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“Is the Arab Awakening Marginalizing Women Politically and Economically?”
Speaker Biographies
Jane Harman resigned from Congress February 28, 2011 to join the Woodrow Wilson Center as its first female Director, President and CEO. Representing the aerospace center of California during nine terms in Congress, she served on all the major security committees: six years on Armed Services, eight years on Intelligence and four on Homeland Security. She has made numerous Congressional fact-finding missions to hotspots around the world including North Korea, Syria, Libya, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen and Guantanamo Bay to assess threats against the U.S.

During her long public career, she has been recognized as a national expert at the nexus of security and public policy issues. Harman received the Defense Department Medal for Distinguished Service in 1998, the CIA Seal Medal in 2007, and the CIA Director’s Award and the National Intelligence Distinguished Public Service Medal in 2011. She is a member of the Defense Policy Board, State Department Foreign Policy Board, CIA External Advisory Board, the Director of National Intelligence’s Senior Advisory Group, and is a Trustee of the Aspen Institute and the University of Southern California.

A product of Los Angeles public schools, Harman is a magna cum laude graduate of Smith College, where she was elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and Harvard Law School. Prior to serving in Congress, she was a top aide in the United States Senate, Deputy Cabinet Secretary to President Jimmy Carter, Special Counsel to the Department of Defense, and in private law practice. Married for over three decades to Sidney Harman, founder and Chairman Emeritus of Harman International Industries and Chairman of Newsweek magazine, she has four adult children and four grandchildren. Sidney Harman died in April 2011, and she has assumed his seat on the board of directors at the Newsweek Daily Beast Co.  

Rend Al-Rahim is co-founder and Executive Director of the Iraq Foundation. A native of Iraq, she has been active in the Iraqi public arena, in civic leadership, and in human rights advocacy, and is recognized as a leading expert on Iraq. From November 2003-January 2005 she joined the Iraqi diplomatic service, serving as Iraq’s Representative to the United States and its Chief of Mission. In 2007, Al-Rahim was awarded a Senior Fellowship at the United States Institute for Peace’s Jennings Randolph Program for International Peace, conducting research, organizing panels, and contributing papers and articles on Iraq. In 2008-2009, she continued with USIP as Senior Fellow for Iraq. Ms. Al-Rahim has contributed to numerous books and publications dealing with Middle East issues and has authored research and policy papers for the Iraq Foundation and for policy and research institutions in the United States. She is the co-author, with Graham Fuller, of The Arab Shi’a: Forgotten Muslims, published in 1999 by St. Martin’s Press. As Executive Director, Al-Rahim has represented the Iraq Foundation with governmental and international institutions worldwide. Under her leadership, the Foundation has built partnerships and cooperative relations with several nongovernmental and research institutions worldwide. Al-Rahim has testified before the U.S. Congress as an expert on Iraq. She is a frequent commentator on Iraqi affairs in the U.S. and international media and has published op-ed pieces in prominent newspapers and periodicals. Al-Rahim was educated in Iraq, Lebanon, the U.K, and France. She holds degrees from Cambridge University and the University of the Sorbonne.

Rola Dashti is a former Kuwaiti parliamentarian and a leading Kuwaiti economist and women’s rights activist. She is currently the Chairman of the Kuwait Economic Society. On May 16th, 2009, she became one of the first women ever elected to Kuwait’s parliament. She has served as Manager of Economics at the Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research and has been an economist for the Kuwait National Bank; she has also provided consultancy services to the World Bank. Currently, she is a member of the Executive Committee of Young Arab Leaders (Kuwait Chapter), and is the first woman ever elected as head of a professional association in Kuwait. But although Dashti was able to reach impressive heights in her career, the fact remained that at the beginning of 2005, women in Kuwait did not have the right to vote. In May of that year, Dashti joined with other women’s rights activists to lobby for a revolutionary decree allowing Kuwaiti women the right to vote and run in parliamentary elections. The campaign not only succeeded in gaining women their political rights, it also prodded the Kuwaiti government to appoint its first female cabinet minister. In 2006, it seemed only natural that Dashti should run for parliament; in fact, she was the first woman to file her papers registering in the election. Along with 27 other women, she fought for a seat in Kuwait’s male-dominated parliament. The campaign was difficult; opponents criticized Dashti as a foreign agent, due to her Lebanese accent and American support. They attacked her progressive campaign platform and refusal to adhere to conservative standards. At the end of the campaign, Dashti placed fifth in her district. While she missed out on a parliamentary seat by several thousand votes, her success lay in the influence she exerted over the political process, showing that women could and should play an active role in Kuwaiti politics. Then in 2009, Dashti ran again, and proved that not only could women play a role in Kuwaiti politics, they could be elected to parliament as well! She became one of four women elected to parliament – the first women ever to join the Kuwaiti parliament. Dashti’s continuous push for economic, political and social reform within Kuwait shows that one motivated and courageous individual can facilitate change, even in an environment that seems resistant to transformation. Dashti received a Ph.D. in population economics from Johns Hopkins University.
Rangita de Silva de Alwis is the Director of Women in Public Service Project’s 2012 Institute at Wellesley College. This Project is a partnership between the Seven Sisters Colleges and the U.S. Department of State.  She is also the Director of International Human Rights Policy and the inaugural Susan Bailey McGee Scholar at the Wellesley Centers for Women and faculty at the Madeline Albright Institute for Global Affairs at Wellesley College. She will be a Fulbright Specialist at the Asian University for Women this summer where she will help develop a women’s leadership program and curriculum. De Silva de Alwis will co- teach Human Rights Theory and Practice at Wellesley College as Distinguished Visiting Lecturer next fall.  

De Silva de Alwis has worked globally with a vast network of academic institutions,  civil society and government organizations to develop innovative human rights initiatives around the world including, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, China, Cambodia, Malaysia, Indonesia, Mexico, Georgia, Egypt, Russia, Kenya, Turkey, Morocco, Bulgaria, Romania, Lebanon, South Africa and Burma. She leads the Women’s Leadership Network in  Muslim Communities at the Wellesley Centers for Women.  She helped convene the Asia Cause Lawyer Network in India and the Women’s Watch- China. She has worked in partnership with China’s leading women’s rights advocates on new developments in gender and law reform in China for over 10 years. She has testified twice before the Congressional Executive Commission on China on the status of women’s rights in China.  Her work and scholarship focuses on using the international human rights framework to guide law reform initiatives on behalf of women, children and persons with disabilities.  She also advised UNICEF, UNFPA, UNDP and the U.N. Secretariat on the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities on state accountability under the relevant treaties and the intersections of the different treaties and a Gender Supplement to the U.N. Secretary General’s Guidelines on Disability. She is a Gender Advisor to Vietnam’s Ministry of Justice and National Assembly.  She has lectured widely in the U.S. (including Harvard University, Duke University, Yale University, University of Hawaii, University of Connecticut, University of Washington) and around the world and has published with the United Nations (Child Marriage and the Law; Girl Child Labour; The Status of the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and Legislative Compliance in Eastern Europe and Central Asia; and the Intersections of the CEDAW and the Convention on the Rights of the child)  and in law journals including in the: Yale Journal of Law and Feminism; Texas Journal of Gender and the Law; University of Pennsylvania East Asia Law Journal; Duke Journal of Gender and the Law; UCLA Pacific Rim Journal; University of Washington’s Pacific Rim Law and Policy Journal; and Michigan State Journal of International law.  De Silva de Alwis has created the curriculum and materials for the Women in Public Service Project’s Institute at Wellesley College and the course curriculum and materials for the Asian University for Women’s course on Women Leading Change in Asia.    

De Silva de Alwis has a Doctorate in Law (S.J.D.) from Harvard Law School and was a Teaching Fellow with the European Law Research Institute at Harvard Law School and a Research Fellow with the Women and Public Policy Program at the Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University.  She served on the Advisory Group brought together by UNIFEM and UNDP to develop United Nations Evaluation Guidelines and on the Advisory Board of the Women’s Democracy Network, IRI.  De Silva de Alwis was recently recognized by U.S. Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano for her work championing women’s and human rights around the world.   

Haleh Esfandiari is the Director of the Middle East Program at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in Washington, D.C. She taught Persian language, contemporary Persian literature, and courses on the women's movement in Iran at Princeton University. Prior to Princeton, she served as deputy secretary general of the Women's Organization of Iran. She was also the deputy director of a cultural foundation where she was responsible for the activities of several museums and art and cultural centers. She worked as a journalist in Iran. Dr. Esfandiari was a fellow at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars from 1995 to 1996. Her writing has appeared in Foreign Policy, Journal of Democracy, Princeton Papers in Near Eastern Studies, New Republic, Wilson Quarterly, Chronicle of Higher Education, Middle East Review, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and the New York Review of Books as well as the Daily Beast and the blogs of the New York Review of Books and the New Republic. She is the first recipient of a yearly award established in her name. The Haleh Esfandiari Award was presented to Dr. Esfandiari by a group of businesswomen and activists from countries across the Middle East and North Africa region. Dr. Esfandiari received her Ph.D. from the University of Vienna and holds an honorary degree from Georgetown University Law Center (2008). She is a member of the Council on Foreign Relations. Dr. Esfandiari serves on the Board of the Peace Research Endowment and on the board of advisors for the Project on Middle East Democracy. She is also a member of a MENA Advisory Panel to the World Bank. She was featured in Parade magazine (May 2008), in O, the Oprah Winfrey magazine (November 2008), and in Vogue magazine (August 2009). Her latest book, My Prison, My Home: One Woman's Story of Captivity in Iran, based on Esfandiari's arrest by the Iranian security authorities in 2007, after which she spent 105 days in solitary confinement in Tehran's Evin Prison, was published in September 2009 by Ecco, an imprint of HarperCollins. The paperback edition was released in October 2010.

Moushira Khattab is a Public Policy Scholar at the Woodrow Wilson Center. She is currently a Visiting Professor on gender issues and human rights at Perugia University in Italy. Khattab is the former Minister of Family and Population of Egypt as well as Assistant Minister of Foreign Affairs, Vice Chair of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, Ambassador of Egypt to South Africa during the Nelson Mandela era, and Ambassador of Egypt to the Czech Republic and Slovakia during their formation. Khattab is a strong activist for human rights, especially women and children. Her achievements include criminalizing female genital mutilation and child marriage in Egypt. She also initiated and led a comprehensive legal reform process by the adoption of Child Law 126 in 2008. She spearheaded the development and inauguration of 1,167 girl-friendly schools which provide quality, active learning to thousands of girls in the poorest quintile of Egyptian society. In November 2009, Khattab hosted a conference on Islamic Sharia and the Rights of the Child in cooperation with the Organization of Islamic States. The conference encouraged emerging consensus to adopt a rights-based approach to controversial human rights issues. Khattab has received three decorations, some of which are the highest civilian orders to be bestowed upon a foreign national. These honors include The Order of Good Hope from the President of South Africa and The Knight of the Grand Cross and Decoration of “Commendatore” of the Order of Merit by the President of the Italian Republic. Khattab holds a Doctorate in International Relations and Human Rights Law from Cairo University, a Master’s degree in International Relations from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and a Bachelor’s degree in Political Science from Cairo University.

Lilia Labidi is a Tunisian anthropologist and psychoanalyst and is currently Visiting Research Professor at the Middle East Institute, National University of Singapore. She is the author of many works on the Arab world, treating subjects such as the history of the feminist movement, psychology and sexuality, the construction of identity, and attitudes towards death. She has been a member of the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton University, fellow at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, and visiting professor at Yale University and the American University in Cairo. She is the co-founder and active member of the Association of Tunisian Women for Research and Development and the Tunisian Association for Health Psychology.  Labidi was Minister of Women’s Affairs in the Tunisian government of National Unity from January to December 2011, following the overthrow of the old regime.
Caryle Murphy, a former reporter for the Washington Post, is a public policy scholar at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. While at the Post, she covered both domestic and international affairs and twice was a foreign correspondent, first in South Africa, and later in Cairo where her beat included most of the Arab world. In 2005, she spent three months in Baghdad covering the U.S. occupation of Iraq. After leaving the Post, Murphy relocated to the Middle East. She spent three years in Saudi Arabia, where she worked as an independent, freelance journalist reporting for GlobalPost, the Christian Science Monitor and the National, a newspaper in Abu Dhabi. Murphy was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for International Reporting and the George Polk Award for Foreign Reporting for her coverage of Iraq’s 1990 occupation of Kuwait from inside the emirate, and the subsequent Persian Gulf War. She is the author of Passion for Islam, which explains Islam’s contemporary revival and the roots of religious extremism in the Middle East. She is currently working on a book project about young people in Saudi Arabia. Murphy is a graduate of Trinity University in Washington, D.C. and Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced International Studies.

Fatima Sbaity Kassem is Former Director, UN-Centre for Women, Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (UN-ESCWA) in Baghdad, Amman and Beirut. She is a freelance consultant on gender and women’s issues in the Arab countries. She is an author and editor of numerous studies, articles and publications on developments in the status of women; feminization of poverty; implementation of CEDAW; and the history of women’s movements in Arab countries. Her main research focus is on women in politics and the interconnections of religion, women, and political parties. Sbaity Kassem is a member of numerous professional associations and advisory boards, including: American Political Science Association; Association of Lebanese Women Researchers (Al-Bahithat); Board of Trustees, Centre of Arab Women for Training & Research (CAWTAR); Advisory Board, Arab Human Development Report 2005: Towards the Rise of Women in the Arab World. She was cited in the 56th edition of Who’s Who in America in 2002. Sbaity Kassem holds a Bachelor’s degree in Business Administration; and a Master’s degree in Development Administration from the American University of Beirut where her M.A thesis was on “Labor Market Opportunities for Women Graduates and National Development in Lebanon.” She also holds a Master’s degree in International Economics; an M. Phil degree in Political Economy; and a Ph.D. in Political Science from Columbia University. Her Ph.D. dissertation was on “Party Variation in Religiosity & Women’s Leadership: Lebanon in Comparative Perspective.”
Robin Wright has reported from more than 140 countries on six continents for The Washington Post, The Los Angeles Times, The New Yorker, The New York Times Magazine, TIME, The Atlantic, The Sunday Times of London, CBS News, Foreign Affairs and many others. Her foreign tours include the Middle East, Europe, Africa, and several years as a roving foreign correspondent worldwide. She has covered a dozen wars and several revolutions. Until 2008, she covered U.S. foreign policy for The Washington Post. Wright’s most recent book is Rock the Casbah: Rage and Rebellion Across the Islamic World, which won the Overseas Press Club award for best book on international affairs. Her other books include Dreams and Shadows: The Future of the Middle East (2008), which The New York Times and The Washington Post both selected as one of the most notable books of the year. She is the editor of The Islamists Are Coming: Who They Really Are (2012) and The Iran Primer: Power, Politics and U.S. Policy (2010). Wright has received several awards including the U.N. Correspondents Gold Medal, the National Magazine Award for reportage from Iran in The New Yorker, and the Overseas Press Club Award for "best reporting in any medium requiring exceptional courage and initia​tive" for coverage of African wars. She lectures extensively around the United States and has been a television commentator on morning and evening news programs.

