
The question of who controls women's bodies - men, 
the state, church, the community or the women them-
selves — was one of the most important underlying 

issues of the International Conference on Population and De-
velopment in Cairo in 1994. Although women have, tradition-
ally 4  been identified with the body, they have not been seen 
as miners Of their bodies. The fact that at the I.C.P.D. the tra-
ditional Atwpohit Was forcefully challenged by a latge nuni-
ber of Muslim Women indicates that Muslim women are ready 
to stand up and be counted. 

The primary intetest of the Cidio conference was on "popu-
lation" issues .focusing On the body, rather than !'develop-
ment" issiies &Lilting on the whole person. My hope is that 
at the Beijing conference women in general and Muslim women 
in particular can shift from 'asserting autonomy over their 
bodies in the face of strong opposition from patriarchal sys-
tems to speaking of themselves as full and autonomous hu-
man beings who have not only a body but also a mind and 
a spirit. What do Muslim women - who along with Muslim 
men have been designated as God's viceregents on earth by 
the Koran. .- .understand to be the meaning of their lives? Re-
acting against the Western model of human liberation no 
longer suffices. The critical issue that Muslim women must 
reflect on, prior to and at Beijing, is: What kind of model(s) 
of self-actualization can be developed within the framework 
of Islam that takes account of Koranic ideals as well as the 
realities of the contemporary Muslim world? 

I believe strongly that feminist theology (or a study of Is-
lam's primary sources from a nonpatriarchal perspective) can 
empower women to combat gender inequality and injustice. 
A grant from the Ford Foundation in Cairo for the last several 
months has enabled me to work on a monograph titled Muslim 
Women.- Dm the I.CP.D. to Beijing, which examines the main 
theological assumptions that have been used to legitimize gen-
der inequality in Muslim culture, as well as the practical issues 
that Muslim women have to deal With. The monograph, as well 
as a number of working papers, will be disseminated and used 
at the conference. My fear is that women - particularly Mus-
lim women who come from a culture in which millions of 
people live in grinding poverty and illiteracy, - will not have the 
courage to confront their history. My hope and prayer is that 
there will be enough Women and men of vision, courage and 
commitment at Beijing that, despite all the difficulties mid 
darkness that surround them, they will light the way to a world 
that has a greater prospect of justice for all. 
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EDITORIAL NOTE:From August 30 to September 15, as many as 50,000 women will gather in Beijing for the United Nations' Fourth World Conference on Women and in a town nearby for a parallel meeting of nongovernmental women's organizations.  Powerful Republicans have demanded a United States boycott, to avoid lending credibility to a repressive regime.  But U.S. participation is not a favor to China; it is a sign of support for the human rights of women.  On the eve of perhaps the largest international meeting in history, we asked nine women  - leaders of nongovernmental groups here and around the world  - about the challenges ahead.  One of them is Riffat Hassan who directs the program in religious studies at the University of Louisville.  She is the editor, most recently, of Women's and Men's Liberation: Testimonies of the Spirit.




