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Working Group Report 

The Carter Center, June 27 2013 
 

Religious leaders, scholars, activists and experts participated in four working 

groups that were divided into four topic areas: physical integrity (including violence and 

harmful practices), family law, access to education and economic participation (including 

human trafficking), and public and political participation (including religious and 

political leadership).  Working Group moderators were Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Andrea White, 

Sita Ranchod-Nillson, and Ritu Sharma, respectively.   

 

Facilitator Seana Steffen, set up processes that helped the working groups 

accomplish a range of outcomes, from reflection into the impact of scriptural 

interpretation on the rights of women, to exploration of strategies that are effective in 

making fundamental shifts toward greater respect for human rights, case studies, as well 

as ideas for future work and collaborative approaches.  Alison Boden worked closely 

with each of the four moderators to capture the results of these discussions, which are 

summarized below.  All participants agreed that more time should be allotted to these 

discussed and that only the surface has been scratched.  Therefore, continued 

collaboration and a widening of the conversation is one of the main recommendations 

that emerged from the forum as a whole.  

 

Text Study: 

 

Sacred and normative texts have tremendous AUTHORITY, LEGITIMACY, POWER to 

establish norms for communities and families.  Interpreting texts, written or oral, in such 

a way as to enhance the rights of women, is simply critical for securing the rights of 

women. 

 

Some texts are problematic, in the ways they are interpreted, to ensuring women’s rights.  

They are interpreted in ways that subordinate and disempower women, or deny them the 

enjoyment of specific, particular human rights.   

 

EX:  Ephesians 5:22 ff.  (“Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to 

the Lord.…”) 

 

Other texts are wonderfully supportive, promoting the idea of women’s value and worth, 

human equality, and their natural entitlement to every human right that has been 

articulated by the global community. 

 

EX:  Qur’an 49:11-12 (“O you who have believed, let not a people ridicule [another] 

people; perhaps they may be better than them; nor let women ridicule [other] women; 

perhaps they may be better than them.”) 

 

Some texts can be interpreted either way – the self-same text can be interpreted as 

meaning that women are secondary in value and rights, or it can be interpreted as 

supporting full equality of worth and of rights. 
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Example:  Genesis 3, in which the serpent convinces Eve to eat from the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil.  Was Eve a sinner and a fool, and should womankind be 

subjugated because of her, or was she the most intelligent member of the whole new 

order of Creation? 

 

The groups looked at what the texts’ words said on their surface, on what the texts might 

say under the surface, on what the text does not say (some Muslim women scholars, for 

example Asma Barlas, like to say, “the text does not deny” – what the text does not say is 

unacceptable for women leaves everything else quite acceptable for women; and that’s a 

lot!). 

 

Some participants noted that while words like “equality” don’t show up in sacred or 

normative texts (they weren’t concepts that existed in ancient societies in the way they 

are used today) – this doesn’t mean the modern notion of equality isn’t supported by the 

text. 

 

In some cultures, rights-denying interpretations come about because of an incorrect 

projection of current word-usage.  For instance, some Kenyan Christian communities 

practice female genital cutting because the New Testament says that Mary was a virgin.  

They believe that virginity is secured through genital cutting and since the Bible says 

Mary was a virgin, clearly Mary had undergone cutting.  And if Mary the Mother of Jesus 

was cut, their daughters certainly are going to be as well.  There is no biblical scholar, 

historian, or anthropologist who would say that women in ancient Semitic society 

underwent genital cutting.  Male circumcision was critical; there was no female 

equivalent.  Kenyan Christians are trying to educate pastors and families as to the 

different uses and meanings of the simple word “virgin” and that there is no biblical 

mandate for female genital cutting.  

 

The groups looked at what the texts might mean more broadly – what different contexts 

they could apply to.  The groups also considered the social and historical contexts in 

which the texts were first recorded, what the purpose of the teaching was at that time, and 

what the purpose might be now, in a very different era of human history. 

 

Some of the groups noted that an asymmetry of power is already noted in the text, with 

an implicit or explicit summons to the reader to redress that, to promote justice.  

Participants also highlighted mandates in the sacred texts to protect the vulnerable in any 

situation, to identify with the oppressed, to “maintain” the rights of the poor and 

oppressed (suggesting that they have those rights already – inherently). 

 

The groups discussed the need and the responsibility to challenge misunderstandings that 

have become norms, and to highlight liberating and empowering interpretations. 

 

Frequent observations that can be found across the selected texts: 
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 women being ordained to pursue knowledge, develop intellect and inquiry, to 

question 

 Women questioning even in the face of authority just as men question  

 Equality before the law  

 Equality before god, therefore there must be equality with men  

 Women have a faith mandate to pursue knowledge, pursue what is the truth 

 

Strategies: 

 

There is an overarching need to decouple harmful practices from sacred texts and 

teachings 

 

This can be called values deliberation – we must start with the guiding principles of a 

religious or spiritual tradition and then establish how certain textual interpretations or 

practices subvert them.  Religions do not endorse violence, for instance, so we need to 

point out when violence is actually done in the name of being faithful to a text. 

 

The effectiveness of humility and non-confrontational communication was highlighted, in 

addition to discussions about “interruptive” voices of women, which some might view as 

confrontational. Both approaches are necessary, depending on the circumstances. 

 

The necessity of using language that is accessible and acceptable to those whose minds 

one wants to change (e.g., sometimes saying “mother, sister, daughter” instead of 

“women”). Some urged refraining from using the word “feminist” if it will be heard in a 

negative light.  The concept here is that it is important to build relationships, whereupon 

trust can lead to expanding understanding, and eventually, expanding and inclusive 

language. 

  

The groups discussed the importance of relying on a person or institution with the 

religious authority and the community respect to affirm that a harmful practice or 

interpretation is not consistent with the religion’s history, ethics, or texts.  The example 

was given of an Imam from Senegal traveling to Al Azhar in Egypt to hear from religious 

authorities there that Female Genital Cutting (FGC) is not an “Islamic” practice, but 

rather a cultural one.  This approach can prevent nay-sayers from holding out. 

 

It is important to use existing networks for sharing information and changing habits – 

everyone has networks, even the village beggars! 

 

Changes in interpretation need to begin within communities, not from without.  Finding 

(or creating and/or training) allies within communities is a necessary first step for those 

who wish to see changes to interpretations and resulting enhancement of women’s rights. 

 

The community, the community, the community – successful work for changed 

interpretations and practices needs to acknowledge and use the fact that many people 

simply don’t act in isolation but in relationship to family members, civic community, 

ethnic community, not to mention religious community. 
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It is critical to identify the “prompt,” as one group called it – the deeply held need or 

ethical conviction in a local person that will summon them to action, organizers might 

call it their “self-interest.”  What will make a person become involved in change, in 

reinterpretation?  Sometimes it is their own bodily integrity; sometimes it is that of those 

they love most; sometimes it is the simple desire to live as faithfully as possible, living in 

accordance with the religion’s accurate intentions and meanings, and a desire to live in 

greater accordance with their religion’s ethical mandates. 

 

There is a need to get people to rethink things that they have always assumed are natural 

and inevitable because they are all that they have ever known (e.g., pain and suffering for 

women in childbirth or intimate relations).  We all defend what we know to be natural 

and inevitable, without learning what is behind it that is constructed and responsible, and 

that is human agency, in this case, genital cutting. 

 

Stories and narratives that are about real people are the most powerful tool– human 

interest and compassion responds to the joys, the sufferings, the real experiences of real 

people.  Stories create empathy, and can begin the process of breaking the silences on 

taboo subjects. 

 

It is important to distinguish between using religion and engaging religion – the use of 

religion manipulates it to fit a desired end; engagement with it, and with other 

practitioners or leaders, opens the way to dialogue and transformation. 

 

 

Case Studies: 

 

 One participant from the Democratic Republic of the Congo shared her 

experience organizing training sessions for clergy and for women on the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights and linking the language of the UDHR to 

scripture; 

 

 A number of participants spoke about bringing women together across religious 

lines to talk together about shared experiences such as sexual violence; 

 

 One participant went to the compound of the Taliban in her area and used 

Qur’anic verses and arguments to negotiate the release of two young women who 

had been taken by the group, telling them they should do no harm to people who 

were working for the betterment of humanity.   Her organization now actually has 

the support of the Taliban for their work; 

 

 One participant arranged to meet with the mullahs who were criticizing her 

publicly for statements she made on a radio program about the lack of Qur’anic 

references to stoning.  She chose to act in the most religiously and culturally 

expected way, declining to sit in an available chair but rather sitting on the floor 

and using the language of deferential respect to their authority. She earned the 
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result she hoped for – they ended their opposition to her religious interpretation of 

the Qur’an’s absence of support for stoning; 

 

 Other participants and their organizations use the public space of letters to the 

editor in various publications and other public relations strategies to do critical 

education of female and male readers on issues related to women’s rights. Again, 

different strategies for different contexts. 

 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR WORKING FORWARD AND WORKING TOGETHER 

 

Ideas for Curriculum Development: 

 

 Seminary/religious schools’ training on how to preach and deal with difficult texts, 

and how to understand and address patriarchy; 

 

 High school curricula on textual interpretation and women’s rights; 

 

 The introduction of a women’s rights curriculum into existing educational 

institutions and projects; 

 

 Teach Arabic to boys and girls in schools (in Muslim countries where the national 

language is not Arabic) so that they can read texts for themselves; 

 

 Change the policies by which academic credit is awarded so that practical 

experience in working for women’s rights is included (a more praxis-like model); 

 

 Online courses on women’s rights and religious practice; 

 

 Anti-violence training for those preparing for ordination; 

 

 

Publishing: 

 

 Information clearinghouse on who is doing this work – the various NGOs, 

religious communities, etc., for information sharing and collaborations; 

 

 The publishing, in any format, of helpful sermons on women’s rights; 

 

 Publishing on the development of masculinities in boys and men; 

 

 Encouraging people who have access to the technology to publish their stories on 

the web related to religious membership and women’s rights; 

 

 The publication of the Islamic Declaration on Women’s Rights, with translations 

into multiple languages; 
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 A book of best practices; 

 

 Collections of stories of courage in advocacy for women’s rights in religious 

communities; 

 

 Publish a gender-sensitive edition of the Qur’an and other religious texts which 

have not already been re-imagined in this light; 

 

 Movies and videos can tell stories most effectively, and convey information to 

those who can’t read; 

 

 Publish training manuals; 

 

 Publish translated advocacy tools from the UN into the concepts and theologies of 

religious communities; 

 

 Publish documents that come out of this conference! 

 

Convening: 

 

 Bring together area clergy for training on women’s rights and textual 

interpretations; 

 

 Meetings that permit scholars and activists to work together in a non-

confrontational setting, teaching them how to partner on women’s rights; 

 

 The Carter Center and the American Academy of Religion could convene an 

annual gathering of scholars interested in these issues; 

 

 Convene experts on how advances in science can improve advocacy for women; 

 

 Bring together both secular and faith-based advocacy organizations to increase the 

power of their partnerships; 

 

 Convene people on mental health and women’s rights in Iraq post-war; 

 

Advocacy: 

 

 Public declarations on women’s rights from leading religious institutions (Al 

Azhar); 

 

 Have the international community hold others accountable for the agreements 

they willingly have become a party to (e.g., the Tokyo Mutual Accountability 

Framework); 
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 Advocacy for the admitting of more women into institutions of formal religious 

education; 

 

 The cultivation of partnerships with village leaders; 

 

 “The translation of disadvantage into opportunity,” said one participant – how can 

our advocacy for and with others teach them to turn their disadvantage into 

opportunity – or how can those of us not disadvantaged be a support or advocate 

in that process? 

 

 Use digital formats so that the tons of good in this work can be more accessible; 

 

 Integrate religious leaders into shadow reporting to the Committee on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women; they can help with 

data collection and dissemination to treaty bodies in Geneva; 

 

 Advocate for the holding accountable of religious leaders/communities to the 

Women’s Convention and other instruments; 

 

Programming collaboration:s 

 

 Mentoring toward community-based collaboratives (Tostan training center in 

Senegal); 

 

 Academic departments, activists, and faith-based organizations can partner to 

share wisdom and action plans; 

 

 Partner with the UN for religious literacy, provide instruction to UN staff so that 

they can better partner with faith based organizations and advocate for religious 

women’s rights; 

 

 

Recognition of leadership: 

 

 The intentional spotlight on women who live authentically, religiously, and 

empowered with all human rights as religious authorities in and of themselves. 

This can be achieved through convening well-publicized gatherings and offering a 

platform for women leaders; 

 

 Giving internationally recognized prizes to religious leaders who do good work in 

this area; 

 

 

Some Next Steps: 
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 National action plans for the training of faith and community leaders to combat violence 

against women, including measurable recommendations and deadlines for action.  

 

 Establish a collaborative process on human trafficking based at The Carter Center 

in Atlanta, where various stakeholders can gather and examine best practices. 

 

 Regional forums, like the Atlanta Forum, can be organized by the World Council 

of Churches and The Carter Center where discussions can be organized across 

sectors, cultures and religious communities. 

 

 Establish a working group for an international conference/workshop/seminar to 

bring together organizations with Al Azhar, Mussawa, etc., possibly at the 

Biblioteca Alexandrina in Egypt, to start a new conversation on an Islamic 

jurisprudence of human rights, and to translate the idea of human dignity into 

legal norms and laws within an Islamic framework.  The conference would also 

hope to create a new curriculum.   

 


