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HIGH-TECH HAJJ

When more than 2 million Muslims went
on pilgrimage to Mecca last month, they
were participating in a tradition that is
older than Islam itself. But for all of the
timeless aspects of the annual pilgrimage,
or hajj, that bind Muslims to centuries of
tradition, technological advances are be-
ginning to make their mark on that expe-
rience as well.

Whereas hajj was relatively rare and re-
mote for the first 13 centuries of Islam—
the famous medieval traveler Ibn Battuta
spent almost two years traveling from
Tangier to Mecca to complete the pilgrim-
age—technology allows it to be experi-
enced by a growing number of Muslims.

The most obvious change concerns the
number of pilgrims who are able to make
the hajj. As recently as 40 years ago, that
number was just under 300,000 each
year. This year more than 2 million pil-
grims flooded into Saudi Arabia, and
those numbers are expected to grow.

A second change has to do with experi-
encing the hajj from afar. The hajj is now
televised live on more than 26 interna-
tional channels. Web sites are replete
with information for the faithful and the
merely curious. One site (provided in the
“Links of Interest” section on the second
page) even offers a “virtual hajj” tour.

Pilgrims no longer have to wait until their
return to share the experience with
friends and family. YaHind.com operates
a service couriering e-mail messages to
Indian pilgrims. Saudi cell phone sales in-
crease 30 to 40 percent during hajj sea-
son. And this year, Saudi telecom issued
half a million prepaid “Hajj Sawa” mobile
calling cards that were marketed heavily
on billboards, stickers, and phone cabins
in and around Mecca and Medina. ■

                                        - AM, 2/17/04

UPDATE: ISLAM AND PHILANTHROPY

The Middle East Program’s project examining philanthropy and charitable giving in the
Arab and Muslim worlds, undertaken at the request of USAID, concluded at the end of
2003. Project director Jon Alterman, with assistance from Shireen Hunter, director of the
CSIS Islam Program, has written a report summarizing key lessons learned from the
project and providing specific policy recommendations for USAID activities in Muslim
countries. The report includes case studies of charitable giving and administration in coun-
tries with significant Muslim populations and describes major trends in Muslim philan-
thropy. A copy will be available shortly on the program’s Web site, http://csis.org/
mideast/index.htm, in the “Highlights” box on the right hand side of the page. ■

Middle East

NECESSARY BUT NOT SUFFICIENT

Late last year, Secretary of State Colin Powell called women’s empowerment
“a true barometer of positive change in the Muslim world.” But a rising barom-
eter does not always indicate clear skies, not least in the country Secretary
Powell singled out for approval: Morocco.

Last month the Moroccan parliament approved one of the most progressive
laws on women’s rights in the entire Arab world. The much-anticipated reform
of Morocco’s Family Code, the Mudawana, represented a great leap forward
for Moroccan women. Yet it came on the heels of a new antiterrorism law that
challenged democratic progress and curtailed rights for all Moroccans.

The Moroccan case illustrates a vexing contradiction: impressive progress to-
ward women’s rights accompanied by reversals in the rights granted to broader
publics. The contradiction raises broader issues. Is women’s empowerment a
reliable indicator of democracy? Does it herald the onset of democratization?
Or is it merely an easier way to gain the approval of Western governments
without touching the core of authoritarian systems?

Amended for the first time since 1957, the new Family Code raises the mini-
mum age of marriage for girls from 15 to 18, allows women the right to initiate
divorce, and gives wives “joint responsibility” with their husbands in family
matters. New restrictions on polygamy will diminish significantly, if not eradi-
cate, this practice. Essentially, the new Family Code elevates women’s status
from that of a minor required to live under male guardianship to nearly an equal
partner in family affairs.

Such changes, however, follow on a tough new antiterrorism law, which parlia-
ment passed five days after coordinated bombings in Casablanca in May left
45 dead and almost 100 injured. Among its provisions, the law gives police the
right to hold suspects for up to 12 days without being charged and without ac-
cess to a lawyer. It also allows the government to intercept telephone, postal,

(continued on page 2)
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Links of Interest

http://csis.org/features/040209_slocombe.pdf 

   Remarks by former Coalition Provisional Authority advisor for
national security and defense Walter B. Slocombe at CSIS
earlier this month.

http://www.csis.org/mideast/saudiforum.pdf

   Transcript of the January 30 discussion of “Saudi Arabia at a
Crossroads” featuring Jon Alterman, Dan Benjamin, Tony
Cordesman, and Robert Ebel.

http://www.channel4.com/life/microsites/H/hajj/index.html
   An example of a virtual hajj tour offered by a Western

website.

http://hajj.al-islam.com/

   An additional example of a hajj site with multimedia features.

and Internet communications and to search homes and businesses without warrants.

The law has had a dampening effect on Morocco’s nascent independent press. Over the past months, authorities have
used the new law to detain and question journalists; some were charged with “extolling the practices that comprise
terrorist crimes.” Two journalists were actually imprisoned on charges stemming from the new law, and their publica-
tions have been banned temporarily. The journalists were released last month by royal decree.

Local and international human rights groups have roundly criticized the Moroccan government’s response to the
Casablanca attacks, in which it arrested nearly 1,100 terrorist suspects, sentenced more than 50 people to life in prison,
and condemned 16 people to death. Few witnesses have been called in these trials, and acquittals have been rare,
leading at least one Moroccan human rights group to raise serious questions as to their fairness. Amnesty International
reports a sharp increase in the number of reported cases of torture and ill-treatment, and in one draconian judgment,
two 14-year-old girls were sentenced to five years in prison merely for discussing planting a bomb in a supermarket’s
liquor aisle.

Clearly, true democracy cannot bloom in the face of substantial gender inequality. No country can be classified a de-
mocracy when fully half its citizens are denied the right to vote. Likewise, significant gender disparities in a variety of
social indicators—literacy and health, for example—signal a lack of social justice. Gender equality is an important ele-
ment for developing democracies.

Improving women’s status does not appear to be an accurate indicator of democracy, however. Some countries in
which women enjoy relatively equal status can be repressive. The most obvious example is Saddam Hussein’s Iraq,
where women were among the most liberated in the Arab world, but also among the most oppressed, along with their
male countrymen. Tunisia boasts perhaps the most liberal personal status code in the Arab world, yet the State
Department’s annual report on human rights practices raises serious concerns regarding the Tunisian government’s
routine violations of human rights, as well as its repressive practices. Egypt has made some progress granting women
greater rights with respect to divorce, yet the government’s policies toward political reform and civil society, and par-
ticularly its law on nongovernmental organizations, serve to constrict political space, not expand it.

Ultimately, improving women’s rights in a society is neither a good proxy for democratization nor a reliable indicator of
it. This is not to argue that it is not desirable, or even necessary, but rather to highlight the degree to which it is not
sufficient. For many, women’s rights is an easy variable to observe, laid down in clear laws and unambiguous language,
and monitored as easily in Washington, Paris, and London as in Rabat, Cairo, and Baghdad. Yet interested observers
need to take care that progress on women’s issues not be a smoke screen for delayed action or even reversals on
equally vital issues. ■                                                                                                           —MY 2/18/2004
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