Muslim family

FATIMA SEEDAT
and WAHEEDA AMIEN

ON February 13, 2009, a global
movement called ‘Musawah’
(‘Equality’ in Arabic) was
launched in Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia, at a five-day confer-
ence hosted by Sisters in Islam
(SIS), a Malaysian NGO commit-
ted to, among others, the

advancement of women’s rights
in the Muslim family.

About Musawah

The launch of Musawah was a
culmination of two years of work
with academics and activists
around the world, which resulted
in the international conference
that brought together 250 people
from 47 different countries repre-
senting majority- and minority-
Muslim contexts.

Musawabh is not the beginning
of Muslim women’s struggles for
equality in the family. Rather, it is
a huge stride forward in the right
direction. It offers recognition of
past struggles; motivation for
future struggles and solidarity in
the cause of our struggles.

Musawah calls for equality
and justice in the Muslim family.
Musawah believes that equality
and justice is not only necessary
in the Muslim family, it is also
possible. The organisation asserts
that the time for the realisation of
these values is now.

The vision of Musawah
emphasises equality in the family,
due to the untenable aspects in
family law z= well as its indefensi-
bility from an Islamic perspective.
Furthermore, Musawah declares
that equality in the family is pos-
sible “through a framework that
is consistent with Islamic teach-

Musawah also represents the collective

momentum of women’s organisations from

around the world, each endeavouring to

 achieve the realisation of Muslim women’s

rights in national contexts

ings, universal human rights prin-
ciples, fundamental rights guar-
antees, and the lived realities of
women and men.

As a global ‘movement,
Musawah encompasses numerous
international rights-based net-
works comprised of NGO leaders
and grassroots activists who focus
on Muslim family law reform.
These networks include Women
Living under Muslim Laws
(WLUML) and Women’s Learn-
ing Partnership (WLP).

WLUML was established in
1984 by women from eight coun-
tries namely, Algeria, Morocco,
the Sudan, Iran, Mauritius, Tan-
zania, Bangladesh and Pakistan.
Today, WLUML has networks
from many more countries than
the original eight, including South
Africa.

WLP was formed in the after-
math of the 1995 Beijing Fourth
World Conference for Women. It
represents a network of 18 organ-
isations in the Global South, par-
ticularly in Muslim-majority soci-
eties. These international net-
works offer support, solidarity
and avenues for sharing informa-
tion among activists who work
for reform at the local level, and

to empower women to transform
their families, communities and
societies.

Musawah also represents the
collective momentum of women’s
organisations from around the
world, each endeavouring to
achieve the realisation of Muslim
women’s rights in national con-
texts.

For example, Karamah in the
USA addresses “oversimplifica-
tion and misunderstanding of the

status of women in Islam, and the

increasingly negative stereotypes
being propagated about Muslim
women [in the West]”.

Baobab for Women’s Human
Rights is a Nigerian organisation
whose mission is “to promote
women’s human rights principally
via improving knowledge, exer-
cise and development of rights
under religious laws, customary
laws and statutory laws”.

Baobab operates from a
national office in Lagos with out-
reach teams in 14 states across
Nigeria.

Sisters-in Islam (SIS) is a group
of Malaysian Muslim women
committed to promoting women’s
rights within an Islamic frame-
work. Their efforts to promote

Muslim women’s rights are based
on the “principles of equality, jus-
tice and freedom enjoined by the
Qur’an”.

The organisations listed above
are only three of hundreds of
organisations that work in the
interests of Muslim women’s
rights in Muslim countries and
communities across the world.
Their efforts are expansive.

In the past few years, they have
made great strides in bringing jus-
tice -and equality to Muslim
women’s lives.

Equality and justice

is necessary and possible

In Iran, a man’s arbitrary right
to divorce and polygynous mar-
riages created financial and emo-
tional havoc for women and their
children. In response, women
campaigned for law reforms to
provide them with relief at the
end of the marriage.

Amendments to the Iranian
Divorce Law in 1993 now allow
wives to request payment for
household work performed out-
side of their religious responsibil-
ity. .
If the divorce is at the hus-
band’s request and the wife is not
at fault, the sum is based on the
length of time the couple lived

together, the activities that the -

wife performed and the husband’s
financial situation.

In 2000, following extensive
advocacy and activism by Muslim
women in Egypt, the law finally
recognised a woman’s right to
obtain a khul’ divorce without
her husband’s consent.

The law was challenged in
2002, but women’s groups advo-
cated to ensure that their hard
won gains were not eroded. The

courts confirmed that khul’ with-
out the husband’s consent does
not violate the Shariah because
there are definitive Qur’anic vers-
es supporting it.

In 2003, Nigerian women’s
rights activists made crucial inter-
ventions in the Amina Lawal case.
Lawal was charged with adultery.
She was found guilty and sen-
tenced to death by stoning by a
judge of the Lower Shariah Court
in Bakori.

Her appeal was vindicated
when the Katsina State Shariah
Court of Appeal held, among oth-
ers, that “her rights of defence
had not been properly recognised
in the lower courts”.

African and
minority South caucuses

One of the outcomes of the
Musawah conference was the
establishment of different caucus-
es. Of particular significance to:
South Africa was the formation of
the African and Minority South
Caucuses.

The African Caucus includes
representatives of Burkina Faso,
Gambia, Kenya, Mali, Maurita-
nia Niger, Nigeria, the Sudan,
South Africa and Tanzania. The
Minority South Caucus is repre-
sented by India, Philippines,
South Africa and Sri Lanka.

The caucuses were a point of
information sharing, coordina-
tion and solidarity for women’s
groups to address the particulari-
tles attendant to the practice of
Muslim family laws on the
African continent and within the
context of the Global South.
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