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In dealing with this issue, which is perhaps one of the priorities of the international
community, we must look back to the historical record in order to evaluate the progress
of women around the world. We know that thousands of years ago,' men personified
power both inside and outside the family. According to the Egyptian sociologist Nawal
El Saaadawi, in matriarchal societies women, through their contribution to agriculture,
were equal to men, and their supremacy in family structures was ensured. During that
period the social concepts of hierarchy, class, master and slave were unknown in the

community.

However with the introduction of new techniques of production, common land was
gradually transformed. into private property. These new notions of property and
inheritance put an end to the foundations of matriarchy and have led to the development
of social systems repressive to women. Women were deprived of the dominant role
they had played in the family and the community, and instead became ‘objects,’
belonging to a father, husband and family, and they were excluded from the religious
fields where they had enjoyed equality with men. | |

Thus it is not surprising to fearn that centuries ago theologists in-Europe contributed to
the degradation of the condition of women, accusing them of all the sins, including the
original one. The woman was considered as an animal whose value was determined
by her usefulness, and the same discriminatory treatment was also common in other
parts of the world. Manou, who brought the tables of law to the Indian people said,.
“Child, the female must depend on her father, a young women on her husband, a widow
on her sons — a woman must never be independent.” Confucius defined the role of
womén in one verb — “to obey,” and for Buddha, woman was the pers'onificatioh of évil.
In the pre-Islamic societies, the birth of a girl was considered a curse, and it was the
custom to bury the girl alive immediately following the birth, which was the job of the
father or another man of the family. This tradition was abolished by Islam, Which
severely condemned the practice. One sourate of the holy Koran said to those who
justified it for reasons of poverty: “Do not kill .your children because of fear of poverty.
We will secure their nutrition as well as yours. The murder you are commiﬁing’ is a
horrible sin.” ' '



Islam was the first religion which, fn the seventh century, dealt with the condition of
women in the. Arabic peninsula to combat discrimination against them, dictating respect
for life and the dignity and rights of women and girls. - The prophet campaigned against
~ discrimination against women, and even pronounced: “All those who ensure security,
education, and marriage for their daughters will be entitled to go to paradise.” This did
not prevent men from interpreting some surates of the holy Koran according to their own
interests. Their subjective interpretation had negative consequences for the condition

of women in most Moslem countries.

Therefore, women all over the world, with perhaps a very few exceptions, have for many
centuries endured segregation, oppression, and sufferings in silence, accepting their

unfortunate fate with resignation.

It is only at the end of the 19" century and the beginning of the present one that
changes begin to occur. As a result of the extension of education to girls, access to
work outside the home due to the absence of men mobilised for the Second World War,
as well as the improved flow of information to even the most remote parts of the world
that women have discovered their existence as human beings entitled them to be

considered as full members of their communities.

However in order to be recognised as such it was necessary for patriarchal societies to
put an end to discriminatory preconceptions'and to allow.women to occupy their rightful
place in the community. The change that followed this discovery by women was an
impressive. one in theory; ‘but rather Iéss so in reality. However, the world has certainly
realised what one French author, commenting on the situation of women in his country,
wrote in the 19" century: “access of women to a perfect equality will be the biggest
manifestation of civilisation and will double the intellectual strength of the human
species.” Moreover at about the same time in Egypt an eminent writer, Kassem.Amin,
was campaigning against discriminatory treatment of women, ‘and said that it was
impossible for a nation to be developed as long as it was deprived of the-contribution of
half of its popuiation.

Nevertheless it took a long time for this conclusion to be accepted at the national level.
In fact, the United Nations has endeavoured to realised this aim since 1945 when its



Charter, whose dispositions are mandatory for all the state members, was the first
international instrument to advocate the principle of equality between -men and women.
It proclaims in its preamble, the determination of the members of the United Nations to
“reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human

person, in the equal rights of men and women.

In 1946, the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) was established, with the task
of preparing recommendations for the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) with the
promotion of women’s rights in the political, economic, civil, social and educational fields.
However it is not until 1960 that the General Assembly of the UN and its specialised
agencies began to pay more attention to all aspects of discrimination against women.
This focus on the problems faced by women around the world was primarily due to the
increasing participation of women in the work of the UN and other international forums.
Besides that, let us not forget that in the 1960s three other important factors contributed

to increased public awareness. These were;

1. female enfranchisement
2. The Civil Rights Movement in the USA
. 3. Decolonisation

This third factor determined the presence at the UN of African women, who brought their
enthusiasm and innovative ideas to the Committee of the General Assembly, which
“deals with world social, cultural and humanitarian issues. Their genuine concerns,
supported throughout the yearé by other women from Asia and Latin America, lead to a
.great number of new declarations, conventions and resolutions aimed at recognising

and achieving equality between men and women.

However, what we must realise today is that from the beginning — that is to say from the
establishment of the Commission on the Status of Women until 1992 — the international
community did not examine the real issues of women, as it was in fact obliged to do
under Article 1 of its Charter, which declares that “one of the purposes of the United
Nations is to achieve international cooperation ... in'promoting and encouraging respect
for human rights and fundamental freedoms for all, without discrimination of race, sex,

language, and religion.”



It is true that the first texts adopted by the UN dealf with political rights of women, the
nationality of married women and the minimum age for legal marriage, but in fact the UN
and its organs, including ECOSOC, the CSW, the Commiésion for Social, Cultural and
HumanitarianAQuestions, all considered the problems of women f.rom-a social aspect,
and women were ‘included within the list of vulnerable groups, such as children, the
handicapped, and the elderly. In fact, for mahy governments, women were considered
as minors. How could it be otherwise when the majority were seriously handicapped
by their own ignorance, the weight of backward traditional pfactices and prejudices.
When women delegates first arrived at the UN they found themselves obliged to face a
fait accompli. They were furthermore under obligation to act in accordanc_e With their
governments’ instructions.  Moreover, coming from countries where the living
conditions were harsh, these delegates did not hesitate to share the general opinion

that women’s problems were social ones.
| was, by that time, one of them.

Women’s issues were always discussed under the social item of the agenda of the
General Assembly. While | had followed the trend for many years | found myself one
day trying to understand why the Western wdmen delegates had never reacted against
that unfortunate position, which was in my modest option, the main reason for the
extended delay registered by the international community in effectively recognising
human rights as the inherent rights of women. | found the answer to my question in a
speech delivered by the delegate from New Zealand on the 12" February 1946 on the
occasion of the creation of what was to become the Commission on the Status of

Women at the first General Assembly of the United Nations. She said:

*There is no need to stress the necessity for pushing on the practical work in
connection with the parts of our Charter which emphasise the equality of
women .... But there is something more than winning the intellectual battle and

n winni litical vi in various countries, and that is
the economic and the social status of women ..during the course of the General
‘Assembly meeting and the meeting of the Committees, the women delegates
have been very busy endeavouring to see what was'the best way in which the



questions of economic and social equality in respect to women could be

pushed ahead.”
| found this declaration astonishing and felt my indignation rising.

In the first General Assembly of the UN in 1946, 17 women representatives and
advisors from eleven member states took part in its work, most of them from Western
~countries. As such, they were only thinking of women from their own part of the world,
in terms of the progress they had made during the war, and evaluating the kind of
responsibilities they must acéept in order to participate in the reconstruction and
improvement of the standard of living of their countries, totally ignoring the question of
human rights of the hundreds of millions of women in the rest 6f the world, who were
unfortunately not represented at that time. We had to wait until the admission of the
newly independent countries to the UN in order to hear about and begin to address all

the issues concerning their people and their women.

By the end of the 1960s, the UN had begun to adopt a new attitude towards women due
to discussion of the p'roblems of development as a priority of the developing nations.
In 1969 the Declaration on Progress and Social Development was adopted following
long negotiations with developed countries, who had not been enthusiastic about it.
This declaration was however a cause for celebration for women delegates as they
realised that they could, through the debate on development , break through the wall of
discrimination raised by men. Efforts deployed since that time have aimed to focus
government attention on mobilising and integrating women in the progress and
development of their countries. This question was among the major preoccupations of

UN institutions.

The first International Conference on Women took place in Mexico in 1975 under the
titte “Equality, Development and Peace.” One of the conclusiohs of this conference
was that worhen could and should contribute to the progress of the country. In one
word, women were recognised as an essential facfor in development. Subsequently,
following the decision of the member states. of the UN, a new step was taken to
recognise the necessity of not only the full participation of women in the development
process, but also to guarantee them the enjoyment of the fruits of this development.



They were from hereon to be recognised as both a factor as well as the beneficiaries of

development.

This conclusion was very important as the notion of development has evolved in a
posi.tive way. It has finally been admitted that development must be evaluated not only
by facts and figures dealing with income and economic growth, but also according to the
development of the individual in the social, cultural, as well as civic and political fields.
However, despite an -increasing interest in these matters, a satisfactory conceptual
framework for dealing with the problems of women was only finally agreed upon in
1992. -

One year Abefore the celebration of the 2nd World Conference on Human Rights, the
initiative for which was taken by rhy country Morocco in 1989, | had to face a very
difficult situation as president of the Preparatory Committee durihg the elaboration of the
agenda of the conference. | had to forget the Preparatory Committee and to elaborate
and submit the draft agenda directly to the General Assemble of the UN for adoption.
While | was preparing the draft | decided to pay tribute to women by dedicating to them
point 11, which read: “Examination of actual tendencies and new obstacles preventing
the complete realisation of men and women's rights, including this of persons belonging .
to vulnerable groups.” In doing so not only had | taken women off the Iisf of vulnerable
groups and consequently out of the social framework, but for the first time in the history
of the United Nations, women’s issues were occupying their rightful place in the field of
human rights. -‘From now on the status of ‘minor’ was forgotten, co'mpassionate
attitudes had no place, and social assistance programs were established under gender

equality, while paternalism shown towards women’s promotion was over.

The World Conference on Human Rights in 1993 was a success for women as it
recognised women as subjects of international law in the same manner as men. In the
chapter of the Declaration and the Program of Action entitled “Equality, Dignity and
Tolerance,” the World Conference urges the full and equal enjoyment by women of all

human rights, which has to be a pridrity for governments and for the United Nations. It
 also underlines that the equal status of women and the human rights of women should

be integrated into the mainstream of the UN system.



The Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing in 1996 was, in my opinion, the
most successful of the four conferences held since 1975. There was no ambiguity in
the Declaration and Platform for Action. All major problems Were analysed and dealt
with. Nothing was left out. The clash between North and South had this time little to
do with politics. Women came to defend their rights. Once again, the étand was very
clear: human rights are women’s rights. Those reading the Declaration and
Platform for Action of Beijing will be in no doubt of this fact.

However, despite all these fruitful events of the past decade, we must be lucid and
realise that much more remains to be achieved in reality. In fact, not all that glitters is
gold. Many of the decisions taken during the conferences of Vienna and Beijing will
require a along time before being really implemented. The majority of the women in
the world are suffering in situations of poverty, and even extreme poverty. Women are
exploited, abused, raped, forced into prostitution and new forms of slavery. They are
the first victims of war as well as of internal conflicts caused by ethnic, nationalistic and
- religious ihtolerance. Recently, the horrors of Bosnia have confirmed that men can be
converted into térrible beasts capable of using collective and mass rape of innocent
women as a dreadful weapon of revenge. This inhuman behaviour must effectively be
punished as a crime against humanity. - We found the same behaviour in Liberia,
Burundi, Rwanda, and the Congo, where men kill, rape and destroy for the furtherance
~of their ugly cause. '

Furthermore, there are countries where women’s lives and dignity have no value.
Fanatic religious and armed opposition groups slaughter women and girls, and torture
children in front‘of their parents. They kidnap young girls and kill them after hav_ing
raped them. In Afghanistan, women have been forced to go back to the dark ages in
flagrant violation of Islam. Doors of schools, hospitals and work have been closed to
them. They cannot move freely and they are under constant threat just for being

women.

The incidence of violence against women is increasing in all parts of the world.
Women and girls are battered by their husbands, raped in the street, or abused at home
by the father or a family member without recourse. Today there is a wide campaign

against this world-wide phenomenon, through the condemnations and sensitisation of



governments, and public information. The Human Rights Comvmiss‘ibn has appointed
a Special Rapporteur who reports to the international community on the broad range of
violbence inflicted in women. The United Nations is also scrutinising the attitude of
governments toward traditional practices which are harmful to the physical and mental
health of girl-children and women. A plan of action has been adopted at the
international level in order to condemn and put to an end these practices, including
female genital mutilation, which affects more than one hundred and thirty million women

and girls in thirty countries, mostly in Africa.

The preference accorded to the male also has a serious impact on the health and level
of education of girls.  This tradition is the cause of female infanticide and prenatal sex
selection in some Asian countries. Dowry-reléted violence, widow immo'latiOn, and
forced sterilisation are other serious violations committed against women. As reported
by UNICEF in its last report, this violence “is the most pervésive form of abuse of human
rights.” It exists not only in our part of the world, but also in the developed countries.
This means that still today “to be born a women is to be born at risk.” The present
situation of women justifies a constant mobilisation of the international community, the

government and all members of society.

The promotion of women and their access to the full enjoyment of all human rights as
provided in the international instruments relies primarily on three factors:
1. The political will of governments to implement programmes of action in
favour of women; , ' _
2. The extension of education té all women, since women represent the
majority of the world’s illiterate; V
3. Cooperation and solidarity for women victims of violations of their dignity,
security or freedom, deprived of their rights or unable to defend themselves. ‘

Concerning'number 1 above, governments should adopt what is known as “affirmative
action” to demonstrate its political will in the field of women’s promotion. This policy
can ensure the access of women to universities, employment as well as political and
governmental posts. Recent statistics show that only 9% of women of the World are
represented at parliamentary level and only 4% occupy decision making posts at the

national level. Some governments and political parties have decided to fix quotas in



order to guarantee greater female participation in the political life of their countries. In
France the Prime Minister decided last month to incorporate into the constitution the
principle of parity between men and women in all fields. This is a real way in which
governments can express their political will. Moreover it is a nonsense to think that
any positive evolution concerning the status of women could be achieved without men’s
support. It is absolutely necessary to associate them to such an enterprise.
Sensitisation and dialogue generally lead to success. Politicians must-play the game
with realism and sincerity — they cannot use women solely as voting tools —authority and

power must be shared with those who represent often more than half of the electorate.

Furthermore, women who have successfully ascend to high posts of responsibility
should not rest on their laurels and forget those others who are victims of so much
discrimination.. Wbmen who are organised can play a very important role in the
defence of women and human rights.  In my country, the mobilisation and motivation of
women’s organisations and NGOs have widely contributed to the amelioration of
- women’s image and consequently her status. This movement has its foundations in an
event which had a heavy influence on the future of Moroccan women.  In 1946, the late
King Mohammed V asked his daughter to deliver an official speech with her face
unveiled. At that period all women in Morocco wore veils. She did so, and the royal
decision was a clear encouragement to all women to-enter the political arena,
considered at that time to be the preserve of men. By this action the monarch, in his
capacity as head of state an . Commander of the Faithful, showed that he considered
Moroccan women as fully fledged citizens. The constitution adopted in 1992 stipulates
in article 5 that “all Moroccans are equal before the law.” Today we find women in all
fields of national lifé: engineers, doctors, pilots, professors, diplomats, artists, gold
medallists in sports, etc.

But it took a very long time to finally see women ascend to ministerial posts and to
parliament. Progress is very slow in this field. Political parties have not yet shown
their willingness to contribute to the promotion of women. Power is still very difficult to
share. Besides, as indicated by a woman from my country: “Despite all the progress,
she sails in ambiguity among several reefs such as poor knowledge of the law,
anachronism in the law, in particular family law, male resistance, the paradox of female

censorship, and most importantly, insufficient education especially in rural areas.
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However it is said that “the Moroccan woman knows what she wants.” And what she
wants is to put an end to all forms of discrimination and violence affecting.her. She
also wants to be able to occupy a legitimate place in male dominated careers and in
political activities in order to contribute fully to the well-being and the prosperity of her
country. Women all over the world have expressed the same will and purpose.

However, in order to reach their objectives women aiso should occupy stratégic
positions such as the ones offered in the information and communication industries and
mass-media. Studies have shown that if public opinion is not influenced and the
government not put under pressure, implementation of laws aimed at the elimination of

all factors of discrimination will be slow.

I would like to conclude by saying that the time has come for women to face the future
with determination. A future where there is no place for ignorance, prejudice,
discrimination or segregation. A country which neglects half of its population will be
condemned to extinction. Women have a vital role to play in the progress of their
societies, in the strengthening of peace and security at the national and international
level, in the promotion of human rights and in the protectioh of the environment. These
are roles successfully assumed by women because they have such rich experience of

handling their families prudently, in the role to which they had previously been confined.

it is true that life will not always be easy for those women who choose to assume
responsibility of this kind. Discrimination, inequality, injustice and harassment of all
kinds will not disappear overnight. However as the author George Mathew Adams has
said: “ In this life we shall get only the things which we look for, for which we are ready to

fight and sacrifice ourselves.”

"Ms. Halima E. Warzazi, Chairperson, United Nations Sub-committee on Human Rights, Working Group on
Contemporary Forms of Slavery

Former Chairperson, United Nations General Assemble Third Committee

Former Chairperson, United Nations Sub-committee on Human Rights

Chairperson. World Conference on Human Rights Preparatory Con;mittee

Former United Nations SpeciallRapponeur on Violence against Women
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The As|an Women s Fund was estabhshed in JuIy 1995 by prom|nent c|t|zens

| |

; v military sexual ‘slavery, with the support of the Government of: Japan The

‘primary aim:. of the .Fund is- to extend atonement and ‘support- to~vthose who- _
- suffered as ‘wartime comfort women’. The V|ct|ms have suffered’in sulence for. .

- ~|" to ‘act-urgently; in accordance with therr needs,,to aIIeV|ate their pain. in’
. } | ‘whatever-'small way we can.. (At the. same’ time, recognlsmg that preva|I|ng
" <. attitudes of discrimination’ and wolence agalnst women.are part of . the

, nand nghts of women i - o e s e
‘f';*ou'r activities inCIUde:- B STl
L S T o B o,

hostmg of mternatlonal forums on contemporary issues on women
.* fmancral 'support to. NGO: prOjects addresslng contemporary women s
" human. rights’s issues -~ - s
¥ research and. ananIysus into the causes and preventnon of vuolence~aga|nst
ST wornen, and ‘other'women 's human nghts issues, and; - '
) DU ‘counsellmg for women vuctlms of vuolence and other human nghts V|olat|ons »
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