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American Islamic Congress (AIC) hosted a panel discussion examining why are women 
trafficked, particularly in the Muslim World, who are the traffickers, and what are the global 
advocacy strategies to stop traffic. Dr. Mohammad Mattar , Executive Director of The 
Protection Project at Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies, 
Sanam Anderlini, Independent Consultant on Gender, Peace, and Security Issues, and Wenchi 
Yu Perkins, Vice President, Human Rights Programs, Vital Voices Global Partnership gave 
remarks. Zainab Al-Suwaij, Executive Director, American Islamic Congress, moderated the 
discussion. 
 
To start off, Dr. Mohammad Mattar  examined two issues that he felt are interlinked, the 
interpretation of trafficking of women in Islamic law and the actual trafficking of women in the 
Muslim world. Mattar argued that the most common form of trafficking of women in the 
Muslim world is domestic servitude. In an analysis of Islamic interpretation, he argued that 
trafficking is not seen as slavery, because slavery requires ownership. In the argument that 
trafficking is a contemporary form of slavery, we need to examine exploitation and control of the 
person. In understanding how Islam prohibits exploitation and control, Mattar feels that Islam 
does not address non-commercial forms of sex, which include child marriage, temporary 
marriage (common among Shia) used to disguise prostitution, and compensatory marriage (most 
commonly found in Pakistan) to settle a debt, etc. Under the United Nations Protocol, only 
exploitation is illegal. An analysis of the status of women trafficking in Muslim world shows that 
12 of Tier 3 countries in a recent Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report are Muslim countries (only 
Morocco is Tier 1). Mattar highlighted the fact that labor laws in most Arab countries do not 
cover domestic servants, which he feels is a problem. Another problem is the lack of trafficking 
legislation. Only 2 Arab countries have any kind of legislation addressing human trafficking, the 
United Arab Emirates and Bahrain. 
 
Sanam Anderlini argued that the challenge with women trafficking is that there other issues that 
are far more hidden besides domestic servitude. She highlighted that if one looks at various 
reports, there is a lot on Southeast Asia and the Balkans, but nothing on the Middle East. 
Anderlini urged the need to examine the causes and conditions that enable trafficking to 
fester. For example, in the aftermath of conflicts, one sees high rates of crime, sexual abuse, etc. 
She argued that most often the trafficker is someone the victim knows, a known entity in the 
community. Anderlini asked the question, how much attention is being directed towards 
actual prevention? What are we doing to alert communities of these issues? She urged the need 
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to somehow stop these fake lures of prosperity that in actuality ends up putting people in danger. 
Thus, she feels the problem is economic at the source. Its not only demand on the clientÕs side, 
but it is also demand on the victimÕs side. 
 
Wenchi Yu Perkins began with some questions: are we talking about trafficking because of the 
religion or are we talking about several distinct factors that contribute to trafficking in the 
region? Or are we talking about trafficking that just happens to happen in the region? Like 
Anderlini, Perkins feels that one of the main factors is poverty, especially where Muslims are the 
lowest caste in highly stratified society (i.e. India). Perkins advocated for religious leaders to 
take a more active role in changing the perceptions and values that contribute to 
trafficking . Perkins urged those present to support a bill in the Senate on human trafficking that 
is up for reauthorization. Originally passed in 2007, Perkins hopes to see it be introduced in the 
next couple of weeks. This legislation provides funding to organizations around the world to 
raise awareness of the issue like for example, supporting African imams to reach out to the 
community on this issue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


