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Women for change

Six women sat om @ podiom facing @
smalll enowid off society”s elite and me-
dita mepresentaives. Fadh woman s
combortatbiy im her seat, ready witlh her
Iﬁﬁc’\xmmnﬁ&ﬂnmmm‘mwmm
&s 1o disowss 2 topic thae ey Gake diec-
ades o materialise: “Egypt's fimt fe-
male presidient: wiiny mor?™

Pictwre 2 maisture of femmimism  amd
viigowr. Six women were present:: Mer-
wat [E)-Telkaowi, fommer mimister of ims-
rance and social affzirs, Hods Badiran.
chairperson of the Alliance for Araly
Women, Alia El-Mahdy. dean of the
Faculty of Ecomomics and Political
Sciences, Cairo University, Momna
Makram Ebeid, professor ® AUC and
WMMWafdthy Yomn Ha-

”\Vctbdnlmthnmlxatalkmg
event. Rather, we wanted a strong pan-
¢l of women who could provide con-
crete suggestions. These women repre-
semt  differemt  aspects of  society,
though we are missing the business
side,” said Ashral Swelem, director-
general of Egypt's International Eco-
nomic Forum, which organised the
event.

The discussion comes at a time when
many activists are regrouping against
the State Council’s decision to ban the
recruitment of female judges last Feb-
ruary, even though the Supreme Con-
stitutional Court had already ruled in
favour of appointing females as admin-
istrative court judges last March.

El-Gibali, the first female judge to be
appointed on the Council of Advisors
1o the Supreme Constitutional Court in
1993, and the first woman to be elected
1o the council of the Bar Association
since its inception in 1912, said that
the title of the event needed paraphras-
ing.
§It is like denying women their con-
stitutional rights in the first place by
asking ‘why not: a female president’.
Constitutional rights were made to be
practised, not to be talked about,” she
told the Weekly, Whatever her feelings
gbout the ban on female judges, El-
Gibali showed no signs of disappoint-
ment. “Women have accomplished a
lot, and their quest will be fulfilled if

The State Council’s
decision fo ban the
recruiltment of women
judges has been a setback
to women'’s rights. But
women are sfill discussing
the possibility of a woman
becoming president, writes
Dena Rashed

mot today then tomomrow. We are two
thinds from the finishing line: 1 am not
womied about the female judges is-
sue,” she said.

Setting the mood for the debate was
Lola Zaklama. president and managing
director of Rada Research and Public
Relations. who argued strongly that a
woman should have the right 10 be
president. Detailing the traits of male
and female presidents, Zaklama said
that a leader should be able to translate
vision into action, make policies into
objectives, and take action in times of
crisis.

Haven't women already demonstrat-
ed these qualities in many different ar-
eas of life, she asked.

Each of the six women had only sev-
en minutes to argue her case, and it
was expected that education and cul-
ture would be the panelists” main con-
cerns. Osama Heikal, deputy editor-in-
chief of the newspaper Al-Wafd, the
moderator of the discussion, started off
by saying that “the development of any
sociely is measured by the status of its
women.”

El-Mahdy was being realistic when
she noted that the political participa-
tion of women is limited. “Things have
been changing since the 1970s, but
now women only make up one per
cent of parliament, in comparison (o
eight per cent in the 1970s.” She point-
ed out that the Middle East was differ-
ent to other parts of the world. “Wom-
en are presidents and prime ministers
all over the globe, yet we have none in
the Middle East.”

Laws and constitutions were one
thing, El-Mahdy said, but inherited
ideas about women’s roles were an-

other. “A woman becoming president
could only happen 15 years or so
away, when the younger generation
starts 1o take decisions and boys and
girls are treated in the same manner,”
she said.

Badran, on the other hand, argued
that a woman president was by no
means a new phenomenon. “The first
female president was Argentina’s Isa-
bel Peron in 1974, and since then we
have seen 25 others follow as heads of
state.” Badran blamed a masculinist
society for limiting women’s roles,
with some groups in society believing
that women have enough rights al-
ready and that their proper role is at
home raising children.

For Hamaki, education was the key.
“Can we separate political participa-
tion from economic and social empow-
erment?” she asked. “How many
women are able to reach high posi-
tions, given the high rates of illiteracy?
We need to develop these areas to al-
low women to have a chance.”

Ebeid, critical of the ruling National
Democratic Party (NDP) when it
comes to women and noting that the
party had only nominated one women
in the parliamentary elections, was
also sarcastic about men. “First of all,
let’s find a man who has the political
qualifications to be a future president,”
she said. While she said that women
had been able to extend their rights,
there were still many radical voices
ranged against them.

El-Tellawi, a former minister and the
country’s first female ambassador,
serving in Japan and Awustria, argued
that women have always had a role to
play in running society. So what has
happened to us, she asked. “Our cul-
ture now is not up to the history of
Egypt, and the state has been happy to
leave popular opinion as it is. We are
only providing basic material needs,
rather than trying to enrich the real val-
ues of society.”

“Women's issues are always the
least cared for,” she said. “In order
to advance, women need activists,
political will and the assistance of
the law.” The fact that the country
sometimes had an occasional female
minister or ambassador was superfi-



El-Tellawi

e fa
El-Mahdy

cial, she said. “What we need is a
way of looking that really sees wom-
en as half of society.”

A major issue addressed in the de-
bate was the law passed by the Peo-
ple’s Assembly in 2009 concerning
Article 62 of the constitution, which
specified 64 seats for women in par-
liament, El-Tellawi said that what
really needed to be amended was Ar-
ticle 87, which states that half of par-
liament's members should be farmers
or workers,

Former foreign minister Ahmed
Mabher, a guest at the debate, comment-
ed that the panel should have had a
male figure, in order to make clear that
men did support women’s rights. “I
hope women will be able to take up the
highest positions, but without the insti-
tution of a quota system,” he said. For
her part. El-Tellawi said that a quota
system was a temporary procedure that
was necessary until society accepts
women’s roles.

Iig' : ",;.‘;Tﬂ

El-Gibali

Are we expecting too much of a soci-
ety that still has concerns over female

judges? Shafik Gabr, chairman of the

forum and mastermind behind the
event, believes not, He explained that
many ideas had been shunned in the
past despite their viability. “When
president [Anwar] El-Sadat took pow-
er, it was argued by some that he
would not last more than six months,
A female president sounds odd today,
but tomorrow it might not,” he told the
Weekly.

El-Mahdy was the first to say that
she did not wish to nominate herself
for the presidency should it be offered,
though other panelists did not com-
ment when asked for the names of pos-
sible candidates.

The event, the first in a series of pan-
els on women's issues, was certainly
stimulating, However, it might still
seem that panels held in fancy hotels
by the Nile have as yet little chance of
changing opinions in the streets.

: Alaa Abdel-Bari

photos

‘It is like denying
women their
consétitutional rights
in the first place by
asking ‘why not: a
female president’.
Constitutional
rights were made
to be practised, not

to be talked about’
Tahany El-Gibali,
deputy chief justice of
the Supreme
Constitutional Court
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Conference advocates idea of female
president

Sl Ty el June 29, 2010, 4:34 pm
News Egypt

CAIRO: “If you want something said, ask a man; if you want something done, ask a woman,” Loula
Zaklama, president and CEO of Rada Research and PR company, said quoting former British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher, in the opening session of a forum organized by Egypt’s International
Economic Forum.

The forum titled “Egypt’s First Female President: Why Not?”” included a number of successful,
prominent women invited to talk about the role Egyptian women play in the political arena and the
possibility of an Egyptian woman becoming president.

“Women play a prominent role in economic and social aspects of life now in Egypt, but when it comes
to their participation in the political arena, we find it very limited,” said Alia El-Mahdi, dean of the
faculty of economic and political sciences at Cairo University.

According to a 2005 survey by the World Economic Forum of 58 countries, Egypt ranks only 55 on the
scale of the political empowerment of women, which is lower than many other Muslim countries
including Turkey, Pakistan, Malaysia and Bangladesh.

The panelists believed that the reason behind this is the social and cultural environment in Egypt that
undermines the value of women in the political field and firmly believes that “being a president is a
man’s job.”

Panelists also cited the wide misconception among people that Islam doesn’t approve of the idea of a
female president.

Mona Makram Ebeid, professor at the American University in Cairo, said Sheikh Sayed Tantawi, the
late Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, issued a fatwa (religious edict) to the Indonesian News Agency in 1999
allowing women to become president.

According to a 2010 poll held by the Public Opinion Poll Center (POPC), 71 percent of men and 43
percent of women don’t approve of having a female president.

On the other hand, Tahany El-Gebaly cited her success story in becoming deputy chief of Justice of the
Supreme Court, a field dominated by men, proving that it’s not impossible to have a female president in

Egypt.

“Running for president is a constitutional right for every Egyptian citizen, whether it’s a man or a
woman, but for a woman to actually achieve this, she would need to be prepared to enter a long, tough
battle,” El-Gebaly told Daily News Egypt

Women are still fighting for their right to be judges in the State Council in Egypt.




The body's general assembly voted against the right of 25 women to become judges in the state council
last February.

Women's rights activists were outraged by the vote and are now waiting for the final verdict from the
Egyptian Supreme Court in the case.

“The women have proven themselves as judges in the family courts and criminal courts for seven years.
We have 40 female judges now in addition to me,” El-Gebaly told Daily News Egypt.

“We hope that women will be assigned as judges in the State Council and prosecution, so they can
participate in all judicial posts just like men.”

The panelists discussed the law allocating a quota of 64 seats in the People’s Assembly (lower house) to
women, and disagreed whether it would improve women’s status in the political arena or not.

Mervat El-Tallawy, former minister of insurance and social affairs, said, “The quota is a temporary
solution until we develop the people’s culture and education so they can understand the importance of
women's [participation in the political arena] and change their previous misconceptions of women.™

In June 2009, Egypt approved a law providing 64 seats to women in the People’s Assembly, to be
implemented in the coming general elections.

This law was issued in accordance to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women, which Egypt had signed.
In the 2005 elections, only nine women were elected to parliament.

“In 1979, the 30 seats that were reserved for women were all taken by members of the National
Democratic Party; don’t be surprised if the 64 seats are taken by the NDP in the coming elections as
well,” Ebeid said.

However, the participants in the forum agreed that having the first female president wouldn®t happen
any time soon.

Ebeid said, “The current atmosphere in Egypt doesn’t allow anyone to run for president, whether it’s a
man or a woman.”

President Hosni Mubarak, 82, has ruled Egypt for nearly 30 years

According to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (International IDEA),
the general voter turn-out in Egypt is low, among both men and women alike, because of distrust in the
electoral process and lack of respect for political parties.

According to the data provided by International IDEA, only 28.1 percent of registered voters
participated in the 2005 parliamentary elections in Egypt and only 23 percent of volers participated in
the presidential election the same vear.

“If I were to become president, which will never happen, the first decision [ would make is to change the
electoral laws and I would limit the presidency to two terms only,” said Hoda Badran, head of the
Alliance of Arab Women

El-Mahdi believed that improving education and raising a generation that respects and values women
and believes in equality and freedom of opinion and expression is our only hope in paving the way for

the first Egyptian female president.

“We want a generation that believes that women are as good as men, sometimes even better,” she said.
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