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Wo m e n ’ s Treaty on Ta ble 
One of the most memorable images from the

War A gainst Te rrorism was Afghan women shed-
ding their burqas and singing in the streets, finally
f ree of the deadly oppression of the Taliban. 

Both President Bush and First  Lady L aura
Bush eloquently spoke about the importance of
i m p roving the qualit y of l i f e for women in
Afghanistan as a part of  rebuilding the war- t o rn
region. Secr e t a ry of State Colin Powell pro-
claimed, “We, as a world community, cannot
even begin to tackle the array of problems and
challenges confronting us without the full par-
ticipation of women in all aspects of l i fe.” 

After such statements, it would seem logical
that the United States would f inally rat ify the
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against  Women (CEDAW), also known as the
Treaty on the Rights of Women. Yet, a full year
after September 11th—and with the end of the
Ta l i b a n ’s reign—the U.S. is sti ll  one of only 22
countries, and the only industrialized nation, that
has not ratified the tre a t y. By failing to rati fy, the
U.S. has chosen to remain in the company of
some of the world’s most egregious human rights
abusers, like Syria and Sudan. 

What is CEDAW ?
C E D AW, adopted by the United Nations in

1979, is the most comprehensive intern a t i o n a l
a g reement  on the basic human  r ights of
women. The treaty re q u i res that states take
steps to incorporate women into the political
and economic realm; provide women with ade-
quate healthcare, including family planning
s e rvices; provide girls with the same education
as boys; and end exploitati on and violence
against women. 

This t reaty can make, and has made, a dif-
f e rence in women’s lives. After India rati fied the
t re a t y, women pre s s u red the government to l ive
up to its commitment  to educate all childre n ,
and girls now account for more than half of pre -
schoolers. The Colombian Minist ry of Public
Health modeled much of its “Health for Wo m e n ,
Women for Health” policy on the tre a t y, includ-
ing the right to modern and safe contraceptives
and the right to accurate and appropriate med-
ical counseling. In Uganda, public officials cre a t-
ed programs against  domest ic violence after
signing the tre a t y. 

U n f o rt u n a t e l y, conservative politicians and
right-wing organizations in the U.S. have made
blocking the treaty a high priority. And the Bush
admini st ration seems to be bowing to the
demands of  the extre m i s t s—yet  again ! In
F e b ru a ry, the State Department listed the tre a t y
as “generally desirable” but the White House has
since ef fectively withdrawn that designation and
sent the t reaty to At torney General John Ashcro f t
for f urther re v i e w.  

C E DAW To d ay
Despite administrat ion stalling, the Senate

F o reign Relations Committee voted 12 - 7 to send
the treaty to the Senate Floor f or a ratification
vote. In order for the treaty to be ratified it needs a
t w o - t h i rds majority or 67 votes. The stre n u o u s
opposition of the right makes such a result diff i-
cult, but if the White House were to publicly
endorse the tre a t y, that could make the diff e rence.  

The real question now is: whose side is the
P resident on?  The extreme right in the United
States or the women around the world who are
s t ruggling every day for justice, for dignity and,
indeed, f or their very lives? 

What You Can Do: Please call your U.S. senators at 202-224-3121 and urg e
them to vote in favor of the CEDAW Tre a t y. ☞
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