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When she was 16, Rana Abdelhamid was accosted on
the streets of New York by a man who tried to pull off
the head scarf she wears as a symbol of her commit-

ment to her Muslim faith. Rather than withdraw, as she’d seen
other Muslim women do, she turned her anger into a program
that is now working with young Muslim women to teach them
self-defense while encouraging them to become leaders and
role models for others in their communities. Abdelhamid, a
graduate of Vermont’s Middlebury College who is now a stu-
dent at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, says the
challenge facing Muslims in general and Muslim women in
particular has been getting worse, especially since the attacks
in Paris and San Bernardino, California.

“It’s unfortunate that it’s becoming more needed and we’re
getting so many calls,” said Abdelhamid, 22, who grew up in
the Queens borough of New York. Robina Niaz, the executive
director of the group Turning Point for Women and Families,
an organization that works to end domestic violence in New
York’s Muslim community, said she first met Abdelhamid
when she was in high school and participating in programs at
the center.

“Rana is a living example of what one can accomplish when
we invest in these young girls,” Niaz said. “If we believe in
them, if we support them, watch their back - they need just a
little bit of nudging and mentoring and they are ready.”
Muslim women in several cities across the country are organiz-
ing or taking self-defense classes, but Abdelhamid’s organiza-
tion, the Women’s Initiative for Self-Empowerment, or WISE,
goes beyond the physical self-defense skills to encourage the
young women to become leaders and social entrepreneurs.
The empowerment lessons can be as simple as showing the
young women how to rent or reserve a room in a community
center to tips on becoming a confident public speaker.

Basic program
Abdelhamid said her efforts have not been universally well

received by the Muslim community. “We have had some chal-
lenges and pushback from more traditionalist members of our
community who don’t necessarily see space for women in
leadership, unfortunately,” she said. “It’s really, really disheart-
ening because you want your allies to be within the communi-
ty.” The program has grown since the first class was offered to
about a dozen girls in the basement of a community center in
Brooklyn. 

The basic program, called Mentee Muslimah (an Arabic
word for Muslim women), is a 13-session summer camp
attended in New York by about 50 young women of high-
school age that follows a 100-page course outline Abdelhamid
developed during an independent study course at
Middlebury. The organization relies heavily on donated space
and volunteers, but it’s also received donations and in some
cases fees are charged to people taking the program to help
defray expenses. She’s in the process of setting up a formal
non-profit group so WISE can have a permanent home and a
budget. 

Deeply caring
While an undergraduate at Vermont’s Middlebury College,

Abdelhamid used a grant from the school’s Center for Social
Entrepreneurship to expand her organization. “What makes
Rana really unique that we saw in her is that this is an issue
that is connected to her identity and it drives her all the time,”
said Heather Neuwirth, the associate director of Middlebury’s
Entrepreneurship Center. “She took what could have been an
experience that could have shut her down, she really realized
the power in that and I think the way that she connects to oth-
ers is deeply caring.”

Abdelhamid sometimes travels to lead programs outside
New York, but most are led by people who have taken the pro-
gram and then been trained to teach it. The summer programs
outside New York are held in Union City, New Jersey,
Washington, Dallas, Madrid, and Edinburg, Scotland. She’s
working on setting up programs in Chicago, Dublin and
Istanbul. Next month WISE also is planning a three-day pro-
gram in Boston for Jewish women.

Nitasha Siddique, a 19-year-old student at Princeton, said
she got involved with WISE after her junior year in high school
when she was accepted into the New York summer programs.

“There were a lot of really important conversations I’d nev-
er had before, but had the opportunity to have these conver-
sations and have them with a group of girls who were close to
me in age,” she said. — AP
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Rana Abdelhamid shows how to escape when an attacker
grabs your arm during a self-defense class in Washington. 

Rana Abdelhamid speaks during an interview in New York.
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Jackie Chan to 
produce Korea-China

sci-fi Film ‘Reset’

“Fatal Countdown: RESET,” a high profile Korean-
Chinese co- production has begun production with
Jackie Chan taking a supervisory executive role. The

sci fi tale is directed by Korean filmmaker Chang, who previ-
ously directed Cannes Midnight entry “The Target” in 2014.
The picture stars Chinese actress Mini Yang (“The Witness”)
and actor Wallace Huo (“Swordsman”). The futuristic story
involves a single mother and a scientist, who time travel to
rescue her kidnapped son.

High-profile Korean technical crew, including cinematogra-
pher Choi Chan-min (“KUNDO: Age of the Rampant”), produc-
tion designer Cho Hwa-sung (“New World”), music director
Bang Jun-seok (“The Throne”), and editor Kim Sang-bum
(“Veteran”), are also on board. Korean production house The
Lamp Films had developed the original script and recruited
Korean crew, including the director, while China’s New Clues
Films and Jaywalk Studios handled script adaptation, casting,
investment, marketing and distribution. The two China-based
companies had previously worked on “The Witness,” which
was also a Korea-China co-production.

Sources close to the production say that the film is the
biggest budget co-production between the two countries,
which are increasingly working as partners. “Mr Go,” involving
Korea’s Showbox and China’s Huayi Brothers in 2013 had an
announced cost of $25 million. Currently in production in
Busan, “RESET” is set for delivery in the second half of 2016.
Distribution companies in Korea and China have not yet been
announced. An international sales agent has also not yet been
appointed. — Reuters

Jackie Chan

Elba, Staunton make
Queen’s Honors List

Idris Elba, Imelda Staunton and Barbara Windsor are among
entertainment figures who were included in Queen Elizabeth’s
Honors List for the New Year. Others on the list include actors

Sian Phillips and James Nesbitt, “Queen” screenwriter Peter Morgan,
Blur frontman Damon Albarn and DJ Clifford Price.

Windsor (“East Enders”)  and Phillips (“Dune”) were made
Dames; “Beasts of No Nation” star Elba, Nesbitt (“The Hobbit” tril-
ogy) and Albarn became OBEs (Order of the British Empire);
Staunton (“Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix”) was made
a CBE (Commander of the Order of the British Empire); and Price
aka Goldie an MBE (Member of the Order of the British Empire).
They are among 1,196 honorees conferred with titles this New
Year’s by the queen of Britain. The list comes out twice a year, on
her birthday in June and for the new year. — Reuters

File photo of British actor Idris Elba poses
during a photocall prior to a screening of the
film ‘Mandela: Long Walk to Freedom’ at the
UNESCO headquarters in Paris. — AP


